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Life of Pi is a postmodern survival narrative about the ordeals of 
an Indian teen who survived 227 days in a lifeboat on the Pacifi c 
Ocean.

Life of Pi is a Bildungsroman about the psychological, moral, 
and spiritual formation of its protagonist, Pi Patel, from his early 
childhood in India, through his survival of a traumatic shipwreck at 
sea, to his adult life in Canada.

Life of Pi is a fi ctionalized piece of ecocritical writing that 
argues for the necessity of promoting sustainable ways of living and 
for the respect of nature.

Life of Pi is a spiritual novel about the redemptive capacity of 
religious faith and rituals.

Life of Pi is an adventure tale that describes the fantastic voyage 
of a 16-year-old boy and a Bengal tiger across the Pacifi c Ocean.

Life of Pi is a novel about the eff ects of trauma on individuals 
and their identities, and about the relatability of traumatic events.

Life of Pi is a philosophical treatise discussing the complementary 
nature of scientifi c rationalism and religious faith.

To some extent, all the above statements are true. As one 
reviewer put it,

. . . there is no one answer to the question, “What is Life of Pi about?” 
There will be probably be as many answers to that question as there 
are people who read the book. A perusal of online booksellers reveals 
that this book can be categorized as a survival story, a tall tale, an 
action piece, a work about human/animal relationships, and a fi ction 
about (1) India, (2) adolescence, (3) zoos and zoology, and (4) the 
Pacifi c Ocean, which indicates to this reviewer that book dealers are 
grasping at anything they can fi nd to defi ne what essentially defi es 
defi nition. The book is about all of these things—and about none of 
these things, really. (Foster, par. 2)
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Biography of Yann Martel
Gerardo Del Guercio

Canadian novelist and social critic Yann Martel was born on June 
25, 1963, in Salamanca, Spain. He is best recognized for Life of Pi 
(2001), the narrative of the eponymous Indian adolescent wandering 
across the ocean in a lifeboat shared with a Bengal tiger, following 
an accident at sea.

Martel’s parents Émile Martel and Nicole Perron were both of 
French-Canadian descent. His father Émile was a diplomat and a 
well-known poet and translator. Émile and Nicole were both pursuing 
post-graduate studies in Salamanca, Spain, when Yann Martel was 
born in 1963 (Martens n.p.). Being diplomats, the Martels traveled 
extensively: about a month after Yann Martel was born, the family 
relocated to Coimbra, Portugal, and later spent time in Spain, Costa 
Rica, France, Mexico, the United States, and Canada.

Yann Martel attended high school at Trinity College School in 
Port Hope, Ontario, between 1979 and 1981, and studied toward 
a Bachelor’s of Philosophy degree at Trent University from 1981 
to 1984 and from 1986 to 1987 as well as at Concordia University 
in Montreal between 1984 and 1985. Martel held several odd jobs, 
including those of a tree planter, dish washer, and security guard, 
before becoming a writer. His studies in philosophy have an obvious 
impact on his writing. In an interview, Writer’s Digest reporter 
Jessica Strawser asked Martel if his background in philosophy was 
his reason for creating “a whole new philosophy of storytelling—of 
blurring the lines between story and storyteller, narrator and author, 
even fi ction and truth,” and if this was “something [he] set out to 
do” (n.p.). Martel quickly said “[n]o, because that would imply an 
act of self-consciousness, which I didn’t and still don’t have. You 
know, when you start creating—unlike cooking, for example, where 
you take set ingredients, and usually you follow age-old traditions—
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when you create in the arts, there are fewer conventions. You have to 
fi nd your own approach. And that you just do spontaneously—you 
start writing and things come out a certain way” (n.p.). In doing 
so, Martel ultimately advocated that his philosophy to writing 
entails acting on the moment and seizing the opportunity to express 
thoughts that perhaps were not present moments ago. Indeed, 
this comes from an infl uence of the free fl ow of the imagination, 
present in nineteenth-century American literature, including in Walt 
Whitman’s Song of Myself: Both Whitman and Martel break free 
from convention and aim to create a new voice for their respective 
national literatures.

