
 
P-ISSN  2708-6453 Pakistan Languages and Humanities Review May-June 2026, Vol. 10, No. 3 

O-ISSN 2708-6461 https://doi.org/10.47205/plhr.2026(10-III)12       [143-151] 

  

 
 

 
 
 

Introduction 

Earnest Hemingway’s novella is descriptively simple- its spare, declarative prose, 
its apparently modest subject matter of an aging Cuban fisherman’s solitary struggle with 
a giant marlin- conceals extraordinary depths of meaning that have continued to fascinate 
readers, critics and theorists for over seven decades. How a text of such syntactic economy 
can generate such interpretive richness is not merely a question of authorial genius. It is, 

RESEARCH PAPER 

Schema Theory and Reader Response in Hemingway’s The Old Man 
and the Sea: A Cognitive Stylistics Analysis  

Fatima Amin 

Ph. D Scholar, Department of English, Govt. College Women University, Sialkot, Punjab, Pakistan 

*Corresponding Author fatimaameen61@gmail.com 
ABSTRACT  

Cognitive Stylistics is an aspect of literary theory and psychology, concerned with how 
linguistic choices in literary and non- literary texts evoke and reflect cognitive processes in 
the reader. This paper is a cognitive stylistics analysis of Earnest Hemingway’s novella The 
Old Man and the Sea (1952), with a particular focus on schema theory and reader- response 
theory. Based on theoretical frameworks, the study examines Hemingway’s minimalist 
prose style activates, disrupts, and refreshes cognitive patterns in the reader. The analysis 
explores four dimensional interrelated areas: the deployment of content, formal and 
textual schemas in narrative; the operation of Hemingway’s “Iceberg Theory” as a schema- 
gap mechanism; the role of reader inference, projection and affective response in the 
construction of literary meaning; and the socio- cultural dimensions of schema formation 
as they bear on interpretive variation. Close textual readings of key passages illuminate 
how Hemingway’s spare diction, repetition and symbolic meanings invite readers to 
activate pre- existing mental frameworks while simultaneously frustrating easy closure, 
thereby generating a participatory aesthetic experience. Cognitive Stylistics evokes mental 
images, emotions and conceptualization in readers to help them interpret literature. The 
techniques and methods of cognitive Stylistics includes close reading, lexical analysis, 
metaphors and narrative structure, neuro- imaging and eye- tracking. However, 
metaphorical interpretation reveals that how writers have evoked reader’s emotional and 
cognitive development. On the other hand, memory and prior knowledge shapes reader’s 
response to literary text that is examined in this novella by Hemingway. Moreover, the 
technique of Foregrounding is used to highlight the unusual language patterns that attract 
reader’s attention and create deeper meanings. The cognitive stylistics provide a uniquely 
productive lens for understanding both the enduring power and the interpretive plurality 
of Hemingway’s masterpiece. The methodology clearly deals with textual analysis with 
insights from cognitive science, schema theory, mental spaces and conceptual metaphors. 
This study arguing that the cognitive stylistics successfully bridges the gap between the 
text and the embodied, situated reader.  
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basically, a cognitive and linguistic question, one that invites analysis through the 
frameworks of cognitive stylistics.  

The techniques and methods of cognitive Stylistics includes close reading, lexical 
analysis, metaphors and narrative structure, neuro- imaging and eye- tracking. However, 
metaphorical interpretation reveals that how writers have evoked reader’s emotional and 
cognitive development. On the other hand, memory and prior knowledge shapes reader’s 
response to literary text that is examined in this novella by Hemingway. Moreover, the 
technique of Foregrounding is used to highlight the unusual language patterns that attract 
reader’s attention and create deeper meaning. 

Cognitive Stylistics is an interdisciplinary enterprise that applies insights from 
cognitive science and linguistics- including schema theory, mental spaces, prototype 
theory and conceptual metaphor- to the analysis of literary texts and their effects on 
readers. It insists that literary meaning is not encoded in the text alone, but emerges from 
a dynamic interaction between the text and reader’s cognitive apparatus, background 
knowledge and affective responses. This interactive model of reader- response aligns with 
literary theory associated with critics, who foreground the reader’s active role in the 
production of literary meaning. 

Cognitive stylistics offers the tools like schema theory and reader- response, the 
schema theory proves particularly generative for the analysis of narrative and literary 
prose. Originating in the psychological research of Frederic Bartlett (1932) and 
subsequently elaborated by cognitive scientists. Moreover, schema theory describes the 
background knowledge and expectation that people bring out of perception and 
comprehension. Whenever schemas activate, mental frameworks for people, places, events 
and social situations that guide inference, fill the gaps and shape the individual’s 
experience of the narrative world. The text can confirm, modify or subvert these schemas. 

