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Abstract: This research paper examines the use of syntax in Stephen Crane's short 

story, "The Open Boat." Using a qualitative research approach, this study focuses on 

the sentence structure, word choice, and language to analyze how syntax contributes to 

the story's realism and naturalism. The research questions explore syntax's role in 

conveying themes, the effects of syntax on the reader's interpretation, and how it 

contributes to the story's realism and naturalism. The outcomes of the study provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the story's syntax and its contribution to meaning and 

themes, filling a gap in existing scholarship on naturalism and realism. Ultimately, this 

research study contributes to the current discourse on Crane's works and the importance 

of syntax in literature. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Syntax analysis of a short story involves examining the way 

language is structured and used in the text. This includes looking at 

elements such as sentence structure, word choice, and punctuation 

to identify patterns and themes that may be present in the writing. 

Syntax analysis can be particularly useful in understanding the 

author's writing style and the effects it has on the reader. It can also 

reveal important details about character development, setting, and 

plot.  

Stephen Crane was an American writer and who lived from 1871 

to 1900. He is best known for his realistic and naturalistic fiction, 

particularly "The Open Boat," first published in 1897. The story is 

based on Crane's own experience of being stranded in a lifeboat 

with three other men after their ship sank off the coast of Florida. It 

is regarded as a masterpiece of American literature, known for its 

stark examination of human vulnerability in the face of the natural 

world and for its exploration of existentialist themes. Crane's work 

is noted for its precise and economic use of language and its focus 

on depicting the brutal and indifferent nature of the universe. 

"The Open Boat" is a short story by Stephen Crane, first published 

in 1897. It tells the story of four men fighting for survival in a 

small lifeboat after their ship sinks in the middle of the ocean. The 

men are depicted as helpless against the forces of nature, as they 

struggle with hunger, thirst, and physical exhaustion, and face 

seemingly imminent death. Crane's writing style is characterized 

by his use of naturalism, with a focus on the brutal and indifferent 

nature of the universe, and his precise and economic use of 

language, which contribute to the story's sense of immediacy and 

grittiness. The story has been widely acclaimed for its 

psychological insight and existential themes, which resonate with 

readers to this day. 

Stephen Crane's "The Open Boat" is a renowned short story that 

has been studied extensively by literary scholars. While the story's 

plot and characterization have attracted critical attention, its syntax 

has not been adequately examined, despite being an essential 

component of the text. Therefore, this research paper aims to 

investigate the syntax in "The Open Boat," exploring how it 

contributes to the story's meaning and themes. 

Significance of Research 

This research paper has a significant importance as it analyzes the 

stylistic techniques employed by Stephen Crane in his short story 

"The Open Boat". By examining Crane's use of syntax and word 

choice, the paper sheds light on how these techniques contribute to 

the story's themes of existentialism, human connection, hope, and 

struggle for survival, as well as the naturalistic and realistic tone of 

the writing. 

The paper provides a nuanced and detailed analysis of the story's 

syntax, which allows readers to better understand how the 

characters' experiences are heightened by the language used to 

describe them. Furthermore, the research paper emphasizes how 

Crane's use of syntax and word choice not only contributes to the 

story's realism and naturalism, but also to the broader literary 

movements of these genres and their themes of chance, 

determinism, and the insignificance of humanity. 

In addition, the paper highlights the significance of Crane's 

contributions to literary realism and naturalism, which continue to 

influence contemporary writers. Given the continued relevance of 

these literary movements in contemporary literature, this research 

paper provides valuable insights into how stylistic techniques 

contribute to realism and naturalism in literature. 

Overall, the research paper is significant in providing a 

comprehensive analysis of "The Open Boat" and its contribution to 

the broader literary movements of realism and naturalism, which 

lends to an appreciation of Stephen Crane's contributions to 

literature as a whole. 
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Limitations and Scope of Research 

Limitations 

1. The scope of analysis is limited to the syntax and word choice 

employed by Stephen Crane in his short story "The Open Boat". 

