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Abstract— World Wars have been occurred such a terrible incidents in the human history that led to a drastic 

change in the entire scenario of the world, whether it is social and political issues, intellectual standards, 

economic, religious, and mental concerns, and academic perspectives. After these milestone events, the focus 

of intellectuals was changed from imagination and innovative progress to existential despair. For the first time, 

People started to search the relevance and meaning of life instead of materialistic prosperity. The writers of 

this era were exploring the themes of despair, nostalgia, identity crisis, meaninglessness, alienation and 

existential subjects. On this foundation, the current paper will analyze the thematic presentation of post-war 

disillusionment and existential emptiness in the chosen short stories of Ernest Hemingway. Hemingway’s 

fiction  portrays the psychological fragmentation and moral ambiguity of the post-war era, especially in the 

characters who represent alienation, loss of faith, and emotional numbness. Through the textual and thematic 

analysis, the research will investigate how narrative minimalism, symbolic topography, and muted dialogue 

are used as stylistic elements to represent inner emptiness and repressed trauma. Through an exploration of 

key stories such as “In Another Country,” “Hills Like White Elephants,” “Soldier’s Home,” and “The 

Killers,” the study examines how Hemingway portrays the fractured self, the rupture of traditional values, and 

the existential void that defines the post-war era and show how the aftermath of war alters the individual’s 

identity, interpersonal relations, literary trends and worldview. 
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Ernest Hemingway’s short fiction remains central to 

modernist literature, noted for its sparse style and 

psychological depth. Underlying much of his work is a 

pervasive sense of post-war disillusionment—the emotional 

and existential emptiness experienced by individuals 

uprooted by the trauma of World War I and its cultural 

aftermath. Post-war disillusionment encapsulates the 

profound tide of skepticism and sorrow that swept through 

societies in the aftermath of the great global conflicts of the 

twentieth century. In the wake of World War I and World War 

II, the triumphant promises of renewal and lasting peace 

dissolved into stark realities of political turmoil, economic 

strain, and fractured social orders. What had once been 

heralded as wars to secure a better future instead left 

generations confronting loss, uncertainty, and a haunting 

sense of betrayal. This collective disenchantment did not 

remain confined to private grief; it permeated the cultural 

consciousness, reshaping literature, art, and intellectual 

thought. Writers, painters, and thinkers turned inward and 

outward at once, striving to articulate the trauma, moral 

ambiguity, and existential doubt that defined their age, 

thereby transforming disillusionment itself into one of the 

most powerful creative forces of the modern era.  

The idea of “the Void” in philosophy refers to notions of 

nothingness and emptiness—concepts that have fascinated 

thinkers across cultures and centuries. Rather than being a 

simple absence, the Void has often been understood as a 

profound and complex principle at the heart of existence 

itself. 
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In ancient Greek philosophy, the concept was already a 

matter of serious debate. Democritus argued that the Void 

was essential for reality to function. For him, atoms could 

only move and combine because empty space existed 

between them; without the Void, matter itself would be 

impossible. In contrast, Aristotle rejected the idea of a true 

vacuum. He maintained that nature “abhors a vacuum,” 

insisting that empty space could not truly exist because 

everything in nature must have purpose and substance. This 

early disagreement shows how the Void was not merely a 

physical concept, but a deeply metaphysical question about 

the structure of reality. 

In Eastern philosophical traditions, the Void carries even 

richer spiritual significance. In Buddhism, the concept of 

Śūnyatā expresses the idea that all things are empty of 

independent, permanent essence. This emptiness does not 

mean that nothing exists; rather, it suggests that everything 

arises through interdependence and constant change. 

Understanding this emptiness is central to realizing the true 

nature of reality. Similarly, in Taoism, the idea of Wuji 

represents the undifferentiated state before distinctions and 

forms arise. It is the boundless, formless source from which 

all existence emerges—both the absence of defined structure 

and the limitless potential for creation. In Western thought, 

especially within existentialism and nihilism, the Void often 

symbolizes humanity’s confrontation with meaninglessness. 

As traditional beliefs and certainties weaken, individuals are 

left to face a sense of emptiness at the core of existence. 

Here, the Void becomes psychological and existential—a 

reflection of the human struggle to find purpose in a 

seemingly indifferent universe.  

