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Spiritual Awareness and Liberation in
The Alchemist and Veronika Decides to
Die

Shivani Yadav
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Abstract

The inward focus is a recurring theme in Paulo Coelho's fiction: when the
known patterns of success, society's requirements, and even certainty are
not the answer to recovery of meaning in life. This paper explores that
concern by comparing and contrasting The Alchemist with Veronika
Decides to Die. The novels have distinct plots, but both trace spiritual
awakening as an evolving journey away from imposed identities and
towards an understanding of a more conscious connection to the self and
the life. Santiago's journey over landscape, sign and encounters is a
journey to his “Personal Legend”, Veronika's psycho noted crisis her
meeting with death, the quest for meaning of life. The paper is based on the
existentialist ideas, humanistic psychology, and some aspects of religious
and mystical experiences to suggest that Coelho envisions liberation not as
leaving difficult but as changing the meaning of difficulty. The concept of
freedom and responsibility (Sartre); self-realization (Maslow); and the
concept of meaning arising out of suffering (Frankl) are helpful
frameworks as they help to understand how the protagonists develop.
Coelho's spirituality ultimately turns out to be more of a way of doing
things than a doctrine, and it's one that is rooted in a level of self-
awareness, authenticity, courage, and openness to meaning that goes
beyond the material.

Keywords: Spiritual Consciousness, liberation, existentialism, self-
realization, mysticism, Paulo Coelho.

Two particularly fruitful texts for discussing this
concern are The Alchemist and Veronika Decides to
Die, because the main characters in each of these

Paulo Coelho is a unique writer in the modern world
of literature who has the ability to craft accessible
stories along with philosophical, ethical and spiritual
questions. Familiar assumptions of a happy life,
about success, about identity, about purpose—these
seem to be the things that his fiction often challenges.
In either case, Coelho doesn't bring spirituality up
under the guise of rigid teaching, but one that is more
experiential: the ability to pay more attention to
oneself, to others, and to the potential in everyday
life. This focus is indeed why his novels continue to
invite readers from other cultural and intellectual
backgrounds to contemplate their own choices and
aspirations.

texts find themselves in a complete crisis in
completely different forms. Santiago starts out as a
young shepherd boy who is dreaming of discovering
hidden treasure, but slowly lives the life behind in
front to find what he knows as his “Personal
Legend”. So, his physical journey in Spain, North
Africa and the desert is generated by his internal
travels to his own Knowledge. Throughout the novel,
the world is continually presented as a landscape of
signs and possibilities, if only one can take the time
to listen to experience it rather than live in fear or by
convention (Coelho, Alchemist).

In Veronika Decides to Die the protagonist starts out
scanting the very opposite of what Stranger Than

U5 Nimbus


https://njoar.com/index.php/njoar/article/view/10

Nimbus: Journal of Academic Research

E-ISSN:

Fiction has. The only reason Veronika chooses to end
her life is that she feels that nothing truly worthwhile
is left to be gained and that to die in a dramatic way
seems like a futile act; she feels her life has become
routine and emotionally drained. But an attempted
suicide that have ended her story now is the start of
an awakening in her intensified self. Villete, the
psychiatric hospital where she ends up living, alters
her relationship with time, desire, intimacy and social
norms (Coelho, Veronika Decides to Die). Thus, the
crisis is paradoxical, being the culmination of good
experience and the setting for rebirth.

Read Together is a novel of two competing struggle
for liberation. Santiago moves outwards in to order to
explore the inward; Veronika is forced inward before
she can re-entre life with a different consciousness.
The central thesis of this paper is that these two
(Contrastive) journeys serve Coelho's purpose of
challenging the assumption of spiritual freedom as it
centers in the withdrawal from the world. Rather it is
the beginning of spiritual awareness as a person
becomes able to make a conscious decision about
his/her life. In this way, liberation isn't easy "getting
away" or getting rich with material gain. It's about
being more whole with your potentials, fears,
intentions and obligations.

Objectives of the Study

The primary objective of this study is to examine
how The Alchemist and Veronika Decides to Die
represent spiritual consciousness as a process of self-
discovery and transformation. The paper particularly
considers how Santiago and Veronika move beyond
fear, inherited expectations, and self-imposed
limitations in order to develop a stronger sense of

purpose.

