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Abstract 
 

This essay investigates the character Santiago from Ernest Hemingway’s novel The Old 

Man and the Sea and how it depicts as a man that could be seen as neither black nor 

white. To understand how the character is portrayed as not belonging to neither, the 

concept of whiteness and whiteness studies have been used. Three themes that are 

prominent in the novel will be discussed and analysed; the hunter, the negro and Africa. 

With the help of whiteness studies and understanding how whiteness and blackness 

have been depicted in fiction, this essay will define Santiago as a character that is in-

between whiteness and blackness. 
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Introduction 

Ernest Hemingway visited Africa twice during his life, and his experiences in 

Africa have been documented in his African narratives, such as the autobiographical 

work Green Hills of Africa (1935) and fictional works To Have and Have Not (1937) 

and The Snows of Kilimanjaro (1936). Marc Kevin Dudley, the author of Hemingway, 

Race and Art, discusses Hemingway’s visits to Africa and Hemingway’s depiction of 

the white (trophy-) hunter in Hemingway’s literary works. Hemingway’s depiction of 

the white hunter and whiteness changed from his first visit in Africa to his last. His last 

visit in Africa made him “erase” (145) the colour lines between him and the black 

characters. Dudley explains how in Africa, Hemingway’s imagination would create an 

Africa that suited him better, and that let him “inhabit blackness” (145) if he wished to 

do so. 

Africa is prominent in Hemingway’s novel The Old Man and the Sea. However, 

the story itself does not take place in Africa. It tells the story of the Cuban fisherman 

Santiago. The man is considered to be ‘salao’ by the locals, which means that he is 

extremely unlucky, as he has not been able to catch any fish in eighty-four days. He 

then makes the decision to sail further out in the sea and encounters an enormous 

marlin. The readers follow Santiago’s combat and struggle to catch the marlin and bring 

it back to the village. 

Sanitago’s life revolves around fishing. For him, fishing is his way to survive, 

and not something he does for sport. When it comes to sport, Santiago is passionate 

about the American League and the baseball player DiMaggio, but something that 

seems to be very special to him is Africa. As you get to know Santiago, his traits and 

personality, it is obvious that he is not what you could consider a black or a white man. 

Santiago seems to have traits that could be tied to both whiteness and blackness.  
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The aim with this essay is to prove that Santiago can be viewed as neither black 

nor white. His values and intention in life are related to both what is considered to be 

black and also white. To discuss this subject further I will begin by outlining the term 

‘whiteness’ and ‘whiteness studies’, and how blackness is treated and depicted in 

literature. By understanding whiteness and the history of it in America, it will provide a 

better insight for the analysis that will follow. With the support of discussions and 

criticism about Hemingway and whiteness that has been conducted previously, I will 

conduct an analysis where I will show how Santiago’s characteristics and actions could 

be connected to blackness and whiteness.  

When you hear the term “whiteness” you would probably relate it to the colour 

white, but the term whiteness is a lot more than the colour. Valerie Babb discusses 

whiteness in Whiteness Visible: The Meaning of Whiteness in American Literature and 

Culture and states that whiteness is aside from skin colour also a state of mind, or 

assumptions. Whiteness also signals the social rank in society that has evolved 

throughout history as a response to events in history (9-10).  

To support my thesis I will use Playing in the Dark by Toni Morrison, who 

discusses blackness in fiction and explains how black characters are characterised in 

fiction and how they are treated. “Race-ing Hemingway” by Josep M Armengol-Carrera 

will also be used to provide an insight to how Hemingway has depicted whiteness and 

blackness in his other literary works. In the analysis I will discuss three prominent 

themes in the novel; Santiago’s role as a hunter and how he shows tendencies of being 

both white and black, his relation to the negro that he encounters will also be 

investigated. The character has a passion for Africa, and although he has never set foot 

on the continent, only seen it from a distance, he still clings to Africa. It will be linked 

to whiteness and blackness that will be discussed in the theory. 
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2.1 Whiteness and Whiteness Studies 

By investigating what meaning whiteness has had, or what role it has played in 

history, it gives you a better understanding of what whiteness is and what it means to be 

considered white. The focus of this section is to investigate whiteness in fiction, and to 

understand how whiteness has evolved through time adds a more in-depth knowledge of 

whiteness and can help us understand different viewpoints.  

