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Tue OLp MAN aND THE Sea: Hemingway's
Tragic Vision of Man

CLINTON S. BURHANS, JR.
Michigan State University

1

]]:N Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway uses an effective metaphor
to describe the kind of prose he is trying to write: he explains that
“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 iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above water.”™

Among all the works of Hemingway which illustrate this meta-
phor, none, I think, does so more consistently or more thoroughly
than the saga of Santiago. Indeed, the critical reception of the novel
has emphasized this aspect of it: in particular, Philip Young, Leo
Gurko, and Carlos Baker have stressed the qualities of The Old Man
and the Sea as allegory and parable.* Each of these critics is especial-
ly concerned with two qualities in Santiago—his epic individualism
and the love he feels for the creatures who share with him a world
of inescapable violence—though in the main each views these quali-
ties from a different point of the literary compass. Young regards
the novel as essentially classical in nature;® Gurko sees it as reflecting
Hemingway’s romanticism;* and to Baker, the novel is Christian
in context, and the old fisherman is suggestive of Christ.®

Such interpretations of The Old Man and the Sea are not, of
course, contradictory; in fact, they are parallel at many points. All
are true, and together they point to both the breadth and depth of
the novel’s enduring significance and also to its central greatness:

*Ernest Hemingway, Death in the Afternoon (New York, 1932), p. 183.

20n the other hand—though not, to me, convincingly—Otto Friedrich, “Ernest Heming-
way: Joy Through Strength,” The American Scholar, XXVI, 470, 513-530 (Autumn, 1957),
sees Santiago’s experience as little more than the result of the necessities of his profession.

3 Philip Young, Hemingway (New York, 1952), p. 100.

*Leo Gurko, “The Old Man and the Sea,” College English, XVII, 1, 14 (Oct., 1955).

5 Carlos Baker, Hemingway (Princeton, 1956), p. 299.
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The Old Man and the Sea 447

like all great works of art it is a mirror wherein every man perceives
a personal likeness. Such viewpoints, then, differ only in emphasis
and reflect generally similar conclusions—that Santiago represents a
noble and tragic individualism revealing what man can do in an
indifferent universe which defeats him, and the love he can feel for
such a universe and his humility before it.

True as this is, there yet remains, I think, a deeper level of sig-
nificance, a deeper level upon which the ultimate beauty and the
dignity of movement of this brilliant structure fundamentally rest.
On this level of significance, Santiago is Harry Morgan alive again
and grown old; for what comes to Morgan in a sudden and unex-
pected revelation as he lies dying is the matrix of the old fisherman’s
climactic experience. Since 1937, Hemingway has been increasingly
concerned with the relationship between individualism and inter-
dependence;® and The Old Man and the Sea is the culminating ex-
pression of this concern in its reflection of Hemingway’s mature view
of the tragic irony of man’s fate: that no abstraction can bring man
an awareness and understanding of the solidarity and interdepend-
ence without which life is impossible; he must learn it, as it has al-
ways been truly learned, through the agony of active and isolated in-
dividualism in a universe which dooms such individualism.

I
Throughout The Old Man and the Sea, Santiago is given heroic
proportions. He is “a strange old man,”” still powerful and still wise
in all the ways of his trade. After he hooks the great marlin, he
fights him with epic skill and endurance, showing “what a man can
do and what a man endures” (p. 64). And when the sharks come,
he is determined “‘to fight them until I die’” (p. 116), because he
knows that “‘ a man is not made for defeat. . . . A man can be
destroyed but not defeated’” (p. 103).

¢This direction in Hemingway’s thought and art has, of course, been pointed out by
several critics, particularly by Edgar Johnson in the Sewanee Review, XLVIII, 3 (July-Sept.,
1940) and by Maxwell Geismar in Writers in Crisis (Cambridge, Mass., 1942). With
prophetic insight, Johnson says that “the important thing about Hemingway is that he has
earned his philosophy, that he has struggled to reach it, overcome the obstacles to attain-
ing it. . . . He has earned the right to reject rejection. For the good, the gentle and the
brave, he now tells us, if they do not try to stand alone and make a separate peace, defeat
is not inevitable. His life-blood dripping into the bottom of the boat, Harry Morgan
realized it at the end of his career. Philip Rawlings realized it in the blood and terror
and tragedy and splendor even of a dying Madrid. Hemingway has realized it there too, and
the realization may well be for him the very beginning of a new and more vital career.”

