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Abstract: 

In The Old Man and the Sea by Ernest Hemingway the protagonist Santiago showcases 

varied aspects of masculinity by displaying physical strength and emotional frailty through 

his character development. Throughout his traditional masculine image Santiago experiences 

physical toughness coupled with emotional challenges that reveal how fighting for survival 

brings heavy burdens. The narrative shows how self-discovery emerges through the 

relationship between pride and failure and human need for meaning which reveals that 

genuine strength demands facing personal weaknesses. Santiago breaks traditional 

masculine standards through his thoughts about life and loss and dignity which demonstrate 

that authentic courage requires continued struggle combined with knowing personal 

boundaries. It becomes evident through this analysis that Hemingway attacks conventional 

gender standards and reveals humanistic forms of male character. 
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Introduction: 

Ernest Hemingway presents The Old Man and the Sea (1952) as a vehicle to analyze 

masculinity in ways that exceed traditional standards. Paraded throughout the novel Santiago 

exists as a character who demonstrates both strong physical capabilities and feeble emotional 

states. The Old Man and the Sea from Hemingway disrupts established masculine stereotypes 

because it presents masculinity through diverse conflicting elements which blend power with 

frailty (Benson 1990). The mental cost of survival expose true bravery, as Santiago 

demonstrates during his oceanic voyage through both perseverance and deep reflection on his 

talents and the limits of his endurance (Flora, 2001).   

Through his narrative the writer links pride with failure as the story shows the universal 

human effort to find meaning while embodying core existential themes (Young, 2006). The 

story shows that being a man means more than controlling nature and needs a person to grasp 

both loss and maintaining personal dignity. The author challenges conventional gender norms 

through his contemplations about failure by showing how true authenticity comes from 

learning to bounce back rather than from being undefeatable (Fulton, 2013). Hemingway 

displays criticism of conventional male strength by presenting Santiago's psychological 

development and encounters to establish his concept of authentic masculinity. The analysis of 

this paper explores how in the novel Hemingway transforms masculine strength into a state 

achieved through showing weakness and enduring challenges and moving forward to 

discover oneself. 

Literature Review: 

Various scholars acknowledge Ernest Hemingway's male subjects because the author 

showcases traditional masculine traits through endurance and stoicism alongside self-

reliance. Some literary scholars maintain that The Old Man and the Sea (1952) breaks 

traditional masculine perceptions because its protagonist Santiago showcases emotional 
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weaknesses. Throughout his novels and stories Hemingway portrays his main characters as 

highly powerful individuals who display emotional weaknesses that reveal their inner pain 

(Flora, 2001). The deep emotional quality in Santiago's thoughts about defeat and grief as 

well as his bond with the marlin reveals that Hemingway distorts traditional male stereotypes 

instead of simply upholding them (Benson, 1990). The masculine concept which he 

establishes goes further than physical prowess because it adds endurance of mental and 

existential struggles (Young 2006). 

The novel pursues its analysis of masculinity using existential philosophy which focuses on 

self-knowledge. According to critics Santiago faces a dual challenge on the ocean because his 

confinement tests his mind alongside his body as per Fiedler (1975). During his experience of 

enduring hunger and fatigue and solitude he considers whether pride stands as a barrier to 

survival (Fulton 2013). The pride that Santiago wishes to demonstrate motivates his fight 

with the marlin yet the narrative suggests this pride exists both as good and destructive 

quality (Jobes, 1967). Through its narrative The Old Man and the Sea demonstrates that 

masculine identity extends beyond control of nature through the demonstration of accepting 

personal boundaries (Killinger, 2002). 

The narrative shows how pride becomes a destructive force and failure transforms traditional 

strength into something new.Santiago’s pride forms the core of how Hemingway develops 

the masculine elements throughout the story. Bickford (1989) mentions how the book's 

protagonist displays an unwavering dedication which parallels the code hero concept that 

appears throughout Hemingway's work. Santiago rejects traditional Hemingway protagonist 

behaviors because he accepts his weaknesses as completely ordinary parts of his life 

(Melling, 1990). The new definition of masculinity expands beyond military or physical 

confrontation because endurance with dignity now defines courage (Nagel 1996). 

Hemingway conducts an evaluation of conventional male standards by showing that loss 

becomes central to Santiago's journey as he fights against the sharks. Due to shark attacks the 

marlin escapes him but Santiago keeps fighting until his final breath which demonstrates the 

novel's lesson about enduring struggle versus achieving ultimate victory (Young, 2006). 

