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CHAPTER IV 

Symbols Used In The Old Man and the Sea 

 

This chapter is concerned with the analysis of symbol used  in 

Hemingway’s novel The Old Man and the Sea. There are lots of symbol the 

researcher find in the novel. Based on the theories that researcher has 

accomplished in the previous chapter, the researcher will classifies the symbols 

used in the novel into two catagories. They are Universal and Individual symbol. 

Then interpretation will be specified on each symbol. In this research the writer 

selects eleven symbols taken from the novel. The writer considers those are the 

main symbols used in the novel.  

 

A. Universal symbol 

1. Sea as a symbol of universe 

The main setting of Hemingway’s novel The Old Man and the Sea is the 

sea. He describes the sea as a place where fisherman earn their life, find some 

experiences such as facing bad weather and storm, struggling against a big sea 

animal which become difficulty for fisherman, sea also provides some enjoyments 

where they can get pride.  

 Hemingway uses sea to symbolize universe. Both sea and universe  

provide various creatures, from the tiny to the giant ones.  

“As he watched the bird dipped again slanting his wings for the dive and then swinging 
them wildly and ineffectually as he followed the flying fish. The old man could see the 
slight bulge in the water that the big dolphin raised as they followed the escaping  dolphin 
fish. The dolphin were cutting through the water below the flight of the fish and would be 
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in the water, driving at speed, when the fish dropped. It is a big school of dolphin, he 
thought. They are wide spread and the flying fish have little chance. The bird has no 
chance”. (p.24) 
 

In real world or universe there are also various creatures based on their 

kind and size, such as plants, animal and human ; from tiny to the biggest 

creatures such as ant to the elephant. And it is the same to living in the sea, in 

universe the minority wether it is in number or size will face hard life. Both in sea 

and universe small creature is harder to endure than the big ones because the 

bigger creatures destroy them. The majority and the bigger creature will tend to 

threaten the minority and the smaller creatures even they will eat and destroy the 

weakers.  

Small creatures are harder to maintain their life compared to the big ones 

because the  bigger creatures tend to destroy, attack and eat them. Like the 

universe, sea gives man some lots of facilities. As a fisherman,the old man greatly 

relies on the sea for food. Fishing is his life beside giving him food, fishing also 

gives him some values of life. And the same with the sea creatures, man has to 

fight and struggle to use what universe provide. In real life only man who have 

strength can exist. Strength or power are essential to maintain the life, man has to 

sharpen their power so they get some skills, experiences, and  knowledge. 

Experience leads man to get success easier. 

“He did not need a compass to tell him where southwest was. He only needed the feel of 
the trade wind and the drawing of the sail”. (p.70) 
 
Sometimes it is easy to get a catch or fish to eat, with just a little efford the 

old man can get his food and his experience tells him what give him benefit. 

Although small shrimp is tiny and is easy to catch, it is valuable because of its 
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nourishment so it will give him energy to keep his body’s strength which is used to 

fight his marlin. 

“I better put a small line out with a spoon on it and try and get something to eat and drink 
for the moisture. But he could not find a spoon and his sardines were rotten. So he hooked 
a patch of yellow Gulf small shrimps that were on it fell on to the planking of the skiff. 
There were more than dozen of them and they jumped and kicked like sand fleas. The old 
man pinched their heads off with his thumb and forefinger and ate them chewing up the 
shells and the tails. They were very tiny but he knew they were nourishing and they tasted 
good.” (p.70) 
 

 In universe, a certain place provides food abundently so men do not need so 

hard to get it but on the other places men should do hard efford to get their living. 

All the easiness is only for those who are experienced and skilled.  

The sea also provides man with enjoyment. The old man thinks the sea keeps 

many enjoyments and beauty although its beauty sometimes interfered with some 

acts endangering the man and other creatures but its beauty attrack the old man to 

love it and his proffesion.  

“But the old man always thought of her 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. The moon affects her as it does a woman, he thought. “(p.20) 
 

Sea gives warmth with the presence of its creatures and its natural phenomenon so 

no creature feels alone in it. Its warmth is like the warmth the old man feels due to 

the presence of the boy (Manolin) who makes the old man doesn’t feel lonely when 

they are in companion. The old man can drive his loneliness in the sea by seeing 

some beautiful scenes provided by the sea. In real life man also need togetherness 

like with family and friends. The presence of family and friend drives sense of 

loneliness. They will share happiness and sadness which they are feeling. Those 
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who have love can easily make relationship with others and this builds sense of 

confidence. 

“He looked across the sea and knew how alone he was now. But he could see the prisms 
in the deep dark water and the line stretching ahead and the strange undulation of the 
calm. The clouds were building up now for the trade wind and he looked ahead and saw a 
flight of wild ducks etching themselves againts the sky over the water, then blurring, they 
etching again and he knew no man was ever alone on the sea.” (p.43) 

      The old man is so comfortable in the natural world that he believes he could 

never be lost at sea. He knows sea very well since it is where he lives. It is similar 

to universe, it provides lots beautiful nature such as Sea, mountain, forest, and etc 

they offer beautiful places and and these places can make the people feel nice and 

for a moment forget anything which makes them sad. Universe gives lots of  

facilities and it depends on man how they can use them for their comfort. 

2. Sun as a symbol of happiness 

In this story Hemingway describes the sun as the useful thing in the old man’s 

activity along his voyage. The sun helps him see the condition of the sea after 

passing the dark night and the sea’s surroundings become more clearly so he can 

see the other boat from farther place and this makes him feel any other man with 

him on the sea. The sun also gives good news to fisherman, it informs that the 

weather will be good. Good weather will help him to sail more safely and 

comfortably. 

