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Abstract 

This essay explores the application of zoomorphism and anthropomorphism in Yann 

Martel’s novel Life of Pi. The novel, rather than being a mere shipwreck-narrative or a 

miraculous tale with religious overtones, is also a story about the complicated and 

perhaps inevitably divided relationship between humans and animals. This essay 

introduces the fields of ecocriticism and animal studies and defines anthropomorphism 

and zoomorphism in the context of literary criticism. The essay goes on to discuss the 

layers of meaning behind the names and naming of the two main characters using 

Burke’s rhetoric of identification, analyses the anthropomorphism and religiosity in the 

novel’s two stories, and analyses the two accepted readings of the novel from a 

zoomorphic perspective. The essay looks at the human-animal divide and its problems 

in literature, going into Derrida’s animal philosophy to provide a counterpoint to a view 

derived from Cartesian dualism. In a straight reading of the novel, the first story is 

regarded as metaphoric while the second story is regarded as literal. There is an 

alternative reading where it is left to the reader to decide which story is true, but this 

essay argues that this reading negates a metaphoric interpretation of either story and 

therefore dismisses the straight reading. Instead, this essay proposes a third, zoomorphic 

reading, fully compatible with the straight reading, where anthropomorphism is 

employed to externalize human actions onto animals, but where zoomorphism is 

employed to project animals onto humans in order to externalize their cannibalism. In 

the zoomorphic reading, both stories are interpreted as vehicles of projection while 

avoiding the logical pitfall of the alternative reading. 
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Introduction 
Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is mainly a shipwreck narrative, but it is also “an extraordinary 

literary experience with ambitious philosophical content” (Burns 167). Introduced with 

an author’s note, it is a story within a story, where the narrative and the question of 

truth collide in speculation. The main part takes place in the 1970’s where sixteen-year-

old Pi and his family, who own a zoo, become shipwrecked on their move from India to 

Canada. The boy is the only human survivor, finding himself aboard a lifeboat with a 

wounded zebra, a hyena, an orangutan, and a tiger with a human name. “I awoke to 

the reality of Richard Parker” (Martel 147). Pi is forced to witness the predator’s 

carnivorous nature as it kills the other animals and finally faces Pi himself. Is it possible 

to survive on a lifeboat for 227 days with a fully-grown Bengal tiger? The reader’s 

acceptance of this psychologically and practically unlikely situation, even as the 

mismatched pair settle in a truce of mutual necessity, is tested further when the narrator, 

at the end of the novel, offers a completely different version of the story, one without 

animals. When Pi arrives at the coast of Mexico, his account of his survival is rejected as 

too fantastic and he is asked by Japanese investigators to provide a more credible 

version. He then tells them a more easily believed version of events, which replaces the 

animals (the zebra, the orangutan, the hyena and the tiger) of the first story with humans 

(a sailor, Pi’s mother, the cook and himself) who, just like the animals, will eventually kill 

and eat each other to survive. This account is perceived as more gruesome, but also 

more plausible. The two stories share the same beginning, the ship leaving India, and 

the same ending, a sole survivor, Pi, as the only witness to what really happened.  

 

The novel, told by a first-person narrator, has been analyzed from religious, ecocritical, 

postmodern, narratological, and psychological viewpoint. From a theological view (for 

example, see Stephens, Bolton, Kuriakose, Crothers Dilley), it has explored the validity 

of the author’s promise that “this story will make you believe in God” (Martel, Author’s 

note, X). For example, Whitney Crothers Dilley states that this “true story” is instigated 

by a failed writer who experiences a “spiritual death” (182) and the metaphysical puzzle 

of the story is solved through Pi finding the meaning of life in the tiger who is an 

epitome of God. Life of Pi has also been analyzed from an anthropomorphic perspective 

(for example, see Huggan and Tiffin, McFarland, Cole, Bartosch), which is the point of 
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view used in this essay. Stewart Cole compares the true versus the aesthetic value of Pi’s 

story and uses anthropomorphism in comparison to religion as they both deal with the 

same issue: “The obsession to put ourselves at the center of everything is the bane not 

only of theologians but also of zoologists” (Martel, 31). Cole concludes that the need to 

interpret rather than just seeing the phenomenal world allows us to put ourselves at the 

center of it. Roman Bartosch explores the narrative way of engaging with literary 

anthropomorphism by looking at Pi’s “imagined human-animal communities” as an 

“attempt to overcome the human-animal divide by anthropomorphizing animals or 

zoomorphizing humans” (203). By distinguishing the claims that humans either are 

animals or are radically different from animals, he deduces that anthropomorphizing 

the animal “other” is considered a moral and intellectual term of reproach. In a straight 

reading of the novel, the first story is regarded as metaphoric while the second story is 

regarded as literal. There is an alternative reading where it is left to the reader to decide 

which story is true, but this essay argues that this reading negates a metaphoric 

interpretation of either story, therefore dismissing the straight reading. Instead, I 

propose a third, zoomorphic reading, fully compatible with the straight reading, where 

anthropomorphism is employed to externalize human actions onto animals, but where 

zoomorphism is employed to project animals onto humans in order to externalize their 

cannibalism. In the zoomorphic reading, both stories are interpreted as vehicles of 

projection while avoiding the logical pitfall of the alternative reading. 

 

Chapter one of this essay introduces animal studies as a part of ecocriticism and 

demonstrates how an anthropocenic perspective is applicable to Life of Pi. Chapter two 

introduces and defines anthropomorphism and zoomorphism in the context of literary 

criticism, to examine the human-animal communities in Life of Pi. Chapter three 

examines the layers of meaning behind the names and naming of the main characters. 

Chapter four develops an analysis of anthropomorphism and religiosity in the two 

stories of the novel. Chapter five analyses the structure of the novel and proposes a new 

zoomorphic reading. Chapter six contains the conclusion.  
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Chapter 1. Ecocriticism and animal studies  
The main purpose of ecocriticism in literature is to move away from using nature as a 

background for storytelling, even if it is not possible to fully conceptualize it. As we are 

currently embedded in the Anthropocene where human activities have re-shaped many 

of earth’s systems to the point of irreversibility, a new criticism has emerged. Around the 

millennial shift, an ecological turn in literary studies emerged as a part of the 

environmental humanities, crossing the ‘great divide’ between natural sciences and the 

humanities. Towards the end of the twentieth century, Cold War Criticism died, and 

Global Warming Criticism was born (Rigby & Rigby157). While the criticism that has 

dominated previous decades has been mainly from a human perspective, ecocriticism 

focuses on the dynamic interrelationship between culture and environment, recognizing 

both human and nonhuman interests, agency and communicative capacity. The 

modern constitution has created two entirely distinct ontological zones with humans in 

one and nonhumans in the other, putting human existence in a superior world order. 