Gregory Jay states in “Whiteness and the Multicultural Classroom” that 

whiteness studies analyse the advantage that whiteness and being white has had 

throughout history. Whiteness studies also investigate how white people were seen as 

having “[possessed] supposedly unique characteristics, qualities” (100) and how white 

people have been seen as superior to those who are not white (101). Jay also discusses 

whiteness’ role in today’s society and claims that whiteness still has a role in “our laws 

and culture” (101) and that some people do not acknowledge that people still use their 

skin colour to their own advantage.  

In Whiteness Visible: The Meaning of Whiteness in American Literature and 

Culture, Valerie Babb discusses and explains the meaning of ‘whiteness’ in 

consideration of American culture and history. Babb explains how whiteness is “a 

biological classification, class rank [and] indicator of consciousness” (44) but by tracing 

whiteness through history Babb argues that whiteness is “none of these yet all of these” 

(44). But by outlining the development of whiteness, it gives us an understanding of 

Babb’s claim.  While many might see the term as a classification of skin colour, Babb 

emphasizes that whiteness does not only define people by their skin colour but also that 

whiteness has been constructed from “history, culture, assumptions and attitudes” (10) 

and describes the social power of people in society (13). Babb argues that it is difficult 

to characterise whiteness due to “no genuine content” (16) and claims that the content is 
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“culturally manufactured” (16). What Babb means is that whiteness has evolved 

depending on the social conditions in society, and that it has worked as a response 

towards different demands in society (16). The social conditions and historical events in 

what today is known as the United States are investigated and discussed further by 

Babb, and the following section will discuss what role whiteness has had in (American) 

history. 

The history of whiteness provides a better understanding of what it means to be 

‘white’ and what role whiteness has had in history. During the 1600’s the English 

settlers began discriminating those who did not share the same religion: 

Rather than to differentiate themselves as white and others as not white, 

early settlers discriminated between Christians and heathens. The 

cloistered nature of their society, however, along with their belief that it 

was their duty to convert others to their religion, produced a fertile 

environment for the gradual evolution of racial separateness. (21) 

Babb explains how the discrimination was the beginning of the “gradual creation” (21) 

of whiteness and how it developed a “racial consciousness” (21).  Whiteness became a 

way to justify “acts of conquest as religious or racial rights” (21).  As the migration to 

North America increased, whiteness worked as an authority that “forged a nascent 

national identity and minimized a potential class warfare” (37). The history and origin 

of whiteness had been fabricated and the content “derived more from imagined legacies 

than actual ones” (38). During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the history of 

whiteness had “mythologized, adapted and adopted” (38) history from the northern 

Germanic tribes that served their purpose in society (38).   

The privilege of being considered white does not only include people in the real 

world. In fiction there are traces of white privilege and supremacy. In her book Playing 

in the Dark, Toni Morrison discusses how whiteness and blackness are constructed in 
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fiction. At an early age Morrison believed that black people made little to no appearance 

in American literature. If there was a black character in a scene, Morrison assumed that 

the character had only been included for the sake of comedy or “jungle fever” (15). The 

lack of black characters in literature made Morrison believe that “black people signified 

little or nothing in the imagination of white American writers” (15). Morrison adds that 

she considered it to be “ludicrous and dishonest” (15) for a white writer to imagine a 

black person in a story. Furthermore, Morrison lists four topics in literature that need to 

be investigated. The first topic is that the black character is used as a “surrogate and 

enabler” (51). This means that the black character is used to reassure the “American 

self” (52) i.e. white people, of what they are and what they are not: 

Africanism is the vehicle by which the American self knows itself as not 

enslaved, but free; not repulsive, but desirable; not helpless, but licensed 

and powerful; not history-less, but historical; not damned, but innocent; 

not a blind accident of evolution, but a progressive fulfilment of destiny. 