“The sun rose thinly from the sea and the old man could see the others boats, low on the 
water and well in toward the shore, spread out across the current”. (p.22) 
 
“The strange light the sun made in the water, now that the sun was higher, meant good 
weather and so did the shape of the clouds over the land”.. (p.24) 
 
The sun symbolizes man’s new happiness . In the novel it is told that sun 

light breaks trough the water thus the condition in certain depth looks brighter so 
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the old man can see the life there more clearly. Eventhough sun light gives the old 

man a help to see the surrounding of the sea life well and also give him some 

hopes to meet good weather which will help him to catch a big fish, but there is 

any sun light which hurt the old man’s eyes because of its strength in the morning 

This portraits that happiness spreads to everybody’s heart, spreads wherever there 

is living. In real life everybody hope that they live in happy life. What sort of 

happiness they hope to ? There are lots of things that can make man happy. 

Wealth, health, family, beauty are some of them which can give man happiness. 

Although they can give man happiness, they can also cause them sorrow. We can 

see this picture in society where some beautiful selebrities and the wealthy live in 

sorrow because of narcotic, beauty and wealth are not source of happiness for 

those man. Wealthy man who can’t manage his wealth makes his wealth means 

nothing even it will lead him to be in distress or disastrous life. This quote 

pictures this condition: 

“All my life the early sun has hurt my eyes, he thought. Yet they are still good. In the 
evening I can look straight into it without getting the blackness. It has more force in the 
evening too. But in the morning it is painful”. (p.23) 
 
Sun gives the old man a hope to be able to eliminate his distress because of 

his crump left hand. It is very annoying for him in catching his big fish. The night 

weather is very cold and it makes his left hand seriously cramped. The old man 

feels sorry to his lef hand because of its unability to move but he can’t force to 

move it. The only hope is sun light which will rise in the next morning. It will 

give him warm and this condition help his left hand uncrump, as this quotation: 

“He rubbed the cramped hand againts his trousers and tried to gentle the fingers. But it 
would not open. Maybe it will open with the sun, he thought”. (p.43) 
 



54 

“the sun and his steady movement of his fingers had uncramped his left hand now 
completely and he began to shift more of the strain to it and he shrugged the muscles of 
his back to shift the hurt of the cord a little”. (p.48) 
 
In real life when man are in sorrow or in such bad condition, like being 

seriously ill, they will dream of happiness and hope getting the great medicine and 

treatment to make them well soon. In this case health is the only thing that make 

them happy. 

The sun light makes the old man easily notice the physical characteristic of 

his big caught, the marlin. Hemingway describes the marlin in detail clearly by 

appearing sun light. He intends to tell the readers that sun light leads to the 

invisible thing to be visible  The big sea animal whose life in the depth under 

water finally can be described well with the help of the appearance of sun. The 

sun lets him watch the beauty of his caught. 

“He was bright in the sun and his head and back were dark purple and in the sun the 
stripes on his sides showed wide and a light lavender . His sword was as long as a 
baseball bat and tapered like a rapier and he rose his full length from the water and  then 
re-entered it, smoothly, like a diver and the old man saw the great scythe-blade of his tail 
go under and the line commenced to race out”. (p.44) 
 

In real life happy condition leads man to think clearly. The hunger and the 

sick man are not happy ones, they won’t be able to enjoy such an entertainment 

because they think and focus on their sorrow sense. The sorrow man often 

interprete what they experience from sadness sense which sometime it is  

illogical. While the happy man enjoy with condition that is happening. Their 

thought is wider and they are more logical than the sorrow man. 

3. Night as  a symbol of suffering 

Hemingway tells the old man’s sea voyage in three days and three nights. 

In the dark night both the old man and the fish presevere not to do big activity.  
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“I can do nothing with him and he can do nothing with me,he thought. Not as long as he 
keeps this up. Once he stood up and urinated over the side of the skiff and looked at the 
stars and checkd his course”. (p.33) 
 

Night is interpretated as man’s suffering even the death. The writer 

interpretates it as suffering. The dark night give frightening sense. It is an obstacle 

for most creatures to do some activities. The night air spreads negative 

atmosphere. The dark night symbolizes man’s suffering. Man’s suffering is in 

various form, they are   mental such as sense of loneliness, hopeless, being in 

fault, etc and physical such as sickness, being old, poverty, hunger, etc. After a 

day the old man waits to catch the fish and the fish has brought him further into 

the sea, the old man looks tired and less confidence. Night has made the old man 

in distress, due to the darkness it is difficult for him to do his work and even he 

falls down and hurt under his eyes when the fish makes a surge on the rope, the 

following is the quotation: 

“I’ll lash the two oars together across the stern and that will slow him in the night,’ he 
``said..... The setting of the sun is a difficult time for all fish”.  (p.53) 
 

“It was difficult in the dark and once the fish made a surge that pulled him down on his 
face and made a cut below his eyes.” (p.37) 
 
In his less self confidence the old man tries to return it back by 

remembering his strength which he has when he was a champion. Man in their life 

must have ever been immersed and for the pessimist it is considered as the 

darkness periods which will not last while for the optimists suffering is a life 

variation which will change. They will try to let it go from them. One of the way 

to be free from it is by motivating themselves, by remembering his champion 
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which he got in his youth to rise his self confidence, the following is the 

quotation: 

“As the sun set he remembered, to give himself more confidence, the time in the tavern at 
Casablanca when he had played the hand game with the great negro from Cienfuegos 
who was the strongest man on the docks”. (p.48) 
 
 
The quietness of night also causes the old man and the fish  are restless. 

