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Abstract

Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist stands as one of the most influential literary
works of contemporary times, presenting a profound exploration of destiny
through the allegorical journey of a young shepherd named Santiago. This
paper examines the complex interplay between destiny, personal agency, and
the universe through Coelho’s narrative, arguing that destiny in The
Alchemist operates not as a predetermined path but as a dynamic

Subhan Mohammad convergence of personal choice, universal guidance, and spiritual awareness.
Through systematic analysis of the novel’s key themes—including the
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Published online: 30,/09,/2025 reveals how Coelho presents destiny as an authentic pursuit of one’s deepest

desires supported by the universe. The research draws upon existing
scholarly interpretations, philosophical frameworks, and comparative
literature to situate Coelho’s treatment of destiny within broader literary and
spiritual traditions. Findings indicate that destiny in The Alchemist functions
as a transformative force requiring courage, faith, and action, ultimately
suggesting that the realization of one’s destiny represents the highest form of
self-actualization and universal harmony.
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1 Introduction and Context embarks on a journey from Spain to the
Egyptian pyramids in pursuit of a recurring

Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist, first dream that promises treasure. The narrative

published in 1988, has transcended its status as
a mere novel to become a global phenomenon
that has inspired millions worldwide. At its
core, the work presents an allegorical tale of
Santiago, an Andalusian shepherd boy who

structure follows the classic hero's journey
paradigm, incorporating mystical elements and
spiritual wisdom that draw from diverse
traditions including  Christianity, Islam,
alchemy, and wuniversalist philosophy. The
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novel’s enduring appeal lies not in its plot
complexity but in its simple profundity, offering
readers a philosophical guide to understanding
their place in the universe and their relationship
with destiny

The concept of destiny in The Alchemist
challenges conventional understandings of fate
as a predetermined, unchangeable course.
Instead, Coelho presents destiny as a dynamic
interaction between human desire and cosmic
support —what Melchizedek, the King of Salem,
describes as the principle that “when you really
want something, the universe conspires in
helping you to achieve it”. This statement
encapsulates the novel’s central thesis about
destiny: that it is both a personal calling and a
collaborative effort between the individual and
the cosmic forces that permeate existence. The
novel suggests that destiny is not something
that happens to us but rather something that
unfolds through us when we align our will with
the “Soul of the World”.

This paper aims to provide a
comprehensive examination of how destiny
operates throughout Coelho’s narrative,
analyzing its philosophical foundations, its
manifestation through characters and events,
and its practical implications for readers. By
exploring the multifaceted dimensions of
destiny in the novel —including its relationship
with personal agency, spiritual awareness, love,
and fear —this study seeks to illuminate why
Coelho’s message has resonated across cultures
and generations. The research will also consider
critical perspectives on the novel’s treatment of
destiny, addressing questions about whether it
promotes spiritual wisdom or simplistic
fatalism. Through this analysis, the paper
argues that The Alchemist offers a nuanced
vision of destiny that empowers individuals to
pursue their unique paths while recognizing
their connection to a larger cosmic order.

2 Theoretical Framework: Concepts of
Destiny and Personal Legend

In The Alchemist, destiny is
conceptualized primarily through the notion of
the “Personal Legend,” which represents an

individual’s true purpose or ultimate calling in
life. According to the novel, every person knows
their Personal Legend during their early years,
as “at that point in their lives, everything is clear
and everything is possible”. However, as people
age, a “mysterious force” convinces them that
realizing their Personal Legend is impossible,
leading them to abandon their dreams in favor
of more practical concerns. This framework
suggests that destiny is not an external
imposition but an inner knowing that must be
recognized and pursued with conscious
intention.

The Personal Legend represents the
intersection point between individual desire
and cosmic purpose. As the novel states, “There
is one great truth on this planet: whoever you
are, or whatever it is that you do, when you
really want something, it's because that desire
originated in the soul of the universe. It's your
mission on earth”. This perspective aligns with
teleological philosophies that view existence as
having  purposeful ends, while also
incorporating elements of spiritual psychology
that emphasize self-actualization as the highest
human pursuit. The concept suggests that our
deepest desires are not random whims but
expressions of a cosmic design that we are
meant to fulfill through our choices and actions.