(52) 

The second topic is the black character’s dialogue and dialect. Morrison argues 

that the dialogues have an “alien, estranging dialect made deliberately unintelligible by 

spellings” (52) and have been constructed this way to “disfamiliarize” (52) the black 

character’s speech from the white character. Morrison adds that the black character’s 

speech could also “[signal] modernity” and describes their speech as “hip, sophisticated 

and ultra-urbane” (52). The third topic that Morrison discusses is that black characters 

are often used to “enhance the qualities of white characters” (53) and that there is a need 

for studies that analyse this matter. Her fourth topic is that she feels that there is a need 

to analyse Africanist narratives that are used “for discourse on ethics, social and 

universal codes of behaviour” (53). The reason, Morrison argues, is that the black 
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character’s backstory is often rejected to instead focus on the white character’s history 

(53).  

Whilst doing my research about whiteness and whiteness studies I focused on 

how whiteness is depicted and used in American culture and history. Babb discusses 

how important it is to know the history of whiteness to understand what it means and I 

have used it to understand how the previous discussions regarding Hemingway and 

whiteness have been conducted. Whiteness is evident in Hemingway’s African 

narratives, and in the next section I will show how blackness and whiteness have been 

discussed before. 

2.2 Hemingway and Whiteness 

Morrison discusses the treatment of black characters in Hemingway’s work To 

Have and Have Not (1937). The black character, whose name is Wesley, is “divided” 

into two different identities. He is identified as Wesley when the main character, Harry 

Morgan, has a dialogue with him and when Wesley is speaking in a “very legislated and 

manipulated [way]” (71). the other identity is that when he is not a part of a dialogue, he 

is referred to as “nigger” (71).   

A similar observation on how Hemingway refers to the black character has been 

made by Joseph M. Armengol-Carrera. In “Race-ing Hemingway”, Armengol-Carrera 

points out that in Hemingway’s work Green Hills of Africa most of the black characters 

remain “nameless” (48) throughout the novel. They are instead referred to as “the 

natives” or “niggers” (48), similar to what Wesley is referred to as in To Have and Have 

Not. Carrera calls these names that have been given to the black characters by the white 

hunters “impersonal and dehumanizing” (48). The two black characters that are given 

proper names, Kamau and M’Cola, instead lack an “individual identity” and Carrera 
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refers to a passage from Green Hills of Africa where it is evident that the death of a 

black character does not mean anything for the white hunters (48).  

Another distinction that Hemingway has made between the white hunters and 

the African characters is that he connects the natives’ lack of clothing as a sign of 

savageness. Carrera emphasizes that early on in the story the African characters’ 

nakedness is commented upon, and points out how Hemingway “establishes a direct 

association between nakedness and savagery” (48). The white characters, who wear 

more clothing, are considered to be more civilized and also superior: 

Because whiteness is assumed to be superior to blackness, and because 

white people are clothed, nakedness is considered another sign of the 

blacks’ primitivism and savagery. In other words, a purely cultural 

difference is interpreted as a symbol of cultural inferiority. (48) 

The cultural differences between the white American hunters and the African separates 

the two and ranks them. Carrera explains how the black characters are considered to be 

the ones of lower ranks, due to, as Carrera emphasizes, the lack of clothing. Carrera 

explains how Hemingway often points out the nakedness of the black characters, often 

when the black characters perform any activity, for example running (48).  

The black characters in Hemingway’s African narrative tend to be “feminized” 

(50) and act “as a foil for white masculinity” (50). The relation between masculinity and 

whiteness has been discussed and proven “again and again” (46), and is evident in 

Green Hills of Africa. Carrera argues that Hemingway’s work is a representation of 

white (male hunters) in Africa and their superiority over the African characters and also 

over the other hunters. He continues with discussing how the trophy-hunting is a way 

for the hunters to show their masculinity, something that the black characters do not 

have to the same extent in Green Hills of Africa.   
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The discussions on Hemingway’s representation of white and black characters 

give a better understanding of how whiteness is depicted in fiction and allow you to 

interpret Hemingway’s literary works from different viewpoints. I use the discussions 

on Hemingway and his African narratives to get a better understanding of how 

whiteness is depicted in fiction. The discussions about whiteness and its history in 

America provides a better understanding of what whiteness is and what it means. A 

more focused discussion on Hemingway’s relation to whiteness feels sufficient, to 

gather more knowledge and see how others have interpreted Hemingway’s works before 

conducting my own analysis of The Old Man and the Sea. 