The fish makes several jumps onto the air and the old man hurts on his hand 

because of it.It portrays when man are sorrowful they often do some illogical acts 

The old man himself is almost hopeless 

“And now he has jumped more than a dozen times and filled the sacs along his back with 
air and he cannot go down deep to die where I cannot bring him up. He will start circling 
soon and then I must work on him. I wonder what started him so suddenly ? could it have 
been hunger that made him desperate, or was he frightened by something in the night ? 
Maybe he suddenly felt fear”. (p.60) 

 

4. Lion as a symbol of Strength 

Hemingway illustrates lion as a power which inspires the old man. The 

lions are not illustrated in reality but rather in the old man’s dream. Lion is 

considered as the king of jungle. Traditionally or conventionally this description is 

agreed by many people. The  lions which are running and playing like their litlle 

form, cat, on the beach often appear in the old man’s dreams when his strength 

decreasing and when he needs a bigger strength on his long voyage. By  

imaginating lion in his mind it will rise his strength and enable him to able to  

endure longer. When The old man feels down and loss his strength he likes to 

dream about the lion.The Lion is identical to strength for him. 

“He no longer dreamed of storms, nor of women, nor of great occurrences, nor of great 
fish, nor fights, nor of contest of strength, nor of his wife. 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. He never dreamed about the boy. “(p.17) 
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Hemingway has used the lion for three times in the old man’s dream. This 

dream makes him to be confident again, it makes him happy and can continue 

again his life. His happiness will rise new energy and power that help him go 

through his next struggle. In real life power or strength can be generated through 

several ways, beside through having exercises men can generate it through 

imagination and motivation. Doing and thinking positive things can also resulting 

energy and it  becomes a source of strength. Dreaming big things or someone’s 

success will make someone have hope thus motivation will appear then it drives 

people to have power or strength to realize this hope. A power will generate other 

power to appear so someone who has strength will be stronger if he or she can 

manage it well. 

“After that he began to dream of the long yellow baech and he saw the first of the lions 
come down onto it in the early dark and then the other lions came and he rested his chin 
on the wood of the bows where the ship lay anchored with the evening off-shore breeze 
and he waited to see if there wouldbe more lions and he was happy”. (p.59) 

 

In the last pages, Hemingway once again uses the lion in the old man’s 

dream. After his long voyage in fighting, struggling and defense his fish, marlin, 

which spends his all strength, the old man arrives in his shack and rests. He never 

stops from  hoping and dreaming to get his strength to rise again. And of course 

he eats and rests to make his strength to return back physically.  

“Up the road,in his shack, the old man was sleeping again. He was still sleeping on his 
face and the boys was sitting by him watching him. The old man was dreaming about the 
lions”. (p.92) 

 

It can be concluded that to gain nobility, men should have bravery, 

confidence, and disappear his despair during their fight. Courage, confidence and 
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hope are considered as bridge leading someone to reach this nobility.Then, if the 

prize is lost, they must not lost from his or her mind and heart because those are 

source of strength.  Hemingway ended his novel by giving the old man best dream 

ever and sleep tidely. Strength, of course must be generated and never ended to 

generate. 

 

B. Individual Symbol 

1.  The old man / Santiago as a symbol of optimism 

In this novel Hemingway illustrates the old man as the main protagonist 

character. He has lots of experiences especially in fighting such as fighting against 

nature where he has ever sailed far sea accross the continent, he also has fought 

against man’s strength at the time  he  played the hand game with a strong negro 

from Cienfuegos who was the strongest man on the docks. He fights against his 

lonelinessts. Experience leads him to be the greatman.  despite his weakneses due 

to his age and physical body, the old man has outstanding qualities such as faith, 

courage, self confidence, expectation, love, appraisal, and nobility. The following 

is the quotation : 

Everything about him was old except his eyes and they were the same colour as the sea 
and were cheerful and undefeted. (p.5) 
 

Hemingway symbolizes Santiago, the old man, as an optimist. The old 

man is a greatman. Great man is a man who has a remarkable personality. The old 

man is the representation of the optimist. The optimist is someone who always has 

hope or expectation and is faithful to realize it. In whatever situation the optimists 

have never lost hope, they believe that hope is their soul. He belongs to the one  
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who believes God power. His faith of God power makes his confidence rises and 

this helps him  dissappear his doubt and fear. As a man Of course in his life the 

old man has ever experienced some  events which  makes him in doubt and even 

in fear where nobody can help and he has no strength to go against it, so just his 

faith to God power can return him out from that situation and make his braveness 

reappear. The following quotes draws that condition.   

‘Unless sharks to come,’ he said aloud. ‘If sharks come, God pity him and me.’ ’ (p.49) 
 

Man oftenly takes an oath to get God’s blessing especially when they are 

distress and when they are confronted to hard condition. They are doubtful to their 

ability themselves and at the same time they hope very much to get what they 

want. Hemingway describes the old man on that such situation when he struggle 

for the marlin, as the following quotation:    

‘ But I will say ten Our Fathers and ten Hail Marys that I should catch this fish, and I 
promise to make a pilgrimage to the Virgin de Cobre if I catch him. That is the promise.’ 
(p.46) 

 

In his faith the old man takes an oath to get God’s blessing and help  him to 

be able to catch the fish which  has made him into tiredness. In a difficult situation  

he will believe and feel  sure of God power much more. Moreover when he faces 

the dangerous situation from which he gets his fear, his faith of the power of God 

will be more and it will eliminate his fear out of his mind.        

