g AL-AASAR Journal Vol. 2, No. 1 (2025)
& Quarterly Research Journal ~— Online ISSN: 3006-693X
/ www. al-aasar.com Print ISSN: 3006-6921

NIHILISM AND THE FUTILITY OF WAR: ANIETZSCHEAN READING OF
HEMINGWAY’S FOR WHOM THE BELL TOLLS

'Abdul Aziz

Assistant Professor of English,Government Associate College Buchal Kalan, Chakwal
2Neelam Inam

Lecturer in English, department of English and applied Linguistics, University of science and
technology Bannu

*Muhammad Hassan Shah

Lecturer in English,Department of English and Applied Linguistics,University of Science and
Technology Bannu

Abstract

This paper explores the manifestations of nihilism and existential disillusionment in Ernest Hemingway’s For
Whom the Bell Tolls (1940) through the lens of Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophical framework. The study
investigates the collapse of traditional moral and religious values among the characters, their psychological
trauma resulting from war, and their attempts—both successful and failed—to construct meaning in a world
devoid of inherent purpose. By focusing on key characters such as Robert Jordan, Anselmo, Pilar, and Maria,
the research reveals how Hemingway portrays war as a catalyst for existential crisis. The analysis also
incorporates Carter’s psychological study of sexual trauma, thereby highlighting the intersection of
philosophical nihilism and emotional breakdown. Ultimately, the novel reflects Nietzsche's concept of passive
and active nihilism, while subtly evoking the need for revaluation of values and the assertion of the will to
power.
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Background of the Study

Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940) stands as a monumental representation
of 20th-century war literature. Written against the backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, the
novel delves into the human psyche tormented by violence, disillusionment, and moral
ambiguity. The existential despair faced by characters such as Robert Jordan, Pilar, and
Anselmo reflects a deeper philosophical crisis—rooted in nihilism. Nietzsche’s declaration of
the "death of God" resonates throughout the novel, highlighting a spiritual vacuum and
societal breakdown.

Statement of the Problem

The modern condition, marked by war, trauma, and the decline of religious and moral
certainties, often leads to existential crises and nihilistic despair. In Hemingway’s For Whom
the Bell Tolls, characters exhibit signs of psychological and moral disintegration under the
pressures of war. The study seeks to interpret how Hemingway's portrayal of war and its
psychological consequences reflects Nietzsche’s concept of nihilism and existential crisis and
if the characters find a way to create meaning in a meaningless world, as Nietzsche’s idea of
the will to power demands?
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Literature Review

Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls continues to attract scholarly attention for its
historical, thematic, and stylistic richness. A wide array of recent studies explore the novel’s
depiction of war, identity, community, and literary technique, reflecting its enduring
relevance.

Sharma (2023) undertakes a comparative study of Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms and For
Whom the Bell Tolls, arguing that both works showcase Hemingway’s minimalist prose, anti-
war stance, and personal experiences translated into fiction. The analysis emphasizes how the
war-torn settings and tragic love stories serve as two sides of the same thematic coin.
Similarly, Kanwal (2024) examines Hemingway’s thematic focus on the loss of innocence
and the psychological toll of war. Her study stresses the fragility of human relationships and
the hero’s internal conflict, asserting that Hemingway effectively captures the complexity of
wartime identity and morality.

From a philosophical and historical standpoint, Khale (2024) applies a New Historicist
framework to uncover how the novel elevates marginalized voices amidst the chaos of the
Spanish Civil War. She posits that Hemingway interrogates power structures while resisting
conventional historical narratives, positioning Robert Jordan not only as a soldier but also as
a witness to ideological betrayal and sacrifice.

The collective dimension of Hemingway’s narrative is central to Li’s (2024) analysis, which
identifies three types of communities—by blood, place, and spirit—depicted throughout the
novel. She argues that the characters strive to maintain human connections and ethical values,
despite the brutal disintegration caused by war.

Mahmood (2023) addresses the theme of the “Lost Generation,” emphasizing how Robert
Jordan’s psychological weariness mirrors broader post-war disillusionment. He explores the
character’s internal crisis and search for purpose as emblematic of a generation grappling
with meaning in a devastated world.

In a stylistic vein, Mugair, Khadum, and Khalaf (2024) employ Leech’s (1969) stylistic
model to explore Hemingway’s linguistic choices. Their analysis reveals a deliberate
economy of language and distinctive use of figures of speech, cohesion, and grammatical
features that contribute to the novel’s narrative power and emotional depth.