Coelho’s conception of destiny also
draws heavily from alchemical traditions, which
sought to transform base metals into gold as
both a physical and spiritual process. In the
novel, this transformation becomes a metaphor
for personal growth and the realization of one’s
destiny. As the Englishman explains, “ Alchemy
is all about penetrating to the Soul of the World”
and discovering that “each thing has its own
Personal Legend”. This framework presents
destiny not as a fixed endpoint but as a process
of becoming—a continuous refinement of the
self through experiences, challenges, and
insights that reveal one’s true nature and
purpose.
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Major Concepts Related to Destiny in The
Alchemist

Concept Definition Function in the Narrative:
Personal Legend One’s true purpose or destiny
in life the ultimate goal that Santiago seeks to
fulfill

Soul of the World: The spiritual essence that
connects all things Explains how the universe
conspires to help those pursuing their destiny

Maktub Arabic phrase meaning “it is written”
Suggests that some events are destined while
still requiring human action

Language of the World Communication through
signs and omens. The method by which the
universe guides those pursuing their destiny

Principle of Favorability Also known as beginner’s
luck the initial encouragement the universe
provides to those starting their journey

The novel further explores destiny
through the Islamic concept of “Maktub,” which
translates as “it is written”. This term appears at
critical junctures in the narrative, suggesting
that certain events are predetermined within the
cosmic order. However, rather than promoting
fatalism, the concept functions to encourage
acceptance and trust in the face of uncertainty.
When Santiago understands that something is
"maktub," he recognizes that his journey has a
deeper significance beyond his immediate
comprehension, which allows him to persevere
through challenges. This concept balances the
notion of personal agency with cosmic
determinism, suggesting that while we must
choose to pursue our destiny, the ultimate
outcome is part of a larger design that we can
trust.

3 Destiny Versus Free Will: An Interplay of
Forces

A central tension in The Alchemist
revolves around the apparent contradiction
between destiny and free will. On one hand, the
novel suggests that each person has a
predetermined Personal Legend that represents
their true destiny. On the other hand, characters

consistently exercise choice regarding whether
to pursue that destiny, how to interpret omens,
and when to persist or abandon their quests.
This tension is not resolved through simplistic
either/or thinking but rather through a
synthetic approach that acknowledges both the
reality of cosmic design and the necessity of
human agency.

The character of Santiago exemplifies
this dynamic interplay between destiny and
choice. His journey begins with a choice to trust
his dream rather than dismiss it, and each
subsequent step involves decisions that either
advance or hinder his progress toward his
Personal Legend. When he is robbed in Tangier,
he chooses to work for the crystal merchant
rather than return to Spain defeated. When he
meets Fatima at the oasis, he chooses to continue
his journey rather than remain with her
immediately. These choices demonstrate that
while Santiago’s ultimate destiny may be
predetermined, the path to its realization
requires conscious decisions and courageous
actions.

The novel Introduces the idea that
obstacles and challenges are not random
misfortunes but necessary tests of one’s
commitment to their destiny. As the alchemist
explains to Santiago, “Before a dream is
realized, the Soul of the World tests everything
that was learned along the way. It does this not
because it is evil, but so that we can, in addition
to realizing our dreams, master the lessons
we've learned as we've moved toward that
dream”. This perspective transforms the
meaning of adversity from something to be
avoided to something to be embraced as
preparation for fulfilling one’s destiny. The tests
Santiago faces—including theft, war, and the
fear of loss —serve to strengthen his resolve and
deepen his understanding of himself and the
world.