These zones become painfully clear when looking at natural disasters, which are actually 

eco-catastrophes as they occur from a nexus where environment, society and technology 

come together (Rigby 3). There is no doubt that our choices with regard to 

technological development affect the climate and therefore our own habitat, as well as 

the habitats of our fellow earthlings. The natural phenomenon of weather is 

anthropogenically linked to climate change and since nature and culture are inextricably 

intertwined, we need put them into a new context that sustains both. The aim of 

ecocriticism is to uncover the anthropocentric features of man’s view of the earth and 

the environment. Literature-oriented ecocriticism illuminates how ethical problems 

relating to the natural world are depicted in literature (Heise 503), where such messages 

are interpreted and reinterpreted. In Life of Pi, the extraordinary circumstances of his 

journey allow Pi to rediscover and reconnect with both animal and nature. 

 

Animal studies is an interdisciplinary field which, in the context of literature studies, 

looks at how animals are depicted in literature. Animal studies also investigate 

similarities in relationships between humans and between human and nonhuman 

animals. Since human and nonhuman animals face similar evolutionary pressures, they 

share basic life goals and challenges, such as mating, protecting their offspring and 
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finding sustenance. There is compelling evidence that animals are conscious, this has for 

example been explored in the field of evolutionary psychology (Pinker 76). According to 

animal philosopher Peter Singer, humans have a special role amongst animals: because 

of our highly developed self-reflective capacity, humans are able to analyze their own 

behavior and evaluate their actions which therefore are a product not only of unaware 

instincts and intuitions but also of conscious decisions. Therefore, humans are the 

decisive creators of relationships between humans and nonhuman animals. These 

relationships range from love and admiration to protection and fear, but also allow the 

killing, harvest and exploitation of nonhuman animals. The nature of human-animal 

relationships stems from both cultural and species-specific relations, and occasionally 

culminates in bigotry. “Since justice demands only that we treat equals equally, unequal 

treatment of humans and nonhumans cannot be an injustice” (Singer 238). That one 

sentient being can kill and eat another is the natural cruelty that humans ascribe to 

animals, but the fact that they are capable to commit these acts is proof that they too are 

animals. It is therefore part of both nonhuman animal and human animal nature to go 

to extremes when faced with life-or-death dilemmas. Animal philosophy has recently 

emerged as field of literary science where it investigates the human-animal divide, 

between psychology, ethnology and philosophy. Nonhuman animals and animals are 

widely accepted as sentient beings and although it is a matter of debate how far the 

animal capacity to think reaches, much scientific research has been aimed at the area of 

nonhuman intelligence, and in some cases has provided strong evidence of dolphins, 

crows and apes possessing previously unimagined levels of cognitive capabilities (Pinker 

14). The more we learn about animals, the more we discover that they are not, as it has 

been claimed, deprived of language, but are communicating in ways that we are only 

just beginning to discover. Historically, Descartes is credited with formalizing the 

distinction between humans and animals, seeing the latter as lacking a soul and 

therefore being mere matter (automata). From his philosophy stems the notion of 

Cartesian duality, which removes animals from the human sphere of ethical 

consideration and gives supremacy to reason (Safina 2). Despite this, the conflict 

between Cartesianism and Empiricism continues to this day. Nowhere is this as obvious 

as in Derrida’s extensive work on the question of the “animal”1, where he concludes that 

                                                
1 “The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)” is a foundational text in animal studies and Jacques Derrida’s 
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such categorization is an historical root of our violence toward these beings, culminating 

in today's massive industrial usage, which he deemed genocidal. According to Cary 

Wolfe, humans have historically withheld the question of ethical treatment of 

nonhuman animals and instead regarded speciesism as an “institution that would 

require … the sacrifice of the animal and the animalistic” in order to maintain “that 

fantasy figure called ‘the human’” (Castricano 2). In Animal Liberation, Singer claims that 

humans are the only animals which kills for pleasure: 

 

We have always liked to think ourselves less savage than the other animals. To 
say that a person is “humane” is to say that he is kind; to say that he is “a beast”, 
“brutal”, or simply that he behaves “like an animal” is to suggest that he is cruel 
and nasty. We rarely stop to consider that the animal that kills with the least 
reason to do so is the human animal. (235) 

 

Singer points out that no other animal is as callous as the human animal, imputing 

cruelty onto animals whilst not recognizing their own cruelty. It is arguable if animals 

really are as noble as Singer implies here, but he is making a moralistic point about 

intent that is somewhat applicable to The Life of Pi.  

 

The opening of the novel is a fairytale-like description of the animal encounters Pi has 

throughout a single day, presented as a “paradise on earth” (Martel 14), illustrating both 

the elegant and the playful side of nature. A zoo is a symbol for a contained wilderness 

(Watson 4), and the young boy is fascinated by the captive wildlife: “I have nothing but 

the fondest memories of growing up in a zoo” (14). Pi is also aware of the 

misconceptions people have about captured animals. “I know zoos are no longer in 

people’s good graces. Religion faces the same problem. Certain illusions about freedom 

plague them both” (19).  Jeffrey W. Robbins interprets these “certain illusions of 

freedom” as something people incorporate into their traditions in order to achieve “a 

greater knowledge of the other and a greater realization of our interrelatedness and 

interdependency” (Robbins 8). Regardless if the critique is against zoos or religion, the 

question of religious belief in Life of Pi is more about desire than truth.  Pi defends zoos 

as refuges from natural predators and diseases, he claims that animals in the wild are not 

                                                                                                                                          
most famous work on the subject of “the autobiographical animal”, the ontology of nonhuman animals, the ethics 
of slaughter and the difference between humans and other animals.  
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“happy” because they are “free”, they are not noble creatures that become “a shadow of 

itself, its spirit broken” in captivity (Martel 15). The unforgiving social hierarchy and the 

harsh circumstances that animals are exposed to in the wilderness, “where the supply of 

fear is high and the supply of food is low and where territory constantly must be 

defended” (16) foreshadow the challenges that Pi has to face as a castaway. 

