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Abstract 

In this article, we examine the eco-critical dimensions of Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea 

by looking at the intricate human nature and nature relationship portrayed in the novella. The study makes 

use of eco-criticism as a framework to analyze Santiago’s relationship with the sea, the marlin, and the 

sharks to uncover a story that is set within an ecological ethics and environmental consciousness. 

Compared to modern fishing practices, Santiago’s respectful and intimate relationship with nature proves 

him to be an ecological genius and a philosopher of ethical hunting.It represents the personification of the 

sea as the “la mar”, which Santiago loved and revered and the giant marlin is an icon or symbol of beauty 

and dignity of the world around us. The portrayal of Santiago’s struggle with the marlin is not that of a 

quest for dominance, but of doing what was necessary in order to survive with admiration and respect. 

The existential theme of human struggle against an indifferent universe is shown in the way the novella 

represents the sharks as scavengers performing their ecological role, and therefore there’s no possibility 

to escape the inevitability of nature’s cycle. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Celebrated for its simplicity and profound narrative about human endurance, dignity and the relationship 

of man and nature, Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea (1952) is one of his best known works. 

This novella can be viewed from the eyes of an interdisciplinary approach that is the ecology, which is 

known as the eco-criticism, that gives the unique lens to analyze the link between the environment and 

literature. It deals with the depiction of nature, human relationship with the natural world, and the ethical 

issues arising from such a relationship. The Old Man and the Sea, viewed through an eco-critical lens, is 

not just a tale about a man fighting against the nature, but a story about ecology of harmony and respect 

for the environment. 

 

Human-Nature Relationship 

The novella concerns an old Cuban fisherman named Santiago, who goes far into the Gulf Stream to 

capture a giant marlin. But his fight is not only with the fish, it is with the sea, the sun and sharks too. 

There is an admiring, respectful, kinship relationship between Santiago and nature. He refers to the sea as 

“la mar”, a feminine entity, something that is called in affection, and which takes on the role of nurse: “He 

always thought of the sea as la mar which is what people call her in Spanish when they love her.”Instead, 
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the sea has been seen as a masculine, as an enemy to conquer by the younger fishermen. All of these show 

Santiago’s deep ecological consciousness as well as his reverence for nature and his personification of the 

sea. Nature is not an enemy, for him, nature is a companion, an entity that one has to respect and understand. 

 

Symbolism of the Marlin 

The symbol of the giant marlin is the beauty, the majesty, the mystery of the natural world. The marlin is 

no mere target, Santiago regards it as a worthy adversary and a creature of great dignity. His words serve 

as evidence of his admiration and ethical hunting philosophy: “I love you and respect you very much. But 

I will kill you dead before this day ends.”  

The expression of his internal conflict is that he loves the fish but must kill the fish to live. Hemingway 

explores in this paradox the interplay of predator and prey, seeing it as a thing of nature, but a tragic one. 

Santiago is not fighting over dominance, but survival, and out of reverence and gratitude. The Sea as a 

Living Entity Hemingway's description of the sea is poetic and vivid and he makes the sea something alive 

with mood, rhythm and character. Santiago is both the sustenance and the challenge of the sea. This dual 

point is an ecological principle of interdependence. For a livelihood, Santiago depends on the sea, but he 

knows its power and its autonomy: “It is enough to live on the sea and kill our true brothers.” In regard to 

this ecological worldview that perceives all the living beings as interconnected, he sees the fish, the birds 

and the sea itself as its ‘brothers.’ That perspective fits well with deep ecology, which promotes the 

intrinsic worth of all living beings and the right to flourish of all living beings. Ecological Ethics and 

Conservation Santiago’s approach to fishing as an ethical one is a critique of exploitative practices. 

Santiago is unlike other fishermen who use the sea as a source of profit, and only take what he needs. The 

battle he has with the marlin is one for dignity and his worth not for commercial gain. Santiago defends 

the marlin from sharks because he merely respects the marlin’s nobility, rather than being greedy: “You 

violated your luck when you went too far outside.”  

This demonstrates the ecological idea of balance – perturbing this natural order by going too far is what 

Santiago acknowledges. His actions reflect the principles of sustainable fishing and conservation, the time 

of a harmonious coexistence with nature. 

The Role of Sharks: Nature’s Scavengers The sharks in the novella represent the cycle of life and the 

inevitable decay. However, they are not portrayed as villains, but as scavengers doing their ecological role. 

It is a struggle against the nature’s inevitable processes with which Santiago faces them. Though he battles 

them, he respects the shark's role: “They were hateful sharks, bad-smelling, scavengers as well as killers.” 

His frustration is apparent in this description, but an understanding of ecological niche as well. The theme 

of existential struggle and natural futility of resistance is expressed through the sharks in the stark reality 

of the natural order. 

 

Human Isolation and Ecological Alienation 

The sea symbolizes human alienation from the natural world through Santiago's isolation from it. Feeling 

the loneliness is not only physical but also of existential nature, which shows contemporary human 

alienation from nature. But his communion with marlin, sea and birds hints at a desire to reconnect. This 

mirrors eco-critical concerns regarding alienation of humanity from the environment as a result of 

industrialization and modernization. 
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Nature’s Indifference and Human Resilience 

Hemingway does not romanticize the nature, nor demonize it. The marlin is majestic, mortal, the sea is 

indifferent and the sharks relentless. It has nothing to do with overcoming nature, but with enduring the 

indifference with dignity. Ecological realism also can be thought of as an existential perspective, there is 

the indifferent yet connected nature of existence. 

 

Conclusion 

In its context, The Old Man and the Sea surpasses a narrative of human endurance to become a powerful 

commentary on the human nature relations in general. Santiago’s ecological ethic of coexistence and 

respect in relation to the marlin is a reverence for the sea and acceptance of the sharks. Hemingway’s 

sensitive treatment of nature as nurturing and indifferent implies a contemplation of human nature as part 

of the natural world. 

As a caution tale about the gravest outcomes that can occur in association with crossing ecological 

extremes, the novella highlights that the harmony with nature is fundamental. Santiago is a metaphor for 

humans’ quest for the meaning in the indifferent universe featuring a notion of humility and respecting the 

environment. 

The content of the story The Old Man and the Sea is a timeless discourse of the human soul and of an eco-

critical narration that speaks to the contemporary issues of environmental concerns that advocate to the 

reader to reflect on the strained equilibrium of survival, respect and ecological harmony. 

Hemingway reveals through Santiago’s journey his consideration of the links between life and chaotic 

balance between survival and ecological harmony. The critique comes in the narrative form, by critiquing 

the alienation from nature, but paying attention to living together and respecting the environmental 

boundaries. The Old Man and the Sea is not just a human endurance story, the article shows us, but an 

ethical meditation on ecology, sustainability, and the human condition. 

By analyzing the varied depictions of the beauty, power, and indifference of nature in Hemingway, the 

article promotes eco-critical discourse for its readers to ponder on present environmental circumstances. 

It is revealed through this study that the novella is relevant to contemporary ecological problems as a 

timeless narrative that advances the cause of humility, respect, and harmony in the relationship between 

the humans and nature. 
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