
hills like white elephants literary
analysis

hills like white elephants literary analysis offers a profound exploration
into Ernest Hemingway’s masterful short story, renowned for its subtlety and
symbolic depth. This literary analysis examines the complex dynamics between
the two central characters, the man and the girl, against the backdrop of
their ambiguous conversation at a train station. The story’s minimalist
style, distinctive dialogue, and rich symbolism invite a close reading that
reveals themes of communication, choice, and gender roles. This article
delves into Hemingway’s use of setting, narrative technique, and symbolism to
uncover the underlying tensions and cultural implications embedded in the
text. Through a detailed examination, readers will gain insight into how
“Hills Like White Elephants” exemplifies Hemingway’s Iceberg Theory and
modernist literary techniques. The following sections provide a structured
analysis of the story’s elements, contributing to a comprehensive
understanding of its enduring significance in American literature.

Plot Overview and Narrative Style

Character Analysis

Themes and Symbolism

Setting and Its Significance

Language and Dialogue

Plot Overview and Narrative Style

The narrative of “Hills Like White Elephants” centers around a brief yet
tense conversation between an American man and a young woman named Jig. Set
at a train station in the Ebro River valley of Spain, the plot unfolds
primarily through dialogue, with minimal exposition. The story’s plot is
deceptively simple, focusing on the couple’s discussion about an unnamed
“operation,” widely interpreted as an abortion. Hemingway’s economical use of
words and the story’s ambiguous ending compel readers to infer the
characters’ emotions and decisions.

Minimalist Narrative Technique

Hemingway employs a minimalist narrative style characterized by sparse
descriptions and understated dialogue. The story relies heavily on subtext,
with much of the emotional weight conveyed through what remains unsaid. This
technique aligns with Hemingway’s Iceberg Theory, where the surface narrative
conceals deeper meanings beneath. The lack of explicit detail encourages
readers to analyze the characters’ interactions carefully, enhancing the
story’s psychological complexity.



Plot Structure

The story consists of a single scene, structured around the couple’s
conversation while waiting for a train. The narrative moves forward through
their exchange, with shifts in tone that reflect the characters’ conflicting
desires and fears. The story’s resolution remains open-ended, emphasizing the
uncertainty surrounding the couple’s future and the choices they face.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters is essential for a thorough hills like white
elephants literary analysis, as the story’s tension arises from their
differing perspectives and emotional states. The two main characters—the
American man and Jig—represent contrasting attitudes toward the central
issue.

The American Man

The American man is portrayed as pragmatic, persuasive, and somewhat
detached. He advocates for the operation, emphasizing its simplicity and the
freedom it will grant them. His language is calm and rational, though at
times manipulative, as he seeks to influence Jig’s decision without overt
pressure. His character reflects a tension between control and avoidance of
emotional confrontation.

Jig

Jig is depicted with greater emotional nuance and vulnerability. She grapples
with the implications of the operation, exhibiting ambivalence and
uncertainty. Her observations about the landscape and the hills “like white
elephants” reveal her search for meaning and deeper connection. Jig’s
character embodies the conflict between societal expectations, personal
desires, and the complexity of choice.

Themes and Symbolism

The story’s rich thematic content and symbolism are central to any hills like
white elephants literary analysis. Hemingway weaves multiple layers of
meaning into the narrative, using symbols and themes to explore broader human
experiences.

Communication and Miscommunication

A dominant theme is the struggle for genuine communication between the
characters. Their dialogue is marked by avoidance, indirectness, and
differing interpretations, illustrating the challenges of expressing and
understanding complex emotions. This theme underscores the alienation and
emotional distance within relationships.



Choice and Consequences

The story grapples with the theme of choice, particularly regarding the
operation that looms over the conversation. The ambiguity surrounding the
decision highlights the weight of personal agency and the consequences that
follow. The narrative invites readers to reflect on autonomy, responsibility,
and the societal pressures influencing individual choices.

Symbolism of the Hills and Landscape

The hills described as “white elephants” serve as a multifaceted symbol.
Traditionally, white elephants represent burdensome possessions or unwanted
gifts, mirroring the complex attitudes toward the pregnancy. The contrasting
landscapes on either side of the station symbolize different paths or
outcomes—fertility versus barrenness, hope versus despair.

White elephants: burdens or rare gifts

Fertile valley: life and possibility

Barren hills: desolation and endings

Train station: transition and choice

Setting and Its Significance

The setting of “Hills Like White Elephants” is integral to its literary
impact, providing more than just a physical backdrop. The story takes place
at a remote train station in Spain, a place that symbolizes transition and
decision.

Geographical and Cultural Context

The Spanish countryside setting reflects a liminal space where the characters
confront their predicament. The cultural context of the 1920s, when abortion
was highly controversial and often taboo, adds layers to the characters’
interaction and the story’s tension. The setting accentuates the themes of
isolation, choice, and the crossing of thresholds.

Symbolic Role of the Train Station

The train station functions as a metaphor for a crossroads, a point of
departure and arrival. It embodies the moment of decision, where the couple
must choose a path forward. The trains’ imminent arrival suggests impending
change and the inevitability of moving on, regardless of the choice made.



Language and Dialogue

Language and dialogue in “Hills Like White Elephants” are critical to its
meaning and style. Hemingway’s choice of words and conversational tone
contribute to the story’s subtlety and complexity.

Economy of Language

Hemingway’s economy of language is evident in the story’s concise sentences
and straightforward vocabulary. This minimalism forces readers to pay close
attention to nuance and implication, as much remains unsaid beneath the
surface. The restrained prose exemplifies Hemingway’s distinctive literary
style.

