
 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250346905 Volume 7, Issue 3, May-June 2025 1 

 

Threads of Self and System: Exploring Paulo 

Coelho’s Novels through Bowen Family Systems 

Theory 
 

Mrs. Anjala Surya 
 

Research Scholar (PT), Department of English, Government Arts College- Coimbatore. 

 

ABSTACT 

Paulo Coelho’s novels Brida, The Zahir, Eleven Minutes, Adultery, By the River Piedra I Sat Down and 

Wept, and The Witch of Portobello discover the complex between self-discovery and human connection. 

Each protagonist embarks on a deeply personal journey, seeking meaning, love, and authenticity while 

navigating the powerful influences of relationships and societal expectations. These narratives resonate 

strongly with Bowen Family Systems Theory, which views individuals as inseparable from the emotional 

systems that shape their lives. For instance, Brida’s spiritual quest is profoundly affected by her mentors 

and romantic relationships, reflecting Bowen’s idea that growth happens within the context of close 

emotional ties. In The Zahir, the narrator’s fixation on a lost love exposes the ways unresolved attachments 

can dominate our thoughts and behaviours, echoing Bowen’s concepts of emotional reactivity and 

differentiation of self. Maria in Eleven Minutes and the protagonists of Adultery and By the River Piedra 

I Sat Down and Wept confront internal conflicts and societal pressures, mirroring the tension between 

individuality and togetherness central to Bowen’s theory. Athena in The Witch of Portobello embodies the 

courage to break free from group norms in pursuit of authenticity. Collectively, Coelho’s works illustrate 

how personal transformation is intertwined with our emotional bonds, emphasizing that true self-

understanding and fulfilment emerge not in isolation, but through the ongoing negotiation of our place 

within the web of human relationships. 

 

Keywords: Self-discovery, Relationships, Emotional systems, Authenticity Bowen Theory, 
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This writing aims to explore how themes of self-discovery and emotional connection are woven through 

Paulo Coelho’s novels, using Bowen Family Systems Theory as a framework. The intention is to highlight 

how characters’ personal growth is influenced by their relationships and emotional environments. This 

approach offers a deeper understanding of both the literary works and the dynamics of human behaviour 

within social systems. 

Paulo Coelho’s novels have captivated millions by weaving together universal themes of self-discovery, 

transformation, and the search for authenticity. His characters, from Santiago in The Alchemist to Brida 

and Athena, embark on journeys that are as much about internal change as they are about external 

adventure. These journeys are not undertaken in isolation; rather, they are shaped by the structure of 

relationships and emotional systems that surround each protagonist. This paper explores how Coelho’s 
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narratives illuminate the dynamics of self-discovery, relationships, and transformation, using the lens of 

Bowen Family Systems Theory to deepen our understanding of his literary universe. 

 

Self-Discovery: The Heart of Coelho’s Narratives 

At the core of Coelho’s storytelling is the motif of self-discovery. In The Alchemist, Santiago’s journey is 

not merely a physical trek across the desert but a symbolic quest for his “Personal Legend” his true purpose 

in life. Through a series of encounters and challenges, Santiago learns to listen to his heart, trust in omens, 

and ultimately realize that the treasure he seeks lies within himself. This theme is echoed in Brida, where 

the protagonist’s spiritual journey is a process of uncovering her own path, guided by intuition and 

reflection on past experiences. 

Coelho’s approach to self-discovery is deeply humanistic. His characters are not passive recipients of fate 

but active seekers, driven by curiosity and a longing for meaning. The process of self-discovery is depicted 

as both exhilarating and fraught with uncertainty, requiring courage to confront fears, question 

assumptions, and embrace vulnerability. This aligns with the diagnostic analysis model, which explores 

deeper themes of personal growth and self-realization through introspection and life experiences. 

 

Associations: The Structure That Shapes Identity 

While self-discovery is central, Coelho’s novels emphasize that personal growth occurs within the context 

of relationships. Santiago’s journey, for example, is enriched and challenged by his interactions with 

Melchizedek, the Englishman, Fatima, and the Alchemist. Each character serves as a mirror, reflecting 

aspects of Santiago’s own fears, hopes, and potential. Fatima, in particular, embodies the tension between 

love and the pursuit of one’s destiny, highlighting the sacrifices and choices required to remain true to 

some. 

