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Frederic Henry’s Search for Maturity in the Novel A Farewell to Arms

 
Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms exemplifies his ability to express the voice of the Lost Generation. Written in 1929, this piece is a staple of a culture that was haunted by the effects World War One left on the world. Frustrated by the futile politics of war, the young men caught in the Lost Generation were searching for a means to understand and control life. Hemingway incorporated the premise of personal growth through apostasy into his protagonist, Frederic Henry, and his many examples of code heroes. The trials Frederic Henry experiences during World War One shape him throughout the novel, but he never reaches a possible point of maturity until the novel's close. In A Farewell to Arms, Frederic Henry is not capable of personal maturity until he bids farewell to war, order, and love.

War in A Farewell to Arms disrupts each character’s existence as equally as it disrupts the border between Italy and Austria. The Great War was fought across a plain more vast than any History had previously seen. It not only politically encompassed nations across Europe and the globe, but it interrupted an entire generation’s development into adulthood. In the aforementioned generation, boys learned to shave in trenches and had their young, dreaming minds calibrated to geopolitical concepts that they could not possibly take to heart. A Farewell to Arms insinuates that national leaders do not even understand the marionette strings of politics when it targets Italy’s leader as a buffoon. However, the novel does not concentrate on the shortcomings of leaders or the elite, which Passini accuses of being “a class that… is stupid and does not realize anything and never can… Why we have this war” (51; ch.. 9), but proves the fighting man’s incapability to grasp the reason for war through its characters. No character in the novel ever states a national motivation for aiding in the conflict, nor does any character express what his country fights to retain or desires to gain through war. 
This personal detachment is prevalent throughout the novel and demonstrates how the war is a sweeping movement that, in reality, is fought against and not supported. Though most characters speak of understanding the horrors of war and longing for peace, an absence of political substance exists which would explain their roles in the war. Few venture past describing how the war affects them directly and into mapping its inner workings as Passini does by attempting to describe its continuous and relentless nature: “There is no finish to war… War is not won by victory… One side must stop fighting… But no, instead there is war” (50; ch. 9). 
This endless ebb and flow of fighting places the conflict into such a large scope that any character would be rendered powerless when compared to it. Being a true outside force, the war presented to the reader is not controllable. In fact, its inescapability is the most stressed observation in A Farewell to Arms and is paralleled by Catherine Barkley’s fear of the rain. Both the rain and war are conditions that are not decided by the mortal players who are so influenced by them. They seem to be divinely directed because they conduct themselves without human hands noticeably shaping their ways. This inevitability associated with war seduces many of the soldiers to participate, even if it is truly not their war in motives. Service is thrust upon the boys in the novel and serves as a disruption in their normal search for identity. 
The political void found inside individual soldiers is filled by differing modi operandi which work to apply personal reason for abetting a particular warring side. Ettore Moretti represents the school of soldiers that bends to the pageantry of war. Both the fighting’s gallantry and the weight of medals are ornate detours to true personal development, and they become crutches to amend the decorated person’s sense of lacking. Conversely, another soldier might be embraced in enmity not because of self satisfying vendettas but because of cultural obligations, as Gino, a born Italian, indicates he is. Gino underscores the notion that a boy might discontinue his progression towards maturity because he believes that a cause calls for his involvement. Yet another class of fighter, shored by its envoy of Frederic Henry, is not drawn by any particular cause and does not relate to the more goal oriented modi operandi. These soldiers appear to be the lost flock of conflict and are not self guided but influenced by the current of war. Because Frederic Henry is detached from the most resounding reasons for fighting, the reader of A Farewell to Arms can bluntly observe his growing contempt for the Great War. His escape from the persecution of the Battle Police through the baptismal river marks the shedding of the emotionally repressive confines which war binds to its soldiers. Henry’s rebirth leaves a man, who had always eschewed the stars on his sleeve and perverse abstract terms such as glory, free from the restrictions of war. Though Hemingway shows us three distinct states of soldiering ideals, Henry is the only class of fighter who prepares himself to move progressively in his future life. As he foregoes the temptations of war and creates a separate peace for himself, he bids farewell to the arms of war and attains the first separation he requires. 