Modern masculinity recognizes that self-reflection belongs to the essential features of male 

identity according to Flora (2001). Ramzan and Khan (2024) analyzed pragmatic hedges 

from politness principles perspectives and linguistic coherence as culturalinsight in prologue 

of The Holy Woman and Epilogue of Unmarriageable.Ramzan et al.(2023) studied the style 

shift as cultural representation in Pride and Prejudice and Unmarriageable.  

Multiple scholars suggest that through its central character Santiago, The Old Man and the 

Sea presents fishing aftermanship together with deep contemplative elements so it subverts 

tougheutality versus softness (Fulton, 2013). Traditional notions of masculinity suppress 

emotions since Santiago shows complete openness about loneliness and his admiration of the 

marlin alongside his reminiscences of being young (Benson, 1990). The book demonstrates 

that real courage emerges through emotional maturity and self-consciousness by 

contradicting stereotypes about masculine detachment (Killinger, 2002). 

Through his portrayal of young Manolin the author contrasts Santiago's lonely quest against 

moments that reveal his emotional bond with the youth. Hemingway presents manhood in 

The Old Man and the Sea through Santiago's strong endurance alongside Manolin's nurturing 

essence which demonstrates that the author believes male identity exists on a spectrum 

(Nagel, 1996). Santiago leaves a lasting impact on Manolin through his motivational power 

rather than his physical achievements since this demonstrates how masculinity involves both 

strength and emotional development as a mentor (Melling, 1990). 

Santiago's character depicts masculinity with dual elements of empowered resilience and 

revealing weakness in The Old Man and the Sea. The novel breaks away from traditional 
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gender models to portray masculinity through a process which unites proud accomplishments 

with endurance capabilities and inner self-analyzation. A group of scholars contends that 

Santiago in Hemingway’s writing shows genuine strength emerges through embracing one’s 

constrained boundary and maintaining effortful battle against such barriers. The Old Man and 

the Sea serves as an important literary piece which battles traditional gender beliefs by 

showing authentic masculinity beyond societal norms. 

Significance of the Study: 

Critics consider The Old Man and the Sea (1952) by Hemingway one of his most revered 

literary works for its studies of human resilience together with existential conflict and male 

identity issues. The research establishes its importance due to its challenge of traditional 

masculinity through the analysis of how Santiago’s character emerges from resilience and 

vulnerability (Benson, 1990). Throughout literary history writers have showcased masculinity 

using characteristics that include physical power together with forceful command and 

withholding emotions. The novel establishes a different way to look at male identity which 

integrates self-perception together with understanding one's boundaries while accepting self-

imposed limits (Flora, 2001). The research examines these elements to advance literary 

gender identification knowledge and challenge traditional understanding of masculine 

qualities (Nagel, 1996). 

This research currently demonstrates relevance to modern gender studies because masculinity 

continues to transform into a dynamic construct according to Fulton (2013). The literary work 

of Hemingway demonstrates early examples of dissolving gender stereotypes which yields 

useful findings about cultural changes in male identity constructs (Young, 2006). This 

analysis of Santiago’s character reveals through Killinger (2002) that authentic courage 

operates independently of invincibility by allowing one to struggle and maintain their 

personal limits. 

This research contributes new knowledge to Hemingway scholarship by studying prior 

interpretations of The Old Man and the Sea using psychological and existential and gender-

related analytical methods. The study examines the endless research about isolation and 

survival and heroism in The Old Man and the Sea by concentrating on the relationship 

between masculinity and vulnerability to investigate complex dimensions (Bickford, 1989). 

Given modern academic interest in Hemingway’s male depictions this study creates new 

insights that match current gender theory and personal growth investigations. 

Research Methodology: 

The qualitative research approach allows us to study the portrayal of masculinity in The Old 

Man and the Sea. A textual analysis method will analyze how Santiago develops as a 

character while his physical and emotional battles change societal notions about being a man 

(Benson 1990). Textual analysis gives researchers the ability to deeply analyze literary 

themes which lets them investigate how Hemingway expresses masculinity through his 

choice of language and symbolism and narrative frameworks according to Jobes (1967). 

The analysis pertains to a thematic study where researchers identify principal narrative 

elements about masculinity and endurance as well as vulnerability throughout the text. The 

themes explored include:Author Santiago uses self-reflective thoughts while displaying 

physical strength while showing emotional vulnerability (Flora, 2001).The research examines 

Santiago's pride along with his failure and self-knowledge discovery process (Fiedler, 

1975).Nagel (1996) explains that the novel demonstrates how masculinity transforms through 

introspection beyond traditional expectations about gender roles. 