Subtext in Dialogue

The dialogue between the characters is marked by subtext and indirectness.
The man’s repeated reassurances contrast with Jig’s more reflective and
hesitant remarks. The tension arises from their inability or unwillingness to
address the subject directly, making the dialogue a study in implication and
emotional undercurrents.

Dialogue reveals character motivations subtly.1.

Indirect communication reflects emotional barriers.2.

Repetition emphasizes underlying conflict.3.

Ambiguity invites multiple interpretations.4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Hills Like White
Elephants' by Ernest Hemingway?

The central theme of 'Hills Like White Elephants' is the tension and
communication difficulties between a couple facing an unplanned pregnancy,
exploring themes of choice, responsibility, and the complexities of
relationships.

How does Hemingway use symbolism in 'Hills Like White
Elephants'?

Hemingway uses symbolism extensively, such as the 'white elephants'
representing something unwanted or burdensome, and the contrasting
landscapes—the barren hills and fertile river valley—symbolizing the choice
between abortion and keeping the baby.



What role does the setting play in the story 'Hills
Like White Elephants'?

The setting, a train station between two contrasting landscapes, symbolizes a
crossroads or decision point in the couple's lives, reflecting the tension
and ambiguity in their conversation about the pregnancy.

How does the dialogue in 'Hills Like White Elephants'
contribute to its literary meaning?

The sparse and indirect dialogue mirrors the couple's inability to
communicate openly about the pregnancy and abortion, creating a subtext that
reveals their conflicting emotions and power dynamics.

Why is 'Hills Like White Elephants' considered an
example of Hemingway's 'Iceberg Theory'?

The story exemplifies Hemingway's 'Iceberg Theory' because much of the
meaning lies beneath the surface; the brief dialogue hints at deeper
emotional and moral conflicts without explicitly stating them, encouraging
readers to infer the underlying issues.

What is the significance of the couple's differing
perspectives in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

The differing perspectives highlight the themes of choice and autonomy, with
the man advocating for abortion and the woman showing ambivalence, which
underscores the emotional complexity and gender dynamics within the
relationship.

How does 'Hills Like White Elephants' address the
theme of communication and misunderstanding?

The story illustrates how indirect communication and avoidance of the topic
lead to misunderstanding and emotional distance, emphasizing how the couple
struggles to confront their reality and reach a mutual understanding.

Additional Resources
1. "Hills Like White Elephants: A Critical Companion"
This book offers an in-depth literary analysis of Ernest Hemingway’s "Hills
Like White Elephants." It explores the story’s themes, symbolism, and
narrative style, providing readers with a comprehensive understanding of the
text. Scholars dissect the subtext and the story’s minimalist dialogue to
reveal its underlying tensions and meanings.

2. "Ernest Hemingway's Short Stories: A Study Guide"
This guide covers multiple Hemingway short stories, including "Hills Like
White Elephants," offering detailed summaries and analyses. It examines
Hemingway’s distinctive writing style and the socio-political contexts
influencing his work. The book is useful for students and literary
enthusiasts seeking to grasp the nuances of his storytelling.



3. "Symbolism and Subtext in Modernist Literature"
Focusing on modernist works, this book delves into the use of symbolism and
subtext, with a special chapter dedicated to "Hills Like White Elephants." It
highlights how authors convey complex ideas through minimalist prose and
indirect dialogue. The analysis reveals the broader literary techniques that
define modernism.

4. "Gender and Communication in Hemingway's Fiction"
This scholarly text investigates gender dynamics and communication styles in
Hemingway’s stories, including "Hills Like White Elephants." It discusses how
the characters’ interactions reflect societal attitudes toward gender roles
and relationships. The book provides a feminist and sociolinguistic
perspective on Hemingway’s work.

5. "Narrative Techniques in 20th Century Short Stories"
This book examines narrative strategies used in early 20th-century short
fiction, with "Hills Like White Elephants" serving as a key example. It
explores Hemingway’s use of dialogue, point of view, and minimalism to create
tension and ambiguity. Readers learn how narrative form shapes meaning and
reader interpretation.

6. "The Art of Minimalism in Literature"
Highlighting minimalist literature, this book analyzes works that employ
sparse language and subtle storytelling, including Hemingway’s "Hills Like
White Elephants." It discusses how minimalism invites readers to engage
actively with the text to uncover deeper significance. The book offers
insights into the power of brevity in literary art.

7. "Conflict and Resolution in Short Fiction"
This collection explores themes of conflict and resolution in various short
stories, focusing on characters’ psychological and emotional struggles.
"Hills Like White Elephants" is analyzed for its portrayal of personal and
relational conflict through subtext. The book emphasizes the role of tension
and ambiguity in storytelling.

8. "Cultural Contexts of Hemingway's Work"
Providing historical and cultural background, this book situates Hemingway’s
stories within the social milieu of the 1920s and 1930s. It sheds light on
how "Hills Like White Elephants" reflects contemporary attitudes toward
issues like gender, autonomy, and communication. The analysis enhances
appreciation of the story’s layered meanings.

9. "Dialogue and Silence: Communication in Literature"
This book investigates the interplay of spoken dialogue and silence in
literary texts, with a focus on short stories such as "Hills Like White
Elephants." It explores how what is left unsaid can be as powerful as
dialogue in conveying character emotions and themes. The study underscores
the importance of subtextual communication in narrative.
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