3. Analysis 

In the analysis I will explain how Santiago is depicted as a character that is not 

considered white nor black, but rather, how he share resemblances to both. Different 

themes in the novel will be investigated, with the help of whiteness and whiteness 

studies and see how it has been depicted in Hemingway’s other literary works such as 

Green Hills of Africa and To Have and Have Not. By understanding whiteness and by 

seeing what impact whiteness has had in society, it will provide a better understanding 

of what it means to be white, and also what it means to be black. This knowledge will 

be used in the analysis where I will use examples from The Old Man and the Sea and 

discuss how Santiago could be linked to both whiteness and blackness. As mentioned 

earlier, Babb discusses how whiteness was a classification of more than skin colour, it 

also classified someone’s social status and consciousness (44). In the first section I will 

discuss a theme that is prominent in many of Hemingway’s works, the hunter. Santiago 

is a hunter, or fisherman, that hunts for his survival. I will analyse how his position as a 

hunter defines him and discuss what separates him from the hunter that Hemingway 

depicts in his African narratives.  
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3.1 The Hunter 

Hemingway has in his other works depicted hunters as trophy-hunting men that 

have used their status in society to show their masculinity and white supremacy. As 

mentioned earlier, Armengol-Carrera stated that whiteness and masculinity have been 

discussed previously and the relation between whiteness and masculinity is prominent 

in Green Hills of Africa. I will discuss how whiteness and masculinity is depicted in The 

Old Man and the Sea and link it to the hunter that is portrayed in the novel. 

The Oxford dictionary defines the word “hunter” as someone “who hunts wild 

animals for food and sport”. Santiago, who is a fisherman, could also be seen as a 

hunter, as a fisherman’s purpose or description is similar to a hunter’s. His purpose of 

fishing is to make a living, and not for sport. Ryan Hediger discusses in his article 

“Hunting, Fishing and the Cramps of Ethics” how The Old Man and the Sea is a 

“critique of triumphalist hunting” (45) and how the skeleton of the marlin that Santiago 

catches “signifies the impossibility of a trophy sufficient to represent either the living 

fish or Santiago’s experience of the hunt” (45). Hemingway has depicted hunters in 

other works; in his autobiographical work Green Hills of Africa, the hunter is an evident 

theme and character. Marc Kevin Dudley discusses Hemingway’s depiction of the 

hunter in the novel: 

In it, the hunter (particularly Hemingway) becomes the great man figured 

so prominently (and ultimately dismissed) in his earlier American stories 

[…] 

In Green Hills of Africa, Ernest Hemingway consciously casts himself as 

aesthetic deity, creating for himself a world in which he is the ultimate 
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seer, doer, arbiter; in it, he is both (great white) hunter and craftsman. 

(Hemingway, Race and Art 114) 

Kevin Dudley has made a similar observation along the lines of what Armengol-Carrera 

discusses in regards to the hunter that Hemingway portrays. In The Old Man and the 

Sea, the hunter is evident, however his purpose for hunting separates him from the 

hunters that Hemingway has depicted in his other works. Armengol-Carrera argues how 

Green Hills of Africa “represent[s] trophy hunting as a proof of (white) manhood, it 

depicts the hunt as an eminently homosocial competition between and among (white) 

men” (46). As mentioned before, the competition between hunters, or fishermen, is not 

the main theme in The Old Man in the Sea. Fishing is Santiago’s profession and not 

something that can be seen as an “entertainment” or something he does to show 

superiority over other fishermen in the village that he resides in. The rivalry between the 

hunters that Armengol-Carrera discusses is perhaps not as prominent in The Old Man 

and the Sea as it is in Green Hills of Africa. However, a rivalry between Santiago and 

the fishermen could be noticed early in the novel. When Santiago sits with his friend 

Manolin on the terrace, Santiago notes that “many of the fishermen made fun of the old 

man […] Others, of the old fishermen, looked at him and were sad” (11). When 

Santiago decides to sail further out on the sea, his drive does not seem to come from 

competition, but it is rather his pride as a fisherman that drives him. After not being able 

to catch any fish for eighty-four days and earning himself the reputation of being very 

unlucky by the villagers, this journey would instead prove if he is truly unlucky.  