This paper describes the sustained cognitive stylistic analysis of The Old Man and 
the To investigate Hemingway’s text The Old Man and the Sea through its stylistic features 
of schema and reader- response theory. 

Literature Review 

The Old Man and the Sea (1952) by Ernest Hemingway is analyzed by symbolism, 
existentialism, modernism, psychological criticism and stylistics. In recent years, however, 
with the development of cognitive poetics and cognitive stylistics, new ways of 
comprehending the process of reading and how readers build meaning in reading to 
literary acts have been disclosed. Some of the most influential theoretical models in the area 
are: Schema Theory and Reader-Response Theory. The methods move the focus of literary 
interpretations from text to reader, cognition. 

Schema Theory can be used to understand how readers use preexisting knowledge 
structures, cultural experiences, and mental models to comprehend text. In contrast, 
Reader-Response Theory focuses on the reader’s personal interaction with a text and how 
the reader creates meaning. By combining these theories in the context of cognitive 
stylistics, a great methodology is available for the analysis of how minimalist, symbolic, 
ambiguous, and emotional Hemingway’s writing style is in The Old Man and the Sea. 

This literature review is focused on the key arguments in the mainstream 
scholarship on Schema Theory, Reader-Response Theory, cognitive stylistics and 
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Hemingway’s novella. It also clarifies the lack of previous studies and how the study of the 
writings of these theories can help deepen knowledge about the novella. 

Cognitive stylistics is an interdisciplinary study that was born and developed in the 
late 1900s and is derived from cognitive science, linguistics, and literary criticism. Peter 
Stockwell states that Cognitive stylistics focuses on the ways in which readers’ mental 
processes—or cognition—work to understand literary text, narrative structure, metaphors, 
and style. 

The mental frameworks and conceptual models that readers employ in the 
interpretation of literature explains Peter Stockwell in Cognitive Poetics: An Introduction, 
2002. Stockwell says that literary texts provide not only a guide into the kind of 
interpretation that the reader must engage with but also provides an opportunity for an 
interpretive flexibility. This can be especially notable in the writing of Ernest Hemingway, 
who applied his “Iceberg theory,” which deliberately omits information and forces readers 
to read between the lines and glean meaning from what hasn’t been said. 

Investigates how literary texts produce emotional and conceptual reactions, as 
initiated by gaps in the narrative, foregrounding, and stylistic deviations, as well as word 
theory. Hemingway’s laconic style of writing and his symbolism make him a good 
candidate for cognitive stylistic analysis because the reader must exercise his or her 
conceptual problem-solving skills to reconstruct the missing elements in the text of the 
narrative. While reading stories, readers are building upon their imagination to create 
fictional worlds. In The Old Man and the Sea, readers are creating their own mental images 
of Santiago, the sea, the marlin, and the experience of making a living. Such mental 
constructs rely significantly upon readers’ schemas that involve with regards to getting 
older, heroism, masculinity, endurance, and nature. Therefore, cognitive stylistics sets the 
theoretical basis for studying the cognitive processing of the readers in Hemingway’s 
novella. 

Schema Theory is a theory from cognitive psychology first proposed by Frederic 
Bartlett, and later elaborated by several other researchers, including Rumelhart. The theory 
states that comprehension relies on prior mental schemas or schemas, which interact and 
set up the knowledge and experiences in the human mind. 

When David Rumelhart later says that schemas help readers to deal with 
incomplete or ambiguous information and hold their expectations, he is not mistaken here. 
In the field of literary studies, Schema Theory is a useful framework for explaining how 
readers process literature in terms of their cultural and historical background and their 
own experiences. 

Literature schemas consist of knowledge of the conventions of narratives, cultural 
symbols, social roles, and emotional experiences. These schemas are activated by readers 
when they read to make coherent interpretations. Schema activation plays an important 
role in the Old Man and the Sea by Hemingway, since there is little in the way of explicit 
description, and it is largely symbolic. 

A number of scholars have pointed out the need for active, cognitive involvement 
on the part of readers in the reading of Hemingway’s writing. His lack of detailed 
explanation requires readers to make inferences and bring background knowledge to the 
text. Santiago’s battle with the marlin yields cultural schemas such as those of heroism, 
perseverance, suffering, and man’s relationship with nature. Likewise, those who know the 
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symbolism of Christianity may see Santiago as a Christ-like figure because of his human 
suffering and endurance, as well as the sacrifices made by his journey. 

