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When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.
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FOREWORD

Scott Slovic, Oregon Research Institute

As Lay Sion Ng candidly expresses in the introduction to her book, there are plenty of reasons to have ecological and pro-social misgivings about Ernest Hemingway’s life and work, especially because of the vivid images of bullfighting, sport-fishing, hunting, alcoholism, and overbearing machismo that permeate his publications. But just as present in Hemingway’s work—and much more memorable to my way of thinking—are the extraordinarily beautiful passages of environmental engagement that recur throughout his stories. The moments of profound physical and psychological contact between humans and the more-than-human world that appear in such works as “Big Two-Hearted River, Part I” and For Whom the Bell Tolls are among the most poignant ecocentric passages in all of American literature and echoes of these scenes reverberate in world literature.

The elegant structure of Ng’s study clearly emphasizes the prominence of the physical world in Hemingway’s writing. She emphasizes the author’s “elemental perspective” by highlighting the ideas of earth, air, water, and fire, but I would also suggest that in addition to the material world, Hemingway’s stories foreground the importance of human sensory experience in catalyzing our awareness and appreciation of the world we inhabit. The stories abound with beautiful visual imagery. For me, though, the most memorable passages are often tactile and olfactory, depicting characters at moments of elemental crisis and joy experiencing these vital throes while physically touching the earth—the piercing brittleness of pine needles and dirt, the delicate skin of a trout underwater—and breathing in the smell of heather.

Some readers might find Hemingway a surprising choice as an author with the potential to inspire readers “to adopt a more ecologically conscious perspective in our thoughts and actions, moving us away from a self-centered worldview,” but I understand exactly what Ng is getting at in her project. When Nick Adams, in “Big Two-Hearted River, Part I,” lies on his back on the ground and looks up at the pine trees and pays attention to the earth feeling “good” against his body (137), he is abandoning some part of his anthropocentrism and registering what it means to belong to the larger planet. Likewise, in the framing scenes of Hemingway’s epic novel For Whom the Bell Tolls, Robert Jordan is lying flat on the “pine-needled floor” of the earth, striving to belong to something larger than himself. When the novel ends, as Hemingway puts it, “he was completely integrated now and he took a good long look at everything” (471). But he does more than look at the sky and clouds—he places the palm of his hand against the pine needles and the bark of the nearby pine tree. His sense of belonging to the earth is essentially associated with his sensory experience of the physical world.

When I read more recent work by American novelists such as Ken Kesey, Leslie Marmon Silko, Peter Heller, Australian Tim Winton, and French Nobel laureate J.M.G. Le Clézio, I sense Hemingway’s eco-centric influence in some of the most memorable passages of their novels—for instance when Silko’s Tayo leans against a wall, rubs white gypsum dust across his light brown skin, listens to crickets and wind, and feels “connected to the earth,” sensing that “the place felt good” (104). Or when Winton’s Luther Fox, in Dirt Music, gives himself over to the Outback, allowing himself to absorb the world through all of his senses and to be absorbed by the world as he camps by a stream at nightfall, grilling fish and eating an orange, listening to birds, listening to insects, and observing a nearby quoll (a small marsupial): “He feels himself within himself. There’s nothing left of him now but a shimmering presence. This pressing in of things. He knows he lives and that the world lives in him. And for him and beside him. Because and despite and regardless of him. A breeze shivers the fig. The rock swallows the quoll. He sings. He’s sung” (391).

In Silko’s words and Winton’s and in the minds and words of so many other writers and readers across the world who have imbibed Hemingway’s richly reductive prose, his reducing of human life on earth to its elemental essences, there is an invitation to relinquish the human self and be deeply present among and within the more-than-human. This is what Lawrence Buell is getting at in his notion of “the aesthetics of relinquishment” (including self-relinquishment), a key aspect of Buell’s “environmental imagination” (143, 156). And this is also what Ng is exploring in her interpretation of Hemingway’s writing as “an ecological force” that challenges many aspects of our “unsustainable” modern society.

The Hemingway texts I have mentioned here are some of the most obvious ones—classic examples of Hemingway’s deep appreciation of the natural world. But Ng, a learned and prolific Hemingway scholar, goes well off the beaten path in her pursuit of the author’s elemental consciousness, featuring A Farewell to Arms, The Old Man and the Sea, The Sun Also Rises, The Garden of Eden, and various short stories in her study. She vividly demonstrates the value of adopting a non-anthropocentric approach to a writer like Hemingway, who has so much to teach us about paying attention to the complexities of our relationships with the planet. Despite his own “ecological ambivalence,” as Ng puts it, or perhaps precisely because of this ambivalence, Hemingway and his fictional characters serve as valid and credible mirrors for our own ambivalent, contradictory, and often deplorable attitudes (and actions) toward the environment. But, of course, there are also those moments where Hemingway’s dream of revelatory connection with the earth mirrors our own best impulses.

In Hemingway, Ecology and Culture, Ng guides readers through the canonical works of one of America’s most canonical modern authors, showing how analytical lenses ranging from material ecocriticism to animal rights philosophy can bring to life the vibrantly green (and sometimes not-so-green) patterns in Hemingway’s masterful stories. This project provides a model for potential ecocritical readings of other canonical writers whose works have not yet been studied for their environmental possibilities.
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Introduction: Re-reading Hemingway in the Anthropocene

Ernest Hemingway is not commonly perceived as an environmental thinker or ecological writer. His popular image among the general readership is as a big-game hunter and bullfight enthusiast. However, this book aims to destabilize this stereotypical view by unveiling additional dimensions of Hemingway’s works in light of material ecocriticism, fostering ecological awareness among readers. Before delving into explanations of previous studies on Hemingway and the environment, it is crucial to address two pivotal questions in this chapter. First, what makes Hemingway a significant author to revisit in the current human and planetary era? Second, what prompts the adoption of the elemental structure employed in this book?

Addressing the initial inquiry, Hemingway often features nature as a prominent and vivid character, immersing readers in detailed descriptions of landscapes and environments. His fictional characters regularly embody a sense of self-sufficiency and simplicity, all while grappling with existential questions and the meaning of life. In the modern era, where human activities significantly impact the natural world, Hemingway’s portrayal of nature can serve as a reminder of its beauty, fragility, and importance. Readers may discover inspiration in the minimalist and sustainable ethos the Hemingway character adopts in navigating life. Moreover, as societies confront environmental challenges, forcing them to reassess values and priorities, Hemingway’s literature prompts us to reflect on our own values and consider our alignment with ecological concerns. As environmental writer Scott Slovic (2016) emphasizes, “we need literature—or art more generally—to help us use our senses more fully and intensely. We need to overcome the abstractness of our ecological awareness and learn to live through such awareness, to feel our presence in the world” (137). Writers, Slovic continues to note, serve as conduits for our emotions, encouraging us to experience the world more intensely and consciously. Through Hemingway’s vivid depictions of nature and his exploration of ethical considerations intertwined with environmental themes, readers are compelled to confront the moral complexities of the Anthropocene era. In essence, Hemingway’s work not only enriches our understanding of the challenges posed by humanity’s impact on the planet but also offers a pathway toward deeper ecological consciousness and stewardship.

First proposed by Eugene Stoermer and later popularized through his collaboration with Paul Crutzen, the Anthropocene coincides with Earth’s ongoing sixth mass extinction event, as human activities continue to drive the disappearance of numerous life forms (Emmett and Nye 2017: 95). In their article “The Anthropocene,” Crutzen and Stoermer (2000: 18) attribute the commencement of this epoch to the Industrial Revolution, a period marked by the clear and discernible global effects of human activities, particularly the rise in atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide and methane. In the Holocene (from the Ice Age to the start of the Industrial Revolution), Earth’s systems could sustain a human population of six million (Robin 2017: 47). However, the population has surged to eight billion, disrupting the Earth’s regulatory capacity because of the heightened demands for food, goods, energy, and services. Human activities, including agricultural expansion, overfishing, deforestation, industrial development, international trade, and waste production, have significantly transformed natural landscapes, surface freshwater, and ecosystems.

These activities have resulted in the loss of ecosystems, increased species extinction, environmental pollution, waste management issues, global warming, and other challenges, defining the conditions of the Anthropocene.1 As a result, the term itself carries a paradoxical nature. On the one hand, it conveys a sense of “human power” (Heise 2017: 3) or “self-conscious intelligence of Homo sapiens” (Emmett and Nye 2017: 96) in relation to human domination over Earth systems. Simultaneously, it instills a feeling of “overwhelming powerlessness” (Heise 2017: 4), recognizing that numerous human-centric transformations have yielded destructive, undesirable, and irreversible consequences.

In light of these circumstances, a prevailing inclination is to rely on scientists, viewing them as capable of addressing contemporary environmental issues and steering societies toward sustainable systems. While science indeed forms a fundamental basis for such transitions, it is not the exclusive solution. As emphasized by Robert S. Emmett and David E. Nye (2017), environmental problems surpass the confines of pure science, necessitating expertise in “interdisciplinary” (2) domains such as politics, law, economics, and cultural studies. The reality is that environmental analysis is inseparable from discussions on industrialization, capitalism, and consumerism, which are deeply rooted in Western imperialist and dualistic perceptions.

Serpil Oppermann and Serenella Iovino (2017) further assert in Environmental Humanities: Voices from the Anthropocene that binary oppositions like culture/nature, human/non-human, man/woman, West/East, North/South, and economy/ecology perpetuate an “inflated anthropocentric credo” that fuels “economic growth, political strategies, and technological development—all to the detriment of the Earth’s life support systems” (4). Consequently, addressing the current ecological crisis hinges on destabilizing our anthropocentric and dualistic worldview. Only through this transformative process can more sustainable economic policies, social practices, and moral paradigms be established and implemented. In this context, experts in the environmental humanities play a crucial role by delivering narratives, theories, and discourses capable of challenging our human-centric, reductionist, and dualistic mindsets. The humanities, therefore, harbor significant potential in comprehending and resolving global environmental problems.

Demonstrated in the following pages, a re-reading of Hemingway’s writing provides a literary lens for exploring and contemplating our relationships with the environment, the consequences of human actions, and the imperative to address ecological challenges in the Anthropocene. Specifically, delving into individualism and interdependence within Hemingway’s works prompts reflection on personal ambivalence and the struggles between egoistic and ecological mindsets. Representing a mirror, Hemingway’s fiction elucidates how our mindset is influenced by cultural, social, political, religious, and economic factors. Hemingway’s keen sensitivity to human-nonhuman relationships and emphasis on human reliance on nonhuman agents may enhance our understanding of our place within this “more-than-human” world.2

In the discourse on Hemingway’s ecological philosophy, critics present divergent views, with some characterizing his perspective on nature as anthropocentric and others lauding him as an environmental thinker. Louise H. Westling (1996: 89), for instance, interprets Hemingway’s hunting activities as a manifestation of his masculinity, embodying a “conqueror” mentality toward the land. Echoing this sentiment, Glen A. Love (1987: 203) argues that Hemingway’s hunting reflects an “aggressive and isolated individualism.” Despite acknowledging a shift in Hemingway’s view on hunting in his later years, especially after his second safari trip to East Africa, Love (1987: 211) contends that this transformation occurred too belatedly, leaving the author unable to offset his harmful environmental impact.

Hemingway’s persona as the “papa”3—“hyper-masculine, marlin-chasing, big-game hunting man of action” (Maier 2011: 718)—casts an indelible shadow, making it challenging to approach his work without an awareness of his exploits with hunting rifles and fishing rods. However, Kevin Maier (2011) suggests crediting Hemingway’s writing for its “increasing awareness of the contradictions inherent within the conversation praxis of sportsmen” and the demonstration of an “ethic of care” (721) by Hemingway and his fictional protagonists. Maier (2011) asserts that beneath the iconic image of Hemingway as “papa” lies a “careful environmental thinker” (718). Charlene M. Murphy (1999) draws on a comprehensive analysis of Hemingway’s fiction, nonfiction, and personal correspondence to argue he exhibits a profound respect for nature alongside an “admiration” and “sensitivity” (167) toward the suffering of animals. According to Murphy (1999: 165), Hemingway’s concern for preserving the natural world resonates throughout his writing career, as he repeatedly returned to this theme for at least thirty years. In Murphy’s words, “Ernest Hemingway’s sensitivity toward nature is apparent in his writing and his life if one cares for the truth” (1999: 172).

Building upon these insights, I affirm that Hemingway consistently exhibits concern for the subjectivity, role, and value of nonhuman entities. However, I notice that Hemingway’s environmentalism often adopts a complex, multi-layered approach, influenced by his upbringing in a hunting-oriented family. Born to Clarence Edmonds Hemingway and Grace Hall Hemingway, Ernest Miller Hemingway was raised in an intellectually stimulating household, where he gained knowledge about the natural world through extensive reading of books, articles, and magazines. Noteworthy sources include Theodore Roosevelt’s writings, outdoor sports magazines such as American Rifleman and Field & Stream, Colonel Townsend Whelan’s Wilderness Hunting and Wildcraft, Harold Elmer Anthony’s Field Book of North American Mammals, Roger Tory Peterson’s Field Guide to the Birds, and Louis Roule’s Fishes: Their Journeys and Migrations, among others (Fleming 1999: 1).

Simultaneously, the young Hemingway developed a practical understanding of wild birds, fish, and mammals through hands-on experiences in hunting, fishing, hiking, and camping with his father in the woods of northern Michigan during summer vacations. In these activities, the youth imbibed the principle of “respect [for] the animals he killed and … utilize[d] them fully” (Fleming 1999: 2). This “ethic of care” later manifested in his fictional characters. As a father himself, Hemingway transmitted these teachings to his sons, emphasizing the importance of not wasting any harvested fish. Jack Hemingway (1986) recalls his father’s advice in Misadventures of a Fly Fisherman: “Never waste fish, Schatz, it’s criminal to kill anything you aren’t going to eat” (18). These hunting and fishing experiences held an essential role in self-identification and family bonding, particularly between the Hemingway fathers and sons.4 This familial dynamic is reflected in Ernest Hemingway’s earlier works, such as “Fathers and Sons,” “The Doctor and the Doctor’s Wife,” “Now I Lay Me,” and others.

Crucially, outdoor sports such as hunting and fishing played a significant role in cultivating empathy and care within the Hemingway family. The entire process, from the act of hunting to the consumption of the catch, compelled them to critically examine the act of killing and respond empathetically to the animals’ importance beyond their function as game. This ethical approach to hunting one’s own food and a commitment to avoiding waste often goes unnoticed in the contemporary anthropocentric era, where animals, plants, and even human body parts are increasingly commodified. In this context, a re-evaluation of Hemingway’s literature becomes imperative. His texts frequently lament the loss of agency experienced by both human and nonhuman entities. By adopting a non-anthropocentric interpretation of Hemingway’s literature, readers may enhance their ecological connectivity. This prompts contemplation of the subjectivity inherent in nonhuman realms and their significant role in shaping what we perceive as human identity, culture, and society.

Returning to the second question, this book’s elemental structure was partly inspired by Hemingway’s posthumous novel, Islands in the Stream (1970). While the other two volumes were never completed, Hemingway initially conceived Islands in the Stream as the first volume of a “trilogy on the sea, the land, and the air” centered around the Second World War (Seitz 1993: 111). This foundational idea, along with insights from Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Duckert’s Elemental Ecocriticism: Thinking with Earth, Air, Water, and Fire (2015), has significantly influenced the structure of this monograph, in which chapters are organized based on those same four classical elements. As Ron Berman (2007) elucidates, Hemingway’s fiction prioritizes “nature” over “love” (48), drawing parallels between his literary themes and philosophical concepts from the Old Testament. Berman (2007) highlights Hemingway’s depiction of Creation’s elements—“dry land and water, darkness and light” (48)—emphasizing their significance as foundational elements in his literary creations. This underscores Hemingway’s elemental perspective toward writing, wherein the elements of earth, water, and light serve as essential motifs shaping the narrative landscape. Thus, by adopting a minimalist lens akin to Hemingway’s approach, this monograph attempts to explore the thematic depth and narrative richness that emerge from such elemental perspectives.

While Hemingway’s texts do not directly address the Anthropocene, the following chapters demonstrate how literary texts might resonate differently in this era of environmental crisis. This transformative aspect extends beyond authorial intention and transcends historical contexts. As Jemma Deer (2020) emphasizes, “[t]o read is to open oneself to alterity, to open oneself to the possibility of transformation” (2); reading is “a force” that turns “to the future” (Deer 2020: 2). Recognizing this, the environmental humanities have fostered a fusion of the humanities with natural and social sciences, as well as other disciplines, over the past four decades (Oppermann and Iovino 2017: 7). This integration encompasses a wide range of fields, such as geography, sociology, quantum physics, history, biology, animal studies, disability studies, philosophy, feminist and postcolonial studies, anthropology, studies of religion, medieval studies, and literary criticism. Notably, prominent universities in the United States,5 the United Kingdom, Sweden, Germany, Australia, China, and Taiwan have established dedicated departments for studying environmental humanities (Emmett and Nye 2017: 6). This collaborative environment provides a platform for scholars from diverse backgrounds to re-examine influential ideologies and theories.

In literary studies, feminist ecocriticism represents a recent emergence of such a collaboration. The term “feminist ecocriticism,” as articulated by Greta Gaard (2010: 660) in “New Directions for Ecofeminism: Toward a More Feminist Ecocriticism,” denotes a redirected form of feminist literary criticism that encompasses frameworks such as environmental justice, environmental history, queer ecocriticism, material feminisms, material ecocriticism, new materialism or object-oriented ontology, and posthumanism. Posthumanism, in this context, pertains to the relationships among humans, animals, and nature, as opposed to human-cyborg relations. Informed by the works of Jacques Derrida, Cary Wolfe, and Donna Haraway, posthumanism “question[s] our bodily, ‘subject,’ or categorical boundaries, reconfiguring them to include other species” with the intent of overcoming “anthropocentric and binary humanist assumptions” (Sullivan 2014: 82).

Similarly, feminist ecocritics like Ursula K. Heise, Karen Barad, Rosi Braidotti, Elizabeth Grosz, and Jane Bennett argue for considering nonhuman experience as a source of knowledge. They propose that, in addition to being human, we are interconnected with our environment, specifically through material and ecological relationships. These feminist ecocritical perspectives underscore “how human identity and agency emerge in the context of systems, communities, and ‘actants’6 that include nonhuman species from microbes and plant cultivars to animals” (Heise 2017: 4). Let us consider the human body, for example. Like other living organisms, we carry nature within us despite perceiving ourselves as transcendent and separate from the natural world. Anthony Doerr (2014) poignantly emphasizes in Orion Magazine that “from the moment we are born, we are colonized, seized, and occupied by other entities,” including fungi, archaea, bacteria, and sometimes viruses that live inside our bodies. Considering these entities separate from oneself constitutes a failure of pronouns, as Doerr (2014) concludes. This statement echoes Donna Haraway’s profound description in When Species Meet (2008), in which she notes,

Human genomes can be found in only about 10 percent of all the cells that occupy the mundane space I call my body; the other 90 percent of the cells are filled with the genomes of bacteria, fungi, protists, and such, some of which play in a symphony necessary to my being alive at all, and some of which are hitching a ride and doing the rest of me, of us, no harm. I am vastly outnumbered by my tiny companions; better put, I become an adult human being in company with these tiny messmates. To be one is always to become with many.

(3–4)

Drawing on the description above, it becomes apparent that humans are not isolated from their material surroundings but are interspecies entities, intricately connected to the more-than-human world. As Stacy Alaimo (2008) asserts in Material Feminisms, humans are transcorporeal subjects, intrinsically “intermeshed” (238) with the more-than-human world. This highlights the “inseparab[ility]” of human corporeality from “‘the environment’” (Alaimo 2008: 238). By envisioning human corporeality as transcorporeality, we take a crucial step in rectifying misperceptions about humanity. Only through this transformative shift in perception can we formulate environmentally friendly policies and ethical practices that redirect “the dynamic of human pleasures” and “modes of self-fulfillment away from its consumerist model of satisfaction” (Soper 2012: 375). Ultimately, the ongoing global environmental crisis stems from an escalating desire for dominance and material possessions fueled by an individualistic, short-sighted mindset.

The following chapters are organized into four parts, each containing two chapters, or case studies, structured around the four classical elements. The first chapter of Part I, Earth, is titled “The ‘Rotten’ Matter in A Farewell to Arms.” It explores the eco-gothic elements in the novel, explicitly analyzing the portrayal of decaying food, human bodies, and landscapes. The objective of this chapter is to shed light on how these elements, characterized as “rotten,” can be interpreted as narratives that counteract the prevailing themes of war, the military, and modern medicine within the novel. The chapter begins by exploring the symbolic connection between deteriorating food and the act of killing. It then shifts focus to the fragmentation experienced by bodies and landscapes, metaphorically and literally, as a consequence of the First World War’s politics and discourse. Furthermore, the study reveals a non-anthropocentric consciousness embedded within the protagonist’s narrative and the gothic rain, interpreting them as a form of resistance against anthropocentric warfare.

Chapter 2 in Part I, “The ‘Roaring’ Earth in For Whom the Bell Tolls,” investigates the interactions between the Spanish soil/earth and human characters Pilar, Robert Jordan, and Maria. Drawing on Aldo Leopold’s notion of land ethics and new materialism, the chapter interprets the “roaring” black dirt, Jordan’s fragmented state of mind, Maria’s internal cry, and Pilar’s earth-centric practices as forms of ecocritical resistance against the unsettling effects of mechanized and fragmented living during the Spanish Civil War. The study also highlights the concealed transcorporeal movement embedded within Jordan’s final line, challenging cultural associations of disdain with dirt and soil/earth.

In Part II, Air, the focus switches to light/color and smell in Hemingway’s stories. Chapter 3, “The Ecology of Colors in The Old Man and the Sea,” examines the ecological implications of light/color in the novella. Utilizing perspectives such as Heather I. Sullivan’s notion of the “ecology of colors,” Karen Barad’s “intra-action,” Jane Bennett’s expansion of Bruno Latour’s “actant,” Timothy Morton’s notion of “mesh,” Stacy Alaimo’s “transcorporeality,” and Ben Woodard’s “ultraviolet” the chapter focuses on Santiago’s sensory connection with the natural world, presenting his act of perception as a manifestation of ecological intra-actions. It further interprets Santiago’s profound affection for the sea as rooted in his posthumanist perspective and entanglement with the environment. Moreover, the study investigates Santiago’s mind’s eye as a mechanism revealing the unseen interconnectedness of nature and emphasizes the interdependency between human and nonhuman actors. Finally, Santiago’s identification with the marlin and the deep sea is scrutinized by drawing on Woodard’s ultraviolet ecology, highlighting his non-anthropocentric mindset and the limit of human terrestrial norms.

Chapter 4, “Olfactory Ethics in For Whom the Bell Tolls and Other Works,” contextualizes the environmental significance of olfactory descriptions in Hemingway’s works, analyzing how they intervene in the text to immerse readers in the physical, cultural, and symbolic implications of smell. This exploration challenges the perception of nature as a separate entity distant from humans, instead representing smell as an inherently transcorporeal sense integral to understanding embodied experiences. For Hemingway, olfaction plays a crucial role in hunting and surviving war, reconnecting him with nature and happiness. This is evident in his descriptions of the odors of nature and nostalgia in For Whom the Bells Tolls, contrasting with the “not-home” scents of hospitals and dead bodies in A Farewell to Arms. Focusing on these olfactory descriptions, the study emphasizes human-nonhuman interdependence in Hemingway’s works, offering a new interpretation through the lens of olfactory transcorporeality.

In Part III, Water, the focus shifts to the materiality and symbolism of water in three of Hemingway’s works, uncovering vitality, growth, purification, transformation, and the cycle of life and rebirth. Chapter 6, “The Politics of Cure in The Sun Also Rises,” centers on Jake Barnes’s physical loss and psychological trauma after the First World War, depicting his self-restoration through a connection with nature. The analysis re-examines Jake’s restoration through nature in three stages: the trout fishing trip in Bayonne, the bullfighting observation in Pamplona, and the solo journey in San Sebastian. The fishing experience exposes Jake to the richness of nonhuman life and unveils the link between spiritual decline and consumerism in post-war Western society. The bullfight instigates reflections on the essence of life and death, triggered by the interplay between bull and human fatalities. In San Sebastian, Jake finds solace in observing nature’s boundaries, accepting his wounded self and body with newfound resilience. This analysis concludes by underlining the parallel relationship between physical/psychological recovery and ecological restoration, underscoring nature’s biodiverse role in shaping well-being and diversifying perceptions.

Chapter 5, “The Ecology of Death in ‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro’ and ‘A Natural History of the Dead,’” investigates the themes of decomposition and death, demonstrating how the descriptions of bodily decomposition in these texts transcend a mere lifeless process and instead reveal a form of transspecies intra-action. More specifically, the analysis unveils a fresh perspective on death as a catalyst for posthuman material agency, challenging narrow, commodified concepts of death. The chapter is divided into two parts. First, it explores the connection between Harry’s remorse upon dying and his privileged lifestyle, illustrating his struggle within the dominant system of Western capitalism during the early twentieth century. The second part proposes the decomposition of human and nonhuman bodies are expressions of vital and transformative interaction, underscoring the central role of death and dying in the functioning of the entire biosphere. Finally, I emphasize how an ecology of death can foster interdependence, unsettling prevailing distinctions of life-death and human-nonhuman entrenched in the Anthropocene.

In Part IV, I focus on the “fire” of destruction and potential regeneration in Hemingway’s works. Chapter 7, “Fire Ecologies in ‘Big Two-Hearted River,’” uncovers the regenerative power and metaphors associated with fire. This includes the exploration of Komorebi aesthetics in Nick’s hiking narrative, Slow philosophy in his camping/cooking narrative, and the notion of transcorporeality in his fishing narrative. The chapter highlights the transcorporeal relationships among the sun/fire, Nick, and various nonhuman entities in the northern Michigan forest ecosystem, revealing an ethic of care toward nonhuman matter. Moreover, the study draws parallels between Nick’s camping trip and broader ecological concerns, underscoring the importance of recognizing our transcorporeal nature. Framed within the context of fire ecologies, the story serves as a gateway to understanding the positive effects of nature-based interventions on well-being, contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the transformative essence inherent in the narrative’s portrayal of the sun/fire.

Chapter 8, titled “The Elephant’s Eye and the Maji-Maji War in The Garden of Eden,” employs the perspectives of environmental history and animal sentience to explore the unseen “fire” of destruction within David’s African narrative. Building on Suzanne del Gizzo’s work, which emphasizes the importance of childhood and empathy in David’s African story, my analysis addresses the bias inherent in adult masculinity grounded in speciesism. The study argues against this bias by examining when David gazes into the elephant’s eyes. Moreover, David’s rewriting of the African story (after Catherine burns it) indicates that he shares a “voice” with the elephant and the African environment, which exemplifies non-anthropocentric and postcolonial masculinity. This narrative approach addresses imperial guilt and prompts reflection on ethical considerations, showcasing a transformative shift in perspectives.

The final chapter, “Hemingway, Ecology, and Culture,” revisits the ecological ambivalence of Hemingway’s legacy by drawing upon his literary works, life experiences, and the previous case studies throughout the book. This examination unravels the intricate connection between Hemingway’s public acclaim and internal ecological mindset, highlighting the ambivalence that characterizes his literary legacy. In this context, I argue for interpreting Hemingway’s literature as an ecological force that strives to challenge current unsustainable socioeconomic conditions by portraying the complex interconnectedness between the body and the mind, humans and nonhumans, nature and culture through imaginative texts. Furthermore, a re-reading of Hemingway’s work in light of material ecocriticism illuminates how the author advocates for empathy between humans and nonhumans. This attempt serves to evoke ecological responsibility and individual accountability. Ultimately, it compels us, the inhabitants of the Anthropocene, to adopt a more ecologically conscious perspective in our thoughts and actions, moving us away from a self-centered worldview.
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The “Rotten” Matter in A Farewell to Arms

Nature has no principles. She furnishes us with no reason to believe that human life is to be respected. Nature, in her indifference, makes no distinction between good and evil.

ANATOLE FRANCE

An Eco-gothic Reading

Published in 1929, A Farewell to Arms portrays a love story set against the backdrop of the First World War. The narrative centers around Frederic Henry, an American ambulance driver serving in the Italian army, and Catherine Barkley, a dedicated British nurse. As their paths intertwine amid the chaos of war, an intense and passionate love blossoms between them, offering brief respite in a world consumed by darkness. The deaths of Catherine and her stillborn child at the novel’s end embody what Hemingway portrays throughout as the fundamental rottenness of existence during wartime. This pervasive decay appears in his consistent use of the word “rotten” to characterize the deplorable conditions of battlefields and war (AFA 29), the food (46), combat life (63), romance (26), and luck (49). According to Oxford English Dictionary Online, the word “rotten” describes things that are “in the state of decomposition” or “decayed.” Collins Dictionary refers to what is “bad,” “unpleasant,” looking or feeling “ill.” These connotations convey an uncanny and grotesque quality, emphasizing how the war’s corruption seeps into every aspect of life, ultimately claiming even the love that briefly seemed to transcend it.

The term “uncanny,” coined by German psychiatrist Ernst Jentsch in 1906 in The Psychology of the Uncanny, originally denoted something “uncertain or undecidable” (Collins and Jervis 2008: 216) with a negative connotation. However, Sigmund Freud (1919) later redefined it in his essay “The Uncanny,” portraying it as an experience where something can simultaneously be “familiar” and “alien” (241). Freud argued that the uncanny was not solely about the unknown but also involved the revelation of “hidden” or “repressed” (241) elements, characterizing it as “that class of frightening which leads back to what is known of the old and long familiar” (220). As for the term “grotesque,” it embodies a versatile form that blends “tragic, trivial, and serious elements,” resulting in “monstro[sity], absurd[ity], humor, and contradictions” (Hughes et al. 2015: 307). Similar to the Gothic’s exploration of mixed beings (both living and dead, human and nonhuman), the grotesque revolves around boundary transgressions, blurring normality and abnormality. Both the Gothic and the grotesque relate to Julia Kristeva’s concept of the “abject”—“the in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (as cited in Hughes et al. 2015: 309)—characterized by disturbing identities that disrupt established order and systems. The grotesque also shares a connection with the uncanny as both concepts deform the familiar.

Conventionally, the term “grotesque” refers to something “[d]istorted, incongruous, or fantastically ugly in appearance or style”; something “bizarre” and “outlandish” (Sullivan 1996: 60). Additionally, it carries connotations of deformity and disability. In the aftermath of the First World War, the prosthetic industry saw significant growth, inspiring Dadaists to imagine a grotesque race of half-mechanical men (Dickerman 2006: 3–4). Conversely, Ernst Friedrich, the founder of the Berlin Peace Museum and author of War Against War, published in 1924, employed grotesque photographs of mutilated First World War victims as a means to advocate for peace (Brandt 2017). Like Dadaists, my attempt in this chapter is to defamiliarize the familiar. Specifically, I explore the gothic elements presented in Frederic’s narrative of the rotten food, human body, landscape, and rain in A Farewell to Arms, demonstrating how these “storied”1 entities serve as counter-narratives to the prevailing discourses on war, military, and modern medicine, ultimately unveiling the egocentric delusion inherent in the First World War.

“Gothic,” as described by M. H. Abrams, evokes “an atmosphere of gloom and terror,” representing events that are “uncanny or macabre or melodramatically violent” (as cited in Silviya and Immanuel 2019: 25). A relatively novel field, Ecological Gothic2 converges two traditionally distinct areas—one with a biocentric focus and the other centered on “humanity” and “human desires, fear, and trauma” (Deininger and Cox 2017: 166). David Del Principe in “Introduction: The EcoGothic in the Long Nineteenth Century” (2014: 1) emphasizes that eco-gothic investigates the construction of the Gothic body—ranging from unhuman, nonhuman, transhuman, to posthuman or hybrid—through a more inclusive lens, seeking a deeper understanding of its role in shaping environmental and species identities. The eco-gothic framework, thus endeavors to challenge anthropocentrism by blurring or questioning the hierarchical boundaries that separate humans from nonhumans, the mind from the body, and the self from the other. It aims to promote a more interconnected perspective that acknowledges the interdependence of all living beings and challenges traditional notions of human exceptionalism.

Hemingway’s connection to the ecological gothic is discernible through his complex relationship with nature. Terry Tempest Williams highlights this duality, where Hemingway’s association with the natural world is marked by opposing forces: hunting and loving, physical and spiritual, life and death, and the contrast between controlling masculinity and wild femininity (Grimes 2000: 104). Such a multifaceted perception of the natural realm lays the groundwork for an ecological gothic interpretation of his literary works. Furthermore, Hemingway’s profound interest in “materiality” and his sensitivity to “place-energies” (Godfrey 2016: 94, 95) align with the principles of material ecocriticism. His awareness of the force, energy, and agency inherent in materials and the environments themselves finds expression in Williams’s depiction of him as a “powerful mentor” (Godfrey 2006: 48) who masterfully brings landscapes to life on the page, imbuing them with pulsating vitality and a sense of breath.

In the forthcoming analysis, I will examine the novel’s portrayal of rotten food in contrast to fresh and clean food. In this comparison, I will propose that war can be perceived as a grotesque form of cannibalism, encompassing both acts of consumption and destruction. Transitioning further, my focus will shift toward the fragmentation of the body—both in metaphorical and literal senses—presented within the discourse of war, military, and medical science. This exploration unravels the intricate layers of meaning attached to the disintegration of the human form. I will further expose the non-anthropocentric perspective woven into Frederic’s narrative. The revelation of his proclivity to gothicize and romanticize nonhuman elements, such as rain, snow, and wind, will emerge. These atmospheric phenomena function as a captivating counterbalance to the human-centric facets of war, injecting a touch of gothic allure into the narrative.

The Rotten Food

Blown up While Eating Cheese

In the novel, the rotten food serves as a storied matter that showcases the war’s monstrosity. One of the most striking instances of rotten food occurs in chapter nine, where the ambulance team consumes “rotten” macaroni, cheese, and wine at the front (AFA 46). The dreadful condition of the macaroni and wine, tasting of “rusty metal” (46), the cheese covered in “brick dust” (46), and the lack of proper utensils (“I put thumbs and fingers into the macaroni and lifted” (46)) create a powerful contrast to the idealized heroism of soldiers and the glamorous portrayal of war (46). The scene where they awkwardly eat the macaroni with “their chins close over the basin, tipping their heads back, sucking in the ends” further satirizes the absurdity and grandeur associated with war.

Frederic’s perception of the war’s utter futility is evident in his description: “I had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious had no glory and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if nothing was done with the meat except to bury it” (AFA 161). He perceives the insignificance of human sacrifice as stemming from the senselessness of the war itself. Various instances in the novel underscore this absurdity of warfare. For instance, Frederic is awarded a “silver medal” (105) despite performing no heroic actions during the fight. As he claims, “I was blown up while we were eating cheese” (55). In this case, his decoration is merely a military department ploy to bolster its image. Another absurd episode can be found in the Caporetto retreat, when the Italian military police mistakenly fire on their own people, resulting in tragic consequences such as the death of Aymo, a comrade of Frederic. To hide their own mistake, those frightened Italian battle police attempt to kill more of their own people: “They’d have to shoot us all to prove they were right the first time” (185). Acknowledging these absurd incidents, Frederic concludes,

There were many words that you could not hear and stand to hear and finally only the names of places had dignity … 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.

(AFA 161)

Drawing on the description above, Frederic contemplates the devaluation of abstract concepts such as “glory” and “honor” compared to the concrete names of rivers, road numbers, and specific dates. He sees these abstract terms as obscene in the face of the harsh realities experienced by soldiers.

In addition to the military reward system, the food distribution system reveals corruption. Frederic’s conversation with Gino highlights issues with food distribution among soldiers, affecting their physical and mental well-being. As Gino states, “[t]he regiments in the line get pretty good food but those in support don’t get so much. Something is wrong somewhere. There should be plenty of food” (AFA 160–1). “The dogfish are selling it somewhere else,” Frederic comments (161). Agreeing with Frederic, Gino states, “[i]t is very bad for the soldiers to be short of food. Have you ever noticed the difference it makes in the way you think?” (161). Following this, the rotten food distribution system within the military represents a form of violence that results in mass starvation, which ultimately contributes to defeat in war. As Maria Concetta Dentoni notes in the 1914–1918 online International Encyclopedia of the First World War, after the Caporetto retreat, Silvio Crespi, the head of the Commission for Procurement and Consumption in the Italian army, decided to change the soldiers’ diet as he believed that the retreat was caused by the soldiers’ poor nutrition. The novel thus unveils the unsettling truth of war’s devastating consequences—including defeat, starvation, and the risk of being killed by one’s own comrades—and exposes the detrimental impacts of mismanaged food distribution and absurd reward system on soldiers’ well-being, which Frederic describes as “rotten combat life” (63).

We Are All Cooked

In chapter thirty-four, a striking contrast to the rotten food described in chapter nine is presented as the food and drinks are now fresh, clean, and delicious. After escaping from the Caporetto retreat, Frederic finds shelter at the Grand Hotel & des Isles Borromees before reuniting with Catherine. In the hotel’s bar, Frederic orders a delightful array of olives, salted almonds, potato chips, red wine, martinis, cheese, bread, grappa, and sandwiches (AFA 213). After inquiring about Catherine’s whereabouts, Frederic enjoys the sandwiches and indulges in a couple more martinis, expressing, “I had never tasted anything so cool and clean. They made me feel civilized” (213). This connection between fresh food and civilization underscores the contrast between rotten food and barbarity depicted in the novel. Rinaldi’s symbolic joke in chapter twenty-five further emphasizes the vicious nature of war. During dinner, Rinaldi sarcastically jests that the meat stew they are eating is the body of a “dead Austrian” (152). The act of eating cooked meat is juxtaposed with the act of killing humans, leading to a perception of warfare as a form of cannibalism and, consequently, barbarism. This implication highlights the association of rotten food with barbarity, as the brutality of war has become an integral part of it.

In chapter twenty-one, another symbolic instance of cannibalism is evident in Frederic’s repetition of the phrase “am cooked” seven times. As per Webster’s New World College Dictionary (2010), this term implies being physically ruined, mentally depressed, and emotionally traumatized. During his conversation with Rinaldi, Frederic asserts, “[w]e are all cooked. The thing was not to recognize it. The last country to realize they were cooked would win the war” (116). This expression signifies that to secure victory for one’s nation, individuals must suppress the war trauma they endure. To win the war, then, one must cook (traumatize) oneself by cooking (killing) the other and then pretend that one is not yet cooked (ruined). This method certainly goes beyond the bounds of human endurance. As Rinaldi confesses, “this war is killing me … I am very depressed by it” (146). Warfare, in this sense, becomes a gradual process akin to slow-cooking, wherein individuals transform into both the devourer and the devoured. It is in this aspect that warfare reveals its cannibalistic and monstrous nature.

The Rotten Body

“It was his knee all right. The other knee was mine.”