Masculinity and whiteness have been brought to light several times. When 

Santiago has caught the marlin, he begins to contemplate if people are “worthy” (75) 

enough to eat the marlin. The marlin’s “behaviour and [his] great dignity” (75) make 

people unworthy of eating the fish. As mentioned before, Armengol-Carrera notes that 

the hunters in Green Hills of Africa saw trophy-hunting as a way to prove their 
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masculinity and white supremacy. Even if Santiago’s main drive is to show off his 

masculinity to the other fishermen, he does show tendencies of rivalry when he has 

caught the marlin; his thoughts about whether the villagers are worthy to eat the marlin 

show that he does think of the villagers and possibly the fishermen in the village. Even 

if there is no one who witnesses Santiago’s struggle, the marlin can be seen as a 

“trophy” and would serve as a proof that Santiago is not an unlucky fisherman.  

Santiago returns to the village with nothing but the skeleton of the marlin and its 

head. When he meets Manolin in his cottage, he admits to his defeat; 

“They beat me Manolin,” he said. “They truly beat me.” 

 “He didn’t beat you. Not the fish.” 

 “No. Truly. It was afterwards.” (124) 

When Santiago says “they”, he could refer to the sharks that ate the marlin while he was 

sailing back to the village. In consideration to what Armengol-Carrera stated about how 

the hunters saw trophy-hunting as a way to show supremacy and masculinity, “they” 

could also refer to the other fishermen. The fishermen had called him ‘salao’, which 

means unlucky. When Santiago failed to return with the marlin, it made him realise that 

he truly is unlucky.  

We know that whiteness is more than the colour of one’s skin. Those who are 

considered white have had an advantage throughout history and as Gregory Jay 

mentioned, have certain qualities that are set as the norm. If we were to apply this to 

The Old Man and the Sea, Santiago does not seem to set any norm for the other 

fishermen in the village. Instead of a certain characteristic, the norm for the fishermen, 

or hunters, seems to be to catch as much or as large prey as possible. The catch then 

represents the fisherman’s qualities and abilities. Santiago saw the skeleton as proof of 

his failure, but the struggle between a fisherman and Manolin shows that the skeleton is 

not seen as a failure by others. Santiago says that his intention of fishing is to provide 
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people with food. His contemplation whether people deserved to eat the marlin is erased 

later on, when he reminds himself why he is out on the ocean. When he kills the marlin, 

he ponders over the struggle, feeling guilty for killing it, but reminds himself that he did 

it “to keep me alive and feed many people” (105). There are no signs of rivalry between 

Santiago and other fishermen in this passage, Santiago thinks about his own survival but 

also the chance to provide other people food.  

In the next section I will discuss a passage from the novel when Santiago 

encounters a man he calls “the negro”. The passage will be discussed in relation to how 

black characters have been depicted and treated in fiction. I will explain how Santiago 

does not view himself as white or black during the encounter with the man.    

 

3.2 The Negro 

Whilst struggling with the marlin, Santiago forces himself to think of happy 

things to boost his confidence. At one point, he remembers a match in arm wrestling 

that he had with a man many years ago and won. His competitor is introduced as “the 

great negro from Cienfuegos who was the strongest man on the docks” (69). The man is 

not given any name but is referred to as “the negro” in Santiago’s memory. Armengol-

Carrera discusses how the black characters in Green Hills of Africa are not given any 

names but are instead called “impersonal and dehumanizing” (48) names by the hunters. 

An example of names that the hunters call them are “they” and “niggers” (48). As 

mentioned earlier, Toni Morrison made a similar observation in Hemingway’s work To 

Have and Have Not, where the black character Wesley is sometimes referred to as 

“nigger” in the story. By not acknowledging black character’s names, he gives the 

impression that the black characters are of less importance. Santiago does not 

acknowledge his competitor’s name, even though his reputation of being “great” 
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implies that he is well-known, and the match lasts for more than a day. By not having a 

name, you might appear to be less “civilized”. 