A comprehensive textual commentary is provided by Vernon (2024), who explores the
novel’s literary, historical, and symbolic layers. His close reading underscores Hemingway’s
method of interweaving personal, political, and philosophical strands, making the novel not
only a war story but also a profound meditation on death, duty, and solidarity.

Together, these studies reaffirm For Whom the Bell Tolls as a multifaceted text that continues
to inspire rich critical engagement. The novel’s blend of narrative economy, ideological
critique, and emotional resonance ensures its enduring place in twentieth-century American
literature.

This qualitative research employs textual analysis as its primary method, supported by
philosophical interpretation grounded in Nietzschean nihilism. Selected passages from the
novel are examined to uncover the underlying philosophical themes and emotional states of
the characters. Secondary sources, including books and peer-reviewed articles on Nietzsche
and Hemingway, are used to contextualize and support the analysis.
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Theoretical Framework

Nietzsche’s theory of nihilism provides the foundation for this study. He posits that the
absence of absolute meaning leads to an existential crisis—an internal conflict rooted in the
realization that life lacks inherent value or truth (Nietzsche, 1968). This void, which
Nietzsche terms nihilism, often results in apathy, despair, or the rejection of moral and
spiritual systems.

Nietzsche further distinguishes between passive and active nihilism. While passive nihilism
entails resignation and withdrawal, active nihilism embraces the void as a chance for self-
creation and transformation. This form marks the beginning of cultural renewal and the
reevaluation of values (Nietzsche, 1968).

To confront nihilism constructively, Nietzsche proposes the will to power—a fundamental
human drive to overcome, create, and assert one’s own values. Rather than surrendering to
meaninglessness, individuals can impose new meaning onto life through this will (Nietzsche,
1968). This framework is particularly useful for analyzing characters who navigate existential
disillusionment and moral ambiguity.

In Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), the tension between nihilistic despair and
the will to power is central to the character of Robert Jordan, whose internal struggles reflect
Nietzsche’s dual themes. He faces a world where war has stripped life of its coherence, yet he
attempts to assert meaning through love, duty, and sacrifice—acts that mirror Nietzschean
self-creation.

Nihilism in For Whom the Bell Tolls

Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940) resonates deeply with Friedrich
Nietzsche’s philosophical concept of nihilism, particularly in its portrayal of an existential
crisis arising from the horrors of war. According to Nietzsche, the absence of absolute
meaning results in a void that causes despair, moral ambiguity, and a rejection of traditional
values—a phenomenon he identifies as nihilism (Nietzsche, 1968). This existential vacuum is
evident in the lives of Hemingway’s characters, who are engulfed in the futility of the
Spanish Civil War.

The character of Anselmo, for instance, personifies Nietzsche’s view of passive nihilism,
which leads to moral paralysis and sorrow. His statement, “To me it is a sin to kill a man.
Even Fascists whom we must kill...” (Hemingway, 1940, p. 41), illustrates the internal
collapse of moral certainty and the helplessness caused by the war. Similarly, he laments, “To
shoot a man gives a feeling as though one had struck one’s own brother” (p. 442), which
reflects the erosion of purpose and shared humanity in violent conflict.

On the other hand, Robert Jordan, the protagonist, shifts between passive and active nihilism.
He recognizes the absurdity of war, noting, “You were fighting against exactly what you
were doing” (p. 90), suggesting a realization of the contradictions in ideological warfare.
Jordan’s philosophical introspection—“There is only now, and if now is only two days, then
two days is your life” (p. 169)—reveals his awareness of life's fleeting nature and aligns with
Nietzsche’s existential insight that, in a godless world, humans must redefine meaning
through the immediacy of experience.

Nietzsche's concept of the will to power—the drive to impose personal meaning onto a
meaningless world (Nietzsche, 1968)—is subtly reflected in characters like Pilar, who
confronts past horrors but still upholds moral narratives to guide others. Her description of
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the massacre at the Ayuntamiento as “scabrous” (Hemingway, 1940, p. 71) and her effort to
cope with trauma suggest a confrontation with meaninglessness and an attempt to derive
strength from it.