The novella Is also understandable with bearing the Schema Theory in mind so as 
to interpret it differently for different cultural groups of readers. One reader might be a 
realist in so far as concentrating on the realities and survival of fishing; another might be 
more on the existential or spiritual side. It is clear from this interpretative variability that 
meaning is not found entirely within the text itself, but is at least partially constructed by 
readers’ thinking patterns. 

 Without the preexisting schema, for example, in the culture or past life experiences 
of the reader, understanding of inscribed texts is hindered. This leads readers to have to be 
alert to many different schemas at once, in order to make sense of the deeper levels of 
meaning in Hemingway’s symbolism and understatement. 

Furthermore, the process of schema disruption has its importance for interpretation 
of literary work. Schemas can be altered in literary texts to surprise the reader. The Old 
Man and the Sea really throws in a wrench in the traditional heroic schemas since Santiago 
fails to keep the marlin even though he is an example of great courage. This disorientation 
prompts people to think again about what success and failure are and what human dignity 
and self worth are. 

Schema Theory, therefore, offers a valuable approach to comprehending the 
readers’ cognitive processing of Hemingway’s manner of narration and his symbolism. 
Reader-Response Theory grew out of formalist and structuralist theories, which saw 
meaning as objective and fixed. A central idea of scholars that is stressed when reading 
literature is that the reader must play an active part in the building of the literature. 

Theories of Wolfgang Iser expands on Reader-Response Theory by positing that 
literature always leaves some ambiguity which, the reader interprets, must be completed 
through imagination. Minimalist prose is a key characteristic of Hemingway’s writing. He 
has intentionally omitted parts from his story so that the readers will be forced to make 
their own emotional and symbolic connections. 

Stanley Fish devises an idea of interpretive communities> that interpretation 
depends on social/cultural surroundings. This concept is significant to exactly The Old 
Man and the Sea, as understanding the reading varies depending on the viewers’ own 
cultural upbringing, religion, and literary teachings. 

Psychoanalytic Reader-response criticism has focused on the identity of readers and 
their unconscious desires in interpretation, with emphasis on this by Norman Holland. 
Therefore, the response readers will have to Hemingway’s writing of loneliness, 
endurance, aging, and hope may vary due to individual experiences. 

Literary ambiguity, especially in drawing into this emotional relationship, is often 
the point that Reader-Response critics emphasize. This approach involves placing the 
reader in an active role, instead of being a passive recipient of information. 

In addition, The Old Man and the Sea remains over five decades, and remains 
influential to readers all over the world because of the help of Reader-Response Theory. 
With the themes that are more universal, readers from different backgrounds were able to 
relate with Santiago’s struggle in the novella. 
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Theoretical Framework: 

Schema Theory 

The Schema theory has a long history in philosophy and psychology, but it’s most 
influential impact is on cognitive science derives from the work of Fredric Bartlett. Bartlett 
demonstrated that human memory is not a passive recording device but an active, 
reconstructive process. When subjects/ events recalled the story, they systematically 
distorted it in the direction of their own cultural expectations and prior knowledge 
frameworks, which Bartlett termed “schemas” or schemata. He argued that memory is 
schema- driven: we remember not exact textual data but meaning as organized by our prior 
cognitive structures.  

Subsequent cognitive scientists, notably David Rumelhart (1975, 1980), formalized 
and elaborated schema theory in terms compatible with computational models of 
cognition. Schemas are data structures for representing the generic concepts stored in 
memory- stereotypical knowledge about objects, situations, events and sequences of 
events. Schemas are organized hierarchically, contain variables and operate through a 
process of instantiation: when we encounter a particular instance- say, a fishing scene in a 
novel- we activate our fishing schema, which provides default values for the unfilled slots 
(what equipment is used, what challenges arise, what a skilled fisherman does, etc.). This 
process is fundamental to reading comprehension: without schemas, every sentence would 
require laborious processing from scratch; with them comprehension is fast, efficient and 
inferentially rich.  

Cool (1994) provides the most systematic application of schema theory to literary 
discourse, distinguishing between schemas in general and the specifically literary 
phenomenon of schema refreshment. A cognitive experience is both cognitively 
challenging and aesthetically pleasurable. This framework will be central to the present 
analysis.  