7 Ernest Hemingway, The Old Man and the Sea (London, 1952), p. 10.
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In searching for and in catching his big fish, Santiago gains a
deepened insight into himself and into his relationship to the rest of
created life—an insight as pervasive and implicit in the old fisher-
man’s experience as it is sudden and explicit in Harry Morgan’s.
As he sails far out on the sea, Santiago thinks of it “as feminine and
as something that gave or withheld great favours, and if she did wild
or wicked things it was because she could not help them” (p. 27).
For the bird who rests on his line and for other creatures who share
with him such a capricious and violent life, the old man feels friend-
ship and love (pp. 26, 46). And when he sees a flight of wild ducks
go over, the old man knows “no man was ever alone on the sea” (p.
59)-

Santiago comes to feel his deepest love for the creature that he
himself hunts and kills, the great fish which he must catch not alone
for physical need but even more for his pride and his profession.
The great marlin is unlike the other fish which the old man catches;
he is a spiritual more than a physical necessity. He is unlike the other
fish, too, in that he is a worthy antagonist for the old man, and dur-
ing his long ordeal, Santiago comes to pity the marlin and then to
respect and to love him. In the end he senses that there can be no
victory for either in the equal struggle between them, that the condi-
tions which have brought them together have made them one (p.
92). And so, though he kills the great fish, the old man has come
to love him as his equal and his brother; sharing a life which is a
capricious mixture of incredible beauty and deadly violence and in
which all creatures are both hunter and hunted, they are bound to-
gether in its most primal relationship.

Beyond the heroic individualism of Santiago’s struggle with the
great fish and his fight against the sharks, however, and beyond the
love and the brotherhood which he comes to feel for the noble crea-
ture he must kill, there is a further dimension in the old man’s ex-
perience which gives to these their ultimate significance. For in kill-
ing the great marlin and in losing him to the sharks, the old man
learns the sin into which men inevitably fall by going far out be-
yond their depth, beyond their true place in life. In the first night
of his struggle with the great fish, the old man begins to feel a lone-
liness and a sense almost of guilt for the way in which he has caught
him (p. 48); and after he has killed the marlin, he feels no pride of
accomplishment, no sense of victory. Rather, he seems to feel al-

This content downloaded from
42.110.144.138 on Thu, 04 Mar 2021 07:11:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



The Old Man and the Sea 449

most as though he has betrayed the great fish; “I am only better
than him through trickery,” he thinks, “and he meant me no harm”
(p- 99)-

Thus, when the sharks come, it is almost as a thing expected,
almost as a punishment which the old man brings upon himself in
going far out “beyond all people. Beyond all people in the world”
(p- 48) and there hooking and killing the great fish. For the com-
ing of the sharks is not a matter of chance nor a stroke of bad luck;
“the shark was not an accident” (p. g9). They are the direct re-
sult of the old man’s action in killing the fish. He has driven his
harpoon deep into the marlin’s heart, and the blood of the great fish,
welling from his heart, leaves a trail of scent which the first shark
follows. He tears huge pieces from the marlin’s body, causing more
blood to seep into the sea and thus attract other sharks; and in kill-
ing the first shark, the old man loses his principal weapon, his har-
poon. Thus, in winning his struggle with the marlin and in killing
him, the old man sets in motion the sequence of events which take
from him the great fish whom he has come to love and with whom
he identifies himself completely. And the old man senses an in-
evitability in the coming of the sharks (p. 101), a feeling of guilt
which deepens into remorse and regret. “I am sorry that I killed
the fish. . .” (p. 103), he thinks, and he tells himself that “You did
not kill the fish only to keep alive and to sell for food. ... You
killed him for pride and because you are a fisherman” (p. 105).