Morrison discusses her ideas that black characters are added in fiction to 

heighten qualities of the (white) characters. During this passage in the novel, the negro 

enhances not only Santiago’s strength but also Santiago’s patience and durability, since 

it is shown that the match lasted for a day and night. The victory gives Santiago a boost 

of confidence, a memory of how he beat the “strongest man on the docks” (69) and 

serves as a reminder that he is strong enough to battle the marlin. It is also noted that 

after he won the match, he was given the title as “The Champion” (70).  After his match 

with the negro there are not many people that dare to challenge him in a match of arm 

wrestling because “he had broken the confidence of the negro from Cienfuegos” (70).  

I will now discuss why it could be argued that Santiago does not see himself as 

the superior white man during this encounter. Both Morrison and Armengol-Carrera 

have stated that in Hemingway’s other literary works the black characters are often 

treated in a disrespectful way. Hemingway’s characters seem to neglect the black 

characters, one of them is by not acknowledging them by their names, as stated earlier. 

Even if Santiago does not call the negro by his name, he does not seem to think any less 

of the negro. At one point during the match, when Santiago believes that he is about to 

win the match, the negro recovers and Santiago acknowledges the negro as a “fine man 

and a great athlete” (70). This clearly shows that Santiago does not diminish the negro 

as a person, but instead looks at the individual. 

The reason why Santiago chose the encounter with the negro could be because 

the match in arm wrestling that lasted for a day and night is similar to the struggle that 

Santiago is facing with the marlin. Santiago seems to marvel at the strength of the 

marlin, who does not give up easily, just like the negro never did during their match. At 

one point out on the sea, Santiago acknowledges the fish as his friend and respects the 
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marlin. The marlin and the negro both seem to test Santiago’s strength and endurance. 

Santiago’s respect for the marlin could then be applied to the negro as well, who seems 

to test his limits. By showing his respect and calling his opponent friend, it shows that 

Santiago does not see himself above or below his opponent, whether it is a fish or a 

human, he sees someone with equal skills as himself and salutes the opponent.  

I have shown how white characters in fiction are superior to other (black) 

characters and feel a need to show this superiority. Black characters are often 

diminished by the other characters, as Morrison points out, and their lesser qualities 

enhance the white characters’ qualities. Even if Santiago wins the match against the 

negro and uses the encounter as a boost and a proof that he is strong, Santiago does not 

show any implication in regards of the negro’s culture, behaviour or speech but praises 

the negro. This is what separates Santiago from the hunter that Hemingway has depicted 

in his other literary works, where the white characters make distinctions between what 

is considered to be white and black. Santiago does not see himself as a “negro”, but he 

does not seem to see himself as the white man that shows off his masculinity by 

diminishing others.    

The arm wrestling match is mentioned during Santiago’s third day out on the 

sea, and Santiago is still clinging onto the rope that is connected to the marlin. I 

discussed how the marlin’s strength and endurance reminded Santiago of the negro’s 

strength and endurance, and the respect that Santiago has for the marlin. Since the 

match does not include any dialogue between Santiago and the negro aside from 

Santiago saying that the negro was a good athlete, we do not find out any more of what 

he thinks of the negro. However, based on how he treats and acknowledges the marlin, 

who seems to push Santiago to his limits, it can be argued that Santiago shows a similar 

respect to the negro. As mentioned before, Santiago acknowledges the marlin as a 

friend, but also for it to be his “brother” (59). When Santiago’s left hand gets a cramp 
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while holding on to the rope, he thinks of how his hands and the marlin “are three things 

that are brothers” (64). The hands and the rope are what connects Santiago to the fish in 

their struggle. During the arm wrestling, Santiago connects his hand with the negro, but 

it is not only the connection between their hands that would make Santiago 

acknowledge his opponent as a friend or brother, but also that their strength are almost 

equal.  