In addition to the portrayal of rotten food, the wounded body emerges as a powerful symbol of war’s rottenness in A Farewell to Arms, where the corruption of flesh parallels the moral decay of wartime society. To explore this matter, we must delve into the incident of Frederic Henry’s knee injury. During a mission to send four ambulances up the river, one of the Austrian trench mortar shells strikes Frederic, leaving him wounded. As he becomes aware of his comrade Passini’s death and the severe injury to his knee, panic sets in: “I looked at my leg and was very afraid”; “My knee wasn’t there. My hand went in, and my knee was down on my shin” (AFA 48). This physical dismemberment, with its grotesque imagery of a displaced knee and violated flesh, transforms Frederic’s body into a site of decay that mirrors the larger deterioration of human dignity in warfare. His intense out-of-body experience—“I felt myself rush bodily out of myself and out and out and out and all the time bodily in the wind,” followed by the realization that “I knew I was dead” (47)—suggests how the grotesque violation of the body leads to a dissolution of the self through experiences of derealization and depersonalization.3 This corporeal corruption extends beyond individual trauma to reflect a broader pattern of human bodies being reduced to meat-like states on the battlefield, where the line between living flesh and dead matter becomes disturbingly blurred. The incident, compounded by witnessing Passini’s death, marks the beginning of Frederic’s descent into post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),4 which manifests through persistent nightmares as he describes: “I slept heavily except once I woke sweating and scared and then went back to sleep trying to stay outside of my dream” (AFA 77). His subsequent attempts to cope through excessive drinking, leading to jaundice (124), and his struggle to maintain mental coherence—“The head was mine, but not to use, not to think with, only to remember and not too much remember” (199)—reveal how the physical wound becomes a gateway to deeper psychological fragmentation. The progressive deterioration of his body through alcoholism and trauma creates a parallel with the way war corrupts and rots living bodies from within, transforming soldiers into walking embodiments of decay even before death claims them.

Frederic’s psychological rejection of his wounded knee, asserting its ownership to the doctor with the statement, “[i]t was his knee all right. The other knee was mine” (AFA 199), is derived from a sense of disgust toward its foreignness. After the knee is scanned by an X-ray machine and examined by the doctors, Frederic begins to perceive it as a grotesque Other. Through the “eye” of the device, he observes that “foreign bodies” have “invaded” and “penetrated” his body (Dodman 2006: 256). The doctor’s comment describing the foreign bodies as “ugly, nasty, brutal” (AFA 82) and associating them with the enemy Austrians indicates that Frederic’s body has been violated by the enemy. Consequently, his sense of bodily integration is not only disrupted by the trench mortar shell but also by the Austrians, the X-ray machine, and the doctors; they collectively represent the foreign Other that drives Frederic to reject his wounded knee. Alternatively, Frederic’s disgust toward his wounded knee can be seen as a defense mechanism against acknowledging his “disabled” condition. In Consuming Gothic, Lorna Piatti-Farnell (2017) highlights that “disgust is deeply connected to notions of normality and appropriateness” (50). Disgust, as Piatti-Farnell (2017: 51) further explains, signifies a point of departure from what is considered proper and acceptable, from the very concept of safety and propriety. Thus, Frederic’s perception of his wounded knee as Other may be interpreted as his attempt to perceive himself as able-bodied rather than acknowledging his disabled or somehow deficient state.

All to Bits

In his essay “Going All to Pieces,” Trevor Dodman (2006: 248–56) emphasizes that the novel’s traumatic violence lies in the fragmentation of human bodies caused by weapons of mass destruction. In the novel, Frederic introduces a wide array of war weapons, including artillery (AFA 158), rockets (47), big trench mortar shells (48), Skoda guns (47), grenades (106), rifles (106), pistols (130), naval guns (159), machine guns (162), iron shrapnel balls (162), cavalry (179), and more. These destructive weapons result in Catherine’s ex-lover being blown “all to bits” (17), Frederic suffering a knee injury, and Passini, Aymo, and countless others perishing on the Bainsizza plateau and San Gabriele (116), with tens of thousands more on the Carso. These instances show that human bodies are expendable in the war, subjected to fragmentation, and their minds suffer severe trauma. It underscores the fetishization of military technologies over human (living) bodies in industrial warfare, leading to the massive production of destructive weapons and an overwhelming number of casualties.

Modern medical technologies (surgeries, X-rays) and doctors, alongside military discourse, contribute significantly to the fragmentation of human unity by promoting mind-body dualism. In her work, Emily Martin (1987) highlights that modern medical science leads to the separation of self: “When science treats the person as a machine and assumes the body can be fixed by mechanical manipulations, it ignores, and it encourages us to ignore, other aspects of our selves, such as our emotions and our relations with other people” (19–20). Frederic’s statement in the novel, “[d]octors did the things to you and then it was not your body anymore,” aligns with Martin’s critique (AFA 199). In Homesickness: Of Trauma and the Longing for Place in a Changing Environment, Ryan Hediger (2019) observes how war “transforms ‘the familiar into the alien’” and turns humans into “machine-like parts of the larger war machine ensemble” (241). Frederic’s experience in the hospital, losing ownership of his knee, leads Hediger to view him as a “posthumanist” or “cyborg self” (Hediger 2019: 241) constructed by modern medical and scientific technology. Similarly, Rinaldi’s depression reflects the mechanization imposed by the military medical system, as he states, “I never think. No, by God, I don’t think; I operate” (147). This dehumanizing process exposes the oppressive and inhuman nature of the military medical system and contributes to soldiers’ war trauma during the First World War. Under this situation, Frederic, in an attempt to protect himself from war trauma, alienates his wounded knee while Rinaldi represses his human emotions. From the eco-gothic perspective, their actions can be seen as counter-narratives to industrial warfare, challenging the mind-body dualism and technological fetishism imposed by the war.

The Rotten Landscape

The “picturesque front”

The landscape marred by rotted and lifeless bodies serves as a poignant representation of the horrors of war. While human voices can speak for themselves, the natural world often remains voiceless and victimized by the ravages of conflict. However, in A Farewell to Arms, a layer of non-anthropocentric consciousness emerges through the narrator’s descriptions, offering glimpses of the voices of nonhuman entities. Frederic’s non-anthropocentric consciousness becomes apparent from the outset of the novel. While observing Gorizia, Frederic reflects,

The river ran behind us and the town had been captured very handsomely but the mountains beyond it could not be taken and I was very glad the Austrians seemed to want to come back to the town some time, if the war should end, because they did not bombard it to destroy it but only a little in a military way.

(AFA 5)

Despite the transformation of Gorizia into a military town with hospitals, artillery, and cafes, along with the visible scars of war on the railway bridge and the broken houses, Frederic expresses his contentment and hope for the war’s end. He is relieved that not all natural landscapes, particularly “the mountains” (AFA 5), have been turned into battlefields. In these descriptions, Frederic’s emotions and sentiments reflect his awareness of the nonhuman elements impacted by the conflict. His hope for preserving both natural landscapes and cultural heritage amid the chaos of war unveils a sense of non-anthropocentric consciousness, where the voiceless and often overlooked parts of the natural world become visible through his narrative.

In the novel, a counter-narrative against human-centrism is evident in Frederic’s association of the human body with the natural landscape. As he observes Gorizia, Frederic notes, “the forest had been green in the summer when we had come into the town but now there were the stumps and the broken trunks and the ground torn up” (AFA 6). As Victoria Addis (2018) reveals in “Landscape and Masculinity in Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms,” phrases such as “stumps” and “broken trunks” recall “the male body, and more specifically, with the injuries and amputations that resulted from fighting in the war.” In other words, these descriptions evoke the injuries and amputations suffered by male bodies in the war. This association between human and nonhuman elements underscores the shared subjectivity of both entities, highlighting how industrial warfare victimizes not only human beings but also the natural world.

In his work titled “The Environmental Footprint of War,” the anthropologist Joseph P. Hupy (2008) underscores the profound impact of the First World War, the inaugural industrial-scale mechanized conflict, which manifested in immense human casualties and extensive environmental devastation. This catastrophic effect on human life and the natural world has led to the classification of war as an “anthropogenic disturbance” (Hupy 2008: 418). In the novel, this anthropocentric devastation is caused by combatants who “marched as though they were six months gone with child” (AFA 4).

As Aime L. Pozorski (2004: 79) explains, the phrase “to be gone with child” signifies pregnancy, and Hemingway’s use of this maternal imagery creates a bitter irony: these men’s bodies, rather than nurturing new life, are swollen with instruments of death. Building on this observation, Jennifer Haytock (2003) notes that “what causes this visual effect is the accoutrements of military necessity: rifles and ammunition” (91). This perversion of maternal imagery takes on additional layers of meaning as the soldiers’ bodies are transformed into vessels of destruction, their weapons creating a grotesque parody of pregnancy that subverts nature’s life-giving cycles. Haytock (2003: 91) draws a haunting comparison between the sudden, unpredictable deaths of soldiers and the historical vulnerability of pregnant women in the pre-modern medical era, further reinforcing the dark irony of this maternal metaphor.

This perversion of life-giving imagery extends naturally to the devastated landscapes of war. Henri Barbusse, a French writer who fought on the Western Front, describes the battlegrounds as “fields of sterility” where the presence of “dead and wounded men alter the shape of the plain” (as cited in Keller 2014), creating a panorama of decay and catastrophe. This literary observation finds its scientific counterpart in Hupy’s (2008: 412) documentation of how the First World War’s environmental consequences led to the destruction of forests and significant alterations of landscapes beyond recognition. “Perhaps the best-known example of this swath of destruction,” Hupy (2008) continues, “is the Western Front, a sinuous line of trenches craters, bunkers, and barbed wire averaging 20km in width and stretching from the English Channel to the border of Switzerland” (413).

The convergence of these historical realities and literary representations reaches its apex when Frederic observes Bainsizza after the war. His lament that “I had not realized it was so broken up” (159), when viewed alongside his earlier characterization of “the picturesque front” (17), echoes Barbusse’s observation that “where there are not dead, the earth itself is corpselike” (as cited in Keller 2014). Frederic’s “picturesque front” stands as a masterful example of Hemingway’s ironic understatement (17). The term “picturesque,” traditionally associated with landscapes worthy of painting for their beauty (Merriam-Webster Dictionary), is deployed here with savage irony to describe scenes of unprecedented destruction. This calculated use of understatement serves to heighten, rather than diminish, the reader’s awareness of the horror: the “picturesque front” is, in reality, a wasteland where both human bodies and the natural environment have been transformed into a grotesque panorama of death. The irony of this phrase thus encapsulates the novel’s broader critique of how the power of modern warfare perverts not only human life but also the very landscape itself, turning what might once have been truly picturesque scenes into tableaux of destruction.

“I did not have the feeling that it was really over.”

In the novel, Frederic’s frustration with anthropocentric destruction intensifies when he witnesses Caporetto’s transformation from a charming “white” and “clean little town” into a landscape of death and chaos, teeming with “many sick” (AFA 144). Historically, Colonel Francesco Pisani’s official post-battle report on October 23, 1917, further corroborates this depiction, describing Caporetto as a complete disaster, with the road obstructed by a mass of troops, trucks, artillery pieces, and abandoned wounded soldiers (Wilcox 2017). The Italian army suffered immense losses, with forty thousand soldiers killed or wounded and two hundred and sixty-five thousand others becoming prisoners or scattered during the Caporetto retreat (Wilcox 2017). Consequently, the term “Caporetto” became a metaphorical expression denoting a contest where the defeated party is so utterly overwhelmed, outmaneuvered, and powerless that it descends into utter confusion and chaos (Debeljak 2015). In the novel, the ruin of Caporetto fuels Frederic’s desire to escape to undisturbed lands, seeking respite from the horrors of war and yearning for a “separate peace” (211). He longs to venture to places like “Austria,” “the Black Forest,” and “the Hartz Mountains” (31), seeking solace away from the ravages of war.

More specifically, Frederic’s inclination to escape the battlefields is directly connected to his witnessing the devastating destruction of those towns. This process unfolds through Frederic’s firsthand account, mapping and portraying the transformation from the collapse of the older townscape to the emergence of a new landscape dominated by fragmented and lifeless bodies. This visual geography of helplessness reflects the act of viewing as a “condition of passivity” (Nayar 2017: 30), a form of violence that one cannot evade or defend against. Moreover, the eyewitness accounts document a set of effects primarily characterized by horror, with events that remain unintelligible to the observer. What they apprehend is a brutal and irreducible experience of dying. This, coupled with Frederic’s involvement in the destruction, exacerbates his profound sense of helplessness. Even after escaping the war with Catherine, this feeling continues to haunt him, leading him to believe that he can never truly escape from the war’s impact: “I did not have the feeling that it was really over” (AFA 213).

Frederic’s case here serves as a symbol of not just an individual’s experience but also a collective post-war ordeal. All combatants and civilians who witness the landscapes littered with dead and dying bodies experience a collapse of recognition and intelligibility. Gazing at the dying landscapes and corpses on the battlefield further reinforces this sense of helplessness, disrupting one’s perception of what is considered “normal” and confusing one’s understanding of the world. In essence, the documentation of the world’s unmaking leads to a fragmentation of subjectivity, resulting in the formation of helplessness. In this context, the monstrous nature of war lies in the breakdown of subjectivity caused by the forced exposure to landscapes marked by death and destruction.

The Gothic Rain

In A Farewell to Arms, rain operates as a persistent environmental force that shapes both the physical and psychological landscape of the novel. Rather than serving merely as a symbolic device, rain emerges as an autonomous natural phenomenon that intersects with and influences human experience while maintaining its fundamental indifference to human affairs. Throughout the narrative, the cold, dark, and chaotic presence of rain coincides with moments of heightened vulnerability, unease, and despair, though its significance extends beyond these human interpretations.

The novel first establishes rain’s material presence alongside the arrival of cholera and its resulting deaths: “At the start of the winter came the permanent rain and with the rain came cholera” (AFA 4). The rain’s independence from human meaning-making becomes apparent when Catherine reveals her visceral response to Frederic during their time in Milan, suggesting her recognition of rain’s power beyond human control. During the Italian retreat from Caporetto, the rain’s physical impact intensifies the harsh realities of war: “As we moved out through the town it was empty in the rain and the dark except for columns of troops and guns that were going through the main street” (169). Within this retreat, Aymo dies in the rain-soaked mud, with Frederic’s stark observation, “[h]e looked dead. It was raining” (185), highlighting rain’s indifference to human tragedy. In the novel’s climatic conclusion, rain continues its relentless presence during Catherine’s cesarean section at the hospital. In the final scene, after Catherine’s death, Frederic’s solitary walk back to the hotel “in the rain” (284) underscores how rain persists beyond and regardless of human loss, neither comforting nor condemning, but simply continuing its natural course.

While early Hemingway scholars like Malcolm Cowley (1944) interprete rain as “a conscious symbol of disaster” (16) and Philip Young (1966) views it as a metaphor for “death” (88), these traditionally humanist readings overlook rain’s more complex ecological significance.

Carlos Baker’s (1972: 102) binary framework, which places rain alongside suffering, war, death, and irreligion in the realm of the “Not-Home,” while associating mountains, health, happiness, and divinity with the domain of “Home,”5 similarly reflects an anthropocentric perspective. Moving beyond these conventional symbolic interpretations, this analysis examines how rain functions as both an atmospheric presence and an ecological force in the narrative. Rain operates as a gothic “actant” that not only influences human relations but also actively shapes that narrative’s trajectory. By highlighting rain’s dual capacity for creation and destruction, working in concert with snow and wind, the text undermines assumptions of human dominance over nature. This environmental agency suggests an emergent ecocritical consciousness that challenges the anthropocentric mindset underlying human conflict.

The relationship between rain and human experience in the novel reveals the complex entanglement of natural processes with wartime conditions. During the winter campaign, a cholera outbreak emerges from an assemblage of factors: the bacteria’s presence, its water-aided dispersal, and the war’s disruption of sanitation and medical systems. Frederic’s observation that “in the end only seven thousand died of it in the army” ironically juxtaposes disease-related mortality against the war’s far greater human toll (AFA 4; italics added). While rain—typically life-sustaining and essential for human existence—becomes entangled in human suffering during wartime, this transformation speaks more to the war’s distortion of natural processes than to any inherent characteristics of rain itself. This parallels how other natural phenomena have their effects dramatically altered in wartime contexts while maintaining their fundamental indifference to human affairs.

The narrative further expands this picture when winter snow temporarily halts military operations: “There will be no more offensive now that the snow has come” (AFA 7). This obligatory pause enables Frederic’s journey through Italy: “I went everywhere. Milan, Florence, Rome, Naples, Villa San Giovanni, Messina, Taormina” (10). Upon his spring return, the generative aspects of winter precipitation become evident: “the fields were green and there were small green shoots on the vines” (9). As Allyson Brownlee Muth (2017) explains in “Winter Precipitation and Forests: Was It Enough?” winter rainfall and snow optimize water infiltration during plants’ dormant phases, preparing forest soils for spring renewal. Thus, the same winter precipitation that interacts with wartime conditions to create suffering simultaneously sustains the cycles of natural regeneration, demonstrating how environmental processes operate independently of human conflicts while remaining inextricably entangled with human experience.

An additional illustration of rain’s complex agency emerges during the Caporetto retreat, described by Frederic as being marked by a state of being “wet and sullen” (AFA 163). Historically, Italian troops grappled with containing the German offensive amid heavy rain and freezing fog during the retreat. Colonel Francesco Pisani’s recollection vividly portrays the chaotic scene, describing how the road was obstructed by a mass of troops, vehicles, animals, and supplies during “the freezing fog and the rain” (Wilcox 2017). Within the novel, a comparable circumstance unfolds through Frederic’s narrative: “along the crowded roads we passed troops marching under the rain, guns, horses pulling wagons, mules, motor trucks, all moving away from the front. There was no more disorder than in an advance” (163–4; italics added). While the rain intensifies the chaos and accompanying emotions of dread and powerlessness, it paradoxically offers protection: “I was certain that if the rain should stop and planes come over and get to work on that column that would all be over. All that was needed was for a few men to leave their trucks or a few horses to be killed to tie up completely the movement on the road” (173). Though not performing its typical life-sustaining function (Rennie 2018: 38), the rain acts as a protective screen against aerial attacks, demonstrating how natural phenomena can acquire unexpected protective functions in wartime contexts. This dual capacity of rain (and snow) to both complicate and preserve human life points to its material agency and existence independent of human intentions. Rain’s ability to incite action gives rise to the concept of “thing-power” (Duckert 2014: 115), characterized by the intriguing ability of inanimate objects to exert influence, create change, and produce remarkable effects. This capacity of rain to drive events leads to the assertion that “rain is not simply a metaphor for life, it is animated and possesses a life, defined in its own terms” (Duckert 2014: 115). In Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett (2010) poses two important questions regarding rain’s agency: “Does life only make sense as one side of a life-matter binary, or is there such a thing as a mineral or metallic life, or a life of the it in ‘it rains’?” (53); “No one really knows what human agency is … If we do not know just how it is that human agency operates, how can we be so sure that the processes through which nonhumans make their mark are qualitatively different?” (Bennett 2010: 34). These statements suggest that “consciousness does not even guarantee agency” (Deer 2020: 105); mindless processes can instigate actions and make things happen. The novel’s structural organization around rain’s material effects demonstrates how environmental forces actively shape narrative events, embodying a form of vibrant matter capable of acting upon and influencing others.

There Is No Such a Thing as Getting Above the Rain

The dual destructive and creative influence of rain, marked by its capricious, untamed, and indifferent nature, underscores the concept that one cannot escape its impact, as highlighted by Catherine’s assertion that “there is no such thing as getting above the rain” (AFA 95). This holds not only within the realm of reality but also in the realm of fantasy. As an illustration, during a brief respite amid the retreat, Frederic drifts into slumber and envisions Catherine’s arrival facilitated by the western wind and rain:

Blow, blow, ye western wind. Well, it blew and it wasn’t the small rain but big rain down that rained. It rained all night. You knew it rained down that rained. Look at it. Christ, that my love were in my arms and I in my bed again. That my love Catherine. That my sweet love Catherine down might rain. Blow her again to me.

(AFA 171–2)

In the realm of Frederic’s dream, the connection between Catherine and rain is once again underscored, albeit now infused with a layer of romanticism: “That my beloved Catherine down might rain” (AFA 172). As astutely noted by Tait Keller (2014), the war’s impact on the natural landscape is particularly disconcerting for soldiers who have undergone formal education, having imbibed a romantically inclined admiration for the environment. Consequently, while the romanticized portrayal of rain does retain an inherently human-centered perspective, it nevertheless challenges the traditional notion of nature as a passive backdrop—a perspective that gained prominence in tandem with the ascent of industrialization and mechanistic scientific viewpoints (Merchant 2010: 293–4). In Frederic’s dream, the idealized rain and wind exhibit variability, creativity, and vitality. These elements come to his rescue by facilitating the reunion with his beloved Catherine, temporarily alleviating the horrors and pressures associated with warfare. Frederic’s idealization of rain and wind can thus be interpreted as his emotional response of resilience against the harsh, frigid, and mechanistic nature of warfare.

Within the novel, Frederic’s psychological resistance against the harrowing nature of war finds further expression in his skillful contrast between turbulent weather and the implements of warfare. Positioned at the frontlines a day before the retreat’s commencement, Frederic observes, “[i]t stormed all that day. The wind drove down the rain and everywhere there was standing water and mud” (AFA 161). Amid this tempestuous atmospheric backdrop, Frederic and his comrades are immersed in combat, enduring the conditions “in the dark in the rain” (161). As detailed in Frederic’s account, the environment reverberates with the resounding tumult of “much shelling and many rockets in the rain and machine-gun and rifle all along the line … and between the gusts of wind and rain we could hear the sound of a great bombardment far to the north” (162). Nonetheless, these forces diverge in nature and impact. First, rain exhibits an indifferent disposition, while firearms and projectiles are instruments of human-directed violence, often deployed in service of institutional and political power. Second, rain’s autonomous forces challenge the established boundaries between “climate and culture, life and matter, and subject and object” (Duckert 2014: 116). Throughout the narrative, rain not only blurs the boundaries between the realms of illusion and reality, serving as the conduit for Frederic’s reunion with Catherine but also persists in its own existence with statements such as “[i]t rained all night” (171). In contrast, instruments of war exist as tools designed to objectify, detach, and obliterate living entities. Frederic’s juxtaposition of turbulent weather with the machinery of warfare reveals how both ordinary soldiers and civilians find themselves caught in larger systems of conflict, where individual agency is often subordinate to forces beyond their control—whether those forces are environmental or institutional.

“… in the rain.”

As the novel reaches its conclusion, rain takes on further significance in relation to the naturalist philosophy of human existence. Following Catherine’s death from complications during childbirth, Frederic departs from the hospital and returns to the hotel “in the rain” (AFA 284). This recollection echoes Catherine’s earlier sentiment, wherein she envisions herself deceased amid the rain: “I’m afraid of the rain because sometimes I see me dead in it” (110). Throughout the narrative, Catherine represents hope and refuge for Frederic—their love affair begins at a hospital where she works as a nurse, develops during his convalescence, and deepens as they escape together to Switzerland. Yet despite their careful planning, their attempt to create a private world away from war, and Catherine’s otherwise healthy pregnancy, she dies from unexpected hemorrhaging during childbirth as rain drums against the hospital windows. The arbitrary nature of this death, occurring far from the battlefield in what should have been a safe haven, demonstrates how the rain itself possesses no inherent malevolence—a crucial distinction that the novel carefully maintains. Rather, Catherine’s fatal hemorrhaging represents what Frederic describes as “nature giving her hell” (274), highlighting how biological processes, like weather patterns, operate with complete indifference to human desires or intentions.

Ultimately, Frederic realizes that his influence over the course of events, whether in the realm of war or love, is negligible.6 In the end, the universe exacts its toll impartially. “You died. You did not know what it was about. You never had time to learn. They … killed you gratuitously like Aymo. Or gave you syphilis like Rinaldi. But they killed you in the end. You could count on that. Stay around and they would kill you” (280). The ambiguous “they” in this passage merits careful attention. Rather than indicating specific human agents, this “they” seems to encompass all the forces—biological, environmental, institutional—that act upon human life with inexorable power. By using this deliberately vague pronoun, Frederic acknowledges humanity’s embeddedness within a more-than-human world where multiple agencies intersect and overlap. More precisely, human agency operates within a web of natural laws and material forces that extend far beyond human boundaries. No one—whether soldier, lover, or expectant mother—can transcend these fundamental constraints on human action and desire.

Parallel to the inescapability of rain’s descent, Catherine’s passing fails to halt the relentless progression of the world. “Things happen all the time. Everything blunts and the world keeps on … It never stops” (AFA 312). Frederic, who remains among the living, apprehends the necessity of moving forward in his own life: “[t]he rest goes on and you go on with it” (312). Nevertheless, in a gesture of resistance, Frederic also remarks, “you have to stop a story. You stop it at the end of whatever it was you were writing about” (312). Following this declaration, the final scene unfolds, with Frederic departing from the hospital and retracing his steps to the hotel “in the rain” (284), carrying a twofold implication. On the one hand, it may be interpreted as Frederic’s endeavor to proceed, for concluding the narrative necessitates propelling ahead, much akin to the impartiality of rain. Yet, on the other hand, the scene also exposes a struggle to progress, as Frederic brings the story to an abrupt and sudden conclusion, possibly suggestive of his incapacity to contend with his grief 7 fully. The irreconcilability of these interpretations—moving forward versus staying suspended in grief—reveals the ultimate futility of reading meaning into the rain. Though the rain seems laden with significance for Frederic,8 connected inextricably to Catherine’s memory, it falls with complete indifference. Rain simply falls when it does.

Toward a Perspective Beyond Human Exceptionalism

If we approach A Farewell to Arms as an ecosystem, this chapter aims to illustrate how the intrusion of industrial warfare has disrupted the novel’s ecosystem, transforming it into something profoundly “rotten.” Subsequently, within the narrative, an eco-gothic emphasis on the active roles undertaken by decaying food, enigmatic bodies, altered landscapes, and gothic rain serves as a poignant reminder that much of our power, inventiveness, and achievements stem from the material world around us. As highlighted by Pramod K. Nayar (2019), species do not evolve through “competition” but rather through “collaboration,” emphasizing that “[a]ll life forms share borders, interiors, and vulnerabilities with other life forms in what has been described as ‘entangled existences’” (156). The human species is no exception to this principle. Human life, along with our planet’s ecosystems, demonstrates fragility and susceptibility, given that all life forms flourish through “symbiotic relations with other species” (Nayar 2019: 156). This underscores that humans are not dominant on Earth; instead, we are intrinsically intertwined with our environment—biologically, psychologically, culturally, and spiritually.

Such contemplation of human embeddedness within planetary systems becomes especially urgent in our current moment, where human technological and industrial activities have created unprecedented environmental pressures while simultaneously revealing the limits of human control. The very term “Anthropocene,” while marking the scale of human impact, paradoxically exposes our dependence on and vulnerability to the environmental systems we have disrupted. Analogous to Nayar’s proposition that portraying the vulnerability of human bodies, minds, and communities serves to underscore the precarious nature of our existence and our reliance on the planet, my objective in highlighting the eco-gothic depictions of both human and nonhuman forms in A Farewell to Arms is to dismantle the divide between the human and nonhuman aspects. This deconstruction reveals how the fantasy of human exceptionalism has contributed to environmental and social crises while obscuring our fundamental interdependence with nonhuman forces and entities. By recognizing this interdependence, we might better address the environmental and social challenges we face, including the reduction of violent conflict. From this vantage point, an eco-gothic interpretation of A Farewell to Arms takes on significance. The novel’s portrayals of rotten food, bodies, landscapes, and the indifferent rain embody an eco-gothic aesthetic that underscores the ethical imperative of rejecting war and human exceptionalism. This approach compels us to construct a more fluid, authentic, and ethical reconfiguration of human identity—one that acknowledges both our impact on and our dependence on the more-than-human world.

The previous version of this chapter was published in F1000Research (Ng 2022b) under the title “The ‘Rotten’ Matter in A Farewell to Arms: An Ecological Gothic Reading.”
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The “Roaring” Earth in For Whom the Bell Tolls

The earth, especially if fresh, has a certain magnetism in it, by which it attracts the salt, power, or virtue (call it either) which gives it life, and is the logic of all the labor and stir we keep about it, to sustain us.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

The Spanish Earth

For Whom the Bell Tolls, published in 1940, is widely regarded as Hemingway’s masterwork following A Farewell to Arms. While A Farewell to Arms portrays war’s futility through a personal lens of love and loss, For Whom the Bell Tolls explores how moral conviction can compel one to fight against political oppression, even at the cost of survival. In Hemingway’s Second War, Alex Vernon (2011) similarly observes that “[i]f ten years after the Great War’s blood-drain A Farewell to Arms endorsed isolationism and antijingoism, on the eve of the next world war For Whom the Bell Tolls argued for commitment and war” (199). This thematic shift is mirrored in the romantic trajectories; in A Farewell to Arms, the demise of Catherine and her stillborn child leave Frederic Henry bereft of a country, family, and future, whereas Robert Jordan’s sacrifice for democracy and his bond with Maria bestow upon his tale “dignity, purpose, and a future” (Vernon 2011: 199). Another discernible distinction between these two works is Hemingway’s infusion of elements into For Whom the Bell Tolls, encompassing the Spanish land and its people. From my perspective, these elements symbolize a dynamic resistance against discourses centered on anthropocentric warfare and patriarchal domination.

Turning to the commonalities between these two works, both narratives unfold amid the turmoil of war: the former transpires during the First World War, while the latter is situated within the context of the Spanish Civil War. Furthermore, the titles of both novels draw inspiration from literary antecedents. A Farewell to Arms is thought to have been borrowed from the sixteenth-century poem “A Farewell to Sir John Norris and Sir Francis Drake,” authored by George Peele and published in The Oxford Book of English Verse in 1589 (Dahiya 1992: 27). On the other hand, the title For Whom the Bell Tolls finds its origins in Meditation Seventeen of John Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, published in 1624 (Guttmann 1960: 544).

Conventional interpretations have construed the title of A Farewell to Arms as signifying a departure from both the arms of warfare and the allure of romance (Dahiya 1992: 27). Nevertheless, as the preceding chapter demonstrates, the title might also imply an embracing of the nonhuman. In the case of For Whom the Bell Tolls, its title has been associated with “the theme of brotherhood, of human solidarity, of the involvement of all men in humanity itself” (Guttmann 1960: 544), as elucidated below, drawing from Donne’s meditation.

No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as any manner of thy friends or of thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind. And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.

(FWBT 2)

Based on the description above, it becomes evident that individual existence is intertwined with a broader collective rather than isolated, self-contained entities. Instead of isolated island nations, we are all part of a larger continent, emphasizing the interconnectedness among us. Consequently, no one departs this world in isolation; when the toll of a funeral bell resonates, it signifies not just the passing of an individual but a segment of our collective identity, serving as a reminder of our own mortality.

Although Donne’s passage has traditionally been interpreted as a proclamation of humanism, under an ecological lens, the passage also vividly portrays humanity’s profound link with the soil or earth.1 The juxtaposition of a man or clod and mankind, island, continent, and Europe prompts readers to envision each man as a distinct element of the earth, culminating in the amalgamation of all men into a cohesive landmass. Within Donne’s description, the fusion of men with soil accentuates the inseparable connection between human beings and the earth, as “we are born above the soil, live by eating things produced by the soil, and after dying become soil” (Minami 2009: 607). In this context, humans take on the role of soil in a different manifestation.2

Since the advent of the Industrial Revolution, the once inherently sustainable productivity of soil has suffered degradation. As Katsuyuki Minami (2009) highlights, the emergence of “industrialized agriculture” has reshaped the perception of soil/earth from a living, spiritual entity into a mere “medium for production” (611). This limited viewpoint has contributed to soil erosion,3 a predicament that could potentially hasten the downfall of societies4 and ultimately precipitate a crisis for humanity. In light of this context, adopting a non-anthropocentric perspective becomes imperative to reconnecting humans with soil/earth and exploring ways to foster a more harmonious relationship with our planetary home, Earth.

Within this chapter, my objective is to scrutinize both the tangible and symbolic interactions between human characters—personified by Pilar, Jordan, and Maria—and the soil/earth in For Whom the Bell Tolls by employing the lens of new materialism. As a constituent of the larger “material turn,” new materialism accentuates the politics and aesthetics of living matter. Drawing on Dianna Coole and Samantha Frost’s work, Oppermann (2021: 258) demonstrates “how living matter structures natural and social worlds” while advocating for what Donna Haraway describes in When Species Meet as a “material-semiotic means of relating” to our environment. At the core of this new materialist perspective lies the concept of transcorporeality, which underscores the notion of “movement across bodies” and “the extent to which the substance of the human is ultimately inseparable from ‘the environment’” (Alaimo 2010: 2). Transcorporeality challenges the assumption that human bodies exist in isolation, highlighting our interconnectedness with the physical world, where our bodies intertwine with various forms of nonhuman matter (Alaimo 2008: 237). Jane Bennett’s concept of vibrant matter aligns with this perspective, envisioning the world as a realm of “lively matter” (Oppermann 2014: 27), where complex systems of biochemical and biochemical-social elements form an integrated whole. This implies that cultural dynamics and natural processes are indivisible, and nature—or what Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann (2014) call “storied matter” (1)—possesses inherent creativity, narrative agency, and intrinsic significance. By applying these notions to the novel analysis, I call attention to the intricate bond between humans and soil/earth while underscoring the ethical imperative of adopting a responsible stance toward the land and our shared planetary habitat, Earth.

Before analyzing the text, it is crucial to examine The Spanish Earth, a documentary published in 1937. This film, cowritten by Hemingway and John Dos Passos, among others, served as a means to rally support for the Spanish Republican government in opposition to the right-wing forces under General Francisco Franco. This documentary has a profound intertextual connection with For Whom the Bell Tolls and aligns with the new materialist perspective. The paramount significance of the transcorporeal link between individuals and the soil becomes evident from the outset of the film, wherein the narrator, none other than Ernest Hemingway (1938) himself, articulates,

This Spanish earth is dry and hard, and the faces of men who work that earth are hard and dry from the sun. This worthless land with water will yield much. For fifty years we wanted to irrigate but they held us back. Now we will bring water to it to raise food for the defenders of Madrid.

(19)

The portrayal of both the dry and hard Spanish earth and the hard and dry laborers who cultivate it underscores a profound connection between the Spaniards and their land. As pointed out by Megan R. Balks and Darlene Zabowski (2016) in Celebrating Soil: Discovering Soils and Landscapes, “[e]very soil, if studied carefully, like every human face, has etched into it the effects of the environment in which it has developed” (3). The last line in the quotation above, wherein the rejuvenation of the parched soil assumes a pivotal role in securing victory against the fascist forces, further underscores the parallelism between the quality of the (Spanish) soil and the vitality of human existence. Moreover, the rationale by which enriched soil yields nourishing sustenance, thus preserving life, accentuates the innate connection between soil and humanity. Consequently, for Hemingway, the Spanish Civil War is not only a struggle for the Spanish soil but also a battle that resonates with the very essence of the Spanish soul.5

In his article “Mechanized Doom: Ernest Hemingway and the Spanish Civil War,” Allen Guttmann (1960: 547) observes that Hemingway perceives the Spanish Civil War as a conflict between two opposing factions: those who have estranged themselves from the natural world, embracing the machine and the ethos of an aggressive and destructive mechanistic order, and those who maintain a close bond with the earth and uphold the values of a primitive society. The former group, exemplified by the militarized soldier Robert Jordan, tends to subject the living human body to mechanization, while the latter, represented by the guerilla band leader Pilar, embodies an organic interconnectedness between the self and the nonhuman realms. Notably, as the protagonist navigates the dichotomy between these mindsets, he gradually becomes more harmonized with the Spanish forest earth as the narrative unfolds. This chapter explores the physical, chemical, and psychological disruptions inflicted by war and military practices upon both the human and nonhuman bodies. In particular, I analyze the portrayal of the roaring earth, Maria’s internal scream, and Jordan’s loss of the ability to scream in the novel, arguing that these disturbances stem from anthropocentric and patriarchal dominion. Moreover, Pilar emerges as a pivotal figure, influencing Maria, Jordan, and the community toward earth-driven awareness, contrasting sharply with the ideologies of fascism and modern militarism. Pilar, therefore, is what I call in this chapter “earth-based.”

When the Earth “Roars”: Warfare-Induced Disturbances to Nonhumans and Humans

For Whom the Bell Tolls commences with Robert Jordan spreading a “military map” across the “brown, pine-needled floor of the forest” (3) to meticulously plan his imminent mission of demolishing a bridge, all the while surveilling his adversary’s position. This opening line establishes warfare as the overarching ambiance of the novel, shaping the trajectory of the unfolding narrative. Simultaneously, this initial depiction unveils that the arena for wars and conflicts is the forest floor carpeted with pine needles. Throughout the narrative, there are a total of “eleven references” (Mount 2006: 95) to the forest floor. Notably, this connection between warfare and the forest earth is particularly underscored in the assertion of the military doctor Rafael.

At the moment of the explosion, the front wheels of the engine rose up and all of the earth seemed to rise in a great cloud of blackness and a roar and the engine rose high in the cloud of dirt and of the wooden ties rising in the air as in a dream and then it fell onto its side like a great wounded animal and there was an explosion of white steam before the clods of the other explosion had ceased to fall on us and the maquina commenced to speak ta-tat-tat-ta!

(FWBT 32)

The depiction above illustrates the phenomenon wherein the earth ascends in a voluminous cloud of darkness during the detonation, descending to the ground alongside other elements such as fragments of explosive weaponry, engines, and human remains. An intriguing facet emerges when the machine gun’s discharge is portrayed as a vociferous “ta-tat-tat-ta,” while the earth emits a resounding “roar” (FWBT 32) as it comes under assault. In this context, Hemingway’s attributing human-like characteristics to the machine (captured within the metaphor of the machine as a living entity) and to the soil/earth assume metaphorical significance. This may be interpreted as an allegory to expose the terror inherent in warfare, manifesting through its mechanistic, fragmentary, and contaminating impact on both human and nonhuman entities.

The mechanization of humans through war deeply permeates Robert Jordan’s narrative. Throughout the tale, the protagonist’s grappling oscillates between his compassionate disposition and his indoctrinated militaristic outlook. This inner conflict is underscored in passages such as: “Do you think you have the right to kill anyone? No. But I have to. How many of those you have killed have been real fascists? Very few. But they are all the enemy to whose force we are opposing force” (FWBT 314); “Turn off the thinking now … You’re a bridge blower now. Not a thinker” (19); “Don’t you know it is wrong to kill? Yes. But you do it? Yes. And you still believe absolutely that your cause is right? Yes” (314); “Quit thinking like a schizophrenic” (411). These descriptions serve as reflections of Jordan’s divided psyche—a manifestation of his inner turmoil stemming from the emotional empathy that prompts guilt for taking lives and the military mindset that justifies his actions. Similarly, militarized soldiers are instilled with the ethos of an aggressive mechanical order. This theme is expounded upon by Jennifer Lester (2007) in “Reading For Whom the Bell Tolls with Barthes, Bakhtin, and Shapiro,” wherein she posits that the military’s repression of emotions and suspension of critical thought serve to depict the “war as an inhuman and mechanical construct” (122–3). The mechanization of the human psyche and body underscores the unsettling psychology of dehumanization inherent in the rhetoric of warfare and military endeavors. This aspect is further magnified by juxtaposing it with the metaphor of the maquina-as-a-living-being found in the novel.