Educators played an infl uential role in Martel’s development 
as a writer and adult, and he views teaching as an act of inspiration 
that carries into adulthood. In a 2010 interview with Russell Smith 
for the online magazine Professionally Speaking, Martel recalls his 
former high school geography teacher Ron Saunders “[whom he 
encountered in] suburban Ottawa’s Ridgemont High School, where 
he was enrolled from 1978–80. It’s there that he realized that the 
teachers who sparked his most rewarding enquiries were those with 
a great interest in the physical world and its history” (Smith n.p.). 
The imprint this teacher has left on Martel’s life is evident in his 
works, which are all set internationally, thus educating the audience 
on diff erent realities. Teachers like Ron Saunders made past events 
such as volcanic eruptions presented in classroom textbooks come 
to life by bringing current newspaper articles to the class. In doing 
so, the teacher set aside the class book and engaged students with an 
active pedagogical approach. In turn, Martel’s writing teaches the 
reader that more exists in the world than what they can see around 
them, and that various perspectives and lifestyles exist, which carries 
an important message of equality, peace, and mutual respect.

Martel’s approach to writing is to compose a book that 
connects with readers, so that the book is famous not the author, 
as he poignantly notes in an interview on 13 May 2010 with Bill 
Kenower for authorsmagazine.org of The Pacifi c Northwest Writers 
Association. His aim is to engage readers as he fi nds nothing more 
gratifying than to connect with people and engage readers with 
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Life of Pi: A Postmodern Castaway Novel 
Transcending Boundaries

Nicolae Bobaru

The Literary Evolution of the Castaway Narrative
The developments and generic transformations suff ered by the 
castaway narrative starting from the eighteenth century to the 
present refl ect major phases identifi ed in the cultural evolution of 
the Western world. Changes established in the castaway narrative 
evolvement are equivalent, to some extent, to social, cultural, 
and historical events such as the rise and fall of colonialism and 
imperialism.

The popularity gained by Defoe’s novel across continents and in 
various languages suggests that this work of fi ction represents some 
kind of myth of the modern condition. In the nineteenth century, 
Robinson Crusoe, celebrating the imperial power of the British, 
became synonymous with Empire. At some point there were many 
literary works that either were revised, or plagiarized from this 
novel, that shipwrecks stories became known as “Robinsonades,” 
identifying them as a literary genre. Most of these establish Crusoe 
as a modern myth celebrating colonialism at the level of the popular 
mentalities and imagination.

The plot of such a Robinsonade can be summed as the 
adventures of a man stranded on a desert island who, thanks to his 
courage and hard work, manages to recreate the society he had been 
deprived of. However, there are several types of Robinsonades: those 
centered on a single man, but also on a group of people, those that 
were written for children, or those that stage women. In addition, 
these Robinsonades can be in various geographic spaces and present 
quite diff erent adventures. One of the best known Robinsonades is 
The Swiss Family Robinson (Der Schweizerische Robinson, 1812) 
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by Johann David Wyss. This novel stages an entire family. The 
Mysterious Island (L’Île Mystérieuse, 1874), by Jules Verne has also 
been remarkably successful. In Images à Crusoé, Saint-John Perse 
imagines the nostalgia that Robinson must have felt after leaving 
his island.

In 1921, Jean Giraudoux published the novel Suzanne et le 
Pacifi que, which presents a diff erent version of a castaway—a 
female. This novel was intended to be a direct critique to Defoe, 
and its main character is meant to uncover her despise against 
Crusoe’s colonialist visions in his venture to reproduce on his island 
the civilization he left behind. In Lord of the Flies (1954), William 
Golding denounced the fragile balance of human societies and 
described the regressive course of a group of children who have to 
survive on their own on an island.

Friday, or The Other Island (Vendredi ou les Limbes du 
Pacifi que, 1967) by Michel Tournier transforms the myth by 
deliberately taking the opposite view of the classical model. It is 
Friday that leaves for the civilized world while Robinson chooses to 
stay on Speranza Island in the hope of a fusion of man and nature. 
In short, this work marks a real transition in the use of the defoesque 
model.

Umberto Eco’s The Island of the Day Before (L’isola del giorno 
prima, 1994) presents its reader with multiple plots, all centered 
on Roberto de la Griva who is shipwrecked on board the Daphne. 
Eco’s novel is focused on its character’s quest to discover a method 
to solve the problem of calculating longitude in navigation. At the 
same time, the author depicts an overview of the European world 
trying to understand the colonial drive. 

