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Abstract: This article examines the themes of fate, loss, and existential 

struggle in Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. The novel portrays how war 

and circumstance shape human experience, emphasizing the unpredictability of life 

and the inevitability of suffering. Through the experiences of Lieutenant Frederic 

Henry and Catherine Barkley, Hemingway explores how individuals confront 

mortality, grief, and uncontrollable external forces. The study argues that the novel 

presents life as a delicate balance between agency and fate, where personal choices 

are often overshadowed by events beyond human control, highlighting the 

existential challenges faced in times of conflict. 
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Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, first published in 1929, provides a 

compelling exploration of human existence under the pressures of war. While much 

critical attention has focused on love and resilience, the novel equally examines how 

fate, loss, and existential struggle shape human experience. Lieutenant Frederic 

Henry, an American serving in the Italian army, and Catherine Barkley, an English 

nurse, navigate intimacy, ambition, and survival against a backdrop of war and 

mortality. Hemingway emphasizes that life is governed not only by personal choices 

but also by unpredictable forces, revealing the fragility of human plans. 

https://scientific-jl.com/luch/


 

 

https:// journalss.org/index.php/luch/                                    Часть-68_ Том-1_Апрелъ-2026 153 

Fate manifests repeatedly throughout the novel, influencing both minor and 

major events. Frederic reflects on his limited control over life when he says, “I knew 

that I would never care what anyone thought of me anymore,” demonstrating his 

growing awareness of the indifference of circumstance. The sudden shelling that 

wounds Frederic during battle further underscores how external forces disrupt 

human intentions: despite careful planning, individuals remain subject to chance. 

Hemingway portrays fate not as a distant philosophical concept but as an active, 

tangible force in the characters’ daily experiences. 

Loss is central to the narrative, shaping emotional and existential realities. 

Frederic and Catherine struggle to preserve love and hope amid constant danger. 

When Catherine’s health deteriorates, the narrative emphasizes the cruel 

inevitability of human suffering. Hemingway writes, “I could not care what 

happened to anyone else in the world. I was very lonely. I was in a desert.” The stark 

imagery highlights the emotional isolation caused by loss, suggesting that grief is 

not merely personal but also existential, reflecting the unpredictable and often harsh 

nature of life. 

The existential struggle arises from the tension between personal agency and 

uncontrollable circumstance. Frederic attempts to assert control over his life—

through desertion, love, and protective care for Catherine—yet the surrounding 

world undermines these efforts. When Catherine dies during childbirth, Frederic 

laments, “I had no one to love or to love me. I could not believe it.” Hemingway 

uses this moment to illustrate the limits of human influence, emphasizing that 

existential confrontation with mortality and loss is inevitable, regardless of one’s 

intentions or desires. 

War amplifies the novel’s existential themes, creating a context where human 

plans are constantly disrupted. The Italian front is portrayed as chaotic and arbitrary, 
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where life and death are dictated by random chance. Frederic observes, “The war 

seemed to me all wrong, but one had to live it and go through it,” acknowledging 

that survival often depends not on virtue or skill but on circumstance. This depiction 

reinforces Hemingway’s broader philosophical concern: human existence is 

precarious, and the struggle to find meaning occurs amidst forces beyond control. 

Symbolism in the novel further illuminates these themes. Rain, recurring 

throughout the narrative, often accompanies moments of tragedy, such as 

Catherine’s final illness and the sense of inevitability surrounding death. Frederic 

reflects, “It seemed to me that life could not have been fairer, and yet it was so cruel.” 

The juxtaposition of hope and suffering underscores the existential tension between 

human aspiration and the randomness of fate, demonstrating that life’s meaning is 

negotiated within the constraints of uncertainty. 

In conclusion, A Farewell to Arms presents a rich meditation on fate, loss, and 

existential struggle, revealing how life’s unpredictability shapes human thought, 

emotion, and action. Through Frederic and Catherine’s experiences, Hemingway 

emphasizes that personal choices are often limited by external forces, and that 

confronting mortality and grief is an unavoidable aspect of existence. By integrating 

moments of reflection, dialogue, and stark description, the novel illustrates the 

delicate balance between agency and fate, offering enduring insight into the human 

condition amidst conflict and uncertainty. 
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