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Delving Into The White Hills 

Hills Like White Elephants is a classic piece of literature, and one well-known by a myriad of 

critics, authors, and poets. In the short story, Ernest Hemingway tells the tale of a couple that is seemingly 

caught in an old and recurring dilemma. A few paragraphs in, and it’s quite easy to tell that the couple are 

having some sort of fight, though they try to hide it behind passive-aggressive wording and language. 

Ernest Hemingway’s way of writing is extremely subtle, yet, contradictorily, it also possesses a very blunt 

quality. This unique blend of storytelling is what makes Hills Like White Elephants such an interpretive 

work of art. The reader is able to grasp the main point of what the character is saying due to the 

straightforward phrasing, but grasping a basic understanding of a piece of literature doesn’t exactly equate 

to you truly understanding the deeper meaning of the words. The short story is mainly packed with a 

constant, back and forth dialogue that showcases the discussion/argument between the American and his 

girlfriend, Jig. It is through this dialogue that we catch glimpses of what the two are really arguing about, 

even if they never come out to directly address the issue itself. For all intents and purposes, Hills Like 

White Elephants is a story that is practically made to be interpreted in many different ways. In the 

following pages, I will be evaluating these different critical perspectives, each one a different 

interpretation formulated by a different writer. At the end of my analyses, I will provide my own 

interpretation of the short story. Though every critic may hold differing ideas as to the direction and 

meaning of Hemingway’s work, most interpretations do have one thing in common; the sinking feeling 

that nothing is truly resolved at the end of the story, despite Jig’s positive asseveration.  

In his interpretative article, “‘Hills Like White Elephants’: Lean, Vintage Hemingway”, Kenneth 

Johnston goes straight to the heart of his critical perspective by detailing how Hemingway masterfully 

cultivates the story’s mystery through his subtle words. He states, “The reader can see, clearly and deeply, 
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into the shadows if he submits to the discipline of close reading and fleshes out the implications of this 

lean story. A rich pattern of dialogue, setting, action, and allusion is carefully woven into Hills Like White 

Elephants. With swift, sure strokes, without a wasted word or motion, Hemingway creates a taut, tense 

story of conflict in a moral wasteland” ( Johnston 233). In this critical perspective, Johnston analyzes the 

subtlety and hidden in plain sight style of writing that Ernest Hemingway is most known for. Johnston’s 

own interpretation of the story is that there is no concrete way to truly decide on the outcome of the 

couple’s troubles, despite the countless other interpretations that exist solely for it. Sure enough, as stated 

in the introduction, nothing is really concluded or set out completely straight. Neither Hemingway, in the 

few narrative parts, or the couple, in their alternating lines of dialogue, come out to say exactly what they 

want to say. Everything is hidden beneath the surface, much like the Iceberg Theory writing style that 

Hemingway himself pioneered. Johnston goes on to summarize the short story, providing examples of 

common interpretations such as Jig’s viewing of the white hills as beautiful portrayals of her own 

pregnancy, while the American only saw boring mounds of dirt. Johnston does, however, go against his 

own words in a way, providing different interpretations for the same scenes and moments in the short 

story, providing further reasoning as to his own belief that it is impossible to force Hills Like White 

Elephants into a certain type of interpretation. Near the end, Johnston states, “The signs of the man's 

discontent are quite ominous. His implicit criticism of the unreasonable girl and, more important, his 

seeking a moment of pleasure apart from her, tend to confirm the girl's dark premonitions and to hint at 

some future dissolution of their relationship, or some later permanent abandonment” (237). Like the other 

interpretations evaluated in this paper, Johnston does believe that nothing was ever truly resolved at the 

end of the short story, but he leaves the ending up to the wind, not specifically stating what he thought the 

ending was. Much like Hemingway, Johnston left the ending of his critical perspective free to interpret, 

and that was the main point of his own interpretation. To him, Hemingway’s writing is lean. It’s short on 

details and fluff, but the different meanings and interpretations you can gain from it is astronomical. 