Therefore, the paper does not explore other literary techniques such 

as character development, plot structure, or the role of symbolism 

in the story. 

2. The study may be limited to the researcher's interpretation of the 

text, thus preventing a comprehensive analysis that considers 

multiple perspectives. 

3. The paper does not provide a comparative analysis of the 

selected literary work and the contributions of other authors to 

realism and naturalism. 

Scope 

1. The research paper provides a detailed analysis of Stephen 

Crane's use of syntax and word choice in his short story "The Open 

Boat", which allows readers to better understand how stylistic 

techniques contribute to the story's themes, tone, and broader 

literary movements of realism and naturalism. 

2. The scope of the paper is to uncover new insights and novel 

interpretations regarding the literary work under study. 

3. The study aims to contribute to the existing literature on realism 

and naturalism by providing a detailed and nuanced analysis of the 

techniques used by Crane in his writing and how it relates to the 

larger literary movements of the time. 

4. The paper aims to broaden the reader's understanding of how 

language can be used to convey themes, emotions, and ideas in 

literature. 

In conclusion, while limitations exist, the scope of this research 

paper is significant in its focus on syntax and word choice in 

Stephen Crane's short story "The Open Boat" and its relation to 

realism and naturalism. It aims to provide valuable insights into 

how stylistic techniques contribute to the broader literary 

movements of the time and establish the significance of Stephen 

Crane's contributions to literature. 

Research Questions 

1. What is the role of syntax in "The Open Boat"? 

2. How does Crane use syntax to convey the story's themes? 

3. What are the effects of the sentence structure and word choice 

on the reader's interpretation of the story? 

4. How does Crane's syntax contribute to the story's realism and 

naturalism? 

Objectives of Research 

 To investigate the syntax role in "The Open Boat". 

 To analyze how Crane uses syntax to convey the story's 

themes. 

 To explore the effects of the sentence structure and word 

choice used by Crane and how they shape the reader's 

interpretation of the story. 

 To investigate how Crane's syntax contributes to the story's 

realism and naturalism. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
Stephen Crane's "The Open Boat" has been analyzed from various 

perspectives, including its themes of existentialism, human 

connection, hope, and struggle for survival, as well as the 

naturalistic and realistic tone of the story. Here, researcher focuses 

on how Crane's use of syntax and word choice contributes to the 

story's themes and its broader significance in the context of literary 

movements of realism and naturalism. 

Past studies have examined the significance of syntax in Crane's 

work, highlighting how it creates a sense of immediacy and 

presence in the story. Machan (1970) argues that Crane's use of 

syntax is central to the story's representation of naturalism, as it 

reflects the characters' sense of powerlessness in the face of 

nature's forces. 

Meanwhile, Baldanza (2009) emphasizes the importance of Crane's 

language choices in portraying the characters' hopelessness, 

loneliness, and struggle for survival. Therefore, these studies 

highlight the significance of syntax and word choice in Crane's 

work and its link to broader literary movements. Furthermore, 

studies by Bower (1996) and Wagenknecht (1953) point out 

Crane's contributions to the literary expression of existentialism 

through "The Open Boat." Both authors argue that Crane's writing 

reflects the existentialist ideas of a meaningless and absurd 

existence and the struggle to find meaning in the midst of chaos 

and chance. 

Hovey (2014) argues that Crane's naturalistic style is explicitly 

reflected in his use of language, where the placement of words and 

phrases is often disorienting and fragmented, contributing to the 

significant tension of the narrative. This relates well with the 

analysis presented in this research paper, emphasizing the role of 

syntax in Crane's writing style. Similarly, studies that are more 

recent have examined Crane's influence on contemporary authors, 

particularly in the realm of nature and eco-criticism. For example, 

Heller (2021) analyzes the various ways in which Cormac 

McCarthy's post-apocalyptic writing can be traced back to Crane's 

masterful depiction of the natural world in "The Open Boat." 

