
Life	of	Pi:	Religion	(Chapters	15	–	28)	

‘His	house	is	a	temple.	In	the	entrance	hall	hangs	a	framed	picture	of	Ganesha…	In	the	living	room	
a	small	picture	of	the	Virgin	Mary.’	

Pi is deeply spiritual and responds freely to his spiritual experiences. Through this section of the novel, the 
reader follows Pi as he discovers three different religions and embraces all their different viewpoints. To him, 
Christianity connects with humanity; Islam offers brotherhood and devotion; the rituals and symbols of 
Hinduism anchor his perception of the world. Pi’s religious development, and his willingness to embrace aspects 
of different faiths, will play a major part in the survival story to come.  

Neither of Pi's parents were very religious. His father was, first and foremost, a businessman zookeeper. Pi's 
mother had a Hindu upbringing and had been schooled as a Baptist, but she is quite relaxed about religion now. 
As long as he was reading, she was happy. Their lackadaisical attitudes towards religion mean that Pi learns to 
stand up for his own beliefs – and must defend them when they come into conflict with other members of 
society. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. What religion was Pi born into? 
(a) Muslim. 
(b) Christian. 
(c) Hindu. 
(d) None. 

2. How did Pi first learn about Islam? 
(a) Talking to his friends. 
(b) Listening to his parents. 
(c) Studying at school. 
(d) Finding the Muslim quarter of town. 

3. Who are ‘the prophets of Pi’s youth? 
(a) Mr Kumar and Mamaji. 
(b) Pi’s father and mother. 
(c) Mamaji and Ravi. 
(d) Mr Kumar and Mr Kumar. 

4. How do Pi’s parents react to his religious 
devotion? 
(a) They were uncomfortable. 
(b) They had no reaction. 
(c) They wanted him to choose one faith only. 
(d) They wanted him to give up religion 
completely. 

5. When the three religious leaders argue over 
Pi’s religions, how does he respond? 
(a) He simply wants to love God. 
(b) He will agree to choose only one religion. 
(c) He ran away in tears. 
(d) He will give up all his religious beliefs. 

                                                                             
6. How does Ravi act towards Pi in this section? 
(a) He ignores Pi. 
(b) He agrees with Pi. 
(c) He makes jokes. 
(d) He also decides to worship three religions. 

7. The second Mr Kumar, the Sufi mystic, is 
also…  
(a) A butcher. 
(b) A baker. 
(c) A candlemaker. 
(d) A zookeeper. 

8. Which Indian historical figure has Pi taken to 
quoting in this section of the story? 
(a) Sachin Tendulkar. 
(b) Jawaharlal Nehru. 
(c) Gandhi. 
(d) Mother Theresa. 

9. Vishnu is a godlike aspect in which religion?  
(a) Hindu. 
(b) Christianity. 
(c) Muslim. 
(d) Buddhism. 

10. Who said, ‘My God, why have you forsaken 
me?’ 
(a) Gandhi. 
(b) Jesus. 
(c) Buddha. 
(d) Pi. 

	
 



Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Pi says he was attracted to Hinduism ‘because of the ritual and the sensory objects of the faith.’ Do all 
three of Pi’s religions have rituals and important items? Can you collect some examples of sacred 
objects and rituals that belong to different faiths here: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How does Pi conflict with members of his family in this section of the novel? How are these conflicts 
resolved? What does this tell you about Pi’s character?  

 

 

 

 

 

3. Which two (identically named) men can you add to the growing list of Pi’s teachers and guides during 
his childhood? How are these two men important to Pi in different ways?  

 

 

 

 

 

4. In many ways, people might see religion and science as opposite forces. Is this how Pi sees religion and 
science? Explain your answer here: 

 

 

 

 

 

5. In chapter 29, Pi describes his prayer rug: what is important about this item to Pi? What does he like 
about it? Can you detect any symbolism or foreshadowing connected to the prayer rug? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

Important Theme: theology 

‘Hindus,	in	their	capacity	for	love,	are	indeed	hairless	Christians,	just	as	Muslims,	in	the	way	they	
see	God	in	everything,	are	bearded	Hindus,	and	Christians,	in	their	devotion	to	God,	are	hat-

wearing	Muslims.’	
 