This study relies on The Old Man and the Sea as its main data source where we will conduct 

literary and gender critical analysis. The research draws from secondary materials which 

encompass scholarly articles and books and existing assessments about Hemingway’s 
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masculinity (Fulton, 2013).Research analyzes discursive language and narrative approaches 

by Hemingway to show Santiago’s battles according to Killinger (2002). This research 

analyzes how Hemingway builds a sophisticated male identity based on Santiago's internal 

thoughts and his descriptions of his physical state and contemplations about life and death 

(Young, 2006). The analysis through close reading examines the symbols of marlin fish, 

ocean waters and Santiago's solitary state which exposes profound interpretations regarding 

male identity and endurance (Melling, 1990).The analysis of literary material leads to no 

ethical dilemmas for human participants since this research does not include direct contact 

with people. The research will uphold both appropriate source citation and engagement with 

multiple academic perspectives to preserve scientific integrity (Benson, 1990).Through this 

qualitative research we examine The Old Man and the Sea to study its male redefinition 

through combining physical toughness with emotional reflection. Thematic and textual 

research will generate understanding about how Ernest Hemingway's work shifts 

conventional sex positions between men and women while portraying male identity through 

human empathetic terms. This research about Santiago’s experiences expands the academic 

discussion regarding literary masculinity and how readers perceive changes in male identity. 

Data Analysis and Results  

1. Santiago’s Masculinity: A Thematic and Textual Examination 
The qualitative data from The Old Man and the Sea reveals a nuanced construction of 

masculinity. Through a textual analysis approach, recurring themes emerge, emphasizing 

endurance, introspection, and redefinition of traditional male attributes. Santiago’s journey, 

particularly his psychological and physical confrontations with nature, demonstrates 

Hemingway’s layered portrayal of masculinity that diverges from rigid gender expectations 

(Nagel, 1996). 

1.1 Physical Endurance and Strength Santiago’s persistent struggle against the marlin serves 

as an allegory for masculine fortitude. Hemingway’s descriptions of Santiago’s physical 

resilience, such as his wounded hands and exhaustion, reinforce an archetype of strength. 

However, the novel also destabilizes conventional masculinity by intertwining his physical 

perseverance with moments of acute vulnerability (Fiedler, 1975). The pain Santiago endures 

is not glorified but rather depicted as an inevitable reality of existence, challenging the 

romanticized notion of a stoic, unyielding man. 

1.2 Emotional Vulnerability and Introspection Unlike traditional depictions of masculinity 

that emphasize emotional detachment, Hemingway allows Santiago to be deeply 

introspective. Through textual analysis, it is evident that Santiago reflects on his solitude, 

reminisces about past experiences, and acknowledges his failures without shame (Flora, 

2001). This self-awareness contributes to the transformation of male identity, as Hemingway 

portrays masculinity through an amalgamation of resilience and sensitivity rather than 

through dominance alone. 

2. Symbolism and Narrative Frameworks in Hemingway’s Masculinity Portrayal 
2.1 The Marlin as a Reflection of Santiago’s Identity The marlin, a significant literary 

symbol, embodies Santiago’s own struggles and sense of masculinity. The deep respect he 

has for his adversary suggests that Hemingway’s masculine ideal is not about overpowering 

opponents but about maintaining dignity and respect in hardship (Young, 2006). This 

challenges the traditional concept of conquest-based masculinity, offering a more reflective 

and ethical perspective. 

2.2 The Ocean as a Metaphor for Fluid Masculinity The sea is depicted as both nurturing and 

unforgiving, symbolizing the duality within Santiago’s identity. He neither fully controls nor 

submits to the ocean’s forces, reinforcing Hemingway’s portrayal of masculinity as adaptive 

rather than static (Melling, 1990). The textual analysis highlights how Santiago’s 
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understanding of his environment demonstrates Hemingway’s belief that true masculinity 

embraces change and humility. 

2.3 The Solitude of Santiago as a Masculine Experience Santiago’s isolation underscores 

another dimension of masculinity—the necessity of self-reliance yet the importance of 

connection. His relationship with Manolin reflects a generational shift in the understanding of 

male identity. Hemingway contrasts Santiago’s loneliness with Manolin’s caring presence, 

showing that masculinity does not reject dependence or emotional bonds but rather exists 

within a continuum (Killinger, 2002). 

3. Shifting Gender Paradigms in Hemingway’s Work 
Hemingway’s portrayal of masculinity in The Old Man and the Sea provides a critical 

counter-narrative to rigid gender norms. Through close reading, the study finds that 

Hemingway challenges conventional male identity by integrating emotional depth, ethical 

engagement with adversity, and a nuanced self-awareness. 

