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Isolation in War Narratives 

 When war is depicted in popular culture, it usually is associated with a sense of 

camaraderie between soldiers. Tim O'Brien touches on this "love" in The Things They Carried, 

and numerous movies, such as Saving Private Ryan, The Deer Hunter, and Tropic Thunder, are 

based around the relationships formed under combat. The message seems to be that one of the 

unique side effects of war is the special bond that forms between men when they are thrust into 

the most extreme circumstances and duress. While camaraderie shows up in many war 

narratives, it's not an integral factor to the genre; many war narratives have reached iconic status 

because they bucked this trend.  The soldier (or soldiers) in question are portrayed as loners who 

are unable to connect or empathize with those around them. Oftentimes, this leads to their 

downfall. In these cases, the artists are utilizing isolation to comment on a specific aspect of the 

war, such as the treatment of veterans or the failure of a country's foreign policy Frederic Henry, 

the protagonist in Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell To Arms, is a lone American in the Italian 

army in World War I. The final outcome of his indecisions throughout the book are reflective of 

the United States' isolationist policy during the time the book was published. Billy Pilgrim, a 

soldier on the Eastern front during World War II and the sole captive of the planet Tralfmadore, 

is Kurt Vonnegut's representation of trauma. Finally, by focusing exclusively on one Vietnam 
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veteran's life after discharge, and his slow descent into madness, Martin Scorsese is able to use 

the film Taxi Driver to comment on the treatment of veterans. Additionally, the concept of 

isolation in these narratives buck the idea that war creates a special bond between veterans, as 

every narrative portrays veterans as worse off because they went to war. 

 It's commonly quipped that every novel becomes much more interesting when you realize 

that the author in question was writing about themselves. This may not apply to every author, but 

it certainly applies to Ernest Hemingway's work. Born in the American Midwest in 1899, 

Hemingway enlisted in the American army at the onset of World War I,  at the age of nineteen. 

His experience as an ambulance driver in Italy gave him the basis for his first best-seller, A 

Farewell To Arms. The novel chronicles Frederic Henry, an American lieutenant (or tenente) in 

the Italian army, and his romance with Catherine Barkley, a nurse of British or Scottish heritage. 

Publication of the novel in 1929 coincided with the height of American non-interventionism, 

which was the belief that it would be best if America stayed out of world conflicts. However, the 

novel's plot reflects the belief that non-interventionism is destined to fail, as Frederic Henry's 

relative indifference to most everything around him eventually leads to his downfall. 

 Henry's isolation becomes apparent as early as the first section of A Farewell To Arms 

when he addresses why he, a young American, is enlisted in the Italian army. According to 

Henry, "I was in Italy … and I spoke Italian" (Hemingway 22). Already, Henry is isolated 

amongst his own peers, and he is often referred to as the American Tenente.  This comes to a 

head in the Italian retreat, when Henry is apprehended by the Italian army and comes close to his 

own execution. At this point, Henry (the American) decides to sever ties with the Italian army, 



Murrell 3 

 

and escapes via the closest river. His association with the Italian army does not bring the Allies 

any closer to victory, or have any fruitful conclusions at all; instead, it ends with Henry floating 

swimming down a river, dodging bullets.  However, Henry is not truly isolated because he 

"...cannot actually forget the war because he cannot stifle his social conscience" (Dahiya 46). His 

hesitance to hear news from the front lines reflects his guilt about deserting the Allied forces. 

The United States, before involvement in World War II, held isolationist policies, but the 

constant stream of news regarding German invasions of Allied countries proved that military 

action was a necessary course of action. In short, the United States could not stifle their 

collective social conscience, so they couldn't treat the impending war as irrelevant to their well-

being.  

 One of the few characters who Henry does connect with is Catherine, a nurse of English 

descent who tends to his wounds. Her specific heritage is never discussed in full, but it's 

important that she's from the region of Great Britain, one of America's biggest allies at the time. 