The fragmentation of the nonhuman body by the war can be found in the representation of the forest soil/earth throughout the novel. According to Certini et al. (2013), the physical disturbances to the soil through warfare include “sealing due to building of defensive infrastructures, excavation of trenches or tunnels, compaction by traffic of machinery or cratering by bombs” (1). In the novel, the descriptions of the “aerial bombardment” (FWBT 8), the “fresh-dug dirt of the hilltop” (329), “the long lines of trucks loading the infantry in the darkness” (11), and so forth indicate how the natural soil and landscape are being transformed into anthropogenic, fragmented soils through the violent performance of military activities. Alternatively, from the ecological posthumanist viewpoint, all the harm suffered by the nonhuman is gathered in the description of the roaring earth, whose “roar” can be referred to as a “loud, deep cry of pain or anger” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary 2024). Here, it is important to highlight what constitutes the phrase “the nonhuman” in this context. Drawing on “Forest Floor, Definitions and Importance” (n.d.), the forest floor/earth not only supports a “large number of decomposers and predators” such as “fungi,” “bacteria,” and “soil mites” but also plays an essential role in “carbon storage, nutrient cycling and effects on soil moisture and temperature.” The forest floor thus represents a placenta that supports the entire forest ecosystem. Bombing the forest floor, in this sense, is like depriving a mother of her womb as it destroys the organic interconnectedness between the mother soil/earth and its fetuses, including bacteria, plants, animals, and humans. In this respect, the roaring earth can be interpreted as a collective eco-gothic cry—coming from the forest organisms and matter—against the seemingly alive (ta-tat-tat-ta!) and, therefore, uncanny war weapons.

In the novel, the descriptions of the airplanes provided by the peasant fighters further emphasize the uncanny vitalism of war weapons. Not only are the planes fast and aggressive like “sharks” (FWBT 92), but when they pass by the sky, they roar like “lions” (84). El Sordo recalls that when the planes appear, he feels “as though all his clothing and even his skin had been removed” (321). Here, the aircraft’s uncanny vitalism is the primary source of the formation of “fear” (94) and despair among the Republican peasant soldiers. Joaquin, a member of Pilar’s tribe, also notes that when one bomb struck so close to him, he felt as if he “had suddenly been in the very heart of the thunder and the breath had been wrenched from his body” (333). “We are nothing against such machines” (94), as Pilar also laments. Similarly, when the planes attack, the earth, like others, flies up to the sky and falls onto the ground like a “great wounded animal” (32). Here, the forest earth is wounded not only because of physical disturbances but also because of chemical disturbances caused by the “mortars” (321), “automatic weapons” (321), and “airplanes” (338), to name a few. Drawing on Certini et al. (2013), warfare’s chemical disturbances to the soil include “the input of pollutants such as oil, heavy metals, nitroaromatic explosives, organophosphorus nerve agents, dioxins from herbicides, or radioactive elements” (1). In For Whom the Bell Tolls, the war’s toxic impact is viscerally rendered through Jordan’s sensory experiences. He describes “coughing from the TNT fumes” (463), followed by a spreading numbness. During the bridge explosion, Jordan encounters “the familiar yellow smell of [the dynamite that] rolled over him in acrid smoke and then it commenced to rain pieces of steel” (463). These descriptions, along with images of “the red, black, roaring earth” (332) and “the high explosive, scattering dirt clods” (479), evoke the environmental devastation wrought by modern warfare’s chemical weapons and military operations.

Like the Spanish earth, Maria, too, is disturbed and contaminated by the fascists’ patriarchal domination in times of war. When the fascists invade the village, they kill Maria’s father—who serves as the town’s mayor—and mother in front of her. After that, the fascists humiliate the mayor’s nineteen-year-old daughter by shaving her hair off and writing insulting letters on her forehead before gang-raping her. As the killing happens too unexpectedly, Maria is left with no time to process the death of her parents; instead, her mother’s last line, “[l]ong live my husband who was Mayor of this village,” keeps repeating itself in Maria’s head “like a scream that would not die” (FWBT 364). Here, I see the scream inside Maria’s traumatized head as an echo of the wounded earth’s eco-gothic roar or cry. This interpretation, as I argue, is supported by the symbolic association between Maria and the Spanish earth, which can be found in the earthy descriptions of Maria’s body: “her breasts like two small hills that rise out of the long plain where there is a well, and the far country beyond the hills was the valley of her throat where his lips were” (354); “Her hair was the golden brown of a grain field that has been burned dark in the sun” (24). These descriptions lead Lisa Tyler (1999) to point out the association between Maria and “agriculture” (127). Similarly, in “Shifting Orders: Chaos and Order in For Whom the Bell Tolls,” Rod Romesburg (1999) views Maria as a symbol of “an extreme matriarchal nature, or the benevolent Mother Earth” (145). Edward F. Stanton further writes that Maria “stands in for (Republican) Spain, for its innocence, beauty, victimization, and fertile promise: ‘[h]er parents have been murdered, her village sacked, she has been violated as Spain herself has been pillaged and raped by foreign and native soldiers for centuries’” (as cited in Vernon 2011: 190).6 Agreeing with these critics, I regard the fascists’ physical and psychological abuse of Maria as a form of patriarchal, anthropocentric violence against the Spanish soul and soil. But my new emphasis here is Maria’s cry, her resistance—“Never did I submit to any one. Always I fought and always it took two of them or more to do me the harm” (363)—and the scream inside her head is parallel to the earth’s gothic roar against the male-controlled militarization and human-centric warfare. I would further predict that if the militarized training had not silenced Jordan, he would not have lost the ability to scream back.

The “Earth” Who Speaks and Smells: Pilar’s New Materialist Perspective

In “Environmental Change and Protest in Franco’s Spain, 1939–1975,” Sarah R. Hamilton (2017: 258) highlights the extensive environmental degradation carried out by the Franco regime during the dictatorship. This included activities such as river damming, wetland draining, predator species extermination, unchecked urban and industrial expansion, and the appropriation of public property for private interests. Amid this context, environmentalists like Luis Pardo Garcia and Francisco Bernis endeavored to safeguard natural landscapes from exploitation by the Franco administration.7 Paralleling the post-war environment, Maria is characterized as “somewhat crazy” (FWBT 367) and suffering from a mental torpor after enduring the murder of her parents and the trauma of gang rape. Moreover, Maria faces the potential loss of her reproductive capacity, as she confides in Jordan: “[i]t is possible that I can never bear thee either a son or a daughter for the Pilar says that if I could it would have happened to me with the things which were done” (367). In a manner reminiscent of the environmental activists, Pilar, functioning as a “psychiatrist” (143), employs her innate, mystical, and folk wisdom to assist Maria in overcoming her trauma and reintegrating Jordan with the natural world. As Romesburg (1999) observes, “Maria may be Jordan’s guide to the healing of nature, but the path that makes it accessible, like the path to Maria, goes through Pilar” (148). This realization leads Jordan to contemplate studying women, particularly “Pilar” (183), once the war concludes.

Pilar merits scrutiny due to the foundation of her wisdom and beliefs in a Spanish folk framework that acknowledges the paradoxical, active attributes of the earth. In contrast to the reductionist materialist worldview that regards the physical world as mere objects devoid of mystery, wonder, inherent meaning, and value, Pilar’s Earth-based knowledge fosters an inclusive setting that celebrates nonhuman agency and diversity. Within the novel, this facet is evident in Pilar’s capacity to consider opposites. This is exemplified when she equates her dissatisfaction with pine trees and her fondness for deciduous trees, reasoning that “each tree differs and there is character and beauty” (Romesburg 1999: 148). Pilar’s recognition of the paradoxes inherent within nature enables her to acknowledge the intrinsic value or sanctity of each nonhuman entity she encounters in the physical realm. This knowledge system revitalizes nature’s agency, countering the prevalence of mechanistic, technological worldviews that render nature as lifeless or passive matter, only to be exploited as a resource.

Notably, it is not solely Pilar’s Earth-based knowledge system that warrants exploration; her androgynous attributes also render her a pivotal subject for study. As Romesburg (1999) contends, Pilar’s paradoxical androgyny, evident in her blending of traditional male and female roles, as well as her androgynous attractions to both genders, positions her as a more “realistic” (147) embodiment of the earth compared to Maria. Sarah P. Unfried (1976) further asserts that “Pilar, like the earth, is a paradox of ugliness and beauty, brutality and gentleness, and femininity and masculinity” (84). Here, Pilar stands as a mountainous embodiment, fostering the healing and fortification of young trees like Maria and Joaquin. As Jordan confirms, “[s]he is like a mountain and the boy and the girl are like young trees … In spite of what has happened to the two of them they look as fresh and clean and new and untouched as though they had never heard of misfortune” (FWBT 142). Consequently, Pilar symbolizes “men close to the earth” (Guttmann 1960: 547), or more precisely, the agentic, paradoxical, holistic earth itself.

Serving as the embodiment of the speakable earth, Pilar’s skill in crafting narratives, in reconstructing the massacre through her voice, empowers Jordan to personally witness the event. This offers Jordan a fresh perspective on the war through a less biased lens. After absorbing Pilar’s account of the Loyalist massacre, Jordan realizes that due to his “mobility” (FWBT 135) as a soldier, he never remained on-site after completing his missions. Consequently, he “never knew how anything really ended” (135) and remained exempt from any “punishment” (135) stemming from his actions. Jordan admits, “I’ve always known it and hated it and I have heard it mentioned shamelessly and shamefully, bragged of, boasted of, defended, explained and denied. But that damned woman made me see it as though I had been there” (135). As argued by Milton A. Cohen (2017), “Pilar’s story […] becomes a testament to the power of fiction to make events more real than historical narrative can” (53). Thus, through Pilar’s narrative, Jordan is compelled to confront the brutality exhibited by both Loyalists and Republicans during the war, acknowledging that while fascists commit atrocities against Republicans, they, too, fall victim to violence from Loyalists, townspeople, and landowners. This acknowledgment of the dual facets of the story, as Cohen (2017b) states, “complicates the meaning of the Spanish Civil War and removes it from the simplistic realm of good (Loyalists) versus evil (fascists) and right versus wrong” (59). In light of this, Jordan contemplates the ethical paradox of war, questioning himself on “how many of those you have killed have been real fascists?” and acknowledging that “[v]ery few” have been, thereby exposing the moral dilemmas arising from the justification of killing for the sake of war, a behavior rooted in the premise that “no man has a right to take another man’s life” (304). Struggling with the dichotomy between ethical considerations and political obligations, Jordan resolves to compose a war narrative that presents its intricate facets, akin to Pilar’s narrative presentation. This illustrates that Pilar’s oral storytelling catalyzes Jordan’s narrative. Jordan’s story, consequently, emerges as a product of the reciprocal exchange between him and Pilar (as well as Maria). In reality, Hemingway, too, found inspiration from a cadre of strong, mountain-like women, including “Gertrude Stein, Pastora Imperio, Martha Gellhorn, and even Grace Hemingway” (Guill 2011: 11). Hence, For Whom the Bell Tolls can be perceived as a symbolic outcome of Hemingway’s collaborative engagement with these robust, earthy women.

Representing the earth symbol, Pilar directs our attention to the intricate interdependence and interconnectedness of all life forms, underscoring the significance of experiential, sensory engagement with nature in human existence. Pilar’s olfactory discernment of impending death in the novel epitomizes this essence. Her elucidation of the scent of impending demise emerges from human-nonhuman interplay. As Pilar describes, the fragrance that signifies the approach of death includes a range of scents: the aroma of kissing an elderly woman whose face exhibits signs of fading life; the scent of chrysanthemums; the smell of a city during rainy or foggy mornings in the fall or early winter; the perfume of cleaning out brothels and disposing of waste in drains; the odor of the combination of failed love, soapy water, and discarded cigarette ends; and the aroma of the earth’s decayed vegetation and flowers, representing both the end and the beginning of one’s life (FWBT 265). This exposition illuminates that the fragrance of impending death arises from the intricate interplay between human agents like the old woman, female sex workers, men, and nonhuman entities, including rain, soapy water, cigarette butts, flowers, sperm, and others. Devoid of the interplay among these constituents, the scent of impending death would remain absent. In this context, Pilar’s olfactory perception of approaching death underscores not just the value of sensory experiences beyond scientific interpretation but also our inherent interconnectivity with nonhuman elements.

Despite the absence of scientific validation for Pilar’s portrayal, others put stock in her assertions. As Pablo asserts, “[i]f she does not lie perhaps it is true that she has smelt such a thing” (FWBT 262). Anselmo, too, contends, “I am against all such wizardry. But this Pilar has the fame of being very advanced in such things” (263). Thus, Pilar possesses the narrative prowess to render the agency of natural occurrences and the intricate human-nonhuman interplay tangible through her articulation. Even Jordan, who eschews belief in “ogres, nor soothsayers, nor in supernatural things” (297), finds her utterances thought-provoking. When he smells the odor of the pine boughs under him, the piney smell of the crushed needles, and the sharper odor of the resinous sap from the cut limbs, Jordan recalls,

Pilar, he thought. Pilar and the smell of death. This is the smell I love. This and fresh-cut clover, the crushed sage as you ride after cattle, wood-smoke and the burning leaves of autumn. That must be the odor of nostalgia, the smell of the smoke from the piles of raked leaves burning in the streets in the fall in Missoula. Which would you rather smell? Sweet grass the Indians used in their baskets? Smoked leather? The odor of the ground in the spring after rain? The smell of the sea as you walk through the gorse on a headland in Galicia? Or the wind from the land as you come in toward Cuba in the dark? That was the odor of the cactus flowers, mimosa and the seagrape shrubs. Or would you rather smell frying bacon in the morning when you are hungry? Or coffee in the morning? …

(FWBT 270)

Following Pilar’s discourse on the scent of impending death, Jordan is compelled to revisit his past experiences in America during the pre-war era. The fragrance of freshly cut clover, sweet grass, smoked leather, burning autumn leaves, damp spring earth, the sea breeze from Galicia, cactus flowers, mimosa, and sea-grape shrubs in Cuba, the aroma of sizzling bacon and morning coffee—these olfactory impressions compose the fabric of Jordan’s pre-war existence, elucidating his reference to them as the “odor of nostalgia” (FWBT 270). These sensory experiences constitute knowledge in the skin, the nose, and the body, which cannot be articulated or formulated; they express “our power of dilating our being-in-the-world” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 143). To Jordan, these ordinary bodily encounters in his everyday life shape his presence as an individual being. Bodily experiences are thus an essential element of being a human. Jordan would not have come to understand this aspect without Pilar.

Another instance that stresses the importance of sensual experiences in constructing human identity can be found in the eco-sexual encounters between Jordan and Maria in the novel. When the couple makes love, both feel like “the earth moved” (FWBT 167) and are transported away from under them. This transcendental experience leads Jordan to see Maria as “all of life” (273) and Maria to imagine the two of them as “one animal of the forest” (271). Feeling protected by Jordan and the forest, Maria further steps up to share her gang-rape history, allowing her to regain inner confidence. In this respect, the couple’s mystical sexual experience and their primal longing for oneness with nature imply a strong motif that stands beyond the essentialism and dualism that sanction patriarchy and anthropocentrism, resulting in the abuse of the marginalized—such as women and peasant soldiers—and the destruction of nature. As Lawrence R. Broer (2016) also states, For Whom the Bell Tolls is about “the total immersion in the sensuous experience of living” (193). The couple’s sensual lovemaking and their longing to become one with nature can, therefore, be interpreted as a counter-narrative against the patriarchal domination and fetishism toward war machines.

Military training and killing serve as catalysts for soldiers to disassociate from the earth; however, dying appears to be a means for them to reestablish a connection with it, a phenomenon exemplified in the case of Jordan. In the final stages of the narrative, the wounded Jordan “is hemorrhaging internally from a broken leg, his blood pooling to merge with the earth” (FWBT 21). Amid his death in the forest, Jordan’s interaction with the pine needles beneath him is described, capturing the sensation of his heart beating against the forest floor (FWBT 490). This concluding scene underscores a robust physical and eco-spiritual bond between Jordan and the forest earth. According to Philip Young, “the whole book is to be read in the light of the inclination toward returning to earth which Jordan’s posture indicates” (as cited in Vernon 2011: 211). Furthermore, Alex Vernon (2011: 197) observes that from the very outset of the book, Jordan’s central relationship was with the Spanish earth, a connection he restored through his demise, reuniting with both Maria and the cherished land.

Certainly, the depiction of Jordan’s heart rhythmically pressing against the forest floor, and his blood mingling with the earth, highlights his (re)integration with the environment. This final scene transforms the Spanish earth from a peripheral background element to a prominent player, turning it into an extraordinary and possibly sacred force. As emphasized in Bennett’s Vibrant Matter (2010), every form of matter, be it organic or inorganic, possesses an “inexplicable vitality or energy” that possesses the ability “to animate, to act, to produce effects dramatic and subtle” (2). Therefore, it can be argued that Jordan’s sensory experience facilitates his body’s reconnection with the earth, enabling a moment of liberation and resistance against death. In his final moments, as Jordan gazes at the sky and touches the pine needles on the forest floor (FWBT 490), a transcorporeal exchange of matter and energy across bodies occurs, resulting in a paradoxical state of dying/mortal yet alive/immortal within his consciousness. This movement finds its essence encapsulated in Jordan’s last utterance, a phrase that ultimately underscores the inseparable ties binding nonhumans and humans.

For the Soil the Bell Tolls

Ladelle McWhorter (1999: 165), in her work Bodies and Pleasures: Foucault and the Politics of Sexual Normalization, recounts an experience that led her to recognize the agency of dirt while cultivating her own tomatoes. She highlights the common perception of dirt as a mere platform for plants, a passive and unnoticed element in the background. This disconnection from the earth, shaped by an industrial ideology, prevails in our materialistic world, where our relationship with the land and soil that nurture us has dwindled. This detachment is particularly evident in today’s technology-driven childhoods, where smartphones and tablets have replaced interactions with dirt and rocks. The earth, once perceived as a living and spiritual entity, has been reduced to a passive resource for human exploitation. In this context, the challenge lies in reimagining the soil and earth as active entities rather than passive commodities or objects of human ownership. By recognizing the agency, resistance, and effects exhibited by nonhuman entities, we are compelled to reevaluate our ethical responsibilities toward the broader ecological network. A new materialist reading of For Whom the Bell Tolls serves to address this and counter the reductive, patriarchal discourse that upholds militarized dominance and anthropocentric warfare.

As emphasized in the analysis above, the roaring black dirt, Jordan’s splitting mind, the crying scream inside Maria’s head, the transcendental, sensual sex and talk between the couple, Pilar’s wisdom, her earth-based practices, her metaphorical role as the speakable, paradoxical, holistic earth—all these can be regarded as a posthumanist resistance against the uncanny war, which is derived from its mechanizing, fragmenting, and contaminating of living human and nonhuman bodies. While this form of non-anthropocentric cry/resistance is noticeable throughout the novel, it is further highlighted at the end of the story, whereby the dying Jordan feels his heart beating against the pine-needled forest floor that is also beating against all other forms of organic and inorganic matter in the forest. The covert transcorporeal motion found in Jordan’s closing statement, in this sense, challenges the modern cultural allusions to dirt, soil, and the earth, which commonly imply notions of disdain rather than interconnectedness.

Beyond this, Jordan’s intention to craft a book after studying Pilar, and more significantly, Hemingway’s incorporation of Spanish folk traditions into his novel, carries a potent message for the reader. Pilar, as both a peasant and Roma woman, embodies a deep connection to local customs and earth-based wisdom that exists outside mainstream Western paradigms. While distinct from the Indigenous knowledge systems that Joni Adamson (2014: 258) discusses, Pilar’s storytelling reveals how traditional ecological and cultural knowledge can persist through oral transmission. As Adamson (2014) argues, such oral traditions represent a cumulative “theory” (258) developed within communities over centuries. Hemingway’s attention to Pilar’s folk wisdom and alternative ways of knowing invites us to consider how non-dominant cultural perspectives might challenge the power dynamics that fuel political oppression and social inequalities.

Finally, Jordan’s effort of bringing back the earth to the foreground of consciousness, juxtaposed with his imminent death symbolizing his return to the soil, can be read as an attempt to undermine “the ‘Anthropos’ of the Anthropocene” that “privileges a disembodied male subject representing all humanity as an overpowering geological force” (Oppermann 2021: 261). This reinterpretation suggests that the tolling bell signifies not only the fate of humans but also that of soil. From this perspective, Jordan is one of the novel’s many heroes. Other champions include the earth that roars, resists, and moves; and its embodiment, Pilar, who inspires Jordan and Maria to adopt the perspective of “a mountain” (FWBT 142), embracing a comprehensive and transcorporeal worldview. This thinking-like-a-mountain stance involves an ecological approach that relies on direct connections with the natural environment, diverging from the mindset of an isolated individual. In this context, Pilar resonates with the teachings of Aldo Leopold’s “Land Ethics,” which urges us to consider the consequences of our actions on the natural world and to recognize that the health of ecosystems is interconnected with our well-being (The Aldo Leopold Foundation n.d.). This principle holds relevance in the Anthropocene epoch, where we grapple with complex environmental challenges and strive to shape a sustainable future. Leopold (1989) observes, “we can only be ethical in relation to something we can see, understand, feel, love, or otherwise have faith in” (214). By cultivating a connection with the Spanish earth, Pilar, Maria, and Jordan in this novel, we have already embarked on the initial phase of thinking like a mountain.
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The Ecology of Colors in The Old Man and the Sea

Coloring The Old Man and the Sea

In examining The Old Man and the Sea through the lens of air, I encounter an invisible yet omnipresent medium through which all color manifests. Just as air carries light waves that enable our perception of the visual world, it serves as the essential conduit through which Santiago experiences the vibrant spectrum of his maritime environment. The element of air, in its transparent state, paradoxically becomes the vehicle for color’s most profound expressions: it holds the light that creates the sea’s shifting blues, carries the golden reflections of sunrise across waves, and enables the perception of every shade that defines Santiago’s world. This vibrant matter, though unseen, is fundamental to the novel’s rich chromatic experience, making it an ideal framework through which to explore Hemingway’s nuanced use of color.

Following the release of For Whom the Bell Tolls in 1940, Hemingway largely set aside his fiction writing from 1941 to 1945 to serve as a war correspondent during World War II, reporting from Europe and participating in the liberation of Paris (Mellow 1992: 552). Mentally, he grappled with depression following the passing of literary companions such as F. Scott Fitzgerald in 1940, Sherwood Anderson and James Joyce in 1941, Gertrude Stein in 1946, and Max Perkins in 1947 (Mellow 1992: 548–50). Physically, Hemingway contended with health issues, including severe headaches, weight fluctuations, elevated blood pressure, and diabetes attributed to his excessive drinking (Desnoyers 1992). His physical condition worsened after a car accident in 1945 left him with a smashed knee and a deep wound on his forehead (Meyers 1985: 420–1). Despite these challenges, he returned to creative writing in January 1946, producing 800 pages of The Garden of Eden by June (Meyers 1985: 436). In 1948, while traveling with Mary in Europe, the forty-eight-year-old Hemingway developed an affection for the nineteen-year-old Adriana Ivancich. This platonic entanglement spurred him to create Across the River and into the Trees, a novel that garnered unfavorable reviews upon its 1950 publication (Meyers 1985: 440–52). According to J. Donald Adams (1950) in The New York Times, “Across the River and into the Trees is profoundly melancholic, not merely due to the interplay of love and mortality in the Colonel’s life, but because it represents a notable talent arriving at a creative impasse.” Incensed by the critical appraisal of his work, Hemingway initiated the composition of the draft for The Old Man and the Sea in 1951, asserting that it was his supreme literary achievement (Desnoyers 1992). This novella gained recognition as a book-of-the-month selection and secured the Pulitzer Prize in May 1953, a month before his journey to Africa. Unfortunately, Hemingway’s second African safari resulted in two plane crashes that led to sustained pain and health issues for him and his wife, Mary. In October 1954, Hemingway was honored with the Nobel Prize in Literature; however, his injuries stemming from the plane accidents prevented him from attending the ceremony in Stockholm.

In my re-reading of The Old Man and the Sea, one of the lines that has remained deeply ingrained from the novella is the portrayal of Santiago’s eyes as possessing “the same color as the sea” (10). “Color,” as Heather I. Sullivan (2014) emphasizes, “is the embodiment of nature’s metamorphic forms: when light, objects, eyes, and perceiving being engaged, then colors emerge” (81). Seeing color as an embodiment of nature, Sullivan (2014) suggests, “nature is not a ‘place’ separate from the human realm, but instead it is a natural-cultural process continually occurring all around, through, and in us” (80). In the novella, the coloring of the protagonist Santiago as well as the marine animals (silver tuna, yellow sun-bleached Sargasso weed, long-winged black bird, green turtle, purple Portuguese man-of-war), as well as the natural environment (golden beaches, brown mountains, dark blue water) indicates that Hemingway is aware of the ecology of colors, as colors are all around, through, and in both the human Santiago and the nonhuman entities.

Regarding the previous ecocritical research of The Old Man and the Sea, several scholars have revealed the themes of individualism and interdependence. Gregory Stephens and Janice Cools (2013), for instance, in “‘Out Too Far’: Half Fish, Beaten Men, and The Tenor of Masculine Grace in The Old Man and the Sea” argue that “Hemingway articulated an ethic of heroic humanity” (77) through his foregrounding of Santiago’s interdependent relationship with his adolescent pupil, Manolin, the feminine sea, and nonhuman animals such as sea turtles and the great fish in the novella. Similarly, Susan F. Beegel (2002), in her article entitled “Santiago and the Eternal Feminine: Gendering La Mar in The Old Man and the Sea” notes that the sea is “a protagonist on an equal footing with Santiago” (131); it represents “a living being” (131) rather than a place. Glen A. Love (1987), on the other hand, points out that Hemingway’s work illustrates “ascendancy of human will over the abiding earth” and “a tendency to war against the earth” (203) by killing animals. “Nature,” as Love (2003) claims, “exists in Hemingway’s work and life primarily as a backdrop for aggressive and destructive individualism, the same individualism which, written large, has authored ecological destruction” (123). However, as Bickford Sylvester, Larry Grimes, and Peter L. Hays (2018) point out, “Santiago’s hand-held line and craft fishing are much less likely to deplete endangered fish stocks than the multiple-hook rigs from which Santiago separates himself, a distinction the novella makes” (xxv) and yet is ignored by scholars such as Love and Gerry Brenner. Alexander Hollenberg (2012) proposes that “the prominence of vast and simple space” destabilizes the “anthropocentric reading” (31) of the novella based on the argument that the vast space represents a “non-instrumental” (30) agent that speaks—or writes—for itself and that space/nature is “‘an acting place rather than the place of action’” (as cited in Hollenberg 2012: 29). Viewing from a broader lens, Clinton S. Burhans Jr. (1968: 73) in “Hemingway’s Tragic Vision of Man” notes that while it is Santiago’s egoistic individualism that encourages him to kill the great fish, his killing of the fish—followed by the destruction of the marlin by groups of sharks—leads the old man to a greater understanding of his anthropocentric pride as a harmful element to the natural world.

Drawing on the insights above, this chapter attempts to expand the themes of interdependence and non-anthropocentrism by focusing on Santiago’s connection with “color” throughout the novella. The analysis draws on Sullivan’s emphasis on “the ecology of colors”1 (deriving from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Theory of Color), Karan Barad’s idea of “intra-action,” Jane Bennett’s expansion of Bruno Latour’s “actant,” Timothy Morton’s notion of “mesh,” Stacy Alaimo’s notion of “transcorporeality,” and Ben Woodard’s “ultraviolet.” The connection between Goethe and Hemingway is significant, as Hemingway owned Goethe’s works,2 indicating that Goethe’s impact on Hemingway is more profound than one may think. Both authors demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of light rays and natural color phenomena,3 and as artists, they recognized and employed color’s wide-ranging sensory appeal as a crucial material and psychological element in their works. Through these posthumanist theories and the shared insights of Gothe and Hemingway on color’s materiality, The Old Man and the Sea emerges as a text that disrupts traditional boundaries, revealing complex networks of posthuman distributed subjectivity and agency.4

This analysis proceeds through several interconnected stages to examine Santiago’s posthumanist relationship with the natural world. First, I uncover Santiago’s sensory connection with the natural world, suggesting that Santiago’s act of perception can be seen as a form of ecological intra-actions. The second section, “Into the ‘Strange’ Light/Color,” investigates the metaphysical and posthumanist implications of the word “strange” throughout the novella, revealing how Santiago’s love for the sea emerges from both his posthumanist perspective and his material entanglement with the natural environment. The third section analyzes Santiago’s mind’s eye as a device that reveals nature’s unseen connectivity and illuminates the interdependency between human and nonhuman actors. In “Into the Dark Deep Water,” the fourth section, I examine Santiago’s identification with the marlin and the deep sea, to demonstrate how this relationship exposes both Santiago’s non-anthropocentric mindset and the limitations of visible human terrestrial norms. The analysis concludes by establishing the novella’s posthumanist credentials based on its consistent emphasis on nonhuman agency and cross-species interdependence, as evidenced by Santiago’s sensory perception, perceptual acts, and fundamental view toward nature.

Seeing Light/Color: Santiago’s Act of Perception as Ecological “Intra-actions”

Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea depicts a world that is filled with vibrant colors or light rays. The descriptions focused on light/color5 and Santiago’s sensory perception are noticeable throughout the story, beginning with the description of Santiago in which “[e]verything about him was old except his eyes and they were the same color as the sea and were cheerful and undefeated” (OMS 10). The story goes on to emphasize Santiago’s “strange” good eyes, describing that even though the old man had been “turtle-ing for years off the Mosquito Coast,” an activity which “kills the eyes,” yet his eyes are strangely good (14). The novella continues to unfold itself with an emphasis on the vital connection between Santiago’s sensory perception and the aspect of life and death: “The old man’s head was very old though and with his eyes closed there was no life in his face” (19). The later part of the novella further links Santiago’s indefinable strangeness to “the strange light the sun made” (35). Here, a question appears: what aspect can we see based on the connection between Santiago’s eyes, light/color, and life/death?

When the old man closes his eyes, he feels old and dead. Whereas when he opens his eyes to his surroundings, he feels alive, feeling noticeably happy, optimistic (“cheerful” [OMS 10]), and as powerful (“undefeated” [10]) as the Caribbean Sea. This association between closing-eyes/darkness/death and opening-eyes/lightness/life recalls Sullivan’s analysis of Geothe’s color theory as well as Karan Barad’s notion of “intra-action.” For Goethe, “we exist within the visual and energetic spectrum of light’s energy” and our sensory perception “is the environmental engagement of every organism at its most basic” (Sullivan 2014: 81). Linking to this idea is Karen Barad’s (2001) notion of “intra-action,” a term used “to signify the inseparability of ‘objects’ and ‘agencies of observation’” (232), suggesting that subjects/humans and objects/nonhumans do not preexist separately but rather they are entangled agencies that established each other as well as being created themselves.6 In other words, we exist (our visual world emerges) because our bodies constantly intra-act (cooperatively communicate) with other material entities—including light, color, and all other substances—without our conscious acknowledgment. Light/color serves as distributed, entangled agencies or, more specifically, an actant that holds the capacity to construct and change the world we see and feel. In this sense, we exist within the fluid becoming phenomena of light/color, which explains why Santiago would feel as though he was old and dead while closing his eyes and that Santiago’s strange eyes and the strange light/color made by the sun are interrelated.

Into the “Strange” Light/Color: Santiago’s Posthumanist Perception toward Nature

In Reading The Old Man and the Sea, Sylvester et al. (2018) point out that the word “strange” connotes something “‘numinous’: surpassing human comprehension in an emotionally and spiritually elevating way” (15). This complexity is reflected in Santiago’s observation that “[e]verything about him was old except his eyes and they were the same color as the sea and were cheerful and undefeated” (OMS 10). Santiago’s connection with the Gulf Stream operates through immediate sensory experience, materially manifested in his eyes sharing the sea’s color. This material-semiotic relationship is further emphasized in his use of “la mar” (29)—the feminine Spanish term used “when they [people] love her [the sea]”—suggesting that his relationship with the ocean emerges from an entanglement of direct sensory experience and cultural context, exemplifying the kind of human-nonhuman intra-action that Barad theorizes.

This intra-action between Santiago and the sea finds particular expression through color, specifically through the blue that connects them. As Goethe argues in his Theory of Color (1840), blue creates a peculiar and almost contradictory impression, producing both “excitement and repose” (311), drawing us toward it while simultaneously retreating from us. “The blue of the old man’s eye,” as Sylvester et al. (2018) observe, “is revealed in a way stressing his kinship with the ocean, particularly with the blue Gulf Stream, the locus of the natural order in the narrative” (6). This blueness highlights not just interconnection but the perception of being itself—or more specifically, the blue sea in being. As Sylvester et al. (2018) note, “[t]here is throughout the novella a concern with Being-Itself and the place of humankind within all that [the-sea-in-being] is, as well as with relation of all that is, including small birds, turtles, and sharks, to humankind” (xviii). Here, the blue sea in being can be seen as a complex assemblage of actors independent of the humanist conception of rational and intentional agency. This aspect is reflected in the multi-dimensional representations of the blue sea in the novella, whereby, on the one hand, it is depicted as “kind and very beautiful” while on the other hand, it is cold and brutal: “Why did they make birds so delicate and fine as those sea swallows when the ocean can be so cruel?” (OMS 29). As Sevinc Kurt and Kelechi Kingsley Osueke (2014) note, while blue in sunlight is “calming” (3) and therapeutic when blue is dimmed, it falls into “superstition, fear, grief, and perdition” (2). This duality aligns with Goethe’s understanding of blue as a color that embodies fundamental tension—a force that both attracts and repels. The blue sea thus evokes not only peace and exhilaration but also the uncanny, which reflects its agentic forces that are neither anthropomorphic nor reductive.

Another instance that shows nature as paradoxical and autonomous can be found in Santiago’s description of the sun: “In the evening I can look straight into it without getting the blackness. It has more force in the evening too. But in the morning it is painful” (OMS 33). Here, the old man’s endurance of the “scotomata” (Sylvester et al. 2018: 90) or blind spot, followed by his adjustment to the different sunrays, emphasizes the sun’s non-anthropomorphic agency. Santiago’s inner thought that “[a]ll my life the early sun has hurt my eyes … [y]et they are still good” (33) indicates his complex relationship with the sunlight, acknowledging both its destructive and sustaining qualities, as further evidenced by “the brown blotches of the benevolent skin cancer the sun brings … were on his cheeks” (9). The paradoxical description of “benevolent skin cancer” particularly highlights the sun’s autonomous nature—it exists and acts independently of human desires or needs, capable of both nurturing and harming. Santiago’s acceptance of these contradictory effects demonstrates a posthumanist perspective that recognizes nature as an autonomous force operating beyond human control or understanding, rather than attempting to romanticize or moralize its impact. This recognition of the sun’s paradoxical agency aligns with posthumanist perception, which decenters human dominance and acknowledges nature’s complex, independent existence beyond anthropocentric frameworks.

Representing “an intuitive, universal language” and “a multisensory experience,” color serves as a medium that can speak and move through body and space: “It precedes words. It acts as if it is a verb. It can communicate to people across all cultures. It is an energy, and it is an entity” (Heller 2013: 18). Goethe sees color “as being representative of all of ‘nature,’ as interactive, fluidly becoming phenomena that emerges only in relation to other things” (Sullivan 2014: 88). Color is, Goethe further adds, “‘something that becomes, grows, moves,’ and so is ideal for revealing ‘the most delicate influences of nature’” (as cited in Sullivan 2014: 88). In the novella, this color-as-growing-nature aspect is shown in Santiago’s vivid description of his surroundings:

The clouds over the land now rose like mountains and the coast was only a long green line with gray blue hills behind it. The water was a dark blue now, so dark that it was almost purple. As he looked down into it he saw the red shifting of the plankton in the dark water and the strange light the sun made now. He watched his lines to see them go straight down out of sight into the water and he was happy to see so much plankton because it meant fish. The strange light the sun made in the water, now that the sun was higher, meant good weather and so did the shape of the clouds over the land. But the bird was almost out of sight now and nothing showed on the surface of the water but some patches of yellow, sun-bleached Sargasso weed and the purple, formulized, iridescent, gelatinous bladder of a Portuguese man-of-war floating close beside the boat …

(OMS 35; italics and underline added)

Following the description above, Santiago’s sensory perception (he saw, watched, out of sight) is constructed upon the intra-actions between his body (eye, brain), the strange light the sun made, and other colorful entities such as the bright sun, the long green coast, the gray-blue hills, the dark blue/purple sea water, the red plankton, the yellow, sun-bleached Sargasso weed, the purple Portuguese man-of-war, and so on. Here, each matter only becomes alive in Santiago’s sensory perception as well as the reader’s imaginative mind when color is added to the descriptions. This is because color is “the foundational explanation for all morphological and metamorphic processes of the active natural world energized by the sunlight that grow, live, and crystallize into ever new forms” (Sullivan 2017: 116). As Santiago notices, the blue sea grows darker (“almost purple”), and the plankton becomes “red” through intra-acting with “the strange light the sun made” (OMS 35). Here, the word “strange” indicates the light’s odd position, whereby it is always in conflict with darkness, matters, and the eye. Santiago’s colorful sensory perception is thus “an outcome emerging from these endless ‘battles’ made up by the shifting, breaking, and bending of light” (Sullivan 2017: 118). Color, in this sense, is nature that becomes, grows, and moves. Nature thus appears not only as solid materials but also in its most energized form of light and color. In this respect, the paragraph above foregrounds the fact that color is a dynamic form of nature and an essential element in the identity formation of all matter—including the sea, the sky, the old man, the fish, the birds, the plankton, the rock, the dirt, and all other organic/inorganic entities—in the world. It is in this sense that I would suggest seeing the blue of Santiago’s eye as having a posthumanist implication.

Through the Fisherman’s Mind’s Eye: Transcorporeal between People of the Air- and Watery-ocean

In Reading The Old Man and the Sea, Sylvester et al. (2018) emphasize that “Hemingway uses Santiago’s ‘mind’s eye’ (or the third-person narrative’s implication of his mind’s eye) to show what goes on where the old man cannot literally see” (45). They support their claim by drawing on the description in which the reader is led to switch their view immediately from the “far out” (OMS 28) scenery of the morning ocean to “the phosphorescence of the Gulf weed” (28) at the surface of the sea before picturing the groups of shrimp, squid, and baitfish at the deepest floor of the ocean. They conclude that the “mind’s eye” narrative strategy “is one of the many reasons that nature’s order seems, for many readers, more fully and satisfactorily perceptible to the human mind in this novella than in any other Hemingway work” (Sylvester et al. 2018: 45). Certainly, this mind’s eye device makes the connectivity between the seen and the unseen visible to us, that “physically sensed natural phenomena are repeatedly connected with their interlocking natural causes and effects located beyond the immediate scenes” (Sylvester et al. 2018: 45).