The Robinson myth, a product of a society on the move and 
of an author who is at least complex, both being shaken by many 
controversies, owes its lasting success—or better said, its immediate 
inclusion in the pantheon of modern imagination—to the fact that 
it off ers a fi ctive solution to the ethical-religious interrogations of 
a society in the process of disenchantment and in full economical 
ascent. It is not the particular style of the work that contributes to 
this eff ect, but the fact that it lies at the crossroads of two sources 
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of inspiration that were frankly antagonistic at the start: on the 
one hand, Puritan literature, which Defoe knew well and made his 
contribution; and on the other hand, travel and adventure accounts, 
reported notably by English circumnavigators, and loaded with 
storms, pirates, and exotic explorations. Defoe’s genius consisted 
in combining, in a completely new way, these two sources of 
inspiration, transforming what should have been an austere penance 
on a desert island into a successful story of tropical colonization.

The traditional castaway novel represented by Daniel Defoe’s 
classical novel The Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, 
Written by Himself (1719) undergoes generic transformations 
through postmodernist rewritings that engage various means like 
intertextuality, metafi ction, carnivalesque, grotesque, allegory, 
or irony. The retelling and the reconstruction, or in some cases, 
the deconstruction, of the modern myth of Robinson Crusoe, 
demonstrates that Defoe’s novel shaped in many ways, for more 
than a century after it was written, the representations of space, 
identities, and boundaries in fi ction. 

Life of Pi and Its Context
Yann Martel’s Life of Pi was published in 2001 and won the 
prestigious Man Booker prize in 2003. It exemplifi es a new approach 
to the castaway and shipwreck novel as a stand-alone genre, being 
a contemporary novel with contemporary ideas that analyze the 
credibility and the eff ectiveness of realistic/reasonable and fi ctive/
irrational modes of encountering, knowing, and understanding our 
world.

The novel represents a postmodern framing of the classical 
castaway narrative. If the traditional story of shipwrecking was 
presenting a rationalist and reductive point of view, Martel’s novel is 
using postmodernist techniques such as carnivalization and grotesque 
to examine alternative ways of experiencing the world. Robinson 
Crusoe is defi ned in terms of spatial claims and possessions by the 
introduction and enforcement of boundaries and displays evident 
imperial dominance practices. By contrast, Life of Pi resists all the 
consequences of a rationalist worldview. Instead, notions of alterity, 
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duality, hybridity, and otherness pertaining to postmodernism and 
postcolonialism infuse this castaway narrative, and along with the 
formation and the transformation of identity, they challenge the 
clear boundaries in support of a more dynamic connection between 
characters and environment that generate constant shifts in identity 
development.

In postmodernism, the ocean space has acquired a new meaning: 
a place for leisure. For many centuries this space meant danger, the 
unknown, but today the ocean evokes a sense of safety, allowing 
people to enjoy and value this space. Further, the connections of the 
ocean to trading are long forgotten. Nowadays, people admire the 
oceans for their luxurious yachts, paying extravagant sums just to 
spend their holidays aboard a cruise vessel.

Since the age of sails, governments, scientists, and seafarers 
have attempted to mitigate the risks and insecurity in the maritime 
navigation process. Charting each corner of the world, the evolution 
of the procedures for determining the position at sea, the architectural 
development of ships, the emergence of global telecommunication 
systems, and the specialization of ships according to their trading 
objectives have provided society with a fundamentally new sense of 
safety at sea and has led also to the transformation of seafaring as a 
routine activity.

While the oceans have been gaining new dimensions at a social 
and economic level, the coastlines and the islands have been largely 
infl uenced by the relations developed in these areas. The connections 
of the ocean space with the business of trading vanished in time and 
gave rise to leisure and pleasure. We discover in Life of Pi the image 
of the ocean as a place of leisure while Pi is on board the Tsimtsum. 
For Pi, having been raised in a globalizing world, the sea image is 
associated with leisure.