Though the analysis is focused on a single author and style, it 

highlights the continued importance and resurgence of Crane's 

naturalistic style and its influence on contemporary literature. 

Moreover, other scholars have also examined Crane's use of 

symbolism and imagery in his work. For example, Gallagher 

(2017) argues that Crane's deployment of imagery in his writing 

can be seen as a source of hope, particularly in The Open Boat. 

This provides an angle for further research for scholars interested 

in exploring different literary devices. Tseng (2017) argues that the 

author's use of language and syntax is instrumental in creating a 

sense of immediacy and grittiness in his writing. Drawing on 

examples such as "The Open Boat," Tseng highlights Crane's 

ability to evoke sensations such as fear and danger through his 

economical use of language. This is consistent with previous 

research on the topic, and underscores the enduring relevance of 

Crane's writing style. 

Moreover, some recent studies have focused on the interplay 

between Crane's writing and social and historical contexts. For 

example, research by Giaimo (2018) argues that the author's "The 

Open Boat" can be read as a commentary on social hierarchies and 

class structures in the late 19th century America. This approach 
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suggests that Crane's writing can be further explored for its social 

and political implications. 

Finally, work by Foote (2009) provides a useful comparison 

between Crane and his naturalist contemporaries. Foote notes that 

although Crane shared many stylistic features with authors of the 

period, such as Theodore Dreiser and Frank Norris, he also 

departed from them in significant ways. This study contextualizes 

Crane's writing style within the broader literary movements of the 

time, and highlights the particularities and innovations his work 

presents. The intersection of existentialist philosophy and 

naturalism in Crane's work has been the subject of considerable 

attention in previous studies. For instance, in his paper, "The 

Existential Realist: Stephen Crane and the Roots of Literary 

Existentialism," Malin (1989) argues that Crane's work reflects 

both the deterministic and absurdist themes prevalent in naturalism 

and the crisis of meaning characteristic of existentialist thought. 

This perspective provides a fruitful avenue for examining Crane's 

work beyond the scope of language and style.  

Crane's focus on the immediacy of experience and sensory input in 

his writing is also a topic of interest for some scholars. For 

example, in his book, "Stephen Crane and the Sensory Universe of 

American Naturalism," Berman (2017) argues that Crane's prose 

style reflects a shift away from the representational to evocation of 

sensory experience. This new approach to naturalism, Berman 

argues, distinguishes Crane's work from that of his literary 

contemporaries. 

Finally, some research has explored the cultural and historical 

contexts in which Crane's work was produced. For instance, in her 

book, "Stephen Crane: A Study of the Short Fiction," Sullivan 

(1991) looks at the ways Crane's work reflects and reacts to the 

social, political, and economic changes in the United States in the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries, providing an insightful analysis 

of how the form and themes of Crane's stories resonate with the 

cultural milieu of the time. 

METHODOLOGY 
This research proposal will use a qualitative research approach, 

specifically a close reading of the text. The study will focus 

primarily on the sentence structure, word choice, and use of 

language in "The Open Boat." The researchers will examine the 

text, sentence by sentence, to identify the syntactical patterns 

present in the text. Additionally, the researchers will take note of 

the style, tone, and mood of the story, focusing on how the syntax 

contributes to these elements. 

Discussion and Analysis 

Role of Syntax in "The Open Boat" 

The role of syntax in "The Open Boat" is to create a specific 

narrative tone in the reader's mind. Stephen Crane uses sentence 

structures and word choice to set the pace of the story. For 

instance, the choppy and erratic syntax accurately conveys the 

chaotic and violent setting in which the story unfolds. Similarly, 

the use of repetition in phrases such as "If I am going to be 

drowned" underscores the characters' physical and emotional 

exhaustion. Moreover, Crane's syntax underscores his naturalistic 

style, highlighting the insignificance of humanity in the face of 

nature's overwhelming forces. Overall, syntax is a critical 

component of Crane's writing style, contributing to the short story's 

meaning and themes. 