The second separation Frederic Henry must create to prime for a revelation in maturity is of him and order. A Farewell to Arms infects its characters with several outside forces and then defines the characters by their interaction with the oppressing force. This holds true not just for the phenomenon of war and love but for the more subtle concepts of order and structure which run through the novel. If order can be defined as a peaceful equilibrium of multiple people that operates for function, then rebellion could be described as inflaming the structure which allows for the peaceful equilibrium to exist. Hemingway’s characters can be assessed by identifying the degree to which they adhere to the structure of order and to which degree they adhere to anarchy for self interest. Basic structured order found in A Farewell to Arms includes nationality, religion, and family. For self realization to occur, Frederic Henry must free himself from the three previously mentioned institutions which would normally govern him. 
Henry begins the novel questioned for his decision to enlist with the Italian army. He is American born and in all expectations would have been adjoined to his American brethren in combat, but he instead signs on to duty with an Italian ambulance brigade. This immediately brands Henry as a soldier who is not bound by nationality. However, Henry completely severs any bond he had with his adopted country of Italy when he absconds into the river. He is present to watch the structure of the army collapse and has no connection with the writhing institution, only caring to close the war torn saga of his life and be reunited with Catherine. Henry’s serving under a foreign force suggests he does not operate under the conventional structure of war, and his willingness to rip the stars from his shoulder and move to Switzerland verifies his successful detachment from the institution of the armed services. 
Approaches to religion in A Farewell to Arms are conducted by several different characters, each giving a view which is unique. The presiding position on religion, which the reader assumes Frederic Henry is to believe, is a consolidation of every character’s opinion. It is rare that Henry himself discusses religion, though he is often listening to another person’s assessment. A comment made about religious silence evidently holds truth when Henry tells Rinaldi, “I [Henry] never discuss a Saint after dark” (173; ch. 15). Henry and the priest share a special comradeship which extends from the realms of protection to theological identification. A softer, more reverent side of Henry is shown through his conversations with the priest. Even though he admits he does not have a love for God, Henry coexists with religion in these passages. Later in the progression of the novel, coexistence is not a plausible philosophy for a war beaten Rinaldi, who becomes cynical in his interpretation of reason from scripture. Rinaldi says, “I am the snake. I am the snake of reason” (170; ch. 25) and by doing so establishes the religious rebel as the clearest of thinkers. The Major further asserts the view that those who deviate from the structure of religion are in a position to become more profound and astute: “All thinking men are atheists” (8; ch. 2). A Farewell to Arms features several characters as deviants from the conventional, including Catherine Barkley in her adoption of Frederic Henry as an idol to worship. The abandonment of customary religion is needed for Henry to reach full concentration on himself as a person, though the faith exhibited by his relations with the priest is needed in his quest for maturity.

