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 One of the largest boats man has ever made was brought down by a single chunk of ice. 

The RMS Titanic came to its horrific fate due to a collision with an iceberg. The reason icebergs 

are so dangerous is because only about one tenth of their actual volume lies above the water so at 

first glance it might just seem like a small floating rock, but its true magnitude is hidden beneath 

the surface. Ernest Hemingway’s short stories are a lot like icebergs. While his stories are not 

responsible for the deaths of thousands of people, they do however hide the majority of their 

meaning beneath the surface. Hemingway’s style of writing is unique in the way that the story 

itself is just the tip of the iceberg and the real meaning of what he wrote is left open to 

interpretation by the reader. His short story “Hills Like White Elephants”, for example, is a story 

made up of about three pages of dialogue between an American man and his girlfriend. The 

American wants his partner to get an “operation” but it is never explicitly stated what said 

operation is, that is up to the reader to figure out. With closer examination, it becomes apparent 

that the procedure they are talking about is an abortion, but even still that is only a small part of 

the real story. The ending does not say what the couple decides to do, it is once again up to the 

reader to figure what happens. Because of this, the story can be interpreted in many ways. Every 

word and phrase that Hemingway put into the story has significance, from the way the girl 

describes the hills to the type of beverage they are drinking. Each piece of information can be 
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used to argue the fate of the couple, but the real answer lies in Hemingway’s history and what 

was going on in his life at the time he wrote this story. But, in order to understand the real ending 

of the story, we must first look at some different interpretations and see why they don’t quite fit.  

 Susanty Susanty’s interpretation in her article “The Meaning of Relationship in 

Hemingway’s ‘Hills Like White Elephants’” analyzes the role that both men and women play in 

a relationship. She opens up her article by saying “The position of women as a marginal part of a 

patriarchal society is described well by Hemingway as a girl called Jig in “Hills Like White 

Elephants” (Susanty 1).  She opens up her essay by saying that women are a part of a patriarchal 

society which lays the ground for her to talk about how the man’s selfishness and the woman’s 

submissiveness is a reflection of the majority of the relationships at that time. Susanty argues that 

the man is the antagonist of the story and claims he is a jerk who got a girl pregnant and does not 

want to deal with the consequences hence why he is pushing the girl to get the abortion. She 

backs up this claim by examining the way the American handles each moment of the argument 

the two are having. When the topic of the abortion comes up, he tries to downplay its seriousness 

by saying “it’s not really an operation at all” (Hemingway 275). Susantry refers to this moment 

in her paper and explains how his attempts to downplay the operation’s seriousness shows his 

eagerness to make the decision for her. The American is clearly trying to convince his partner, 

Jig, to get the abortion because it is what he wants. Jig on the other hand would rather not talk 

about it but says she will do it if it will make him happy. Susantry claims that this eagerness to 

please helps to feed the Americans selfishness and corrupt their relationship. She argues that the 

woman’s marginal influence towards the argument is displayed when she begs him to stop 

talking. It shows that she feels powerless and would rather stop talking about it than voice her 

opinion. Jig is afraid to go against her man’s authority and only wishes to do what pleases him 
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even if she does not believe that it is in her best interest. Susantry finishes her argument by 

taking a look at what happens at the end of the story when the American picks up their luggage 

and bring it to the other side of the tracks. She says  “the man takes the initiative to pick up the 

couple’s luggage and port it to the ‘other tracks’ on the opposite side of the station, symbolizing 

his sense of primacy in making the decision to give up their child and betraying his insistence to 

Jig that the decision is entirely in her hands” (Susantry 6-7).  Susantry is claiming that the 

American, being as selfish as he is, believes that he should have the final say in what happens to 

the unborn child even if he told Jig the decision was hers. While it is not clearly stated who ends 

up winning the argument in the end, Susantry seems to think that is the American who is the 

winner. She draws upon this conclusion based on many of the linguistic cues Hemingway puts 

into his stories.  