Contemporaneity infl uenced Pi’s ways of perceiving the ocean 
as a safe environment, and even a place for leisure. Another aspect 
that seems rather postmodern in the novel, which is connected to 
his feelings of security, is Pi’s confi dence in modern technology. 
Even though he is scared as a result of the shipwreck, his trust in 
technology is very clearly stated in the beginning of his adventure: 

CI Life of Pi_rev.indd   6CI Life of Pi_rev.indd   6 8/25/2020   6:57:22 AM8/25/2020   6:57:22 AM



7Life of Pi: A Postmodern Castaway Novel Transcending Boundaries

“I had bought a map of the world for the trip; I had set it up in our 
cabin against a cork billboard. Every morning I got our position 
from the control bridge and marked it on the map with an orange-
tipped pin . . . I loved every minute of it. It was a thrill to be on a 
ship” (Martel 125).

The survival manual that he fi nds on the lifeboat looks very 
promising at fi rst, but then he realizes that all his navigational 
knowledge disappeared together with the Tsimtsum. Despite the 
fact that his faith is divided between diff erent religions, his trust in 
technology demonstrates a modern and realistic way of reasoning that 
matches his family’s beliefs. It is highly likely that the development 
of technology is in direct connection with the changed perception 
of the ocean as a safer place. Knowledge of navigation provides 
a feeling of safety. The progress of technology in the maritime 
industry may be the most signifi cant factor that infl uenced our ways 
of perceiving the ocean, and it may be noted that the ocean did, 
indeed, become a safer space. But when the vessel sinks, Pi’s whole 
navigational plans come to an end and from that moment on, he can 
only guess the position of the boat. Feeling lonely and lost, he tries 
to remember the map he had on the ship.

Martel’s novel criticizes openly many contemporary ideologies 
such as consumerism, materialism, and the explicit positivist view 
of truth in the Western world, which is the most signifi cant of all 
these postmodern ideologies. It is structured around the fact that 
contemporary societies are likely to prefer reason over imagination, 
science and technology over the benefi t of religious beliefs, and 
realistic facts over fi ction. In this respect, the contemporary world 
sets up a strong opposition between reason and imagination, and this 
opposition is refl ected in the novel by the two Japanese offi  cials who 
are investigating the incident that led to the sinking of the Tsimtsum. 
Mr. Okamoto investigates the incident and his understanding of the 
world is controlled by logical and rational thinking, demonstrating 
skepticism regarding anything that cannot be empirically proven. 
Mr. Chiba, however, is attracted by Pi’s story; therefore, his point 
of view is subjective and determined by imagination, meaning that 
his way of apprehending the world relies on emotions. These two 
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Pi’s Life and What It Tells Us: A Jungian Reading 
of the Symbols of Life of Pi

Debaditya Mukhopadhyay

Despite its similarities with adventure narratives, Life of Pi has been 
largely viewed as a psychological narrative by readers and critics 
alike and such an approach appears to be a befi tting one particularly 
because of the statements made by Piscine in its third part. This 
fi nal section of the novel makes it clear that at least one version 
of Pi’s survival narrative is a made-up story. Though at one point 
of their interaction Pi tells Mr. Okamoto and Mr. Chiba that in his 
opinion, “telling of something always become[s] a story” (Martel 
302), during his last conversation with the two Japanese inquisitors, 
Pi is found stating: “You can’t prove which story is true and which is 
not (my emphasis)” (317), which clearly implies that one of the two 
versions of Pi’s survival is an imaginary one, and more importantly, 
Pi has deliberately invented it for some reason. Taking note of this 
particular aspect of the novel, a number of critical explanations 
have been off ered with the aim of fi nding the possible psychological 
reasons behind Pi’s decision to off er an imaginary account of the 
227 days he spent as a marooned individual and though almost all of 
these readings through the lens of psychoanalysis1 contribute to the 
understanding of this layered novel in notable ways, they do appear 
to be reductive because they delimit the signifi cance of the novel by 
viewing it as a novel about suppression of memories. 