Catherine joined the war two years earlier than Henry, and proclaims herself to be "nearly crazy" 

(Hemingway 116) when she meets Henry. Henry originally has no intent of loving her, other 

than sexually; he lies when he professes his love to her, views their interactions as a game, and is 

very distant to her when he first learns she's with child. However, their relationship progresses, 

and after deserting the Italian army, Frederic journeys to meet the now-pregnant Catherine in 

Switzerland. When she dies in childbirth, Henry walks the rainy streets alone and defeated. 

Henry's relationship with Catherine is similar to the neutrality tactics employed by America after 

World War I. Both Americans tried to stay isolated from British conflicts and situations, but 
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eventually found themselves pulled back into the fold. However, America dropped their 

isolationist policies and willingly joined the conflict, which led to their success. Frederic Henry 

remained isolated throughout the end of the novel, and he finds himself alone in Switzerland, a 

known neutral country - a fitting conclusion to this tale of isolation and loneliness. 

  The Great War left the world shocked that such an appalling tragedy could have 

occurred, and numerous nations involved in the fighting all signed treaties to ensure that another 

tragedy would never occur. However, the German invasion of Europe and the United States' 

failing isolationist policies proved that another widespread conflict was inevitable. After the 

attack on Pearl Harbor in late 1941, the United States officially entered the war, and in 1943, a 

young man named Kurt Vonnegut was enlisted in the army. Vonnegut's experience fighting in 

World War II - specifically, the firebombing of Dresden -  gave him the inspiration for his most 

well-known novel, Slaughterhouse Five. At face value, Slaughterhouse Five is a story about how 

Billy Pilgrim survived both the firebombing of Dresden and his abduction by Tralfamadorians. 

However, many critics speculate that the world of Tralfamadore is nothing more than a product 

of Billy's traumatized mind. 

 In order to pinpoint how isolation applies to Billy Pilgrim, we must first define and 

discuss the nature of his trauma. Like many other veterans, Billy has post-traumatic stress 

disorder, or PTSD. Symptoms of PTSD generally include frequent flashbacks to disturbing 

events, high levels of anxiety after said event, and a reluctance to talk about (or even 

acknowledge) the event. The novel's nonlinear structure represents the Tralfamadorian life span, 

but, according to Susanne Vees-Gulani, "being spastic in time is...a metaphor for Billy's 
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repeatedly re-experiencing the traumatic events he went through during the war" (Vees-Gulani 

177). This is why the novel bounces back and forth between Earth and Tralfamadore, and why 

Billy will bounce in between ages. Most of the symptoms of PTSD that Billy displays kicked off 

in 1944, after being captured by German troops during the Battle of the Bulge. This is when he 

first jumps through time to the year 1967, and the earliest linear point where his nightmares, 

whimpering, and kicking (all a manifestation of anxiety) are acknowledged. 

 Given some of the most common symptoms of the disorder, Billy's diagnosis of PTSD is 

strong, and it just so happens that many doctors also associate social isolation with PTSD. 

Robert C. Scaer writes that "Social isolation often occurs in the later stages of a person's 

response to severe trauma... The symptoms [of PTSD] suggest that such people enter into a state 

of freeze/dissociation with exposure to very nonthreatening but nevertheless threatening stimuli" 

(Scaer 69). In laymen's terms, Billy Pilgrim is constantly bombarded with seemingly innocuous 

colors, smells, and sounds that upset him to the point that he has to mentally flee in order to find 

stability. A drunk's voice brings to Billy's mind the scents of mustard gas and roses, and a siren 

makes Billy panic about World War III. Billy's time travel may be nonlinear, but it's not totally 

random; in fact, it usually corresponds with significant moments in his life. On the night of his 

daughter's wedding, Billy is abducted by a Tralfamadorian spaceship. When Billy dozes off in 

his makeshift prison in Dresden (the source of most of his trauma), he finds himself in an 

argument with Barbara in the (linear) future. Immediately after his wife's death, Billy 

acknowledges his presence at Dresden to his new roommate and finds himself in the middle of a 

flashback. If we are to accept that Billy is not truly travelling through time, but experiencing the 

effects of trauma, than the timing of his flashbacks indicate that he uses isolation as a defense 
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mechanism when he feels threatened. Essentially, Billy's trauma from the war is so severe that he 

has to leave Earth (either mentally or physically) to find comfort after all the violence he has 

seen. His trauma takes the form of aliens because Billy Pilgrim himself is alienated, which is a 

subtle brilliance on the part of Vonnegut. 

