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Abstract. A Clean, Well-Lighted Place, a famous short fiction written by Hem-
ingway, is noted for its characters building and theme of “nada”. Literature about
the novel lay emphasis on the image analysis respectively to explore the theme
with theories in subdivided disciplines. However, few researches analyse the
unity of characters and its significance. This paper is oriented to explain the fig-
ures’ unity according to the texts, in order to further uncover the psychological
picture of postwar Americans. From this perspective, the research will also iden-

tify the relations between the roles’ shared features and social marks.
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1 Introduction

1.1  Hemingway and his writing

Ernest Hemingway is a main writer of “lost generation” that was considered as a group
of people who experienced the cruel, disappointing World War I with fancy of freedom
and democracy. The life on the battleficld provided indispensable sources for his crea-
tion, such as A Farewell to Arms and For Whom the Bell Tolls. As an American novelist
and short-story writer, his novel The Old Man and the Sea won the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1954.
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Hemingway, renowned for the intense masculinity of his writing and his
adventurous life, plays a significant part in American literature. His characters could
be lost or in despair, while they never give in when suffering from the physical or
mental pain. plainly give expression to his value and outlook on life. This marvelous
writer’s works also carry profound implication without purple patches, but he only
depicts 1/8 of the main idea in his passage and another 7/8 is left for readers to

explore. This is the iceberg theory, embodied in most of Hemingway’s novels.

1.2 A Clean, Well-lighted Place

The setting of this short story is in a clean, well-lighted cafe, where an old man was
addicted to alcohol and got drunk every night. He should have killed himself owing to
the nada of life, though he has got a huge wealth. However, hurrying home, the young
waiter in the cafe felt annoyed and fearful for him. He disregarded the loneliness of
the old man and even discriminated against him. His youth brought him strong
confidence in love and work. Through his dialogue with the older waiter, it can be
seen that the middle-aged man understood the old man and walked towards
nothingness of life.

Nada, a crucial theme of this short story, was implied by words and behavior of
three main characters in the tale --- the old man, older waiter and younger waiter. The
nothingness is derived from the World War I, the background of this novel, which
alienated people from hope and belief by serious trauma. Actually, vivid contrast can
be read in their perspectives towards life, especially between man in an elder age and
waiter in the youth. The novel’s three roles seem divided in image construction, but
they are in the unity that represent people living in 1920s.

This paper aims to explore the unity of characters in A Clean, Well-lighted Place,
rather than the comparison of roles, in order to delve into the image-building that

contributes to the theme.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Researches about A Clean, Well-lighted Place

A Clean, Well-lighted Place is one of the popular passages written by Hemingway. In
the recent century, it has gained a wide popularity in the academia. A considerable

number of researches focused on the theme of the story. Mao (2000) pointed out the
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mind in loneliness and dignity in life implied in the novel. From the gist of the story,
the panorama of western ethics after the World War I was studied in a
three-dimensional way (Gao, 2015). Nada was also an essential thought worthy for
further exploration among scholars. Some researchers provide the analysis of the texts
by linguistic concepts, such as cognitive poetics (Mi, 2010), structuralism, to explore
the story’s theme.

Literary theories are often used in the study of this novel. This work is famous for
its iceberg theory, which have been discussed by numerous researchers, like Chen
(2011) in China. Narratology, aesthetics and minimalism have become starting point
to read the texts by scholars. Symbolism and naturalism are also windows for the
research. Fatimah (2020) gave due prominence to the symbol of cafe and spatial
research. The cafe and light implied a place to escape from nothing and helped the
author to express the bright wishes for the future. With reference to this story, Maliha

(2020) thought further on American modern society and young generation.

2.2 Researches about characters in the story

Characters building, through their speeches, acts, psychology, offers a vivid picture of
the story. It is also a channel for us to enter their inner world and to search for the
theme and implications of a passage. In terms of Hemingway’s A Clean, Well-lighted
Place, Hu Minna(2012) directly analyzed all figures and extended to different
personalities in a nothing world. Warren Bennett (1970) interpreted the wide play of
irony through analysis of characters’ analysis.

Linguistics is another perspective for researchers to explain the images of people in
the story and “nada” sculptured in their lives. Qiao Hui (2013) analyzed the the
characters’ speech acts in the dialogues according to Austins Speech Act Theory and
Searler’s Indirect Speech of Act. System functional linguistics is an emerging division
in linguistics, thus some researcher have begun to explore the interpersonal meaning
in the story with this discipline (Wang, 2018).

2.3  Unity of Characters

Related researches tend to analyse the main characters respectively to compare life
attitudes of people in different ages and see through the age in nothing, particularly

from the old man and the older waiter. However, Hoffman (2013) paid attention to the
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unity of this fiction and thought that all three figures in the tale actually confront
nothingness, though only the old man articulates the fact.