Modern science has also engaged with this idea. In quantum 

mechanics and cosmology, the “vacuum” is no longer 

understood as simple emptiness but as a dynamic field filled 

with fluctuating energy and potential. Even what appears 

empty may contain the seeds of matter and structure, echoing 

philosophical insights that the Void can be both absence and 

possibility. 

The trauma of the First and the Second World Wars radically 

altered the moral, psychological, and cultural landscape of 

the twentieth century. The unprecedented scale of violence, 

loss, and existential uncertainty produced a profound sense 

of disillusionment that permeated literature across Europe 

and America. Hemingway was the key figure among the 

writers who most powerfully articulated this crisis of faith 

and fragmentation. His works stand as stark testimonies to a 

generation shattered by war, struggling to reconcile shattered 

ideals with a disoriented modern reality.  

         Born in 1899 in Oak Park, Illinois, Hemingway’s 

literary sensibility was deeply shaped by his experiences as 

an ambulance driver during World War I. The brutality he 

witnessed on the Italian front left an indelible mark on his 

consciousness, fostering a worldview characterized by 

stoicism, restraint, and an acute awareness of human 

vulnerability. Associated with the expatriate circle in Paris—

often termed the “Lost Generation,” a phrase popularized by 

Gertrude Stein—Hemingway emerged as a central voice of 

post-war modernism. His minimalist prose style, often 

described as the “Iceberg Theory,” reflects a deliberate 

suppression of overt emotion, mirroring the emotional 

numbness and inner void experienced by his characters. 

Hemingway’s short stories, in particular, capture the 

psychological aftermath of war with remarkable precision. 

Through themes of alienation, moral ambiguity, fractured 

relationships, and spiritual emptiness, he portrays 

individuals grappling with loss and existential despair in a 

rapidly changing world. Stories such as those in ‘In Our 

Time’ Nick Adams’ stories collectively trace the psychic 

imprint of war and reveal characters who embody the 

disorientation and silent suffering of a generation haunted by 

violence and meaninglessness. Hemingway articulates post-

war disillusionment and the pervasive sense of human void, 

situating his narrative technique and thematic concerns 

within the broader context of modern literature and historical 

trauma.  

Ernest Hemingway’s short stories, forged in the crucible of 

World War I, capture the visceral disillusionment that 

permeated the “Lost Generation.” In his writings Post-war 

disillusionment is not merely a thematic concern but an 

existential condition that shapes character, dialogue, 

structure, and silence alike. His protagonists inhabit a world 

stripped of heroic illusion, where language falters before 

trauma and where human relationships are marked by 

emotional distance. Through understated narration and 

charged conversations, Hemingway renders the human void 

not as dramatic collapse but as a quiet, persistent erosion of 

meaning.  

“Soldier’s Home” depicts, Harold Krebs, a young soldier 

returning to Oklahoma after World War I. Rather than rejoice 

upon his homecoming, Krebs experiences profound 

alienation. He cannot reconcile his wartime experiences with 

the expectations of family and community, He returns to 

Oklahoma not as a hero but as a spectral figure adrift in a 

banal domesticity that mocks his wartime scars. “Don’t you 

love your mother, dear boy?” his mother asks, seeking 

reassurance in conventional language. Krebs replies with 

devastating flatness: “I don’t love anybody.” The dialogue is 

stark, almost bare, yet it exposes the chasm between lived 

horror and domestic expectation. Krebs’ inability to lie 

convincingly about heroism or romance signals a profound 

moral exhaustion. He confesses that telling stories requires 

fabrication, and fabrication feels like betrayal. His 
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withdrawal from ambition, intimacy, and faith exemplifies 

post-war paralysis; a life suspended in emotional vacancy. 

Hemingway employs stark, paratactic prose to underscore 

this rift: “He did not want any consequences. He did not 

want any consequences ever again” (Hemingway 69). The 

repetition of “consequences” echoes the mechanical 

inevitability of trench warfare, where ideals of glory 

dissolved into mud and mortality. Krebs’s apathy toward 

courtship rituals—“nothing was changed in the town except 

that the young girls had grown up”—reveals a profound 

temporal dislocation; the homefront’s stasis amplifies his 

internal void, rendering reintegration impossible. 

Psychoanalytically, this aligns with Freud’s “death drive” 

(Todestrieb), where the soldier’s libido, depleted by 

mechanized slaughter, recoils from life’s generative 

impulses, leaving a human void devoid of purpose. 