 The final entry in this study is Martin Scorsese's 1976 vigilante film, Taxi Driver, starting 

Robert De Niro. This narrative differs from the aforementioned novels in a number of ways. 

Obviously, the medium in which the narrative is conveyed is film, rather than the written word. 

Film has limitations that one doesn't find in the written word (for example, a film may be 

restrained by a budget, and disjointed story may be significantly more difficult to portray), but 

the visual aspects of the medium offer a subtle presentation of details that's often absent in a 

novel. This is important, as the presentation of veterans in Taxi Driver is very easy to miss. It's 

also worth mentioning that the background of artist in question differs greatly from the previous 

two novels. Both Ernest Hemingway and Kurt Vonnegut were veterans, and their wartime 

experience had a huge influence on A Farewell To Arms and Slaughterhouse Five, respectively. 

Neither Martin Scorsese nor Robert De Niro were Vietnam veterans; in fact, the two had no 

experience in the armed forces at all. Some of Scorsese's early films had strong anti-imperialism 

undertones, which he may have utilized when directing Taxi Driver. 

 The characterization of Travis Bickle, the film's main character, as a traumatized veteran 

is easy to disregard because it occurs so early in the film. In the film's first lines of dialogue, 

Bickle admits that driving a taxi appeals to him because he "can't sleep nights" (Scorsese, Taxi 

Driver) and spends most of his nights on subways and buses, claiming that "if [he's] gonna do 
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that, he might as well get paid for it" (Scorsese, Taxi Driver). A moment later, it's revealed that 

he's uneducated and was honorably discharged from the Marines in May of 1973. The attendant 

on duty shows a twinge of concern for the Veteran, as he fears that Bickle might be taking on 

this job because his income is so stunted, as is the case with many veterans after the Vietnam 

War. This scene aptly describes the neglect of Vietnam veterans after the war, and sets the stage 

for Travis's trauma and subsequent self-medication, which is represented by isolation.   

 Taxi Driver, in itself, is an exercise in isolation; of the twenty-eight unique scenes in the 

film, Travis appears in all but a single one. As a character, he is pathetic. He has no friends and 

no confidants. His attempts to make connections with other humans end up fruitless at best. In 

one scene, Travis attempts to reach out to a seasoned cab driver and admits that his thoughts are 

turning violent, but his colleague either misunderstands his plight, or completely disregards his 

mental turmoil, and simply tells him "Don't worry so much!" (Scorsese, Taxi Driver) and that 

he'll "be alright" (Scorsese, Taxi Driver).  This is one of the most positive conversations Travis 

has with a peer, as most of his other social interactions are disastrous. Earlier in the film, he 

manages to get himself a date, only to spoil it for himself by taking the woman in question to a 

porno theatre the next night. Travis clearly wants to connect with people, but fails every time. 

The most famous scene in the film is Travis, alone in his room, fiddling with his newly-

purchased firearms and practicing the dialogue he'll use when he does shoot someone. In this 

scene, Travis wears an old combat jacket; the same jacket is worn when he attempts to 

assassinate Senator Palantine, and when he goes on his violent spree at the end of the film. This 

jacket acts as what Les Keyser calls a "Vietnam Hangover" (Keyser 195). These actions, such as 
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smoking unfiltered Camel cigarettes or the K-bar knife strapped to Travis's leg, indicate the 

severity of the impression the Vietnam War left on Travis. As the film goes on, Travis self-

medicates with alcohol, pornography, and violence, all of which drive him further and further 

into the recesses of his own warped mind. 