 

From the perspective of animal studies, this novel deals primarily with the similarities 

and differences between human and nonhuman animals. Martel researched animal 

behavior and zoology2 in order to create believable characters and events. However, he 

uses them as plot devices and as antagonists from a purely anthropocentric perspective. 

In the novel, animals are either predator or prey and serve a purpose that has more to 

do with human needs and desires than their own. The relationships between humans 

and animals are part of a complex and traumatic psychological environment which 

drives the development of the protagonist. Inherent in this relationship is what the 

philosopher Walter Benjamin characterizes as our fear of being recognized by creatures 

uncomfortably similar to us. He deliberates on the subject: 

In an aversion to animals the predominant feeling is fear of being 
recognized by them through contact. The horror that stirs deep in man is 
an obscure awareness that in him something lives so akin to the animal 
that it might be recognized. (…) He may not deny his bestial relationship 
with animals, the invocation of which revolts him: he must make himself 
its master. (Benjamin 59)  

According to Benjamin, the more humans are detached from nature, and thereby from 

animals, the more they fear an encounter with them. He talks about “the paradox of the 

moral demand” (59) that forces man to overcome his fear through mastery of the 

animal. Pi does this by training the tiger but as he bends the tiger’s behavior to his will, 

he himself is also transformed. Benjamin does not mention the fact that animals also 

experience fear, but to Pi acknowledges the natural fear animals have for us:  

What you don’t realize is that we are strange and forbidding species to 
wild animals. We fill them with fear. They avoid us as much as possible. It 
took centuries to still the fear in some pliable animals – domestication it’s 
called – but most cannot get over their fear, and I doubt they ever will. 
(296, original italics) 

                                                
2 This fact is made clear in the novel, Martel spends several chapters on technical details relating to zoology and how 

to run a zoo (3, 5, 28, 61, 86). 
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There is an anthropocentric difference in positioning when shifting the animosities from 

human to nonhuman animal and shifting the “othering” of animals to acknowledge the 

effects of domestication.  

 

Chapter 2. Anthropomorphism and zoomorphism 
Anthropomorphism is the concept of projecting the human form onto animals. In this 

context, “form” can be literal of figurative, referring to anything from the shape of the 

body to subtle character traits or actions and feelings. Literary anthropomorphism is the 

application of an anthropomorphic viewpoint as a literary device, where it can be 

applied in either a pejorative or a complementary sense, often with the aim of teaching 

the reader something about humanity through nonhuman animals. It’s particularly 

common in children’s literature where famous examples include Lewis Carroll's Alice's 

Adventures in Wonderland, A.A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh, Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the 

Willows (Grahame) and Richard Adams’ Watership Down. In Life of Pi, 

anthropomorphism is applied through much of the novel, most obviously in that the first 

story is a reimagining of the events described in the second story (although it is 

narratively told the other way around).  

 

Roman Bartosch questions literary anthropomorphism and what he describes as 

human-animal communities, claiming that it is impossible to either categorize animals 

as humans or differ them from each other entirely (205). He sees Life of Pi as an attempt 

to overcome the human-animal divide by anthropomorphizing animals. The 

anthropomorphizing of the animal ‘Other’ is usually connotated as “a term of reproach, 

both moral and intellectual” (Bartosch 203). As anthropomorphizing animals is 

regarded a logical fallacy in science, it is a different case in literary studies. Bartosch 

refers here to John Ruskin (1856), who wrote about the ‘pathetic fallacy’ or ascribing 

human traits and objectives to the material world, plants, or animals. As it is human 

empathy, as well as fiction, that makes us understand animals, Bartosch finds a balance 

between said pathetic fallacy and downright rejection of communal ideas and argues 

that fiction “can point to ways to genuinely ‘think beyond ourselves’” (204). Instead of 
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decentering humans in favor of animals, or questioning what is real, this essay looks at 

the human-animal community and the concept of survival as an act of will. 

 

Zoomorphism is a broader concept than anthropomorphism, but in art and literary 

studies it can be understood as the projection of nonhuman animal form onto humans, 

or the imagining of humans as nonhuman animals. In human discourse this is actually 

quite common in the form of metaphoric statements such as the complimentary “he is a 

lion”, to denote courage, or in a pejorative sense like “she is catty”. A historical example 

of zoomorphism in art would be deities depicted in animal form in ancient Egyptian 

religion. However, Martel’s direct application of zoomorphism in this novel, where 

humans are reimagined as animals, is actually rare in literature. In the first story of the 

novel, the entire cast of humans, with the sole exception of Pi, are recast as animals. 

This is the most obvious example of zoomorphism in Life of Pi, although there are more 

subtle ones, such as the tiger having the name of its human capturer. Zoomorphism can 

be used as an explanatory philosophical model of our view of the human consciousness 

(Nanay 2). In Martel’s novel, Pi attempts to understand the mental states of the animals 

and attributes these mental states to himself, which assists him in the monumental task 

of getting along with the tiger and surviving. 

 

Human and nonhuman animals share the same brain and evolutionary background 

(Pinker 76), and by acknowledging these similarities, humans can assess the wellbeing of 

nonhuman animals. Carl Safina acknowledges that it is not considered scientific to 

simply conclude that animals are hungry because they hunt or are happy because they 

play. Feelings like happiness, in-group companionship or parent-offspring intimacy are 

not exclusive to humans, since the same evolutionary pressures shaped both ours and 

nonhuman animals’ psyches (Pinker 228). Another evidence of this is the fact that 

humans can use animals as a tool to teach concepts like respect and compassion, which 

are commonly seen as human-typical. Safina positions empathy on a scale where the 

first step, which he calls basic empathy, is the capability to feel what another being is 

feeling, which allows them to connect emotionally. The next step on Safina’s scale is the 

capability of understanding other beings’ emotions without having to feel them, which 

he defines as sympathy. Being able to act on sympathy, to do something to help another 
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deal with their emotions, is what he calls compassion and it constitutes the third step. 