Earlier, before he had killed the marlin, Santiago had been “ ‘glad
we do not have to try to kill the stars’” (p. 74). It is enough, he
had felt, to have to kill our fellow creatures. Now, with the in-
evitable sharks attacking, the old man senses that in going far out
he has in effect tried “to kill the sun or the moon or the stars.” For
him it has not been “enough to live on the sea and kill our true
brothers”; in his individualism and his need and his pride, he has
gone far out “beyond all people,” beyond his true place in a capri-
cious and indifferent world, and has thereby brought not only on
himself but also on the great fish the forces of violence and destruc-
tion. “‘I shouldn’t have gone out so far, fish. . . ;” he declares.
“‘Neither for you nor for me. I'm sorry, fish’” (p. 110). And when
the sharks have torn away half of the great marlin, Santiago speaks
again to his brother in the sea: “ ‘Half-fish,” he said. ‘Fish that you
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450 American Literature

9

were. I am sorry that I went too far out. I ruined us both’” (p.
116).

The old man’s realization of what he has done is reflected in his
apologies to the fish, and this realization and its implications are
emphasized symbolically throughout the novel. From beginning to
end, the theme of solidarity and interdependence pervades the action
and provides the structural framework within which the old man’s
heroic individualism and his love for his fellow creatures appear and
function and which gives them their ultimate significance. Having
gone eighty-four days without a catch, Santiago has become depend-
ent upon the young boy, Manolin, and upon his other friends in his
village. The boy keeps up his confidence and hope, brings him
clothes and such necessities as water and soap, and sees that he has
fresh bait for his fishing. Martin, the restaurant owner, sends the old
man food, and Perico, the wineshop owner, gives him newspapers
so that he can read about baseball. All of this the old man accepts
gratefully and without shame, knowing that such help is not de-
meaning. “He was too simple to wonder when he had attained
humility. But he knew he had attained it and he knew it was not
disgraceful and it carried no loss of true pride” (pp. 9-10).

Santiago refuses the young boy’s offer to leave the boat his parents
have made him go in and return to his, but soon after he hooks the
great marlin he wishes increasingly and often that the boy were
with him. And after the sharks come and he wonders if it had
been a sin to kill the great fish, the old man thinks that, after all,
“everything kills everything else in some way. Fishing kills me
exactly as it keeps me alive.” But then he remembers that it is not
fishing but the love and care of another human being that keeps him
alive now; “the boy keeps me alive, he thought. I must not deceive
myself too much” (p. 106).

As the sharks tear from him more and more of the great fish and
as the boat gets closer to his home, the old man’s sense of his rela-
tionship to his friends and to the boy deepens: “I cannot be too far
out now, he thought. I hope no one has been too worried. There
is only the boy to worry, of course. But I am sure he would have
confidence. Many of the older fisherman will worry. Many others
too, he thought. I live in a good town” (p. 115). In the end, when
he awakens in his shack and talks with the boy, he notices “how
pleasant it was to have someone to talk to instead of speaking only

This content downloaded from
42.110.144.138 on Thu, 04 Mar 2021 07:11:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



The Old Man and the Sea 451

to himself and to the sea” (p. 125). This time he accepts without
any real opposition the boy’s insistence on returning to his boat, and
he says no more about going far out alone.

This theme of human solidarity and interdependence is rein-
forced by several symbols. Baseball, which the old man knows well
and loves and which he thinks and talks about constantly, is, of
course, a highly developed team sport and one that contrasts im-
portantly in this respect with the relatively far more individualistic
bullfighting, hunting, and fishing usually found in Hemingway’s
stories. Although he tells himself that “now is no time to think of
baseball” (p. 37), the game is in Santiago’s thoughts throughout his
ordeal, and he wonders about each day’s results in the Gran Ligas.

Even more significant is the old man’s hero-worship of Joe
DiMaggio, the great Yankee outfielder. DiMaggio, like Santiago,
was a champion, a master of his craft, and in baseball terms an old
one, playing out the last years of his glorious career severely handi-
capped by the pain of a bone spur in his heel. The image of Di-
Maggio is a constant source of inspiration to Santiago; in his strained
back and his cut and cramped left hand he, too, is an old champion
who must endure the handicap of pain; and he tells himself that he
“must have confidence and . . . be worthy of the great DiMaggio
who does all things perfectly even with the pain of the bone spur in
his heel” (p. 66).

