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Life of Pi reader: pg xx-xxi

https://youtu.be/dewnQXY7REU


Belief in God (Religion in our lives)

Belief in God is clearly a major theme in Life of Pi, and has been the most 
controversial in reviews of the book. Throughout the novel, Pi makes his 
belief in and love of God clear—it is a love profound enough that he can 
transcend the classical divisions of religion, and worship as a Hindu, 
Muslim, and Christian. Pi, although amazed by the possibility of lacking 
this belief, still respects the atheist, because he sees him as a kind of 
believer. Pi’s vision of an atheist on his death bed makes it clear that he 
assumes the atheist’s form of belief is one in God, without his realizing it 
until the end. It is the agnostic that truly bothers Pi; the decision to doubt, 
to lack belief in anything, is to him inexcusable. This is underscored in that 
essential passage in the novel when Pi asks the Japanese officials which of 
his two stories they preferred—he sees no reason why they should not 
believe the better story.
Pi’s devotion to God is a prominent part of the novel; it becomes, however, 
much less prominent during his time aboard the lifeboat, when his 
physical needs come to dominate his spiritual ones. Pi never seems to 
doubt his belief in God while enduring his hardships, but he certainly 
focuses on it less. This in turn underscores the theme of the primacy of 
survival.
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The Primacy of Survival
The will to survive

The primacy of survival is the definitive theme 
in the heart of the book, Pi’s time at sea. This 
theme is clear throughout his ordeal—he must 
eat meat, he must take life, two things which 
had always been anathema to him before his 
survival was at stake. Survival almost always 
trumps morality, even for a character like Pi, 
who is deeply principled and religious. When 
Pi tells the second version of his story to the 
Japanese men, this theme is highlighted even 
more vividly, because he parallels his survival 
instincts in the second story to Richard 
Parker in the first—it is he, when he must 
survive, who steals food, he who kills the 
Frenchman. If the first version of the story is 
seen as a fictionalized version of the second, 
the very fact that he divides himself from his 
brutal survival instinct shows the power of that 
instinct.

COMPILED BY: S. HATTINGH

https://www.gradesaver.com/life-of-pi/study-guide/character-list#richard-parker


Storytelling (The importance of stories)

The act of storytelling and narration is a significant 
theme throughout Life of Pi, but particularly in the 
narrative frame. That Pi’s story is just that—a 
story—is emphasized throughout, with 
interjections from the author, Pi’s own references 
to it, and the complete retelling of the story for the 
Japanese officials. (This is not to mention chapter 
ninety-seven, which contains two words: “The 
story.”) By including a semi-fictional “Author’s 
Note,” Martel draws the reader’s attention to the 
fact that not only within the novel is Pi’s tale of 
survival at sea an unverified story, but the entire 
novel itself, and even the author’s note, usually 
trustworthy, is a work of fiction.
This is not to say that Martel intends the reader to 
read Life of Pi through a lens of disbelief or 
uncertainty; rather, he emphasizes the nature of 
the book as a story to show that one can choose to 
believe in it anyway, just as one can choose to 
believe in God—because it is preferable to not 
believing, it is “the better story.”
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