Based on the mind’s eye narrative strategy above, Santiago’s linking of his sensory perception to “the strange light the sun made” (OMS 35) can be read as an attempt to depict an interconnected biosphere, as one cannot think of the eye without also thinking of light/color and solar energy/photosynthesis. Santiago’s linking of the sun, color, planktons, water, and fish in the previous quotation can thus be interpreted as one cannot think of fish without thinking about planktons and photosynthesis since planktons feed on solar energy and that fish feed on planktons. This interdependent relationship is then expanded through the old man’s description of a series of complex food webs: the level-one phytoplankton, which includes the “sun-bleached Sargasso weed” (35) or “yellow Gulf weed” (34); level-two herbivores such as “tiny fish” (35), “small shrimps” (98), the “silver flying fish” (34), and the purple “Portuguese men-of-war” (35); level-three carnivores that involve the green “longheaded sea turtles” (36), the “long-winged black bird” (34), and “sardines” (31); level-four top predators such as “Mako sharks” (112), the great marlin, “tunas” (39), “dolphins” (34), and himself, the human predator. According to Allan B. Cobb (2006: 16), a food web is a network of interconnected food chains that shows “how matter and energy pass through different organisms” and illustrates “the complex nature of interdependence” among plants, animals, and humans. The illustration of a diverse, colorful, interconnected marine food web in the novella through Santiago’s eye thus calls attention to the role of interdependency between humans and nonhumans. As Sullivan (2014: 92), drawing on Goethe, claims, “[w]e cannot think of human beings and bodies without also thinking of gravity, oxygen, other animal lives, plants […] and of course, colors emerging from sunlight, for which our eyes evolved and which provides the energy for the entire biosphere and its many ecological systems.” It is thus possible to read Santiago’s vivid descriptions of his sensory perception and the marine biosphere as a posthumanist idea that depicts the “human body not as ‘a closed self’ engaging only by choice with the world” but rather as bodies “exist among other bodies, enmeshed, and intra-acting transcorporeally, with all sorts of substances” (Sullivan 2014: 92). This aspect, once again, emphasizes Santiago’s acts of perception as ecological intra-actions, showing that human bodies are always “enmeshed”7 with their physical surroundings, intra-acting with all sorts of matter, seen or unseen.

In the novella, the old man’s empathetic relationship with the oceanic entities is an important outcome derived from his posthumanist perception and mind’s eye. For Goethe, it is his devotion to the theory of color that leads him to call humans “people of the air-ocean” and marine animals “people of the (watery) ocean” (Sullivan 2014: 84–5). Likewise, Santiago’s calling of the stars as his “distant friends” (OMS 75), the flying fish his “principle friends on the oceans” (29), the marlin his “friend” (55) or “brother” (59), and all the oceanic creatures as his “true brothers” (75) reflects his “longing for an Eden where men and women, husbands and wives, as well as birds, beasts, and fish might live together on such terms” (Beegel 2002: 139). Such an Eden reveals the interdependency—or, to borrow Stacy Alaimo’s word, transcorporeality—between humans and nonhumans.8 Transcorporeality is a new materialist and posthumanist view of seeing humans “as perpetually interconnected with the flows of substances and the agencies of environments” based on Judith Butler’s idea that “the subject as immersed within a matrix of discursive systems” (Alaimo 2014: 187). The emphasis on the human-nonhuman kinship in the works of Goethe and Hemingway seems to echo this concept, whereby we, people of the air-ocean, cannot distinguish ourselves from people from the watery-ocean, as the ongoing intra-actions reveal our complicated and endless entanglements with other networks and material entities. In this sense, the sea, like color, is “everywhere, within us, around us, regardless of how arid our terrestrial habitat may be” (Alaimo 2014: 189). This explains why Santiago would claim that “no man was ever alone on the sea” (OMS 61). As the colorful prisms in the deep dark water, the line that connects him to the great fish, the wild ducks that lie between the sky and the water (OMS 61)—all these nonhuman entities and forces make the old man feel that he is not “alone” even though he has no other human company.

Into the “Dark Deep Water”: Santiago’s Destabilization of Terrestrial and Humanist Presumptions

When the blue9 marlin is hooked, Santiago cannot picture its appearance through his mind’s eye because he has never seen this particular living being. “I wish I could see him only once to know what I have against me” (OMS 46), as he claims. Only when the blue marlin resurfaces under the sun does Santiago get to see its dark purple/violet head and back and the light lavender stripes on the sides of its giant body, followed by its long sword scythe-blade-like tail (62). Now that he has seen the marlin once, the old man is then able to imagine its “purple pectoral fins” (67) and “great erect tail” (67) even though it is under “six hundred feet” (Ulanski 2013: 103) in the “dark deep water” (50).

Meanwhile, Santiago cannot help but wonder how much the marlin can see at that depth and claims that he once could see quite well in the dark but not in the absolute dark (OMS 67). This description, together with his previous explanation that the marlin’s choice is to “stay in the deep dark water” while his choice is “to go there to find him beyond all people” (50), highlights Santiago’s vigorous attempt to see the violet-blue creature and the blackest-blue world it inhabits, regardless of his limited perspective. Here, Santiago’s perception contrasts with the industrial capitalist worldview that recognizes the deep sea as relatively “empty,” “void,” and “null” (Alaimo 2014: 233). When one perceives the deep sea as nothing rather than something, as background rather than substance, one fails to see the subjectivity and value of beings and entities in the abyssal zone. The tourist’s comment—“I didn’t know sharks had such handsome, beautifully formed tails” (127)—underlines this superficial perspective, revealing an inability to distinguish between different marine creatures because of a disconnection from the ocean’s living complexity. In contrast, Santiago’s differentiation of the marlin from all other beings—in which he notes, “[t]here is no one worthy of eating him from the manner of his behavior and his great dignity” (75)—emphasizes the individuality of the marlin and its inherent value that is in no way contingent on humans. The old man’s admiration for the deep sea in being indicates that the abyssal zone is neither an “empty transportation surface” awaiting human domination nor the end product of cultural activities (Alaimo 2014: 234).

Moreover, the old man’s wish to become “that beast down there in the darkness of the sea” (OMS 68) rather than a human seems to lure us into unbinding terrestrial and human-centric beliefs. While Santiago’s description, “I had better keep the fish quiet now and not disturb him too much at sunset. The setting of the sun is a difficult time for all fish” (73) underlines his empathetic care for all the marine beings, regardless of their opposite position, with questions like “[h]ow do you feel, fish?” (74) reflects his cross-species identification with the marlin. Questions such as “[w]hy is that all the fast-moving fish of the dark current have purple backs and usually purple stripes or spots?” and “[c]an it be anger, or the greater speed he makes that brings them out?” (72) further reflect his acknowledgment of the limit of human terrestrial norms. This realization makes Santiago desire to become the marlin. Only by becoming the fish himself can he see what the marlin sees and the strange blackest-blue world it inhabits. In this respect, the old man’s attempt to become the marlin can be seen as an implication to destabilize anthropocentric assumptions, values, and modes of life.

In the novella, the desire to become “the more beautiful,” “calmer,” and “noble[r]” marlin pushes Santiago into a conflicting position, whereby he both wants to and does not want to kill the fish: “Now you are getting confused in the head … You must keep your head clear and know how to suffer like a man. Or a fish” (OMS 92). Nevertheless, the fisherman does what he is born for. The moment when the marlin dies, the old man feels as though the fish had paradoxically come “alive” (94). Gazing at “the red of the blood” from the marlin’s heart into the sea, a “glimpse of vision” (94) appears in Santiago’s head, making him want to “see,” “touch,” and “feel” (95) the marlin. According to Sylvester et al. (2018), this vision suggests “a mystical view” that is linked to Santiago’s “realization of the dynamic tension in nature’s larger order expressed in such paradoxes as comfortable pain, killing for kindness, compassionate killing (asking the female marlin for pardon), and life in death” (94). Likewise, I see Santiago’s vision as a final ritualization of the blood bond between the two, a process accomplished through blood-fighting. As Susan F. Beegel (2000) in “Eye and Heart: Hemingway’s Education as a Naturalist” points out, Hemingway’s “love for nature” (58) is dualistic in the sense that “cruelty” (59) or “brutality” alongside “guilt” (58) and “empathy” (59) appears in his work as two sides of the same coin, a characteristic that is derived from his childhood, where the young boy “paradoxically learned, while killing, to be at one with wildlife” (58). For Hemingway, then, to kill is learning to care and love. In the novella, soon after the killing is done, Santiago falls into remorse when he sees that the fish has “turned silver from his original purple and silver” and that its eye looks “as detached as the mirrors in a periscope” (OMS 96). As the old man claims, “I am only better than him through trickery and he meant me no harm” (99); “I am sorry that I killed the fish” (103). “Perhaps it was a sin to kill the fish. I suppose it was even though I did it to keep me alive and feed many people,” he further confesses (105). Nevertheless, he understands that “everything kills everything else in some way. Fishing kills [him] exactly as it keeps [him] alive” (106). Here, Santiago’s comment may be seen as a claim to justify his killing act—that killing is considered ethical “as long as the killing is followed by eating, the act of communion, of sharing the blood of life” (Beegel 2002: 140). Yet, the old man’s comment also reflects his realization of the unseen paradox(es) embedded in nature and the cycle of life.

The novella’s ending further emphasizes the unseen connectivity of nature, whereby a group of sharks appear and bite off the meat of the bleeding marlin, leaving Santiago nothing but a giant skeleton. Accepting this unexpected incident, Santiago notes, “[t]hey truly beat me” (OMS 124). His use of the collective “they” suggests more than just the sharks—it points to a larger natural order that operates beyond human control or comprehension. This notion of nature’s vast, often invisible operations aligns with Ben Woodard’s (2013) eco-philosophical exploration in “Ultraviolet.” Woodard explains the remarkable continuity of nature and Nature: “nature continually produces more and different kinds of thought in us about us and about nature, and Nature is always beyond our capacity to know it” (262). While the shark attack incident mirrors the limit of human capacity in the face of Nature, the coming of the sharks can be seen as nature or ultraviolet light investigating itself through us. After all, we cannot beat the matrix of the unseen connectivity of Nature. The long-suffering of Santiago leads to nothing as “the long backbone of the great fish” has now become “garbage waiting to go out with the tide” (OMS 126).

Santiago has not given up on fishing despite what has happened to the marlin, which results in no food for the community. This is because the fisherman understands that he is part of Nature and that fishing is his nature. Soon, the recovered Santiago will once again challenge himself on the open ocean with his cheerful, undefeated blue eyes and his old brown hands. What is even better is that this time, his pupil, Manolin, will accompany him and be his “eye.” The novella’s ending is thus not a tragic one as Manolin will get to understand Santiago’s empathetic relationship with nonhuman beings, his realization of human limitations in the face of Nature, as well as his act of perception that points to ecological intra-actions and the transcorporeality between oneself and the other.

Toward a World of Prismatic Ecology

In “The Environment” (2013), Susan F. Beegel emphasizes that Hemingway was not an “ecologist” who would think “in terms of ecological communities or webs” (242), nor that he was an “environmentalist” who was “concerned with the ecological impact of human alternations to the environment” (243). Indeed, as Beegel (2013) points out, the field of “conservative biology” (242) and the word “environmentalist” (243) were not coined until after the author’s death. Nevertheless, Beegel continues to note that Hemingway was undeniably a mindful “naturalist” (242) who held a strong sense of ethics toward the hunting and killing of animals, as well as the distribution and consumption of meat. As a child, the young Hemingway learned to depict the natural world with “a scientist’s unwavering gaze, respect for truth, interest in detail, and objective language” (Beegel 2000: 54). His diary written during a hiking and fishing trip in the summer of 1916 demonstrates this aspect. As Larry Grimes (2018) notes, Hemingway’s “Hike to Walloon Lake,” published in The American Fly Fisher in 1989, documents “the objective, scientific approach developed by Louis Agassiz and taught to Hemingway by his father” (75). This objective way of seeing the world influenced Hemingway profoundly, whereby the writer tends to use minimal words to imply complex, often paradoxical, meanings.

Even though Hemingway was not an ecologist or environmentalist, it is still relevant and meaningful to re-read The Old Man and the Sea from the lens of ecological posthumanism. On a positive note, a posthumanist reading of the novella expands the spectrum of Hemingway studies. It does this by incorporating the latest ecocritical theories into previous analyses while potentially sparing Hemingway from the risk of being “canceled”10 by young readers. Re-reading the novella thus offers a space for further conversation between readers from different fields and generations and highlights Hemingway’s works as multi-dimensional, thus saving them from being labeled or canceled.

By applying various theories concerning light/color to the interpretation of The Old Man and the Sea, I discovered a prismatic ecology implied within Santiago’s sensory perception and his act of perception. I argue that the old man’s love for the sea results from his ongoing material intra-actions with the colorful nonhuman and his posthumanist view toward the natural environment. In the novella, the description linking the old man’s eyes to light/color and life/death indicates that sensory perception is the primary ground for engaging with the outside world and that we exist within the intra-active becoming phenomena of light/color. The human body is, therefore, not an isolated, passive container but the opposite: our bodies (through the eye, ear, mouth, skin, and so on) constantly intra-act and are enmeshed with all sorts of matter, seen or unseen, organic or inorganic, that are surrounding us. We are, as Barad (2003) notes, “not outside observers of the world; nor are we simply located at particular places in the world; rather, we are part of the world in its ongoing intra-activity” (828).

Throughout the novella, the emphasis on human limitations is made visible through the description concerning Santiago’s limited eyesight. The old man’s curiosity toward the marlin and its living environment might be read as an anthropocentric attempt, and yet this view can be contradicted by the old man’s strong wish to become the beast in the deep dark water rather than himself. For Santiago, the marlin is “great” because it is beautiful the way it is and is brave, strong, and more honest than most human beings. Santiago’s admiration for the marlin and his determined attempt to identify with the fish highlight his enormous empathy, love, and respect toward the nonhuman. This posthumanist mindset, as I propose, serves as the psychological ground for the old man to accept the strange, paradoxical, autonomous forces of nature/Nature that are independent of human causes and effects. In the novella, the acceptance and embrace of nonhuman agencies further allow Santiago to achieve a sense of spiritual consolation with la mar. Here, the sea functions in the model not as therapy of any sort but as the primal state, the groundwork of existence. Santiago’s journey into the primal state is accomplished by his careful, patient, and balanced movement throughout the novella, making him a character of balance and harmony.

The emphases on Santiago’s act of perception as ecological intra-actions and the transcorporeality between human and nonhuman entities through his mind’s eye provide a ground for potential eco-politics that aim to destabilize human binary conceptions. While the old man’s identification with marine beings echoes the inseparable entanglement between human and ocean nature, his sensory identification with light/color highlights the intra-active connectivity between human and color nature. In this respect, regardless of how we might think we are distinct from nature, humans and nature are part of the exact Nature while having different observable perceptions. This understanding plays an essential role in constructing “a ‘thicker’ notion of humanity” (Rose et al. 2012: 2) and ethics in times of the Anthropocene, whereby human capacity has overloaded the earth, causing severe environmental problems such as climate change and ocean acidification that might lead to an apocalyptic future. Only by refocusing our lens toward posthuman subjectivity and performativity as well as human-nonhuman interdependence can we construct a more fluid and sustainable ethics that matches the present situation of the world. This once again highlights the importance of re-reading The Old Man and the Sea from the posthumanist perspective, particularly on the ecology of light/color.
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Olfactory Ethics in For Whom the Bell Tolls and Other Works

Of all the classical elements, air perhaps best embodies the paradox of being simultaneously omnipresent and invisible—much like the sense of smell itself in our modern understanding of perception. While we tend to think of air as mere empty space, it is in fact the medium through which we experience one of our most primal and evocative senses. Every breath we draw carries with it invisible molecules that trigger complex neurological and emotional responses, making the air around us a constant carrier of meaning and memory. This invisible yet potent relationship between air and olfaction finds a particularly resonant expression in Hemingway’s works, where the author’s renowned iceberg theory—the art of meaningful omission—parallels how scent operates in our consciousness: powerful yet often unacknowledged, subtle yet capable of evoking entire worlds of experience. Just as air is the unseen medium that sustains all life, scent emerges as a vital yet frequently overlooked sensory dimension that undergirds Hemingway’s ethical universe, carrying with it complex moral implications about authenticity, memory, and human connection.

Modern Hierarchies of Discipline and Sense

When exploring the relationship between nature and human well-being, numerous studies have focused primarily on the visual and auditory aspects of this connection, often neglecting the sense of smell.1 As Constance Classen, David Howes, and Anthony Synnott (1994) confirm, olfaction is “the most undervalued sense” (3) in the modern West. This oversight arises from the unique challenges associated with classifying and measuring different smells, unlike the more established methods for vision and sound. Additionally, people find it more difficult to articulate their experiences with smells due to the intricate neurological pathways involved in processing olfactory information and expressing it verbally (Olofsson and Gottfried 2015: 314). These complexities pose obstacles to investigating and studying smells effectively. Even if research on olfaction has been conducted, as Bentley et al. (2023: 2) point out in “Nature, Smell, and Human Wellbeing,” previous studies on olfaction have primarily concentrated on its negative aspects, considering odors as potential annoyances (it stinks) or sources of offense (smell like a rat). This marginalization of olfaction can be traced back to historical perceptions rooted in the Enlightenment era, where philosophers and scientists perceived vision as “the preeminent sense of reason and civilization” (Majid 2021: 118) while smell as “the sense of madness and savagery” (Classen et al. 1994: 4). Olfaction, as we can see, is historically linked to notions such as primitiveness, childishness, femininity, and animalistic instincts within intellectual traditions (Jenner 2011: 337, 344).

In light of the increasing global prevalence of mental health issues, the positive impacts of nature have gained significant attention from the health care, environmental policy, and practice sectors (Bentley et al. 2023: 1). Recent studies revealed that experiencing nature is inherently a “multi-sensory experience” (Bentley et al. 2023: 1) that engages all five of our senses, leading to the exploration of olfaction’s positive impacts on human well-being. From the environmental aspect, the sense of smell plays a crucial role in addressing the ecological crisis. It enables us to detect and identify environmental pollutants and toxic substances that may be present in the air or water (McSorley 2020: 157). Moreover, as olfaction is intimately connected to “memories” (Bentley et al. 2023: 1), it can evoke one’s positive associations with the environment. This, in turn, enhances awareness and appreciation of the natural world, inspiring one to take action to protect it. Considering these aspects, olfaction emerges as a vital element to explore within the realm of literature and the environment.

Despite the lack of solid evidence indicating that Ernest Hemingway had read any olfactory books or articles, the hunter/writer certainly had a deep interest in olfactory perception and studies. In New Yorker Magazine, published in 1950, Lilian Ross (1950) emphasizes that Hemingway abstained from smoking as it would impair his sense of smell, which he deemed crucial for hunting. “Cigarettes smell so awful to you when you have a nose that can truly smell,” as Hemingway stated. Meanwhile, Hemingway’s works—such as A Farewell to Arms, For Whom the Bell Tolls, Green Hills of Africa, and so on—are replete with vibrant depictions of smell that effectively convey a sense of place and atmosphere, eliciting strong emotional and mnemonic responses. As Matthew Cobb (2020) notes, “[n]ot all writers are so sensitive to scent—there are only a handful of references to odor in Hemingway’s writings, and only one in all of Jane Austen’s works” (108). Despite being few, Hemingway’s olfactory descriptions are distinctive and noteworthy. More interestingly, the author utilized the sense of smell to capture the interplay between scientific, rational, reductionist discourse and mythical, emotional, and holistic narratives. It appears that the author endeavors to weave together a narrative that strikes a harmonious balance, catering to our longing for the primitive and the (super)natural—such as Mount Kilimanjaro, the sun, the sea, the moon, the great marlin, the lion in Santiago’s dream, and so on—while staying true to scientific realities. Hemingway’s vivid descriptions of the everyday encounters between the fictional characters and the natural world highlight the significance of unmediated, multisensory experiences, encompassing the physical, psychological, and spiritual aspects of human well-being.

In recent years, the privileging of scientific information in social media and academic disciplines has encouraged us to value scientific knowledge more than our own experiences with nature. As Lisa H. Sideris (2013) notes, science-based narratives such as “Universe Story/Epic of Evolution/Big History movements” have made science the “new sacred myth” (148) or the magic of reality in the Anthropocene. While scientific frameworks like ecology and evolutionary biology offer valuable insights into natural systems, the predominance of scientific discourse has led to the devaluation of everyday encounters with the natural world, particularly those that are “not filtered through scientific analysis and explanation” (Sideris 2013: 148). This shift has fostered “attitudes of intolerance toward religious and cultural traditions that do not derive meaning and value directly from science” (Sideris 2013: 147). Although scientific understanding enriches our knowledge of natural processes, the exclusive privileging of scientific perspectives can distance us from direct, meaningful engagement with nature. When scientific frameworks become the sole legitimate source of environmental knowledge, we risk overlooking the diverse ways humans have historically connected with, valued, and protected the natural world through cultural, spiritual, and experiential means.

While scientific knowledge is crucial in making ethical decisions regarding the environment, treating science as an all-encompassing framework that can independently solve environmental challenges is problematic. What we need is not to replace traditional ways of knowing with a new scientific mythology, but rather to develop more nuanced narratives that integrate both scientific understanding and direct experiential engagement with nature. Sideris (2013) argues that “the environmental crisis is, at root, a crisis of meaninglessness, of storylessness: we lack an orienting myth that will apprise us of how things really are and which things really matter” (150). Her critique suggests the need for narratives that bridge the gap between scientific knowledge and meaningful environmental engagement. This analysis explores this integration through a non-anthropocentric, olfactory reading of Hemingway’s works. By examining how Hemingway’s literature engages with the natural world beyond purely scientific or purely subjective frameworks, we can better understand how to develop more comprehensive environmental ethics in modern society. The following discussion focuses on the significance of not-home and home-related olfactory descriptions in For Whom the Bell Tolls and other works before shedding light on Hemingway’s “olfactory ethics,”2 a term that associates smell with ethical value. In doing this, I highlight the agency and transcorporeality nature of smell in Hemingway’s work, destabilizing the anthropocentric figure the author may have upheld in the eye of the reader.

The Smells of “Home” and “Not-home”: Ethical Worlds of Smell

Drawing on Hemingway’s use of olfactory descriptions and their relation to notions of place, I see a correlation between the concept of “not-home” and military, medical, and industrial smells and, conversely, the idea of “home” with natural scents and nostalgic aromas. This interpretation is inspired by Carlos Baker’s (1972) interpretation of A Farewell to Arms whereby he associates low-lying plains, rain, fog, obscenity, disease, irreligion, war, and death with the notion of “Not-Home” while mountains, dry-cold weather, peace, and quiet, love, the good life, and the consciousness of God with the concept of “Home” (102).

In Hemingway’s work, the smells of the hospital (AFA 285); drunkenness (FWBT 128); blood, sweat, vomit (FWBT 128); spilled wine (FWBT 62); explosives (FWBT 463); and shark factory (OMS 11) are associated with the notion of “not-home”. They tend to trigger memories, either personal or historical, that are tied to uncomfortable, traumatic, or disorienting experiences and generate feelings of loss, separation, or despair. In The Old Man and the Sea (12), for instance, the repulsive stench emanating from the shark factory in Havana unsettles Santiago, and only when the wind carries it away from him does he find it bearable. As we know, the old man has no issue with the scent of dead fish and their “sweet blood smell” (OMS 12). His aversion to the odor of the shark factory thus implies his nasal ethics; it reflects his disapproval of the loss of ethical values (the ethics of clean-killing, care, and empathy toward other life forms) in modern shark factories, where the animals are killed indecently; their livers, fins, hides, and flesh are cut up and processed for commercial use.

Another instance of the not-home olfaction can be found in For Whom the Bell Tolls, whereby “the smell of drunkenness”—more specifically, “the smell of the mob, sour, like vomit on paving stones” (FWBT 128)—is linked by Pilar to the “great ugliness” of humanity that involves the massacre of enemies with “mockery,” “slowness,” and “brutality” (FWBT 125). Robert Jordan further draws a connection between the smell of drunkenness and a disturbing event involving the public execution of an African American individual on the street in Ohio. This correlation suggests a profound sense of injustice and highlights the repugnance associated with racial discrimination, described as a form of societal brutality: “In my homeland, drunkenness carries the same repulsiveness. It is an unsightly and savage behavior” (FWBT 122–3). Following this, the scent of drunkenness, according to Hemingway’s olfactory ethics, is associated with brutality, killing, injustice, and furthermore, sin and rottenness. As Anselmo claims, “[i]n those who like it [the killing] there is always a rottenness” (FWBT 206); “I think any one doing it will be brutalized in time and I think that even though necessary, it is a great sin [to kill]” (FWBT 205).

Paradoxically, the rotten smell of “drunkenness” can be temporarily dissolved with the warm, “acrid smell” of absinthe (FWBT 53). As Jordan recalls,

[O]ne cup of it took the place of the evening papers, of all the old evenings in cafés, of all chestnut trees that would be in bloom now in this month, of the great slow horses of the outer boulevards, of the Stade Buffalo, and of the Butte Chaumont, of the Guaranty Trust Company and the Ile de la Cité, of Foyot’s old hotel, and of being able to read and relax in the evening; of all the things he had enjoyed and forgotten and that came back to him when he tasted that opaque, bitter, tongue-numbing, brain-warming, stomach-warming, idea-changing liquid alchemy.

(FWBT 54)

The depiction above illustrates the significant role of absinthe in transporting Jordan to a cherished time and space from his past. Specifically, it is Jordan’s olfactory system that enables this journey. Unlike other senses, smell bypasses the linguistic and cognitive areas of the brain, providing us with constant and direct information about the chemical makeup of our environment (McSorley 2020: 157). More specifically, the olfactory system is responsible for our sense of smell and can detect scents with great precision. When we inhale odorants, which are airborne chemical molecules, they stimulate olfactory receptor cells located in the upper nasal cavity. These receptor neurons send signals through the olfactory nerve to the olfactory bulb and then to other parts of the limbic system, which is responsible for “memories and emotions” (McSorley 2020: 157). Jordan’s ability to draw upon his pleasant memories from the past to counterbalance the bitterness of war in the present underscores the olfaction’s role as a constant mediator between the “the interior and the exterior,” “the present and the absent,” “the proximate and the distant” (McSorley 2020: 157). This transgressive quality of the sense of smell allows Jordan to rekindle the feelings of comfort, security, and happiness he once experienced in his second “homeland.” The olfactory imagery surrounding absinthe, therefore, mirrors Hemingway’s olfactory ethics by embodying both an anti-war implication and a transgressive nature that stands in contrast to Western modernity’s obsession with rationality, objectivity, “clarity,” and “order” (Drobnick 2002: 31).

In addition to the examples above, it is worthwhile to explore the connection between the acrid smell of explosives and the notion of “not-home.” In For Whom the Bell Tolls, Hemingway emphasizes Jordan’s militarized and mechanized state of mind and body by depicting the (un)familiarity of the explosive’s smell: “His face was pressed against the pebbles as the bridge settled where it had risen and the familiar yellow smell of it rolled over him in acrid smoke and then it commenced to rain pieces of steel” (FWBT 463; italics added). The use of the word “familiar” emphasizes how Jordan has been compelled to inhale and become accustomed to the noxious airborne substance through military training and combat experiences. Furthermore, the description that “the familiar yellow smell of it rolled over him in acrid smoke” stresses the indispensability of air (Jordan’s inability to stop breathing) and its potential for materializing political connection between bodies and nations. As Kevin McSorley (2020) notes, we cannot simply turn off our sense of smell and are constantly exposed to it, breathing in scents “approximately 23,000 times a day” (157). Elaine Scarry (1985) also remarks, “smell is a sensory mode that has emerged to watch over the entry of the world into the body” (48). These statements highlight the transcorporeal nature of olfaction, revealing how our bodies negotiate a complex relationship with the environment through smell. While we cannot help but be shaped by what we breathe, our olfactory system also serves as a sentinel, helping us maintain bodily boundaries and protect ourselves from harmful substances—a dynamic particularly evident in Jordan’s complicated relationship with the “familiar” yet “acrid” smell of explosives (463).

The concept of transcorporeality, introduced by Stacy Alaimo (2008: 238), suggests that we, humans, are interconnected with the environment and cannot be isolated from it; our physical bodies are intertwined with the physical world, and there are links between our bodies and all other types of matter (Alaimo 2008: 237). The emphasis on the “movement across bodies” and the “inseparab[ility]” (Alaimo 2010: 2) of the human substance from the environment embedded within the transcorporeal dimensions of olfaction recalls the notion of “toposmia.” Coined by Jim Drobnick (2002), “toposmia,” derived from the Greek words for “place” and “smell,” delves into the investigation of “the spatial location of odors and their relation to particular notions of place” (33). This connection between place/space and smell/air enables us to grasp how place-smell can literally permeate our bodies, illuminating the interdependence between our bodies and the surrounding environment (Hsu 2016: 9). Breathing the toxic smoke thus symbolizes the intrusion of war into the soldier’s body and mind. While the yellow smoke lingers within Jordan’s lungs, the memory of killing haunts him in his dream and pushes him away from “home,” a toposmia associated with comfort, peace, and happiness.

For Hemingway, the concept of “home” is deeply tied to the scents of nature and nostalgia. In For Whom the Bell Tolls, Jordan reminisces about the smells he longs for at home and in nature, in stark contrast to the odors of sickness and deceased bodies prevalent on the frontline:

This is the smell I love. This [the piney smell of the crushed needles] and fresh-cut clover, the crushed sage as you ride after cattle, wood-smoke, and the burning leaves of autumn. That must be the odor of nostalgia, the smell of the smoke from the piles of raked leaves burning in the streets in the fall in Missoula. Which would you rather smell? Sweet grass the Indians used in their baskets? Smoked leather? The odor of the ground in the spring after rain? The smell of the sea as you walk through the gorse on a headland in Galicia? Or the wind from the land as you come in toward Cuba in the dark? That was the odor of the cactus flowers, mimosa, and the sea-grape shrubs. Or would you rather smell frying bacon in the morning when you are hungry? Or coffee in the morning? Or a Jonathan apple as you bite into it? Or a cider mill in the grinding, or bread fresh from the oven?

(FWBT 269–70)

The passage above exemplifies how Jordan’s sense of self is intricately intertwined with his interactions with the natural world. Whether it is savoring a morning coffee, strolling through the streets of Missoula in autumn, or traversing a Galician headland enveloped in the scent of gorse, Jordan engages with the aromas of his surroundings; these sensory encounters actively shape his perception and interpretation of his environment, illustrating that olfaction is not merely a passive sensation but an active participant in the dynamic process of meaning-making. Consequently, the olfactory descriptions presented underscore the active role played by the sense of smell in shaping an individual’s subjective lived experiences and fostering a sense of personal identification.

The mention of the nostalgic aroma in the quotation above also signifies wishful mourning for a pre-war existence characterized by joy, equilibrium, and innocence—a sanctuary contrasting with the harsh realities of war and the feeling of being distant from “home.” Essentially, the paragraph can be viewed as an “olfactory affect” that stresses “the everyday, the unrepresentable, and the emotional” (Drobnick 2002: 40). Upon deeper examination, beneath the surface of this nostalgic odor lies a contemplation of the poetic essence of childhood. This introspective musing serves as a testament to the humanist perspective, underscoring the often overlooked yet immensely valuable dimension of smell as a fundamental aspect of our experiences. It calls for an awareness and sensitivity to the olfactory realm, urging us to savor and cherish its offerings. As G. Bachelard (1969) also notes, odors are “the first evidence of our fusion with the world” and “rare sublimators of the essence of memory” (140).

In Hemingway’s case, the essential olfactory element that holds the potential to transport him back to his childhood is the scents of “wood-smoke” and “burning leaves” (FWBT 269). It is noteworthy that Hemingway’s various activities, such as trout fishing, safari hunting, and camping, are intimately connected to the act of making fire with wood or leaves. In Smell: A Very Short Introduction, Cobb references Lewis Thomas’s essay titled “On Smell,” which explores the olfactory experience associated with various types of smoke, including tobacco, coal, wood-fire, and leaf smoke. Echoing Thomas’s sentiments, Cobb (2020) asserts that if the smell of leaf bonfires, with its “aroma of comradeship,” were to vanish from the contemporary world, “a part of us would disappear, too” (125). Indeed, the smell of wood smoke, combined with some other smells—such as the “smoke of both tobacco and charcoal,” “the odor of cooked rice and meat, saffron, pimentos, and oil, the tarry, wine-spilled smell,” “the dust smell,” “the odors of different herbs” (FWBT 62)—in the guerilla cave in For Whom the Bell Tolls, signifies a sense of community. The scent of wood smoke symbolizes the convergence of individuals in a specific time and place, engaging in the everyday rituals of existence and forming a familial bond with both human and nonhuman companions. Jordan’s journey deepens his already-present commitment to collective action. As Milton A. Cohen (2017b) suggests, Jordan’s experience with Pilar’s band transforms his abstract dedication to “the people” into a concrete devotion to “those people” (56). Through his relationships with Maria, Pilar, and other band members, Jordan discovers new dimensions of the values—life, love, and “home”—that had already brought him to Spain. This intensified sense of community and connection to place ultimately informs his self-sacrifice and final integration with the Spanish earth.

Hemingway also highlights the sense of companionship through his olfactory descriptions in The Green Hills of Africa, where he expresses that his greatest “happ[iness]” (7) stems from “the good smell of Africa,” encompassing the smells of “the smoke of the fire,” “roasting meat,” “the good old Wanderobo-Masai,” “the kudu” in the woods, among others (165). This olfactory immersion enables Hemingway to evoke a profound sense of companionship and affection toward the nonhuman. Similarly, in Islands in the Stream, the protagonist, Thomas Hudson, finds solace and affection in the presence of a fireplace: “The fireplace was a great thing in winter and through all the other months he looked at it with affection” (3). Particularly on cold nights, he derives immense pleasure from observing the fiery combustion of large, weathered pieces of driftwood (IS 3). Although Thomas cannot precisely articulate the emotions it stirs within him, the burning driftwood holds a mysterious power over him: “burning driftwood did something to him that he could not define” (IS 3). Seemingly, Hemingway alludes to the ancient sense of belonging (in which we are part of nature) that resonates throughout the collective history of humanity.

Hemingway’s evocative examples above are poignant reminders of the profound transcorporeality between humans and the natural world. The aromas of wood-smoke and burning leaves symbolize not only the sensory experience but also the psychological and emotional yearnings associated with a profound sense of belonging, fulfillment, purpose, and security. By immersing his characters and readers in these olfactory landscapes, Hemingway invites us to explore our innate connection to the environment, transcending the confines of our individual selves and embracing a more holistic understanding of existence. In this sense, Hemingway’s exploration of olfaction can be viewed as his unique form of nasal ethics, inviting introspection and reflection on our connection to both human and nonhuman bodies around and within us.

Transgressive Olfaction: Boundaries of Life and Death, Bodies and Matter

From a more holistic perspective, olfaction’s fluid and transgressive nature mirrors the interconnectedness between life and death, body and matter. In the Spanish Civil War context, For Whom the Bell Tolls explores the coexistence of life-in-death and death-in-life. The narrative portrays Robert Jordan’s pursuit of purpose and self-realization even in the face of imminent death, representing the life-in-death aspect. Conversely, Pilar’s depiction of the “smell of death-to-come” (FWBT 265) intertwines with the absolute boundaries traditionally assigned to life and death, highlighting the complex and intertwined nature of these dimensions. Representing the embodiment of Spain’s spirit and gypsy culture, Pilar illustrates a series of encounters that may familiarize Jordan with the aroma of death on pages 264 and 265:

(1) by seeking refuge below deck, with tightly closed portholes, on a ship navigating through tumultuous stormy waters.

(2) by sharing a kiss with one of the elderly women who, early in the morning at Madrid’s Puente de Teledo, emerge from the slaughterhouse after consuming the blood of the slaughtered beasts; these women possess “pale sprouts in the death of their faces.”

(3) by catching a whiff of a refuse pail in the city streets, containing dead “[c]hrysanthemums.”

(4) by inhaling the remnants of brothels in the Calle de Salud: the “odor of love’s labor lost mixed with soapy water and cigarette butts.”

(5) by breathing the scent of an abandoned gunny sack in the Botanical Garden, saturated with “the odor of the wet earth, the dead flowers, and the doings of that night”: “[i]n this sack will be contained the essence of it all, both the dead earth and the dead stalks of the flowers and their rotted blooms and the smell that is both the death and birth of man”; “when thou inhalest deeply, thou wilt smell the odor of death-to-come as we know it.”

Drawing on the analysis above, the instance where the morning is tainted by the remnants of the night underscores Hemingway’s emphasis on the concept of death in life. As Leo Spitzer (2015) notes, “by choosing as culmination the smell of the earth after fornication at night he has suggested to us birth under the sway of death; [the] birth of life is infected, according to him, with [the] smell of death” (50). However, we can also discern the opposite phenomenon, where one can perceive the essence of life within death. This perspective of life in death, or the vitalist view of decomposition, is evident in Pilar’s emphasis on the putrefactions of decaying matter, including flowers, earth, and meat, among others, throughout her narration. These instances align with the concept of “intra-action” (Barad 2007: 33), in which decomposition is only made possible through autolysis and the agency of insects, bacteria, and other microorganisms. During this process, each matter becomes both the subject and object in the tale of its own decay, leading to the idea that “death, decay, and decomposition” give rise to “new compositions, relations, and alternative modes of being in the world” (Bezan 2015: 195). In For Whom the Bell Tolls, Pilar’s linking of the odor of the sexual composition between soldiers and prostitutes and the smell of decomposition highlights that composition and decomposition are interdependent phenomena that rely on each other for establishment. As Eugene Thacker (2010) also notes, decomposition is a component of “a new kind of composition” (255) as any dying or deceased organic matter will ultimately decompose, break down, and become a resource for others. Pilar’s description above thus indicates that there is always “life” within death and vice versa. Following this, Pilar’s poetic soliloquy on the odor of death-to-come can be interpreted as a necro-ecological narrative that fosters the interconnectedness between life/composition and death/decomposition.

Another notable necro-ecological instance can be found in the ending line of the novel, where Jordan, on the brink of death, awaits the arrival of the fascists with “his heart beating against the pine needle floor of the forest” (FWBT 490). According to Rod Romesbug (1999), this description indicates “a sense of nature-inspired peace” with “the stimuli of nature overwhelming his senses to the point that his heartbeat itself becomes a part of the earth” (149). Cecilia Konchar Farr (1999) also states,

by the end of the novel, a dying Jordan has a different relationship to the land. Again, lying prone, his elbows on the pine needles, this time he “was completely integrated” […] And when his heart beats, it beats against the floor of the forest, mingling his life with the life of the earth.

(155)

Both Romesbug and Farr regard the ending scene as transcendental in the sense that Jordan has become “one” with the natural world. Indeed, as Alex Vernon (2011) also remarks, “from the very first page of the book, Jordan’s primary bond was always with the Spanish earth … In his death, he […] reunites himself with the land he had cherished for twelve years” (197). These descriptions emphasize the interconnectedness between Jordan and the pine forest earth, which, from the ecological posthumanist perspective, further recalls Thacker’s bio-philosophy that views decomposition or death as a “new kind of composition” based on the perception that life is “a continuum that conditions the possibility of the living” (Vernon 2011: 255). Whether it is a withering flower, a decaying corpse, or an organic matter returning to the earth (such as Jordan’s body in this case), the process engages in intricate interactions with other organisms, giving rise to alternative modes of existence and new compositions: “I am thee and thou art me and all of one is the other” (FWBT 262).