Erica Fudge claims that us being both similar and different from animals is the most 

challenging problem we have. What we have in common, the need to socialize, form 

alliances, play, stay together forever, also separates us from them, as we do not 

understand them in the most basic mean of communication we own: language (Fudge 

117). We are drawn to what we like about animals, and ourselves, and we are scared of 

what we do not like, or understand, about animals.  

 

The distinction between anthropomorphism and zoomorphism can be challenging to 

see, because both concepts deal with the projection of form onto external subjects and 

the difference is entirely in perspective. When Pi imagines the sailor as a zebra, he is 

using zoomorphism to animalize the human, but when Pi projects his actions onto the 

tiger (as opposed to imagining himself as a tiger, which he never does), he uses 

anthropomorphism to humanize the animal. 

 

Chapter 3. Names and naming 
There are layers of meaning behind the names and naming of the two main characters. 

Richard Parker is a name with links to literature while Pi is a mathematical symbol. The 

tiger’s name is the result of a clerical error while the name of the human protagonist is a 

result of bullying. Thus, by blurring the lines between the names and the naming, 

Martel creates new associations between the protagonists, engendering a sense of the 

human-animal community.  

 

Literary critic Kenneth Burke is one of the most influential modern rhetorical theorists, 

he went beyond the traditional rhetoric of persuasion to new concepts and critical 

methods. Burke claims that the human being is “a symbol-using (symbol-making, 

symbol-misusing) animal” (16) but that intelligent creatures engage in identification to 

bridge alienation, or the inherent separateness between them. By applying the rhetoric 

of identification to the names of the main characters, the hierarchy between Pi and 

Richard Parker can be identified. According to Burke, humans form selves or identities 

through comparing themselves to other beings (51). Using Burke’s terminology, two 

beings can share substance by identifying, associating or allying. This concept is rooted 
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in Burke’s rhetoric of identification where intelligence and rhetoric are inseparable, as 

they set humans apart from other animals. 

 

The curious names in Life of Pi indicate the dichotomous relationship between what 

things are and what they are called. By looking at the function of identification in 

Burkean rhetoric, Pi’s language develops from a Eurocentric language, characterized by 

division, to the rhetoric of identification, characterized by unity. The readers learn 

Richard Parker’s name before they learn that he is a tiger (Cole 29) and the clarification 

occurs right after Pi saved the tiger from drowning. It is only when Pi realizes what he 

has done that the reader learns what Richard Parker is. Throughout their journey, Pi 

talks to the tiger as if he is a human being, addresses him solely by his full name, does 

not belittle him with nicknames and always takes care of him. Unlike the human 

protagonist, Pi, the tiger has a full human name, Richard Parker. This is the name of his 

capturer replaced the name of the caught animal: “All the papers we received with the 

cub clearly stated that its name was Richard Parker, that the hunter’s first name was 

Thirsty and that his family name was None Given” (133). Pi’s father, the zookeeper, 

never changed the tigers’ name since he “had a good chuckle over the mix-up” (133) 

and the name stuck. In reality, the name Richard Parker has a long nautical history, 

originated from a true story of a shipwreck-case from the 1880s, it has been used in 

other shipwreck narratives, and always in the context of anthropophagy. The most 

famous Richard Parker reference is as a side-character in Edgar Allan Poe’s 1838 novel 

The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. The story is written like a nonfictional 

exploration chronicle and resembles the story arc in Life of Pi. Both novels have a frame 

narrative and tell the tale of a shipwreck and a journey of survival. Poe initially portrays 

the adventures of Gordon Pym in a realistic fashion, but his metaphorical excursions 

gets fantastical as the journey progresses with hot streams and rapids in the middle of 

the ocean. The fourth part of the novel takes place on the remains of the broken ship, 

where four men struggle to survive. After successfully gaining control of the ship, with 

the help of a dog named Tiger, the sailors kill all the mutineers except one, Richard 

Parker. After weeks of famine and thirst, Richard Parker suggest drawing straws for 

whom should be killed as food, and he himself loses3. The two main characters, Pym 

                                                
3 This part is based on a true story which was one of the most sensational court cases of the time. 
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and Peters, are rescued and their journey goes on to unknown magical islands in the 

middle of nowhere. This can be considered a parallel to the mystical floating island in 

Life of Pi, equally fantastical in its premise.  

 

Pi’s full name is Piscine Molitor Patel and there is also a story behind this. Piscine 

Molitor is a swimming pool in Paris, France, that was loved by Pi’s uncle Mamaji. This 

reference has been read as a reflection on their identity as French colonial captives 

(Tian, 61). Since Pi was born in Pondicherry, India4, his name was quickly turned into 

“pissin”, which resulted in a bullying in school. In order to avoid such treatment, Pi 

comes up with this clever shortening of his name and memorizes as many digits as he 

can of the mathematical constant. He then makes a point of introducing himself in each 

new school class by writing his name on the blackboard, followed by an impressive 

number of digits of the irrational number.” And so, in that Greek letter that looks like a 

shack with a corrugated tin roof, in that elusive, irrational number with which scientists 

try to understand the universe, I found refuge” (24). Instead of being resentful and 

antagonistic towards his name, Pi practices cultural resistance (Tian 62) and finds a new 

identity in the origins of another, more respected Western culture. It is significant that 

Pi’s name is derived from being bullied while the tiger’s name is derived from a clerical 

error. From the viewpoint of status, the tiger’s name demands more authority than Pi’s, 

but it is Pi who tells the story and at the end of the novel, his life starts over on a 

different continent with no ties to his past. After finding shore, it is Pi who cannot tear 

himself lose and he is heart-broken when Richard Parker leaves without looking back: 

  

At the end of the jungle, he stopped. I was certain he would turn my way. He 
would look at me. He would flatten his ears. He would growl. In some such way, 
he would conclude our relationship. He did nothing of that sort. He only looked 
fixedly into the jungle. Then Richard Parker, companion of my torment, awful, 
fierce thing that kept me alive, moved forward and disappeared forever from my 
life. (284-285) 

 

The tiger functions as a lifeline to Pi’s sanity, but also as a mirror to his dark side (he 

calls him torment, awful), as he is constantly forced to confront himself with what he 

could become. Pi never hesitates to help the tiger, he helps him onto the lifeboat when 

                                                
4 Pondicherry was the colonial capital of French India until 1954, the novel takes place 20 years later 
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the ship sinks, he feeds him and gives him water, and their shared misery culminates in 

their most vulnerable state when Pi gently places the tigers’ head in his lap: “We were 

two emaciated mammals, parched and starving” (239). This is the only time Pi 

deliberately touches the tiger.  