3.1 Thematic Shift from Heroism to Humanism Unlike the hyper-masculine heroes in 

literature that glorify domination, Santiago’s character arc focuses on self-awareness, 

acceptance of failure, and dignity in struggle (Fulton, 2013). This represents a thematic shift 

from traditional masculine narratives to one that prioritizes introspection and endurance 

without reliance on external validation. 

3.2 Intersection of Masculinity and Empathy Hemingway constructs a male protagonist 

whose masculinity is defined not solely by physical prowess but by his ability to empathize, 

respect nature, and reflect on his personal limitations (Jobes, 1967). The research identifies 

that Santiago’s dialogues with himself, the marlin, and the ocean convey an empathetic 

masculinity that moves beyond aggression.The findings affirm that Hemingway’s The Old 

Man and the Sea presents a reconfigured masculinity that merges endurance with 

introspection and self-awareness. Through Santiago, Hemingway advances a masculine 

identity that is not constrained by dominance but embraces resilience, reflection, and 

emotional authenticity. The textual and thematic analysis provides insight into how male 

identity is fluid, evolving, and deeply intertwined with humanistic values. This study 

contributes to the broader discourse on literary masculinity by highlighting Hemingway’s 

complex narrative strategies that redefine what it means to be a man in literature. 

Discussion 

The findings of this study reinforce the notion that Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea 

presents masculinity as a complex, evolving construct that intertwines endurance, 

introspection, and ethical engagement. Santiago’s struggles reflect both physical toughness 

and emotional depth, marking a shift away from traditional masculine archetypes (Nagel, 

1996). The textual analysis highlights that Hemingway deliberately challenges 

hypermasculine ideals by allowing Santiago to experience vulnerability without diminishing 

his strength (Flora, 2001). 

Through the novel, Hemingway articulates a masculinity that is not rooted in dominance but 

in resilience and moral fortitude. Santiago’s endurance while battling the marlin is 

emblematic of the traditional male ideal; however, his introspective thoughts and respect for 

nature add a dimension of emotional intelligence that reshapes traditional perceptions of 

masculinity (Fiedler, 1975). This study demonstrates that masculinity in Hemingway’s work 

does not solely hinge on physical conquest but also on self-awareness and human empathy 

(Young, 2006). 

Furthermore, the ocean and the marlin act as symbolic entities that inform Santiago’s 

identity. The ocean, unpredictable and vast, mirrors the fluid nature of masculinity, allowing 

for adaptability and humility (Melling, 1990). The marlin, on the other hand, serves as a 

mirror to Santiago himself—resilient, honorable, and ultimately subjected to forces beyond 
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his control (Killinger, 2002). This analysis suggests that Hemingway’s portrayal of Santiago 

does not conform to rigid gender roles but instead promotes a more holistic male identity, 

where strength and vulnerability coexist (Fulton, 2013). 

Additionally, Santiago’s solitude provides an avenue to redefine the male experience. While 

isolation has traditionally been associated with self-reliance, Hemingway utilizes it as a 

means of self-discovery rather than detachment from emotional connections. His relationship 

with Manolin underscores the importance of mentorship and intergenerational bonds in 

shaping masculine identity (Benson, 1990). This dynamic suggests that masculinity is not a 

static, individualistic trait but one influenced by relationships, reflection, and the acceptance 

of personal limitations (Jobes, 1967). 

Conclusion 
This research underscores the significance of Hemingway’s contribution to the literary 

discourse on masculinity. By analyzing The Old Man and the Sea through a qualitative, 

textual analysis framework, this study has illuminated how Hemingway reconstructs 

masculinity beyond physical prowess to include introspection, respect, and emotional 

endurance (Nagel, 1996). The findings suggest that Santiago’s journey represents an 

alternative model of masculinity—one that is not defined by triumph over adversity alone but 

by the ability to reflect, learn, and maintain dignity in struggle (Flora, 2001). 

The study’s results challenge the traditional binaries of gender roles by demonstrating that 

Hemingway’s masculinity is multifaceted and deeply human. The novel presents a masculine 

identity that values perseverance while acknowledging limitations, thus offering a more 

inclusive and nuanced understanding of male experience (Fiedler, 1975). This research 

contributes to ongoing discussions in literary and gender studies by emphasizing that 

masculinity, as depicted in Hemingway’s work, is not an unyielding standard but a concept 

shaped by ethical consciousness, vulnerability, and relational dynamics (Young, 2006). 
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