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Dreams: A Compensation for Extreme Behaviours 
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Abstract 

Openness to the unconscious is the key to Jungian psychology. Dreams are 

formed from a variety of sources; it can be a physical stimuli, or memories and 

experiences of the distant past or early childhood. The dream images are 

generated from subliminal perceptions acquired from our daily experiences.  The 

significance of the image is the psychic meaning it has for the dreamer.  

Santiago‘s dream acts as a compensatory medium. The dream that he has is 

significant in that it occurs to maintain his psychic equilibrium. Santiago behaves 

like a young and strong angler would, but he forgets that now he is old with 

physical handicaps.  His dream reveals how he is stuck in the persona of a 

champion, in his old age.  The image of the lions depicts the actual situation of 

his unconscious mind in relation to consciousness in order to create wholeness. 
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Introduction 

This paper takes into account Hemingway‘s character Santiago, who once was an able 

angler, rather a champion.  However, old age now, takes its toll but Santiago refuses to 

accept that he is weak and old.  He is physically facing the problems of old age, though 

psychologically he denies it. Therefore Santiago‘s dream plays a compensatory role in his 

life and is significant to his situation. Santiago has one recurring dream, of lions playing 

like young cats, which has a message that he fails to comprehend because he is persona 

possessed.  Santiago‘s dreams come as a warning to him. For in his blind competition 

with the young anglers to catch big fish, he is over reaching.  He pays no heed to his 

dream, which is warning him against taking an extreme step of setting sail all alone to 

catch big fish in his old age, irrespective of the dangers involved in it.  On the contrary 

Santiago blindly pursues his ambition, which results in a failure. 

As an old man, Santiago‘s reminiscences are about his love for adventure and past glory, 

and he dwells on that aspect, his unconscious devises a dream to warn him of his 

imbalanced attitude. Santiago, regrets that he has lost his position of the champion in his 

old age, this develops an inferiority complex in him, regarding his inner most self; 

otherwise, accepting his old age would not have been a problem. His extreme behavior 
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can be seen in that he is challenged easily. This can be seen in, when the fish keeps on 

making turns and it becomes difficult for Santiago to control him as he is exhausted, he 

says to himself: 

Now you are getting confused in the head...You must keep your head clear. Keep 

your head clear and know how to suffer like a man (Hemingway, 2007: 74).
*
 

The example shows that as soon as he catches a big fish and is unable to control it 

Santiago starts hiding under his machismo, rather than seeing that he is weak, which 

according to Marilyn Elkins:  

is...adherence to the code of ―cool‖-- in Hemingway's own  terms ―grace under 

pressure, ―which ironically requires a calculated approach to nonchalance...in 

action....‖ (Elkins, 2000: 95). 

Therefore, Santiago is hiding his vulnerability under social guises. Santiago is bent upon 

proving himself ―grace under pressure‖ (Elkins, 2000: 95) in old age, so that once again 

he earns the title of the champion. The more the consciousness is influenced by 

prejudices, and infantile wishes, the more the existing gap will widen into neurotic 

dissociation, and lead to an artificial life, removed from truth, healthy instinct and nature. 

(Jung, 164: 34). Similarly, Santiago does not want to recognize that in his old age and 

alone without any equipment, he cannot be like the younger anglers and that nor can he 

fight off the sharks all alone, without proper equipment. Santiago is sort of experiencing 

dissociation i.e., there is ―an unconscious fragmenting of what should be linked in the 

personality…. This suggests a collapse of a person's potential to embody WHOLENESS‖ 

(Samuels et al, 1996: 47). A normal reaction on the part of Santiago to his being termed 

―salao,‖ would be that he could have taken it in good humour, as part of his aging. In this 

regard, it is worthwhile to notice that until he was young, there had never been failure in 

his life, as he possessed the strength to carry out the struggle. Therefore, any balanced 

human being would be ready for setbacks in old age, physically and psychologically. 