Johnston’s critical perspective was well-founded to me, although I do feel that it is possible to come to a 

solid standpoint when it comes to Hills Like White Elephants. 
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Nilofer Hashmi, the writer of the interpretative essay, “The Jilting of Jig”, immediately 

established the main point of her critical perspective by immediately listing out a fourth ending for the 

mysterious short story. She states, “There is strong support in the narrative for a fourth outcome that fits 

in with the dark overall prognosis presented in other scholarly interpretations: the girl will indeed have the 

abortion, expecting in this way to stay on with the man, but after the operation has been performed, he 

will abandon her” (72). Rather than exploring the common routes most critics traverse when it comes to 

the main point of consternation between Jig and the American, Hashmi claims that the less popular fourth 

outcome is just as, if not more, likely an ending for the couple. Throughout the story, Ernest Hemingway 

hints at the man’s stubborn and persistent nature, both through the repetitive repeating of the same lines of 

dialogue, and Jig’s own exasperation at his shallow reaffirmations. For instance, while the girl was trying 

to relax and enjoy the beer, the American broke their moment of peace by stating, “It’s really an awfully 

simple operation, Jig. It’s not really an operation at all” (Hemingway 124). In contrast, Jig consistently 

tried to bring the topic back onto lighter matters, all in an attempt to enjoy whatever peace she could with 

the man she chose to be with. This, Hashmi went on to say in her text, is the division between the 

American and the girl. Jig clung to a dream of family and togetherness until the last minute, and finally 

decided to give it all up as the requisite price of staying with the man, who, Hashmi believes, will ‘jilt’ 

her as soon as the operation is over. Later in the essay, Hashmi strongly argued the opinion that the title of 

the short story, Hills Like White Elephants, foreshadowed the American’s eventual abandonment of his 

girlfriend, and the tones and narration of the story supplemented this. Hashmi went on to state, “The hills 

can represent, on the one hand, the precious dream of a family relationship, so ardently desired by the girl, 

and on the other, the harsh stifling of the dream, manifested in the man’s cold response to her comment 

about white elephants. ” (75). By rejecting the simile, and thus Jig’s dream of a happy and familial life, 

the American effectively announces his disinterest in anything more than a purely physical and sexual life 

with Jig. However, with Jig’s new feelings of paternal love and familial wistfulness, returning to such a 

carefree life after an unwanted abortion is unlikely to happen. At the end of her interpretation, Hashmi 

concludes, “The girl has now suppressed her real feelings, but they are surely evident in the reiteration of 
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the statement that she feels fine, and in the artificial brightness she brings to her smile, a smile as bright as 

a tear” (81). Any sort of happy ending is practically impossible after the couple’s discussion, and like 

Hashmi believes, it is very likely that the man will simply abandon Jig. The writer did a great job in 

evaluating the different scenes and feelings hidden beneath the depths of the story, and her interpretation 

of abandonment is a very plausible one. 

 Next, we have the interpretation of Meg Gilette, the writer of the journal article, “Making Modern 

Parents In Ernest Hemingway’s ‘Hills Like White Elephants’”. Her critical perspective on the short story 

is fairly obvious from the title, but she hits the nail on the head when she wrote, early on in the article, 

“Belying modernism's supposed disinterest in feminine, familial concerns, this article finds, in the cases 

of "Hills Like White Elephants" and Bad Girl, more than an acute interest in the intimate operations of the 

modern family; it finds, as well, an acute self-consciousness about modern literature's potential effects on 

the modern family” (Gilette 51). In this interpretation, Meg Gilette critically analyzes the possible effect 

modern literature, such as Hills Like White Elephants itself, has on families in this day and age, along 

with the similarities between the two. Both children and adults study literature in both high school and 

college, after all, and everything leaves an impression, whether it be books or poems. To further evaluate 

the story, Gilette takes a step away from the mysterious symbolism that many other critics explore, and 

reads Hemingway’s work with an empathetic heart and a literal, frank sense of awareness. She hones in 

on the emotional disparity both main characters shows in the short story, and details how their emotional 

restlessness and lack of understanding leads to the source of their problems. Gilette goes on to reveal that 

similar uncertain emotionalism is one of the many causes for familial discords in modern day families. 