In Brida, relationships with mentors and loved ones are essential to the protagonist’s spiritual 

development. The guidance she receives, as well as the doubts and conflicts that arise, propel her forward 

on her path. Coelho’s depiction of relationships is nuanced; they are sources of support and inspiration but 

also of challenge and conflict. Through these dynamics, his characters learn to differentiate themselves, a 

concept central to Bowen Theory. 

 

Emotional Systems: The Invisible Forces 

Bowen Family Systems Theory posits that individuals are inseparable from the emotional systems 

particularly families in which they are embedded. Coelho’s novels, though not explicitly about families, 

vividly illustrate how emotional systems influence behaviour, choices, and self-concept. The anxieties, 

expectations, and patterns that arise in relationships whether familial, romantic, or communal serve as 

both obstacles and catalysts for growth. 

Aimed at occurrence, in The Zahir, the protagonist’s obsession with a lost love reveals the powerful grip 

of unresolved emotional attachments. His journey toward liberation involves not only understanding his 

own desires but also recognizing the emotional patterns that keep him trapped. Similarly, Adultery explores 

the consequences of emotional distance and the longing for authenticity, portraying how individuals 

sometimes act out when they feel disconnected from themselves and those they love. Coelho’s characters 

often grapple with the need to balance individuality and connection a tension that Bowen Theory identifies 

as central to human experience. The process of differentiation, or developing a strong sense of self while 

remaining connected to others, is dramatized through the protagonists’ struggles and victories. 
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Authenticity: The Courage to Be Oneself 

Authenticity is a repeated theme in Coelho’s work. His protagonists are repeatedly faced with choices that 

test their ability to remain true to themselves. In The Witch of Portobello, Athena’s journey is one of 

embracing her unique gifts and spiritual calling, even when it means defying social norms and risking 

rejection. Her story exemplifies the courage required to claim one’s identity in the face of external 

pressures. 

Coelho suggests that authenticity is not a static state but an ongoing process of self-exploration and 

renewal. It involves listening to one’s inner voice, questioning inherited beliefs, and making choices that 

reflect one’s deepest values. This resonates with Bowen Theory’s emphasis on the importance of self-

definition and the dangers of emotional fusion, where individuals lose themselves in the expectations of 

others. 

 

Bowen Theory: A Framework for Understanding Coelho’s Characters 

Bowen Family Systems Theory provides a valuable framework for analysing the emotional and relational 

dynamics in Coelho’s novels. The theory’s core concepts such as differentiation of self, emotional 

triangles, and the multigenerational transmission process illuminate the ways in which Coelho’s characters 

navigate the complexities of identity and connection. 

• Differentiation of Self: Coelho’s protagonists strive to develop a clear sense of self while remaining 

emotionally connected to others. This is evident in Santiago’s decision to pursue his Personal Legend 

despite the pull of love and security, and in Brida’s quest for spiritual fulfilment amid competing 

loyalties. 

• Emotional Triangles: The novels frequently depict situations where characters are caught in 

emotional triangles complex relational patterns that arise when anxiety is displaced onto a third party. 

These triangles can be seen in the tensions between Santiago, Fatima, and his quest, or between 

Athena, her family, and her spiritual community. 

• Multigenerational Transmission: Though less explicit, Coelho’s stories often hint at the influence of 

past generations and inherited patterns. Characters are shaped by the values, fears, and dreams of those 

who came before them, and part of their journey involves breaking free from these legacies to forge 

their own path. 

 

Transformation: The Journey’s Culmination and Commencement 

Transformation in Coelho’s novels is both an outcome and a process. The journeys undertaken by his 

characters lead to profound changes in self-understanding, relationships, and worldview. However, 

transformation is not depicted as a final destination but as a continual unfolding a series of awakenings 

and renewals. In By the River Piedra I Sat Down and Wept, Pilar’s spiritual awakening is portrayed as a 

return to her true self, made possible by confronting old wounds and embracing vulnerability. The process 

of transformation is facilitated by relationships but ultimately requires an inward turn a willingness to face 

one’s fears and embrace the unknown. 