 Alex Link analyzes the importance of these linguistic cues and how they are used to 

insight different interpretations in his article “Staking Everything on it, a Stylistic Analysis of 

Linguistic patterns in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’”. Alex opens up his article by saying “A 

useful approach to such an enigmatic text is to examine the very language of which it is made.” 

(Alex Link 1). Alex says that since the story is very short and barely even 1500 words long that 

words or phrases that are repeated are significant to the meaning of the story. The first phrase he 

looks at is “like white elephants”. This phrase is obviously important as it is part of the title of 

the story itself. A white elephant can be defined as something that is rare and sacred or as 

something that is an expensive burden. Some people argue that the man is the “expensive 

burden” because he is practically forcing Jig to get the expensive operation, but it is more 

commonly said that the unborn child is the white elephant. This argument is accurate because the 

story is based on what the man wants, the abortion, and how he views their unborn child as a 
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burden that has put stress on their relationship. Susantry argues in her article that the man has 

much more authority than the woman in this story, but how is this portrayed? Alex examines the 

conversation between the two and the questions they ask each other and how those questions 

represent the man’s authority. In the short story Jig asks a total of seventeen questions whereas 

the American only asks four. Alex takes a look into this and says “The text depicts the couple’s 

relationship as one in which the man is positioned as an authority, and Jig’s questions both 

challenge and seek reassurance from it.” (Alex Link 68-69). Jig looks to the man for answers, 

she allows him to define what is correct. Most of the questions are her way of trying to figure out 

what the man wants. Alex argues the man’s authority is unchallenged. He takes a look at how the 

American says he would not “have her do it” if she doesn’t want to. The American’s use of the 

phrase “have her do it” shows how he views himself as the authority and he gives her permission 

to have a different opinion on the matter than he does. Alex finishes his article by saying that the 

man desires to have control over everything more than he actually desires that they have the 

operation. He just wants it to be his choice. These linguistic cues are important but little details 

like the beverage they choose to drink are also important to understanding the real meaning of 

this story.  

 Doris Lanier talks about the drink they order in her article “The Bittersweet Taste of 

Absinthe in Hemingway’s ‘Hills Like White Elephants’”. To Lanier, the way Jig describes the 

drink and its taste is a key part of the story, she says in her essay “It was exactly this history rich 

in narcotic and carnal connotation that Hemingway meant to call to the reader’s mind when he 

had the unmarried, pregnant girl in ‘Hills Like White Elephants’ say to the father of her unborn 

child, ‘everything tastes of licorice. Especially all the things you’ve waited so long for, like 

absinthe’” (Lanier 1). The setting of the story is also important. They are in public, so in order to 
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talk about their problems they must be discrete in order to avoid making a scene. The girl, Jig, 

sits facing hills which are dry and brown but the sun hits them and they look like “white 

elephants” whereas the man is facing barren hills which lack life. Lastly, they are at a train 

station which has two sets of rails, one leading to the abortion and one leading to an uncertain 

future. Absinthe is known for being mildly hallucinogenic and it could be used to explain why 

Jig might be seeing the barren hills as “white elephants”. But the, drinks meaning goes deeper 

than that and Lanier talks about this when she says, “As a destroyer of life, the drink aligns itself, 

symbolically, with the brown, dry side of the landscape and serves to emphasize the barrenness, 

infertility, and unproductiveness of the couple’s lives” (287). Jig says that the taste of this drink 

is like everything in their relationship. The drink symbolizes the dissatisfaction between the 

couple ever since the pregnancy. Later on in the conversation Jig says that all they do is try new 

drinks and look at things. Their relationship lacks substance and now that they have this unborn 

child to deal with it seems destined to fail. But, it is still unclear whether or not the American 

wins the argument and has his way, in order to understand how Hemingway wanted the story to 

end, we must first take a look into the events going on in Hemingway’s life at the time he wrote 

this story. 