The old man has great power. Though his power is gone, his endurance let 

him defeat the huge fish. Even after he met his defeat, he does not stop and though 

he knows that he has no chance to fight against the sharks, he keeps struggle 

against them. For him, “a man who struggles against his fate could not be 



60 

conquered.” And something can destroy him, but nothing can defeat him. In his 

life, the old man as many other man has faced many problems since he was 

young. The problem are such as family, economy, and some disturbances in his 

proffesion.He has struggled confidently and faithfully to be out of them and is 

able to show his existance in this world. Thus he has many experiences of  life 

and this forms him to be strong man in both physic and mental which is beneficial 

in fight against the marlin and the sharks. Inspite of his fail to protect the marlin 

from the sharks,  it doesn’t make hin in hopeless condition, he is concious that 

there is always a value which lies in every failure and everyone must wakes up to 

regain his or her confidence. This quote describes  his struggle 

‘But man is not made for defeat,’ he said. ‘A man can be destroyed but not defeated. ‘I am 
sorry that I killed the fish thought, he thought. Now the bad time is coming and I do not 
even have the harpoon. The dentuso  is cruel and able and strong and intelligent. But I was 
more intelligent than he was. “(p.71) 

 

The Optimist has faith and courage on his hope, on his future. For him 

difficulty or problem is not something frightening but something that must be 

defeated or solved. He has good self confidence because of his smartness in 

motivating himself. 

The old man is illustrated as a man whose life is full  of meaning. The old 

man has developed close relationships with the man around him. He is able to 

enjoy the warmth of friendship. He is concerned with the environment around his 

life and appreciates to all the things he meets  even the small things the other man 

don’t care. He is friendly and it is not hard for him to make friend with whoever.  

In real life someone who has optimistic life appreciates others and their 

creation, he is warm and easy to have relation even to a new man, he is friendly so 
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man are comfortable to stay with him. Beside concerning society, he also 

concerns to small thing because everything is important for him. 

           ‘Stay at my house if you like, bird, he said. ‘I am sorry I cannot hoist the sail and take you 
in with the small breeze that is rising. But Iam with a friend.’ (p.39) 
 

As a fisherman, Sea is a place where he lives and earn his living. In this 

place he makes good relationship with the sea creatures, he is not the one who is 

gluttonous and ungrateful. He has many friends and appreciates all sea living 

things even the creature which he considers as his opponent, so do the optimists, 

they have good attitude to others and positive thinking fullfils their brain and 

heart. Love spreads from them to others, as shown by this quote: 

         ‘Fish,’he said, ‘I love you and respect you very much. But I will kill you dead before this 
day ends. (p.38) 

 

He is also deeply concerned about society, which is shown in particularly 

when he is faced with the big fish in the sea. In real life someone who has 

optimistic life appreciate other well no matter they have high status or just from 

low status. 

Finally, Hemingway illustrates The old man as a man who understand human 

life. To sum up the characteristic of the old man is that the old man has great 

characteristic as the Optimist has. He is not weak inspite of being physically old, 

despite being unlucky, he is  undefeated,  he is proud but he is  not boastful, 

perhaps the most important is that both the old man and the optimist have faith, 

caurage and never stop hoping. Hemmingway created an image of a hard 

fisherman who has tough optimistic life.  
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2. Manolin as a symbol of Hope   

Hemingway uses Manolin to symbolize Hope. He has described Manolin 

as the boy who has close relationship with the old man. It is described how the old 

man treat the boy, Manolin, in his life. Although Manolin is his parents’ hope and 

his parent don’t let him join the old man’s boat due to the old man’s unfortunate, 

the relationship between the old man and manolin isn’t effected by this. 

              ‘It was papa made me leave. I am a boy and I must obey him.’  
                ‘I know,’ the old man said.  ‘It is quite normal.’  (p.6)  

 

Manolin is a good boy, he respects to his parents and he has faith as a 

fisherman that’s why the old man is attracted him to teach fishing and bring him 

sailing to catch fish since he was childhood. 

‘How old was I when you first took me in a boat?’ 
            ‘Five and you nearly were killed when I brought the first in too green and he nearly tore 

the boat   to pieces. Can you remmeber?’ (p.7)  
 

On the other side the old man also places his hopes on him. The old man 

lives alone, he has no child, wife and family. He treats Manolin as his own son. 

They have close relationship since Manolin’s childhood,  he has involved Manolin 

into some discussions. The old man gives him his knowledge which he has got 

from his lots experiences.They support and care each other. The following is the 

quotations : 

      ‘Have faith in the Yankees my son. Think of the great DiMaggio.’ 
       ‘I fear both the Tigers of Detroit and the Indians of Cleveland.’ 
       ‘Be careful or you will fear even the Reds of Cincinnati and the White Sox of    

Chicago.’(p.11) 
 

The old man suggests Manolin to be careful in making decision, He 

expects the boy to see everything not from the cover unless he feels sorry and also 
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he hopes the boy always to be with him especially when the old man is in difficult 

and dangerous situation.  Like relation between son and father, of course parent 

always place his hope towards his son and has his son follow what the parent 

suggests him. It is as quoted in the following : 

‘I wish I had the boy,’the old man said aloud.’I’m being towed by a fish and I’m the 
towing bitt.I could make the line fast. (p.31) 
 

Manolin can be his friend, his son, his youth figure as he hope this 

time.The presence of the boy suggests the potential future change, The son 

represents the old man’s future development. Manolin as the old man’s great hope 

generates the old man with energy which results in spirit to make the old man 

keep alive. Thus good hope is continuesly available in the old man’s life as like 

Manolin who is always available in the old man’s mind and heart. 

