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Abstract 

Ernest Hemingway, a towering figure in 20th-century 

American literature, is celebrated for his unique themes 

of writing. This research paper delves into 

Hemingway's literary themes, focusing on his 

distinctive writing style characterized by economy and 

the iceberg theory, the profound influence of his 

personal and professional struggles, and his innovative 

storytelling techniques, particularly the "show, don't 

tell" approach. By examining these themes, we gain a 

deeper understanding of Hemingway's enduring legacy 

in the world of literature. 
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Introduction 

 

Ernest Hemingway, a towering figure in 20th-century 

American literature, is renowned not only for his 

compelling narratives but also for the distinct themes of 

writing that underpin his works. His contributions have 

left an indelible mark on the literary landscape, shaping 

the way writers approach storytelling. Hemingway's 

themes of writing encompass his unique writing style 

characterized by economy and the "Iceberg Theory," 

the profound influence of his personal and professional 

struggles, and his innovative storytelling techniques, 

notably the "show, don't tell" approach. 

 

Hemingway's writing style is marked by its economy of 

words, a hallmark of modernist literature. He believed 

in conveying the most with the fewest words, favoring 

simplicity and precision. His minimalistic prose invited 

readers to engage actively with his narratives, drawing 

their interpretations and emotions from the subtext. The 

"Iceberg Theory," coined by Hemingway, suggests that 

only a fraction of the story is visible on the surface, 

with the bulk of the meaning submerged beneath, 

requiring readers to delve deeper into the narrative. 

Beyond his style, Hemingway's life experiences 

significantly influenced his writing. His firsthand 

exposure to the harsh realities of war as an ambulance 

driver in World War I and his involvement in the 

Spanish Civil War provided a gritty authenticity to his 

narratives of conflict. Moreover, Hemingway grappled 

with themes of masculinity, mental health, and the 
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burdens of fame, which permeated his works, adding 

layers of complexity to his characters and stories. 

 

Hemingway's commitment to the "show, don't tell" 

technique is another hallmark of his themes of writing. 

He believed in presenting actions, dialogues, and 

observations that allow readers to infer emotions and 

motivations rather than explicitly stating them. This 

approach invites readers to become active participants 

in the storytelling process, forming their connections to 

the characters and their dilemmas. In this research 

paper, we will explore these themes in depth, 

uncovering the profound impact of Hemingway's 

unique approach to writing on the world of literature. 

Hemingway's Writing Style: Economy and the 

Iceberg Theory 

 

One of the defining characteristics of Hemingway's 

writing style is its economy of words. He believed in 

conveying more with less, using simple and precise 

language. This minimalistic approach allowed readers 

to engage actively with the text, drawing their 

interpretations and emotions from the subtext. 

Hemingway's famous "Iceberg Theory" suggests that 

only a fraction of the story is visible on the surface, 

with the majority lying beneath the surface. In "Hills 

Like White Elephants," he employs this theory, 

presenting a crucial conversation about abortion 

through sparse dialogue and leaving readers to decipher 

the unspoken emotions and conflicts. 

 

Hemingway's economy of words extends to his 

descriptions of characters and settings. He preferred to 

present essential details and allow readers to fill in the 

gaps with their imagination. This approach is evident in 

"The Sun Also Rises," where he paints a vivid picture 

of the characters' experiences in 1920s Europe with 

succinct yet evocative prose. 

 

Struggles and the Writing Process 

Hemingway's personal and professional struggles 

profoundly influenced his writing. His experiences as 

an ambulance driver during World War I and his 

involvement in the Spanish Civil War provided him 

with firsthand exposure to the harsh realities of conflict. 

These experiences found their way into his novels, such 

as "A Farewell to Arms" and "For Whom the Bell 

Tolls." The gritty realism and emotional depth of these 

works were informed by the trauma and disillusionment 

he witnessed on the battlefield. 

 

Moreover, Hemingway grappled with themes of 

masculinity, mental health, and the price of fame. His 

own battles with depression and the weight of his 

literary celebrity shaped his characters and narratives. 

In "The Old Man and the Sea," the protagonist 

Santiago's relentless struggle with the marlin reflects 

Hemingway's belief in the enduring human spirit and 

the resilience needed to confront life's challenges. 

 

Storytelling Techniques: "Show, Don't Tell" 

 

Hemingway championed the "show, don't tell" 

approach to storytelling. He believed in presenting 

actions, dialogues, and observations that allow readers 

to infer emotions and motivations rather than explicitly 

stating them. This technique invites readers to engage 

actively with the text, forming their connections to the 

characters and their dilemmas. In "A Clean, Well-

Lighted Place," Hemingway masterfully uses this 

approach to reveal the loneliness and despair of the old 

man without explicitly delving into his inner thoughts. 

 

The "show, don't tell" technique enables Hemingway to 

create a sense of ambiguity and complexity in his 

characters and their relationships. In "The Short Happy 

Life of Francis Macomber," for instance, the strained 

marriage between Francis and Margot Macomber is 

conveyed through their actions and dialogues, leaving 

readers to grapple with the underlying tensions. 
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Conclusion 

 

Ernest Hemingway's themes of writing, encompassing 

his unique style, the influence of his struggles, and his 

innovative storytelling techniques, continue to resonate 

in the world of literature. His economy of words and 

the iceberg theory have revolutionized the craft of 

storytelling, emphasizing the power of subtext and 

reader interpretation. Hemingway's personal and 

professional battles enriched his narratives with 

authenticity and depth, making his characters relatable 

and his themes universal. His commitment to "show, 

don't tell" invites readers into the narrative, fostering a 

profound connection to his work. Hemingway's 

enduring legacy underscores his status as a literary 

giant, inspiring generations of writers to explore the 

nuanced art of storytelling. 
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