Reader- Response Theory and its Application on text: 

The cognitive stylistics approach to reading schema complements and enriches the 
tradition of reader- response theory in literary studies. Wolfgang Iser’s phenomenological 
account of reading, developed in the works which emphasizes the dynamic interplay 
between the literary text’s “gaps” or “blanks” and the reader’s act of imaginative projection 
and inference. For Iser, the literary text does not simply transmit meaning; it constructs and 
invites to the reader to participate in the production of meaning. Every narrative contains 
things not said, events not described motivations not explained that the reader must fill in 
by drawing on his or her own experience, expectations and imaginative repertoire.  

Iser’s concept of the “implied reader” resonates with the cognitive stylistic concept 
of the schema- using reader. Both frameworks posit a transactional model of reading: 
meaning is not in the text, nor entirely in the reader’s mind, but in the dynamic interaction 
between them. However, cognitive stylistics provides a more precise and empirically 
grounded vocabulary for describing the cognitive mechanisms by which this transaction 
occurs, supplementing Iser’s phenomenological account with the psycholinguistic tools of 
schema theory, mental models and inferential processing.  

Stanley Fish’s radical reader- response position- that interpretive communities, not 
texts, determine meaning- also bears on the present analysis particularly where the role of 
cultural and socio- ideological schemas in shaping is considered. While this study does not 
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endorse the most extreme constructivist implications of Fish’s position, it acknowledges 
that reader’s schema are shaped by cultural context, and that interpretive variation across 
readers reflects variation in schema repertoire.  

Material and Methods 

This study uses Qualitative research methods to analyze the text as close textual analysis 
based on reader- response theory and schema theory. Selected textual lines examine 
reader’s mental and interpretive processes. 

Results and Discussion 

Schema Analysis in “The Old Man and the Sea” 

The Old Man and the Sea applies the most prominent schemas associated with the 
sea, with fishing and with old age. These schemas provide the cognitive scaffolding 
through which readers respond to the narrative world. The sea schema, in particular, is 
currently charged in western literary tradition, the sea figures as a space of adventure, 
danger, existential confirmation and symbolic possibility which is evoked by text. 
Hemingway’s readers bring these inter-textual associations with them and the text 
activates and modifies this inherited schema.  

The fishing schema is more specific and situational in this regard. Readers with 
direct experience of fishing bring a highly detailed schema. Hemingway’s most negotiable 
prose deals with difference skillfully: it provides just enough concrete and technical detail- 
the technique for handling a running fish- to satisfy readers with expert schemas, while 
remaining accessible and meaningful to those without them. This is a cognitive stylistic 
strategy which ensures that the text engages multiple reader types without alienating any.  

Moreover, the old age schema is activated from the novella’s famous opening 
description of Santiago: “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” (Hemingway 9). The 
attributes enumerated here are alone, old, without success- instantiate a schema of decline, 
marginalization and vulnerability. But the text immediately begins to complicate this 
schema: Santiago’s eyes are described as “cheerful and undefeated” (Hemingway 10), 
introducing a counter-expectation that will sustain the narrative’s thematic tension. The 
schema of old age as decline is not dismissed but enriched as the story reveals Santiago’s 
extraordinary physical and psychological resources.  

Formal and Textual Schemas in the Text:  

Beyond content schemas, readers bring formal and textual schemas to their 
encounter with The Old Man and the Sea. Formal schemas encode knowledge of genres, 
narrative structures and conventions of literary representation. The novella activates the 
schema of the adventure narrative- a single protagonist undertaking a dangerous journey 
or contest, while also engaging schemas associated with the fable or parable, the 
Hemingway style and the quest romance.  

The textual schema and the knowledge of Hemingway’s style works at the level of 
sentence and paragraph is particularly significant. For readers familiar with Hemingway’s 
earlier fiction, the spare, paratactic syntax, the preference for simple declarative sentences, 
the avoidance of abstract diction and the reliance on dialogue and action rather than 
psychological exposition all constitute a recognizable style- schema. The Old Man and the 
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Sea activates this schema while pushing it toward new extremes, as the extended soliloquy 
sections and the almost hallucinatory quality of Santiago’s interior monologue stretch the 
Hemingway style to its most introspective register.  

The Iceberg Theory as Cognitive Mechanism of “The Old Man and the Sea”: 

Hemingway’s celebrated “Iceberg Theory” or “theory of omission”, articulated in 
Death in the Afternoon (1932), is fundamentally a theory of schema- gap exploitation. 
Hemingway writes that if a writer of prose knows enough about what is writing about. 
This principle describes a cognitive mechanism, deliberate creation of inferential gaps that 
activate reader’s schemas and invite them to supply the missing information from their 
own knowledge and imagination. 