The presence of the boy suggests the potential future change, according to 

the interpretation of the final scene. The child represents the old man’s future 

development Manolin is the old man’s great hope , the old man sees himself when 

he was young in Manolin soul so  the old man trust him to place his rest life in 

him, as the following quote:  

The boy keeps me alive, he thought.(p.77) 

3. Di Maggio as a symbol of strong desire 

The old man’s favorite baseball player is Joe DiMaggio. He is the great 

Yankee player. He has led his team to many victories. He played this sport with 

painful bone spurs in his heel. DiMaggio inspired the old man with his qualities of 

leadership and his willpower to win, despite his handicaps. Hemingway appears 

the image of the baseball idol who  plays  in pain and this gives the old man a  
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new energy to accept his own pain of his hand and back hurt, as quoted in the 

following quote:  

“This is the second day now that I do not know the result of the juegos, he thought. But I must 
have confidence and I must be worthy of the great DiMaggio who does all things perfectly 
even with the pain of the bone spur in his heel.”  (p.48) 

 

The old man sees DiMaggio has similarity to him, first DiMaggio’s father 

was a poor fisherman like the old man’s .the old man thinks and asks himself 

whether  Di Maggio would endure as long as he did then he tells himself he would 

because DiMaggio is still young so strength powers him and also that his father 

was a fisherman of course he could endure and  stay in this such situation. The 

second, both of them face a problem that must be struggled with their hurts.This 

made him feel better after considering that DiMaggio doesn’t care with his bone 

spur, he can overcome his problem, then the old man compares himself to his 

hero. This gives him a new spirit which will power him. 

“Do you believe the great DiMaggio would stay with a fish as long as I will stay with this 
one? he thought. I am sure he would and more since he is young and strong. Also his 
father was a fisherman. But would the bone spur hurt him too much?” (p:49) 
 

There is different between the rich and the poor in facing bad or unluck 

condition. Someone who is oftenly expossed suffer will be stronger and more able 

to endure when facing sorrow or pain than the one who rarely has suffering in his 

or her life. It is reflected by DiMaggio and the great Sisler who have different 

background in economic status and their physical performance.  

 ‘I would like to take the great DiMaggio fishing,’ the old man said.                            
‘They say his father was a fisherman.   
Maybe he was as poor as we are and would understand.’  
‘The great Sisler’s father was never poor and he, the father was playing in the    big 
leagues when he was my age.’ (p.17) 
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Throughout his voyage at sea, The old man’s thought then comes again to 

DiMaggio, since according to him the baseball player reflects a kind of victorious 

survival. Suffering. In his bad condition that is when he feels hopeless, the old 

man connects his mind to DiMaggio. He wants to return back his desire after he 

lost his physical strength. DiMaggio’s strong desire to win motivate him to endure 

with his such condition. 

The writer takes a conclussion of the above description. Baseball is a sport 

that needs the players to run fast. With bone spur in heel that has been suffered by 

DiMaggio it is hard to believe that he can be a baseball player even to be the best 

player of this sport. The writer interpretates that DiMaggio is actually a symbol of 

strong desire. When someone has strong desire, nothing will be impossible to 

reach. strong desire will generate power. It never stop though any big obstacle to 

block  so it  must be pumped into everybody’s heart and thought. 

4. Harpoon as a symbol of skill   

Harpoon is one of fishing equipments which a fisherman has, it is used to 

catch a large sea animal. It is ussually firmed on a rope and the fisherman uses it 

by throwing it onto the animal that comes near him. In the novel The Old Man 

and the Sea Hemingway uses the word’ harpoon’ many times. The following is 

one of the quote: 

.....he always went down to help him carry either the coiled lines or the gaff and harpoon 
and the sail that was furled around the mast. (p.5) 
 
The researcher intepretates harpoon as Man’s Skill. In the life all man 

often are faced to a competation. The competations can be in various fields or 

sectors, such as in earning the life, reaching the position of work, reaching the 
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pride and etc. To get these things not only knowledge that is needed but also skill. 

Even in every job vacancy, only the applicants who are skillful are accepted to 

work. Skill plays an importand role in reaching man’s hope.  In this novel 

Hemingway describes harpoon as the main tool to catch the marlin, a very big 

fish, which the old man himself almost doesn’t believe with its size. After three 

days of the old man’s great struggle against the marlin harpoon can succesfully 

kill that big fish, as quoted in the novel as following : 

The old man dropped the line and put his foot on it and lifted the harpoon as high as he 
could and drove it down with all his strenght, and more strenght he had just summoned, 
into the fish’s side just behind the great chest fin that rose high in the air to the altitude of 
the man’s chest. (p.68) 
 

This quote clearly shows that skill can decide someone to get his or her 

ideal and dreams. Skill is also used to protect someone from a dangerous event.  

The old man is an experienced fisherman. He was born in fisherman family. 

Harpoon is his main arm when he is in the sea. He knows well when and how to 

use it. Before it is used, the old man prepares it to make the work can be done 

well. In real life man get their skill from experiences both intentionally experience 

such as through training and unintentionally one. The same to skill which has to 

be practiced, harpoon must be well prepared before it is used and since it is very 

importand equipment for fisherman, it will be taken back after being used to kill 

the animal. 