This helps support her initial goal of exploring and interpreting the similarities and effects between Hills 

Like White Elephants and the modern family. One thing to note is that Gilette referenced one question 

quite often in her critical perspective; shall the child come? A question of whether or not Jig and the 

American should even have the baby, considering their constant dilemma and their own contrasting 

personalities. She wrote her own thoughts on the matter, saying, “In addition to providing readers with a 

forum in which to practice the "Shall the child come?" question, Hills Like White Elephants also proffers 
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lessons in the beneficence of the nuclear family” (Gilette 57). A nuclear family is a rather simple term, 

referencing two parents and their dependent child as a single social unit. For her, this is another nod 

towards modern families, and the effect that literature can have on them. There’s no happy ending for the 

American and Jig, unless they have the child while staying together, which, Gilette later states, is 

extremely unlikely. However, by having the reader draw the conclusion of a nuclear family being the 

happiest ending, the story is effectively affecting its modern day audience. For Meg Gilette, 

Hemingway’s short story was a tale of emotional awkwardness, misunderstandings, and general lack of 

consensus. She attempted to show how literature can affect modern day families, and for the most part, I 

feel as if she did a good job. Though she may have looked at the story from a very different point of view 

than most, her interpretation isn’t wrong because of that. 

 In his interpretive article titled “Decision Under Uncertainty”, Barry A. Marks goes into detail on 

how he views Hills Like White Elephants as an informative short story that expresses the importance of 

making, and remaking, decisions while apprehensive and uncertain. He explains his thoughts on the 

matter by stating, “We need to look to the arts for exploration of that considerable part of the decision 

terrain which lies beyond ordinary rationality. The business of the artist begins at the limits of rational 

certainty” (Marks 380). As both a businessman and a writer, Marks’ interpretation of the story is made 

mainly from a scientific and objective point of view, with the man evaluating the decisions and choices 

both main characters make while uncertain and lost. His critical perspective showcases this blatantly, with 

the man taking the different metaphors and symbolic dialogue directly at face value. After going over the 

brief, tense dialogue that he labels forced and unsatisfactory, Marks goes on to say, “The reason for the 

tension becomes clear when the man says suddenly, “It’s really an awfully simple operation, Jig.” They 

have been avoiding a subject which has been weighing heavily on their hearts. They have apparently 

decided on the abortion and, geographically speaking, are on their way toward it. But they have yet to 

make a full, emotional commitment to it” (382). This simply shows that, instead of interpreting the hidden 

meanings at a deeper level like other critics, Marks makes sure to dig directly to the root of their decision 

making process. He interprets their argument less as a symbolic representation of white hills or plains, 



Reliford 6 

and more so as a couple trucking along on a rocky pathway to making an honest and full commitment to 

an important decision. While the tenseness and passive aggressive nature of their stilted conversation 

hints at a vague uncertainty towards their own future, Marks notices, and writes about, how the couple 

briefly addresses the problem, no matter how flippantly they do so. As a businessman, Mark states how  

the process of making what appears to be a purely pragmatic decision involves much more complicated 

matters of responsibility and commitment. Unfortunately, he later acquiesces, the main couple in the short 

story are not in the right states of mind to make such a decision. A consensus is reached at the end of the 

story, of course, but it wasn’t a decision that was honest and full of commitment. Instead, it was a 

decision based solely on uncertainty. This is how Marks interpreted Hills Like White Roses. A short story 

that reveals the snags and pitfalls of apprehensive and uncertain decision making, and why it’s important 

to fully commit to your decisions. Otherwise, you can end up like Jig and the American; stuck in a 

disaster-bound future that is unlikely to end well. His article was eye-opening to me, and it shows an 

interpretation that I can fully agree with. 