 

3.3 Africa 

In Hemingway’s other African narratives, the story takes place on African 

ground. Green Hills of Africa tells us about the trophy-hunting in Africa. In The Old 

Man and the Sea, the main character is not on African ground, but the continent that is 

so far from him still plays a role in this story.  

Santiago resides in a Cuban village. Through his memories the reader finds out 

more about Santiago’s backstory. When he was younger, he was able to come close to 

the African coast while he was bypassing it on a ship. The day before Santiago sails out 

on the sea, he meets Manolin on the Terrace for a drink, the exchange between the two 

implicates Santiago’s passion for the continent; 

“When I was your age I was before the mast on a square rigged ship that 

ran to Africa and I have seen lions on the beaches in the evening.” 

 “I know. You told me.” 

“Should we talk about Africa or about baseball?” (22) 

It is revealed in the novel that Santiago spent a few years on the Canary Islands and that 

he also “lived along that [African] coast” (24). In his dreams, he only dreams of the 

beaches and the lions on the African continent. The exchange with Manolin and the way 

he describes his dreams of Africa suggest that he has seen the coast from the ship he 
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sailed on along the coast, but never set foot on the actual continent. Still, Africa has 

made an impact on Santiago. His dreams of Africa tend to give him comfort and seem 

to be soothing.  

He was asleep in a short time and he dreamed of Africa when he was a boy 

and the long golden beaches and the white beaches, so white they hurt 

your eyes, and the high capes and the great brown mountains (24) 

Santiago’s place on the ship, on the oceans between Canary Islands and the African 

coast could symbolise Santiago’s position between whiteness and blackness. The 

African continent is within sight, although he never set foot on the actual continent. The 

closest Santiago gets to Africa is when the ship resides at the shore, but there is no 

passage that suggests that Santiago left the ship, but there might have been a wish to do 

so. Santiago mentions that he was “before the mast” which could implicates that the 

African coast was something that fascinated him when he saw it as a young boy. When 

Santiago talks and dreams about Africa, it is with fascination and passion for the 

continent.  

I will now discuss another element that is present in Santiago’s dreams; lions. 

The lions can be seen in Santiago’s dreams, “[playing] like young cats” (25) on the 

beach. It is known that lions are hunters that hunt for survival, their purpose of hunting 

could be connected to what was discussed previously regarding hunting, and how 

hunting is a way to show dominance. Santiago’s purpose to fishing is the same, he does 

it for his own survival.  

After that he began to dream about the long yellow beach 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 would be more lions and he was happy (81) 
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This passage suggests, as mentioned before, that Santiago has only seen Africa from a 

distance on the ship he sailed with. It also suggests that the lions comfort Santiago, 

since he does not seem to feel anything but joy when he sees the lions.  

The lions on the beach of Africa could also be seen as a symbol for Africa as a 

whole. Lions are predators that we humans stay away from and can study with 

fascination, or fear, or a mix of both, from afar. Even if we conduct studies about lions, 

we cannot understand them completely and there will always be something mystical 

about them. This is similar to what Santiago is experiencing as he sails along the coast. 

He sees a continent that he does not have any knowledge of and does not know what 

lies beyond the beach, and the lions could represent the uncertanity and danger that 

could be encountered without knowledge of one’s surroundings. Lions are unpredictable 

animals and foreign to many, which is similar to how the white hunters felt in Green 

Hills of Africa.  

The beaches of Africa and the lions that Santiago sees in his dreams show how 

Santiago yearns for something beyond his village. There is so much for him to explore 

in Africa, and the lions symbolise the danger of wishing to travel beyond the limits. 

From the discussions of how blackness has been depicted as something more 

submissive and different from whiteness, we can see in The Old Man and the Sea how 

Santiago does not label himself as a (white) man who feels superior to those who are 

different. When Santiago sees the lions, he feels at ease and there is nothing that 

indicates that he feels the need to show superiority. Santiago keeps a distance from the 

lions and Africa, which might symbolise Santiago’s position between black and white. 

He is drawn to Africa and the “unknown”, but he keeps his distance since he does not 

have any knowledge of the continent and is respectful.  