Even though the novel does not explicitly describe Jordan’s death, we can read the “air” between the words and discern a vitalist philosophy of death and decomposition, encouraging us to contemplate the interconnectedness of the “world” beyond divisions between life and death, and humans and nature. “Afterwards we will be as one animal of the forest and be so close that neither one can tell that one of us is one and not the other” (FWBT 262), as Maria stresses. Here, what I mean by “air” can further be referred to as the smell of pine forest, which symbolizes not only “death” but also “therapeutic hope” (Hickman 2022: 109). The smell of pine, in this sense, embodies some sort of necro-ecological vitalism that challenges the notion that death and decomposition merely signify the end or negation of life but instead, they are integral aspects of a creative process. Jordan’s dying episode, then, plays a role in deconstructing the distinctions between life and death, humans and nature—a dualistic logic that has become deeply ingrained and normalized in contemporary society.

Reclaiming the Agency of Olfaction

Ernest Hemingway’s utilization of olfaction as a narrative tool in For Whom the Bell Tolls and other works goes beyond mere sensory descriptions. As Kei Katsui (2013) remarks, “[i]t is through the medium of ‘smell’ that Jordan’s personal and hidden story is integrated with the central plot of the destruction of the bridge so as to form a diverse and complex novel, just like the ‘bass viol or the oboe’ in the orchestra” (50). In this article, olfaction becomes a means to delve into the themes of home, apart from home, life, death, and the space where these concepts intersect. The scents portrayed in the stories, with their transgressive and transcorporeal nature, play a significant role in shaping the characters’ experiences, fostering personal identification, and challenging societal norms.

Through the depiction of scents associated with the concepts of “home” and “not-home,” Hemingway imparts his own ethical perspectives on war, nature, humanity, and the intricate relationships between humans and the natural world. These olfactory representations are not merely incidental details but deliberate choices that contribute to the overall thematic richness of the narratives. The acrid smell of explosive smoke, for instance, serves as a symbol of war’s raw intrusion into the soldier’s body and mind, embodying the powerful destruction of anthropocentric violence. Hemingway’s olfactory ethics come to the fore as he aligns the scent of “drunkenness” with brutality, killing, and the rottenness of those who revel in violence. These olfactory representations act as vehicles for Hemingway’s exploration of the ethical implications of war and human behavior. Paradoxically, the olfactory imagery surrounding absinthe presents a contrasting perspective. Absinthe, with its transgressive role, embodies emotional and ethical rebellion against “drunkenness,” injustice, and the realities of war.

On the other hand, the nostalgic aromas of wind, land, fire, and other elements of nature evoke a sense of familiarity and belonging. These home-related scents transport Jordan back to a pre-war existence characterized by joy, equilibrium, and innocence, serving as an inner sanctuary amid the chaos of war. Beyond that, Hemingway’s olfactory descriptions highlight the often overlooked yet immensely valuable dimension of smell in our experiences, emphasizing the primary role of olfaction in shaping our everyday experiences engaging with nature, and connecting us to these positive memories. Here, the scents of wood-smoke and burning leaves particularly evoke psychological and emotional yearnings associated with a sense of belonging, fulfillment, and security. These odors invite us to reflect on our transcorporeal relationship with the environment, fostering a sense of collective unity with the nonhuman and human beings around us.

Moreover, the olfactory descriptions portrayed in Hemingway’s work explore the interconnectedness between life and death as well as bodies and matter. Pilar’s description of the odor of death in For Whom the Bell Tolls emphasizes the decay of bodies and matter, aligning with the concept of intra-action, where decomposition leads to new compositions and modes of existence. This necro-ecological perspective highlights the intertwined nature of life and death as well as body and matter, emphasizing their interdependence. Linking to this is the ending line in the novel, which signifies Jordan’s inclination to return to the Spanish land, transforming from a dying body into a matter that serves other organisms. This challenges the notion that death represents the end or negation of life and instead highlights its role as an integral aspect of a creative process.

Hemingway’s literary work is intertwined with the importance of the transcorporeal and transgressive nature of olfaction, which challenges the human-centric perception that views the natural world as a distinct realm separate from human beings. By prioritizing the sensory encounters with nature and the fire-bonding experiences with others, the author advocates for a more authentic and non-anthropocentric understanding of human existence, inviting the reader to deconstruct the prevailing logic that separates and normalizes the life-death distinction and human-nonhuman separation, contemplating the interconnectedness of the world beyond these divisions.
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The Ecology of Death in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and “A Natural History of the Dead”

What is the pill which will keep us well, serene, contented? Not my or thy great-grandfather’s, but our great-grandmother Nature’s universal, vegetable, botanic medicines, by which she has kept herself young always, outlived so many old Parrs in her day, and fed her health with their decaying fatness.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

Water, the quintessential element of life, is inextricably linked to the human experience, embodying both the essence of vitality and the inevitability of mortality. From a sociocultural perspective, the significance of water extends beyond its physiological meaning to include symbolic representations of life and death. The fluidity of water reflects the fluid cycle of life and death, in which it is not only essential to sustaining life but also plays a central role in the processes of decomposition and the transition to the afterlife. Rituals, beliefs, and practices across cultures underscore water’s dual nature, serving as a symbol of purity, renewal, and life in ceremonies such as baptism while also being associated with the journey of the deceased and the afterlife. Moreover, water’s influence on the decomposition of human remains underscores its role in the transformative journey from life to death, reflecting water’s connection to the human experience of mortality and the continuity of life. The fluidity of water therefore encapsulates the deep sociocultural associations with both the vitality of life and the inevitability of death, echoing the dynamic fluid cycle that permeates human existence. Incorporating the theme of life and death in the Water part of this book is imperative to fully encapsulate the profound sociocultural associations that water holds, highlighting the intricate relationship between water and the human experience.

From “We Shall All Die” to “One’s Own Death”

Death is always alive in the work of Ernest Hemingway. As John Killinger (1960) notes, “[t]he most obviously recurrent motif in all of Hemingway’s work has been the subject of death, or of violence, which, as Frederic Hoffman has observed, is only another form of death in which the victim survives” (17). Indeed, from his active enrolment in several war incidents to his fascination with deep-sea fishing, big-game hunting, bullfighting, and ritualized death, we understand that Hemingway actively confronted death and dying, an ambivalent subject that provokes discomfort and rejection in modern Western society.

Looking back at the historical perspectives of attitudes toward death and dying in North America and Western Europe, humans have not always feared or rejected the concept of death and dying. As Philippe Aries (1974) notes in Western Attitudes toward Death: From the Middle Ages to the Present, people in the pre-literate era honored the deceased because they believed that the spirits of the dead would continue to live after death; death was then accepted as a “collective destiny” (55) of all species. Between the twelfth and the seventeenth centuries, Aries (1974) continues to note that the development of individualism gradually shifted the perception from “et moriemur” (we shall all die) to “la mort de soi” (your death) (55), making the act of dying and the afterlife a crucial personal experience. Later, social changes during the Renaissance began to reduce the influence of religion by introducing scientific knowledge into the public consciousness. Between the seventeenth and the nineteenth centuries, death became a subject to be romanticized and mourned, as the death of others once again surpassed the concept of “one’s own death” (Aries 1974: 70). Many moved the graves of the deceased from churches to public cemeteries or their homes, unwilling to accept the departure of their loved ones. During the transition from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, a new concept of society was developed in the nineteenth century in which “both the dead and the living” (Aries 1974: 70) existed side by side. From the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, modern Western culture began to depersonalize death and to regard it as a “forbidden” (Aries 1974: 87) event. This change, as Aries (1974: 100) points out, is due to the establishment of medical science and its intervention in the dying process, the disassociation of people from long-lasting religious and cultural beliefs, followed by the formation of an urbanized culture dominated by capitalism. As a result, the culture of moaning was replaced by “embalming,” a new American practice that transformed death into “an object of commerce and profit” (Aries 1974: 99).

Born in 1899 and raised in the early twentieth century, Hemingway’s works often show his suspicion of the capitalist system and its relationship to human attitudes toward life and death through his work. For instance, J. Donald Adams (1973) points out that To Have and Have Not, published in 1937, addresses economic and social issues based on class structure by depicting how Harry Morgan, who represents a “have not” in the economic system, continues to fight the capitalistic system to his death while the rich, who symbolize the “have,” contribute little to society. Similarly, a sharp class contrast is accompanied by a detailed exploration of the dying process in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” published in 1936. In these respects, Hemingway’s perceptions and attitudes toward death and dying are deeply connected to the socio-cultural milieu of North America and Western Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Hemingway’s deep interest in—or obsession with—death and dying has been linked to his fear of death. According to Deming Brown (1953), Hemingway’s “fear of death” is the key to his “personal and creative biography” as well as his “whole system of images and style” (145). “This fixation,” as Brown continues to note, “drove the artist to fruitless self-laceration, a kind of grim game in which he sedulously sought out situations, both in his life and in his art, in which to face the horror of death and to struggle with it” (145). Consciously or unconsciously, the author had put himself into this fear-but-face-death paradoxical position, and it is through this process that he realized “only those who live in proximity to death live their lives to ‘the fullest’” (as cited in Dudley and del Gizzo n.d.). This explains why Hemingway’s works often project life and death as two sides of the same coin; the fear of death usually follows from the fear of life. Drawing on this complex viewpoint, this chapter attempts to uncover the perspectives of life in death and death in life in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and “A Natural History of the Dead” from the lens of non-anthropocentrism. The first part of the study explores the connection between Harry’s remorse upon dying and his privileged lifestyle, showing that his inability to write/work represents his struggle within the dominant system of Western cannibalistic capitalism in the early twentieth century. In the second section, I propose to see the decomposition of human and nonhuman bodies in the story as an expression of vital and transformative interspecies interaction, showing how death and dying are central to the structure and function of human and nonhuman biospheres. The study concludes by re-emphasizing how an ecology of death can empower a new world of posthuman material agency, thus destabilizing the dominant notions of the life-death distinction and the human-animal divide in modern Western society.

Death in Life: Cannibal Capitalism in Harry’s Privileged Lifestyle

“The Snows of Kilimanjaro” begins with the writer, Harry, on safari with his wife, Helen, in Tanzania, where Mount Kilimanjaro is located, describing the foul scent of his injured right leg, caused by a small scratch that has developed into gangrene. Suffering from the terrible pain that limits his physical mobility and not knowing when the rescue plane will arrive, Harry realizes that he is “going to die” (CSS 47). The writer begins to think about the stories he wants to write but will never get a chance to write: “So now it was all over, he thought. So now he would never have a chance to finish it. […] Now he would never write the things he had saved to write until he knew enough to write them well” (40–1). To comfort her husband, Helen suggests reading him a book or bringing him some soup. Unfortunately, nothing seems to make Harry feel better. On the other hand, the dying husband cannot help but blame his “rich” wife for ruining his talent, making him a rotten writer: “I’m full of poetry now. Rot and poetry. Rotten poetry” (43). Harry’s descriptions such as “[y]our bloody money” (41) and “[y]our damned money was my armour” (43) suggest that his failure as a writer is caused by the overly privileged American lifestyle he has adopted after marrying a wealthy woman. However, deep down in his head, Harry knows that Helen is just a scapegoat for his failure, as he later admits by claiming, “[i]t was not her fault that when he went to her he was already over” (44). This shows that Harry’s overindulgence and laziness are not of Helen’s making but are manifested through Harry’s privileged existence and the comfortable lifestyle provided by his wife.

It is relevant to link Hemingway’s real life to the case of Harry’s case since both are writers, both are married to wealthy women, and both are on safari in Africa (Plath 2011: 305). In “Money and Marriage: Hemingway’s Self-Censorship in For Whom the Bell Tolls,” Robert W. Trogdon (2003) points out that although “Hemingway’s income during the 1930s was large by the standards of the day, his lifestyle was more expensive to maintain than that of most Americans” (12). Hemingway had to pay not only for his cabin cruiser, the Pilar, but also for the four trips to the American West to hunt and fish, the five trips to Europe, the eighteen visits to New York City, and the trips to Cuba and Africa. Trogdon (2003) goes on to note that without the financial support of his second wife, Pauline Pfeiffer, who shared her money “generously and discreetly” (12), and her wealthy uncle, Gus Pfeiffer, who paid the rent on the couple’s first Paris apartment, sponsored the African safari, and bought them a house in Key West, the couple would not have been able to afford such a comfortable lifestyle, earning them the title of “America’s Favorite Gypsy Couple” (13) in the 1930s. These likenesses between Harry and Hemingway lead Trogdon (2003) to conclude, “Harry’s confronting of his own mortality must have also been Ernest’s [as well]” (307).

The above analysis suggests that Hemingway projected his distaste for the capitalist invasion of personal life and death onto Harry’s case. Like Hemingway, who attempted to produce a best-seller in order to “gain freedom from Pauline” (Trogdon 2003: 11), Harry travels to Africa because he wants to train himself to write again—“there was no luxury and he had thought that he could get back into training that way” (CSS 44)—so that he would not have to live on Helen’s “bloody money” (41). Here, Harry’s desire to regain financial stability is associated with individual autonomy, which is one of the characteristics of Western modernity that shaped cultural identities in the West during the twentieth century. However, Helen’s privileged lifestyle and surroundings have placed him in a challenging situation. As Harry recalls, “the people he knew now were all much more comfortable when he did not work” (44). He further explains, “each day of not writing, of comfort, […] dulled his ability and softened his will to work so that, finally, he did not work at all” (44).

Harry’s failure stems not only from his laziness (a personality trait) but also from what Nancy Fraser (2022) terms “cannibal capitalism”—a system that destroys society’s basic structures, especially the interactions that “produce and sustain human beings and social bonds” (9). This system becomes self-consuming, or auto-cannibalistic, as individuals are both sustained by and devoured by the capitalist structure, much like an organism consuming itself. The people—including Helen—Harry encounters and the environment in which he now lives are part of the forces or institutions that nourish and reproduce the system of capitalism and the money economy. Feeling extremely alienated and displaced, Harry wants to fight back by writing about the bourgeoisie and its “dull” (53) competition: “you would write these people; about the very rich; that you were really not of them but a spy in their country” (44). As Brown (1953) also notes, Hemingway despised “the ‘competition’ of the bourgeoisie, the struggle of capital, and of capital against poverty” (150). Nevertheless, the very act of trading his body or “vitality” for security and comfort paralyzes Harry from picking up “a pen or a pencil” (45) again; the fact that he is now playing the role of what he most despises makes him unable to resist further. As a result, over time, his creative talent, vitality, and self-confidence are replaced by laziness, lifelessness, and self-hatred.

Harry’s writing paralysis and his current death-in-life mode of being are an outcome of his engagement with this cannibalistic biosphere intertwined with capitalism and class privilege in the early twentieth century. In a broader sense, Harry’s struggle with self-worth can be seen as a representation of the fragmentation of traditional communities in modern Western capitalist society. “The advent of a money economy, [as] Marx argues, dissolves the bonds and relations that make up ‘traditional’ communities so that ‘money becomes the real community’” (as cited in Woods 2007: 337). In this materialist worldview, if one cannot or does not contribute to the global market, one is considered “ethically worthless” (Woods 2007: 336); one’s humanity is diminished in the eyes of the capitalist market, and one’s death is also incidental to this. In “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” the marriage between Harry and Helen is defined not by love but by money: “It was strange that when he did not love her at all and was lying, that he should be able to give her more for her money than when he had really loved” (45). This materialistic relationship gradually depersonalizes Harry’s individual identity by transforming him into an economic unit or “a proud possession” of Helen (45). Following this, the ending to Harry’s unfinished claim “[i]f you hadn’t left your own people, your goddamned Old Westbury, Saratoga, Palm Beach people to take me on—(41)” would be: I would not have traded my “soul” (45) to become a byproduct of this cannibalistic system.

Life in Death: The Ecology of Death in Harry’s Dying Environment

Previously, I have explored the death-in-life aspect in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” suggesting that capital cannibalism and death serve as the dominant elements in Harry’s materialistic married lifestyle. As for this section, I will explore the opposite viewpoint. In “‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro’: A Revaluation,” Oliver Evans (1961) links the plain on which Harry is dying to “death-in-life” based on its association with “the joylessness of his [Harry’s] recent existence” (603) and what he sees as the “symbols of death” (604): gangrene, vultures, the hyena, and Helen. In partial agreement with Evans, I propose an alternative reading of the story through the lens of decompositional vitalism, suggesting that the hyena, vultures, and Harry’s dying body are core elements of life-in-death. According to Eugene Thacker (2010), decompositional vitalism has its roots in nineteenth-century German biological vitalism, which views life as infinite or “a continuum that conditions the possibility of the living” (255). Combining this bio-philosophy with the Gothic components of “death, decay, and decomposition” (Thacker 2010: 26), biological vitalism takes a non-anthropocentric approach to death by showing how decomposition induces “new compositions, relations, and alternative modes of being in the world” (Bezan 2015: 195). In this sense, death serves as “an active necro-ecological web of inter-species belonging and connection” (Bezan 2015: 195). By applying this notion to textual analysis, I foreground the ecology of death embedded in the story, countering the logic of dualism: “a relation of separation and domination inscribed and naturalized in [contemporary Western] culture and characterized by radical exclusion, distancing, and opposition” (Plumwood 1993: 48).

In his article, Evans (1961) notes that the snow-covered mountaintop symbolizes “life-in-death” because it is associated with the immortality of the leopard and the “purity” (603) of the snow. From a decompositional vitalist perspective, however, the embodiment of life-in-death in the story is reflected in Hemingway’s linking of Harry’s dying condition to the appearance of the vultures and the hyena: “There were three of the big birds squatted obscenely, while in the sky a dozen more sailed, making quick-moving shadows as they passed” (CSS 39); “The bastard [hyena] crosses here every night … Every night for two weeks” (47). While the narrator ponders, “Now is it sight or is it scent that brings them like that?” (39), the presence of gangrene in Harry’s infected leg suggests that scent plays a crucial role—this complication of “tissue necrosis” is characterized by “the decay and death of body tissue,” resulting in discolored skin and “foul-smelling” discharge (Sanders et al. 2012: 977). While gangrene leads Harry to his death, it certainly brings life to hyenas, vultures, and other nonhuman organisms inside and outside of Harry’s body, demonstrating that “the ecological services of living systems are animated at every level by mortality, cessation, and bodily or physical endings” (Wood 2016: 75). This ecology of death highlights the role of death in shaping ecosystem processes, suggesting that death is less a discrete event than a developmental component of life-forming processes.

When an animal dies, its carcass becomes food for others. “Feeding by scavengers redistributes some of the energy of the dead animal. Scavengers will return some nitrogen and other nutrients to the ecosystem through their bodily functions […] while incorporating the rest into their own bodies until their own death” (MacDonald 2017). Metaphorically speaking, if Harry’s body was eaten by any of these animals, his energy would be passed on to the eater, just like the dead man being eaten by dogs in Harry’s recollection: “he’d been dead a week … and the dogs had eaten part of him” (CSS 52). In “A Natural History of the Dead,” Hemingway also links the death of men in war to animals: “Some quickly from a little wound you would not think would kill a rabbit … Others would die like cats; a skull broken in and iron in the brain, they lie alive two days like cats … and will not die until you cut their heads off” (CSS 338). These instances emphasize both the interconnectedness of death and life and that of humans and nonhumans. After all, “men die like animals” (CSS 338) because we, too, are part of the ecosystem on this planet.

Depending on environmental factors, any dying or dead organic matter will rot, break down, and become food or resources for others, emphasizing that decomposition is part of “a new kind of composition” (Thacker 2010: 255). In “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” Harry’s decaying state leads us to consider how the living body decomposes. According to Shayna Keyles (2018), there are two main stages of decomposition: autolysis and putrefaction. Autolysis, or “self-digestion,” occurs when cells release “digestive enzymes” (Keyles 2018) after dying from the lack of oxygen in the blood. This stage of decomposition can be found in “A Natural History of the Dead,” where Hemingway notes, “[u]ntil the dead are buried they change somewhat in appearance each day. The color change in Caucasian races is from white to yellow, to yellow-green, to black” (CSS 337). In the latter stages of decomposition, microbes take over the enzymes and “destroy the remaining soft tissues, creating liquid, gaseous, and molecular byproducts” (Keyles 2018). “The dead [corpses] grow larger each day … until they seem blown tight enough to burst. The individual members may increase in girth to an unbelievable extent and faces fill as taut and globular as balloons” (337), as Hemingway notes in “A Natural History of the Dead.” This decay of (non)human bodies corresponds to a reading of “intra-action,” since their decay is made possible not only by the collapse of tissues during autolysis but also by the agencies of fungi, insects, bacteria, and other micro-organisms. More importantly, when the body acts intra-actively, it becomes a subjective-objective participant in the story of its own decay. Dying and being dead in “Snows” and “Natural” thus initiate a new mode of being through intra-action, producing a vital, post-mortem narrative. In this sense, Harry’s dying body, the dead bodies in his memory, the fragment bodies and corpses in war imply a necro-ecological narrative that makes visible the vitalism and ecology of death through their entangled intra-actions of entities both human and nonhuman, living and dead. From a decompositional vitalist perspective, this may serve as an answer to Hemingway’s rumination on the “inspiration we may derive from the dead” (CSS 335).

Life-in-death and Death-in-life: Writing/Dying as an Intra-active Narrative

In “An Ecological Perspective on the Role of Death in Creation,” John R. Wood (2016) notes that biologically speaking, death is “the act of being killed and the end of life for an organism” or, more technically, “the ceasing to be a self-organized entity” (78). In medical terms, death is marked by “the stoppage of the heart, brain activity, or respiration” and thus “the loss of life” (Wood 2016: 78). In some settings, however, death is not seen as a separate event from life, but as “a fundamental force or agent of change” (Wood 2016: 78). From this perspective, life and death are not opposing forces. Since the two phenomena do not have a clear endpoint, the ending is seen as “necessary for change and renewal to occur” (Wood 2016: 78). This perception is not irrelevant, as there is still no scientific evidence to disprove the existence of an afterlife. In “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” the fluidity of life and death is strongly emphasized in the italicized recollection of the writer’s past and the final dreamlike sequence. More specifically, Harry’s conceptual journey to the summit of Kilimanjaro upon his death, accomplished through his mental composition of events and his dying state, can be seen as an intra-active process that underscores the ecology and vitalism of life and death.

In “Barking at Death: Hemingway, Africa, and the Stages of Dying,” James Plath (2011) suggests that the italicized sections are more than just stories in Harry’s head, but “evidence of a writer who has recovered his gift” (311). Using “memory” as a tool, Harry successfully recalls what he wants to compose, and these “italicized, well-written mental compositions represent a renewed defiance of death” (Plath 2011: 311). Harry’s recollection serves a dual purpose: it represents his resistance to death while simultaneously emerging as a product of his bodily intra-action with death, for Harry would not be able to write these things without facing the stage of dying himself. In his letter to his lawyer Alfred Rice, Hemingway also noted that “if I had not been […] very near dead there would not have been any The Snows of Kilimanjaro” (Baker 1981: 832). This shows that the processes of writing and dying are two interlocking phenomena; death/decomposition and writing/composition are not separated and paradoxical but synchronized and intra-active in the sense that they need each other to establish and create themselves. The fact that Harry’s writing journey is accomplished by the (re-)appearance and disappearance of death1 seems to support this argument. Another important point I would like us to consider is the symbolic significance of writing in Harry/Hemingway’s work. Tracing Harry’s act of writing back to Hemingway, Plath (2011), drawing on Denis Brian, explains that “[p]art of Hemingway’s do-it yourself psychotherapy in controlling his fears of death and his nightmares of going insane, was to put them down on paper, to write about them obliquely in his fiction” (312). Writing, Plath (2011) concludes, is a “therapy” (312) for Harry/Hemingway. In a deeper sense, writing can be regarded as a ritual of revitalization, a representation of life itself.

My proposal to think of “writing as life” can be further supported by Mark Turner’s suggestion that our sensory experiences of space are the basis of our mental constructions. In The Literary Mind, Turner (1996: 13) states that our ability to interpret abstract concepts is grounded on the identification of ordinary, simple stories of events in space, such as recognizing the clouds in the sky, a mother pouring milk into a glass, a child throwing a rock, a whale swimming through the water. From this, we understand that Harry’s recollections in the past are a result of his bodily intra-actions with the physical environment in Paris, Constantinople, Italy, Wyoming, Michigan, and Austria. These conceptual journeys suggest that life/writing is a journey and that the act of writing itself is a form of life—at least in Harry/Hemingway’s case.

Finally, by continuing to compose life in his mind, Harry integrates the italicized fragments—dealing with his own life as a husband, a soldier, a grandson, and an expatriate in Paris—into a coherent narrative and “moves beyond interior monologue to finished-quality writing” (Plath 2011: 313) upon his death. This utmost realism explains why “the italics disappear” (Plath 2011: 313) in the last section, whereby Harry, looking down from the rescue plane over “the square top of Kilimanjaro” (CSS 56), simply knows that this is where he is going. In Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Carl G. Jung (2011 [1963]) notes that when he was at the top of Mount Rigi, known in Switzerland as the Queen of the Mountains, he was filled with awe: “It was all very solemn, and I felt one had to be polite and silent up here, for one was in God’s world” (78). For Jung, the high mountains symbolize “the essence of God” (45). Similarly, Hemingway describes the snowy summit of Kilimanjaro as “the House of God” (CSS 39), and his description of the “great, high, and unbelievably white in the sun” (56) is nothing less than divinity incarnate. In this respect, the summit of Kilimanjaro represents a mystical dimensional space in which all kinds of dualisms—life and death, masculine and feminine, spirit and matter—simply dissolve. This spiritual implication suggests that life and death cannot be reduced to physical substance, that mechanistic or quantitative science cannot fully explain the emergent properties of life/death and the complex living systems of nature, just as no one would know “what the leopard was seeking at that [high] altitude” (39).

The “Snows” of Kilimanjaro

Throughout the chapter, a non-anthropocentric reading of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” has prompted us to rethink the dualistic, reductive approach of modern Western society and urged us to construct a more fluid, holistic mindset for the future generation. As to whether Hemingway intended to imply this, the answer is more likely a positive one, based not only on the arguments made above but also on his preference for making the “Snows” the title of the story rather than the singular form “Snow.” As Bern Oldsey (1963) also commends, even “though the latter might have been appropriate since what is presented in actuality is a snow-capped mountain,” “the plural is much better attuned to Hemingway’s ambiguous and ironic kind of symbolification” (187). Among the “seventeen” (186) times—excluding the ones in the epigraph and the title—of appearance, as Oldsey (1963) continues to note, snow has diverse implications, starting from “high concepts of purity to sloughs of melting disgust” (173). These “‘good’ and ‘bad’ episodes” counteract each other, producing “effects of ambiguity or near-paradox” (Oldsey 1963: 186). Thus, the title of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” conveys both the destructive (“the snow was so bright it hurt your eyes” [CSS 42]) and the life-preserving qualities (“the snow as smooth to see as cake frosting and as light as powder” [42]) that are beyond human articulation (“it was snow they tramped along in until they died that winter” [42]). Here, the concepts of life in death and that of death in life in relation to snow refer to how snow can simultaneously represent life and death. On the one hand, snow is a vital water source for many living organisms, including plants, animals, and humans. When snow melts, it provides an essential source of fresh water for rivers, lakes, and other ecosystems. In this way, snow is necessary to support life and can be seen as a symbol of renewal. On the other hand, snow can be associated with death and lifelessness, as it covers and obscures the natural world, making it difficult to see and appreciate its beauty and vitality. Taken together, the life-in-death and death-in-life aspects of snow represent the complex relationship between life and death in nature, highlighting the delicate balance between these different forces.

Following the life-in-death and death-in-life aspects of the “snows” in the story, Hemingway further projects the issue of capital cannibalism as a death-in-life feature through Harry’s materialistic lifestyle with Helen, who represents the glamorous class: the rich. Harry’s inability to produce his writing is directly related to his act of trading his body to Helen, the capitalist market, for comfort and security, which in turn destroys his self-esteem and makes him a living dead. Through Harry, we see that capitalism functions as a destructive force on modern Western society in several ways. First, it promotes the idea that economic growth and profit are the ultimate goals of human organizations, even at the expense of human well-being or the environment. Second, capitalism promotes a culture of consumerism in which people are encouraged to consume endlessly, resulting in cycles of waste and destruction. The system operates not only by consuming itself but by aggressively incorporating and exploiting the natural environment, cultures, and life forms that exist outside its boundaries—from indigenous lands and cultures to natural resources and nonhuman life. This process of expansion and exploitation creates a dual system of cannibalism: internal self-consumption alongside the consumption of external entities that capitalism must continually absorb to sustain itself. Harry, caught up in this destructive system, suffers tremendously from his defense mechanism and guilt. (Un)fortunately, it is only through death he is able to free himself from this cycle of exploitation and self-destruction.

Harry’s journey toward death in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and the dead bodies in “A Natural History of the Dead” suggest that decomposition induces new compositions and alternative relationships in this more-than-human world. In the story, Harry’s dying process mirrors a network of interspecies affiliations (hyenas, vultures, bacteria, fungi, dogs), highlighting that the ecological functions of life processes are strongly influenced by death, cessation, and physical endings at every level. If there is no death, there is no life. This ecology of death emphasizes the life-giving function of death, countering the idea that death is separate from life. Furthermore, Harry’s decomposing body, the corpses in his memory, and the corpses in “Natural”—all point to a necro-ecological narrative that reveals the vitalism and ecology of death through the intertwined intra-actions of human and nonhuman, living and dead beings.

The parallel developments of Harry’s recollection and death demonstrate that composition and decomposition exist in constant dialogue, each process enabling and shaping the other. Writing and memory flow through the story in a continuous cycle of formation and dissolution—memories surface and submerge in Harry’s consciousness, while his attempts at writing alternate between creation and abandonment. This cyclical pattern manifests most powerfully in the snow-capped mountain Kilimanjaro, where Harry’s final journey in his dream represents not simply an ending but a transformation. The snow itself embodies this ongoing cycle: it accumulates and melts, preserves and erodes, much as Harry’s creative process involves both the generation and dissolution of narrative. Through his death, Harry’s individual experience of this composition-decomposition cycle becomes part of a larger ecological pattern where the boundaries between self and environment, between creating and decaying, continuously blur and reshape each other.
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The Politics of Cure in The Sun Also Rises

In the world nothing is more fragile than water, and yet of all the agencies that attack hard substances nothing can surpass it. … By it the weak are conquerors of the strong, the pliable are conquerors of the rigid.

LAO TZU

Triadic Otherness in Jake Barnes’s Narrative

Published in 1926, Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises portrays a cohort of American and British expatriates grappling with the quest for meaning in relationships and existence amid the backdrop of postwar disillusionment and despair. At its core is Jake Barnes, whose war injury renders him incapable of consummating his love with Lady Brett Ashley. Consequently, both characters seek solace in a cycle of aimless bar-hopping and excessive drinking, attempting to dull their frustration and helplessness. This portrayal of suffering in pleasure-seeking epitomizes the vacuous bohemianism characteristic of the Lost Generation of the twenties, as underscored by the novel’s epigraph. Philip Young (1952: 86) notes that Jake’s wound serves as a metaphor for the spiritual impotence pervasive in the post-war era. Amid the tension between past and present, the post-war twenties marked a period of disorientation, prompting a quest for a new identity encompassing mannerisms, tastes, fashion, and personal beliefs, all within the confines of prevailing norms and values. From this perspective, Jake’s disabled body signifies both a failure to embody hegemonic masculinity and an invitation to consider biodiversity, thereby creating space for a politics of cure free from cultural stereotypes.

In “Meditations on Natural Worlds, Disabled Bodies, and a Politics of Cure,” Eli Clare (2014) advocates for a “politics of cure” (206) that acknowledges the intricate diversity of all bodies and minds. This approach rejects the simplistic dichotomy of normal/natural versus abnormal/unnatural experiences. Clare (2014) emphasizes that the misunderstanding, stereotypes, and fear of difference experienced by disabled communities contribute to anxiety and depression. By recognizing that non-disabled individuals are only “temporarily able-bodied” (208) and that a world without disability is unattainable, Clare (2014) asserts that disability is not solely an issue of individual bodies but rather a manifestation of “social injustice” (208). Instead of ignoring or stigmatizing disability, Clare (2014) suggests building a more inclusive society by celebrating the “brilliant imperfection of disability” (209) and acknowledging its valuable contributions to the world.

The narrative of Jake Barnes in The Sun Also Rises serves as a compelling exploration of the interplay between sociocultural stereotypes and the discourse of disability. Jake’s journey from a state of “body shame” to “body love,” as depicted in the novel, underscores the transformative potential of his connection with the natural world. Indeed, Hemingway acknowledged nature as the true hero of the story, expressing in a letter to Maxwell Perkins his reverence for the enduring presence of the earth amid the disillusionment of his generation. He wrote, “[t]he point of the book to me was that the earth abideth forever—having a great deal of fondness and admiration for the earth and not a hell of a lot for my generation … I didn’t mean the book to be hollow or bitter satire but a damn tragedy with the earth abiding forever” (Baker 1981: 229). David Savola (2011) further emphasizes this theme in his article, highlighting the significance of nature as a central motif in the novel’s exploration of identity, disability, and societal norms:

The Sun Also Rises is profoundly concerned with ecological considerations, as the passage of Ecclesiastes echoed in its title. The novel presents the main characters as aimless, displaced persons without a secure sense of meaning or value and suggests that the characters could find that meaning and value in cultivating a more intimate connection with the natural environment. The novel criticizes conventional depiction of nature and calls for literature that offers a more complex picture of the connection between humanity and the natural world.

(226)

Building on Savola’s analysis, the characters’ rediscovery of meaning in life and relationships is intricately tied to their connection with the natural world. Critics have drawn parallels between Jake’s journey toward self-understanding and his immersion in nature. Donald Daiker (1995: 19) observes that Jake’s participation in leisure activities in San Sebastian facilitates emotional growth and a renewed sense of agency. Similarly, Ellen Andrews Knodt (1997) proposes that Jake experiences an “‘epiphany’ or moment of truth” (28) during his two days of swimming in San Sebastian, enabling him to break free from the shadow of Brett. Furthermore, Justin Mellette (2014) explains that it is not solely Jake’s “war wound” but also his “tempestuous relationship with Brett” that propels him toward the “discovery of therapeutic leisure activities” (61). As Melette (2014) continues to note, this newfound engagement with leisure activities initiates a process of “self-reflection” and ultimately leads to “personal fulfillment” (61) for Jake. These insights suggest that Jake’s initial yearning for unity with nature and his determination to persevere catalyze his journey of self-reflection and subsequent healing.

In the following, I will focus on Jake Barnes’s journey toward restoring his psychological health. I will begin by discussing how Jake moves from a place of “body shame” to “body love,” highlighting his growing awareness of his lack and his desire to heal. Then, I will explore how Jake reclaims his body through his experiences during the fishing trip in Bayonne, his encounter with the bullfight in Pamplona, and his transcendence of “triadic otherness” (Ricoeur 1992: 318) in San Sebastian. According to Paul Ricoeur (1992), there are three dimensions of “otherness” (318) impacting the self: the otherness of the flesh, the otherness of other people or things, and the otherness of conscience. Through these experiences, Jake is able to confront and ultimately embrace these dimensions of otherness, leading to a greater sense of self-acceptance and love for his body.

“Everybody’s Sick”: The Crippling Impact of War

Post-war life in Paris is characterized by a whirlwind of drinking, conversation, dancing, and casual encounters. Simply seated at a table on the terrace of the Napolitain, Jake easily attracts the attention of a prostitute, or “poule” (SAR 24), who approaches him and requests him to buy her dinner. During their taxi ride to a restaurant, the girl attempts to touch Jake, only to be rebuffed.

She touched me with one hand and I put her hand away.

“Never mind.”

“What’s the matter? You sick?”

“Yes.”

“Everybody’s sick. I’m sick, too.” (SAR 23)

Although Jake’s impotence stems from his war injury, the girl’s assertion that “everybody’s sick” underscores the enduring psychological impact of war on all those affected. Brett, for example, confesses to feeling “so miserable” (SAR 32) since the war. As a former wartime nurse, Brett was exposed to the harrowing sight of severe wounds, leading her to cope by turning to alcohol to avoid confronting her distressing war memories. This includes grappling with the loss of her ex-lover and her dissatisfaction with her current relationship with Jake.

Jake has been attempting to suppress his sexual dysfunction since sustaining his injury. He dismisses it as something trivial, remarking, “what happened to me is supposed to be funny. I never think about it” (SAR 34). However, a chance encounter with Brett in a taxi reignites Jake’s confrontation with his disabled body when Brett confesses that “it’s hell on earth” to fall in love with him (35). Later that night, after Brett departs, Jake reflects on the ironically “funny” (38) episode when he first learned about his wound from an Italian colonel:

“You, a foreigner, an Englishman” (any foreigner was an Englishman) “have given more than your life.” What a speech! I would like to have it illuminated to hang in the office. He never laughed. He was putting himself in my place, I guess. “Che mala fortuna! Che mala fortuna!”

(TSAR 39)

While Jake is embarrassed by what happened to him, the Italian colonel’s lack of laughter at the situation amplifies his sense of humiliation. Jake expresses that “it was a rotten way to be wounded and flying on a joke front like the Italian” (SAR 38). Here, it is not Jake’s disability itself but the pity or mocking expressions of others that psychologically emasculate him, reinforcing the notion that his post-accident body is defective, unnatural, and abnormal. Ironically, the war and the military environment not only contribute to Jake’s physical disability but also subject him to ridicule. As a wounded veteran, Jake must contend with the stigma of disability while grappling to find his place in post-war society.

In contrast to Jake, Count Mippipopolous finds it comparatively easier to establish himself in the post-war era because, unlike Jake, the count can openly display his war wounds in public.

“I have been in seven wars and four revolutions” the count said.

“Soldiering?” Brett asked.

“Sometimes, my dear. And I have got arrow wounds. Have you ever seen arrow wounds?”

“Let’s have a look at them.”

[…]

Below the line where his ribs stopped were two raised white welts. “See on the back where they come out.” Above the small of the back were the same two scars, raised as thick as a finger. (SAR 66–7)

Upon witnessing the scars adorning Count Mippipopolous’s body, Brett openly expresses her affection toward him, proclaiming, “I love you, count. You’re a darling” (SAR 67). This reaction from Brett, as Dana Fore (2007) points out, reflects a prevalent sentiment during the post-war era, where “women were supposed to be especially attracted to men with obvious injuries,” which served as symbols of masculinity, “patriotism,” and “courage” (83). Ironically, despite undergoing “the all-important amputation of a ‘part’” (as cited in Fore 2007: 84), Jake is unable to display his wound for recognition publicly. “Because his wound must remain hidden and unknown,” it is also deemed “shameful” (84), as Fore (2007) explains. Brett’s declaration of “I love you” to the count can thus be interpreted as a direct affront to Jake, who cannot publicly assert his masculinity. This echoes Bill’s notion of “irony and pity” (Fore 2007: 83), encapsulating the attitudes and experiences that shaped the lives of disabled veterans during the postwar era. Consequently, men with conspicuous wounds are often perceived as more heroic and significant in the public eye compared to those with hidden injuries. Jake, belonging to the latter category, remains concealed, marginalized, and deemed inferior.