But DiMaggio had qualities at least as vital to the Yankees as his
courage and individual brilliance. Even during his own time and
since then, many men with expert knowledge of baseball have con-
sidered other contemporary outfielders—especially Ted Williams of
the Boston Red Sox—to be DiMaggio’s equal or superior in terms
of individual ability and achievement. But few men have ever
earned the affection and the renown which DiMaggio received as a
“team player”—one who always displayed his individual greatness
as part of his team, one to whom the team was always more im-
portant than himself. It used to be said of DiMaggio’s value as a
“team player” that with him in the line-up, even when he was
handicapped by the pain in his heel, the Yankees were two runs
ahead when they came out on the field. From Santiago’s love of
baseball and his evident knowledge of it, it is clear that he would
be aware of these qualities in DiMaggio. And when Manolin re-
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marks that there are other men on the New York team, the old man
replies: “ ‘Naturally. But he makes the difference’” (p. 17).

The lions which Santiago dreams about and his description in
terms of Christ symbols further suggest solidarity and love and hu-
mility as opposed to isolated individualism and pride. So evocative
and lovely a symbol is the dream of the lions that it would be foolish
if not impossible to attempt its literal definition. Yet it seems sig-
nificant that the old man dreams not of a single lion, a “king of the
beasts,” a lion proud and powerful and alone, like the one from
which Francis Macomber runs in terror, but of several young lions
who come down to a beach in the evening to play together. “He
only dreamed of places now and of the lions on the beach. They
played like young cats in the dusk and he loved them as he loved the
boy” (p. 22). It seems also significant that the old man “no longer
dreamed of storms, nor of women, nor of great occurrences, nor of
great fish, nor fights, nor contests of strength, nor of his wife” (pp.
21-22)—that is that he no longer dreams of great individualistic deeds
like the one which brings violence and destruction on him and on
the marlin. Instead, the lions are “the main thing that is left” (p.
65), and they evoke the solidarity and love and peace to which the
old man returns after hunting and killing and losing his great fish.

These qualities are further emphasized by the symbolic value of
the old fisherman as he carries the mast crosslike up the hill to his
shack and as he lies exhausted on his bed. His hands have been
terribly wounded in catching the great marlin and in fighting the
sharks, and as he lies sleeping “face down on the newspapers with
his arms out straight and the palms up” (p. 122), his figure is Christ-
like and suggests that if the old man has been crucified by the forces
of a capricious and violent universe, the meaning of his experience is
the humility and love of Christ and the interdependence which they
imply.

Such, then, are the qualities which define man’s true place in a
world of violence and death indifferent to him, and they are the
context which gives the experience of the old fisherman its ultimate
significance as the reflection of Hemingway’s culminating concept
of the human condition—his tragic vision of man. For in his under-
standing that “it is enough to live on the sea and kill our true
brothers,” the fellow creatures who share life with us and whom he
loves, the old man is expressing Hemingway’s conviction that de-
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spite the tragic necessity of such a condition, man has a place in the
world. And in his realization that in going alone and too far out,
“beyond all people in the world,” he has ruined both himself and
also the great fish, the old man reflects Hemingway’s feeling that in
his individualism and his pride and his need, man inevitably goes
beyond his true place in the world and thereby brings violence and
destruction on himself and on others. Yet in going out too far and
alone, Santiago has found his greatest strength and courage and dig-
nity and nobility and love, and in this he expresses Hemingway’s
view of the ultimate tragic irony of man’s fate: that only through
the isolated individualism and the pride which drive him beyond
his true place in life does man develop the qualities and the wisdom
which teach him the sin of such individualism and pride and which
bring him the deepest understanding of himself and of his place in
the world. Thus, in accepting his world for what it is and in learn-
ing to live in it, Hemingway has achieved a tragic but ennobling
vision of man which is in the tradition of Sophocles, Christ, Melville,
and Conrad.

st

It is not enough, then, to point out, as Robert P. Weeks does, that
“from the first eight words of The Old Man and the Sea . . . we are
squarely confronted with a world in which man’s isolation is the
most insistent truth.”® True as this is, it is truth which is at the
same time paradox, for Santiago is profoundly aware that “no man
was ever alone on the sea.” Nor is the novel solely what Leo Gurko
feels it is—“the culmination of Hemingway’s long search for dis-
engagement from the social world and total entry into the natural”
(p. 15). If the old man leaves society to go “far out” and “beyond
all people in the world,” the consciousness of society and of his re-
lationship to it are never for long out of his thoughts; and in the
end, of course, he returns to his “good town,” where he finds it
pleasant “to have someone to talk to instead of speaking only to
himself and to the sea.” To go no further than Santiago’s isolation,
therefore, or to treat it, as Weeks does, as a theme in opposition to
Hemingway’s concern with society is to miss the deepest level of
significance both in this novel and in Hemingway’s writing gener-
ally.