Hoffman (2013) gave detailed analysis about the unity in the novel in a broad
sense, ranging from the naturalistic and symbolic combination to consideration of
concept nada. In his review, the three main roles are analytical subjects to reveal their
shared attitudes towards life, nada, which embodies the one-facet unity of characters.
However, the main figures are respectively in different stages of their lives, through
which the status quo of a man living in the post-war age can be probed into. Besides,
extant studies has noiced little the three mini-characters in the novel, but they did give
evidence to the union features of roles in the story, a sense of blankness and nothing
in their bottom of heart. Therefore, this paper, based on the concept of characters
unity and the text, will concern about common characteristics marked on these
figures, and reason that they represent an American man in different times of life in
the era. It will also distribute some focus to explore supporting roles in the novel to
paint a relatively more complete picture of people’s inner world in the decades after
WWIL

3 Texts Analysis

3.1 Different stages in one life

Hemingway depicted three men in different ages with varied personalities and
attitudes towards life. But in that certain age, experiencing the disastrous world war,
the three images can be united as a man in different life stages.

“He’s lonely. I’'m not lonely. I have a wife waiting in my bed.”

“He had a wife once too.”

“A wife would be no good to him now.”

The dialogues above indicate that the old man once had a wife, physical strength,
and even the youth---everything that the young waiter is enjoying now. The young
waiter disliked to be old and considered it as nasty thing. Also he employed the stupid
omission of syntax when talking to the old man. It is evident that he is fearful and
annoyed about the old. Thus it could be reasonably predicted that when he becomes
old, he will feel lost about everything he has lost, hate the life in “nada”, and even
want to commit suicide. The past of the old man is owned by the young man now

while the young waiter’s current acts imply his future with nothing.
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Mentally speaking, despite the old man failed to commit suicide, became drunk
each night and lived in a grey life, he still kept neat and walked with dignity. The
masculinity is developed within decades rather than a few days, thus when he was
young, he might be also energetic, self-assured and never feared the existence and
life. Just like the simple young man in the story. They share a huge similarity in life
track, which could be interpreted that there is only one man, whose images in youth
and the old age are simultaneously presented in the tale.

The older waiter is more than a representative of middle-aged people, but is on
behalf of the transition between the youth and the old. Towards the viewpoint on “an
hour”, the young waiter held that an hour is more to him than to the old man, while
the older waiter thought of it as the same. He realized that time is fair and just for
everyone. It will not endow someone with lasting youth and beauty; it has deprived

what the man has owned, except the money, and it is stealing the older waiter’s youth,

too.

“I have confidence. I am all confidence.”

“You have youth, confidence and a job.” the older waiter said, “You have
everything.”

“You have everything I have.”
“No. I have never had confidence and I am not young.”

From the course, it can be seen that the middle-aged man sighed at the past, the
things he has just had. But now everything but work has dimmed with the time. He
was close to understand the nada in life, the mental state in the old age, as he would
like to stay in cafe with those who suffer from insomnia and need a light for the night.
By contrast, the other waiter simply know nothing about the life, felt absolutely
confident and even insulted the older waiter. That experience was also deeply
understood by the middle-aged man, since he has just walked out of that youth.

At the end of the story, the older waiter repeated the plots of the old man in the
cafe. He went to a bright and pleasant bar and talked “nada” to the barman, then he
was despised by the young man with impolite words. He would have the same feeling
for life and even the same ending as the old man in the next few years.

Therefore, the author seems to shape three completely different characters --- the
old man in despair but still in dignity, the middle-aged man realizing “nada” and
pursuing order and light, the confident but immature, indifferent young man.

However, they are not divided, instead, they are in the unity of an American man’s
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life. This man, the miniature of “lost generation”, who lives in the age of WWI and
experiences the three periods of life, corresponding to the states presented by the three

main roles in the novel.

3.2 Unity in the background

The three men portrayed by Hemingway, with somewhat similar trails, can reflect a
man in three life stages. But the premise is the historical setting they are living in that
imposed huge influence on their attitudes, personalities, and life values.

The publishment of A Clean, Well-lighted Place was on the conjuncture of World
War I and World War II. In consequence, the western society was undergoing through
postwar frustration and countless difficulties and a deep social and political turmoil
(Sumayyah, 2018). The social disorder and uncertainty inflicted tremendous harm on
people both physically and mentally in that age. The repetitive “nata” in prayers of the
story also imply the collapse of belief in God, their religion. There were no belief and
spiritual support in America then. Alienation and Disillusion of American dream
became the tag of postwar generations.

Three characters in the story share the common background, so certain historical
features are carved on them. Due to the uncertainty about the unknown future, the
young man believed in carpe diem and thought little about the change. Without social
order, there was a disappointing time, thus the middle-aged man was chasing for
meaning and life principles. Having gone through the tsunami-like change, the old
man lost the roots and was expelled from the rich spiritual world. The sources of their
seemingly different behavior and outlooks are the frustrating world they were trapped

in. The background determines their inevitable trails and ending in nothing.