Examples from the text 

1. "A singular disadvantage of the sea lies in the fact that after 

successfully surmounting one wave you discover that there is 

another behind it just as important and just as nervously anxious to 

do something effective in the way of swamping boats." 

This sentence uses a long and complex structure to emphasize the 

relentlessness of the sea's waves. The choice of words and syntax 

creates a feeling of tension and danger for the characters and the 

reader. 

2. "As for himself, such emotions were unknown; he was simply 

strong-minded."  

This sentence is short and to the point, reflecting the character's 

straightforward and practical personality. The syntax and word 

choice reflect the naturalistic and realistic tone of the story. 

3. "It would be difficult to describe the subtle brotherhood of men 

that was here established on the seas." 

This sentence uses a complex and flowing structure to convey the 

deep connection and camaraderie the characters felt despite being 

strangers before their ordeal at sea. The syntax and diction create a 

sense of unity and shared experience among the characters, 

emphasizing the theme of human connection in the face of 

adversity. 

Overall, Crane uses syntax to convey the tone, mood, and themes 

of the story effectively. The structure of the sentences and the 

choice of words contribute to the story's naturalistic and realistic 

style. 

Use of Syntax in Conveying Story Themes 

Crane uses syntax to convey the story's themes primarily by 

creating a realistic and naturalistic tone. The short, fragmented 

sentences often used in the story convey the chaotic and 

unexpected nature of the events unfolding, emphasizing the lack of 

control the characters have over their environment. This syntax 

conveys the themes of existentialism and the insignificance of 

humanity in the face of vast and overpowering natural forces. 

Additionally, Crane uses syntax to underscore the division that 

exists between humanity and nature. The human characters, with 

their well-organized language structures and social hierarchies, 

stand in contrast to the wild, uncivilized nature, which is beyond 

human understanding or control. This contrast is apparent in the 

way the characters' intelligent and organized speech is gradually 

replaced by fragmented sentences as their struggle to survive on 

the open sea wears on. 

Finally, Crane uses syntax to emphasize the themes of 

perseverance, hope, and camaraderie among the characters. The 

short, repeated phrases of hope and survival ("If I am going to be 

drowned" and "we'll all get ashore") create a sense of unity and 

shared purpose between the characters. This highlights the 

importance of connection and unity in the face of adversity. Using 

syntax, Crane conveys the story's themes of existentialism, the 

insignificance of humanity, the divisions between humanity and 

nature, and the importance of perseverance and camaraderie. 
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Examples from the text 

1. "The men talked little and only when it seemed necessary. The 

oiler steered and the captain sat at his left to hold the tiller to 

prevent the boat from turning broadside to the waves." 

This sentence uses short, direct sentences to emulate the 

practicality of the characters, connoting the theme of survival and 

the pragmatic nature of the human existence. 

2. "It was not well to reflect upon the manner of death. In such 

moments, it was sufficient to remember that the 'dignity of 

movement' of the icebergs is wonderful and that the 'dignity of 

movement' of the waves is more wonderful yet." 

This sentence speaks to the naturalistic and existentialist themes of 

the story. The use of repetition in the phrase "dignity of 

movement" emphasizes the fragility and insignificance of 

humanity in the face of nature. 

3. "If I am going to be drowned, why, in the name of the seven mad 

gods, who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far and 

contemplate sand and trees?" 

This sentence contains shorter fragments that gradually become 

more fragmented, reflecting the growing despair and exhaustion of 

the characters. The repeating phrase "seven mad gods," in 

particular, highlights the existential themes of the story. 

Overall, Crane's use of syntax underscores the themes of 

naturalism and existentialism, highlighting the stark contrast 

between humanity and nature and the importance of connection 

and perseverance. 

Effects of Sentence Structure and Word Choice on 

Reader's Interpretation of Story 

The sentence structure and word choice in "The Open Boat" have 

significant effects on the reader's interpretation of the story. 