A Farewell to Arms presents each outside force in a theatre suiting its reach. War grips the entire world, while nationality only commands the people of a nation; therefore, the novel portrays each in its appropriate scope. The novel appropriates its cast of characters to express the facets of religious exploration and does not masquerade in the idea that an entire nation is needed. The third division of order and structure is the more magnified sect of family. In this more controlled environment, relegated by blood, the schism is more pronounced. Frederic Henry is living abroad during the span of the novel and does not even consider it of importance to send word to his family that he is in fact alive and not dead as had been reported. His separation of family is unequivocally steadfast. This is verified when Henry tells Catherine that she would not have to meet his family even though they were to be married. In Henry’s realm of fantasy, he was already completely independent of any family ties.
An important passage for Henry to complete is to distance him from the institutions that ensure people remain the same. His search for individuality must first lead him away from the confines of order and structure, best exemplified by nationality, religion, and family responsibility. Once he is freed from that which defines people in mass and segregates them into conformity, he can begin to examine his personal relationships and eventually his personality.
The residing love in A Farewell to Arms is particularly strong because it is fed by the horrors of war. The lover’s bond between Frederic Henry and Catherine Barkley is formed as an escape from the shelling and death which so encompassed the country around them. However, the relationship is first formed as a trite escape from boredom for both individuals who were suffocating far behind the front lines. During the first segment of their courting Henry does not approach Catherine with the purpose of conjoining souls, but he instead lobbies for a romance to break the monotonous pace of the military life. It is only play. Henry best describes his emotions when he says, “I did not love Catherine Barkley nor had any idea of loving her. This was a game, like bridge, in which you said things instead of playing cards” (30; ch. 6). The innocence of the summer romance is lost when Henry is injured and boarded in a hospital where Catherine works. Having faced the possibility of death, Henry is now ready to embrace what he can salvage in life, and Catherine, having mourned the death of a former lover, is also in need of a retreat to happiness. Together they create a realm where they can live without the terrors of war pressing down on them and a world where not even God can preside over their love. The love shared by Henry and Catherine is born out of a need to be comforted. Henry describes a strange internal reaction he has when Catherine enters the room. “When I saw her I was in love with her. Everything turned over inside of me” (91; ch. 14). Here the emotion of love does spring from him, but the feeling he experiences is that of his priorities being turned upside-down. Henry had never needed her love until this moment, and the feeling of love that makes him sick is a reaction of his body trying to attain what Catherine can give him. The relationship they kindle is a plastic one that evokes very few true passions or feelings. It is a tool that distracts both from the ongoing war and gives purpose to the lives they are leading, but it is an obstacle to their lives developing truthfully. They are so fearful of breaking the separate world they have created that they do not dare risk expressing true emotions. They are trapped inside of their relationship and are afraid to move because it might blur the picture they have so carefully created. Passini’s observation of war’s never ending nature holds true to the relentlessness of Henry and Catherine’s love. It is inconceivable that either side would throw down his or her arms because they can not think of life without the joys that love’s war brings.

Love and war can be easily paralleled throughout A Farewell to Arms. Henry begins uninvolved in both, regarding himself as only an outside player, but soon becomes rapt in the deep obsessions that both bring. Every man will succumb to the temptations of both war and love, for both are paraded on the laurels of honor and devotion as well as on the promise that challenge will be rewarded with medals of substantial weight. No matter how Henry resists the influences they have on his life, he needs what they offer him. He is a pawn in the making of war and love until the great retreat from the Italian-Austrian border and life’s retreat from Catherine Barkley are sounded. In the wake of the army and life’s exodus, the butchery of war and love is spread out so it can be seen. The endgame involved in military and romance leaves nightmares in forms of burned villages and dead babies’ eyes. War is fought on the premise that it will be bloodless, and love is made on the premise that it will be childless; thus, countries and lovers are lost.

The sorrowing loss of Catherine Barkley during childbirth is the final break Henry requires to reach his point of progression. This farewell, which is bid to the arms which conduct love, is the one Henry is not willing to make. It takes the child, the contemptible carnage of war’s parallel, to execute the paring of Henry’s remaining obstacle. Though Henry never truly loves Catherine and only loves the safety she provides him, he was committed to her fully and would have been lost as an individual if she had not died.

The end of A Farewell to Arms brings Frederic Henry to a point of choice. His assembled experiences, which have been gathered from his loses, have given him the opportunity to choose a path of existence for himself. He has reached a point where he can discover the individuality that was so revered by the Lost Generation, because he has been molded by living through war, order, and love, and having to give up each. He acknowledges that the three principle players in A Farewell to Arms have affected his life and makes the decision to assimilate the changes into it. The strength it takes Henry to bid farewell to each culminates in his walking through the rain at the close of the book. He will continue through the rain and all of the outside forces which collapse on an individual. Never could he have attained the strength to do so without bidding farewell to the arms of war, order, and love.