 

Chapter 4. Anthropomorphism and religiosity 
When Pi says, “we look at an animal and see a mirror” (31), he acknowledges the 

connection between human and nonhuman animals. “The obsession with putting 

ourselves at the center of everything is the bane not only of theologians but also of 

zoologists” (31). Like his father, the zookeeper, Pi believes that “the most dangerous 

animal in a zoo is Man” (29). His father painted this as a question on the wall next to the 

ticket booth, with an arrow pointing to a mirror. The animals in the first story share so 

many traits with the humans in the second story that they must be regarded as separate 

representations of the same individuals (Cole 35). One example is the zebra and the 

Chinese sailor, both with a broken leg and both falling victim to a hungry predator. 

Another example is the female orangutan and Pi’s mother, both of whom are apathic on 

the lifeboat and lack the drive to survive (both also initially care for two male offspring, 

the orangutan babies and Pi and his brother). The orangutan hits the hyena on the head 

when it comes too close, just as Pi’s mother slaps the cook, in both cases as a reaction to 

bestiality. Pi fails to correctly judge the implications of letting the tiger onto the lifeboat. 

At this point he is concerned only with saving lives, not with the type of life he is saving, 

and it is only after the fact that he realizes the dangerous situation he has created for 

himself. The injured zebra is the first thing that Pi notices when he finds himself on the 

lifeboat. It is clear that the zebra’s gruesome death, several days later, greatly affects Pi.  

 

The shift in Pi’s view of the nonhuman animals can be interpreted as him, perhaps for 

the first time, truly noticing their suffering. Unable to deal with the cognitive dissonance 

that is the result of this discovery, Pi flees into the only form of escapism left to him on 

the lifeboat; his daily prayers. In spite of the claim by the frame narrator that this story 

will make the reader believe in God, this incident portrays religiosity as an impotent last 

resort of the human psyche, since the zebra still perishes in a horrible fashion. The text 

therefore presents us with two parallel perceptions, namely that animals do not suffer 
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and that a religious worldview is pragmatic, only to knock them both down using the 

exact same catalyst, namely animal suffering. Pi’s religious confusion therefore appears 

to mirror a similar state in the author. Martel appears not to have deliberately set out to 

illustrate these contradictions since he has summarized the subtext of Pi as: 

1) Life is a story. 
2) You can choose your story. 
3) A story with God is the better story. 

 

However, the novel can be interpreted as disproving all three of the author’s claims. Life 

according to Life of Pi is not “a story” since Pi will tell two different versions of the same 

events but when his story changes, the events (here functionally equal to “life”) stay the 

same. You cannot in fact choose your own story, as is obvious from Pi being 

shipwrecked against his will, and again by him failing to understand the implications of 

having a tiger companion. Finally, the claim that a story is better with God is moot since 

Life of Pi, rather than being a “story with God”, is a story where religiosity is de facto (if 

perhaps not by intent) shown to be utterly toothless. The novel spends a good deal of 

time explaining how Pi studied three different religions in order to find God, yet the 

deity is never visible in the story, nor presented as an agent of anything that happens. 

When Pi tells his tale to the Japanese investigators, he comes across as believing so many 

things that he cannot see what is real anymore. “I concluded that I had gone mad. Sad 

but true. Misery loves company and madness calls for it.” (242) Religion appears in Life 

of Pi as other-worldliness rather than as an actual supernatural phenomenon, again 

hammering in the point that religiosity resolves nothing.  

 

Whitney Crothers Dilley claims that Martel “reveals God” in both of Pi’s stories and 

leaves it up to the reader to decide in which story God is revealed “most directly and 

clearly,” but she does not challenge the role of belief in the novel. She looks 

predominantly at the connection between man and God and appears to view the 

animals in the stories exclusively as metaphorical constructs, while ignoring the 

connection between man and animal. “Richard Parker seems to symbolize God to Pi: in 

his might, his majesty and his remoteness” (189). Her claim that the ordeal of Pi is a 

religious journey from self-preservation to self-sacrifice also does not hold water as there 

are aspects not fitting this interpretation. Anthropomorphism originates in the human 
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tendency to project divine qualities onto men and has developed into the projection of 

human qualities onto animals. Crothers Dilley’s perspective is anthropotheist and as 

such ignores the projection of man onto animal, which skews her interpretation of 

Martel’s work. 

 

From a historical point of view, anthropomorphism, ascribing human traits to God, was 

better known for its negative connotations and is considered “a theological sin long 

before it became a scientific one” (Daston & Mitman 39). We can only imagine seeing 

the animal as it is, but the literary appropriation of notions of human-animal kinship 

tends to end up in indulgence of symbolism (Bartosch 204). The attempt to give animals 

a voice, just because we believe ourselves to know them and have empathy for them, can 

end up in an ideological fallacy. Martel confronts the reader with “the overtly 

fictionalized idea of a joint shipwreck of humans and animals rather than a form of 

‘othering’ that seeks to trace the ‘real’ animal.” (204). The human-animal divide goes 

beyond common borders in Life of Pi, where the irreducible otherness is embraced, and 

the sense of community is established by the literary narrative replacing actual animals 

in fiction. If we accept the futility in trying to represent the animal as such (Bartosch 

206), we can focus on the literary narrative of animals, rather than “real” animals, and 

the tensions created in the fictional discourse of literary anthropomorphism. Graham 

Huggan and Helen Tiffin write that “Life of Pi links our attitudes to animals with the 

ways in which our classic narratives have dealt with animal subjects, i.e. by relegating 

them to the background of human activity or reading them as more-or-less transparent 

allegories of ourselves “(191). Most children’s books use animals as an instrument by 

which humans are taught to do the right thing, in essence turning the animal into an 

agent of human wisdom. “Our language creates and gives meaning to our world, and 

animals become subsumed into that world because we lack another language with which 

to represent them” (Fudge 159). When Pi looks at the tiger and project human qualities 

onto it, the tiger becomes something else. Pi’s father warned against the human 

tendency to look at an animal and observe unity rather than difference, but Pi says: “It is 

true that those we meet can change us, sometimes so profoundly that we are not the 

same afterwards, even unto our names” (Martel 20). Pi saved the tiger, and therefore by 

extension himself, by learning how to control it. It therefore becomes a symbol of his 
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own need for mental discipline and his need to control natural urges. Pi uses the animal 

he is drawn to, fascinated by and scared of as the carrier of his emotional trauma. As 

animals do not share our verbal means of communication, therefore de facto lacking a 

voice, they easily become a canvas upon which we humans project our feelings and our 

understanding of the world.  

