
Hills Like White Elephants

Hills Like White Elephants is a short story written by American author Ernest Hemingway, first
published in 1927. The narrative takes place in a train station in the Ebro River valley of Spain, where a
couple engages in a tense dialogue about a life-changing decision. The story is renowned for its minimalist
style, use of symbolism, and exploration of themes such as communication, choice, and the complexities of
relationships. In this article, we will delve into the key elements of the story, its themes, character
dynamics, and the critical reception it has garnered over the years.



Plot Summary

At its core, "Hills Like White Elephants" revolves around a conversation between an unnamed American
man and a woman named Jig. They are waiting for a train, and their dialogue reveals a significant
underlying tension regarding Jig's potential decision to have an abortion. The story opens with a
description of the landscape surrounding the train station, which is symbolically rich and sets the tone for
their conversation.

As they wait, the couple discusses their plans and the option of having a medical procedure that the man
insists is a simple and straightforward choice. Jig, however, is more ambivalent about the decision, and her
feelings are complicated by the implications it has for their relationship. The conversation unfolds with
layers of meaning, characterized by Hemingway's hallmark "iceberg" theory, where much is left unsaid,
and the subtext carries the emotional weight of the story.

Setting

The setting of "Hills Like White Elephants" plays a pivotal role in the narrative. The story takes place in a
train station in Spain, which serves as a liminal space, symbolizing transition and the impending change in
the couple's lives.

Symbolism of the Landscape

- Hills: The hills in the background are described as looking like white elephants, which serves as a
powerful metaphor. White elephants are often seen as burdensome gifts; thus, they symbolize the potential
child that Jig is contemplating.
- The Train Station: The train station represents a crossroads—both literally and metaphorically. The couple
is at a point of decision, and the station becomes a place where paths diverge.
- Alcohol: Throughout the dialogue, there is a recurring mention of drinks, which symbolizes the couple's
attempt to cope with their anxiety and the weight of their conversation.

Thematic Exploration

Hemingway's story is laden with thematic depth, and several significant themes emerge from the text.



Communication and Miscommunication

One of the central themes of the story is the struggle for effective communication. The dialogue between
Jig and the American is fraught with misunderstanding and unspoken feelings.

- Inability to Connect: The couple's conversation reveals their inability to understand each other's
perspectives. While the man tries to persuade Jig that the procedure is a simple solution, Jig feels the
emotional weight of the decision.
- Subtext: Much of the meaning lies beneath the surface of their dialogue. The couple's words often convey
the opposite of what they feel, illustrating the complexity of their relationship.

Choice and Consequences

The decision regarding the potential abortion serves as the crux of the story.

- Jig's Dilemma: Jig is caught between her desire to please her partner and her own feelings about
motherhood. The decision is not just about the procedure but reflects her struggle for autonomy and the
consequences of her choice.
- The American's Perspective: The man presents the option as a straightforward choice, revealing his
desire to maintain the status quo in their relationship without considering the emotional ramifications for
Jig.

Gender Dynamics

The story also delves into the complexities of gender roles and power dynamics within relationships.

- Patriarchal Voice: The American's insistence on the simplicity of the procedure reflects traditional
masculine authority. He attempts to dominate the conversation, often trivializing Jig's feelings.
- Jig's Agency: Jig's hesitations and emotional responses highlight her struggle for agency in a relationship
where her desires are often sidelined.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Hills Like White Elephants" are pivotal in conveying the themes and emotions of the
story.



Jig

Jig is a complex character whose internal conflict is central to the narrative.

- Emotional Depth: Her hesitance and vulnerability reveal her depth as a character. She grapples with the
implications of her choices and experiences a range of emotions, from hope to despair.
- Symbol of Change: Jig represents the possibility of change and the struggle to assert one's identity in the
face of societal expectations.

The American Man

The unnamed American man serves as both a companion and an antagonist in Jig's journey.

- Self-Interest: His insistence on the procedure being "perfectly simple" reveals a selfishness that contrasts
with Jig's complexity.
- Symbol of Control: He embodies the societal pressures that often dictate personal decisions, highlighting
the theme of power dynamics in relationships.

Critical Reception

Since its publication, "Hills Like White Elephants" has received significant critical attention.

- Literary Significance: The story is often lauded for its minimalist style, which invites readers to engage
deeply with the text. Hemingway's use of dialogue and subtext has influenced countless writers and
remains a subject of study in literary circles.
- Contemporary Relevance: The themes of choice, gender dynamics, and communication continue to
resonate in contemporary discussions about relationships and reproductive rights, making the story timeless.

Conclusion

"Hills Like White Elephants" is a masterful exploration of communication, choice, and the complexities of
human relationships. Through its rich symbolism and nuanced characters, Hemingway crafts a narrative
that invites readers to engage with the unspoken tensions between the protagonists. The story’s minimalist
approach and reliance on subtext serve to deepen its emotional impact, making it a poignant reflection on
the nature of love, choice, and the human experience. As we continue to navigate these themes in modern
society, Hemingway's work remains a powerful commentary on the challenges of communication and the
weight of choice in our lives.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Hills Like White Elephants'?
The central theme of 'Hills Like White Elephants' is the conflict between personal choice and societal
expectations, particularly regarding the topic of abortion and the struggles of communication in
relationships.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'Hills Like White
Elephants'?
The setting, a train station in the Ebro River valley, symbolizes a crossroads in the characters' lives,
reflecting their emotional tension and the pivotal decision they must make about their future.

What does the title 'Hills Like White Elephants' symbolize?
The title symbolizes the burden of an unwanted pregnancy and the complicated emotions surrounding it,
with 'white elephants' representing something precious yet difficult to manage or maintain.

How are the characters' communication styles significant in the story?
The characters' communication styles are marked by indirectness and subtext, highlighting their inability
to openly discuss their feelings and the implications of their choices, which ultimately leads to
misunderstandings.

What role does gender play in the dynamics between the characters?
Gender plays a significant role, as the male character, who appears to have more influence, pressures the
female character into considering an abortion, illustrating the power imbalance often present in
relationships.

How does Hemingway's writing style contribute to the story?
Hemingway's concise and sparse writing style, known as the 'iceberg theory,' allows readers to infer
deeper meanings beneath the surface dialogue, enhancing the emotional complexity of the characters'
situation.

What is the significance of the landscape described in the story?
The contrasting landscapes—the barren hills and the fertile valley—represent the characters' conflicting
desires and the potential outcomes of their decision, symbolizing life and death.



What can be inferred about the future of the couple by the end of the
story?
By the end of the story, it can be inferred that the couple's relationship is strained and uncertain, as they
struggle to reconcile their differing desires and the weight of their decision, suggesting a bleak future.

How does 'Hills Like White Elephants' reflect societal attitudes towards
abortion in the 1920s?
The story reflects the societal attitudes of the 1920s, where abortion was often taboo and largely unspoken,
highlighting the stigma and emotional turmoil surrounding women's reproductive choices during that era.
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Explore the themes and symbolism in Hemingway's "Hills Like White Elephants." Discover how this
iconic story captures complex relationships. Learn more!
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