A second objective is to compare the forms taken by
spiritual awakening in the two novels. Santiago’s
development occurs through travel, encounters, risk,

and attention to signs, whereas Veronika’s
development is shaped by crisis, institutional
confinement, emotional vulnerability, and
confrontation ~with  mortality.  Placing these

trajectories side by side makes it possible to identify
both the differences in Coelho’s narrative strategies
and the philosophical continuity that connects them.

Finally, the study aims to consider Coelho’s
understanding of spirituality as an experiential and
personal phenomenon. The novel suggest that

meaning cannot simply be received from social
institutions or material achievements; it must also be
discovered through an individual’s relationship with
freedom, responsibility, desire, suffering, and
authenticity. This approach resonates with existential
and humanistic thinkers who locate human
development in conscious choice and the movement
towards a more integrated self (Sarter; Maslow;
Rogers; Frankl)

Research Questions

1. How do Santiago and Veronika develop spiritual
awareness through radically different kinds of
experience?

2. What role do fear, suffering, mortality, and
uncertainty play in their movement toward
liberation?

3. How do journey and crisis function as narrative
structures through which Coelho explores self-
realization and authenticity?

4. How far can the protagonists’ transformations be
understood through existentialist and humanistic
concepts of freedom, meaning, and self-
actualization?

Theoretical Framework

The analysis is mainly existentialist, based on
humanistic psychology and theoretic accounts of
mysticism/experience in a religious context. Such
classifications do not elide Coelho's novels into neat
pigeonholes or categories; they are only lenses
through which to view the same recurring themes of
freedom, meaning, identity and transcendence that
are explored in his novels.

It is important to existentialism because both
characters are clearly faced with existentialism—how
can they live meaningful lives when they are not
certain? Jean-Paul Sartre also emphasizes freedom,
choice and responsibility, and believes that the
choices people make make them the people they are
(Sartre). From a similar, but different, perspective,
Albert Camus writes on the conflict between the
human wish for meaning and a world that does not
provide it (Camus). In this context, Santiago's leaving
the life that was allotted to a shepherd and going to
pursue his dreams is more than a gesture of
adventurous spirit, it 1is an acceptance of
responsibility to make his own life. Veronika's
metamorphosis is a more complex process. Her first
sense of defending her own terms of being — effected
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by the choice of death, slowly gives way to the
recognition that life is also a choice. This crisis thus
requires highlighting the duality of passivity and self-
determination (Coelho, Veronika; Sartre).

A second very important framework is humanistic
psychology. Abraham Maslow's concept of self-
actualization focuses on the growth of human
potential, whereas C.R. Rogers' view of growth is in
terms of being more congruent with one's
experienced self instead of living largely by others'
expectations (Maslow; Rogers). These thoughts
reveal the journey of the protagonists' disembedding
from “scripted” images of the self within their social
worlds. Santiago comes to realize that his identity is
not defined by his profession or the comfort of the
familiar, and that Veronika has had to curb desires,
emotions and even forms of spontaneity that are
imperative to her sense of being alive, in order to be
accepted as “normal” (Coelho, Alchemist; Coelho,
Veronika).

The talk also addresses Viktor Frankl's perspective on
the human quest for meaning. In bad times,
meaningful things can be produced, and attitude to
suffering can make all the difference, says Frankl
(Frankl). This view is valuable when reading the
novel as it doesn't idealize suffering, but rather pain
becomes a lens through which Veronika experiences
the mundane. Further evidence for holding this view
comes from William James and Mircea Eliade, both
of whom understood spirituality as a lived experience
that may cause a change in one's perception of reality
(James; Eliade). The question of the relationship
between conscious life and the deeper levels of the
psyche is another useful parallel for Coelho's constant
focus on the inward transformation (Jung).

Methodology

Adopted for the study is qualitative, interpretative
and comparative approach. Its main approach is a
close reading of the text, focusing on
characterization, symbolic imagery, the movement of
a story, dialogue, and transitions in the characters'
psychology or spiritual development. Both novels are
read concurrently and then treated separately so that
the differences between the ways of awakening can
be explored.

The analysis is also thematic — with questions of
destiny, fear, freedom, desire, mortality, authenticity
and self- realization followed through the narratives.