 

The theme of religion and faith is explicitly introduced in the author’s note before the story starts 
when Francis Adirubasamy, who told the author about Pi, said he had ‘a story to make you believe in 
God.’ While Pi is raised in a secular family, he becomes more devoutly Hindu and then also embraces 
Christianity and Islam. Despite the protestations of people around him, he practices all these religions 
at once. He refuses to listen to divisive words, instead focusing on how the varied stories of his 
different faiths in the end all present pathways to God. He even admires atheists because they too 
have ‘faith’ in their own beliefs about the universe! 

While Pi’s faith is challenged by people in this section of the story, later it will be tested in more 
extreme ways when he is stranded at sea. Therefore, this section of the novel is important in 
establishing the strength of Pi’s faith and religious beliefs, and how flexible he is when his faith is 
‘attacked’ by the doubts of others. 

Activity 
 
In chapter 15, the fictional author – a version of Yann Martel – observes the decorations in Pi’s home 
and describes the various pieces of religious art and religious iconography. While he is familiar with 
these figures from different religions, the reader may not be. Use the Internet or library to research the 
theological references from chapter 15, identify who the figures are and what they represent. Find out 
– or infer – the values that the figures stand for. Finally, once you have read further into the story, 
return to this chart and write down why the value or reference is important to Pi, or to a theme of the 
novel: 
 



 
 

Religious Figure Values Represented Significance in the novel 
 

 
Christ on the Cross 
 

 
Suffering and Doubt 

 
When Pi is suffering on the ocean, he too 
doubts his faith in God, although he stays true 
to his faith in the end.  
 

 
Ganesha 
 

 
God of war and 
destruction – also a 
guardian deity. 
 

 
Resembles the tiger’s role in part two of the 
story. 

 
Virgin Mary 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Kaaba 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Shiva 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Krishna 
 

  
 
 
 

 
Lakshmi 
 

  
 
 
 

 
Shakti (Parvati) 
 
 

  

 
Shiva yoni Linga 
 
 

  

 
Yahweh (God in 
Arabic) 
 

  

 
 



 

Important Theme: the importance of ritual 
 

‘It’s all very clear in my memory, as if it never changed.’ 

In chapter 4 of the novel, Pi was very clear about the importance of repetition and ritual to animals. He 
writes that ‘animals stick to the same paths for the same pressing reasons, season after season.’  He 
compares the movement of animals to the movement of pieces on a chessboard and says that ‘both speak 
of pattern and purpose.’ This section of the novel is concerned more with matters of the soul than with 
animals but, as we have previously learned, animals are allegorical figures in Life of Pi. Therefore, the 
importance of patterns and rituals to animals tell us something about human lives as well. 

Indeed, in chapter 16, Pi discusses his ‘symbolic first outing’.  His aunt and his mother took him to a 
temple, where Pi was to be initiated into the Hindu religion. He describes this initiation as a ritualistic 
experience, saying: ‘some smell of incense, some play of light and shadow, some flame, some burst of 
colour, something of the sultriness and mystery of the place must have stayed with me.’ In fact, rituals are 
important to all people to one degree or another and almost everybody takes part in some kind of ritual at 
certain times of life. Something as simple as a birthday is marked in a ritualistic way, with a gathering of 
friends and family, a cake with candles, and the offering and opening of gifts. Certain symbols decorate 
and enhance the ritual: balloons, streamers, hats and songs all mark this occasion.  

Pi’s love of Hinduism stems, in part, from the religious objects and rituals of religious practices. In chapter 
16 he says: ‘I am a Hindu because of sculptured cone of red Kumkum powder and baskets of yellow 
turmeric nuggets, because of garlands of flowers and pieces of broken coconut, because of the clanging of 
bells to announce one’s arrival to God, because of the whine of the reedy nadaswaram and the beating of 
drums, because of the patter of bare feet against stone floors down dark corridors pierced by shafts of 
sunlight…’ Pi’s love of Hindu ritual is clearly expressed through the length of this sentence, as though he 
is lingering in the memory of his religious practice, the strong mix of sensory imagery revealing how 
strongly the rituals are burned into his mind, as well as through the precise diction he uses, recalling every 
last item of the ritual, even down to the types of seeds used in religious rites. 