“But he cleared the harpoon line and let it run slowly through his raw hands and,when he 
could see, he saw the fish was on his back with his silver belly up.” (p.68) 
 

It means that skill is able to apply in many cases. It doesn’t stop for only 

one thing but someone who is skillful in a certain case, he or she will have good 
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minset in doing something so it isn’t hard for the skillful man in getting job. The 

skillful is easier to have socialization with others because he or she is more 

helpful. In the novel Hemingway describes that  harpoon which is driven in the 

marlin’s heart is taken back from the fish. It is used again to kill the other large 

sea animal that are sharks, the fish which are bigger and more vicious than the 

marlin the old man has catched. The following is Hemingway quote to describe 

the event when the shark’s head was out of water and his back was coming out 

and the old man could hear the noise of skin and flesh ripping on the big fish, 

“he rammed the harpoon down on to the shark’s head at a spot where the line between 
his eyes intersected with the such lines. There was only the heavy sharp blue head and the 
big eyes and the clicking, thrusting all-swallowing jaws. But that was the location of the 
brain and the old man hit it. He hit it with his blood-mushed hands driving a good 
harpoon with all his strength. He hit it whitout hope but with resolution and complete 
malignancy”. (p.78) 
 

5. Bird as a symbol of Help 

Hemingway uses the birds as a great help for a fisherman. It help the old 

fisherman many times in order to show him about the sea and all its creatured. It 

symbolizes nature’s help to a lonely old fisherman who sail in the middle of no 

where. For The old man the birds show him that nature will help him. The 

optimists believe in God power. It results them convident to face such kind of 

situation. They think God never let them live in danger out of their power limit. 

One of this power is generate nature to be benefacial to the world creatures. 

 Because men’s power is limited, they need companionship to support 

each other. Someone will give his help when needed, on the contrary he at 

anytime need to be helped. Help isn’t only got from the other men. When among 

the men has no chance to help, they are sure any power will help them.  
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Men help others in many kinds of form such food, money and vigour. In 

this novel it is told The old man often get food from Perico. He helps the man 

because he is considered fair to recieve this help after no caught for almost three 

months.It is drawn in this novel that the old man with no strength because of his 

age, alone,  in a bad weather sails far out sea with his faith to catch a big fish.  

 If they don’t travel too fast I will get into them, the old man thought, and he watched the 
school working the water white and the bird now dropping and dipping into the bait fish 
that were forced to the surface in their panic.‘The bird is a great help,’ the old man said. 
(p.26) 

 

The birds help the old man to go the direction where there is many fish by 

flying in a position where fish are there. By examining the birds, The old man can 

catch his big fish and for him the bird is really a great help.  

The bird went higher in the air and circled again, his wings motionless. Then he dove  
suddenly and the old man saw flying fish spurt out of the water and sail desperately over 
the surface.  (p.23) 
 

Sea is a large body of water which not all its part are known by men so some 

people think that it provides mystery. The old man is the one who is familiar with 

the sea life because he has spent all his life in this place. He knows well with the 

sea creature including the bird. Where It circle and drops is identical to the 

presence of fish. So bird is helpful sea creature mainly for fishermen. 

Just then he saw a man-of-war bird with his long black wings circling in the sky a head of 
him. He made a quick drop, slanting down on his back-swept wings, and then circled 
again.‘He’s got something,’ the old man said aloud. ‘He’s not just looking.’ (p.23) 
 

In real life, every creatures is created to give benefit for other creatures. 

The physical size of the creature doesn’t decide that it is useless. Plants, animals 

and human beings live side by side. They live depends on each other. The balance 

of living is created when every creatures supports each other and helps each other. 
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6. Marlin as a symbol of Struggle 

Hemingway illustrates Marlin as the big fish with great characteristic of 

more than  fifteen hundred pounds weight and a half meter in length over the old 

man’s skiff so it makes the old man think that the fish will be very priceful, he 

will get so lots of money. The following is the quote: 

“He’s over fifteen hundred pounds the way he is,he thought.  Maybe much more.  If he 
dresses out two-thirds of that at thirty cents a pound? ‘I need a pencil for that,’he said.’ 
(p.70)   

 

The marlin represents a great pride and result in man’s pride. Hemingway 

describes pride as something which is very big as pictured by  the big marlin. The 

old man at first only imagine the fish’s size and power. When the man actually 

sees the fish, he feels so amazed at its size. It portrayes that man will feel proud 

and happy when they get what they hope or dream. But how the old man can 

catch it with his limit. For three days and nights he must stay in far out the sea 

with no friend, just with a little drinking water and no food. With their unbalanced 

physical body. Hemingway describes the old man’s struggle against the big marlin 

to portray the man’s struggle to get their pride, as the following quote  

The old man dropped the line and put his foot on it and lifted the harpoon as high as he 
could and drove it down with all his strength, and more strength he had just summoned, 
into the fish’s side just behind the great chest fin that rose high in the air to the altitude of 
the man’s chest. he felt the iron go in and he leaned on it and drove it further and then 
pushed all his weight after it  (p.:68) 

  

Man who is being in down status usually use their minority status to fire 

themselves to reach victory. Hemingway illustrates The old man’s efforts in 

gaining his pride through the following quotation:  

He took all his pain and what was left of his strength and his long gone pride and he put 
it against the fish. (p.67) 
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In The Old Man  and The Sea, the old man, Santiago, is drawn as a very 

old fisherman who doesn’t have good luck when he comes to fishing as the result 

he get society isolation. Although his strength is gone, his endurance and courage 

lets him go far out the sea to catch big fish alone. As a fisherman he will prove 

that his physical condition is not a weakness to be a real fisherman. His faith 

brings him to a big fish. Hemingway wants to tell. When someone is in a difficult 

situation, he conciously will try to escape from it by solving the problem causing 

him in such situation, sufferings will lead man to work hard and harder to gain 

their pride. The bigger pride the men gain the great struggle they have done. 