To cope with the emotional strain of his war-related disability and bridge the gap between physical reality and spiritual potential, Aaron Shaheen (2019) notices that Jake has adopted a narrative “prosthesis” (153). This narrative strategy allows Jake to take control of his own story, often employing a prose style characterized by straightforward declarative sentences devoid of elaborate phrasing (Shaheen 2019: 155–6).1 In this respect, Jake’s narrative prosthesis serves as his only visible attribute; it conceals the anguish caused by his emasculating wound and presents the illusion of able-bodiedness to both himself and the outside world.

In Bayonne, Jake encounters another example of social injustice in a conversation with Bill Gorton:

“You’re an expatriate. You’ve lost touch with the soil. You get precious. Fake European standards have ruined you. You drink yourself to death. You become obsessed with sex. You spend all your time talking, not working. You are an expatriate, see? You hang around cafes”

“It sounds like a swell life,” I said. “When do I work?”

“You don’t work. One group claims women support you. Another group claims you’re impotent.” (SAR 120)

Bill attributes Jake’s alcoholism, lack of ambition, sexual obsession, unemployment, and dependence on women to his impotence (disembodiment) and expatriate status (displacement). While Bill’s remarks may be made in jest, they reflect societal stereotypes associating these characteristics with “wounded men whose injures have destroyed all positive aspects of their former personalities” (Fore 2007: 85). Beneath Bill’s half-joking, half-serious speech lies a stereotypical perception held by society toward disabled individuals.

The conversation above further highlights the intertwining of embodiment and emplacement, as evident in Bill’s statements such as “[y]ou’re an expatriate,” “[y]ou’ve lost touch with the soil,” “you’re impotent,” which suggest that displacement and disembodiment are closed linked (SAR 120). Matthew J. C. Cella (2013) observes in “Merging Disability Studies and Ecocriticism” that “the work of negotiating a ‘habitable body’ and ‘habitable world’ go hand in hand” (575). This underscores the significance of the body in the process of self- and place-making. Embodiment is shaped by the distinction between one’s body and others, while orientation and emplacement involve “a dialectical engagement between our lived bodies and our environment” (Cella 2013: 576). Consequently, changes to the body inevitably influence one’s perception and experience of the world (Cella 2013: 577). Moreover, socio-political transformations of environments can either exacerbate or alleviate disability.

Drawing on Jake’s experience, despite his incurable impotence, he can still rediscover his sense of self by immersing himself in environments where disability is not stigmatized. Throughout the novel, this journey is exemplified by Jake’s interactions with the natural world, notably his trout fishing excursion to Bayonne, his participation in bullfighting in Pamplona, and his solitary trip to San Sebastian.

First Stage of Restoration: Trout Fishing in Bayonne

Jake’s initial immersion in the natural environment occurs during his trout fishing trip with Bill and the Englishman Harris in Bayonne. Upon their arrival in Bayonne, Jake is invigorated by the picturesque surroundings, noting that “the land all looks very rich and green and the houses and villages look well-off and clean” (SAR 97). Before embarking on their fishing trip, Jake experiences a revitalization of his bodily senses while enjoying breakfast at a café in Bayonne. As Jake expresses,

It was hot, but the town had a cool, fresh, early-morning smell and it was pleasant sitting in the café. A breeze started to blow, and you could feel that the air came from the sea. There were pigeons out in the square, and the houses were a yellow, sun-baked color, and I did not want to leave the café.

(SAR 97)

Elements like the warm sun, the refreshing sea breeze, the scent of the early morning, and the lively presence of pigeons awaken Jake’s bodily senses, compelling him to linger. This newfound vitality prompts Jake to engage further with his surroundings as he reaches into the soil to “dig some worms for bait” (SAR 117), allowing him to absorb vital energy through the tactile experience of the vibrant soil and living worms.

Jake’s heightened sensory awareness also prompts him to develop a deeper appreciation for nonhuman living organisms. When Jake successfully catches the first trout in the dam, he expresses gratitude for its existence by remarking, “[h]e was a good trout” (SAR 124). Beneath Jake’s admiration lies an acknowledgment of the trout’s resilience in fighting for its life: “When I started to pull up I felt that I had one and brought him, fighting and bending the rod almost double, out of the boiling water at the foot of the falls, and swung him up and onto the dam” (124). Despite the smaller size of the trout Jake catches compared to Bill’s, he finds satisfaction in them and admires their beauty: “They were beautifully colored and firm and hard from the cold water” (124). Furthermore, Jake demonstrates respect for the deceased trout by delicately covering each one with a layer of ferns while still appreciating their aesthetic appeal: “They looked nice in the ferns” (124).

In “The Religious Implication of Fishing and Bullfighting in Hemingway’s Work,” Agori Kroupi (2008) underscores the significant connection between fishing in nature and spiritual rejuvenation, asserting that “[f]ishing in unspoiled nature becomes the way Hemingway’s autobiographical hero rediscovers his hope for living” (113). This thematic element is embodied by the character of the Englishman Harris in the novel, who repeatedly emphasizes the profound significance of the trout-fishing trip to Jake and Bill: “Really you don’t know how much it means. I’ve not had much fun since the war” (SAR 134). Moments earlier, while visiting the monastery in Roncesvalles, Harris reveals his skepticism toward organized religion, stating, “[i]t’s a remarkable place […] But you know I’m not much on those sort of places” (133). These portrayals suggest that spiritual decline is a consequence of war and that engaging in fishing in untouched natural settings serves as a pathway to spiritual healing.

The phenomenon of spiritual degradation is not solely attributable to war but also stems from a negative shift in attitudes toward the planet. Ecologist Thomas Berry (1995) contends that “reducing the planet to a resource base for consumer use in an industrial society is already a spiritual and psychic degradation” (12). Specifically, the prioritization of “money and utility values” over “spiritual, aesthetic, emotional, and religious values” in our perception of the natural world diminishes “our main experience of the divine, the world of the sacred” (Berry 1995: 12). This perspective is further underscored in the novel through the use of the word “utilize” in the conversation between Harris, Bill, and Jake following the trout fishing trip:

“I say” said Harris, “let’s utilize it.” He had taken up utilizing from Bill.

We had a bottle of wine apiece. Harris would not let us pay. (133)

*

“I [Harris] say, Barnes. You don’t know what this all means to me.”

“Come on and utilize another glass,” I said.

“Barnes. Really, Barnes, you don’t know. That’s all.” (SAR 134)

When Harris suggests that their time together in Bayonne is so profound that it helps to heal his emotional scars from the war, Jake responds with characteristic Hemingway understatement, inviting Harris to share another glass of wine. This exchange, coupled with Harris’s insistence on settling the bills, reveals both the characters’ genuine attempts to forge connections and their ironic awareness of how material exchanges often stand in for emotional expression. Their self-conscious use of “utilize” suggests they understand, even as they participate in, what Berry describes as the industrial notion that “human possession and use is what activates the true value of any natural object” (Berry 1995: 13). Through this layered portrayal, Hemingway reveals his characters as both participants in and critics of the spiritual malaise affecting the lost generation, as consumer ideology increasingly shapes social interactions in post-war Western society. While Jake, Bill, and Harris rely on material gestures to express fellowship, they do so with an awareness of how inadequate such gestures are for genuine emotional connection, their ironic deployment of “utilize” serving as a knowing commentary on their predicament. However, such material solutions provide only temporary comfort, as their underlying challenges require deeper spiritual renewal and the passage of time to heal.

Returning to the spiritual healing aspect of trout fishing in Bayonne’s unspoiled nature for Jake, David N. Cremean (1999) observes that Jake’s reluctance to enter the river and confront the current signifies his inability or unwillingness to “ritualize” his behavior, thereby hindering his ability to “fully engage life itself” (35). This underscores that a solitary experience of trout fishing in nature is insufficient for Jake to confront his emotional wounds fully. The trauma of war is so profound that it necessitates a longer period and deeper cultivation. Through subsequent engagements with nature, known as the second and third cultivations, Jake becomes more profoundly connected with his body and self.

Second Stage of Restoration: Bullfighting in Pamplona

In Bayonne, through the activity of trout fishing, Jake reconnects with the diverse life forms of nonhumans and their aesthetic qualities, rekindling a relationship with nature that had long been central to his character. This connection stands in marked contrast to his experience in Pamplona, where he finds himself caught in a complex web of interpersonal tensions involving Brett, Cohn, Mike Campell, and himself, all playing out against the intense backdrop of the fiesta. The fiesta scenes employ imagery that evokes both celebration and violence, with descriptions of “rockets,” “drums,” and “smoke hung in the sky like a shrapnel burst,” culminating in the observation that “[t]he café was like a battleship stripped for action” (SAR 157). Yet these martial echoes serve less to equate the fiesta with war than to illuminate how Jake experiences moments of intense collective experience. His reflection is that “[t]he things that happened could only have happened during a fiesta. Everything became quite unreal and it seemed as though nothing could have any consequences. It seemed out of place to think of consequence during the fiesta” (158). This suggest how the fiesta, like war, creates a suspended state where normal social boundaries and individual accountability seem temporarily lifted. In “The Role of Nature in Coping with Psycho-physiological Stress,” Rita Berto (2014) highlights how certain environments can either alleviate or exacerbate stress by either re-establishing a balance between “environmental demands and personal resources” or “straining human adaptive capacities” (395). As Berto (2014: 395) explains, stress occurs when individuals perceive a disparity between the demands of a situation and their own biological, psychological, or social resources resulting from interactions with their environment. In Pamplona, the mounting tensions—Cohn’s aggressive, steer-like behavior toward Brett, Mike’s public humiliation of Cohn, and Mike’s appeals for Jake’s intervention—“You tell him, Jake. Tell him either he must behave or get out” (148)—create a multilayered series of pressures that compound Jake’s anxiety within this atmosphere of suspended reality. These circumstances lead Jake to seek refuge in temporary escapes: “Under the wine I lost the disgusted feeling and was happy” (150); “I was very drunk and I did not want to shut my eyes because the room would go round and round. If I kept on reading that feeling would pass” (151).

Unlike Cohn, who spends his mornings studying Spanish, or Bill, who writes in his room, Jake opts for a solitary morning walk in the town or the countryside, sometimes accompanied by Bill (SAR 154). Additionally, he occasionally visits the church for confession, alone or with Brett (154). For Jake, immersing himself in natural and historical settings serves as a potent means of alleviating the stress2 and mental fatigue induced by PTSD, jealousy, and self-disgust. Jake’s actions are logical and beneficial. As explained by Berto (2014: 396), when individuals engage with nature, their executive attention system, which governs focused attention, can rest, blocking pessimistic thoughts and replacing negative emotions with positive ones. Therefore, Jake’s morning walks in nature and his time spent in prayer at the church rejuvenate his mental well-being. As he later reflects, “[i]t was a good morning, there were high white clouds above the mountains. It has rained a little in the night and it was fresh and cool on the plateau, and there was a wonderful view. We all felt good and we felt healthy” (155).

In “Emotional Processing in Experiential Therapy,” Antonio Pascual-Leone and Leslie S. Greenberg (2007) reference Hunt’s research, asserting that when it comes to recovering from trauma memories, “‘the only way out is through’” (875). For Jake, what gives him the chance to re-confront life and death is through watching bullfights. As Nicholas Joost (1968) notes, “the only place where one could see life and death, ‘i.e., violent death now that the wars were over,’ was in the bullring, and thus he [Hemingway] wanted very much to go to Spain, where he could study the violent confrontation of life and death stripped to essential terms” (111). Joost continues to write, “[h]e was trying to learn to write, commencing with the simplest things, and one of the simplest things of all and the most fundamental is violent death.” Following this, watching bullfights might serve as a coping strategy for Hemingway/Jake3 to release himself through re-experiencing the feeling of death. It is only when one lets the emotions ride through, out, and away, when those emotions are validated and given words, that healing can begin. In the novel, Jake goes through this process indirectly by telling Brett where and what to look at during the bullfight.

I sat beside Brett and explained to Brett what it was all about. I told her about watching the bull, not the horse, when the bulls charged the picadors, and got her to watching the picador place the point of his pic so that she saw what it was all about, so that it became more something that was going on with a definite end, and less of a spectacle with unexplained horrors. I had her watch …

(SAR 171)

In contrast to his experiences during the war, Jake assumes an active role in guiding Brett through the ritual performance of a bullfight. Phrases such as “I told her,” “got her to watch,” and “had her watch” indicate that Jake is no longer in a passive position. What Jake undergoes in this situation can thus be viewed as a form of narrative therapy. By verbally narrating the bullfighting process to Brett, Jake engages in a therapeutic act that may positively impact his restoration.

However, this potential healing is disrupted when Brett requests that Jake fetch Romero for her. In complying with her request, Jake’s actions are later described by Cohn as resembling that of a “damned pimp” (SAR 194). Jake’s role as a facilitator for Brett’s desires, his sacrificial gesture driven by love, fails to elicit appreciation or understanding from her. Instead, Brett’s departure with Romero, her gift of the bull’s ear wrapped in Jake’s handkerchief, and the subsequent discovery of cigarette stubs left by Brett in the drawer of the bed table at the Hotel Montoya—all serve to underscore Jake’s emasculated state, resembling that of a castrated “bull” (203).

Symbolically, Jake’s life mirrors that of a bull, both compelled to conform to societal notions of masculinity only to be traumatized by acts of torment, combat, and death. As Cella (2013: 578) suggests, disability studies reframe disability as a product of discriminatory social, political, and economic structures. This perspective enables us to recognize that both soldiers and bulls are thrust into constructed environments that enforce discriminatory norms, deeming those who diverge from the ideal of “masculinity” as disabled individuals or creatures. Jake, having come to this realization, embarks on a solo trip to San Sebastian. Despite feeling foolish for returning to Spain, he proceeds with the journey, driven by an innate desire for restoration: “I felt like a fool to be going back into it [Spain] … but I stood in line with my passport, opened my bags for the customs, bought a ticket, went through the gate, climbed onto the train, and after forty minutes and eight tunnels I was at San Sebastian” (SAR 237). Reflecting on this decision, Jake acknowledges a dual motivation within himself—the part that may not fully understand why he is drawn to San Sebastian and the part that seeks healing. Ultimately, it is through immersing himself in the natural landscape of San Sebastian, aligning his body with the sea and sky, that Jake reconnects his past stages of restoration with his present state of mind and body.

Third Stage of Restoration: Jake’s Transcendence of Otherness in San Sebastian

During his week-long solo excursion to San Sebastian, Jake immerses himself in activities vastly different from his routine in Paris—engaging in conversations with strangers, swimming and diving in the sea with his “eyes open,” enjoying “music,” reading on the beach, and indulging in refreshments like “lemon juice” with “shaved ice” followed by whiskey and soda, and so on (SAR 239). Critics such as Daiker (1995) perceive these profound changes as symbols of Jake’s “emotional growth and mastery of life” (19), while Mellette (2014) suggests that “Jake is symbolically cleansed by the waters” (70). Knodt (1997) argues that Jake’s deep dive into the sea leads him to “a moment of truth,” wherein he contemplates “suicide” (28), ultimately leading to his detachment from Brett. Building on these interpretations, I suggest that Jake’s transformation emerges through his evolving relationship with Ricoeur’s triadic otherness—the Other body, the nonhuman Other, and the Other voice of the self—as he moves toward a more integrated sense of self.

First, Jake swimming naked in the ocean represents his acceptance of his Other body. San Sebastian’s role as a foreign space seemingly allows individuals of various backgrounds, including French and Belgian visitors (SAR 239), Spanish children (241), girls and women (239), and disabled individuals like the soldiers with only one arm (241), to coexist without concern for their differences. As noted by Carlos Baker (1972: 85), this otherness renders San Sebastian a “pleasurable contrapuntal method” capable of altering “emotional and moral climates.”

Second, natural elements, often called nonhuman Others, play a crucial role in fostering Jake’s sense of unity with himself. In San Sebastian, Jake swims “slowly and steadily” and dives “cleanly and deeply” into the sea, blurring the distinction between his body and the ocean and cultivating an intimate sense of unity (SAR 239). By merging with the seawater, Jake becomes attuned to the natural world. Edward Casey (1993) explains that to orient oneself in a landscape or seascape, the body must align with the contours of the land or sea, creating a shared “interspace” (28) that facilitates orientation. As Jake’s body melds with the ocean’s surface, he enters a state of being in place, allowing him to reconstruct his sense of self through the experience of orientation and emplacement. Consequently, Jake fearlessly plunges into the “dark and green” (SAR 242) seawater, viewing the ocean as a boundary-blurring entity and “a space for liberation” (Helmreich 2017: 225).

While floating on the “quiet water,” Jake finds himself enveloped by the vast expanse of “the sky,” experiencing a sense of tranquility and buoyancy as if he could “never sink” (SAR 241). This sensation of weightlessness of “buoyancy,” described by H. R. Stoneback (1986), represents the water’s “charged language” (19) that bespeaks Jake’s inner peace. Moreover, the act of floating necessitates complete stillness of all four limbs, symbolizing a state of being fully present at the moment—an effective means of coping with “dissociation,” a common symptom of “post-traumatic stress disorder” (Boon et al. 2011: 4). Jake’s solitary communion with nature can also be interpreted as an embodiment of what is known as “crip time” (Katzman et al. 2019: 5), a concept that challenges normative conceptions of time and resists the pressure to conform to societal expectations of productivity and efficiency.4 By proclaiming that he will “never sink,” Jake implicitly rejects the rigid temporal structures imposed by able-bodied norms, embracing instead of a more forgiving and liberating sense of time that allows him to honor his own pace and rhythm—his very own normality. In this context, floating becomes a therapeutic practice through which Jake establishes a sacred space for himself, reuniting his mind and body to reaffirm his intrinsic worth. This reconnection prompts a newfound zest for life, as evidenced by Jake’s increased appetite (as Brett exclaims, “My God! What a meal you’ve eaten” [SAR 249]) and enthusiasm for new experiences (“I like to do a lot of things” [250]). Richard K. Peterson (1969: 53) suggests that Jake’s immersion in the cold waters effectively cleanses him of the traumatic memories lingering from the Pamplona fiesta. Similarly, Robert W. Lewis (1965) interprets Jake’s swims in San Sebastian as acts of “purification” (32), preparing him to respond compassionately to the needs of others, even in the absence of firm faith.

During his solitary time in San Sebastian, Jake confronts the Other voice of the self. This is exemplified when he hesitates to swim across the bay due to fear of cramping (SAR 242). This inner dialogue challenges him to acknowledge his limitations and prompts him to return to shore to contemplate his path forward. As Knodt (1997) notes, Jake’s ocean swim presents a physical trial, forcing him to confront a “life-or-death decision” (32), ultimately symbolizing his acceptance of his own constraints. Additionally, Jake’s acceptance and determination to survive stem from his recognition of his interconnectedness with the diverse elements of nature. Christian Diehm (2002), inspired by Arne Naess, underscores that “self-realization is not about losing oneself in a collective but about finding oneself and others through positive forms of relation” (28). Through identifying with the nonhuman entities, Jake’s self is widened and deepened, leading him to feel that he is not alone and fragmented, that he, who represents one of the diversities, could also live in the post-war world.

Forging a Politics of Cure

The journey of self-discovery through Jake’s alignment with the various living beings and elements culminates in his self-healing process. As Chellis Glendinning (1995) in “Recovery from Western Civilization” describes,

When we begin to heal the wounding, what arises is the sense of connectedness. What happens is the return of the things that we’ve lost: a more solid sense of ourselves, a sense of connectedness to our deeper selves, to other people, to the world, to the animals, and a deeper communication with soul, body, and Earth.

(40)

By shifting his focus from individuality to collectivity, Jake becomes attuned to the spiritual vitality present in all matter and the diverse potentialities of life. As Naess claims in his interview, “[o]nly a very narrow range of feelings have interested most human beings until now” (Bodian 1995: 29). Jake’s prior concentration on negative feelings such as jealousy, hatred, depression, inferiority, superiority, and self-pity shifts as he engages with the natural world, leading to the emergence of positive emotions like sensory satisfaction, spiritually calmness, contentedness, meaningfulness, and happiness. Mellete (2014) proposes that Jake’s involvement in leisure activities ultimately leaves him “reinvigorated and emotionally free” (73), embodying the metaphorical “rising sun” in Hemingway’s title.

Throughout the novel, the dynamic between Jake and Brett mirrors the perpetual cycle of sunrise and sunset or the flowing streams that never quite reach their destination—the unfulfilled sea. This cyclical nature reflects “the repetition of human endeavor” (Walvoord and Zuck 1983: 980),5 where nothing truly new occurs, but rather past accomplishments are merely forgotten. In recognizing this pattern during his reflective time in San Sebastian, Jake begins to shift his relationship to loss and desire. As Knodt (1997: 36) claims, after diving deep into San Sebastian, Jake’s interactions with Brett reveal a new emotional distance, showing that he “is more detached with Brett.” His final line, “[i]sn’t it pretty to think so?” (SAR 251), as Lorie Watkins Fulton (2004: 77) suggests, marks a transformation in his relationship with Brett—though not without a profound sense of mourning for what might have been. This bittersweet acknowledgment allows their connection to evolve beyond mere physicality into something more complex, carrying both loss and possibility (Fulton 2004: 77). Ultimately, Jake’s journey leads him toward an acceptance that encompasses both grief and resilience, understanding that living fully means engaging with what remains while honoring what is lost. In this context, his relationships with Brett, Cohn, Romero, and others take on new meaning, freed from the earlier cycles of power struggles yet still shadowed by the persistence of desire and regret. Jake’s development reflects not mastery but a hard-won accommodation to the forces—natural, social, and emotional—that shape human experience.

The narrative of Jake Barnes offers a profound re-evaluation of the interplay between the body and its surrounding social and natural environments. His journey toward self-restoration underscores the significance of embodiment and emplacement, highlighting how the restoration of the body necessitates reconnection and identification with the natural world. This suggests that bodily restoration is intricately linked to ecological restoration, framing the novel as a material ecocritical work advocating for a politics of cure. Moreover, Jake’s struggle to find his place in the postwar landscape not only exposes the profound impact of the First World War on both body and mind but also brings attention to the pervasive prejudices surrounding disability. Through Jake’s experiences, we are prompted to examine the social processes and politics that limit the lives of disabled individuals, advocating for the creation of environments that celebrate all forms of masculinity, physicality, and mental health. Ultimately, Jake’s narrative serves as a poignant reminder of the need for greater inclusivity and understanding in our society.

This chapter was originally published in The Hemingway Review, volume 42, number 2, pages 31–48, in 2022 (copyright 2025, The Ernest Hemingway Foundation).
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Fire Ecologies in “Big Two-Hearted River”

While water serves as a medium of transformation in The Sun Also Rises, Hemingway’s exploration of ecological healing takes a different form in “Big Two-Hearted River,” where fire and its aftermath become central to understanding both environmental and psychological recovery. The story’s burned-over landscape provides a stark backdrop for Nick Adams’s return from war, offering a meditation on how both human and nonhuman systems respond to devastation. Through Nick’s careful attention to this fire-shaped environment, we will discover a nuanced portrait of regeneration that connects personal and ecological healing.

The Fire Elements in “Big Two-Hearted River”

Hemingway’s meditation on fire and regeneration in “Big Two-Hearted River” emerged from his own distance from the American landscape he depicts. Composed in Paris in 1924 and completed during his time in Pamplona for the bullfights (Lamb 1991: 161), the story reaches back to his native Michigan to explore themes of devastation and renewal. The narrative follows Nick Adam’s return by train to the burned-over town of Seney, racking his movement through this altered landscape as he hikes to his campsite, establishes camp, prepares meals, and tends his own fire before sleeping. The second part traces Nick’s following day of breakfast cooking, fishing, watching the swamp, and cleaning his catch. William Bysshe Stein (1960) characterizes this structure as a movement from “ritual of preparation” to “ritual of initiation” (556), suggesting how Nick’s engagement with his fire-shaped environment facilitates his transformation from a state of “spiritual inertia” (Stein 1960: 556).

As James Tackach (2015) notes, Nick’s “physical journey from a place of destruction to a healthy, green landscape parallels his spiritual journey from war to peace” (103). Hemingway himself appears to align with this “war-wound” thesis, as evidenced by his description in A Moveable Feast, where he claims that “Big Two-Hearted River” is about “coming back from the war but there was no mention of the war in it” (76). Critics such as Edmund Wilson, Malcolm Cowley, Philip Young, William Adair, B. J. Smith, Sarah O’Brien, Howard Hannum, and others further developed this thesis, suggesting that Nick’s retreat to the countryside is motivated by his wartime encounters, leading him to embark on a journey of healing amid a terrain marked by haunting images of war.1 The compositional parallel between “Big Two-Hearted River” and The Sun Also Rises further strengthens this psycho-symbolic reading. Similar to Jake Barnes’s withdrawal to San Sebastian, Nick’s solitary fishing expedition in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula suggests that physical and psychological restoration requires immersion in natural settings and engagement with wilderness activities. This connection resonates with the “politics of cure” I have explored in The Sun Also Rises, where “bodily restoration occurs in conjunction with ecological restoration” (Ng 2022a: 45).

While focusing on Nick’s psychological and spiritual recovery, scholars have extensively analyzed the significance of water, namely the river and the swamp, in Nick’s healing. Stein (1960), in “Ritual in Hemingway’s ‘Big Two-Hearted River,’” interprets the river and the swamp as symbolic representations of “the external waters,” conveying notions of “the underworld” and “the unconscious” (556). Additionally, Stein (1960) portrays the Black River as a mediator embodying “the polarities of life and death” within the narrative, depicting it as a path leading to either “salvation or destruction” (556). In “Fishing for Stories: What ‘Big Two-Hearted River’ is Really About,” Robert Paul Lamb (1991) suggests that “the rushing river symbolizes the writer’s [Nick’s] life” (178). Lamb (1991: 178) delineates that downstream represents Nick’s recollection of the past, while upstream symbolizes the future, with Nick’s current location signifying the present. This metaphorical reading of the river as representative of Nick’s inner self finds resonance with The Wisdom of Insecurity: A Message for an Age of Anxiety, where the self is defined as an unceasing “stream of ‘nows,’ inseparable from the present, flowing like a river” (as cited in Behrisch 2021: 52). Yet while these symbolic interpretations offer valuable insights, they risk reducing the river to merely a reflection of human consciousness, potentially overlooking its autonomous existence as a vital ecological entity that shapes and is shaped by its environment independently of human meaning-making.

Notably, the river is not the sole representation of the protagonist’s inner state in the story; the elements of fire also play an important role in symbolizing the devastation of the First World War wrought upon Nick and the rejuvenation of his inner landscape in post-war society. Throughout history, fire symbolizes inner vitality, life force, and the transformative power within individuals from various cultural, philosophical, and literary perspectives.2 As Zoltán Kövecses (2003: 77) points out, phrases such as “be burned up” or “be consumed” can apply not just to an object but also to one’s self. Similar to how an object becomes impaired when exposed to an uncontrollable fire, the self can also be affected by uncontrollable intense emotions (Kövecses 2003: 77). From this respect, “Big Two-Hearted River” is also concerned about the dualistic nature of fire, as the representation of the fire elements in the story is heavily linked to the concept of Nick’s inner self in the story.

Despite the relative lack of attention to the fire elements in existing analyses of “Big Two-Hearted River,” the invisible gunfire, the campfire, and the sun are crucial components worthy of exploration within the story’s politics of cure. As Lance La Rocque and Lisa Narbeshuber (2022) point out, “the image and force of the sun” appear repeatedly throughout the story, “orienting Nick in place and time” (19), furthermore calling for “‘mindfulness,’ a form of deep attention defined by a quality of direct feedback, connecting him [Nick] to his environment” (20). Drawing on this, I aim to uncover the ecologies of fire—including the Komorebi aesthetic, Slow philosophy, and the concept of transcorporeality—embedded in “Big Two-Hearted River,” highlighting the subjectivity of the sun/fire, its trans-corporeal nature, and its significance in this more-than-human world.

The Unseen “Fires” of Seney: Shadows of the First World War

“Big Two-Hearted River” begins with Nick describing the desolate landscape surrounding him after getting off the train in Seney, Michigan: “There was no town, nothing but the rails and the burned-over country” (CSS 163). Amid the devastation, the foundations of the Mansion House hotel stand, marked by the ravages of fire and the sole remnant of Seney’s existence. “It was all that was left of the town of Seney,” Nick claims. The town had been obliterated; “[e]ven the surface had been burned off the ground” (163). Gazing upon the “burned-over stretch of hillside” where the town’s “scattered houses” should have stood, Nick sees a landscape transformed by fire, an eerie testament to the devastation that had swept through the area (163).

The opening paragraph above reveals an environment that reflects a “post-colonial” setting, characterized by an ecology that has been significantly impacted by the extensive fires of the First World War, emblematic of industrial-scale conflict (Melling 2009: 60). While Hemingway notably omits the direct mention of “war” in the story, he seems to replace it with the recurring motif of “fire,” as seen in terms such as “burnt,” “burned off,” “burned-over” (CSS 163). Moreover, in his earlier draft, Al’s remark about Seney being “the toughest town in Michigan” conjures a setting reminiscent of a “domestic war zone” (Beall 2017: 79).3 The description of “the foundation of the Mansion House hotel” (CSS 163) also alludes to the dilapidated Mansion Hotel, which is characterized as “‘a battlefield of twisted iron, gun barrels, melted cartridges,’ and a ‘bulge of lead and copper’” (Beall 2017: 79), suggesting remnants of conflict in the landscape. Taken together, these elements present the deserted town as an illustration of “civilization” (O’Brien 2009: 66) disrupted by warfare, an outcome tied to humanity’s application of industrialization, technology, and systematic organization to warfare. Subsequently, the unseen “fire” in the story symbolizes a self-destructive force consuming human civilization because of its pervasive anthropocentric desires/fires (taṇhā) such as “greed, hatred, and delusion” (Keown 2013: 55) that are pervasive among humanity. In their article, La Rocque and Narbeshuber (2022) highlight how the First World War vividly and starkly showcases modern technologies’ oppressive potential, evident in their ability to transform, standardize, and control masses of people by enforcing a singular temporal rhythm and attaining speeds beyond traditional human measures (15). This mechanization of living—human and nonhuman—bodies fuels those detrimental desires that culminate in war. In this sense, the results of the fires (the destroyed town, the burned-over countryside, and the blackened grasshoppers) not only evoke “images that [Nick] had seen during the war” (Adair 1991: 584) but also symbolize the breakdown of humanity due to anthropocentric desires and actions.

“Nick Kept His Direction by the Sun”: Komorebi Philosophy in Nick’s Hiking Narrative

The burned-over landscape triggers haunting wartime recollections within Nick, which can be found in his portrayal of trout moving amid “shadow[s]” in the stream, followed by a moment where “Nick’s heart tightened as the trout moved. He felt all the old feeling” (CSS 164). As highlighted by Howard Hannum (1984), Nick finds himself in a blackened terrain that symbolizes a “battleground” and the “devastation of war” (2). Nevertheless, Nick strives to overcome this sense of “death-in-life” by orienting himself with the help of the sun: “Nick kept his direction by the sun” (164). Enduring the “hot” sun, Nick trudges along the road, climbing up the hills with heavy packs (163). His perceptions of the sun as the “ritual direction of his movement” (Stein 1960: 557) and the woods as pivotal to his “ritual of initiation” (Stein 1960: 556) underscore the significance of the sun, emphasizing its indispensable role. “Seney was burned, the country was burned over and changed, but it did not matter. It could not all be burned” (164; italics added) as long as the sun continued to rise. This optimism, fueled by the sun, a massive fiery ball, drives Nick to cross the hills, eventually reaching a point where “the fire line stopped” (165). Here, the country becomes “alive again” (165), teeming with sweet ferns, jack pines, sandy terrain underfoot, and undulating terrains. By intra-acting with the sun (evident in his physical response: “sweating”) and the surroundings, Nick approaches feeling alive again. This intra-action prompts his contentment (“Nick felt happy”), signified by leaving the burned city behind, along with “the need for thinking, the need to write, other needs” (164).

Nick’s transition from death-in-life to a more optimistic mindset unfolds a narrative of post-war regeneration that mirrors the essence of Komorebi philosophy. Derived from ko, meaning “tree,” and moreru, meaning “to leak, to come through,” the Japanese term komorebi encapsulates the fleeting experience of sunlight filtering through a canopy of tree leaves (Fereshteh 2019: 30). Analogous to sunlight piercing through fluttering leaves, casting a dance of light on natural surfaces like rocks, foliage, and streams, the Komorebi philosophy prompts us to seek positivity in small moments, dispelling shadows of anxiety and self-doubt (Yadav 2023). While Western philosophy speaks of light at the end of the tunnel, Komorebi signifies those slender rays of light within the tunnel’s darkness. In the story, Nick traces the shadow of a kingfisher and the shadow of a trout, initially noting “his shadow marking the angle,” then losing him as he surfaces, “caught in the sun” (CSS 164). Finally, as the trout re-enters the stream, his “shadow” seems to “float down the stream with the current, unresisting, to his post under the bridge where he tightened facing up into the current” (164). Nick’s recurrent focus on the notions of shadow and no-shadow in his description here highlights the core philosophical essence of Komorebi. Phrases such as “flew up the stream” (163), “climbing” (164), “unresisting” (164; italics added), “rising” (166), and “went straight up” (166) suggest a quest for positivity amid the lingering shadows of war trauma and anxiety.

Another scene that reflects the notion of Komorebi is found in Nick’s description of the pine tree islands:

The branches were high above. Some interlocked to make a solid shadow on the brown forest floor. Around the grove of trees was a bare space. It was brown and soft underfoot as Nick walked on it … The trees had grown tall and the branches moved high, leaving in the sun this bare space they had once covered with shadow. Sharp at the edge of this extension of the forest floor commenced the sweet fern.

(CSS 166; italics added)

As Nick traverses the forest, he observes the interplay between the tree branches and the sunlight, the cast shadows. He deliberately treads on the soft, highly shadowed brown forest floor, emphasizing the absence of light due to the growth of the trees. This portrayal shows Nick’s awareness of principles much akin to those in Komorebi philosophy and his desire to grow or adapt to the post-war environment, ultimately overcoming the shadows of anxiety and self-doubt.

The descriptions of the sweet ferns and grasshoppers in the story further support my interpretation of Nick’s narrative as a post-war adaptation centered around the sun. As noted by Frederic J. Svoboda (1996), the ferns and jack pines among which Nick makes his camp require fire to reproduce: “Thus, as he camps near them, the fictional Nick is not really out of the fire zones, but in an area in which regrowth after fire is linked with the story’s themes of potential death and potential regeneration” (39). Consistent with Svoboda’s observations, there has been evidence showing that fern spore banks and buried rhizomes survive fires and readily restore the population after burning (Defenders of Wildlife 2024); fire prompts the renewal of certain ferns, leading to an increase in their density. Nick’s keen attention to the abundance of sweet ferns, coupled with his admiration for them (he breaks off “some sprigs of heathery sweet fern” and “put them under his pack straps,” smelling them as he walks [CSS 165]) hints at the robust regenerative nature inherent in ferns. The presence of blackened grasshoppers signifies another element that embodies adaptability. As Melling (2009) emphasizes, “the insect has developed an affinity with the fire and taken advantage of its regenerative power” (49); it “has survived in a ‘changed’ environment and is black from living in the burned-over land” (Melling 2009: 49). Nick’s expedition thus becomes an interaction with nonhuman entities such as the sun, pines, fish, grasshoppers, and ferns—each of which can adapt to its environment (to a certain degree) and revive life.

“He Looked at the Fire”: Slow Philosophy in Nick’s Camping Narrative

A good life begins with a warm home. In setting up his new camp, Nick experiences a sense of “happi[ness]” and homeliness, describing that there is “something mysterious and homelike” about smelling the “brown canvas” and seeing the “light” that comes through it (CSS 167). Nick continues to note,

Now things were done. It had been a hard trip. He was very tired. That was done. He had made his camp. He was settled. Nothing could touch him. It was a good place to camp. He was there, in the good place. He was in his home where he had made it. Now he was hungry.

(CSS 167)

“Precise, controlled, and prayerfully iterative,” the prose style above signifies Nick’s “release from self-doubt, his attainment of a new spiritual balance” (Stein 1960: 558). This transformation is reflected in his insatiable hunger: “Nick was hungry. He did not believe he had ever been hungrier” (CSS 167). Nevertheless, Nick deliberately takes a slow approach to preparing his meals. He begins by making “a fire with some chunks of pine” that he has chopped up and places the frying pan “on the grill over the flames” (168). This makes him “hungrier” (167), but he continues to engage in the Slow practice of cooking with the campfire. He heats the beans and spaghetti and mixes them. He watches the food begin “to bubble, making little bubbles that r[i]se with difficulty to the surface,” and smells its “good” smell (167–8). Next, he takes out a bottle of tomato ketchup and cuts four slices of bread. As “the little bubbles [are] coming faster now,” Nick sits down by the fire and lifts off the frying pan. He pours half of the food out onto the tin plate and watches it “spread slowly” (168). As he waits for the food to cool down, Nick stares at “the fire” and “the tent” (168), then at the river and the quiet swamp, before taking a full spoonful from the plate. After eating, Nick puts two large pine chips under the grill and watches “the fire flare up” (168). At this point, he suddenly remembers that he should get water from the river to make coffee. While “watch[ing] the coffee on the fire,” he opens a canned apricot and “meditatively” (168) eats them and drinks their juice syrup.

The deliberate and meditative nature of Nick’s actions—setting up the camp, cooking, eating, and tending the fire—reflects his newfound sense of peace and presence in the serene natural environment. As La Rocque and Narbeshuber (2022) also point out, “Against the prewar utopian celebrations of prewar technological development and the disaster that followed, Hemingway’s meditative ‘Big Two-Hearted River’ proposes its own utopian counter-discourse, resisting the speed, homogenization, commodification, and images of the self based on lack” (15). Nick’s camping narrative embodies a Slow practice rooted in the embodied experience of the “here” and “now” that counters the values of speed, efficiency, and utilitarianism prevalent in modern society—and turbocharged to lethal effect during war. As Carl Honore (2004) notes, “Fast Thinking is rational, analytical, linear, logical. It is what we do under pressure when the clock is ticking; it is the way computers think and the way the modern workplace operates” (120). On the contrary, Slow Thinking fosters intuition, creativity, and nuanced insights developed at their own unhurried pace (Honore 2004: 120). Nick’s meticulous and present-focused descriptions above convey Slow philosophy and the ethics of care that reject “modernity’s narrow caricature of time” and let life unfold according to “the uncertainty of immediacy” (La Rocque and Narbeshuber 2022: 21).

Immersing himself in Slow does not signify Nick’s escape from reality; instead, it reflects him confronting his troubles. The act of setting up the campfire, cooking spaghetti and beans, gazing at the fire, and making coffee symbolizes Nick’s process, care, and coping mechanisms for dealing with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). His recollection of Hopkins (his friend during the war) while making coffee demonstrates his preoccupation with his inner turmoil. Thus, Nick’s camping episode epitomizes a Slow narrative, affording him the space to reclaim moments by reconnecting with his physical body, the food at hand, the burning pines, the crafted fire, and the nature/home he longs for. There is no beginning and end in this time continuum, only gratitude and a caring attitude toward oneself. From this aspect, Nick’s Slow narrative represents a rebellion against the fast culture enforced by industrialization, modernization, and the mechanization of war.

