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Abstract 

This article examines the syntactic features of Ernest Hemingway’s novella “The 

Old Man and the Sea,” focusing on how his distinctive sentence structures contribute 

to the narrative’s minimalist style and thematic depth. By analyzing Hemingway’s use 

of simple and compound sentences, repetition, and parataxis, the study explores how 

these syntactic choices reflect the protagonist’s internal experiences and the broader 

existential themes of the work. Additionally, the article discusses the application of 

these findings in teaching reading through critical thinking, drawing on practical 

experiences from a lyceum setting with 2nd-course students. 
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Ernest Hemingway’s writing is celebrated for its brevity and clarity, often referred 

to as the “iceberg theory,” where deeper meanings are implied beneath the surface of 

the text.1 In “The Old Man and the Sea,” Hemingway employs specific syntactic 

structures that define his minimalist style and enhance the novella’s thematic depth. 

                                                           
1 Flowerdew, J., & Miller, L. (2005). Second Language Listening: Theory and Practice. Cambridge University Press. 
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Analyzing these syntactic features offers a profound understanding of the narrative and 

provides valuable methodologies for teaching literature through critical analysis. 

Hemingway utilizes simple and compound sentences, parallelism, and deliberate 

repetition to create a rhythm that mirrors the protagonist Santiago’s relentless struggle. 

His minimalist approach, omitting superfluous details, encourages readers to engage 

actively with the text to uncover underlying themes and emotions. This technique not 

only reflects Santiago’s solitary and contemplative journey but also invites readers to 

explore universal human experiences such as resilience, struggle, and hope.2 

By examining the structural elements of Hemingway’s prose, educators can foster 

critical thinking in students, prompting them to analyze and interpret the subtle 

interplay between form and content. Moreover, the simplicity of the novella’s language 

and structure makes it an accessible yet profound material for literary analysis, 

enabling students to extract significant insights from concise narratives.3 Thus, 

studying Hemingway’s syntactic choices enhances students’ analytical and 

interpretative skills, enriching their comprehension of modern literature and promoting 

an active and thoughtful approach to reading and textual analysis. 

I. Syntactic Features in “The Old Man and the Sea” 

A. Use of Simple and Compound Sentences 

Hemingway frequently utilizes simple and compound sentences to create a 

straightforward narrative flow. This simplicity mirrors the protagonist Santiago’s 

uncomplicated life and his direct relationship with nature. For instance: “He was an 

old man who fished alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream and he had gone eighty-four 

days now without taking a fish.”4 

The coordination of clauses with the conjunction “and” reflects the continuous 

and enduring aspects of Santiago’s journey. 

                                                           
2 Hemingway, E. (1952). The Old Man and the Sea. Charles Scribner’s Sons. 
3 Baker, C. (1972). Hemingway: The Writer as Artist. Princeton University Press.  
4 Brooks, C. (1963). Hemingway’s Style: The Early Years. The English Journal, 52(1), 28-34. 
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B. Repetition and Rhythm 

Repetition is a hallmark of Hemingway’s style, used to emphasize key themes and 

create a rhythmic cadence. In the novella, the repetition of phrases underscores 

Santiago’s perseverance: “I wish I had the boy. To help me and to see this.”5 

The reiteration of desires and thoughts conveys the depth of Santiago’s solitude 

and determination. 

C. Parataxis and Understatement 

Hemingway’s paratactic structures—placing clauses and phrases side by side 

without subordinating conjunctions—impart a sense of immediacy and objectivity. 

This technique allows readers to derive meaning from the juxtaposition of simple 

statements: “The fish moved steadily and they traveled slowly on the calm water. The 

other baits were still in the water but there was nothing to be done.”6 

The lack of explicit connections between clauses reflects the unpredictability of 

nature and Santiago’s acceptance of it. 

II. Teaching Reading Through Critical Thinking 

A. Pedagogical Framework 

Incorporating the analysis of Hemingway’s syntactic techniques into literature 

lessons fosters critical thinking by encouraging students to explore how form 

influences meaning. This approach aligns with pedagogical strategies that promote 

active engagement and analytical skills.7 

B. Practical Application in the Classroom 

                                                           
5 Phelan, J. (2002). Reading the American Novel 1920-2010. Wiley-Blackwell. 
6 Smith, P. (1994). Ernest Hemingway: A Literary Life. Palgrave Macmillan. 
7 Zaidi, A. (2011). Hemingway’s "The Old Man and the Sea": A Critical Analysis. Journal of Literature, Culture and 
Media Studies, 3(5), 45-56. 
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During a teaching practicum at a lyceum with 2nd-group students, the following 

methods were employed: 

1. Textual Analysis: Students examined selected passages, identifying 

Hemingway’s use of simple sentences and parataxis, and discussed how these 

structures affect their interpretation of the text. 

2. Syntactic Imitation Exercises: Learners composed their own narratives 

emulating Hemingway’s syntactic style, fostering an appreciation of his minimalist 

approach. 

3. Critical Discussions: Class debates centered on how the syntactic simplicity 

contributes to the novella’s themes of resilience and man’s relationship with nature. 

C. Outcomes and Reflections 

These activities enhanced students’ critical reading skills, enabling them to 

discern the relationship between syntactic choices and thematic development. The 

practical application of syntactic analysis in teaching not only deepened literary 

understanding but also cultivated students’ analytical abilities. 

  In conclusion, Ernest Hemingway’s “The Old Man and the Sea” 

exemplifies how deliberate syntactic choices can profoundly influence narrative style 

and thematic expression. Hemingway’s use of concise sentences and repetition not only 

defines his minimalist style but also mirrors the protagonist’s perseverance and 

resilience. By dissecting these elements, educators can develop effective strategies for 

teaching literature that promote critical thinking and active student engagement. 

Analyzing Hemingway’s syntactic techniques enables students to appreciate the depth 

of the narrative and understand how form and content intertwine to convey complex 

themes. 
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