The desert, the journey, illness, madness and death
are not just plot devices, but codes or structures
through which Coelho externalizes states of
consciousness. It is not an empirical approach: it does
not attempt to measure the spirituality or
psychological change but rather to understand how
these experiences are given shape by means of
literary narrative.

Spiritual Journey and the Search for Meaning in
The Alchemist

It is Santiago's concept of the “Personal Legend”, his
vocation or purpose, that lies at the heart of The
Alchemist. The idea of destiny is presented in a
language of destiny but not in the passive sense of
destiny. Now, Santiago must decide what to do about
what he feels is his calling. The importance of his
journey is that it allows for the possibility of a
meaningful life, but it can only be realized when the
individual takes the risks of pursuing it (Coelho,
Alchemist). This focus makes the novel especially
suited to an existential interpretation of freedom and
responsibility (Sartre).

Santiago's journey from familiarity towards the
unknown is also one towards a different concept of
security, that of being inherited. Being a shepherder
makes him feel comfortable, independent, but not
without his doubts that there is something else still to
be explored. Throughout the novel, fear battles with
desire. Safarding the familiar, Santiago is thrown into
a state of uncertainty, a place where the only means
of discovery are strangers, setbacks, chance meetings,
and his own failures. The process is similar to the
humanistic movement to an idea of self-development
growth is a process by which the individual is willing
to encounter experiences that are different from an
existing identity (Maslow; Rogers).

Predicting and intuition are some of the most unique
aspects of the novel. Santiago slowly gets to
understand the meaning of his environment. The
language of signs is not only a supernatural medium,
but also a medium for enacting a change of
consciousness. He starts to gain a new sensitivity for
experience and a new dependence on abstract
certainty. In listening, observing and trusting, his
spiritual awareness grows. Thus, The Alchemist's
universe may be read as a symbolic code—Iliving in a
way that Coelho suggests a more expansive notion of
relationality can be experienced between the
individual and the world. The person is not an
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isolated entity but is instead referred to as a part of a
pattern which cannot be mechanically controlled, but
must rather be perceived (Coelho, Alchemist; James).

This change is coming through the desert. It is a
physical space that is a danger, distance, and
uncertainty, while as a symbolic space, it is a silence
for reflection. Santiago's journey through the desert
takes away some of the mundane that allows one to
feel an identity that is stable. He has to face loss,
violence and failure, and each such encounter makes
his courage more of an understanding. The desert
becomes an introspecting threshold and a landscape.
The empty places begin to be spiritually productive
in forcing attention to what is not what one can take
or face at present.

This process also muddies the waters when it comes
to the novel's supposed focus on treasure. The novel
starts with Santiago as a focus on material goal but
eventually shifts to a focus on transformation. The
last finding is important as the physical object is less
important than the knowledge that Santiago gains of
himself. He has come back round and round to where
he left off, outward journey for learning the fresh
sighting of the familiar, means inward change.
Liberation is not a repudiation of the world for a
purely spiritual life, therefore. It means coming back
to the world with a different perspective of yourself
in the world, Coelho, Alchemist.

Crisis, Mortality, and Inner
Veronika Decides to Die

Awakening in

The journey to spiritual awakening that Veronika
Decides to Die explores is not one of questing, but
rather one of crisis. Similarly, at the beginning of the
novel, Veronika feels that life is lacking in purpose
and meaning. In a sense, her attempt at suicide is the
culmination of her consciousness detaching itself
from possibility — once there seems to be no future,
there is no future. Coelho uses this crisis as a catalyst
for the greater story of the novel on the question of
what it means to be alive (Coelho, Veronika).

The opposite of death is awareness, and Veronika's
awareness of death makes her more conscious about
life. When she feels her time is running out, events
that were once routine come alive. Wisdom of desire,
music, touch, conversation and fear in a new light.
This shift accounts for the importance of finding a
new meaning to life because, as Frankl explains,
meaning is not created by suffering being removed

from life, but by a change in orientation to life.
Coelho's intent here is not to say that suffering itself
is good. Instead, the experience of limitation reveals
the contingency of life-as-lived, and thus makes
Veronika aware of just how little of life he or she has
selected for herself.

