
Collateral Damage 
 

I. Introduction: In a February 2006 open letter, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, Chief 
Prosecutor at the International Criminal Court wrote, Under international 
humanitarian law and the Rome Statute, the death of civilians during an armed 
conflict, no matter how grave and regrettable, does not in itself constitute a 
war crime. International humanitarian law and the Rome Statute permit 
belligerents to carry out proportionate attacks against military objectives,[17] 
even when it is known that some civilian deaths or injuries will occur. A 
crime occurs if there is an intentional attack directed against civilians 
(principle of distinction) (Article 8(2)(b)(i)) or an attack is launched on a 
military objective in the knowledge that the incidental civilian injuries would 
be clearly excessive in relation to the anticipated military advantage (principle 
of proportionality) (Article 8(2)(b)(iv). (Moreno-Ocampo 4-5) ß  Block 
Quote in actual paper. Civilian casualties, clearly, are an expected and even 
“permissible” outcome of war, even today when militaries can use advanced 
technology to monitor targets and strike with relative precision. It seems that 
no matter how advanced warfare becomes, war will always be messy, 
destructive, and incredibly dangerous for all those who are caught in the 
crossfire. Ernest Hemingway was a witness to the terrible destruction of war 
first as an ambulance driver in World War I, then as a war correspondent 
during the Spanish Civil War, the Greco-Turkish war, and later, World War II. 
Prior to his involvement in WWII, Hemingway published a short story called 
“The Old Man at the Bridge.” This story shows how war inevitably results 
in the deaths of vulnerable, innocent people through its use of character, 
symbols, and key lines. 
 

II. The title character, the old man, is both innocent and vulnerable, and it is clear 
by the end of the story that he will become a casualty of war. 

 
A. Hemingway makes the old man’s innocence obvious by having his 

narrator ask the man about his “politics,” and the old man replies, “‘I 
am without politics’” (79). This is important because it shows that the 
old man would neither have had any involvement with either group 
that started the war, nor would he have taken sides in the war once it 
had begun. He has nothing to do with the war itself beyond the fact 
that he has been caught up in it by the simple fact of where he 
happened to live.  
 

B. Not only is the old man innocent, but he also represents a certain kind 
of person who is caught up in war: a vulnerable person. He is poor, as 
one can see by his glasses and clothing (78); he is weak and tired 
(because he is very old), as one can see when he says, “‘I am seventy-
six years old. I have come twelve kilometers now and I think I can go 
no further’” (79); and he is alone, as readers can see when the narrator 
asks him if he has any family, and he replies that he does not (79). As 



the main character, his personal qualities help readers understand 
Hemingway’s larger message, and so the fact that he is vulnerable 
helps show that Hemingway means to make a point about not just 
civilian casualties, but specifically the danger that vulnerable people 
are in during war time. 

 
C. By the end of the story, readers know the old man will die because the 

narrator made very clear that it was dangerous to remain on that side 
of the bridge (79, 80), yet the old man cannot go any further. At the 
climax, he tries to get up and walk, but he falls back down (80). 
Readers understand that he will not live because it is obvious that he is 
not going to get up, and they know that the artillery is coming because 
the old man has repeated this throughout the story (79). He is stuck on 
the side of the bridge that represents death, if one views the bridge as a 
symbolic representation of the divide between life and death.  

 
III. Besides the old man, Hemingway also uses symbolism to help show that 

vulnerable people are the most at risk. The animals represent different types of 
people, and it is only the goat that is definitely going to die. This is the 
strongest piece of evidence to suggest that this is not just a story about how 
war results in civilian deaths, but more deeply, a story about the deaths of the 
vulnerable. 
 

A. First, readers understand that the cat will be okay because the old man 
repeatedly says it will be all right, it can take care of itself (79). Cats 
are associated with intelligence and cleverness, so readers can guess 
that the cat represents educated people. This makes sense because 
educated people would be better able to get themselves out of harm’s 
way. 
 

B. Second, the narrator convinces the old man that the birds will be okay 
because they can fly away (80). Flight is a resource the birds have that 
other animals do not. In this way, one can connect the birds’ flight to 
rich people’s money. The rich can use their resources to avoid the 
dangers of war. 

 
C. Finally, there is the man’s final animal, his goats. Goats were used as 

sacrificial animals in the Bible, so it seems clear that these goats are 
not going to survive. The old man and the narrator also are pretty sure 
the goat will not survive. The old man says, “‘It’s better not to think 
about the others’” (80), meaning the goats. It seems that this goat must 
be the last category of people, the people who are poor and 
uneducated, those who cannot escape the war’s danger.  

 
IV. Finally, the inevitability of these deaths, the deaths of vulnerable, innocent 

civilians, is stressed through the resolution of the story. 



A. In the end, one might wonder why the narrator did not try to help the 
old man, but the important thing is simply that he did not. There was 
no help for the old man, and this creates the theme. If the narrator 
would have helped the old man get to safety, one could draw a very 
different conclusion about the message of the story, but a message of 
hope was clearly not what Hemingway was aiming for. 
 

B. Looking at the final paragraph of the story, one sees that the narrator 
makes a very bleak statement: “There was nothing to do about him” 
(80). This hammers home the idea that the death of this man is 
inevitable. For some reason or another, the narrator cannot help him. 
He is doomed. 

 
V. Conclusion: Through character, symbolism, and the resolution of the plot, 

Ernest Hemingway’s short story “The Old Man at the Bridge” shows that 
nothing can stop vulnerable, innocent people from dying in wartime. The 
message of this story is very dark, very pessimistic, suggesting that people 
need to see war for what it is: horrible and negative. Often it seems that people 
want to hear about heroism and read hopeful stories coming from the depths 
of war, but is this realistic? Is this helpful? If people with experience and 
understanding, like Ernest Hemingway, stood up and told stories of the 
grimness of war, of the deaths it brings, of the times when there were no 
heroes, when nothing heroic could be done, perhaps we would be less likely to 
go to war in the first place.  