 Scorsese and De Niro work in synchronicity to create a frightening portrayal of Vietnam 

veterans: unhinged, ticking time bombs, and prone to violence at any moment. Isolation was key 

in creating this image, because Travis's isolation is an indirect product of his time in Vietnam.  

Upon immediate return, he tries to resume a sort of normal life, but finds it impossible to do so 

because "...the environment is overwhelming and working against the war veteran, who hasn't 

got the skills to cope" (Early 226). Travis, acting alone, doesn't know how to effectively deal 

with his trauma. Instead of attacking the root of the problem, he finds a quick fix for his sleepless 

nights: taxi driving. What he experiences these nights, in turn, end up influencing his mindset 

and his actions for the rest of the film. Eventually, Travis ends up ceasing interaction with most 

people, sans lowlifes and criminals, which leads up to the film's dramatic conclusion. Had 

Travis's issues been dealt with accordingly upon his return from Vietnam, he wouldn't have been 

forced to self medicate by driving a taxi cab around. The idea that the bloodshed and carnage 

depicted in the film's finale could have been avoided easily is the most frightening aspect of Taxi 

Driver.  

 Interestingly enough, all three of these narratives undermine the idea that war is 

conducive of brotherly love, and you'll leave the battlefield with a "second family" of sorts. All 

three of the protagonists discussed leave the battlefield worse off than they were before. Frederic 
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Henry never rises above the distinction of being the American soldier in the Italian army. This 

anomaly almost gets him killed by his own army during the Caporetto Retreat. Since he has no 

choice but to desert the army, he ends up alone in neutral Switzerland. Both Billy Pilgrim and his 

troops are disconnected from one another. Roland Weary, in particular, expects to find himself in 

a special relationship with his troops, and his disappointment turns to violence when this doesn't 

come true. After the war is over, Billy fails to find comfort amongst his former comrades. He 

attempts to find comfort within his own mind, until 1976, when one of his former comrades has 

him assassinated. In the beginning of Taxi Driver, Travis Bickle comes close to bonding with a 

former Marine who seems to understand some of the struggles he's going through. However, 

despite working in the same establishment, the two characters never meet again. Travis never 

comes into contact with another ex-Marine or Vietnam veteran for the rest of the film, and none 

of his colleagues who opted out of the war can understand what he's going through. Frederic, 

Billy, and Travis are not members of a special group for having experienced war, as more 

traditional war narratives would have you think; rather, they've left the battlefield stunted and 

crippled, distanced from their friends and family back home, with no support system in place to 

help them get back on their feet, and it's unlikely that their lives will ever be as rich or as 

fulfilling as they were before the war. 

 Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell To Arms, Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Five, and 

Martin Scorsese's Taxi Driver are all considered to be hugely important as both war narratives 

and works in their respective genres.  All of these narratives go against the grain of what's 

considered a "traditional" war narrative, because they all have an intense focus on isolation, 
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rather than camaraderie. Frederic Henry's isolation in A Farewell To Arms is a cynical metaphor 

for the United States' anti-interventionist policies in the first half of the twentieth century. Billy 

Pilgrim's isolation in Slaughterhouse Five is an open-ended interpretation of trauma that veterans 

of major wars might suffer through after they return home. Finally, Travis Bickle's social 

isolation in Taxi Driver shows the struggle many veterans face when attempting to cope with the 

transition from wartime to peacetime, and the devastating results that may come if these 

problems are neglected. Not only is the inclusion of isolation in these three narratives an 

excellent source of social commentary, but the conclusions to these stories drive the point home 

that war doesn't create a unique bond between men in uniform; rather, it simply produces lonely, 

damaged individuals who stand to harm themselves or others. A Farewell To Arms, 

Slaughterhouse Five, and Taxi Driver all show that, regardless of the era or the squadron, 

isolation is a byproduct of a soldier's wartime experience. 
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