 

Through the use of a frame narrative, taking place long after the events of the main 

story, Martel establishes that this is a tale of survival which allows the reader to focus on 

Pi’s humanity and its transformation, rather than wondering if he will die. Life of Pi has 

been criticized for a lack of character development in the protagonist, however, seen 

through the lens of anthropomorphism it becomes apparent that the protagonist does go 

through a profound transition, which is reinforced by the juxtaposition with the animals.  

Whenever Pi’s humanity is in question, we always have an animal handy to take its 

measure. Through the story, Pi gradually becomes more like the nonhuman animals as 

his survival instincts forces him to adapt. He says, “hunger can change everything you 

ever thought you knew about yourself” (112). As such, his traumatic experience erases 

the veneer of human sophistication, which we tend to think of as the quality that 

separates us from “mere animals”. As soon as the human technological advantage is 

removed, the human animal is transformed from apex predator to prey. Martel is 

conscious of this fact, as evidenced by his quote from the zoologist Heini Hediger5 in the 

text of the novel (44). After reversing the social order, through the tiger dominating the 

space on the lifeboat, the relationship between Pi and the animal culminates in an 

equilibrium when a storm hits, and the two creatures find shelter together under the 

tarpaulin. 

 

Pi tells a story that both conceals and reveals what really took place on the lifeboat. His 

relationship with the carnivore6 develops from paralyzing terror, “Every hair on me was 

standing up, shrieking with fear” (152), to lovingly comforting, “It was Richard Parker 

who calmed me down. It is the irony of this story that the one who scared me witless to 

                                                
5 “When two creatures meet, the one that is able to intimidate its opponent is recognized as socially superior, so that a 

social decision does not always depend on a fight; an encounter in some circumstances may be enough” Hediger 
1950 (Martel, 44). 

6 Pi himself refers to the tiger as such: “the flame-coloured carnivore” (150) 
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start with was the very same who brought me peace, purpose, I dare say even 

wholeness.” (162). What is described to us is a process of acceptance of the tiger and of 

its nature, which is to say, acceptance of what the tiger represents. Pi’s moral values 

have been violated through his actions and while he can justify them as necessary for his 

survival, he cannot accept them. The traumatic experience therefore serves to tear down 

moral barriers and this leads to the invention of the tiger as a carrier of the unacceptable 

traits7 in Pi’s own personality. Pi more or less acknowledges this as he, much later, 

explains how the tiger haunts his dreams: “Richard Parker has stayed with me. I've 

never forgotten him. Dare I say I miss him? I do. I miss him. I still see him in my 

dreams. They are nightmares mostly, but nightmares tinged with love” (6). The fact that 

he misses and “loves” the tiger supports the notion that it is a psychological construction 

providing relief for the cognitive dissonance created by his trauma. The tiger leaves 

without acknowledging the end of their relationship, implying that the relationship does 

not end. The tiger remains part of his life, as it must, until the internal conflict caused by 

Pi’s experiences is resolved.  

 

Chapter 5. Zoomorphism as an alternative reading  
The novel is structured around two tellings of the same events following a shipwreck and 

is narrated by Pi in first person but told via the frame narrator (which casts some doubt 

of the reliability of the narration, although that is beyond the scope of this essay). The 

first story places Pi as the only human on a lifeboat along with a number of surviving 

animals. The second story (referred to by Martel as “this other story” (312) transforms 

the animals into humans and contains grisly elements of murder and cannibalism. The 

“conventional anthropocentric reading” is an interpretation of the second story where 

“the beast resides within the human and is brought to the surface by exceptional 

circumstances” (Huggan & Tiffin 193, original italics). In this reading, the injured zebra 

is actually the Chinese sailor, the hyena is the French cook and the female orangutan is 

Pi’s mother. Pi himself is the only character cast as a human in both stories. Unlike all 

the other humans, he does not become a tiger, instead the tiger is there beside him as an 

object upon which he anthropomorphically projects his own unacceptable traits and 

actions. In the second story we are treated to the most graphic depictions of human 

                                                
7 Refer to the concept of “moral wounds”. (Allen 982)  
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violence in the novel. The carnage begins with the cook cutting off the remains of the 

sailor’s gangrened leg and uses it as bait. After the sailor dies from his injuries, the cook 

butchers the body: “He cut up everything, including the sailor’s skin and every inch of 

his intestines. He even prepared his genitals.  […] Mother and I rocked with pain and 

horror” (307). When Pi’s mother cries “At least cover his face, for God’s sake!”, the cook 

“threw himself upon the sailor’s head and before our very eyes scalped him and pulled 

off his face. Mother and I vomited” (307). It is a pivotal point that similar or worse 

treatments are visited upon the animals in the first story. For example, Martel spends 

four chapters describing the three day-long carnage of the hyena mutilating and eating 

the zebra alive.  

The zebra was still alive. I couldn’t believe it. It had a two-foot wide hole 
in its body, a fistula like a freshly erupted volcano, spewed half-eaten 
organs glistening in the light or giving off a dull, dry shine, yet, in its 
strictly essential parts, it continued to pump with life, if weakly (128). 

 

The underlying assumption of the conventional anthropocentric reading is that such 

violence, however graphic, is not perceived as equally distressing as when humans are 

treated in similar ways. It would serve no purpose to project human violent behavior 

onto animals unless the animal violence was perceived as less severe. 

