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Abstract: Ernest Hemingway, one of the most influential writers of the 20th century, has often 

been scrutinized for his portrayal of women in literature. While many critics argue that his works 

reinforce patriarchal ideologies, others contend that Hemingway’s female characters exhibit 

complexity, agency, and depth that challenge conventional gender roles. This paper examines the 

representation of women in Hemingway’s major novels and short stories, analyzing their 

relationships with male protagonists, their autonomy, and the evolving themes of gender 

dynamics in his works. Through a close reading of A Farewell to Arms, The Sun Also Rises, For 

Whom the Bell Tolls, and select short stories, this paper explores how Hemingway’s depiction of 

women reflects the shifting social landscape of the early 20th century and his own complicated 

views on masculinity and femininity. 
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Introduction 

Ernest Hemingway’s literary legacy is marked by his terse prose, themes of war, existential 

struggle, and a strong focus on masculinity. However, his portrayal of women remains a 

contentious topic among scholars. While some view his female characters as mere extensions of 

male desire or narrative devices serving as catalysts for male suffering, others argue that his 

women—though often shaped by male perspectives—exhibit notable complexity, independence, 

and defiance against societal norms. 
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Hemingway’s relationships with women in his personal life—his four wives, his mother, and 

female friends—also inform his literary portrayal of gender roles. His upbringing, marked by a 

dominant mother and a traditional yet strained view of masculinity, influenced his depiction of 

both strong and submissive women. This paper aims to dissect Hemingway’s women through a 

gendered lens, highlighting their roles, strengths, and limitations within his narratives. 

Women in Hemingway’s Novels 

1. Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms 

Catherine Barkley, the love interest of the protagonist Frederic Henry, embodies both traditional 

femininity and moments of subversive independence. Critics have debated whether Catherine is 

a fully realized character or a romantic ideal molded by Frederic’s gaze. Initially, she appears as 

a nurse who has suffered the loss of her fiancé, making her vulnerable. However, as the novel 

progresses, Catherine asserts agency over her relationship, making unconventional choices such 

as defying traditional marital structures. 

Despite her strength, Catherine ultimately succumbs to the tragic trope of the sacrificial woman, 

dying during childbirth. This reinforces Hemingway’s recurring theme that love and happiness 

are fleeting, often at the expense of female characters. While Catherine possesses depth, her role 

primarily serves to shape Frederic’s journey rather than exist independently. 

2. Brett Ashley in The Sun Also Rises 

Lady Brett Ashley is perhaps Hemingway’s most famous female character. Unlike Catherine, 

Brett is fiercely independent, sexually liberated, and defies traditional gender norms. As a 

woman navigating the post-World War I landscape, Brett reflects the disillusionment of the 

“Lost Generation.” She refuses to be bound by societal expectations, engaging in multiple 

relationships and challenging male authority. 

However, Brett’s freedom comes with limitations. Though she embodies modernist ideals, she is 

often portrayed through the lens of male desire and frustration. Jake Barnes, the novel’s 

protagonist, is both enamored and tormented by her unattainability. Ultimately, while Brett 
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disrupts traditional femininity, her narrative arc suggests that such freedom comes at a cost—she 

remains emotionally unfulfilled and unable to find stability. 

3. Maria in For Whom the Bell Tolls 

Maria, the love interest of Robert Jordan in For Whom the Bell Tolls, represents a more idealized 

and passive female character. A victim of wartime violence, Maria is portrayed as delicate and in 

need of protection. Her relationship with Jordan is one of deep devotion, but she largely exists as 

a symbol of purity and renewal rather than a fully autonomous character. 

Hemingway’s depiction of Maria aligns with traditional notions of femininity, reinforcing the 

idea that women in his novels often serve as emotional anchors for male protagonists rather than 

independent agents. However, Maria’s survival at the end of the novel suggests a departure from 

Hemingway’s typical treatment of female characters, allowing for the possibility of resilience 

beyond male-centered narratives. 

Women in Hemingway’s Short Stories 

Hemingway’s short stories offer a broader range of female portrayals, often exploring more 

nuanced gender dynamics. 

1. “Hills Like White Elephants” 

This story presents a conversation between a man and a woman about a potential abortion. The 

dialogue-driven narrative reveals an unequal power dynamic, with the man subtly pressuring the 

woman while she remains hesitant. The woman’s ambiguous stance reflects the internal conflict 

between autonomy and societal expectations, showcasing Hemingway’s ability to depict the 

complexities of female experience. 

2. “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” 

Margot Macomber is a rare example of a dominant woman in Hemingway’s fiction. Unlike his 

other female characters, Margot is assertive, manipulative, and ultimately exercises power over 

her husband. Her actions challenge traditional gender roles, yet the narrative punishes her for this 
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defiance—her husband dies under suspicious circumstances, reinforcing a cautionary theme 

about the dangers of female dominance. 

3. “Cat in the Rain” 

This story illustrates a woman’s quiet dissatisfaction in marriage. The protagonist’s longing for a 

cat serves as a metaphor for her desire for emotional fulfillment and autonomy. Hemingway 

subtly critiques the limitations placed on women in domestic settings, suggesting an underlying 

sympathy for female dissatisfaction. 

Conclusion: Hemingway’s Women—Complex or Constrained? 

Hemingway’s female characters occupy a paradoxical space within literature. While they often 

conform to traditional gender roles, they also exhibit moments of defiance, complexity, and 

agency. His novels and short stories reflect the tension between masculinity and femininity in a 

rapidly changing world. 

Though Hemingway has been criticized for portraying women through a male-centric lens, his 

works also offer a nuanced examination of gender dynamics, revealing both the constraints and 

possibilities for women in his literary universe. Ultimately, Hemingway’s portrayal of women is 

not monolithic; it is shaped by his personal experiences, cultural influences, and evolving 

attitudes toward gender and relationships. 
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