 David Wyche, the author of “Letting the Air into a Relationship: Metaphorical Abortion 

in ‘Hills Like White Elephants”, takes a look into Ernest Hemingway’s love life at the time and 

how it might have affected his writing. He begins his paper by saying “Two recurring themes in 

analyses of Ernest Hemingway’s ‘Hills Like White Elephants’ are the debate over whether or not 

Jig will carry her pregnancy to term and the search for biographical experiences that may have 

inspired and influenced the story” (Wyche 1). David believes that the story is a reflection of 

some of the romantic issues that Hemingway was dealing with at the time. David references 
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other stories written by Hemingway in which he portrays his friends and the people in his life 

through characters in his writing. Hemingway has a history of using his real life experiences to 

create a story. At the time, Hemingway was married to Elizabeth Hadley Richardson but was 

having an affair with another woman, Pauline Pfeiffer. David says that it is this affair that 

Hemingway is portraying in his story. Hemmingway was not one for commitment, he was 

divorced and remarried multiple times. He did not want to be a father and it is said that he was 

relieved when he found out his first wife, Hadley, was not actually pregnant. Hemmingway 

associates fatherhood as something that would lessen the quality of his life rather than increase it, 

just like the American in his story. This idea does not just appear in “Hills like White Elephants”, 

David says, “The American’s conviction that a baby will mean a diminishment rather than an 

enrichment of his life had already been foreshadowed in ‘Indian Camp’ in which the father 

commits suicide while the mother is in labor” (Wyche 68). It is not the first time Hemingway has 

portrayed fatherhood as something bad. Wyche argues that Hemingway is the American in this 

story, he is with a girl, Jig, whom he is not married to and is afraid of having a child with her. 

Wyche does not give his opinion on how the story ends in the article, but if I had to guess I 

would say he thought the American forces her to get the abortion then leaves her. But, with these 

next two articles we will see that this interpretation is not entirely accurate.  

 Stanley Renner wrote an article “Moving to the Girl’s side of ‘Hills Like White 

Elephants’” which offers an interesting view of how the story might have ended. She starts her 

article by saying “Although most of the features of ‘Hills Like White Elephants’ have been well 

discussed and understood, so that Pual Smith, in his 1989 survery of opinion on the story, can 

wonder if there is anything left to say about it (209), what has not been satisfactorily resolved is 

the question of the ending” (Renner 1). The Majority of readers believe that because of the man’s 
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authority he will end up winning the argument and convince the girl to have the abortion. But, 

Renner does not think that is the case. He believes that the girl won’t have the abortion. Renner 

claims that in order to understand this the reader must first understand the setting of the story. 

The couple is sitting at a table at a train station. The station lies between two sets of rails going in 

opposite directions. The rails represent the two choices, abortion or childbirth. Renner also talks 

about the development of the female character in the story, one that is often overlooked by the 

majority of readers. The first stage of her development we see that she is submissive and puts the 

American’s needs before hers. In the second stage we see that she is developing her own opinion 

on the matter and her own feelings. In the third stage, where she implores the American to stop 

speaking, we see that she is retaliating and standing up for herself against the all authoritative 

American. Finally in the fourth stage we see her become less dependent on the man, what comes 

next is very important. Recall that they are in-between two sets of train tracks. At the end of the 

story the man moves the luggage to the “other” side and the girl is seeing smiling at this gesture. 

In Susnaty’s article, she had argued that this was a symbol of the man’s control over the situation 

and how even though he insisted that the decision was hers, he is the one who wanted to control 

it. But if this were true why is the girl smiling? Renner says, “The logic of the story’s design 

enjoins the conclusion that she smiles brightly at the waitress’s announcement of the train 

because she is no longer headed in the direction of having the abortion that she has contemplated 

with intense distress” (Renner 36). The American moving the bags to the other side can be 

argued to be a representation of his sudden acceptance of the idea that they might be bringing a 

child onto this earth. This interpretation seems the most accurate considering none of 

Hemingway’s lovers have a history of getting abortions.  
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 Hillary Justice references Renner’s article in her journal “Well, Well, Well: Cross-