Engaging in camping, cooking, and tending to an open flame goes beyond mere scientific precision; it embodies an art form. Nick’s making of and gazing into the fire represents a simple form of Slow therapy that cultivates the art of being present or, in other words, mindfulness. Existentialist philosopher Maxine Greene (1977) describes the role of doing art as grounding the active agent in the world of experience, to “restore some kind of order, to repair, to heal”; engaging actively with various artistic expressions allows us to expand our perception—to “see more in our experience, to hear more on normally unheard frequencies, to become conscious” of aspects of life that have been hidden by our routines and conventional thinking (123; italics added). Through the art of gazing, Nick becomes conscious of the suppressed connection he has with life itself, as evident when he looks into the stream and observes the trout: “It was a long time since Nick had looked into a stream and seen trout. They were very satisfactory” (CSS 163; italics added). The same happens when Nick looks at the fire, a symbol of “life” (Bachelard 1963: 73). The fire’s radiant “glow” of the fire, the dance of the flames, the aroma of the pine firewood, accompanied by the “quiet” sound of a distant “swamp” and the warmth on his body, provide a sensory experience that roots Nick in the present moment, fostering a heightened awareness of his interconnected existence within the natural world.

From the psychoanalytic standpoint, being present means “focus[ing] on the here and now, to be aware of one-self, and to bring the self into the therapist/client encounter” (Melnick et al. 2005: 110). In Nick’s case, his encounter with the campfire positions him as a client, with the fire embodying the role of a therapist. As Philip Brownell (2011: 66) notes, being present in the light signifies vulnerability to those outside who are still in the dark. While it may seem safer to stay within the darkness, there is no real connection in the darkness, only an ambivalence about stepping into the light. “Being present means more than simply being with; it means being available, open, authentic, and self-disclosing in a fully embodied way” (Brownell 2011: 66). Thus, standing beside the fire and gazing into it provide Nick with a temporal and spatial realm in which to experience vulnerability and weakness, creating a conducive environment for healing. As a result, Nick easily drifts into sleep when he gets into his tent: “He was sleepy. He felt sleep coming. He curled up under the blanket and went to sleep” (CSS 169). This peaceful slumber is noteworthy, given Nick’s admission in “Now I Lay Me” that, since his war trauma, he has been afraid to close his eyes in the dark (Stein 1960: 70). In this respect, the campfire therapy contributes positively to Nick’s mental health and overall well-being. However, the limited duration of his involvement with Slow suggests that it did not fully enable Nick to open up. Otherwise, he might have been inclined to fish in the swamp that symbolizes the aftermath of “the recently ended Great War” (O’Brien 2009: 75): “In the swamp fishing was a tragic adventure. Nick did not want it. He did not want to go down the stream any further today” (CSS 180; italics added).

“It Was Getting Hot”: The Sun/Fire’s Transcorporeality and the Ethics of Care in Nick’s Fishing Narrative

The second part of “Big Two-Hearted River” begins with the warming rays of the morning sun penetrating Nick’s tent (“the tent was starting to get hot” [CSS 173]), prompting him to crawl out of it to witness “the sun” (173) rising over the hill, casting its light on the dew-covered meadow, the river, and the swamp. This tranquil setting “excite[s]” (173) Nick, suggesting a promising day of fishing. While waiting for the coffee to brew, Nick seizes the opportunity to catch grasshoppers before the sun dries the morning dew, diminishing their availability: “The meadow was wet with dew and Nick wanted to catch grasshoppers for bait before the sun dried the grass” (173). This passage depicts an ecosystem shaped by intricate relationships between solar energy, atmospheric moisture, soil conditions, plant life, insects, and human activity. As La Rocque and Narbeshuber (2022) observe, the sun significantly influences Nick’s experience, drawing him out of his tent, warming his body (“hot on the back of his neck” [178]), directing the movement of fish (“In the afternoon, after the sun had crossed toward the hills, the trout would be in the cool shadows on the other side of the stream” [178]), and affecting the behavior of grasshoppers (20). Within this complex web of ecological interactions, the sun functions as a vital life-giving force. As Anne Harris (2015) notes, “[f]ire, when we find it, is always after origins—in being a post-Edenic […] element it can be sought and found in what has changed, in what has been wrought, in what will be made through it”; “We are its creatures … we mediate its desires for heat and calorism, transformation and change” (47). The sun, in concert with water, soil, and the broader ecosystem, creates conditions that enable Nick’s pursuit of restoration and change.

Moreover, Nick’s narrative emphasizes the transcorporeal nature and intrinsic value of the sun. According to Stacy Alaimo (2016), the concept of transcorporeality illuminates the deeply material interconnectedness link between the essence of the body and the broader environment where “the essence of the self” is seen as intricately “interconnected with the wider environment” (20). Alaimo’s work in Bodily Natures (2010) explores how global movements of toxins challenge the notion of a “bounded human subject” (2), revealing that the “substance of the human” is inseparable from the larger “environment” (4), with human bodies carrying various chemical and toxic substances in the modern era. When applied to Nick’s case, it becomes apparent that his shell shock emerges from his intra-actions with war-related materials, aligning with studies suggesting that PTSD can result from exposure to toxins during war (Schnurr et al. 2000: 258). Nick’s engagement with the sun and other nonhuman entities serves as a counterbalance to this toxic exposure: “He felt warmth
4 while he ‘sat on the logs, smoking, drying in the sun,’ with the ‘light glittering’” (Beall 2017: 90; italics added). Consequently, his improved state of seeing, eating, sleeping, and feeling underscores the importance of transcorporeal relations and their intrinsic values.

Nick’s deep appreciation for the intrinsic value of nonhuman elements is evident in his demonstration of an ethic of care, treating these entities with respect and consideration. His efforts to minimize harm when catching grasshoppers for fishing reflect his awareness of their role in the environment: “Without dew in the grass it would take him all day to catch a bottle full of good grasshoppers and he would have to crush many of them, slamming at them with his hat” (CSS 173–4). Moreover, Nick’s understanding of the sun’s functionality allows him to reduce his impact on the environment, demonstrating his appreciation and care for the inherent value of nonhuman organisms. This ethos is further exemplified by his satisfaction with catching just a single trout (“Nick had one good trout. He did not care about getting many trout” [178]) and his careful handling of the fish by wetting his hand to prevent fungal infection: “He had wet his hand before he touched the trout, so he would not disturb the delicate mucus that covered him. If a trout was touched with a dry hand, a white fungus attacked the unprotected spot” (176). These instances showcase an ethic of care in which Nick’s concern for the inherent values of other organisms and elements seems inextricably linked to his recognition of transcorporeality.

Remystifying the Sun/Fire in “Big-Two Hearted River”

Nick’s journey toward recovery from war trauma in “Big Two-Hearted River” requires a gradual progression through various stages of restoration. As noted in the previous section, Nick is more likely to overcome the shadows of war and anxiety by incorporating more of the Komorebi aesthetic, adopting the practice of Slow, and engaging himself in nature-related activities such as hiking, camping, and fishing. As Goretti M. V. Benca (2013) argues, Nick “cannot rush to eat while the food is too hot, just as he cannot rush the healing process” (69). Encouragingly, during his two-day pilgrimage, Nick appears to be a “few steps closer to becoming fully alive again” (Benca 2013: 71). His refusal to fish in the swamp reveals his recognition that he is not yet prepared for this particular stage of recovery. This refusal is not a conclusion but signifies his “determination,” as pointed out by Sarah Mary O’Brian (2009), to finally “enter the swamp and face all that it represents” (85). Indeed, the final line, “[t]here were plenty of days coming when he could fish the swamp” (CSS 180), indicates Nick’s intention to return and face the swamp in due time rather than avoid it.

The exploration of the fire-related philosophies in Nick’s hiking, camping, and fishing narrative vividly reveals fire’s dual nature as a force for destruction and regeneration. My examination of Nick’s post-traumatic survival narrative emphasizes the regenerative aspect of fire by highlighting the transcorporeal relationships between the self and the other within an ecosystem. In this interplay, unnoticed intra-actions between elements underscore the intrinsic value woven into the transcorporeal essence of the sun/fire. Just as combustion requires the intra-action between fire and air, the sun, too, from its nuclear core to the energy generated in cellular mitochondria, functions through rapid amalgamations of elements that resemble the fundamental components of “fire and air” (Harris 2015: 55). In this sense, all beings are transcorporeal because they are intertwined with other beings through intra-actions.

This understanding underscores the inherent value of all matter and promotes an ethic of care for nonhuman beings and elements. As Steve Mentz (2015), citing Priestley, notes, “[b]urning cannot simply be […] nothing more than air (oxygen) and fuel coming together rapidly and exothermically; it must be its own entity and dynamic process” (58). Just as each flame in the fire has a unique characteristic, each meal cooked over the fire is different and yet achieves its unique perfection, and each piece of wood provides a different level of heat. This cultivation of intrinsic value, woven into the transcorporeal narrative of the sun/fire, has a poetic-therapeutic effect on Nick, offering moments of serene comfort while he watches the flames.

For centuries, humanity has revered the tradition of the evening campfire, a setting for shared storytelling, singing, dancing, cooking, and moments of quiet solace by the flames. However, this tradition waned and has been replaced by gatherings around televisions or computers in our modern world. Even cooking, while still part of our daily routine, is now done in carefully controlled environments. While convenient, this control lacks the elemental rawness embodied by fire. Camping, cooking, and watching over an open flame transcend this scientific precision; they embody an art form. Henry David Thoreau (1929) echoes this sentiment, lamenting how stove-cooking is “no longer poetic, but merely a chemic process” (286) when it disconnects us from the life forces of sunlight, fresh air, green foliage, soft forest floors, moving streams, and the meditative, spiritual experiences of Komorebi and campfire therapy. Consequently, the repercussions of limited exposure to nature underscore the importance of recognizing our transcorporeal reality and understanding the comprehensive benefits of connecting with the natural environment. Via its fire ecologies, “Big Two-Hearted River” offers insights into the positive effects on well-being that come with nature-based interventions, adding depth to the transformative and transcorporeal essence of the sun and fire.
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The Elephant’s Eye and the Maji-Maji War in The Garden of Eden

The African Story in The Garden of Eden

Human exploitation has severely damaged Earth’s ecosystems. Despite recent efforts to recognize and include nonhuman perspectives in societal discourse, anthropocentric viewpoints continue to undermine meaningful engagement with animal and environmental concerns. This chapter employs an environmental humanities framework, drawing on research in animal sentience and environmental history, to analyze how patriarchal, anthropocentric masculinity manifests in the adult elephant hunters portrayed in the metafictional African narrative within Hemingway’s posthumous novel, The Garden of Eden (1986).

Hemingway’s connection to Africa and anthropocentric masculinity stems from his quest for masculinity and environmental consciousness, which is depicted in Green Hills of Africa. In “How the Weather Was,” Lisa Tyler (2017) offers a significant interpretation of the book: “The remarkably ecofeminist implication of the book is that men—especially Western men—pursue masculinity to the point of destroying their own environment—that the restless, unending pursuit of masculinity is not only self-destructive but environmentally catastrophic” (44). Tyler (2017) observes that Hemingway anticipates that Western imperialism and “industrial modernization” in Africa will lead to an “ecocatastrophe” (37), leading him to critique human involvement in environmental degradation (37). Hemingway’s encounter with Africa awakens his awareness of the connection between the exploiters of both America and Africa: “Our people went to America …. It had been a good country, and we had made a bloody mess of it” (GHA 194); “A continent ages quickly after we come. The native [Africans] live in harmony with it. But the foreigner destroys, cuts down the trees, drains the water …. The earth tires of being exploited” (GHA 193). However, Lloyd Willis (2011) suggests that Hemingway is indifferent to this situation: “Hemingway admits that he is aware of environmental destruction, that he understands environmental destruction as a symptom of Western imperialism, and that he has no fundamental problem with any of it” (131). Tyler, however, emphasizes Hemingway’s moral perception. Hemingway’s work is both moral and immoral: he advocates human responsibility for environmental protection through his writing, but in reality, he seems less inclined to hold himself accountable for his environmental impact. As Hemingway confesses in Green Hills of Africa: “I would go elsewhere now, as we have always had the right to go elsewhere, and as we have always gone. … Let the others come to America who did not know that they had come too late” (193).

Beneath the surface of Hemingway’s posthumous work, The Garden of Eden, lies a controversial psychological dynamic. Hemingway subtly incorporates environmental awareness into the metafictional story based on David’s childhood experience of hunting an elephant with his father in Africa. In “Tracking the Elephant,” Suzanne del Gizzo (2011) emphasizes the importance of childhood innocence and empathy in David’s African narrative: David’s “innocence” (185), which mirrors that of Africa, stands in stark contrast to the imperial power of the adult hunters. His empathic bond with the elephant and his view of them as “equals” (178) expose his father’s “adult masculinity” (181) deriving from a “dominant humanist logic” (182) in which animals are objectified and excluded from moral consideration.

Del Gizzo (2011) highlights the potential for deconstructing adult masculinity through empathy and childhood innocence. However, this patriarchal anthropocentric masculinity undergoes further destabilization through the integration of animal sentience theory and an examination of the geographical history of German East Africa during the Maji-Maji War. This chapter posits that through his narrative, Hemingway highlights the emergence of empathy within David toward the elephant, particularly emphasized through their mutual eye contact and David’s acute recognition of the elephant’s suffering. Such empathy serves as a catalyst for David to both acknowledge and critique his father’s patriarchal and anthropocentric worldview. Moreover, David’s recounting of the elephant hunting incident carries subtle yet significant anti-war and anti-environmental imperialist undertones. Ultimately, by intertwining these themes with the act of storytelling itself, David endeavors to amplify the voices of both the elephant and the African environment while also offering an alternative model of masculinity diametrically opposed to patriarchal anthropocentrism.

Unveiling Patriarchal Dominance: The Anthropocentric Hunters

The African story begins when the eight-year-old David and his faithful companion, Kibo, stumble upon “the elephant’s shadow.” As they track the majestic creature by moonlight, they become intimately acquainted with its physical characteristics: the “strong but old and sour” (GOE 159) bodily smell, the asymmetrical tusks, the colossal head, the huge ears, and finally a tusk that is “as thick as his own thigh” (160). David excitedly shares his discovery with his father and Juma, sparking a journey the next morning to track down the elephant, with David eager to contribute.

However, David’s initial enthusiasm is soon overshadowed by a stark realization of his limitations, that he “is useless to them and a danger to their success” (GOE 173). Struggling to keep up with the experienced adult hunters, David grapples with feelings of inadequacy and burden. Despite his earnest efforts, David finds himself trailing behind, unable to match their expertise and agility, making him feel as though “he should have been sent back to the shamba once he had put them on the trail” (165). This induces stress and a sense of inferiority as David frets over his being perceived as an obstacle to their success. He becomes acutely aware of his inexperience and physical limitations and fears that they make him nothing more than a liability. As he claims, “[i]t was as silly for him to think that he could trail with his father as to think he could fight with him. He knew too that it was not just that they were men. They were professional hunters and he knew now that was why Juma would not even waste a smile” (171). It is only when David hunts down the two birds that are dusting along an old elephant trail that Juma shows him a smile, implying that he is not as useless as Juma imagines. However, his father’s compliment that “you did very well to get a double on [the birds]” (172) still leads David to the conclusion that “except perhaps for his dexterity in killing the two birds” (173), he is nothing but an obstacle to their success. Del Gizzo’s observation underscores David’s unwitting entrapment in his father’s intentions, a victim of his own powerlessness: “David is not only physically and economically dependent on his father, but he also lacks sufficient confidence or sense of self to challenge seriously his father and Juma’s intention to kill the elephant. In that sense, he too is victimized by their behavior insofar as his powerlessness makes him an unwitting accomplice” (2011: 181). Furthermore, David’s futile attempt to keep up with the adult hunters sheds light on their lack of empathy and consideration for his abilities, exacerbating his inferiority.

Referring to the adult hunters’ goal of killing the elephant, David’s assertion that “my father doesn’t need to kill elephants to live” (GOE 181) reveals that they do not need elephant tusks for survival; rather, they seek them as a means of displaying their “more traditional and more violent brand of masculinity” (del Gizzo 181). I call this patriarchal anthropocentric masculinity because of the “parallel” oppression and “objectification” (Wolfe 2012: 327) of the elephant during the hunt, similar to that experienced by indigenous women. Concrete evidence of this mindset appears in David’s claim that the story “started with the evil in the shamba” (93), his observations of his drunk father and Juma’s sexual exploitation of the “the village bibis (married prostitutes)” (Wolfe 2012: 327; GOE 160), followed by Catherine’s remarks about his father’s indiscriminate fathering of children: “your drunken father … not knowing which ones of the little horrors he had fathered” (189). David also speculates that if the elephant is killed, Juma will “drink his share of the ivory or just buy himself another god damn wife” (181), underscoring the hunter’s view of women and elephants as commodities. These descriptions, characterized by terms such as “evil,” “ivory,” and “woman,” highlight not only the immorality underlying the hunters’ sexual exploitation of village women but also their view of women and elephants as commodities or objects to be traded or exchanged (Hediger 2011: 85). Del Gizzo (2011) refers to this masculinity as “adult masculinity,” characterized by “hierarchical, instrumental thinking that discourages wide-ranging empathy” and leads to the objectification of both women and animals (182). This mindset excludes indigenous women and animals from the category of “human,” resulting in a lack of empathy toward them.

Within the patriarchal, anthropocentric framework that governs the adult hunters, David’s response contrasts sharply as he empathizes with the elephant’s plight and feels overwhelming guilt about their impending actions: “The bull wasn’t doing anyone any harm and now we’re tracked him to where he came to see his dead friend and now we’re going to kill him. It’s my fault. I betrayed him” (GOE 181). This guilt leads to a shift in David’s perception of elephant hunting, as evidenced by his declaration, “fuck elephant hunting” (181). It also alters his view of the elephant hunters, leading to his defensive silence: “Try and remember that. Never tell anyone anything. Never tell anyone anything again” (181). Blythe Tellefsen (2000) suggests that “such willful silence is the weapon of the powerless—a withholding of truth so damaging to oneself, or potentially damaging to one’s people, that it must remain unspoken” (78). David’s silence, in this sense, is derived from his disillusionment with anthropocentric masculinity and his cross-species identification with the nonhuman elephant. Robin Selbergleid (2008) notes that because David perceives his father through the eyes of the elephant, “the reader is also expected to view the text through the elephant’s eye, identifying and sympathizing with young Davey and the poor elephant” (106). The empathic bond between David and the elephant will be further explored in the following section.

The Eye of the Elephant: Recognizing the Ethical Rights of Sentient Beings

David’s profound guilt over the elephant’s death, stemming from his empathy for its suffering, underscores the discourse of sentience. Defined by Peter Singer as “the capacity for suffering and/or pleasure or happiness” (as cited in Peterson 2013: 45), sentience provides a straightforward criterion for determining whether a being warrants moral consideration. This concept has its roots in the thought of Jeremy Bentham, who strongly opposes the Cartesian notion that rationality alone dictates moral status and denies animals the capacity to experience emotion or pain (Peterson 2013: 44). Bentham argues that since certain nonhuman animals exhibit greater rationality than certain human categories such as infants or the mentally handicapped, moral status cannot be based solely on rationality, but should be determined by the capacity for suffering (Peterson 2013: 45).1 In the African narrative, David’s endorsement of the concept of animal sentience is supported by two key factors: first, his deep grief over the elephant’s death, and second, his disagreement with his father about the morality of elephant hunting.

At the crucial moment when David’s father shoots the elephant and it collapses on them, David is faced with a stark choice. Despite his father’s plea for him to take the shot, David finds himself unable to do so. Moved by the profound aliveness he perceives in the elephant’s eye, he is immobilized: “He did not move but his eye was alive and looked at David … his eye was the most alive thing David had ever seen” (GOE 199). When Juma wrests the rifle from David’s grip and fires twice into the elephant’s ear, David observes the dramatic transformation: “The eye of the elephant had opened wide on the first shot and then started to glaze and blood came out of the ear and ran in two bright streams down the wrinkled gray hide” (199). As David witnesses the once vibrant eye lose its luster and the flow of blood stain the hide, he laments, “[n]ow all the dignity and majesty and all the beauty was gone from the elephant and he was a huge wrinkled pile” (199–200).

In this pivotal moment of the elephant’s demise, del Gizzo (2011) argues that the “sudden, lost vitality of the elephant” or “its sudden transition to thingness” haunts and traumatizes David (180). Furthermore, I suggest that David’s trauma is compounded by the empathic bond he had formed with the elephant through their engagement in eye contact. In “The Eyes of Elephants,” Nigel Rothfels (2008: 39–49) illustrates how the elephant’s eye becomes central to the discourse of suffering by examining historical photographs of elephants from various periods, underscoring that gazing into an elephant’s eye offers a profound insight into its consciousness.

After the elephant’s death, David reflects, “[h]e only looked sad the same way I felt. He visited his old friend on the day he died” (GOE 201). At this moment, David’s initial statement suggests that he is perceiving a poignant expression of emotion through the elephant’s eyes, sensing his grief and sorrow over the loss of its companion. Through this empathic connection, David shares the elephant’s pain. Moreover, David’s subsequent remark suggests that he recognizes the elephant’s profound understanding of complex concepts such as time, love, and mortality (Locke 2017: 368). This insight is illuminated by an earlier encounter in which the elephant visibly “mourns” upon encountering the skull of its deceased friend, marked by “a deep depression in the forehead” (Hediger 2011: 85) and ridges that rained “from between the bare white eye sockets and flared out in empty broken holes where the tusks had been chopped away” (GOE 180). As Ryan Hediger (2011) suggests, the elephant’s “writing” with its tusks next to the skull reflects its deep “concern,” “suffering,” and “mourning” (85) over the loss of a friend. David’s witnessing of this poignant scene, coupled with his poignant eye contact with the elephant in its final moments, leads him to profoundly recognize the creature’s suffering and identity as a sentient being.

Furthermore, Rothfels (2008) suggests that elephants’ ability to experience emotions and rationally guide actions implies that their eyes serve as mirrors that reflect “our worries, fears and hopes” (49). This notion finds resonance in the African narrative through David’s speculation that “[t]hey would kill me and they would kill Kibo too if we had ivory” (GOE 197–8). Here, David distinguishes himself from Juma and his father (they) and instead aligns himself with Kibo and the elephant (we). This dichotomy signifies his identification with nonhuman entities. Moreover, the elephant absorbs and reflects David’s emotions through its eyes: “he didn’t look at me as though he wanted to kill me. He only looked sad the same way I felt” (201). This intimate connection allows David to share in the elephant’s suffering as it struggles to breathe amid the rising tide of its own blood. The deep bond between these disparate species underscores their empathic relationship and leads to David’s defiance of the patriarchal, anthropocentric masculinity of the adult hunters.

In the novel, David’s revulsion toward the elephant hunters is evident in his desire to trade the elephant’s life for Juma’s, and in his idolization of the elephant as a hero in place of his father (GOA 201). This rupture with his father leaves David feeling isolated, while the elephant’s death deepens his understanding of true loneliness (201). In an attempt to alleviate his loneliness, David secretly collects a flake of blood from the elephant’s tusks and keeps it in his pocket. This poignant demonstration of David’s understanding of loneliness, rooted in his empathy for the elephant’s suffering, underscores the discourse of sentience.

Another aspect that illustrates David’s acceptance of the concept of animal sentience is his argument with his father about the slaughter of elephants for their tusks:

“He was a murderer you know, Davey,” he had said. “Juma says nobody knows how many people he has killed.”

“They were all trying to kill him weren’t they?”

“Naturally,” his father had said, “with that pair of tusks.”

“How could he be a murderer then?”

“Just as you like,” his father had said. “I’m sorry you got so mixed up about him.” (GOE 202)

David’s father subscribes to the notion that it is “natural” to kill elephants for their tusks, while it is “unnatural” for elephants to retaliate and kill human hunters in self-defense. This hierarchical, dualistic perspective echoes Descartes’s dualistic philosophy, in which animals are devoid of souls, considered inferior to humans on the evolutionary ladder, and thus incapable of experiencing suffering. Consequently, they are perceived as suitable subjects for exploitation.

This dualistic mindset of David’s father is associated with speciesism, a concept defined by Joan Dunayer (2013) as “a failure, on the basis of species membership or species-typical characteristics, to accord any sentient being equal consideration and respect” (34).2 David disagrees with this notion and considers the killing of elephants for their tusks immoral. He goes further and accuses the adult hunters of murder, equating elephant life with human life despite their differences. In doing so, David aligns himself with the idea of animal sentience. As Peter Singer has noted, sentience “is not just another characteristic like the capacity for language or higher mathematics [but] a prerequisite for having interests at all, a condition that must be satisfied before we can speak of interests in a meaningful way” (as cited in Peterson 2013: 45). David’s advocacy of animal sentience serves to dismantle his father’s anthropocentric masculinity by revealing that his version of masculinity fails to extend care to other sentient beings such as elephants.

The Maji-Maji War: A Recollection of Colonial History

In her article, del Gizzo (2011) interprets David’s act of “remembering” (187) the elephant hunting story as a manifestation of adult masculinity in sharp contrast to his father’s version, which involves the “dismembering” (189) of the elephant and is therefore patriarchal, lacking empathy, and brutal. Moreover, I argue that David’s recollection of the story not only underscores his father’s dismemberment of the elephant, a sentient being, but also draws attention to the absence of a critical component: the imperial environmental history of German East Africa.

Despite the lack of explicit details regarding the background of David’s African story, there are subtle hints that the story is set during “the time of the Maji-Maji War. The native rebellion of 1905 in Tanganyika” (GOE 157). Historically, the Maji-Maji war is one of the most significant African rebellions of the early twentieth century, representing the first “united, inter-ethnic opposition to colonial rule in Africa” (Sunseri 2003: 430). It also resulted in the extensive destruction of African land and the near annihilation of entire African communities (Tellefsen 2000: 80).

During the German East Africa administration, a biased forest reserve policy was forcibly implemented to benefit the colonial states, often “requiring people to relocate villages and farms and to abandon fruit trees, ancestral shrines, and hunting frontiers” (Sunseri 2003: 431). In addition, elephant hunters were required to purchase “a five-hundred rupee hunting license and pay an additional one hundred rupees, or one tusk, for every elephant bagged” (Sunseri 2003: 439). Although this policy initially led to a decline in ivory exports, its underlying problems persisted and privileged wealthy Western hunters like David’s father. As a result, this biased policy is one of the reasons that sparked the rebellion, some of whose leaders were former elephant hunters who had lost prestige due to the collapse of the ivory trade (Sunseri 440).

The aftermath of the rebellion was catastrophic, resulting in the widespread slaughter of Africans and the destruction of the environment. Approximately 250,000 to 300,000 Africans lost their lives, compared to the relatively few casualties among Europeans and colonial forces (“15 Europeans, 73 Askari, and 316 auxiliaries” [Iliffe 1979: 200]). Regions such as the Southeast, Sothern Usagara, and Uvidunda were permanently depopulated. Insights into David’s father and his involvement in the war are hinted at by Catherine in David’s story. She describes the event as “horrible” and “bestial” (GOE 157), suggesting that David’s father was complicit in the atrocities committed during the Maji-Maji war: “So that was what your father was like” (157). Catherine’s claim that “[t]he worst thing was the dirt and the flies and the cruelty and the bestiality … That horrible one about the massacre in the crater and the heartlessness of your own father” (223) implies that David’s father, who mercilessly kills the elephant when it resists, was also complicit in the slaughter of Africans. This portrayal is in keeping with the image of brutal imperialism, reminiscent of Giovanna Di Chiro’s critique of the Western Edenic myth. Di Chiro (1998) argues that the Western Edenic narrative and wilderness ideology have been used to oppress marginalized communities such as Native Americans, African tribes, and Amazonians. These groups are falsely portrayed as closer to nature, leading to their exploitation by Western colonizers: “The Edenic notion of nature becomes, for many communities of color, a tool of oppression that operates to obscure their own ‘endangered’ predicaments” (Di Chiro 1998: 311). From this perspective, the “heartlessness” and “brutality” embodied by David’s father can be traced back to the Western Edenic conception. For him, elephants, native African women, and African nature serve as tools to construct his patriarchal, anthropocentric narrative, reflecting a broader pattern of oppression perpetuated by Western ideologies.

David’s act of (re)writing the African story, encompassing both the elephant hunting narrative and the Maji-Maji war narrative, serves as a direct challenge to his father’s patriarchal worldview. Through this (re)writing process, the elephants, victims of the Maji-Maji war, and African nature are revived, allowing them to “come alive again” (GOE 166). As David engages with these narratives, he confronts not only the deaths that have occurred but also the loss of respect for his father and questions his own identity as a human being. The complexity of these issues requires time for processing, as evidenced by the adult David’s ongoing struggle to come to terms with his traumatic childhood experiences in Africa. As the narrative progresses toward the climax of the elephant capture, David is overwhelmed by the intensity of his emotions, forcing him to stop writing. The depth of his emotional turmoil is underscored by his admission that he is “too exhausted to remember it exactly” (174). Even the next morning, as he attempts to articulate the elephant’s death, David finds himself unable to continue, expressing his inability to continue the story (179).

This process suggests that for David, the act of writing and remembering parallels his journey toward healing and moving beyond the guilt and grief he has harbored since betraying the elephant. As he puts it,

[s]o you must write each day better than you possibly can and use the sorrow that you have now to make you know how the early sorrow came. And you must remember the things you believed because if you know them they will be there in the writing and you won’t betray them. The writing is the only progress you make.

(GOE 166)

In this regard, David’s act of writing, which stems from his memory of the elephant’s demise and the history of human atrocities in Africa, becomes a means of exorcising the trauma itself. By painstakingly articulating the plight of the victims of anthropocentric colonialism, David strives to make their suffering visible. Thus, the symbolic resurrection of the elephant, representing all oppressed groups, depends on dismantling patriarchal anthropocentrism through David’s narrative of the elephant’s demise during the Maji-Maji war.

Forging Redemption: The Power of (Re)writing for Resistance and Regeneration

The interpretation of the African story in The Garden of Eden emerges as a powerful tale of moral transformation. Hemingway’s portrayal of Africa serves as a mirror of his internal conflict, torn between his Western privilege and the weight of his guilt over the exploitation of Africa’s indigenous peoples and environment, as laid bare in Green Hills of Africa. This internal struggle manifests in the characters of David’s father and David himself. While the former embodies a brutal, patriarchal, and anthropocentric masculinity, the latter dismantles this paradigm by spreading the “voices” of the elephant, the Maji-Maji community, and the African environment. David’s moral conscience and subsequent remorse for the elephant’s demise resonate with Hemingway’s moral dilemma of reconciling his guilt with his societal role.

As the narrative unfolds, David’s deep connection to elephants as sentient beings is forged through his willingness to observe and communicate with them, transcending verbal language through profound acts of eye contact. In stark contrast, his father’s worldview is rooted in patriarchy and anthropocentrism, reducing living beings to mere objects of exploitation. Despite his father’s beliefs, David refuses to conform. He punishes himself for what he sees as a betrayal of the elephants and vocalizes his opposition to elephant hunting. He questions how the hunted elephant could be seen as a murderer and vehemently denounces the brutality of elephant hunting, challenging the moral fabric of the adult hunters’ selfish actions.

The expression of his guilt over the elephant’s slaughter becomes the catalyst for David’s moral redemption. Similarly, the narrative’s interweaving of the elephant’s demise with the backdrop of the Maji-Maji war may be interpreted as Hemingway’s attempt to reconcile his imperialist past. Although the conflict is between native Africans and German colonizers, the root cause remains consistent: the imperialist pursuit of the Western Edenic myth, accompanied by the guilt of exploiting others. In the novel, David’s rejection of his father’s distorted perception mirrors the resistance of native Africans to the biased policies of German imperialists during the Maji-Maji War. This parallel suggests that David’s opposition to the slaughter of elephants symbolizes a broader moral opposition to human brutality. Both Hemingway and David engage in the act of (re)writing the African narrative to confront their trauma and guilt while dismantling the patriarchal, anthropocentric ideologies that breed violence. Here, the process of (re)writing is painful because it involves recreating in one’s mind the episode of the elephant slaughter and the burning and killing of African people, landscapes, and villages during the Maji-Maji war. This effort is, therefore, meaningful in the sense that it is a moral act that promotes not only gender, racial, and species equality through re-emphasizing the importance of animal sentience and the environmental history of East Africa.

Beyond that, David’s act of rewriting is a powerful and regenerative process akin to the rejuvenating force of fire in nature. Just as fire clears the way for new growth by consuming old vegetation, rewriting allows David to clear emotional clutter and make room for renewed creativity. This transformative act fosters personal growth and intellectual development, much like how fire enriches the soil by converting organic matter into ash. Through rewriting, David not only refines and purifies his thoughts but also sparks the growth of self-healing, similar to the revitalizing force of fire in nature. Ultimately, his act of rewriting represents a form of non-anthropocentric resistance and the regeneration of his own life and those within his narrative.

This chapter was originally published in The Hemingway Review, volume 39, number 2, pages 41–50, in 2020 (copyright 2025, The Ernest Hemingway Foundation).



Conclusion: Hemingway, Ecology and Culture

Hemingway’s words strike you, each one, as if they were pebbles fetched fresh from a brook. They live and shine, each in its place.

FORD MADDOX FORD

Going Away to Write: Hemingway’s “Home”

Ever since he was young, Ernest Hemingway showed a deep interest in Zoology, English, trout fishing, hiking, and shooting (Elder et al. 2016: 82). These interests urged the nine-year-old Hemingway to write, “I intend to travel and write” in his notebook (Elder et al. 2016: 82). Following his inner voice, the adult Hemingway picked up his pen and began to write while traveling to Western Europe, East Africa, the Caribbean, and the American West. Hemingway’s admiration for foreign places over his hometown has drawn the attention of scholars. Miriam B. Mandel (2011), for instance, states in Hemingway and Africa that Hemingway’s tendency to travel to places that are ‘less rigid, less industrialized, more removed from the modern bustle, more free” is derived from his rejection of the Oak Park restrictions, the “Victorian strictures,” (5) and the strict “Protestantism” (4) imposed by his parents. In Hidden Hemingway, Robert K. Elder, Aaron Vetch, and Mark Cirino (2016) also note, “Oak Park was a place Hemingway felt not simply that he had left but that he had escaped. It was a place that reminded him of a claustrophobic family, of cello lessons and his mother’s concerts at home” (42). Home is thus not a place Hemingway wants to return to but to escape—all the way to the mountains of the Yellowstone High Country, the brown Spanish earth, the green hills of Africa, and even farther to the mysterious depths of the Caribbean Sea. In this sense, the natural environment is closer to being viewed as “home,” which might explain why Hemingway’s fiction often features narratives of retreat, depicting moments of departure to walk, wander, and write.

Unlike many expatriates who might feel displaced and disconnected while living in foreign lands, Hemingway found empowerment through a profound sense of belonging and embodiment in those places. Laura Gruber Godfrey (2016: 60), drawing from Yi Fu Tuan’s concept of “space and place,” emphasizes in “Hemingway and Cultural Geography” that our engagement with a space transforms it into a meaningful place. Just as culture is subjective, so is our perception of place, which becomes a product of our perspective rather than an objective reality (Godfrey 2016: 60). This sheds light on why Hemingway regarded foreign locales as “home,” not because of their geographical coordinates but because of the comforting, rejuvenating, and primal energies infused within those unfamiliar surroundings (Mandel 2011: 2). For instance, in The Sun Also Rises, Jake Barnes feels a profound unity with the seawater enveloping him as he dives in the sea of San Sebastian. In “Big Two-Hearted River,” hiking, camping, cooking, and fishing in nature immediately make Nick Adams feel at “home.” The natural landscapes in A Farewell to Arms offer Frederic Henry a tranquil refuge from the traumas of war. Through characters like Pilar and Maria, Hemingway portrays an intimate bond between individuals and the Spanish terrain, culminating in the transcendent connection with nature experienced by Robert Jordan at the end of For Whom the Bell Tolls. Santiago in The Old Man and the Sea epitomizes this connection to nature by considering marine creatures as kin and the sea as his true home. In The Garden of Eden, young David Bourne severs ties in his heart with his father, symbolizing a rejection of violence against nonhuman friends like the elephant. These examples illustrate Hemingway’s view of “home” as forged through empathetic relationships not just with humans but also with nonhuman entities. His view challenges us to reevaluate our treatment of the nonhuman world by recognizing them as companions deserving of dignity, respect, and justice. Hemingway’s implication here suggests that our humanity is defined by our advocacy for those upon whom we deeply rely: the nonhuman matter.

The Fame Also Rises: Hemingway’s Ecological Ambivalence

Like his preference for away-from-home places as “home,” Hemingway’s ecological awareness is paradoxical or, more specifically, ambivalent. Scott Donaldson (1996), who draws on Carlos Baker and other critics, emphasizes in his chapter entitled “Hemingway and Fame” that Hemingway is “an extremely complex man whose actions could not conveniently be ascribed to single causes” (14). Hemingway’s ecological ambivalence is linked to his universal fame as “papa” in the public eye. After becoming a representative writer of the Lost Generation, Hemingway, alongside the role of “the heroic artist” through his fictional works, began to shape his own public image as the masculine “sportsman,” “the world traveler,” “the insider,” and “the stoic veteran” (Donaldson 1996: 12) through his hunting trips, nonfiction works such as Death in the Afternoon, Green Hills of Africa, and correspondence from Spain during the Spanish Civil War. Eventually, the media was more interested in his private life than his literary achievements. Hence, over time, “Hemingway the big-game hunter” became more popular than “Hemingway the writer” in the public mind. The artist, who may have adopted his image to gain approval and attention, pushed further to fragment himself to feed his public reputation. “Toward the end of his life, the image of Papa Hemingway outdoors, fishing or hunting or at war, had come to supplant that of the dedicated artist at his desk” (Donaldson 1996: 5); “The image—Papa with beard and shotgun, say—was so deeply imprinted that the person behind it disappeared into the shadow,” as noted by Donaldson. In his later years, the decline in his abilities to travel and write exacerbated Hemingway’s struggles with “depression,” “paranoid tendencies,” and “self-loathing” (Donaldson 1996: 14), possibly contributing to his decision to take his own life in 1961.

As I navigate the complexities of Hemingway’s ecological ambivalence by tracing the interplay between his public persona and private struggles, I find myself drawn to the profound connections between his external experiences and internal landscapes. Hemingway’s retreat to natural environments not only provided him solace from the demands of fame and societal expectations but also served as a canvas upon which his internal struggles and desires were reflected. This duality of external and internal environments echoes Jakob von Uexküll’s notion of umwelt (the surrounding world) and innenwelt (the inner world), highlighting that the habitats of humans encompass not only the physical landscapes they inhabit but also the landscapes of the mind and cultural imagination (Zapf 2016b: 140). Thus, delving into Hemingway’s ecological ambivalence necessitates an exploration of his fictional works, which serve as manifestations of his internal world of ecological consciousness and cultural imagination. Through these lenses, the case studies presented in previous chapters offer insights into the intricate complexities that define Hemingway’s legacy and illuminate the multifaceted nature of his relationship with the environment.