The setting of Villete also has a certain importance as
it is the groundling of social concepts of normality.
Veronika meets others whose behavior is different
from what is expected, but slowly she questions what
she assumes to be standards of health when everyone
turns to be conformist. The structure then brings
about an ambiance that, counter intuitively, allows for
other means of self-expression. Her encounters with
other tenants enable her to understand how it is
possible that she is suppressing herself all the time in
order to be socially acceptable (Coelho, Veronika).
This is an especially salient point of Rogers's
congruence: growth involves shift from the
performance of an externally-approved identity
toward greater authenticity in one's felt feelings
and/or desires (Rogers).

For Veronika, this is a psychological and spiritual
development of her awareness. She starts to realise
that life can be messy, socially unacceptable and
painful without being meaningful. The essential
move that occurs is the one from suffering to
participation. She is growing more ready to
experience feeling, to feel desire, and to embrace
uncertainty. Her freedom therefore lies in a deeper
spiritual relationship to life. The mere prospect of
dying is not the easy solution to her problem, it
upends the question first. Rather than whatever it
may be to live life, Veronika starts pondering about
living life in a deliberate way.

Journey and Crisis: A Comparative Reading

The most obvious link between the two novels
emerges when journey and crisis are read as
dislocations in the form of narratives. Santiago runs
out of the house himself, while Veronika is taken out
of the normal life by the repercussions of her suicide
attempt. One crosses geographical space; the other is
confined to an institutional space. But both are cut off
from known ways and the breaking open of that gap
can lead to a new consciousness. Coelho suggests
that change can start to occur when an individual can
no longer comfortably live in an old version of
himself / herself (Coelho, Alchemist; Coelho,
Veronika).
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The contrasts of their attitudes towards uncertainty
are particularly striking. Santiago experiences
uncertainty as a space of signs and possibilities,
accepting it as a way of life. Santiago embraces
uncertainty as a way of life, an area of signs and
possibilities. Veronika has discovered how to live
with uncertainty, she accepts that life is not a
controlled predictable life. In both, freedom is a
matter of giving up on the idea of "perfect security.
Existential thought will be helpful here because
freedom is not the absence of anxiety, it's a form of
anxiety that makes itself visible (Sartre).

They are also differently represented in the novels in
terms of suffering. The tribulations of Santiago serve
as more of a test of his faith and patience while the
sufferings of Veronika are more psychological and
are inextricably linked with social pressure, desire
and mortality. Their narratives should not always be
boiled down to the same recipe. Coelho's better pitch
idea is the variety of the routes. There is no one type
of experience necessary for spiritual development. It
may occur at the time of an adventure, when
something has been lost, when confined in a space,
when you've fallen in love, when you are afraid, or in
reflective solitude.

There is however, a shared destination, namely
authenticity. Santiago has to choose to live his life in
a way that matches his life purpose instead of his
own commonly perceived safe way of living.
Veronika has to learn that nothing is worthwhile if
what is required to be “normal” is to keep aside one's
real emotional life. This common trend of striving to
become a more integrated self can be partially
explained by Maslow's understanding of the concept
of self-actualization, and with Rogers' focus on the
concept of being authentic. This is a common drive
toward a more integrated self, which can be partially
explained by Maslow's understanding of the concept
of self-actualization and Rogers' focus on the concept
of being authentic. In this comparative reading,
spirituality is thus an integral part of the moral
question of what life can be like.

Spirituality, Mysticism, and the Human Search for
Meaning

Coelho's conception of spiritual is unique as it
oscillates between psychological and mystical. In The
Alchemist, the world seems to be alive with signa,
and Santiago's consciousness grows as he learns to
see links between individuals, with nature, desire and

destiny. In Veronika Decides to Die, the message on
spirituality is not as overtly mystical but rather more
aligned with death, emotional intensity and recovery
of presence. The novels have together demonstrated
that spirituality might be found in a changed state of
attention, instead of relying on a formal established
religious structure.