In “A Way You’ll Never Be,” Hemingway offers a more 

fragmented portrayal of psychological trauma. Nick, 

suffering from shell shock, oscillates between lucidity and 

hallucination. “I’m perfectly all right,” he insists, even as 

intrusive images of corpses and bombardment invade his 

consciousness. The denial embedded in such dialogue 

reflects the stoic façade expected of soldiers. Yet beneath the 

controlled exterior lies an irreparable fracture. The disjointed 

structure of the narrative mirrors Nick’s unstable mind, 

revealing how war persists internally long after the 

battlefield is left behind.  

Likewise, in “Now I Lay Me” he further dramatizes this 

interior disintegration. Nick confesses his fear of sleep; if he 

sleeps, he fears his soul might leave his body. “I lay awake 

thinking and my mind would not stop,” he admits. The 

insomnia becomes symbolic of existential dread—a 

consciousness unable to rest because rest implies surrender 

to oblivion. The spiritual certainty that once grounded 

identity has been destabilized. War, here, has eroded 

metaphysical assurance, leaving behind a void where faith 

once resided. 

Even in “Big Two-Hearted River”, where war is never 

explicitly mentioned, its shadow dominates. Nick’s 

ritualistic preparation—pitching the tent, arranging supplies, 

carefully fishing—suggests an attempt to impose order upon 

internal chaos. “This was a good place to camp,” he 

observes, repeating practical reassurances to himself. The 

dialogue is minimal, mostly interior, yet it reveals deliberate 

self-control. The swamp, he avoids symbolizes the dark 

recesses of memory he is not ready to confront. Nature 

provides temporary solace, but not complete restoration. The 

trauma remains, unspoken yet palpable.  

Similarly, ‘A Very Short Story’ (1925) distils disillusionment 

into a telegraphic narrative of love’s fragility. Luz’s 

betrayal—“She wrote him that after he had gone she learned 

to read after a while and also to understand words”—inverts 

the war’s linguistic deceptions, where propaganda promised 

redemption through romance. Hemingway’s minimalist 

dialogue, such as the ironic cable “UP TO 75,000 REJOICE 

AT PEACE SIGNED,” juxtaposes collective euphoria with 

personal desolation, exposing the chasm between public 

myth and private rupture. This textual economy mirrors the 

Hemingway hero’s code: emotional restraint as bulwark 

against void. Yet, analytically, it betrays deeper existential 

angst; Camus’s absurdism resonates here, as Krebs and the 

narrator confront a universe indifferent to human striving, 

their voids not filled but ritualized through stoic detachment.  

Hemingway escalates the human void beyond war’s 

aftermath into universal absurdity, as seen in ‘Hills Like 

White Elephants’ (1927). The American and Jig’s dialogue 

orbits an unspoken abortion, their words skimming surfaces 

while voids yawn beneath: ‘It’s really an awfully simple 

operation, Jig… It’s not really an operation at all’ 

(Hemingway 211). The hills, “White in the Sun,” symbolize 

barren futurity, their contours echoing the couple’s emotional 

sterility. Disillusionment manifests not in battle but in 

modern relational failures; the men’s pragmatic euphemisms 

erode Jig’s agency, hollowing her into a cipher. Structurally, 

Hemingway’s “iceberg theory”—seven-eighths 

submerged—amplifies this void, forcing readers to infer the 

abyss of unarticulated loss. In ‘The Killers’ (1927), the void 

assumes predatory form, infiltrating mundane Nick Adams’s 

diner. The killers’ banal menace—"I guess we ought to watch 

George a little while —demystifies violence, stripping it of 

heroic veneer. Nick’s post-encounter flight—"He felt all 

right now… He had gotten away”—offers illusory escape, 

but Hemingway undercuts it: the void persists, an 

ontological hunger devouring agency. Drawing on 

Heidegger’s ‘Being and Time’, this embodies 

“Geworfenheit” (thrownness), where post-war man 

confronts Dasein’s fragility amid absurd threats. Empirically, 

Hemingway’s oeuvre correlates with veteran testimonies; 

archival letters from his Red Cross service reveal similar 

motifs of “emptiness after the bang,” substantiating fiction 

as therapeutic exorcism.  