After he judged that his right hand had been in the water long enough he took it out  and 
looked at it. ‘It is not bad,’ he said. ‘And pain does not matter to a man.’  (p.61)    

 

Hemingway represents the marlin (the fish) to teach us that life is endless 

struggle. Life is hard but it always has a beautiful side just like the marlin (the 

fish) described as a big pride. By gaining such a pride it has made the old man a 

legend among the other fisherman. Men should never surrender in reaching their 

pride. Man is the perfect creature compared to the other kind of creatures such as 

plant and animal.  

 But I will show him what a man can do and what a man endures.” (p.47) 
 

7. Shark as a symbol of distructor 

Shark is a representation of problem or destructor. It comes to everybody in 

the form of sufferings such as disturbance, problem, deseases, war, disaster, and 

etc. At first Life  provides balance condition between creatures and the nature. 

When human being developes, natural balance changes. Then destruction will 

occur as a result of the change. In real life problem often occurs and follows 
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everyone’s step. Nobody is  free of it and problem must be solved.  Faith, courage 

and hard works are needed to defeat and solve the problem. Every problem comes 

to a man with a reason. In this novel sharks which attack the old man’s big fish 

come to the surface of the sea because of smelling the fish’s blood. That’s the 

reason why they swim to the surface. The following is the quote. 

                   “The shark was not an accident. He had come up from deep down in the water as the 
dark cloud of blood had settled and dispersed in the mile-deep sea. He had come up so 
fast and absolutely without caution that he broke the surface of the blue water and was 
in the sun.”  (p.72) 

 

Shark attacts the old man’s marlin because of the marlin’s blood caused by 

some hurt of his body resulted from the old man’s tool. For The old man the shark 

is a reason that can make him become a loser fisherman. The shark wanted to take 

the marlin which is the old man’s evidence to be a true fisherman The old man did 

everything in order to protect and defend his fish. The first shark attacking his fish 

is Makko shark which is described as the biggest enemy. Although it is considered 

so strong, the old man can defeat it. He can kill it.  

“He was a very big Mako shark built to swim as fast the fastest fish in the sea and 
everything about him was beautiful except his jaws. His back was as blue as a swordfish’s 
and his belly was silver and his hide was smooth and handsome. ...................This was a 
fish built to feed on all the fishes in the sea, that were so fast and strong and well armed 
that they had no other enemy. “(p.72)  

The old man uses both resolution and strength in fighting against the Mako 

Shark, without his resolution it is impossible for him to be able to defeate that 

dangerous beast because of his age makes him physically weak compared to the 

shark’s strength. In real life problem has various form and people is different in 

considering it as the small or big it is.            
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The shark makes The old man’s heart broken into pieces by attacking the 

marlin (the fish) after he caught the marlin (the fish) with all his power. The shark 

was built to kill and destry everything that stop it. The shark destroyed The old 

man’s dream to prove to everyone that he is a true fisherman by catching a big 

fish and show it to the other fisherman. 

The next shark that attack his fish is described as  galanos. The same shark 

but they have different characteristic with the makko shark. This kind of shark is 

more fierce than the first shark coming. 

‘Galanos,’ he said aloud. He had seen the second fin now coming up behind the first and 
had identified them as shovel-nosed sharks by the brown, triangular fin and the sweeping 
movements of the nail. They had the scent and were excited and in the stupidity of their 
great hunger they were losing and finding the scent in their excitement “ (p.78) 
 

Galanos is a kind of the most dangerous shark. It symbolizes the greatest 

problem has been faced by the old man. The old man knows well with this kind of 

shark because he knows well his environment and he is an experienced fisherman 

so he believes he can kill it and this true that he finally kills them with his 

resolution. Human being has unlimited desire which come after the other desire so 

does the problem, problem comes after the other problem. When people can solve 

the problem which they face it doesn’t mean there will be no other problem.  

 This is another kind of sharks that come to attact the marlin. It represents the 

old man’s  third problem of his bad luck. Again with his skill and experience he 

can kill this such kind of beast. 

The next shark that came was a single shovel-nose. He came like a pig to the trought if a 
pig had a mouth so wide that you could put your head in it. The old man let him hit the 
fish and then drove the knife on the oar down into his brain .“(p. 81) 
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Two shark rush again to eat the marlin. It symbolizes the old man’s next 

problem. This is the fourth attack of the different sharks to the marlin. The old 

man can hurt them and successfully drives them away leaving his fish though he 

can’t kill them.  

“The two sharks closed together and as he saw the one nearest him open his jaws and 
sink them into the silver side of the fish, he raised the club high and brought it down 
heavy and slamming on to the top of the shark’s broad head. He felt the rubbery solidity 
as the club came down. But he felt the rigidity of bone too and he struck the shark once 
more hard across the point of the nose as he slid down from the fish.” (p.:82) 

 

This scene reflects the next problem of him. The old man’s sail into far out 

the sea is useless because he thinks that  it has just hurt the big fish (marlin) in 

which he can’t keep it well from some shark attacts but he is finally concious that 

then he gets his confidence back. The next attact comes from a group of shark in 

the night. This time the old man can’t protect his loving fish since it is dark and no 

light. What he does is just for self defence and success to drive them away.  