The critical turning point in Santiago’s
journey occurs when he must literally turn
himself into the wind to avoid being killed by
tribal chieftains. This scene represents the
ultimate manifestation of the interplay between
destiny and free will: Santiago’s destiny
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requires that he perform this miracle, but
achieving it demands that he mobilize all his
resources— including his knowledge, courage,
and connection to the Soul of the World. The
success of this endeavor demonstrates that
destiny is not accomplished without extreme
effort and willingness to transcend limitations.
As the alchemist notes, “You will never be able
to escape from your heart. So, it’s better to listen
to what it has to say”, suggesting that our
deepest truths guide us toward our destiny
while still requiring our active participation.

4 Omens and the Language of the Universe

In The Alchemist, the universe
communicates with those pursuing their destiny
through signs and omens that comprise what
the novel calls the” Language of the World.”
Santiago learns to recognize and interpret these
omens, which range from specific birdsongs to
chance encounters and dreams. This system of
communication suggests that destiny is not a
solitary pursuit but a collaborative dialogue
between the individual and the cosmos. Those
who learn this language can navigate their
journey with greater confidence and clarity,
while those who ignore it risk missing crucial
guidance.

The ability to interpret omens requires
spiritual attunement and presence of mind.
Santiago develops this skill through practice
and mentorship, first from Melchizedek who
gives him the stones Urim and Thummim “to
help you read the omens” , and later from the
alchemist who teaches him to observe the desert
and listen to his heart. This learning process
suggests that understanding the language of
destiny is not an innate gift but a developable
skill that requires patience, attention, and
willingness to learn from mistakes. The novel
emphasizes that while the universe conspires to
help us achieve our destiny, we must do our
part by paying attention to the guidance offered.

Omens function in the narrative as
narrative devices that advance the plot and as
metaphorical representations of intuitive
knowledge. The progressive refinement of
Santiago’s ability to read omens parallels his

internal development from an inexperienced
shepherd to a wise spiritual seeker. This
progression suggests that the pursuit of destiny
enhances perception and intuition, allowing
individuals to access deeper levels of
understanding about themselves and the world.
As Santiago discovers, “The secret is here in the
present. If you pay attention to the present, you
can improve upon it. And, if you improve on the
present, what comes later will also be better”.
This emphasis on mindfulness underscores the
importance of present-moment awareness in
recognizing the guidance that leads toward
destiny.

The novel also explores the potential
pitfalls in interpreting omens, as when Santiago
initially misreads the hawks that signal an
upcoming attack on the oasis. His hesitation to
report his vision stems from fear of being
wrong, but the alchemist encourages him to
trust his perceptions despite this risk. This
episode highlights that reading omens requires
courage and conviction rather than certainty —
another way in which the pursuit of destiny
demands active engagement rather than passive
reception. ~The novel suggests that
misinterpretations are part of the learning
process rather than reasons to abandon the
attempt to understand the universe’s language.

Major Omens and Their Significance in
Santiago’s Journey

Omen Context Interpretation Result

Recurring dream Santiago sleeps in a
ruined church Treasure awaits at the Egyptian
pyramids Sets journey in motion

King Melchizedek Appears in the town
square Confirms the importance of Personal
Legend Provides guidance and stones

Hawgks in the desert Flying over the oasis
Predict an upcoming attack Santiago saves the
oasis

The scarab beetle In the desert near the
pyramids Signals the exact location to dig Leads
Santiago to the treasure
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5 Love and Destiny: Fatima’s Role

The relationship between Santiago and
Fatima introduces a crucial dimension to the
novel’s exploration of destiny: the role of love in
the pursuit of one’s Personal Legend. When
Santiago meets Fatima at the oasis, he
experiences immediate and profound love for
her, creating a apparent conflict between his
personal desires and his spiritual quest. This
tension raises important questions about
whether love represents a distraction from or
fulfillment of one’s destiny. The novel's
resolution of this tension offers a nuanced
perspective on how authentic love supports
rather than hinders the realization of destiny .

distinctive
philosophy of love that contrasts with
conventional romantic narratives. Rather than
asking Santiago to abandon his journey for her
sake, she insists that true love cannot interfere

Fatima embodies a

with one’s Personal Legend. She explains, “I
must love you because the universe conspired to
help me find you. If I stood in the way of your
dream, I would not be the woman you have
fallen in love with” . This perspective presents
love not as possession or dependency but as
mutual empowerment in which both partners
support each other’s growth and fulfillment.
Fatima’s willingness to wait for Santiago
represents not sacrifice but faith in both their
destinies.