8 Robert P. Weeks, “Hemingway and the Uses of Isolation,” University of Kansas City
Review, XXIV, 125 (Winter, 1957).
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For, surely, as Edgar Johnson has shown, the true direction of
Hemingway’s thought and art from the beginning and especially
since 1937 has been a return to society—not in terms of any particular
social or political doctrine, but in the broad sense of human solidarity
and interdependence. If he began by making “a separate peace”
and by going, like Santiago, “far out” beyond society, like the old
man, too, he has come back, through Harry Morgan’s “‘no man
alone,”” Philip Rawlings’s and Robert Jordan’s “no man is an island,”
and Santiago’s “no man is ever alone on the sea,” with a deepened
insight into its nature and values and a profound awareness of his
relationship to it as an individual.®

In the process, strangely enough—or perhaps it is not strange at
all—he has come back from Frederic Henry’s rejection of all ab-
stract values to a reiteration for our time of mankind’s oldest and
noblest moral principles. As James B. Colvert points out, Heming-
way is a moralist: heir, like his world, to the destruction by science
and empiricism of nineteenth-century value assumptions, he rejects
equally these assumptions and the principle underlying them—that
intellectual moral abstractions possess independent supersensual
existence. Turning from the resulting nihilism, he goes to experience
in the actual world of hostility, violence, and destruction to find in
the world which destroyed the old values a basis for new ones—and
it 1s precisely here, Colvert suggests, in reflecting the central moral
problem of his world, that Hemingway is a significant moralist.*®

But out of this concern with action and conduct in a naturalistic
universe, Hemingway has not evolved new moral values; rather, he
has reaffirmed man’s oldest ones—courage, love, humility, solidarity,
and interdependence. It is their basis which is new—a basis not in
supernaturalism or abstraction but hard-won through actual ex-
perience in a naturalistic universe which is at best indifferent to man
and his values. Hemingway tells us, as E. M. Halliday observes, that
“we are part of a universe offering no assurance beyond the grave,

°This development in Hemingway’s thought and art is further illustrated in a story
which he wrote in 1939 and which, prompted by the recent Cuban revolution, Cosmo-
politan, CXLVI, 4, 78-83 (April, 1959) has reprinted. “Nobody Ever Dies!” is the story
of a Spanish-speaking young man and a girl who have given themselves with selfless devo-
tion to the cause of social liberty in a revolt in Cuba. The young man is trapped and
killed by governmental forces, and the girl faces the torture of questioning with “a strange
confidence. It was the same confidence another girl her age had felt a little more than five
hundred years before in the market place of a town called Rouen.”

** James B. Colvert, “Ernest Hemingway’s Morality in Action,” American Literature,
XXVII, 372-85 (Nov., 1955).
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and we are to make what we can of life by a pragmatic ethic spun
bravely out of man himself in full and steady cognizance that the
end is darkness.”*

Through perfectly realized symbolism and irony,** then, Heming-
way has beautifully and movingly spun out of an old fisherman’s
great trial just such a pragmatic ethic and its basis in an essentially
tragic vision of man; and in this reaffirmation of man’s most cher-
ished values and their reaffirmation in the terms of our time rests
the deepest and the enduring significance of The Old Man and the
Sea.

' E. M. Halliday, “Hemingway’s Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony,” American Litera-
ture, XXVIII, 3 (March, 1956).

2 Halliday’s comment on Hemingway’s ironic method is particularly applicable to The
Old Man and the Sea: “the ironic gap between expectation and fulfilment, pretense and
fact, intention and action, the message sent and the message received, the way things are
thought or ought to be and the way things are—this has been Hemingway’s great theme
from the beginning; and it has called for an ironic method to do it artistic justice” (ibid.,

p. 15).
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