Stanley Renner’s critical perspective, “Moving to the girl's side of ‘Hills Like White Elephants’”, 

interprets the ending of the short story in a completely different way than most other interpreters. He 

states his thoughts on the matter quite frankly by writing, “A study of Hemingway's characterization of 

the pregnant girl as she struggles with the American's wishes and her own feelings points, in my view, 

toward the conclusion that she decides not to have an abortion, and her companion, though not without 

strong misgivings, acquiesces in her decision” (Renner 27). Renner’s stance seems to take root at the 

setting of the story. To him, you must have a solid understanding of the setting in order to truly 

understand the character development Jig goes through in the story. The setting, Renner believes, 

revolves around two lines of rails, presumably going in opposite directions. To him, it represents, 

figuratively, the decision point at which the couple find themselves. The couple must decide on which 

railway to go: the railway that leads to abortion, or the one that leads to childbirth. On either side of the 

rails, there are two different types of hills. On one side, the hills are plain and barren, which, Renner 

believes, represents a life of sterility and hedonistic living. On the other hand, the other side has living, 
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growing vegetation and life, which represents the beginning of a family. Once you grasp this 

understanding of the setting, then Jig’s development as a character is likewise conceivable. “Viewed 

analytically,” Renner states, “the drama may be seen to take place in four movements” (29). These 

movements are the building blocks for Jig’s development, and each one develops itself into the next, 

allowing for the pleasant ending that Renner believes is the most likely. The first movement shows Jig as 

the stereotypical passive female, submissive to the demands of a male. However, in the second 

movement, she comes to terms with her own dreams, roles, and values as a woman. This leads to the third 

movement, where she asserts herself for the first time, and finally, to the last, where she resentfully 

capitulates to the demands of the American. Now, however, she realizes what she wants, and isn’t afraid 

to show it. At the end, though they were originally stuck in the middle of the railroads, and in between the 

choice for abortion and childbirth, Renner goes on to state, “When the American carries their luggage to 

the other side, the whole weight of the story's figurative logic comes down on the conclusion that he is 

accepting her side of the issue” (33). It’s important to note that she was smiling as he did so, lending more 

credibility to his interpretation. Though, subjectively, I may not agree with Renner’s critical perspective, 

he does have a few good points in his article. 

Doris Laner, in her critical perspective, “The Bittersweet Taste of Absinthe in Hemingway’s 

‘Hills Like White Elephants’”, writes about a rather unique interpretation that uses absinthe as its focal 

point. According to Laner, the licorice flavor of the drink Jig was drinking in the beginning of the story “-

triggers a response that causes her to see some connection between absinthe and “everything” about their 

relationship, bringing to mind a multiplicity of images and emotions that serve to reinforce the other 

major elements of the narrative” (279). In other words, absinthe is a metaphor for the different emotions 

and images that Jig experiences throughout the story of Hills Like White Elephants. In order for the rest of 

her interpretation to make sense, Laner soon goes into an explanation regarding the history and effects of 

the alcoholic beverage. A bitter, highly intoxicating drink that tastes of licorice, absinthe’s main 

ingredient just so happens to be wormwood; a potent, toxic psychoactive alkaloid that is extremely 

harmful to the consumer. It also has anise, another key ingredient. Anise acts as a sort of aphrodisiac, 
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which, combined with the wormwood, makes for a very dangerous concoction. “The absinthe,” Laner 

goes on to explain, “becomes a stimulant to the reader’s imagination, as it did to the girl’s, resulting in a 

series of images and emotions that build upon and reinforce what is communicated by the other major 

elements of the story” (286). Much like the drink physically and mentally does to its consumer, the 

absinthe in the story acts as a sort of psychological tonic for the reader, painting pictures and enhancing 

the other major aspects of the story through its dynamic usage as a metaphor and interpretation. The 

connection goes even deeper, of course. Laner reveals that the addictive quality of the drink is meant to 

emphasize the unhealthy and addictive nature of the couple’s lifestyle. Much like an addict holding on to 

absinthe, Jig and the American are attached to a meaningless, unhealthy life that only leads to destruction. 