Coelho’s narratives suggest that true transformation involves integrating the lessons of the journey, 

reconciling the demands of self and system, and finding meaning in both solitude and connection. The 

wisdom gained is not only personal but also relational, enriching the lives of others and contributing to 

the larger emotional system. 
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Future Study: Transformation in Paulo Coelho’s Novels through Bowen Theory 

Paulo Coelho’s novels continue to resonate across cultures because they capture the universal pressure 

between the search for self and the pull of relationships, set within the invisible architecture of emotional 

systems. As explored, works like Brida, The Zahir, Eleven Minutes, Adultery, By the River Piedra I Sat 

Down and Wept, and The Witch of Portobello each graph a protagonist’s journey toward authenticity and 

meaning, but always in relation to the people and emotional landscapes that surround them. These stories 

show that transformation is rarely a solitary act; it emerges from the dynamic interplay between the 

individual and the collective, between self-assertion and emotional connection. 

Bowen Family Systems Theory provides a rich framework for understanding these journeys. The theory’s 

emphasis on differentiation of self, emotional triangles, and the transmission of patterns across generations 

offers a language for what Coelho’s characters experience: the challenge of remaining true to oneself 

without severing vital relational bonds. In Brida, for instance, the protagonist’s spiritual awakening is 

shaped by her mentors and her struggle to balance the desire for love with the pursuit of knowledge (p. 3-

5). In The Alchemist, Santiago’s quest is as much about learning to listen to his heart as it is about 

navigating the expectations and anxieties of those around him (p. 199; 7, p. 2-4). These protagonists must 

negotiate the pressure between individuality and togetherness, a process that mirrors the journey toward 

differentiation described by Bowen. 

The theme of transformation central to both Coelho’s fiction and Bowen Theory is depicted as both a 

personal and a systemic process. Coelho’s use of symbols, such as alchemy in The Alchemist, reinforces 

the idea that true change involves a shift in consciousness, a movement from a lower to a higher state of 

being (p. 188-189). This transformation is not linear; it is cyclical, marked by setbacks, doubts, and 

renewed efforts, echoing the notion that growth is a lifelong odyssey rather than a single event (p. 5-7). 

The pursuit of a dream is a motif that transcends culture, age, and time. Few contemporary novels have 

captured this universal longing as vividly as Paulo Coelho’s *The Alchemist*. First published in 1988, the 

novel has inspired millions to reflect on their own aspirations and the transformative journey that follows 

when one dares to pursue a personal legend. Through the story of Santiago, a humble Andalusian shepherd, 

Coelho explores not only the pursuit of dreams but also the profound personal transformation that occurs 

along the way. This paper examines the process of following one’s dream in The Alchemist, drawing on 

psychological and literary frameworks, and considers future directions for research on the transformative 

power of dreams. 

 

The Dream as a Call to Transformation 

In The Alchemist, Santiago’s dream is both literal and metaphorical. He dreams of finding treasure at the 

Egyptian pyramids, but the journey soon takes on a deeper meaning. The treasure becomes a symbol for 

his “Personal Legend” Coelho’s term for one’s true calling or destiny (Coelho, 1993, p. 21). The novel 

opens with Santiago’s recurring dream and his decision to seek its meaning, setting in motion a journey 

that will test his courage, resilience, and faith. Coelho’s narrative suggests that every individual is born 

with a dream, a unique purpose that gives life meaning. The challenge, as the novel repeatedly emphasizes, 

is to listen to the heart and overcome the fears and obstacles that arise. As Melchizedek, the mysterious 

king, tells Santiago, “When you want something, all the universe conspires in helping you to achieve it” 

(Coelho, 1993, p. 22). This idea, both comforting and daunting, underpins the novel’s philosophy and 

serves as a rallying cry for dreamers everywhere. 
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The Journey: Obstacles, Helpers, and Inner Alchemy 

Santiago’s journey is marked by a series of trials and encounters that mirror the archetypal hero’s journey 

described by Joseph Campbell. He faces loss, betrayal, and disappointment, but also encounters mentors 

and allies who guide him. The Englishman introduces him to alchemy, the crystal merchant teaches him 

about regret, and The Alchemist himself becomes a spiritual guide. 