The theme of meaninglessness recurs in Jordan’s ironic reflection, “What a business... they
always end up not meaning anything” (p. 92), and in his bitter awareness of the human
condition: “You must not believe in killing” (p. 164). These lines capture the moral
disintegration that war brings, consistent with Nietzsche’s assertion that in the absence of
absolute truths, one either collapses into despair or must create new value systems (Nietzsche,
1968).

In this light, the novel also touches Nietzsche’s belief in the revaluation of values, seen when
Jordan questions blind obedience: “But should a man carry out impossible orders knowing
what they lead to?” (Hemingway, 1940, p. 90). His reluctance to follow senseless directives
and Anselmo’s need for civic penance—"there must be some form of civic penance... or else
we will never have a true and human basis for living” (p. 196)—demonstrate a call for ethical
rebirth, a central tenet of Nietzsche’s active nihilism.

Moreover, Maria’s trauma, as noted in Carter’s research, highlights the psychological and
emotional consequences of nihilism intensified by war’s sexual violence. Her plea—“Do not
tell me about it, I do not want to hear it” (p. 72)—indicates a psychological retreat into
silence, reflective of a void where meaning and healing are inaccessible. This aligns with
Nietzsche’s portrayal of the modern individual who, stripped of traditional anchors, is left to
endure emotional disarray (Nietzsche, 1968).

In conclusion, For Whom the Bell Tolls can be interpreted through Nietzsche’s existential
framework as a literary embodiment of modern nihilism, wherein war serves as a crucible for
identity, morality, and meaning. Through its disillusioned yet self-reflective characters, the
novel illustrates Nietzsche’s progression from despair to potential self-creation, advocating—
though subtly—the will to power as a means of transcending chaos.

Discussion

Robert Jordan’s musings— “I suppose it is possible to live as full a life in seventy hours as in
seventy years” (p. 166)—resonate with Nietzsche’s view of existential absurdity. The
compression of meaning into fleeting experiences illustrates the novel's central nihilistic
theme: the collapse of life’s long-term purpose. Similarly, Jordan's line, “Two nights to love,
honor and cherish” (p. 93), underscores the transitory nature of human emotion and
connection in a world devoid of metaphysical significance. These reflections portray a life
disjointed from overarching meaning—an embodiment of existential crisis.

The psychological scars inflicted by war—manifested in Maria’s refusal to revisit traumatic
memories (“Do not tell me about it, I do not want to hear it”, p. 72)—reflect a deeply active
nihilism, where characters attempt to move forward yet remain paralyzed by meaninglessness.
Pilar’s haunting war recollections and Jordan’s realization that “They always end up not
meaning anything” (p. 92) reinforce Nietzsche’s vision of a world stripped of inherent value.
These moments suggest that trauma does not merely reflect suffering but marks a broader
metaphysical void, aligning with Nietzsche’s argument that, in the face of suffering without
meaning, humanity confronts the terrifying truth of nihilism (Nietzsche, 1968).
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Findings

The study examined that characters such as Anselmo and Jordan show a deep internal conflict
about killing, which reflects Nietzsche's notion of passive nihilism—the collapse of inherited
moral frameworks (Nietzsche, 1968; Hemingway, 1940, pp. 41, 90, 442).

Maria's avoidance of recounting her past (p. 72) and Pilar’s account of the massacre (p. 71)
illustrate the emotional toll of war, echoing Carter’s (2023) findings on sexual and emotional
trauma in conflict zones.Jordan’s introspective statements (pp. 90, 166, 169) demonstrate the
awareness of the fleeting nature of life and the need to live fully in the moment, aligning with
Nietzsche’s existential themes. The critique of rigid orders (p. 105) and calls for civic
penance (p. 196) point to the nihilistic view that societal structures have failed, requiring
ethical revaluation.

Despite the pervasive sense of absurdity, characters like Pilar and Jordan hint at moments of
purpose and connection, reflecting an early stage of Nietzsche's "active nihilism™ and the
emergence of personal value systems.

Conclusion

Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls capsulize the essence of Nietzschean nihilism,
portraying war as a destructive force that dismantles traditional values and plunges
individuals into existential uncertainty. However, the characters’ inner conflicts, reflections,
and subtle assertions of meaning represent an attempt to rise from passive to active nihilism.
The novel thus becomes a powerful literary site for exploring the human condition in the face
of absurdity and suffering. Through moral questioning, psychological trauma, and fleeting
epiphanies, Hemingway illustrates Nietzsche’s belief that in a world where God is dead, the
only salvation lies in forging personal meaning through the will to power.
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