According to William Curtis: 

[T]he Hemingway protagonist walks a fine line between experiencing ephemeral 

moments of peace and happiness, and letting the experience of the struggle, with 

the wounds that it inflicted, drive the hero over the edge into madness and self- 

destruction (Curtis, 2010: 65).  

The fact that Santiago lives in his past, and cannot assimilate his old age into his 

consciousness, is a proof of his fragmented personality. Thus, his passion drives him on 

until he is completely defeated. His behaviour as such verges on self-destruction, which 
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is pushed on by his machismo. Another reason that appears to be valid to the situation of 

Santiago's fragmented personality, is that it can be inferred that in his community, there 

may have been other old anglers, who were once able men but now were facing the same 

conditions, but they do not carry it to the extreme of Santiago. This is again evident from 

the behaviour of the older anglers towards Santiago: 

[They] looked at him and were sad. But they did not show it and they spoke 

politely about the current and the depths they had drifted there lines at and the 

steady good weather and of what they had seen (2-3).
 
 

Here, there is no evidence of their being able to catch big fish, for the sake of reputation 

and if they did normally catch small fish, then that, Santiago too catches, as is seen from 

his journey alone towards the sea. When his fishing line comes taut under his foot, 

Santiago thinks it is the weight of a small tuna, but when he hauls it into the stern of the 

boat, he says aloud, ―Albacore‖... ―He'll make beautiful bait. He'll weigh ten pounds‖ 

(26-27). This makes it evident that it is not catching fish, but not catching big fish that is 

the issue with Santiago. As this is what can enable him to compete with the younger 

anglers and prove himself the champion that he used to be in his youth. When on his lone 

journey, he sees a school of flying fish burst out, and moving too fast, he says:  

They are moving too fast and too far. But perhaps I will pick up a stray and 

perhaps my big fish is around them. My big fish must be somewhere (23). 

Therefore, the wish to be an ideal fisherman by even knowing where to find big fish, 

compels Santiago to go to any length even if he has to repress the fact that now he is 

physically incapable. Therefore, it is Santiago's inability to come to term with his old age, 

which continues as his complex, of wanting to be an achiever. It does not allow him to 

pay attention to the warnings from his unconscious--his dream-- and he moves out into 

the sea alone irrespective of the consequences. This is the situation, where the dream of 

the lions becomes relevant, and plays a harmonizing role. 

According to Harvey Mansfield: 

What, then, do manly men contribute to the meaning of life since they do not 

think deeply or objectively about it? Strangely, their very stubbornness is a 

contribution. Instead of thinking deeply…the manly man makes an issue of 

himself; he asserts himself in some way. That is what his ―aggression‖ means; he 

is stubborn for the sake of something and yet also and always on his own behalf. 

He connects himself-his personal stubbornness—to something bigger than 

himself- the issue in which, he claims, he and his honor are involved (Mansfield, 

2010: 99).  

Santiago too, believes his honour has been ruined, he creates an issue out of his honour 

and becomes blind to any other way in which he can be useful in his old age.  An 
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imbalanced attitude that is so explicit cannot go unchecked by the unconscious, therefore 

his dreams are about remote places to which he is attached, and has visited in his boy 

hood. It symbolically refers to the remoteness of any equilibrium in his personality-- that 

can set him thinking on his old age-- to which he is very much attracted in the 

unconscious. Therefore, his dream starts interfering; the recurring symbol in all his 

dreams is the lions playing like young cats. Thus the dream is pointing towards his one 

sided personality. Lions are a symbol that represents the king of beasts hence in that 

capacity ferociousness, strength, pride, bravery and a feeling of superiority over all. If 

Santiago in his external behaviour is imitating the lions, in being overly masculine and 

possessing the characteristics of a champion then it means that, his behaviour is artificial 

and represents Santiago's conscious ego. According to the Jungian psychology, lions are 

a symbol of totality (Jung, 1968: 218-219). There is a purposeful neglect of the passive 

and accepting side of his nature, which in turn could have helped him deal with the 

decline in his championship due to his old age. Therefore, individuation appears in a 

veiled form, his dream is a device to correct his conscious state of mind, which is 

adamant on proving its maculinity. 