This way of thinking can be related to William James'
work on the element of religious experience, one that
is lived and felt, rather than only defined by a
doctrine. James interprets these moments of
transformation as parts of an individual's inner
journey and lives, and in that vein, Coelho's
frequently repeated emphasis on intuition, realization,
and personal encounter over abstract theology helps
to explain how they come to be such important
elements in her, the intensity of which seems to vary
from one work to the next. Why these experiences are
significant, and how they come to be, is made easier
to understand because Coelho repeatedly emphasizes
intuition, realization, and personal encounter over
abstract theology, an emphasis which seems to
become more intense at times than at others,
depending on the work. Eliade's separation of sacred
and profane experience is also suggestive: something
that seems mundane becomes meaningful when the
person sees it as a part of a greater flow of
significance (Eliade).

Coelho's fiction, meanwhile, does not fall victim to
the rejection of rationality. Instead, intuition is
suggested as another way of knowing which is
relevant in cases where the categories do not suffice.
This relation is helpful in drawing a parallel between
the interest in symbols and in the deeper layers of the
psyche, which are repeated throughout the novels
(Jung). If these mystical, psychological, and
existential currents run through Coelho's writing,
then they interact: By looking for something bigger,
you are looking for something more complete within
yourself.

Freedom, Authenticity, and Liberation

Liberation is one of the most salient common themes
in the two novels. No one is freed by power or money
— not Santiago, not Veronika. Rather, liberation
happens when the actors in the story are not so much
constrained by fear and imposed upon by the others.
The humanistic tradition explains why human
freedom can be seen as a movement towards a more
complete and integrated self, and Sartre's focus on

Njoar.com

A AT
S Nimbus



Nimbus: Journal of Academic Research

E-ISSN:

freedom helps to cast this movement as an act of
responsibility for one's choices.

Santiago's freedom can be seen in his willingness to
risk the unknown, to go onward even in the face of
doubt. He implies that this is how to live a
meaningful life: by taking risks, staying within the
confines of safety can be itself a form of
imprisonment. It is more internal freedom that
Veronika has. She finds that for much of her life she
has judged herself against a social notion of
normality, and has had to repress parts of herself that
don't fit it. She first wakes up to the norm when she
doubts it and lets herself be open to life in a way that
does not always consist of living up to others'
expectations (Coelho, Veronika).

Both two protagonists then represent the same moral
principle: freedom means living or nothing else. But,
you can't just have the potential of choice — you have
to actually have it. In addition to the choices, there is
the uncertainty, the responsibility, and the emotional
vulnerability that goes hand-in-hand with a choice.
This is the place where Coelho's spirituality is
invaluable as it connects inner awakening with daily
living. Self-knowledge is not just about reaching a
decision in one's mind, it's about transforming how
one lives.

Conclusion

By comparing and contrasting The Alchemist and
Veronika Decides to Die, it can be seen that Paulo
Coehlo portrays spiritual consciousness as a state of
becoming, not a state of possession. Santiago and
Veronika reach awakening at different points of their
story, and both are forced to deal with moments of
fear and uncertainty as well as defined notions of a
valuable life passed down to them. Santiago's journey
is external, while Veronika's is internal, as both come
to realize that the need to die has been subconscious
as they seek the means to live more fully, both are
searching for something that becomes a metaphor for
their journey of self-discovery (Coelho, Alchemist;
Coelho, Veronika).

That comparison is enriched by the theoretical
frameworks employed in the present study. Sartre
begs the issue of choice and responsibility, Maslow
puts the focus on self-realization and authenticity,
Frankl emphasizes the human search for meaning
even in the face of adversity, and James, Eliade, and
Jung help center the experience and symbolization of

one's spirituality. The frameworks do not attempt to
"illustrate" Coelho's fiction in a philosophical sense,
but do provide a set of ideas that communicate the
intellectual concerns that spur the protagonists'
transformations.

Finally, the two novels propose that freedom from
suffering isn't found in being free of the world or in
killing all suffering. The initial step is an awakening
of awareness: awareness of desires and questioning
constraining expectations, uncertainty and engaging
more directly in life. Santiago learns to trust in the
journey; Veronika learns to appreciate the life that she
had come to feel was closed off to possibility. In both
instances’ spirituality goes hand in hand with
authenticity. His main message here, however, is not
just “dream big,” but “live with increased
attentiveness, responsibility and courage”. When life
is not lived purely on fear or convention, Spiritual
freedom begins to occur when one experiences
oneself in conscious encounter with his/her
possibilities.
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