 

René Descartes stipulated a radical division between mind and matter, which has come 

to be known as Cartesian dualism, and which can be expressed as a dichotomy of nature 

and culture. In philosophy of mind this view is known as mind-body dualism, the view 

that all mental phenomena are non-physical, but in the field of animal studies Cartesian 

dualism refers to the human-animal divide, which is the concept of humans being 

fundamentally different from nonhuman animals. From a Cartesian point of view, the 

human perception of a qualitative difference in nonhuman and human suffering is not 

contradictory. However, this view of nonhuman animals has come under heavy 

criticism ever since Charles Darwin cast serious doubt on this belief. Darwin’s 

mechanism of natural selection does not allow for a disconnect between man and 

animal. Philosophers have also argued strongly against a Cartesian view of nonhuman 

animals, none perhaps more strongly so than Jacques Derrida. According to Derrida, 

animals cannot be beasts, as the term beast is a strictly anthropological signifier 

(“Animal” 409). God and animals are considered polar extremes between the divine and 
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the animalistic. While it is clear that Derrida represents an extreme end of a spectrum of 

philosophical views on nonhuman animals, it is clear that his appearance on the scene of 

literary science marks a dividing line between the old schools of thinking, where the 

status of animals was rarely questioned and new, more nuanced ways of reasoning. 

From his earliest work, Derrida has been concerned with animals, “the question of the 

living and of the living animal” (Derrida, “Animal” 417), and with or our ethical 

relationship with the other (Calarco 121). In his 1978 book Writing and Difference, Derrida 

criticizes the concept of alterity (otherness) as fundamentally flawed: 

 
Only the other, the totally other, can be manifested as what it is before the 
shared truth, within a certain nonmanifestation and a certain absence. It can be 
said only of the other that its phenomenon is a certain nonphenomenon, its 
presence (is) a certain absence. Not pure and simple absence, for there logic 
could make its claim, but a certain absence. (Difference 112). 

 

Derrida demands that “the otherness of the other” is respected above all (Derrida, 

Difference 112). This can be interpreted as the very act of categorizing nonhuman animals 

as something other is placing ourselves above them, since only someone superior is able 

to make such a categorization. The problem that Derrida wrestles with is that we cannot 

describe nonhuman animals with anything else than our own language, which in its 

structure already contains a hierarchy that cannot be avoided by naming the animal 

(Derrida, “Animal” 388).   

 

In the first story, with the animals, the novel progressively rids itself of all things human, 

including Pi’s instinct to plan ahead, as he has little time to think of anything except his 

immediate survival. In spite of being a vegetarian, Pi is forced to eat raw fish and drink 

turtle blood while witnessing the full brutality of carnivores. The ocean wilderness, the 

necessity to deal with the tiger and the act of finding sustenance takes over. Pi and the 

tiger are both vulnerable in their shared existence on the lifeboat, but only after all 

human rituals and conventions have been stripped from him is Pi free to communicate 

with the predator as an equal. Since the human characters, with the exception of Pi, are 

all rendered zoomorphically in the first story, the first description of anthropophagy in 

the novel appears in the second story, when the cook, apparently without any qualms, 

butchers and eats the sailor. “Tastes like pork” (308) he concludes. It is interesting to 
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note that Martel only mentions the term cannibalism once and when he does, it is in the 

context of animals, not humans: 

 

Accidental cannibalism is a common occurrence during the excitement of 
a feeding; in reaching for a bite of zebra, a hyena will take in the ear or 
nostril of a clan member, no hard feelings intended. The hyena feels no 
disgust at this mistake. (117) 
 
 

The accidental bite into the same species during a feeding frenzy can be compared to 

when the cook, who at first pretends to use the sailor’s body as bait to catch fish, secretly 

eats of him. It is likely not coincidental that this unmerciful meat-eater who won’t 

hesitate to bite into a fellow human is rendered as a hyena in the first story. Pi and his 

mother, being vegetarians, have a difficult time even eating raw fish and turtle, but 

eventually do it to survive (308). The carnage they are forced to witness eventually 

becomes unbearable for Pi’s mother and she slaps the cook in the face. Pi cannot see the 

fight in the lifeboat from the raft where he is, but the outcome is evident when the cook 

throws Pi’s mother’s head into his lap, his face getting whipped by a streak of blood. 

“He killed her. The cook killed my mother” (309) Pi concludes. There is no overt 

description of cannibalism in the case of the mother’s murder but when Pi sees the cook 

throwing the body overboard “his mouth was red” and “the water boiled with fish” 

(310). The imagery of the mother surviving thanks to eating fish, and the fish 

subsequently feeding on her body can be seen as symbolizing the circle of life (Dwyer 

10). Compared to the gory slaughter of the sailor, the murder of the mother in the 

second story and the death of her nonhuman counterpart, the orangutan Orange Juice 

in the first story, are less graphic. Both these events, however, serves to escalate the 

violence. Pi becomes fixated on the callousness of the cook and his inability to show 

remorse. “Why do we cling to our evil ways” (310)? As a counterpoint, Pi does not 

hesitate to eat the cook’s flesh after he kills him. “He was such an evil man. Worse still, 

he met evil in me – selfishness, anger, ruthlessness. I must live with that” (311). 

Overwhelmed by negative feelings, Pi’s anthropophagy is prompted by the “horrible 

dynamic power” of a knife, the cook’s blood “soothing” his chapped hands, and the 

description of how his difficulties with cutting out the heart: “It tasted delicious, far 

better than turtle. I ate his liver. I cut off great pieces of his flesh” (311). Pi’s choice to 
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cut out the cook’s heart clearly carries a strong symbolic value, possibly symbolizing the 

cook destroying that which was dearest to Pi. It could also be a reference to the cook 

being heartless, a metaphorical meaning manifested as literal truth by Pi. In Pi’s mind, it 

is natural for an animal to kill and eat flesh, but he does not allow himself to be anything 

but human; his believes makes it impossible for him to think of himself as anything 

except different from animals. 