Santiago dreams of Africa, but when he is out on the sea, he also dreams about 

his bed in the village, and when he returns to the village, he calls the bed his “friend” 
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(120). This might be due to his exhaustion, but it could be argued that his bed then 

represents what is not considered black. It is in his bed that he dreams about the lions, it 

is when he sleeps that he can be in two places at once; at home in his bed, safe and 

sound, but at the same time he can see the African coast and the lions and be at peace 

since he is far away from danger. If Africa represents blackness, then his home village 

would be a representation of whiteness. Armengol-Carrera discussed how the 

differences between the white and black characters was what characterised them as 

black and white; what was unknown and unfamiliar for the white character was 

considered to be what characterise black characters. What was familiar to the white 

characters was seen as civilized and normal to the white hunters. Santiago could be seen 

as the civilized white man, but his interest in Africa shows that he strays away from it 

and towards the “uncivilized” lions, towards what could be considered as “blackness”. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The aim with this essay was to analyse how Hemingway has depicted the character 

Santiago in The Old Man and the Sea as someone who is not seen as neither white nor 

black, but a character ‘in-between’. By conducting research on whiteness and how 

whiteness has evolved through American history and what impact it has had on society, 

it is easier to understand and see what characterises whiteness. When discussing 

whiteness in relation to Hemingway’s work, there is a lot that has been discussed 

regarding Hemingway’s African narrative, such as Green Hills of Africa and To Have 

and Have Not. 

 White characters are often depicted as being the superior and also 

masculine in fiction, while black characters are portrayed as submissive and as less 

civilized. Santiago is not white, nor is he black- he is a hunter, which is a recurring 
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theme in Hemingway’s work. However, what separates Santiago from the white hunters 

that have been depicted in other literary works is that Santiago does not feel the need to 

prove his masculinity by catching a bigger fish. For him, fishing is the key to his 

survival, and not a sport.  

 The strength of the marlin reminds Santiago of an arm wrestling match 

that he had when he was young. His opponent was a black man that Santiago refers to 

as a negro. Black characters tend to be used to the white character’s advantage, as a way 

to enhance the white character’s qualities. Santiago’s victory over the negro gives him a 

boost of confidence and reminds him that he is strong and enduring enough to hold on 

to the marlin. However, Santiago shows great respect to the marlin who is as strong and 

enduring as Santiago and acknowledges the marlin as a friend and brother. Santiago did 

not call the negro brother or friend, but when Santiago thinks about the marlin’s 

strength he is reminded of the negro.  

 While Santiago lives in a Cuban village, he seems to long for Africa. His 

dreams are filled with images of the beaches along the African coast, and with lions 

playing by the beach. Santiago has only seen Africa from the ship that sailed along the 

coast, but it is this memory that sticks with him and gives him comfort when he is an 

old man. The lions that he dreams of could represent Africa; a continent that is 

unknown and new to Santiago, and with new, unfamiliar land comes the danger of not 

knowing the surroundings. Lions are predators and also hunters that hunt for survival. 

This instinct resembles Santiago’s purpose for fishing, he does it not for sport, but to be 

able to feed himself. When Santiago dreams about Africa, he is safe and sound in his 

cottage in the village. In his dreams he can safely watch the lions play and feel at ease, 

knowing that they will not do him any harm. He feels the same when he is standing on 

the boat- he still has one foot set on a familiar territory, but carefully observes another 

unfamiliar one. This could symbolise Santiago in the sense that he is not considered 
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either black or white, with one “foot” still in familiar territory, home, and one that is 

drawn to something different.  

The white man is often portrayed as superior and does constantly need to 

prove himself towards the other white men and also black people. Santiago is portrayed 

as a man who does not strive for superiority, but rather to prove for himself that he is 

still a (lucky) fisherman. 

 This essay could inspire further investigation about Hemingway’s take on 

whiteness in the novel. Most of the discussions about Hemingway and whiteness are 

about Hemingway’s African narratives, but  The Old Man and the Sea takes place far 

away from Africa and the character’s fondest dream is about the continent that he saw 

when he was young. Further discussions on the subject could deal more with Santiago’s 

relationship with Manolin and the marlin and investigate if there is any rank between 

them, if perhaps Santiago considers himself superior or not.  
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