Apart from the novel’s engagement with such issues, the 
novel’s phenomenal popularity amongst readers across cultures 
also demands critical readings because despite having multiple 
similarities with numerous generic adventure stories, Martel’s 
novel fi nds an acceptance much greater than any of these generic 
novels ever did. With the aim of off ering an analysis of this novel’s 
acceptance amongst readers across cultures and thereby expanding 

CI Life of Pi_rev.indd   57CI Life of Pi_rev.indd   57 8/25/2020   6:57:32 AM8/25/2020   6:57:32 AM



58 Critical Insights

the psychoanalytical readings of Pi’s narrative as well as the entire 
novel further, this chapter will show what other psychological 
readings may be possible for it but prior to that the chapter will 
outline the limitations of the existing psychoanalytical readings fi rst.

Existing Psychoanalytical Readings and Their 
Limitations
Generally, the existing psychoanalytical readings view Pi’s fi rst 
story featuring his stay with the tiger and his experience at the 
carnivorous island to be born out of his desire to suppress memories 
of certain disturbing incidents that took place during his days adrift 
at sea or the constant reminder about his survival. For instance, 
Rebecca Duncan’s article explains the diff erence between the two 
versions of Pi’s survival narrative to be a result of a postmodern 
subject’s response to crisis situations (168). According to Duncan, 
apart from surviving crisis itself, Martel’s novel shows the survivor’s 
“com[ing] to terms with the consequence of having survived,” (168) 
to be a crisis as well, mainly because at this stage the survivor must 
recollect and narrate the account of survival. Such recollections, 
in Duncan’s opinion become problematic because survivors get 
“caught between the desire to reconnect and the risk of enduring 
public humiliation” (180) while doing so and hence they might opt 
for incorporating “various postmodern forms of expression” (168), 
thereby off ering a narrative with “playful excess” (171), as off ered 
by Pi. Similarly, Thomas E. Allen reads the novel to be the portrayal 
of a character who, “during an extended period of trauma,” (970) 
created by his sudden experience of seeing things falling apart (the 
shipwreck, the Cook’s aggressive behavior, and so on), commits a 
“great ethical transgression against his deeply held values” of not 
eating fl esh, killing, selfi shness, and so on (970) and, thereafter, 
when anyone asks him about what actually happened after he left 
the ship, he narrates “a fable that both concealed and revealed what 
happened in the lifeboat” (980). Later, Michael Thorn, proposing to 
show that psychoanalysis in general and psychoanalytical readings 
of the novel are “not diminutive” (3), ultimately explains Pi’s 
narrative, particularly the portion about the carnivorous island to 
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be a symbolic narrative “used to mask the unremitting suff ering and 
madness of having to eat his own mother” (12).

The similarity of approach in these readings is mostly owed to 
their reliance on a Freudian approach. Each of these three (Dunkin, 
Allen, and Thorn) draws upon Freudian ideas about the repression of 
memories. Duncan mentions Freudian notion of “Nachträglichkeit” 
in her essay and suggests that “Pi’s narrative strategies illustrate 
the potential” (174) of this concept. Though this term signifi es 
“movement from past to future” or “deferred action” (Laplanche 
377–78), it is intimately related to repression of memories because 
Freud believed “that a memory is repressed which has only become 
a trauma by deferred action” (qtd. in Eickhoff  1454). Allen also 
utilizes the concept while explaining how at times “traumatic 
events may not immediately develop into symptoms, but may later 
cause them, triggered by something in the patient’s environment” 
(979) that appears to be intimately related to the crux of his article 
because according to him, Pi also shows a “delayed reaction” to 
his traumatic experiences. Clearly, the Freudian notion regarding 
repression of memories plays an integral part in the shaping of these 
two articles. Adopting a slightly diff erent approach, Thorn does 
not refer to “Nachträglichkeit” per se in his discussion, but even 
his views appear to be centering around repression of memories 
because while explaining the aim of his analysis, he also comments 
that a psychoanalytic reading of this novel can “release the repressed 
trauma trapped between a better story and a factual story of horror” 
(4, my italics) featured in it. These readings appear to be reductive 
mainly because their focus on Pi—the character and his trauma—, 
interprets the fi rst version of Pi’s survival as a mere escape from 
reality. In doing so, they fail to explain why this version is viewed 
as “the better story” (Martel 317) by Pi, his inquisitors, and general 
readers alike.