 

In a straight reading of the novel, the second story is what really happened while the 

first story is invented by Pi to deal with his trauma (Duncan 168).8 The first story can of 

course still be considered “true” in the sense that it is a metaphoric depiction of events, 

but here we concern ourselves with what took place in a literal sense. The key point with 

the straight reading (also known as the anthropomorphic reading) is that the first story is 

Pi’s attempt to externalize aspects of his own character that is not compatible with his 

self-perception. The first story is therefore regarded as metaphoric while the second 

story is regarded as literal. There are literary critics who argue for a second reading 

where it is up to the reader to decide which story is factually correct (for example, see 

Habibi & Karablalei, Morse, Yoewono). However, this position is difficult to defend 

because to argue that the reader has a choice is to argue that the two stories are equal in 

plausibility. If they are not equal in plausibility, then one of the possible choices, based 

on the evidence in the novel, must logically be “wrong”, which invalidates the premise 

of a choice. But equal plausibility necessitates the dismissal of any symbolic or 

metaphoric interpretation of either story, since it is logically impossible for an entity to 

be both a representation of something and to be that thing. What complicates the 

straight reading is that the Japanese investigators, in spite of first demanding to hear 

“the straight facts” and not an invention (Martel 302), change their minds when they are 

confronted with the story about cannibalism. In the end they choose to report the less 

plausible but (from an anthropocentric perspective) also less gruesome first story as what 

actually took place. This is why I propose an alternative zoomorphic reading of the 

novel. In the first story told to the investigators by Pi, the fate of the humans was 

projected onto animals, for example, what happened to the sailor in reality, was 

                                                
8 “Through fictional strategies, Martel engages with, yet radically reshapes, the survivor narrative, using metafictional 
and self-reflexive dimensions to suggest that a survivor must not only survive the crisis, but also come to terms with 
the consequences of having survived.” (Duncan, 2008, 168)  
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described as happening to the zebra. This is an example of the “shape” of a human 

being transferred onto an animal, i.e. anthropomorphism, and this is consistent with the 

straight reading of the novel. However, when the investigators, in spite of finding the 

second story (with the humans) more plausible, reject it in favor of the first story (with 

the animals), in order to avoid an uncomfortable truth, they are projecting the animals 

from the first story onto the humans in the second story, i.e. the zebra is taking the place 

of the sailor. In this zoomorphic reading, both stories become vehicles of projection 

while avoiding the logical pitfall of the “reader’s choice” reading. 

 

Chapter 6. Closing remarks 
When Pi says: “we look at an animal and see a mirror” (31), he acknowledges the 

connection between human and nonhuman animals. The limited human ability to 

detect animal suffering has, without a doubt, contributed to the cruelty that we have 

subjected, and indeed continue to subject, animals to. The shift in Pi’s view can be 

interpreted as him, perhaps for the first time, noticing their suffering. When the story 

starts, Pi has been on a spiritual quest, researching three different religions in order to 

find a divine agent, but during his ordeal his religiosity lacks utility and, in the end, it is 

in the animals that he finds comfort. Pi’s religious confusion appears to mirror a similar 

state in the author. Martel has claimed that his novel demonstrates that life is a story, 

that this story can be chosen and that a story with God is better. However, as I have 

attempted to show, the novel can be interpreted as disproving all three of these claims. 

Religion appears in Life of Pi as other-worldliness rather than as a supernatural 

phenomenon and the novel repeatedly represents religion and religiosity as unable to 

resolve anything. 

 

The Cartesian human-animal dichotomy is a philosophical construction in 

contradiction with biological reality, which has nevertheless persisted into modern times, 

in no small part because it allows us to avoid looking at the animals that we are. In Life of 

Pi this divide goes beyond common borders where the irreducible otherness is 

embraced, and a sense of community is established. If we accept the futility in trying to 

represent the animals as anything but literary constructs, we can focus instead on the 

narrative of animals and the tensions created in the fictional discourse of literary 
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anthropomorphism. Most children’s books use animals as an instrument by which the 

humans are taught to do the right thing, in essence turning the animal into an agent of 

human wisdom. As animals do not share our verbal means of communication, therefore 

literally and figuratively lacking a voice, they easily become canvases upon which we 

project human feelings and our particular understanding of the world. Pi’s moral values 

have been violated through his actions and while he can justify them as necessary for his 

survival, he cannot accept them. The traumatic experience which tears down his moral 

barriers also lead to Pi’s invention of the tiger as a vessel for his unacceptable traits. 

When the tiger leaves him without acknowledging the end of their relationship, it is 

implied that the relationship does not end and through his dreams the tiger remains part 

of his life, as it must, until his internal conflict is resolved. Similar or worse treatments 

are visited upon the animals in the first story as are visited upon the humans in the 

second story, but they are judged very differently by Pi, by the Japanese investigators 

and indeed by most readers. The difference in emotional responses to these contextually 

similar situations can be read as a challenge to the human tendency to “other” 

nonhuman animals. Pi and the tiger are both vulnerable in their shared existence on the 

lifeboat, but Pi is unable to communicate with the predator as an equal until all human 

rituals and conventions have been stripped from him. In a sense he goes through a 

transformation to a nonhuman state. 

 

In a straight reading of the novel, the first story is regarded as metaphoric while the 

second story is regarded as literal. The first story is interpreted as Pi’s attempt to 

externalize aspects of his own character that are not compatible with his self-perception. 

There is an alternative reading where it is left to the reader to decide which story is 

factually correct, but this produces a false equivalence fallacy where the two stories are 

regarded as equal in plausibility, which negates a symbolic or metaphoric interpretation 

of either story and by extension dismisses the straight reading. What complicates the 

straight reading is that the Japanese investigators choose to report the less plausible first 

story as the literal truth in order to avoid the uncomfortable reality of cannibalism. I 

propose a third, zoomorphic reading: Pi employed anthropomorphism in order to 

externalize his own actions onto the tiger, but the investigators employed zoomorphism 

by projecting the animals onto the humans, in order to externalize their cannibalism. In 
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the zoomorphic reading, which is compatible with the straight reading, both stories are 

interpreted as vehicles of projection while avoiding the logical pitfall of the “reader’s 

choice” alternative reading. In the end, Life of Pi is not what the frame narrator 

promises, a story which will make the reader believe in God, but rather a story which 

forces us to meet the animal in the mirror, and in doing so, reminding us not only of our 

humanity but of our animality.  
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