Activity 
 

A birthday is one example of a ritualistic experience, but there are plenty of other ‘symbolic outings’ that a 
person might go through in life. One’s first day at school, membership of a club or sport’s team, induction 
into a religion, graduating from a class, getting married (well, maybe not that last one yet) and so on are all 
examples of symbolic experiences with associated patterns and rituals that you might recognise. 
 
Choose one example for yourself, consider the aspects of ritual involved, and note your ideas here: 
 

• Symbolic experience: eg birthday 

 
• What is being celebrated or initiated: eg marking the day that you were born and celebrating 

turning one year older 

 
• People involved: eg the person (or people on a shared birthday) plus friends and family 

 
• Decorations/ symbols: eg cake, candles, balloon, presents, party hats 

 
• Words or speeches: eg ‘Happy Birthday’, ‘Many happy returns’, birthday song 

 



 

Discussion Point: Learner Profile – Open-minded 

Throughout these chapters, Pi discovers religion; but he is met with resistance once it is discovered that he 
wants to follow three different religions at the same time. His difficulties illustrate how people like to follow 
dogma, which can be defined as the blind and unthinking acceptance of established rules and guidelines. For 
example, each religious leader wanted him to renounce the other faiths and follow only one path, for reasons 
that they could not explain to Pi’s satisfaction. Pi’s parents reveal a similar tendency, attempting to put 
boundaries on his worldview and make him choose one religion, even though they too cannot give Pi an 
explanation as to why he cannot follow three religions. Years later, the adult Pi will compare bad religious 
leaders to bad zookeepers: both try to erect artificial boundaries and constrain curiosity, freedom, and liberty. He 
discovers the world is full of people who are opposite what the IB Student Learner Profile terms: open-minded. 

Do you agree with Pi’s worldview in this section of the novel? Do you find that adults can be dogmatic in the 
way they blindly follow rules or traditions? Do you think that people have a natural tendency to ‘constrain 
liberty’ in the way Pi has discovered? Have you ever tried to do something in an open-minded or original way, 
only to be ‘put back in your box’? Discuss the clash between dogma and open-mindedness with a classmate and 
share your ideas with others. 

 

Theme Tracker: subjective vs objective truth 
 

‘We sacrifice our imagination on the altar of crude reality and we end up believing in nothing.’ 
 

One of the most important quoted phrases in the novel is ‘the better story’. Right back in the author’s note, 
Yann Martell was honest about ‘twisting’ and ‘transforming’ reality to write this book. He tells the reader 
about his first two novels, which were both failures. He says that ‘an element is missing, that spark that 
brings to life a real story.’ Now in chapter 21, the author contrasts the phrases ‘dry, yeastless factuality’ with 
‘the better story.’ ‘Dry factuality’ refers to objective truth, which can be boring and mundane, lacking the 
spark to make it rise (like bread which stays flat without the addition of yeast). ‘The better story’ refers to 
subjective truth, the way that reality can be mixed with imagination, or faith, and brought to life in a vivid 
way. It is clear that the writer doesn’t want to be ordinary and mundane, and he strives to find ‘the better 
story’ through speaking and listening to Pi. 
 

Quotation Comment 
 
Possibly a f-f-failing oxygenation of 
the b-b-brain (chapter 22). 

 
Pi imagines the last words of an agnostic, who refuses to believe that God 
can be proved (as opposed to an atheist who, while not believing in God, 
would be willing to change their mind in the future). An agnostic is so 
wedded to ‘dry yeastless factuality’ that he wouldn’t recognise a miracle 
even should one occur and try to explain it in scientific terms– even with 
his last breath. 
 

 
I loved my prayer rug. Ordinary in 
quality though it was, it glowed with 
beauty in my eyes (chapter 29). 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 