‘They came in a pack and he could only see the lines in the water that their fins made 
and their phosphorescence as they threw themselves on the fish.He clubbed at heads 
and heard the jaws chop and the shaking of the skiff as they took hold below.He clubbed 
desperately at what he could only fell and hear and he felt something seize the club and 
it was gone.” (p.82) 

 

It reflects his problem that hit him along his fishing, he is not successful to 

protect and bring the treasure that he has got since the sharks as his barrier has 

block him to bring it home. Only by his faith and belief he can be out of the attact 

not his strength since he is too old to do with the series of sharks’ attact. But 

finally he can  leave those shark and goes back home safely. The barrier can 

destroy things that he has but not the old man  himself. 
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Barrier or problem of life that is symbolized by Shark is as a reflection of some 

problems that old man meets and the way he solves them. There are many 

problem he has faced such as his loneliness in which he lives alone without 

family, his isolation from society since man consider him unskilled man that has 

bad luck, his physical strength that decreases because of the age, his poorness and 

contradiction on his view against his proffession in which in one side it is good to 

provide food for many man while on the otherhand it hurts the sea creatures due 

to the killing them . In fact the old man has had many experiences in his  life, he 

has ever been a sailor when he was young, traveller, the champion and All of 

these affect his life now. These past  experiences have made him to be the 

optimist since they teach him to have faith, courage, self confident, spirit that can 

rise his strength and energy  including his way to solve the problem. Every 

problem has its own characteristic so it needs  different ways to overcome. Shark 

reflects the old man’s success in defeating the problem, The first problem that the 

old man faces is his isolation from society. This happens as the result of his bad 

luck in which in 87 days without a catch although after that he can catch the big 

fish everyday as long as 3 weeks. Every pride and success needs hard efforts and 

courages. They are in the form preparation including the using strategies to reach 

it unless the problem will be the winner instead of the pride. So problem occurs  

because preparation to reach what one desires is not done well. The old man is 

concious to the upcoming problem that he will meet with his rich experience and 

courage  so he prepares something what to do with it. Once he has to solve the big 

problem with high level difficulty as illustrated in his battle against  Mako Shark 
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that makes his hand bloody and he finally can be succesful in killing this beast 

that means he has made some effords to struggle and fight against the destruction 

but he also believes that man has the limit so when nature gives him power that he 

can’t defeate it, he accept his limit and he will be awake again. Hemingway wants 

to say that men have  never been defeate because they always get up from their 

level. And as the optimist The old man will never give up to his fate since his 

hope will never stop. 

 
C.  DISSCUSSION 

After analysing the symbols used in the novel, the researcher classifies the 

selected symbols in two categories. They are Universal and Individual symbol. 

According to Hartono and Rahmanto Universal symbol is symbol which deal to 

archetype. While according to Arthur Berger Universal symbol  is the symbol 

which is rooted on the whole man’s experience (Sobur, 2006:157).  

The next idea about Universal symbol comes from Dietrich and Sundell. 

Though they don’t say universal symbol as one of their symbol classification, 

their traditional symbol as one of their classification is similar to Universal 

symbol as Rahmanto has suggested. The word “Universal” in oxford advanced 

learner’s of current english dictionary means ‘affecting all’, ‘extending to all 

members of a community’. Then  Archetype means  a typical character, an action 

or a situation that seems to represent such universal patterns of human nature. 

These are the example of archetype  symbol: Darkness symbolizes evil or danger; 

Spring symbolizes birth or new beginning; Flowers symbolizes beauty, youth, 

strength, gentleness, love; dove stands for Peace.   
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From the above description of Universal symbol the researcher concludes that 

Rahmanto’s universal symbol, Berger’s Universal and Conventional symbol and 

Sundell’s traditional symbol are actually similar, those such kind of symbol  are 

symbols which is considered previously agreed upon meaning by all people 

around the world because of their experiences. 

Based on the above theory of Universal symbol the researcher categorises the 

following symbols into Universal symbol. They are sea, sun, night and lion Sea as 

a symbol of universe or life which provides both pride or enjoyments and problem 

or difficulties, Sun traditionally as a symbol for a new beginning or a new life and 

Night as a symbol for the end of life or the end of activity and lion as a symbol of 

strength. Those symbols and their meaning has long been known by community is 

some kind of sign which is known by everyone and its meaning doesn’t change 

wherever they are.  

The other symbols taken from the novel are classified into Individual symbol. 

Rahmanto’s Individual symbol, Sundel’s Nonce symbols and contextual symbol 

are similar. According to Rahmanto Individual symbol is symbol which is 

ussually intepretated in the whole context of a writer’s work, Nonce symbol 

according to Dietrich is a symbol which is originally created by authors for the 

moment of work so interpretating so it requires greater attention to context, for 

their meaning comes almost entirely from context (Frederik, 1988:139).  

Based on the description about individual, Nonce and Contextual symbol the 

researcher categorizes the following symbols taken from The Old Man and the  
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Sea into the individual symbol because of the above reason. Those symbols are 

the old man or Santiago, the boy or Manolin, Joe Di Maggio, harpoon, bird, shark 

and marlin. The old man or Santiago symbolises The Optimist; The boy or 

Manolin symbolises hope; Joe Di Maggio symbolises strong Desire; harpoon 

symbolises  skill; , bird symbolises help  ; shark symbolises destructor ; marlin 

symbolises struggle. Each of the above symbols is interpretated privately, readers 

should interpretate the symbol based on the context where the meaning is not 

conventionally agreed by community as the Universal symbol but the meaning 

depends on the readers ability in comprehending the story.  In this case reader’s 

interpretation on the story  can be different among others.  

That is symbol which is considered as very important thing in men’s 

life.While animals fight for food and power, men fight for the symbol which 

represent them such as money, luxury goods, and title. Those symbols can 

identify who the people  are, wether they are the rich or poor, wether they have  

power in their environment (Sobur, 2006:166). 

 

 

 