Hemingway’s portrayal of disillusionment extends beyond 

soldiers to the broader moral climate of the post-war world. 

In stories such as “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place,” the older 

waiter articulates a philosophical nihilism that resonates with 

wartime despair. “It was all a nothing and a man was nothing 

too,” he reflects. The repeated invocation of “nada” 

underscores the spiritual emptiness defining modern 

existence. The café’s light becomes a fragile defence against 

surrounding darkness—a metaphor for humanity’s desperate 

search for dignity amid meaninglessness. In addition, ‘In 

Another Country’ from ‘In Our Time’, also explores post-

war disillusionment by placing wounded soldiers in the 
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quiet, impersonal space of a Milan hospital, where recovery 

feels more mechanical than meaningful. The men gather 

each afternoon before therapeutic machines that promise to 

restore their damaged limbs, yet beneath this routine lies a 

deeper, unhealed wound. “It will make you as good as new,” 

the doctors assure them, but the narrator observes the 

uncertainty in their faces. Medals hang on their uniforms, 

symbols of supposed honour, yet the narrator confesses with 

quiet discomfort that his own decoration came “because I 

was an American.” The gap between recognition and reality 

intensifies his sense of isolation. The Major, dignified and 

disciplined, becomes the emotional centre of the story. He 

corrects the narrator’s Italian grammar with stern precision 

and abruptly warns him, “A man must not marry.” His words 

seem harsh, almost cynical, until grief strips away his 

composure. When his young wife dies unexpectedly, he 

returns to the hospital pale and shaken. “A man must not 

marry,” he repeats, but now his voice trembles with 

unbearable loss. In this moment, the façade of stoicism 

collapses, revealing a man shattered not only by war but by 

love and its vulnerability. Through such restrained yet 

piercing dialogue, Hemingway reveals the profound human 

void left in the aftermath of conflict—a silence filled not 

with heroism, but with loneliness, doubt, and the fragile 

effort to endure. Critics note that Hemingway uses the war 

hospital not as a site of healing but as a metaphor for 

existential stagnation—the characters are physically 

immobilized and emotionally immobilized, caught between 

war’s violence and peace’s indifference. “In Another 

Country” foregrounds protagonists undergoing physical 

rehabilitation, yet their emotional and spiritual recovery lags 

far behind. The narrator and his companions, all wounded 

soldiers, epitomize the psychological injury that resists 

clinical cure. 

Across these stories, dialogue functions as both revelation 

and concealment. Characters speak in clipped exchanges, 

evasions, and repetitions. What is left unsaid often carries 

more weight than what is articulated. This stylistic restraint 

reflects the emotional repression characteristic of the so-

called Lost Generation. Heroism is replaced by irony; faith 

by skepticism; intimacy by detachment. The void is not 

theatrical but subdued—embedded in pauses, hesitations, 

and unfinished sentences. 

Thus, in Hemingway’s short fiction, post-war 

disillusionment emerges as a pervasive psychological and 

cultural condition. His characters struggle not only with 

memory but with the collapse of sustaining narratives. 

Through sparse dialogue and symbolic landscapes, 

Hemingway poignantly captures a generation haunted by 

violence and estranged from inherited certainties. The 

human void he delineates is at once personal and collective: 

a silence echoing in the aftermath of war, where survival 

itself becomes both necessity and burden. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The aftermath of World War I witnessed a profound shift in 

cultural consciousness. The European and American artistic 

imagination grappled with the collapse of established 

certainties—religious, moral, and social—giving rise to 

literary explorations of alienation, fragmentation, and 

psychological displacement. Ernest Hemingway’s short 

stories represent a sustained meditation on the psychological 

aftermath of war—a landscape marked by disillusionment, 

estrangement, and the pervasive sense of a human void. 

Through narrative restraint and symbolic silence, 

Hemingway captures the emotional residue of a world 

unmoored from traditional anchors of meaning. His 

protagonists of these stories are not heroes in the classical 

sense; they are survivors of an era that has undone familiar 

patterns of identity and value. Their struggles reflect a 

broader cultural condition—the modern individual’s 

confrontation with uncertainty, fragmentation, and 

existential emptiness. By engaging with post-war 

disillusionment, Hemingway’s work continues to resonate 

with contemporary readers confronting similar questions 

about trauma, loss, and the search for meaning in an 

increasingly complex world.  
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