“If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about he may omit things that 
he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as 
strongly as though the writer had stated them. The dignity of movement of an ice- berg is due to 
only one- eighth of it being above water”. Hemingway, Death in the afternoon 

This mechanism operates throughout the text at multiple levels. At the level of 
character psychology, Hemingway consistently manifests the statement of Santiago’s 
emotional states, relying instead on concrete action and dialogue to imply them. When 
Santiago’s hands cramp and bleed during his battle with the marlin, the text describes the 
physical event precisely but refrains from naming his emotional experiences. Readers 
activate their pain and pathos schemas, their endurance schemas and their schemas for 
stoic suffering to construct an affective picture that the text itself never explicitly articulates. 
The reading experience is thereby enriched: readers feel they have penetrated beneath the 
surface of the prose to an authentic emotional reality.  

Symbolic Schemas and Allegorical Representation of the Text 

The iceberg theory also operates at the level of symbolic and allegorical 
interpretation. The novella’s literal narrative- an old fisherman catches and then loses a 
great marlin- is overlaid with a dense network of symbolic associations that readers 
activate through their cultural and literary schemas. The marlin figures as a schema- object 
with multiple referents: it has been read as representing the natural world in its grandeur 
and indifference, as an externalization of Santiago’s own inner life, as a figure for artistic 
creation. The boy Manolin weeps at the sight of old man’s wounds and the skeleton of the 
great fish activates the schema of pathos. This is why The Old Man and the Sea, has 
supported such varied readings: the text’s constitutive gaps invite interpretive activity 
without determining its outcome.  

Affective Response and Schema Description 

A central concern of cognitive stylistic analysis is the relationship between formal 
textual properties and the reader’s affective response. In the case of The Old Man and the 
Sea, schema theory applies important tools for analyzing how the text generates empathy 
and identification. Empathy with a literary character involves what cognitive scientists call 
simulation: the reader activates his or her own schemas for the character’s experiences- 
physical pain, fear, loneliness, determination and loss projects these into the narrative 
world, constructing a felt sense of the character’s inner life.  

Hemingway’s prose facilitates this simulation process through concreteness. The 
description of Santiago’s aching hands, his burning eyes, his hunger and thirst are rendered 
with a physical specificity that activates reader’s embodied schemas for these sensations. 
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Hemingway’s prose is saturated with image schemas of force, resistance, balance and 
verticality that engage reader’s embodied knowledge. Moreover, the battle with Marlin is 
experienced through this schema- activation and almost physically present. 

Schema manifestation and aesthetic Pleasure 

Cook’s notion of schema disruption helps to explain Santiago’s extended interior 
monologue during the night of his battle with marlin. Hemingway’s style of schema 
disruption is iconic and externalize, creating the cognitive tension that reader encounters 
as both surprising and revelatory. Similarly, when Santiago addresses the marlin directly, 
it disrupts the schema of adversarial relationship by loving kinship and respect.  

Cultural and Socio- ideological Schema manifestation 

The Old Man and the Sea is the true reflection of cultural schema of masculinity 
that Santiago exemplifies as a figure defined by physical courage, stoicism, self- reliance 
and dignity. These schemas are culturally specific cognitive stylistic perspective. This 
cultural variability creates schema content correspondingly variability in reading 
experiences.  

Postcolonial and Trans-cultural Dimensions 

The postcolonial critique of Hemingway’s novella’s setting with Afro- Cuban 
characters. Santiago though himself belongs to Spanish origin, inhabits a Cuban fishing 
village reflects and reproduces schemas of racial hierarchy and schema of conflict. This 
productive contrast demonstrates that the reader’s schema is never merely neutral or 
cognitive in a sense but is always ideologically shaped.  

Conclusion 

This study explores the cognitive stylistic analysis with the help of The Old Man 
and the Sea, demonstrating that schema theory and reader- response theory offer a 
productive, comprehensive and dynamic framework for understanding the text’s formal 
and underlying strategies. However, it also delineates the effect of novella on readers with 
aesthetic preference and emphatic engagement.  

The paper also demonstrates that schema theory provides the analytical effect on 
evaluative reading dimensions. Ultimately, cognitive stylistics applied to Hemingway’s 
novella bridges the traditional division between formal analysis and reader- centered 
criticism. The cognitive stylistics provide a uniquely productive lens for understanding 
both the enduring power and the interpretive plurality of Hemingway’s masterpiece. The 
methodology clearly deals with textual analysis with insights from cognitive science, 
schema theory, mental spaces and conceptual metaphors. This study arguing that the 
cognitive stylistics successfully bridges the gap between the text and the embodied, 
situated reader.  
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