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1995 – Writers often highlight the values of a culture or a society by using characters who are alienated from that culture or society because of gender, race, class, or creed.  Choose a novel or a play in which such a character plays a significant role and show how that character’s alienation reveals the surrounding society’s assumptions or moral values.

In Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, Jake Barnes and his associate expatriots experience a sense of psychological isolation from moral society, physically manifested in their geographic removal and their extravagantly meaningless and morally absent lives.  True to Hemingway’s spartan style, the assumptions and values of “moral”society are rarely stated explicitly.  Rather, Hemingway alludes to the lack of morality by showing the decadent and gratuitous lifestyle in which the characters engage.   Though the main characters are often financially broke, they nevertheless manage never to go hungry (or dry).  The real starvation occurs in the path of moral decline they traverse as members of the Lost Generation.  At one end of this path reside the old-world values of love, honor and courage, questionable in the aftermath of the war.  The other end is uncertain and possibly devoid of similar values, but the street remains one-way and returning home becomes untenable.


“You are all a lost generation,” states Gertrude stein, a contemporary of Hemingway, to describe a number of American literary notables pursuing their art in Paris during the 1920’s and 1930’s.  In context of The Sun Also Rises, this definition may be extended to the narrator and all four other primary characters in the novel, a sundry collection of individuals that share a common half-hearted search for the meaning of life.  A brief roll call would introduce Jake Barnes, protagonist and American writer;  Robert Cohn, his Jewish colleague and supposed best friend; Lady Brett Ashley, a beautiful, yet promiscuous British socialite; Bill Gorton, the heavy drinking humorous relief; and Mike Campbell, a constantly bankrupt Scottish war veteran with a tendency for drunken rages. “Fake European standards have ruined you,” Bill chides Jake one day, “you drink yourself to death.  You become obsessed by sex.  You spend all your time talking, not working.  You are an expatriate, see?” (115).  With World War I past them, they have had their very ideals ripped out from them and thus have vacated not only their countries, but their preconceived notions of morality.  They seem almost adverse to attempting any sort of resolution or closure.  Much conversation is very surface level.  For example, the war itself – while constantly alluded to – is discussed only minimally.  When Jake takes a young prostitute out to dinner, he impulsively brings up the war injury that has left him impotent.  Upon her affirmation of  her dislike of “that dirty war” he realizes that the discussion could lead only to trite, popularized views.  He decides that “we would probably have gone on and discussed the war and agreed that it was in reality a calamity for civilization, and perhaps would have been better avoided” (17).  This meiotic statement clearly indicates that all similar conversations among any of his acquaintances could never get past the surface and address the deep, residual emotional scars.  Jake, in fact, suffered a war injury described only to the extant that it has left him impotent.  Because of this, he can never truly retain the love of Brett, despite their deep history, who knows that she could never remain faithful in a relationship devoid of sex.  The only character who does not abandon his old-world ideals of bravery, courage, loyalty, and honesty is Robert Cohn, perhaps to a fault. This fact, combined with the fact that he is the only nonveteran in the bunch, serves to draw antipathy from all of the group.  They constantly berate him for many things, especially his dogged persistence for the love of Brett, despite the fact that they all experience a desire for her.  His attempts throughout the novel to retain the notions the rest abandoned with the war often draw accusations from his comrades.  “Do you think you amount to something, Cohn?” Mike drunkenly rants, “ Do you think you belong here among us?  People who are out to have a good time?…Do you think Brett wants you here? Do you think you add to the party?  I’m not clever.  But I do known when I’m not wanted.  Why don’t you see when you’re not wanted, Cohn?  Go away.  Go away, for God’s sake.  Take that sad Jewish face away” (177).  By the novel’s end, even Cohn succumbs to the realization of moral futility, allowing his anger to result in physical violence, an action that causes him deep grief.  The war, it appears, is the great divider for it separates the characters from their old ways as well as pits them against each other.   


The characters attempt to fill the moral void left by war as they meander somewhat haphazardly through life.  Mostly, they attempt to fill it with alcohol.  In Paris, Jake and his friends wander from bar to bar and club to club, hoping to find escape from the dreary daily existence in the intoxicating spirits and music.  They seem to cling to the hope that by constant movement, they might not only escape the repetition of daily life, but find new purpose and meaning.  Robert tries to convince Cohn to come with him to South America, worrying that his “life is going so fast and [he’s] not really living it.”  Jake quixotically assures him that “all countries look just like the moving pictures [anyway]…Nobody ever lives their life all the way up except bull-fighters” (10).  Ironically, they eventually do decide to travel and it is bull-fighting that draws them away from Paris to the fiesta in Pamplona, Spain.  In Pamplona, they are witnesses to and active participants of the debauchery and near-pagan atmosphere during a week-long orgy of wine, music and dancing.  

The festivities are highlighted by the Corrida de los Toros, the running of the bulls through the streets of Pamplona and the bull-fights within the arena.  A metaphor for the struggle of moral integrity and pride, the bull-fights seem to provide an outlet for passion and fascination among the companions, a much needed distraction.  Montoya, a hotel proprietor in Pamplona, describes purpose in life in terms of passion for and personal knowledge of bullfighting, aficion.  Aficionados hold a deep love for bull-fights as an art and “there [is] no password, no set questions that could bring it out.  Rather, it [is] a sort of oral spiritual” communication among those of a special breed.  “For one who had aficion [Montoya] could forgive anything.  At once he forgave [Jake] all [his] friends” (132).  Ironically, though Jake is a bull-fighting aficionado, neither he nor his companions ever truly manage to translate aficion to life, to bring passion to their existences.  Symbolic of Jake’s struggle in this regard are the role steers in the Corrida.  When the bulls are released from their pens, steers are used as moderators to form a sort of herd.  Unified so, the bulls do not fight each other.  However, steers are often gored in the process – a brutal sacrifice.  Parallels to Jake’s role in the novel may be drawn in that the unnaturally sterile steers (steers are castrated to make them more docile) are used to moderate the bulls in much the same way Jake moderates between his friends.  Rarely expressing his own thoughts or acting of his own motives, Jake frequently allows himself to be figuratively gored by his volatile friends.


The novel closes tragically as Cohn is driven off by Mike and the group disperses after the fiesta.  It appears that the characters are no closer to the ideological sanctuary they sought than at the beginning.  Neither extravagant living, travel, nor the extreme danger of bullfighting seem to be able to pluck them up from the mundane and instill purpose in their lives.  However, it should be noted that no event in Hemingway’s literary works occurs without reason.  Though the characters have not extricated the meaning of life from their experiences, they come to more clearly define themselves independently of the world.  This self-recognition is the necessary first step in the quest for self-purpose and Hemingway concludes on a hopeful tone.  Commenting on their previous affairs and exploits, Brett converses with Jake in a taxi:
“Oh Jake, … we could have had such a damned good time together.” To which he replies: “Yes…isn’t it pretty to think so?”

