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Ernest Hemingway's short story "Hills Like White Elephants" is a compelling exploration of communication,
choice, and the complexities of relationships. The narrative centers around a couple waiting at a train station
in Spain, engaging in a seemingly trivial conversation that gradually reveals deeper issues concerning an
unplanned pregnancy and the decision about whether to proceed with an abortion. This article aims to provide a
comprehensive analysis of the story, focusing on important questions and answers that help readers better
understand its themes, characters, and symbolism.

Understanding the Story

"Hills Like White Elephants" is a rich text that invites readers to delve into its subtleties. The story unfolds
through dialogue, and much of the meaning is inferred rather than explicitly stated. This can lead to various
interpretations, making it essential to explore its core themes and questions.

Main Themes

1. Communication and Miscommunication: The couple's conversation reveals the challenges of effective
communication in relationships. They talk around the issue rather than addressing it directly, highlighting how
language can both connect and divide people.

2. Choice and Responsibility: The story grapples with the notion of choice, particularly concerning the
woman's pregnancy. The characters face a pivotal decision, and their differing perspectives on that choice
reveal deeper conflicts.

3. Gender Roles: The dynamics between the male and female characters reflect traditional gender roles, with the
man attempting to persuade the woman to agree to the abortion, raising questions about power and autonomy.

4. Symbolism of the Landscape: The hills symbolize various aspects of the characters' lives, including the
potential future and the burden of decision-making. The contrasting landscapes serve as a metaphor for their
emotional states.

Critical Questions and Answers

To enhance the understanding of "Hills Like White Elephants," the following questions and answers provide
insights into the story's complexities.

1. What is the significance of the setting in the story?

The story takes place at a train station surrounded by hills in Spain. This setting is significant for several
reasons:

- Transitional Space: Train stations are places of transition, symbolizing the couple's crossroads in life where
they must make a critical decision about their future.
- Symbolism of the Hills: The hills, which Jig compares to white elephants, represent both the burden of the
pregnancy and the beauty of potential life. Their appearance also reflects Jig's emotional state, as she sees
them as beautiful yet burdensome.



- Cultural Context: The story's Spanish setting emphasizes themes of adventure and freedom, contrasting with
the weight of the decision at hand.

2. How do the characters communicate their feelings?

The characters primarily communicate through dialogue, which is often indirect and laden with subtext. Key
points include:

- Evasive Language: The couple avoids directly discussing the abortion, using euphemisms and vague references.
For example, the man repeatedly refers to the procedure as "the operation," minimizing its significance.
- Emotional Subtext: Through their exchanges, readers can sense the underlying tension and emotional struggle.
Jig's references to the hills and her changing perceptions indicate her internal conflict.
- Power Dynamics: The man's persuasive tactics and Jig's hesitance reflect a power imbalance in their
relationship, showcasing how communication can also reveal dominance and vulnerability.

3. What role does the dialogue play in the story?

Dialogue is the primary vehicle for storytelling in "Hills Like White Elephants." Its role is crucial in several
ways:

- Revealing Character: The way characters speak to each other reveals their personalities, desires, and fears.
The man's insistence contrasts with Jig's uncertainty, highlighting their differing stakes in the decision.
- Building Tension: The back-and-forth nature of their conversation creates a sense of mounting tension, as the
reader becomes increasingly aware of the weight of their unspoken issues.
- Symbolic Meaning: The dialogue is rich with symbolism, as seemingly mundane comments carry deeper meanings,
reflecting the characters' emotional landscapes.

4. How does Hemingway use symbolism in the story?

Hemingway employs various symbols to deepen the story's meaning:

- The Hills: As mentioned, the hills represent the burden of decision-making and the beauty of potential life. Their
description as "like white elephants" alludes to the idea of something precious yet burdensome.
- The Train Station: The station symbolizes a point of decision and transition, where the characters must
choose their path forward.
- Drinks and Alcohol: The repeated references to beer and alcoholic drinks symbolize escapism, as the characters
attempt to cope with their difficult situation through distraction.

5. What does the ending reveal about the characters' relationship?

The story ends ambiguously, leaving readers to ponder the fate of the couple. Key revelations include:

- Unresolved Tension: The lack of resolution in their conversation mirrors the uncertainty in their relationship.
The reader is left questioning whether they will stay together or part ways after the decision.
- Jig's Agency: Jig's final statements suggest that she may be reclaiming her agency. Her shifting perspective on
the hills indicates that she is contemplating her desires and the implications of her choices.
- Diverging Paths: The ending suggests that the couple is at a crossroads, with each character contemplating
their future separately, highlighting the potential for isolation and misunderstanding.



Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "Hills Like White Elephants" is crucial to grasping the story's emotional
depth.

Jig

- Symbol of Conflict: Jig embodies the internal struggle between desire and obligation. Her shifting views on the
hills reflect her complex feelings about the pregnancy and her relationship with the man.
- Emotional Vulnerability: Jig's hesitations and attempts to engage in deeper conversation reveal her emotional
vulnerability. She seeks understanding while grappling with the weight of her choices.

The Man

- Persuasive and Dominant: The man represents traditional masculinity, attempting to exert control over the
situation. His insistence on the abortion reflects societal pressures placed on women and their choices.
- Emotional Detachment: His casual demeanor contrasts with Jig's emotional turmoil, emphasizing his inability
or unwillingness to fully engage with her feelings.

Conclusion

"Hills Like White Elephants" is a masterful exploration of communication and choice within relationships.
Through its rich symbolism, nuanced characters, and evocative dialogue, Hemingway captures the complexities
of human emotion and the struggles inherent in decision-making. The questions and answers outlined in this
article serve to illuminate the depth of the story, encouraging readers to engage with its themes and reflect on
their own interpretations. Ultimately, the ambiguity of the story invites ongoing discussion about the nature
of relationships, the significance of choice, and the intricacies of communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

The main theme of 'Hills Like White Elephants' is the conflict between choice and responsibility, particularly in
the context of a relationship and the decision about whether to have an abortion.

How does the setting influence the story in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

The setting, a train station in the Ebro River valley, symbolizes a crossroads in life and emphasizes the tension
between the characters as they await a decision that will change their future.

What does the title 'Hills Like White Elephants' symbolize?

The title symbolizes the burden of the pregnancy and the complexity of the decision at hand, with 'white
elephants' representing something that is unwanted yet carries significant weight.



Who are the main characters in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

The main characters are an unnamed American man and a woman named Jig, who are in a strained relationship as
they discuss an unplanned pregnancy.

What narrative style is used in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

The story is written in a minimalist, dialog-driven style, focusing on the conversation between the characters
to reveal their emotions and conflicts without explicit exposition.

What role does communication play in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

Communication is central to the story, as the dialogue reveals the differing perspectives of the characters,
highlighting their inability to truly understand each other and the emotional distance between them.

How does symbolism play a role in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

Symbolism is prevalent throughout the story, with elements like the hills, the train station, and the drinks
representing various aspects of choice, the passage of time, and the characters' emotional states.

What is the significance of the ending in 'Hills Like White Elephants'?

The open-ended conclusion leaves the characters' fate ambiguous, emphasizing the unresolved tension and the
weight of their decision, reflecting the complexities of life and relationships.
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