The Garden of Hemingway: A Cultural Ecology

Building on Uexküll’s umwelt-innenwelt and Gregory Bateson’s ecology of mind, Peter Finke develops a notion called “cultural ecosystems,” which emphasizes the role of language as a key to connect the external worlds of natural, material surroundings, and the internal worlds of consciousness and culture (Zapf 2016a: 140; Zapf 2016b: 79). Indeed, language represents “a ‘missing link’ between natural and cultural evolution” because it not only “relates back to concrete biophysical forms of information and communication in the pre-cultural world of nature,” but also “transforms them into more abstract, symbolic systems of human interpretation and self-interpretation” (Zapf 2016a: 140). Language, in this sense, serves as the medium to investigate the interconnectedness or ecosystem between unwelt and innenwelt, and furthermore, it contributes to the visualization of internal worlds of consciousness and “culture that are characteristic of the cultural evolution” (Zapf 2016a: 140).

Drawing on Finke’s idea, Hubert Zapf (2016b) further develops a concept that suggests seeing literature as a form of “cultural ecology” (89). First used in the field of anthropology and ethnology, “cultural ecology” was a term coined by Julian Steward to highlight “the importance of the natural environment for the evolution of human culture” (Zapf 2016b: 59). Steward stresses the multilinear process of culture change and emphasizes the difference of culture and consciousness from biological life: “Man enters the ecological sense … not merely as another organism which is related to other organisms in terms of its physical characteristics. He introduces the super-organic factor of culture, which also affects and is affected by the total web of life” (as cited in Zapf 2016b: 59). Recent cultural ecology is developed under this double framework that highlights “both interconnectedness and difference between mind and life, nature and culture” (Zapf 2016b: 59).

Like language, literature acts like “an ecological force within the larger system of culture and cultural discourses” (Zapf 2016a: 140). In this sense, literature itself can be viewed as “the symbolic medium of a particularly powerful form of ‘cultural ecology’” (Zapf 2016a: 140). Here, literature is understood as an ecological force that holds power to challenge current unsustainable socio-economic practices by generating and visualizing counter-narratives that re-emphasize the complex interconnectedness between the body and the mind, humans and nonhumans, nature and culture. More specifically, the transformative function of literature as cultural ecology can be described as a shifting combination of three discursive modes: (1) “a culture-critical meta-discourse,” (2) “an imaginative counter-discourse,” and (3) “a reintegrative inter-discourse” (Zapf 2016a: 147–8). These aesthetic forms of communication can be seen as a form of “sustainable cultural practice” based on their “‘heightened sensibility’ for the connectivity and complexity of the natural as well as the cultural worlds” (Zapf 2016a: 20). Literary art itself thus “constitutes a form of sustainable aesthetic and textual culture” (21), as Zapf (2016a) concludes.

Deriving from his high sensitivity toward natural surroundings, Hemingway’s ability to translate the elemental forces of life in nature into a communicational, self-reflexive space of language enables one to view his fictional texts as a form of cultural ecology. In other words, the ecological force of Hemingway’s texts gains its artistic potency through the imaginative interpretation of natural energies into cultural ones, the external into the internal. By applying Zapf’s triadic functional model of literature to Hemingway, it becomes clear that Hemingway’s literature, first, responds to hegemonic ideologies by “exposing petrification, coercive pressures and traumatizing effects of dominant civilizational reality-systems” (Zapf 2016b: 104) that are supported by those discursive regimes. Examples from previous analyses include the disabling effects of the First World War on Jake Barnes—his insomnia, self-hatred toward his body, alcoholism, and hedonistic lifestyle—in The Sun Also Rises; the military system in A Farewell to Arms that reinforces auto-cannibalism and dehumanization; the physical, chemical, mental destruction of the fascist-led war on the soil and the soul of indigenous people in For Whom the Bell Tolls; the system of commercial and destructive fishing in The Old Man and the Sea; the social structure of cannibal capitalism in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro”; the Fast culture imposed by the industrial era in “Big Two-Hearted River”; and the system of ivory trade in David’s African Story in The Garden of Eden.

Second, in response to societal repressions and confinements, Hemingway’s texts serve as avenues for creating counter-narratives that empower those who are “culturally excluded and marginalized” (Zapf 2016b: 108). For instance, Jake’s immersion in nature allows him to cultivate self-love and regain a sense of wholeness, aiding in alleviating the existential anxieties stemming from war trauma and disillusionment postwar; Frederic’s stark portrayals of decayed bodies, desolate landscapes, and indifferent weather can be interpreted as a collective rebuttal to human superiority and exceptionalism; Pilar’s profound connection with nature enables her to facilitate the emotional and spiritual healing of Maria and Jordan amid the turmoil of the Spanish Civil War, guiding them toward love, life, and acceptance of mortality; Santiago’s sensory perception showcases the agency inherent in all matter, challenging the notion of human superiority over the natural world; David’s empathetic identification with the elephant underscores his repulsion toward his father’s callous act of killing, reflecting Hemingway’s advocacy for animal sentience and cross-species empathy; Nick’s adoption of a Slow philosophy, manifested through his activities such as walking, camping, cooking, and fishing in nature, serves as a form of resistance against the Fast culture prevalent in the mechanized world of war. These counter-narratives collectively challenge hegemonic discourses perpetuating hierarchical binaries such as mind versus body, self versus other, and human culture versus nonhuman nature. Through these narratives, Hemingway champions an ecological perspective that acknowledges the interdependence and equality of all beings.

In its third role as a reintegrative inter-discourse, literature operates by weaving together the systemic historical realities and their exclusions in paradoxical, performative ways, thereby paving the way for “potential new beginnings, either in the text itself or in its interaction with the reader” (Zapf 2016b: 115). This notion of “reintegration” is not about superficially harmonizing conflicts but rather entails the act of reconnecting culturally separated elements, sparking conflicting processes and states of crisis and turbulence (Zapf 2016b: 120). A non-anthropocentric interpretation of Hemingway’s texts unveils a post-traumatic narrative of historically unspeakable and under-represented stories, thereby re-establishing a connection between the reader and the biophilic memory of humanity. Simultaneously, Hemingway’s literary works carry generative and transformative functions, serving as reservoirs of perpetually renewable creative energy. Hence, Hemingway’s texts can be seen as exemplifying “sustainable textuality” (Zapf 2016b: 121), continuously rewiring the reader to embrace the biocentric coevolution of culture and nature, human and nonhuman life. Through this lens, literature becomes a dynamic force that not only reflects but actively shapes our understanding of the interconnectedness between humanity and the broader ecosystem.

Seeing Hemingway’s texts as a form of cultural ecology extends not only the scope of Hemingway studies in terms of an ecocritical perspective but also the essential notions of ecology and sustainability beyond their biological/scientific foundation to transdisciplinary discourses in the humanities. As mentioned, the discussions about environmental issues and sustainability must also include socio-cultural considerations so ecological-sustainable solutions can be efficiently linked to human structures, modes of thinking, and everyday practices. Hemingway’s texts involve the transformation of an anthropocentric perspective toward more complex ontological, ethical, and political perspectives, hence serving as a source of an ethically responsive concept of sustainability. This again emphasizes the crucial role of positioning Hemingway’s text as cultural ecology within the context of the Anthropocene.

In Our Time: Hemingway, Ecology and Culture

During the global pandemic caused by Covid-19, an unexpected silver lining emerged: a widespread resurgence of nature as humanity retreats to the confines of home. While we grapple with domestic confinement, nature undergoes a remarkable revival: with reduced human activity, wildlife sightings increase in urban areas worldwide, from a wild puma strolling through the downtown of Santiago in Chile during a nighttime curfew to a herd of plundering goats roaming the streets of Llandudno in Wales (as cited in Loh et al. 2022: 4430); the absence of tourist activity allows for the rejuvenation of fragile ecosystems, such as coral reefs experiencing less stress and bleaching events in regions like the Caribbean (Loh et al. 2022: 4425); reduced air and water pollution lead to clearer skies and cleaner waterways, with reports of improved water quality in Venice’s canals due to decreased boat traffic, not to mention clearer views of marine life in coastal regions worldwide (Mousazadeh et al. 2021: 2738). Everywhere, the once-clouded sky is now clear and tranquil, devoid of the usual streaks of smog. Suddenly, the planet can breathe anew amid the precarious backdrop of devastation and climate crisis.

During the pandemic lockdowns from 2020 to 2021, as American society collectively embraced a slower pace, a growing awareness has emerged regarding the many benefits of this deliberate deceleration. It has become increasingly evident that this intentional slowing down promotes environmental sustainability and deepens our understanding of the world. Slow activities such as walking and cycling not only materially reconnect us with our surroundings but also offer the potential for the Earth’s revitalization. Writers in world literature, particularly those from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, have long celebrated the transformative power of slow travel, even before the pandemic (Arnds 2020: Art. 4). Among them, Hemingway’s body of work uncovers the complexities of slow travel, grappling with themes of identity formation, resistance, and societal and environmental engagement.

As Hemingway observes, walking proves to be a valuable tool in overcoming writing challenges: “I would walk along the quays when I had finished work or when I was trying to think something out. It was easier to think if I was walking” (as cited in Thompson 1964: 97). Hemingway highlights the role of physical movement in facilitating the mental processes necessary for creative endeavors. However, beyond its practical benefits, Hemingway’s literature suggests that activities such as walking, hiking, swimming, and other forms of slow travel offer opportunities for both introspection and engagement with the broader world. Characters like Santiago, who traverses by boat; Jake, who journeys by train; and Nick, David, Harry, Jordan, and Frederic, who trek on foot through forests, often find themselves on the outskirts of civilization. In these moments, they explore the depths of their own psyches while remaining attuned to central issues. Hence, addressing a problem through writing in Hemingway’s narrative involves a deliberate retreat or self-marginalization for contemplation. Each step taken represents progress toward unraveling the essence of the matter at hand. Far from serving as a mere escape from “home,” Hemingway’s departure from Oak Park, Illinois—and the United States overall—signifies a profound immersion into the complexities of American identity and societal norms. As he ventures farther from his homeland, he delves deeper into these intricate themes, walking ever closer to their core.

In Philosophy of Walking, Frederic Gros (2015) suggests that walking—the nature of the step, putting a foot down on the ground and feeling the earthly pressure underneath—is a form of resistance against ill health, the malaise of civilization, and overall, the modern world:

Walking is setting oneself apart at the edge of those who work, at the edges of high-speed roads, at the edge of the producers of profit and property, exploiters, laborers, and at the edge of those serious people who always have something better to do than receive the pale gentleness of a winter sun or the freshness of a spring breeze.

(94)

Based on the above, walking symbolizes a deliberate choice to break away from society’s fast-paced demands, including work, profit-seeking, and other goal-oriented activities. By walking, individuals intentionally position themselves on the outskirts of these societal pressures, allowing them to reconnect with the simplicity and beauty of nature. In this way, walking serves as a form of resistance against the relentless pursuit of profit, comfort, trends, and conformity to crowds. This perspective on walking shares a path with this book’s previous chapters, highlighting Hemingway’s ideological connection to civil disobedience. Moreover, walking in Hemingway’s work represents a rejection of ownership. Characters such as Frederic, Santiago, Nick, and Harry demonstrate that ownership extends beyond material possessions, including agency and self-determination. Through walking, Hemingway’s characters assert their autonomy and resist being owned or controlled by others.

According to Michel de Certeau (1980), walking is regarded as a pedestrian speech act, “a spatial acting-out of the place” based on the perception that the speech act is “an acoustic acting-out of language” (98). Following this, writing, a collaborative product of walking, thus embodies visual and spatial manifestations of place and language. In Hemingway’s narrative, walking and writing intertwine as complementary expressions of human experience that resist hegemonic American identities. They emphasize the lost art of happenstance, encompassing elements of slow travel such as mindfulness, the deep map, crisp time, and cross-species communication. Consider examples such as Jake’s crisp time in San Sebastian compared to the fast-paced time in Pamplona, Nick’s slow journey to the river featuring the concept of the deep map rather than the flat map in “Big Two-Hearted River,” and David’s walking trip with Kibo toward the elephant followed by his creation of the African narrative. These scenes display acts of communication with fellow, albeit nonhuman, beings who reaffirm their humanness in a world where “the word is denied” (Heidegger 1992: 155) to animals. As such, the scenes highlight how walking and writing serve as a way to enter and synchronize with the more-than-human realm, thus destabilizing the anthropocentric worldview. For Hemingway, then, walking and writing serve multiple purposes: as acts of resistance, social and political responsibility, trespassing, and self-therapy. Accompanied by mindfulness, they raise eco-awareness and encourage empathy toward flora and fauna, ultimately inviting readers to engage in introspection and action. This again brings forth the argument of viewing Hemingway’s work as a form of cultural ecology.

Beyond this, I perceive Hemingway’s interpretation of the American Dream within his cultural ecology. As Nathan Billings (2011) points out, Hemingway’s works address “the fundamental values that make up the American Dream1 as it was understood in the first half of the twentieth century” (2). “Of all modern novelists it is Hemingway who has written the most complete moral history of the American Dream,” the American poet Delmore Schwartz also notes (as cited in Mazzeno 2015: 63). In a 1926 letter to Sherwood Anderson, Hemingway once wrote, “Americans are always in America—no matter whether they call it Paris or Paname” (Baker 1981: 218). In 1931, James Truslow Adams depicted the term “American Dream” in The Epic of America as

that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each according to his ability or achievement … It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of a social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.

(404)

Here, it is essential to note that apart from financial success, intellectual and moral improvements (equality and freedom) are the key to constructing a better, richer, and fuller life. Nevertheless, the need for internal improvement became separated from the American Dream under the reinforcement of economic success in the early twentieth century. As Charles R. Hearn (1977) claims, popular magazines of the 1920s and 1930s often published stories associated with the “myth of success” (4), whereby wealth can be granted by hard work and determination. In the 1970s, home builders in America further reinforced the myth by linking “consumption” to “patriotic” (Shiller 2017) via advertisements. These days, most people would associate the American Dream with homeownership, material wealth, and economic success—it could be the dream of having millions of Instagram followers or achieving immortality. Emphasis on giving respect and equal opportunity to all members of society has been buried under the ground.

As Jim Cullen (2003) states in The American Dream: A Short History of an Idea That Shaped a Nation, “there is no one American Dream. Instead, there are many American Dreams” (7). Hemingway never explicitly mentioned that he dreamed of cultivating a world where both human and nonhuman entities hold the opportunity to reach the fullest stature of which they are intrinsically capable. However, as this book lays out, it is clear that hope is a thread in much of his work based on the manifestation of notions such as place energies, animal sentience, human-nature cohesion, biodiversity, intra-action, and anthropocentric disillusionment can be found in his text. The emphasis on cross-species friendship, eco-guilt, and moral improvement in David’s African story and The Old Man and the Sea, for instance, reflects Hemingway’s desire to construct a new “garden” or literary ecology by reimagining the categories of masculinity and femininity, culture and nature, and human-nonhuman symbiotic relationship. The story of Santiago in The Old Man and the Sea is another example of living out the old American Dream. Traditionally, Santiago’s determination, hard work, and hope make him an American icon (Billings 2011: 60). Alternatively, Santiago, who places more importance on maintaining interdependent relationships with the marine animals and environment, seeks to become the great marlin himself and sees what it sees in the deep sea, makes him a protagonist who strives for the internal, higher form of self-improvement rather than material fulfillment and financial success. In all cases, the natural environment offers comfort for the characters to heal, reflect, and obtain inner peace from the disillusionment of war, religion, and traditional morality. This feature echoes the nineteenth-century transcendentalists who regarded nature as a place for solace, rejuvenation, and reunion with God. However, Hemingway’s writing lacks this religious element. Instead of connecting to God in nature, the Hemingway characters seek to gain self-renewal and inner peace by being in/with nature, which, as Camryn Scott (2016) notes, can be seen as a “modern version of transcendentalism” (76).

Despite Hemingway’s popular image as the hyper-masculine, anthropocentric “papa” through his hard-boiled activities, his ecological ideals and reflections within his fiction are still discernible. A non-anthropocentric reading of Hemingway’s works unveils not only the embodiment of a more environmentally conscious American Dream but also exposes the shortcomings of anthropocentrism and patriarchy as narrow-minded dominations rooted in a lack of empathy and fear of otherness across species, class, race, culture, gender, and sexuality. This perspective allows us to view his fictional and nonfictional works as sustainable literature, expanding the scope of Hemingway’s studies toward a transdisciplinary direction. Moreover, adopting a non-anthropocentric approach to Hemingway’s fiction promotes individual, social, and environmental well-being, aligning with the current challenges humanity faces. It offers a framework for societies and individuals to reassess which dreams are essential for constructing a sustainable future, emphasizing the significance of engaging with Hemingway’s fiction as it holds the potential to inspire a more environmentally conscious journey in the Anthropocene era.


NOTES

Introduction: Re-reading Hemingway in the Anthropocene

1 The evidence supporting anthropogenic transformations within the Earth’s system can be found in Philippe D. Tortell’s scholarly work titled “Earth 2020: Science, Society and Sustainability in the Anthropocene” (2020). In this article, several noteworthy findings are presented. First, between 1990 and 2020, global fuel consumption witnessed a substantial growth of 30 percent. Second, the global average temperature has risen by more than 0.5 degrees Celsius since 1990, resulting in extreme weather phenomena exemplified by the catastrophic fires that ravaged Australia in 2020. Additionally, the escalating concentrations of carbon dioxide in the oceans have led to acidification, which has initiated changes in ocean circulation patterns, influencing nutrient and oxygen distribution and the absorption of atmospheric heat and carbon dioxide. Moreover, the global sea level has risen by up to 10 centimeters since 1990, while the annual minimum extent of Arctic Sea ice has experienced a reduction of approximately 20 percent. Furthermore, since 1970, there has been an increase in forestation by 3 million square kilometers, equivalent to the size of India. Lastly, referencing a recent report from the United Nations, the article highlights that 1 million species across the globe are currently at risk of extinction (Tortell 2020: 8688). These findings prove the anthropogenic impact on the Earth’s system.
2 Coined by David Abram (1996), an American ecologist and philosopher, the term “more-than-human” (23) emphasizes the crucial role played by nonhuman entities in shaping humanity. It suggests that our human identity is intricately intertwined with our interactions and relationships with the nonhuman world. As Abram (1996) aptly puts it, “we are human only in contact, and conviviality, with what is not human” (23). This perspective challenges the notion of human exceptionalism and prompts us to recognize that we are but one part of a vast interconnected web known as the more-than-human world. By adopting this framework, we shift our focus away from human-centered instrumentalism and redirect our attention toward human-nonhuman interdependence and personhood (Bristow 2015: 2). This shift in perspective reminds us that the nonhuman entity holds individual subjectivity and should not be overlooked or marginalized.
3 Hemingway first started using his “papa” persona in Green Hills of Africa, a work published in 1935 (Meredith 1999: 198). Later, his son, Gregory Hemingway, published a memoir of his father under the title Papa: A Personal Memoir.
4 It is important to note that hunting in the Hemingway family was never an exclusively male domain, as “women were often a part of the group,” but “for all practical purposes, hunting remained a very masculine (paternal) occasion” (Meredith 1999: 198).
5 Leading universities in the United States of America housing dedicated environmental humanities departments comprise Stanford University, the University of California Los Angeles, Princeton University, the University of Pennsylvania, and the University of Wisconsin-Madison (Emmett and Nye 2017: 6). Outside of the country, prominent institutions including but not limited to Cappadocia University (Environmental Humanities Center) in Turkey, Bath Spa University in the UK, the University of Munich (Rachel Carson Center) and the University of Cologne (Multidisciplinary Environmental Studies in the Humanities) in Germany, and Aoyama Gakuin University (Environmental Humanities Forum) in Japan.
6 In his theory of action, Bruno Latour employs the term “actants” to describe the various elements involved in an action. In Latour’s view, actions are not solely attributable to human actors but instead arise from relational capacities formed through chains of association encompassing both humans and nonhumans (Collin 2014: 207). In this context, actants can assume diverse forms, whether concrete, abstract, artificial, structural, or anything; they can be humans or nonhumans. For instance, in his example of the gun and the gunman, Latour shows how human and nonhuman actants are brought together in specific actions in which they share and exchange their properties (is it the gun or the man that does the shooting?) and are thereby modified to become “the hybrid actor composed…of gun and gunman” (as cited in Neves and Casimiro 2018: 25). By refusing to prioritize human agency over nonhuman agentic capacities, Latour’s perspective enriches the field of material ecocriticism. The concept of actant enables us to transcend the anthropocentric biases inherent in traditional theories of communicative agency (Collin 2014: 207).
1. The “Rotten” Matter in A Farewell to Arms

1 I use the term “storied” to emphasize the agency and the narrative ability of nonhuman matter. In “Posthuman Environs,” Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (2017a) draws on Serpil Oppermann and Serenella’s Iovino’s claim that “all matter is storied” and asks that “[m]ight ‘storied matter’ pulse in fundamental units—nouns, verbs, syllables, morphemes? (25)”; “Might matter be inscribing us, rendering humans the record of a Disanthropoce that unfolds regardless of what epochs we declare?” (Cohen 2017a: 25). The term “storied” matter is thus a counter-narrative against the anthropocentric view of nonhuman matter as passive and lacking subjectivity.
2 Ecological Gothic, also known as eco-gothic, is an emerging research field spearheaded by scholars such as Andrew Smith, William Hughes, and Monika Elbert (Silviya and Immanuel 2019: 25). This area of study has seen significant contributions through notable publications, including Smith and Hughes’s edited collection EcoGothic (2013), David Del Principe’s essay “Introduction: The EcoGothic in the Long Nineteenth Century” (2014) in Gothic Studies, and Pramod K. Nayar’s Bhopal’s Ecological Gothic (2017).
3 Traumatic experiences, which entail the development of altered states of consciousness regarding “the sense of body ownership and agency” as well as “depersonalization (where parts of the body or the entire body itself is perceived as detached and out of control),” have been linked to the onset of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Rabellino et al., “Abstract”).
4 According to the “Symptoms: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)” in National Health Service (n.d.), typical symptoms of PTSD encompass trauma re-experiencing (through nightmares, flashbacks, or physical sensations), avoidance and emotional numbing, hyperarousal (characterized by anxiety and difficulty in relaxing and concentrating), mental issues (such as depression and phobias), self-destructive behavior (including drug or alcohol misuse), and physical symptoms (like headache, dizziness, stomachache, and chest pain).
5 Carlos Baker (1972: 102) associates the “Home” concept with elements such as mountains, characterized by dry-cold conditions and evoking notions of serenity and affection. This domain is also aligned with qualities like dignity, well-being, contentment, a fulfilled life, and a connection to spirituality, if not an awareness of divinity; the “Not-Home” concept, contrastingly, is intertwined with attributes like low-lying plains, accompanied by damp rain and fog, embodying aspects of vulgarity, humiliation, ailments, suffering, restlessness, conflict, demise, and an absence of religious affiliation. This dimension represents a departure from the spiritual sphere.
6 As Jane Benett (2010: viii) observed, an “actant” pertains to an agent of action, encompassing both human and nonhuman entities. This agent possesses the capacity to enact change, wield influence, and shape outcomes, ultimately impacting the progression of events. From this respect, rain exemplifies a form of dispersed agency that transcends the scope of the deliberate, purposeful actor often associated with humanism.
7 In alignment with F. Scott Fitzgerald’s sentiments, he suggested, “Why not conclude the book with that remarkable paragraph found on page 241 [pages 317–18 in the printed version]. It stands as the most eloquent passage within the book and would provide a gentle and fitting ending” (as cited in Oldsey 2009: 495).
8 In his article, Kenneth Burke interprets the rainfall scene as mirroring Frederic’s unspoken anguish. He inquires, “Do you not find the very heavens are weeping on his behalf?” (as cited in Oldsey 2009: 499). To substantiate this viewpoint, he references Verlaine’s verse: “It rains in my heart as it rains on the town” (as cited in Oldsey 2009: 499).
2. The “Roaring” Earth in For Whom the Bell Tolls

1 In this chapter, I use interchangeable terms like “soil” or “earth” to describe dust, dirt, land, and other forms of soil.
2 The word “human” is derived from “humus,” “the organic matter in the soil where life, death, and new life are intertwined.” In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the first human, Adam (the Hebrew word for man and related to Adamah—the Hebrew word for clay or earth), is created from “the dust of the ground” (Balks and Zabowski 2016: 166). While Adam’s name means “soil,” Eve’s name means “living”; together, they symbolize “soil and life” (Balks and Zabowski 2016: 167). Deriving from the Old Norse root jordh, the name “Jordan” or Jordh also means “earth” (as cited in Shagrir 2003: 22). In Hebrew, “Jordan” or yarden, derived from the river Jordan, means “to go down” or “descend” (Benner n.d.). The name “Jordan” thus means going down to the earth.
3 While the amount of soil eroded annually per hectare is estimated to be 5–10 t in Africa, 10–20 t in Europe, North America, and Australia, and 30 t in Asia, the average thickness of that 1 t of soil formed annually per hectare is at most a mere 0.1mm (Minami 2009: 610). This means that the soil run-off rate far exceeds the soil formation rate.
4 There has been a close relationship between the quality of soil and the rise and fall of world civilizations throughout history. For instance, the decline of Roman society was caused by a soil collapse; the destruction of Mesopotamian civilization was also accelerated by soil degradation due to the accumulation of salts (Minami 2009: 608). Of course, there were other causes, such as wars and population growth. Still, the rise and decline of human civilizations in the Middle East, Greece, Rome, Mesoamerica, and others around the globe were closely associated with soil quality (Minami 2009: 608).
5 The word “soul” often refers to the spiritual part of man in contrast to the purely physical form of existence. However, the Oxford Learner’s Dictionary (2024) also indicates the “strength of character; strongly developed intellectual, moral, or aesthetic qualities; spiritual and emotional power or intensity.” The term “soul” in this chapter does not exclude the physical body of a subject. Instead, it refers to human life and the emotional and aesthetic quality of the (Spaniard) life and culture.
6 For more associations between Maria and the earth, see Lawrence R. Broer’s “Bulls and Bells: Their Toll on Robert Jordan in Hemingway’s Spain” (2016) and María DeGuzmán’s “Hemingway in the Dirt of a Blood and Soil Myth” (2016).
7 Under the Francoist government, “half of the country’s most prominent researchers and professors were killed, fled into exile, or were removed from their position for ‘antinational’ and ‘irreligious’ tendencies” (as cited in Hamilton 2017: 261). Nevertheless, natural scientists found ways to preserve the country’s wildlife and natural landscapes. For instance, Luis Pardo Garcia promoted “the preservation of wetlands by arguing that ecological health was essential to economic productivity” (Hamilton 2017: 262); Francisco Bernis wrote a letter to Franco to suggest the conservation of Donana, “a beautiful relic of virgin nature that houses perhaps the most formidable and famous zoological community that survives in Europe” (Hamilton 2017: 263).
3. The Ecology of Colors in The Old Man and the Sea

1 In his article entitled “The Ecology of Colors: Goethe’s Materialist Optics and Ecological Posthumanism,” Sullivan visualizes and promotes the posthumanist perspective embedded in Goethe’s theory of color. This article primarily utilizes Sullivan’s emphasis on colors as its theoretical approach.
2 Hemingway’s possession of Goethe’s works such as The Permanent Goethe, published in 1948, and Goethe: The Story of a Man: Being the Life of Johann Wolfgang Goethe as Told in His Own Words and the Words of His Contemporaries, published in 1949 indicates that he might be aware of Goethe’s material ecocritical perception that lies in his work. In his interview with George Plimpton in 1958, Hemingway included Thoreau on his list of “literary forebears” (Bruccoli 1986: 118). Regarding the connection between Hemingway and Thoreau, Larry Grimes (2018: 74) has pointed out that “the link begins with the relationship between Thoreau and fellow naturalist Louis Agassiz, a Harvard biological professor, and extends through Clarence Hemingway.” Although Hemingway noted in Green Hills of Africa that he had not yet read Thoreau, he had a high opinion of his work: “There is one [author] at that time [of the nineteenth century] that is supposed to be really good, Thoreau” (21). Furthermore, in the first draft of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” Hemingway named his protagonist “Henry Walden” (Baker 1967: 19–20). When he felt too alone in 1945, Hemingway told Mary that “he was planning to read Thoreau, who always reveled in solitude” (Baker 1969: 447). These aspects indicate that Hemingway acknowledged and embraced Thoreau’s transcendentalist view toward nature/God.
3 In Santiago’s description, an instance that shows Hemingway’s acknowledgment of the physics of color is that “[t]he dolphin looks green of course because he is really golden” (OMS 72). Here, the blue water makes the golden dolphin look “green” (Sylvester et al. 2018: 82).
4 Drawing on Karen Barad, Stacy Alaimo (2008: 248) emphasizes that agency is performativity that “allows matter its due as an active participant in the world’s becoming, in its ongoing ‘intra-activity.’” Agency, more specifically, in Barad’s (2003) own words, “is not aligned with human intentionality or subjectivity” (827); it is a “‘doing/being’ in its intra-activity”; it is “the enactment of interactive changes to particular practices through the dynamics of intra-activity” (Barad 2003: 827).
5 According to Angela Wright, “color is light, which travels to us in waves from the sun, on the same electro-magnetic spectrum as radio and tel, etc.” (as cited in Kurt and Osueke 2014: 3).
6 More specifically, intra-action is a neologism created to emphasize “the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (Barad 2007: 33). That is, in contrast to the usual “interaction,” which assumes that there are separate individual agencies that precede their interaction, the notion of intra-action recognizes that distinct agencies do not precede, but rather emerge through, their intra-action. It is important to note that the “distinct” agencies are only different in a relational sense, not an absolute one; “agencies are only distinct in relation to their mutual entanglement; they don’t exist as individual elements” (Barad 2007: 33).
7 The word “enmeshed” is borrowed from Timothy Morton’s theory of the mesh, which highlights the interconnectedness and openness between our material bodies and our surroundings: “The ecological thought imagines interconnectedness, which I call the mesh. Who or what is interconnected with what or whom? The mesh of interconnected things is vast, perhaps immeasurably so” (Morton 2010: 15).
8 Representing a counter-discourse, Glen Love (2003) claims that the novella fails to consider “interdependence in the fullest sense” (130) because Santiago only perceives animals that bring him “freedom and happiness” (129) as his friends and brothers. Such anthropocentrism does not recognize that the shark and Portuguese man-of-war are as crucial as the marlin, turtle, dolphin, flying fish, and plankton to the well-being of the marine ecosystem. Nevertheless, although Santiago dislikes men-of-war and certainly enjoys seeing turtles eating them, through the novella, Hemingway certainly demonstrates an interdependent eater-eaten relationship between Portuguese men-of-war, humans, sharks, and sea turtles. While men are not immune to Portuguese men-of-war’s poison, they consume the “liver oil” (OMS 37) of sharks, who hunt down loggerheads sea turtles that feed on men-of-war.
9 The marlin Santiago has caught is “a blue marlin” that has “a dark blue back, silvery white flanks and belly, and light blue or lavender stripes along its sides” (Sylvester et al. 2018: 91; Ulanski 2013: 90).
10      Due to his “psychologically and physically abusive” behavior, his “prejudiced” view on race, and so on, Hemingway has fallen at risk of being “canceled” (Pengelly 2021). According to Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries (2024), cancel culture is “a practice of excluding somebody from social or professional life by refusing to communicate with them […] because they have said or done something that other people do not agree with.” Articles regarding Hemingway and cancel culture include but are not limited to Y. J. Jun’s “Ernest Hemingway in the Age of Cancel Culture” (2021), Jeana Pierson’s “Column: Cancel Ernest Hemingway” (2021), Jon Blackstock’s “Ernest Hemingway: A Farewell to Cancel Culture” (2021).
4. Olfactory Ethics in For Whom the Bell Tolls and Other Works

1 For instance, biologists have classified humans as “microsomatic” (with a poor sense of smell) as opposed to “macrosomatic” animals, which then leads to the devaluation of olfaction in humans (as cited in Majid 2021: 111). In 2019, smell was ranked the least important of the traditional five senses by British adults; a survey of 7,000 teenagers and young adults shows that one in two would choose their computer or smartphone over their sense of smell if they had to give up one of those things (Majid 2021: 111).
2 The use of olfactory ethics is inspired by the term “nasal ethics” (442), which was first introduced in Salman Rushdie’s novel Midnight’s Children (2010), whereby the protagonist, Saleem Sinai, is born with a prominent nose and develops an acute sense of moral judgment through bodily scents. As the story unfolds, scents not only influence emotions but also emit distinguishable odors based on the character’s inner thoughts and feelings.
5. The Ecology of Death in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and “A Natural History of the Dead”

1 Harry begins his first recollection right after he feels that he is going to die: “It came with a rush; not as a rush of water nor of wind; but of a sudden evil-smelling emptiness” (CSS 47). Soon after he feels “death come again” the second time, he begins his second recollection (49). The third time, Harry is waiting for death but it does not come: “It must have gone around another street” (52). The fourth time, death comes and “move[s] in on him so its weight [i]s all upon his chest,” suffocating Harry until he dies (54). The story is then followed by Harry’s dream sequence before drawing the reader back to Helen’s discovery of his death in his safari bed.
6. The Politics of Cure in The Sun Also Rises

1 As Shaheen (2019: 156) points out, Jake uses short, declarative sentences to hide his awkwardness from his war wound. When Cohn asks him to join him on a trip to South America for romantic adventures, he answers, “I don’t know. I never wanted to go. Too expensive. You can see all the South Americans you want in Paris anyway” (SAR 17). Another example that shows Jake’s narrative as “mechanical”—like a prosthetic leg—can be found in his description of Paris at dusk (Shaheen 2019: 156). “It was a warm spring night and I sat at a table on the terrace of the Napolitan after Robert Cohn had gone, watching it get dark and the electric signs come on, and the red and green stop-and-go traffic signal, and the crowd going by, and the horse-cabs clippety-clopping along at the edge of the solid taxi traffic, and the poules going by, singly and in pairs, looking for the evening meal (SAR 22).
2 Studies have revealed that restorative experiences can occur not only in natural settings but also in specific urban environments such as museums or monasteries (Berto 2014: 396).
3 The Sun Also Rise can be regarded as semi-autobiographical. The Pamplona trip depicted in the novel is based on an actual event in which Hemingway traveled with Hadley and companions such as Robert McAlmon, John Dos Passos, and Donald Ogden Stewart to Pamplona for the fare and the 1924 World Series of bullfighting (Joost 1968: 109).
4 The term “crip” originates from “cripple,” once a commonly used term to describe individuals with physical disabilities (Gahman 2017: 705). Like “queer,” “crip” has been reclaimed by disability theorists to symbolize the shared experiences and challenges encountered by disabled communities, encompassing various physical, mental, psychological, or emotional disabilities (Gahman 2017: 705). It is a flexible concept with nuanced meanings depending on the context. However, all interpretations of “crip” are concerned with the societal construction of disability and the reasons behind the normalization of certain bodies while stigmatizing others. “Crip theories” thus shed light on the practices of othering inherent in upholding “compulsory able-bodiedness” and “able-mindedness” (Gahman 2017: 705).
5 Walvoord and Zuck (1983: 980) bolster this perspective with two compelling examples: first, the voyages to the moon and the exploration of America, while distinct endeavors, both involved the discovery of distant locales; second, the inventions of dynamite and the atomic bomb shared the common element of uncovering potent explosives.
7. Fire Ecologies in “Big Two-Hearted River”

1 See Michelle Balaev’s summary of the “war-wound” thesis in “Language’s Limits and a Doubtful Nature: Ernest Hemingway’s ‘Big Two-Hearted River’ and Friedrich Nietzsche’s Foreign Language” (2014), 107–8. Also, see Sarah Mary O’Brien’s summary of the story’s psychological symbolism in “‘I, Also, Am in Michigan’: Pastoralism of Mind in Hemingway’s ‘Big Two-Hearted River’” (2009), 67–8.
2 For instance, the ancient Hindus perceived fire as representative of “Agni,” the inner fire, and as an expression of the internal “libido-fire” denoting transformative energy within oneself (Jung 2014 [1956]: 168). In Buddhism, fire is a metaphor for “desire” due to its characteristic of consuming without attaining satisfaction (Keown 2013: 53). Both Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung similarly interpreted fire as emblematic of a “life force,” encompassing “libido or energy” (Katriel 2010: 220). Moreover, in contemporary Jewish practices, fire is a mediator connecting divinity and humanity (Katriel 2010: 221).
3 The narrative initially employs the first-person plural (“we”) and later shifts to the third person (“they”) as Jack and Al accompany Nick after getting off the train in Seney (Beall 2017: 79).
4 Here, “warmth” is associated with the tent, which connects to the concept of “home,” establishing an association between the sun and the essence of home.
8. The Elephant’s Eye and the Maji-Maji War in The Garden of Eden

1 According to Enrich H. Loewy (1991), “[s]uffering is something experienced by an individual. Its existential quality is subjective and peculiar to the individual suffering” (4). This problem of subjectivity makes judgment difficult (especially when nonhuman animals do not speak the human language), which explains why animal sentience remains a debated topic. However, these difficulties should not be the reason to restrict the interpretation and application of animal sentience. Today, all vertebrate species are regarded as “thinking and feeling beings,” and “their needs and desires will change constantly” (Proctor 2012: 633). Furthermore, recent research has shown that the cephalopods—invertebrate species—are highly sentient beings (as cited in Proctor 2012: 634). This changed the UK’s Animals Act regarding using live cephalopods for experiments in 2013 (as cited in Proctor 2012: 634). This instance shows that animal sentience—understanding whether animals can suffer—serves as the key to protecting their welfare as well as constructing a better notion of humanity.
2 First coined by Richard Ryder in 1970, speciesism refers to a lack of concern about “elementary rights to non-human animals” (Bekoff and Meaney 2013: 230). It was officially accepted by the Oxford English Dictionary in 1985 and defined as “discrimination against or exploitation of certain animal species by human beings, based on an assumption of mankind’s superiority” (Bekoff and Meaney 2013: 230).
Conclusion: Hemingway, Ecology and Culture

1 The concept of the American Dream was created by Puritans in the seventeenth century to vitalize and improve Americans from the earliest colonial settlements. Standing in this New World, the Puritans strived to create a utopian society based on hard work and repentance (since they believed people were innately sinful). By the eighteenth century, although religion still played an essential role in American life, the development of sciences led many to turn to science and philosophy to provide answers to their moral queries. During this time, Benjamin Franklin’s suggestions of moral excellence—which includes virtues such as “Temperance,” “Silence,” “Order,” “Resolution,” “Frugality,” “Industry,” “Sincerity,” “Justice,” “Moderation,” “Cleanliness,” “Tranquility,” “Chastity,” and “Humility” (Franklin 1986: 91–2)—and financial independence provided a foundation for the formation of the American Dream, even though he never used the phrase “American Dream” (Packer-Kinlaw 2013: 6). By the early nineteenth century, the notion of the “self-made man” took on a new meaning under the influences of immigration, industrialization, and the Civil War. During this time, Transcendentalism arose as an important social reform movement that promoted one’s emotional relationship with nature and God alongside idealism and individualism. This frontier mindset, led by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, quickly replaced the community-oriented thinking that once motivated the Americans. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, readers of fiction revealed a shift in their preference for cultural heroes and heroines: from “frontiersmen and larger-than-life folk heroes” to “everyday people who possessed independence, individuality, and willingness to make their own way in the world, despite traditional cultural mores” (Hacht 2007: 512).
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