3.3  Another three characters in the story

Most of researches focus on the 3 main characters in this short story, while the
supporting roles here are also worth being explored. They also lived in the postwar
years, unable to avoid the spiritual crisis as those three men. Their details, therefore,
contribute to the unity of characters in this story.

The soldier, with brass number on his collar, was still serving the army. But, he
dated the girl on the sly till the midnight, which evidently disobeyed the military

disciplines. At that time, a girl without head covering dubbed herself as a currish girl.
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Here is an image that a guard breaking the regulations confidentially dated a degraded
girl at night to satisfy his desire. He is also believed to pick up the old man, an
innocent man. To be precise, that is a picture of morality decline and social chaos.
They are both not the two exceptions, but the reflection of the mass. Also, the barman,
who had no understanding of “nada” and ridiculed the middle-aged man, is like
another young waiter. He lost the humanistic sympathy to others and respect for the
old. He is the production of a freezing and alienated society.

These three supporting roles strengthen the depiction of people during those
decades. Although they are small figures in the story, they have much similarity with
the main characters and contribute to the indicating the social situation at that time in
the unity with the three men mentioned above. The images of these six persons can be

dispersive to stand for the public world from 1910s to 1930s.

4 Discussion

4.1 Certain generations and American society

This paper shifts from analyzing characters independently to noting the unity of
characters. In A Clean, Well-lighted Place, three main characters can be combined to
illustrate the life of an American man living in the age of wars. Affected by cruel wars
and social recession, this man, who should have been hopeful for his American
dream, experienced “something” to “nothing” and only found the meaninglessness of
life in the end of life. The unity of characters shows that generations having suffered
from the world war live on the spiritual wasteland and become helpless when facing
the grey society, but they also keep a well-lighted place in their minds.

The unity is also embodied in characters and society. Human beings live in and
interact with society, so the social turmoil must have huge effects on them. Economic
downturn, political disorder and wars confine people in despair about their life. Take
the war as an example, everything can disappear in an instant. Nothing can people do
to react to nothing they are faced up with. Vice versa. How the people think about the
world and their acts will gradually change the whole society: People’s negative views
on the society will fade their passion away and hobble the social progress, which
becomes a vicious circle; however, further learning the inner world of the characters,
we can identify a place with light in their mind that means their aspiration for hope, a

wish for renewed American dream.
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4.2  The significance of unity in characters

From A Clear, Well-lighted Place, common characteristics of the figures can be found
to mark a specific age---years after the WWI. Every character in the tale, in different
ages, holds different opinions about life, but the marks of that time should be noted in
them. In other words, their unity is considered as the mirror of the age.

This perspective can be used to analyse more characters in other novels. In spite of
how varied their mindsets and viewpoints are, they, to some extent, share some
commonality shaped by the society they live in. Thus, it is significant to identify the
deeper connections among characters and to perceive the purpose of writers
constructing their images in each story. The design is intended to serve the theme,
disclosing the social traits and the writers’ attitudes towards them.

Moreover, the unity of characters can shed light on us exploring the characteristics
of a certain age in some place. Take China’s coastal areas as an example. It is true that
everyone is unique, but we can analyse the commonplace of people born in 1960s,
who are in their fifties, to identify the what marks that decade. Normally speaking,
they are thrifty and diligent now, as their growth is accompanied with the socialist
revolution and reform and opening-up. This generation has experienced the age in
poverty and witnessed the economic development in China, so they understand the
bitter source of happiness and know how to treasure the great life now. However, for
those born in 1990s, they grow up with the advancement of Internet and technology,
and the rate of poverty is much lower than that in 1960s. They can use the web to
connect with the world and expand their horizons. Besides they are hardly confronted
with the problems about the most basic needs. Thus, this group of young people are
better educated and more creative with explosive information, but less bitterness in
their life may lead to their relative worse anti-pressure ability.

Furthermore, originally speaking, the unity of characters and different images of
figures are the binary in literary review. But they are reconcilable. The latter is
analyzed in detail to discover the same tags marked by the time on them. Then the
theme about the society emerged with the unity of characters. They are in unity of

opposites on the viewpoint of philosophy.
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5 Conclusion

This paper adopts an innovative new point to inspect characters in a short story---the
unity of figures. That originates from the common social background and points to a
telling comment on a certain society in an age. It cannot be denied that each character
has its symbolic meaning, but it should be admitted that their age leaves the same
trace on them. This angle may enlighten the new research on characters building in
other Hemingway’s works and the contacts with themes. Furthermore, novels created
by other writers can be researched in this way to deepen the thought on social setting
of their works. However, this review has its own limitations. More literature on unity
of characters in other stories should be referred to and checked to construct a specific

analytical framework to offer more reliable texts inferences.
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