Primarily, Crane's use of short, fragmented sentences and specific 

word choices emphasizes the characters' emotional states, the 

unpredictability of the natural environment, and their struggle for 

survival.  

The sentence structure creates a tense and chaotic atmosphere that 

mirrors the characters' experiences and emotions. The short 

sentences signify the urgency and intensity of the situation, and the 

fragmented structure evokes the extreme disorientation and 

confusion the characters feel. 

Moreover, the choice of words and sentence structure also creates a 

sense of existentialism and insignificance in the characters' plight. 

The usage of cold, hard, impersonal language - such as in the 

sentence, "In the meantime, the oiler and the correspondent rowed 

and rowed." - emphasizes the characters' smallness in the face of 

the vast and indifferent universe. On the contrast side, the use of 

repetition highlights the central themes of survival, hope, and 

human connection. The repetitive phrases such as "If I am going to 

be drowned" reflects the characters' refusal to succumb to a bleak 

fate, emphasizing the importance of hope and the will to survive. 

Overall, Crane's use of sentence structure and word choice creates 

a sense of tension, chaos, and existentialism throughout the story, 

as well as underscoring the themes of human connection, hope, and 

the struggle for survival. 

Examples from the text 

1. “The correspondent, meanwhile, was trying to line the boat by 

the wind. The boat was behaving like a top, spinning around. It did 

not seem to have any sense of direction”. 

This sentence contains fragmented phrases that reflect the lack of 

control the characters have over their situation. The short, staccato 

phrases consequently create a vivid picture in the reader's mind of 

the boat's erratic and unsteady movement, which emphasizes the 

vulnerability of the characters. 

2. “They talked of their own experiences, their guesswork, and 

their surmises concerning the form of the shore to which fate was 

about to drive them”. 

This sentence uses short, choppy fragments to emphasize the 

uncertainty and unpredictability of the characters' situation, 

conveying the existentialist themes of the story. 

3. “"Funny," he said, "how we thought we were so important!” No 

one said anything. Humor became hysterical. Hysteria became 

mutiny.” 

This sentence shows how Crane uses word choice to emphasize the 

fragility and insignificance of human life. The sentence begins with 

a lighthearted observation but quickly turns somber, representing 

the quickness with which life can change for the characters. 

In conclusion, the sentence structure and word choice in "The Open 

Boat" create a vivid image of the characters' struggles, 

emphasizing themes of existentialism, human connection, hope, 

and the struggle for survival. 

Stephen Crane's Syntax Contributes to Story's 

Realism and Naturalism 

Crane's syntax contributes to the story's realism and naturalism in 

several ways. The short, fragmented sentence structure creates a 

sense of immediacy and presence in the story. The choppy syntax 

and minimalistic style, combined with the use of everyday 

vocabulary, make the story appear natural and spontaneous, 

emphasizing the realness of the characters' situations. 

Additionally, the syntax reflects more significant naturalistic 

themes of the story, such as the insignificance of humanity in the 

face of greater forces. The long, complex sentences that describe 

the sea's force and fury contrast with the shorter, more fragmented 

sentences emerging as the characters struggle to cope with the sea. 

Through this, Crane shows that the characters must devolve to 

meet the demands of the natural environment. 

Furthermore, Crane's syntax helps emphasize the idea of chance 

and determinism in naturalism; the characters' destinies are 

predetermined by the forces of nature rather than their abilities and 

actions. The choppy sentences and the use of abrupt and 

unpredictable transitions capture the sudden changes that can occur 

in the natural world, from a man-made platform to an open boat in 

a storm. 

Overall, Crane's syntax contributes to the story's realism and 

naturalism by immersing the reader in the characters' experience 

while also emphasizing the insignificance of their role in the face 

of nature's power. 

 

 



Muhammad Haroon Jakhrani; ISAR J Arts Humanit Soc Sci; Vol-1, Iss-1 (June- 2023): 32-37 

 

36 
 

Examples from the text 

1. "They knew that they were unable to face the dilemma of the sea 

with proper nonchalance." 