The novel suggests that authentic love
aligns with rather than contradicts cosmic
guidance. When Santiago worries that pursuing
his destiny might mean abandoning Fatima, the
alchemist tells him, "You must understand that
love never keeps a man from pursuing his
Personal Legend. If he abandons that pursuit,
it'’s because it wasn’t true love” . This insight
transforms love from a potential obstacle to a
facilitating force in the realization of destiny.
The relationship between Santiago and Fatima
illustrates how love can provide emotional
sustenance and motivation rather than
distraction from one’s path.

Fatima’s own destiny as a “woman of the
desert” represents another facet of the novel’s

exploration of how personal destiny operates
within different cultural contexts. While
Santiago’s destiny requires travel and
adventure, Fatima’s destiny involves waiting
and faithfulness. The novel presents both as
equally valid expressions of Personal Legend,
challenging hierarchical assumptions about
what kinds of destinies are more worthwhile.
This egalitarian perspective suggests that
destiny is not one-size-fits-all but uniquely
tailored to each individual’s nature and
circumstances.

6 Obstacles to Destiny: Fear and Society

The Alchemist does not present the
pursuit of destiny as straightforward or
effortless; rather, it acknowledges numerous
internal and external obstacles that can prevent
individuals from realizing their Personal
Legends. The most significant of these obstacles
is fear—particularly the fear of failure,
disappointment, or suffering. The novel
suggests that these fears often outweigh the
desire for fulfillment, leading people to abandon
their dreams before truly pursuing them. As the
alchemist tells Santiago, “People are afraid to
pursue their most important dreams, because
they feel that they don’t deserve them, or that
they’ll be unable to achieve them”.

The crystal merchant represents
someone who has allowed fear to prevent him
from pursuing his Personal Legend. He dreams
of making a pilgrimage to Mecca but continually
postpones this journey because he fears that
once realized, he will have nothing left to live
for. He confesses to Santiago, “I'm afraid that it
would all be a disappointment, so I prefer just to
dream about it”. This character illustrates how
fear of disappointment can become more
powerful than the desire for fulfillment, keeping
people in comfortable stagnation rather than
risking the uncertainty of pursuit. The crystal
merchant serves as a cautionary figure who
highlights the consequences of allowing fear to
override destiny.

Social  expectations and material
concerns also function as obstacles to destiny in

the novel. Santiago’s initial choice to become a
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shepherd rather than a priest represents a small
rebellion against social expectations, but his
father’s practical advice to “travel all over the
world until you see that our castle is the greatest,
and our women the most beautiful” reflects the
limited ambitions that conventional society
often encourages. The novel suggests that
society typically values stability and conformity
over the pursuit of personal dreams, creating
pressure to abandon one’s Personal Legend in
favor of more practical pursuits. This social
conditioning represents a powerful counterforce
to the call of destiny.

The novel also presents material
attachment as an obstacle to destiny. When
Santiago earns, enough money working for the
crystal merchant to return to Spain comfortably,
he faces the temptation to abandon his quest for
the pyramids in favor of financial security. This
temptation illustrates how material success can
distract from spiritual pursuits, creating a false
sense of fulfillment that masks deeper
yearnings. The novel does not reject material
wealth entirely —after all, Santiago ultimately
finds literal treasure—but suggests that it
should not be pursued at the expense of one’s
Personal Legend. True wealth comes from
aligning with one’s destiny rather than
accumulating possessions.