Santiago presents himself as an epitome of masculinity. Thus, Delbert Wylder, as quoted 

in Joseph Prud'homme remarks, ―It [is] clear that Santiago feels himself superior to other 

men‖ (Homme, 2010: 116).  The fact that he is declared ―salao‖ is of immense pain to 

him—something that he cannot come to terms with as it is affecting the superior position. 

Yet, he never seems to pay attention to the reason why he is going through this phase of 

life. According to Jung, dreams are based on archetypes, which are representations of a 

motif, a representation that is different in detail but does not lose its basic pattern (Jung, 

1968: 58).  As such, Santiago, who has always been influenced by masculinity, sees 

himself as a Hercules, with whose strength and mission Santiago is caught up. He sees 

similarities between himself and Hercules like, ―clubbing animals, refusing the feminine, 

fighting old age and death‖ (Hillman, 1992: 102) therefore his unconscious, in order to 

correct this strict machismo creates the symbol of lions playing like young cats. It is 

significant; for his unconscious is trying to communicate to him that, a lion when it is 

playful does not cease to be a lion. There are times when one has to step down from the 

austere position in which one has placed himself, and give patience and ease a chance. 

Thus, the unconscious is warning Santiago of the imbalance, where he needs to create a 

balance in his personality and consider his age factor too, but Santiago never heeds his 

dreams as warnings from the unconscious. 

Santiago's dream characterizes images that have been present in his psyche since he was a 

young boy, ―[h]e was asleep in a short time and he dreamed of Africa when he was a 

boy...‖ (15) This shows his association with the sea and sea voyages, different coasts and 

islands, early in life. His dreams of Africa as a boy, the golden and white beaches, the 

high capes, the great brown mountains, white peaks of islands rising from the sea, Canary 

Islands and lions, are symbols that require a thorough understanding, as they reaffirm 

some meaning that the unconscious communicates to the conscious ego. In addition, 

since Santiago is stuck in the persona of a champion, he fails to understand the symbolic 
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message of the unconscious, as he always wanted to be proud, strong and energetic like 

the young fishermen. The image of the playful lions in his dreams shows him the 

direction. The emphasis in the dream is on the fact that Santiago is strong, but not 

physically, now, his strength comprises his skill and professionalism. The image of the 

white peaks of islands arising out of the sea in his dream is very much representative of 

the integration of the unconscious elements with his conscious. He too can rise from his 

complexes only if he integrates the contents of the unconscious into the conscious. 

The problem with Santiago is that he is a salve to his past glory right till the sharks defeat 

him, Phillip Melling argues that, ―[t]he Atlantic waters that Santiago fishes are suffused... 

with the memory of slavery...‖ (Melling, 2010: 295).  

This has significance for Santiago as he too is a slave to his persona possessed 

personality and is striving for freedom from the constraints of his macho image and 

society that hinder a harmonious growth and individuation.
 

Africa, according to 

evolutionists is the least explored continent and is said to be the earliest place where man 

has existed. Therefore, it carries a sense of mystery and ancient feeling about it. The 

unconscious too, is said to exist from time immemorial and is as mysterious as Africa. 

Therefore Santiago‘s seeing Africa, can be an archetypal interpretation of the 

psychological urge, of going back to the unconscious to fix the problems he faces in his 

conscious mode. 

All the other images of beaches, capes, mountains, islands are archetypal references to 

loneliness as they refer to far off places that he has seen. The most significant and 

prominent of all these images are the lions referring to, might, strength and agility. Carlos 

Baker says, regarding the lion symbol: 

In his old age and the time of his suffering, Santiago is supported by the memory 

of his youth and the strength of his youth (Baker, 1952: 308).   