Gendered Autobiography and the Manuscript of ‘Hills Like White Elephants’”. She begins her 

argument by saying, “Stanley Renner’s recent essay, ‘Moving to the Girl’s side of ‘Hills Like 

White Elephants’’ proposes a revolutionary reading of the story’s conclusion: “Jig decides not to 

have an abortion, and her companion, though not without strong misgivings, acquiesces in her 

decision” (27). Renner suggests that this conclusion becomes clear through a study of 

Hemingway’s characterization of the pregnant girl which he traces through five stages or 

movements in the text” (Justice 1). Hemingway completed this story while on his honeymoon 

with his second wife Pauline Pfeifer, the one he was having an affair with. Pauline was Catholic 

and against abortion. Hemingway gave this short story to Pauline only three weeks after they had 

been married. In the short story the American is showing a lot of hesitation about being a father, 

this was characteristic of Hemingway as seen in the previous source. But what isn’t characteristic 

is the American’s decision to cross to the other side. The American thinks the reasonable thing to 

do would be to go through with the abortion so that their relationship can go back to the way it 

was before. But, there is no going back and the man realizes this, so he moves to the other side. 

He changed his mind about waiting for their first train and decides to wait for the later one that 

will bring him to an uncertain future. There is no record of any of Hemingway’s spouses having 

an abortion, and while Hemingway probably wanted them to, none of them did so why should 

the characters in this short story be any different. The original draft of this story, Hillary says, 

was written with a lot more emphasis on the man winning the argument and the couple going 

through with the abortion. But, the final draft, the one we read, has much more uncertainty about 

the final decision. Hillary looks into his decision and says, “that not only does the American man 

change his mind halfway through the story, but that Ernest Hemingway did too” (Justice 4). 
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Hemingway, like the American, changed his mind about viewing fatherhood as something that 

would lessen his quality of life. This change in perspective was a big moment for Hemingway 

which is why he decided to give this story to Pauline, he wanted her to see that he had changed 

and was ready to be in a serious relationship with her.  

 In my opinion, I think the couple chooses not to go through with the abortion. I say this 

because all fiction has to come from somewhere, no matter how creative an author is, their 

stories have some form of biographical background and I believe this holds true for Hemingway. 

He was not one for marriage as he had been divorced three times but even then, none of his 

partners ever had an abortion. While the American, assumed to be Hemingway, is a very stern 

and authoritative person, I do believe he was swayed away from making the decision to 

terminate the child. However, I do not think Hemingway wanted the American and Jig to stay 

together. Hemingway had trouble staying in a marriage, he had a kid with his first wife and still 

ended up divorcing her. Just because they share a child together does not mean they will share 

their lives together. There are evident signs in the story that the relationship between the 

American and Jig is not very promising. Firstly, the way the girl compares their relationship to 

the drink they order and says that everything tastes of licorice shows that she is clearly 

dissatisfied with their relationship. A few lines later Jig says “That’s all we do isn’t it – try new 

drinks and look at things” (Hemingway 64). Their relationship is bland, it lacks excitement. 

Couples like that do not stay together forever even if they have a kid together or not. All in all, I 

do believe the couple will have the kid but will end up splitting apart, they just aren’t right for 

each other. 

 In conclusion, Hemingway’s style of writing allows for his works to be interpreted in 

many different ways. Each source does a good job of presenting different arguments towards the 
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story in its meaning. While some people argue that the story ends with the couple getting the 

abortion and splitting up other could argue that they keep the child and stay together. The story 

also does a good job at addressing the gender roles set by society at the time where women were 

expected to be submissive and eager to please while men were supposed to be macho and 

authoritative. But, considering what was going on in Hemingway’s life at the time I think it is 

fair to say that the couple ends up keeping the child. Hemingway had a fear of commitment and 

fatherhood but at the time he was writing this short story he was ready to get over that fear and 

do what he had to do to be with Pauline, hence the reason why he gave her this short story after 

multiple revisions.  
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