“That’s all we do, isn’t it,” said the girl, “look a things and try new drinks” (Hemingway 274). Finally, 

Laner finishes off her interpretation with yet another connection between absinthe and the story. As the 

drink is a hallucinatory beverage, infamous for its psychoactive effects, Laner states that Jig’s distorted 

view of the hills represents absinthe as a whole, reflecting her mental and emotional state. Her inability to 

see reality as it is reflects the effect absinthe has on its consumer, and how they’re own minds become 

addled with illusions and false images. In the end, Laner’s interpretation is definitely a plausible one. The 

connections are really there, and they don’t appear forced, either. 

Lastly, we have my interpretation of Hills Like White Elephants. As I read through the short 

story, I was genuinely amazed at how refreshing it was to read something that hid so many things in plain 

sight. Though the dialogue was very repetitive and frank, there was so much that I read that was between 

the lines, and the different interpretations I came up with were very plentiful in number. However, there 

was one thing that truly stood out to me, and that was how human they both were. Many people criticize 

the American for being a ruthless and ignorant man, and they often criticize the girl for being passive, 

submissive, and an all around pushover. However, to me, it seemed as if they both simply wanted 

different things, and they weren’t exactly sure how to go about getting what they wanted. I don’t know 

their ages, but considering the hedonistic lifestyle they seemed to indulge in, I assume that they’re both 

relatively young. Everyone makes mistakes, and it’s very possible that pregnancy was never something 
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they ever intended to happen. They could have done everything in their power to avoid such an event, but 

in the end, it happened, and they were left with two differing opinions. However, the American was never 

exactly mean or aggressive in his dealings with Jig, and Jig herself simply wanted a family that the man 

was probably not ready for. In my opinion, the story seemed to represent the clashing desires of a young 

couple who were simply not ready for the critical decision they found themselves creating. It’s very 

possible that they broke up afterwards, whether they went with the abortion or not. However, I don’t 

believe that the American simply abandoned her just because she no longer wanted a sex-only life. I feel 

like he was not ready for the responsibility of a child, and broke up with her because of that. In the face of 

an abortion, I think that the American would have stayed with her, but lingering feelings of sadness and 

grief would’ve eventually split them apart. As a whole, I interpreted the meaning as one of warning and 

young mistakes, rather than a tale of heartbreak and grim possibilities. 

In conclusion, Hills Like White Elephants proves itself to be an extremely well thought-out short 

story that has a massive effect on its readers, even to this day. Interpretations are merely opinions as to the 

meanings of a certain thing, and Hemingway’s short story caused countless opinions to be created due to 

his very peculiar and unique style of writing. The critical perspectives I’ve written about in the previous 

pages are all examples of these interpretations, and each one holds a nugget of truth, no matter my own 

opinion on its likelihood. It’s very possible that the American and Jig ended up having an abortion, with 

the man of the relationship abandoning her to the wolves as soon as he realized that their spark was gone. 

At the same time, it’s quite possible that they kept the baby, and ended up separating, regardless. After 

all, the American was never okay with it in the first place, and the odds of him staying with her after so 

many attempts at persuasion is low at best, and nonexistent at worse. Still, there are, as always, sparks of 

hope among those who have read the story. A happy ending is very rare when the topic of abortion is 

broached, but Hemingway’s masterful writing leaves much to the imagination, and if you read the words 

a certain way, such a conclusion could easily be found. Hidden amongst metaphors and similes, and 

placed between lines of passive aggressive dialogue, any sort of conclusion can be reached.  
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