Each character Santiago meets represents a possible response to the call of a dream. The crystal merchant, 

for example, has longed to visit Mecca but has allowed fear and routine to keep him from acting (Coelho, 

1993, p. 58-61). His story serves as a cautionary tale, illustrating the cost of abandoning one’s dreams: 

stagnation, regret, and unfulfilled potential. In contrast, The Alchemist embodies the wisdom and courage 

required to pursue transformation, teaching Santiago that “when we strive to become better than we are, 

everything around us becomes better, too” (Coelho, 1993, p. 150). 

 

The Role of Faith and Intuition 

A key theme in The Alchemist, is the importance of faith: faith in oneself, in the dream, and in the 

mysterious forces that guide the journey. Santiago learns to read the “Language of the World,” to trust 

omens, and to listen to his heart (Coelho, 1993, p. 87-89). This emphasis on intuition and spiritual guidance 

aligns with Coelho’s broader philosophy, evident in his other works, that the universe communicates with 

those who are open and attentive. 

Faith, however, is not blind. Santiago’s journey is marked by moments of doubt and despair. He questions 

whether the treasure is real, whether he is foolish to continue, and whether he should abandon his quest 

for the comfort of love or security. These moments of uncertainty are crucial, for they force Santiago and 

by extension, the reader to confront the true cost of following a dream. Coelho suggests that faith is not 

the absence of doubt, but the willingness to move forward despite it. The Alchemist tells Santiago, “People 

learn, early in their lives, what is their reason for being. Maybe that’s why they give up on it so early, too. 

But that’s the way it is” (Coelho, 1993, p. 21). 

 

The Transformative Power of Pursuing a Dream 

The story of Santiago is, in many ways, the story of every person who has dared to listen to their heart and 

pursue a dream. The journey is rarely straightforward; it is marked by uncertainty, sacrifice, and 

transformation. Yet, as Coelho reminds us, the pursuit itself is what gives life meaning. The real treasure 

is the wisdom, courage, and self-knowledge he gains along the way. This message resonates with readers 

because it affirms the value of the journey, regardless of the outcome. 

 

In Decision 

Paulo Coelho’s offers a timeless meditation on the pursuit of dreams. Through the story of Santiago, the 

novel invites readers to reflect on their own aspirations, confront their fears, and embark on the journey 

toward self-discovery. The process is not easy, but it is profoundly rewarding. As research continues to 

explore the psychological and social impact of transformational narratives, stands as a testament to the 

enduring power of following one’s dream. 

For the future, several avenues for research and hypothesis emerge from this intersection of literature and 

psychological theory. One promising direction is the empirical study of how readers experience personal 

transformation through engagement with Coelho’s novels. Do these stories merely inspire reflection, or 

do they catalyse real change in beliefs, behaviours, or emotional patterns? This line of inquiry could draw 
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on qualitative interviews, reader diaries, or even longitudinal studies tracking shifts in self-concept and 

relational dynamics over time. 

Another hypothesis worth exploring is the role of narrative in facilitating differentiation of self. Bowen 

Theory posits that individuals grow by clarifying their own values and beliefs while remaining connected 

to others. Coelho’s novels, with their emphasis on internal dialogue, dreams, and symbolic journeys, may 

serve as a kind of where readers can safely explore the boundaries between self and system. Future 

research could investigate whether repeated exposure to such narratives enhances readers’ capacity for 

self-definition and resilience within their own emotional systems. 

Paulo Coelho’s novels, viewed through the crystalline lens of Bowen Family Systems Theory, opens a 

fertile field for interdisciplinary research. These stories remind us that the journey toward authenticity and 

fulfilment is not only a matter of individual will, but also a negotiation with the emotional systems that 

shape who we are and who we might become. As readers and researchers, we are invited to continue this 

exploration, seeking not only to understand Coelho’s characters, but to reflect on our own place within the 

ever-evolving tapestry of human connection and transformation. 
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