However, as Santiago is no longer young, his unconscious shows him the image of lions 

in his dreams, but these lions are playful, which is a clear indication to Santiago that he 

needs to rectify his way of viewing his potential. Santiago's importance in society is no 

less even now, therefore the lion image appears in his dream, but that they are playful 

emphasizes another role that he can take on, and still be reverenced in society like the 

king of the jungle. Now, characteristics like physical strength and championship are 

lacking in his conscious life, in his old age. The urge to be that Santiago, who was known 

as the champion, is what he considers the remedy to the ill that he is facing in his old age 

i.e., being termed ―salao‖. Therefore, with this fixation in mind he is pushing himself 

beyond his limits, to regain the confidence that he has lost. Thus in Delbert Wylder's 

words as quoted in Joseph Prud'homme, ―[Santiago] extend[s] himself beyond the 

human‖ (Homme, 2010: 116). Therefore, his unconscious through his dreams starts 

warning him of the danger of too much ambition in old age. However, Santiago fails to 
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learn from his dreams in his being persona possessed, resulting in his objective remaining 

unfulfilled.  

In order that Santiago should come to a realization he has to learn his lesson, therefore, he 

never achieves his goal. As such, the symbol of the lions is what frequently appears in 

Santiago's dream; the lions are symbols of the Self. The Self both directly and indirectly 

interferes with the structure of Santiago's complex. According to James A. Hall it can 

interfere directly with the complex by a ―constellation of a particular dream context‖
 
(32) 

and indirectly when the self leads the ego to face conflicts that it tries to avoid (Hall, 

1983: 32). In the case of Santiago the self-interferes directly, when it concentrates only 

the dream of the lions, thus, this is the dream that he keeps on seeing throughout, for this 

dream is concentrating on his machismo, which needs correction. In showing him lions as 

young playful cats, the dream reiterates Santiago's requirement of relenting on his 

position in society, in old age. Indirectly, the Self in the form of the image of the playful 

lions leads Santiago to face growth stages and conflicts that he is avoiding. Santiago, who 

has created an aura of championship, has never looked within, or meditated on his lack, 

thus, he is unable to see the shortcomings that old age brings with itself. Manolin has 

always been on his side helping him in every way and praising and encouraging him, 

therefore, Santiago never realizes that he has grown too old for adventures. 

Consequently, there is a sense of constant competition in him with the other anglers. The 

term ―salao‖ that he has earned, keeps on pushing him to an extreme psychologically, and 

at last, he goes farther out in the sea, there he has to face hardships especially in 

protecting his fish from the sharks. It is strange that being a fisherman, he has never given 

thought to this aspect of catching big fish, i.e., hardships that can be involved in 

protecting it from the sharks, thus his attitude reveals that he has totally shut his mind to 

the fact that he to can face setbacks in life due to old age. When he thinks of the sharks 

attacking in the approaching night, he says, ―[w]hat will you do if they come in the night? 

What can you do?‖ (94). However, he emphatically answers his own question and says, 

―[f]ight them‖... ―I'll fight them until I die‖ (94). The conflict that exists in his mind 

between a champion and a ―salao‖ cannot be resolved simply by reasoning. It is 

necessary that he go through an experience that brings about his realization.     

Hence, his learning and acceptance come only after, ―he [has been] beaten now finally 

and without remedy...‖ (97) by the sharks. Then he realizes that, he has neglected the 

warning of his dream and that "[he] went out too far‖ (98). Santiago's acceptance of the 

fact that he went out too far e.g., ―what beat you he thought. ―Nothing‖, he said aloud ―I 

went out too far‖ (98) is a proof of the fact that right until the end of his episode with the 

sharks, he neglects the warning that comes from his unconscious in his dreams.  Thus it is 

evident from Santiago‘s case that extreme behaviours cannot go unchecked and the 

unconscious intervenes in one way or the other, according to one‘s experiences.    
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