Martel’s novel certainly talks about trauma and a fi ght against 
it by the traumatized mind of Pi, but it also talks about how a story 
is adored by the imaginative minds like that of Pi and the Japanese 
offi  cers who are only interested in facts. Martel admits in his preface 
that while writing this novel he was “hungry” for coming up with 
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an appealing story after the failure of his second novel (IX), and the 
novel’s pan-human readership indicates that his urge had actually 
enabled him to write a novel that struck a chord with readers across 
culture. Recourse to psychoanalytical reading of literature becomes 
necessary to explain such popularity as it is psychoanalysis that is 
entrusted with analyzing “eff ects of literature upon readers” (Wellek 
and Warren 81). Freudian ideas, particularly the concepts regarding 
repression of memories, however, seem less likely to aid such an 
explication as instead of fi nding out what is disguised in Pi’s story 
or the novel, an explanation of the novel’s resonance with readers 
basically aims at tracing the presence of ideas, images, and patterns 
that strikes chord with humanity in this novel. Therefore, instead of 
drawing upon Freudian ideas like the articles discussed above, this 
chapter will adopt an alternate mode of psychoanalytical reading 
and, before reading the text itself, it will outline this alternate mode 
and its diff erence from Freudian analysis by referring to its pioneer 
Carl Gustav Jung.

Jung and His Approach to Literature
Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961) is one of the major exponents 
of psychoanalytical thinking. Apart from earning him a place of 
distinction among the original thinkers across time, his unique ideas 
regarding the human mind have also earned him the reputation of 
a mystic and a somewhat renegade fi gure among psychoanalysts, 
particularly regarding his departures from Freudian ideas. Although 
his departures from Freud as well as his own decision to use the 
word “analytical psychology” instead of the word “psychoanalysis,” 
which Freud wanted to be used exclusively for his “school of thought” 
(Mitchell 341), made Jung appear as the founder of a diff erent 
school of psychological thinking altogether, analytical psychology 
was not at all based on a wholehearted rejection of psychoanalysis. 
Rather, as suggested by Burt C. Hopkins, analytical psychology was 
basically psychoanalysis with a broader focus. To quote Hopkins: 
“Unlike psychoanalysis, analytical psychology does not hold the 
structure of the unconscious to be limited that were initially a part 
of consciousness” (95). This implies that whereas Freud believed 
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the contents of the unconscious mind to be essentially born out of 
personal experiences, Jung insisted that the unconscious contains 
other thoughts that are not gathered from personal experiences 
at all. However, it is to be noted that despite this basic diff erence 
with Freudian ideas about the unconscious, Jung never spoke of 
rejecting the Freudian views. Rather, as suggested by Hopkins, 
analytical psychology never “den[ies] the psychoanalytical view 
that the unconscious includes contents that were once conscious” 
(95). In the words of Anthony Stevens, Jung basically believed that 
the “repressed wishes and traumatic memories” that Freud believed 
to be the only elements of the unconscious was actually “personal 
unconscious” and beneath it “lay a deeper and more important layer” 
that “contained in potentia the entire psychic heritage of mankind” 
(22). He called it “collective unconscious,” and it serves as the major 
basis of his views regarding literature.

As it is beyond the scope and focus of the present discussion 
to off er a detailed overview of Jung’s views regarding literature, 
this section will not be making references to the entire corpus of 
Jung’s writings concerning the interpretation of literature. Instead, it 
will try to show the diff erences between Freud and Jung’s approach 
that appear to be relevant for the present discussion regarding the 
popularity of Martel’s novel by referring to Jung’s comments in 
the essay “Psychology and Literature.” In the essay Jung objects 
to Freud’s insistence that because “a work of art is brought into 
questionable proximity with neurosis,” it “can be analyzed in terms 
of the poet’s repressions” (185). In his essay Lionel Trilling echoes 
Jung when he says that he has detected “contempt” (95) in Freud’s 
views regarding art because Freud placed the “artist” or writer 
“virtually in the same category with the neurotic” (96). Countering 
this Freudian view, regarding art in his essay, Jung states: “What 
is essential in a work of art is that it should rise above the realm 
of personal life and speak from the spirit and heart of the poet as 
man to the spirit and heart of mankind (my emphasis)” (185). This 
emphasized portion clearly indicates that the Jungian approach 
gave importance to literary works’ ability to function as a medium 
for communicating ideas or images that can strike a chord with 
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