This sentence uses straightforward language, which emphasizes the 

naturalistic and realistic tone of the story. The characters' inability 

to cope with their situation highlights the vulnerability of humans 

in nature, underscoring one of the story's principal themes. 

2. "The sea was beating monotonously on the beach, but there was 

no obstruction and nothing to hide the sight." 

This sentence describes the unchanging and monotonous nature of 

the sea, which mirrors the theme of insignificance and human 

powerlessness in the face of natural forces. The short, declarative 

statements further reinforce the naturalistic and realistic tone of the 

story. 

3. "The boat was now in the trough of the wave, and rising rapidly. 

The men were waiting for it to clear when they should again take 

to the oars." 

This sentence captures the choppy and unpredictable nature of the 

sea, emphasizing the story's naturalistic themes of chance and 

determinism. The use of short, simple sentences in this passage 

underscores that the characters' lives are at the mercy of the 

environment, emphasizing that nature is the driving force of the 

story's narration. 

In wrapping up, by using short, choppy sentences and everyday 

language, Crane conveys a sense of realism that invites the reader 

to immerse themselves in the characters' experiences, which 

emphasizes the naturalistic theme of insignificance. Ultimately, 

Crane's syntax helps to capture the unpredictability of the natural 

world while at the same time underscoring the limitations of 

humanity in such an environment. 

Conclusion 
This research paper provides a comprehensive analysis of Stephen 

Crane's "The Open Boat" with a focus on the writer's use of syntax 

and word choice to convey themes of existentialism, human 

connection, hope, and struggle for survival, as well as the 

naturalistic and realistic tone of the story. 

The paper emphasizes how Crane's stylistic techniques contribute 

to the broader literary movements of realism and naturalism, 

portraying humanity's insignificance in the face of nature's power, 

and the role of chance and determinism in shaping human lives. 

This analysis underscores the significance of Stephen Crane's 

contribution to American literature and the influence of his writing 

on contemporary literature. Despite limitations such as a narrow 

focus on syntax and word choice and researcher bias, the paper's 

scope remains significant, providing new insights into Crane's 

contribution to literary movements of his time. 

Overall, the research paper highlights the importance of 

considering diverse literary techniques and stylistic choices in the 

interpretation of literary texts and their broader significance in the 

context of literary movements. Through this analysis, one can 

develop a deeper understanding of Crane's writing, his 

contributions to literature, and his influence that has inspired 

generations of writers to explore the natural world and human 

existence in new and innovative ways.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the analysis presented in this research paper, the 

following recommendations aim to provide opportunities for 

further research and discussion: 

1. A comparative analysis of the selected literary work with other 

works of realism and naturalism would provide insight into the 

extent of Stephen Crane's contributions and where he stands with 

respect to other writers of his time. Examining other works of the 

same literary period and their use of stylistic devices could also 

provide a broader perspective on how these movements affected 

writers of the time. 

2. Conducting a study that explores the role of symbolism in 

Crane's "The Open Boat" and how it contributes to the story's 

themes. As the research paper highlights, this literary device is not 

examined in this analysis and may provide valuable insights into 

the depth of the story's meaning and how it relates to the broader 

literary movements. 

3. Investigating other works of Stephen Crane where he employs 

the same syntax and word choice techniques to examine how they 

contribute to his writing style and themes. 

4. Conducting a study that explores the intersection of Crane's 

writing with his personal experiences and how these experiences 

may have influenced his writing style. 

5. A study that examines how Stephen Crane's use of syntax and 

word choice in his work influences contemporary authors, writers, 

and poets could provide insights into the continued relevance of the 

literary movements of naturalism and realism in modern literature. 

I. In end, these recommendations aim to encourage researchers to 

explore different literary techniques in-depth, widen the scope of 

analysis, and encourage a greater understanding of the significance 

of the naturalism and realism movements in literature. 
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