7 Alchemy and Transformation: Symbols of
Destiny

Alchemy in Coelho’s novel operates as
both a literal practice (pursued by the
Englishman and the titular alchemist) and a
metaphorical framework for understanding
personal transformation. The central aspiration
of alchemy—to turn base metals into gold—
parallels the process of realizing one’s destiny,
which involves refining one’s inherent potential
into its highest expression. This allegorical
dimension enriches the novel’s exploration of
destiny by suggesting that its pursuit requires
continuous transformation rather than mere
achievement of goals.

The character of the alchemist serves as a
masterful guide who has already realized his
own destiny and now helps others do the same.

His wisdom and abilities seem magical to
Santiago, but they actually represent the
culmination of years of study, practice, and
spiritual alignment. The alchemist explains that
“the secret of alchemy is this: there is a force in
the world that wants you to realize your
Personal Legend; it whets your appetite with a
taste of success” . This perspective positions the
alchemist not as a magician but as someone who
has learned to collaborate with cosmic forces
that are available to everyone

The process of alchemical transformation
involves overcoming impurities and resisting
distractions, much like the process of pursuing
one’s destiny. The novel suggests that this
refinement occurs primarily through tests and
challenges that reveal one’s commitment and
strengthen one’s character. When the alchemist
watches Santiago turn himself into the wind, he
comments afterward, “You deserve what
you've won. You knew the challenge was
impossible, but you tried anyway” . This
statement highlights that the value lies not
merely in success but in the courage to attempt
what seems impossible —a necessary quality for
those who would realize their destinies.

The ultimate transformation in the novel
occurs not through literal alchemy but through

Santiago’s internal evolution from a
simple shepherd to a wise seeker who
understands the Language of the World. This
transformation demonstrates that the real
treasure is not material wealth but spiritual
wisdom and self-knowledge. As Santiago
reflects after finding the treasure, “The path was
written in the omens, and there was no way he
could go wrong. He had learned all he needed
to know, and had experienced everything he
might have dreamed of”. This realization
underscores that destiny is primarily about
personal growth rather than external
achievement.

8 Conclusion: Destiny as Unified Purpose

Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist presents
destiny not as a predetermined fate but as a
dynamic convergence of personal desire and
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cosmic  purpose that requires active
participation, courage, and faith. The novel’s
enduring appeal lies in its ability to articulate a
spiritual ~vision that acknowledges the
challenges of pursuing one’s dreams while
offering encouragement that the universe
supports such pursuits. Through Santiago’s
journey, Coelho suggests that realizing one’s
destiny involves both practical action and
spiritual alignment—a synthesis of effort and
surrender that transforms the seeker in the

process.

The novel's conception of destiny has
resonated globally because it addresses
universal human yearnings for purpose and
meaning while allowing for cultural and
individual variation in how those yearnings are
fulfilled. The concept of the Personal Legend
acknowledges that each person’s path is unique,
while the idea of the Soul of the World
emphasizes our interconnectedness within a
cosmic order. This balance between
individuality and unity offers a compelling
framework for understanding human existence
that transcends specific religious doctrines
while incorporating spiritual wisdom from
multiple traditions.

The Alchemist ultimately suggests that
destiny is not a destination but a mode of
being—a way of moving through the world
with attention, intention, and trust in the cosmic
order. As Melchizedek tells Santiago, “When
you want something, all the universe conspires
in helping you to achieve it”. This statement
encapsulates the novel’s optimistic vision that
destiny is accessible to everyone who has the
courage to listen to their heart, recognize the
omens, and persist through challenges. The
treasure that Santiago finds is not merely the
chest of gold but the wisdom and growth he has
gained through his journey —a reward that far
exceeds its material value.

In conclusion, The Alchemist offers a
nuanced philosophy of destiny that empowers
individuals to pursue their unique paths while
recognizing their place within a larger cosmic
story. The novel does not present destiny as
something that happens to us passively but as

something we co-create through our choices,
actions, and interpretations. By examining the
role of destiny in Coelho’s narrative, we gain
insight into why this simple story has inspired
millions to reflect on their own Personal
Legends and consider how the universe might
be conspiring to help them achieve their deepest
desires
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