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Patriotism and Treason in A Farewell to Arms

Hugh Selwyn Mauberley spoke for a generation embittered by its
experience of the Great War and disappointed by the grim realities
of the postwar years:

There died a myriad,

And of the best, among them,

For an old bitch gone in the teeth,
For a botched civilization,

Charm, smiling at the good mouth,
Quick eyes gone under earth’s lid,
For two gross of broken statues,
For a few thousand battered books.

(Pound 732-33)

But the young reporter who in 1922 wrote up his “old” Italian front
for the Toronto Daily Star was not yet a follower of Ezra Pound’s
Mauberley. He was not yet showing disappointment at the way the
Great War had been conducted, nor was he preoccupied with any
of its disturbing legacies. His immediate disappointment derived
merely from his discovery that the honored war dead had been
removed from their original burial sites. They were no longer to be
found buried in the battlefields where they had died. That the bodies
had been removed nullified the young man’s own original “feelings
in the battlefields.” Such places were no longer hallowed to him, for
“the dead that made them both holy and real were dug up and
reburied in big, orderly cemeteries miles away from where they
died” (Hemingway [1922] 176). Notably, this speaker is still a young
man, not the mature novelist whose fictional alter ego in 4 Farewell
to Arms reacts matter of factly to the sight of the fallen dead, showing
neither pity nor grief.
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The twenty-three-year-old Hemingway had discovered on his
journey to the battlefields of his youth that it took the buried
dead to make “holy” and “real” the ground over which they lost
their lives and in which they were at first buried. But men killed
in battle, in the novel he published seven years later, mean
something different to his disillusioned narrator. Frederic Henry
interrupts his own editorial denunciation of war’s patriotic
slogans and “big words™ to say: “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” (Hemingway [1929] 196). Thinking
similar thoughts in an earlier time, a distinguished naturalist
wrote: “To eat the vanquished, that’s good warfare, the only
sort excusable. What I do not understand, nor shall until we tin
the meat on the battlefield for food, is our wars between
nations”—thus J. Henri Fabre, as he contemplates human
warfare, having just described the outcome of a deadly fight
between two scorpions in which “for four or five days, almost
without a break, the cannibal nibbles at his murdered comrade”

405).

: 'I%at Fabre might have been on Hemingway’s mind when he
wrote A Farewell to Arms is further suggested when the much-
admired scene in which Frederic Henry, playing indifferent god
(but no messiah) to ants huddling away from the end of a
burning log, throws “a tin cup of water on the log,” which
perhaps steams the ants (1929 350), is read against Fabre’s
account of the experiment in which he, godlike, exposes
scorpions to fire (406-07). Fabre tests the notion that when
confronted with fire, scorpions commit suicide. What he
discovers instead is that when put to this dangerous test
scorpions feign death. So, too, in a sense, does Frederic Henry
“feign” his own death when he disappears into the river as he
is being shot at.2

To his own version of Fabre’s modest proposal, Hemingway
appends a different sort of wartime complaint. Frederic Henry
speaks out against the decline and decadence of words in
wartime. “There were many words that you could not stand to
hear and finally only the names of places had dignity,” he says.
“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
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