
Life	of	Pi:	A	Matter	of	Life	and	Death	(Chapters	37	–	47)	

“When	your	own	life	is	threatened,	your	sense	of	empathy	is	blunted	by	a	terrible,	selfish	hunger	for	
survival.”	

The Patel family’s journey to Canada is beset by disaster. After a brief stop in Manila to take on supplies, the 
ship sets out across the Pacific Ocean. In the early hours of the fourth day, Pi is awakened by what he thinks is 
an explosion. He leaves his cabin to discover the source of the disturbance and finds himself in the middle of 
chaos. A storm is raging, the corridors are filled with water – the ship is sinking. 

After falling overboard, Pi finds himself on a tarpaulin-covered lifeboat and seconds later he is joined by a zebra 
who must have escaped confinement belowdecks. The zebra lands awkwardly, breaking its leg. As the lifeboat 
drifts further from the stricken ship, Pi sees Richard Parker swimming frantically towards him. It is finally 
revealed to the reader that Richard Parker is the name of a Bengal tiger – and Pi unthinkingly helps him aboard 
the boat! Immediately coming to his senses, he throws himself into the water only to find himself surrounded by 
sharks. He has no choice but to return to the lifeboat, only to find there’s also a half-crazed and panic-stricken 
hyena on board as well! Pi has gone from the frying pan into the fire. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. How did Richard Parker end up in the lifeboat 
with Pi?                                                                                    
a) He jumped into the boat from the ship. 
b) Pi doesn't know how he got there. 
c) He was there before Pi got in.                                      
d) Pi helped him swim to the boat by throwing him a 
life buoy.  

2. Why did Pi throw himself out of the lifeboat? 
a) He thought he saw another lifeboat that might be 
safer.                                                                            
b) Someone called to him to swim to another boat. 
c) He realized he was in a boat with a Bengal tiger. 
d) He was hot and he thought he could cool off in the 
water.  

3. Which of these events did not occur before the 
ship sank? 
a) According to Pi's brother, there had been some 
problem with the engines.                                                 
b) There was a general alarm to alert everyone that the 
ship was sinking. 
c) Pi woke up and decided to go exploring. 
d) Pi found rising water blocking his way when he 
tried to return to his room.                                                                              

4. According to the author, which of the following 
was a reason why Pi decided to get back into the 
lifeboat?                                                                      
a) He knew the tiger would not hurt him. 
b) He wanted to get dry. 
c) There was a shark in the water.                                
d) He was cold and tired. 

5. What did Pi do the first day in the lifeboat? 
a) He helped the animals on board. 
b) He made himself secure. 
c) He kept alert looking for survivors and rescue 
teams.                                                                           
d) He explored the lifeboat.  

 

6. Symbolically, what does it mean when the storm 
clears?                                                                          
a) That good always follows bad. 
b) That the worst may be over. 
c) That there would be no more rain.                             
d) That bad things happen to good people.  

7. As Pi was in the lifeboat, what animal floated by 
and got into the boat?                                               
a) An orangutan. 
b) Another hyena. 
c) A monkey.                                                               
d) A dog.  

8. When the hyena began to act strangely, what did 
Pi do?                                                                          
a) Jumped back into the water. 
b) Tried to quiet the hyena by distracting it. 
c) Hid under the tarp.                                                   
d) Sat still and thought about the predatory powers of 
the hyena. 

9. When Pi saw a sea turtle near the boat, what did 
he do?                                                                          
a) Watched the turtle until it swam off.                        
b) Commanded the turtle to go for help. 
c) Talked to the turtle. 
d) Got into the water and swam with the turtle.  

10. Pi was becoming hopeless after the zebra was 
killed, so he decided to do what?                             
a) Throw himself at the hyena for a fight to the death. 
b) Do nothing and wait to be rescued. 
c) Jump overboard and let the sharks kill him.           
d) Pray to God for deliverance.  

 



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	

1. How does the author describe the sinking of the ship? Collect one or two quotations and comment on 
the effect of the language he uses: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. In literary works there are four major types of conflict: conflict with another person, conflict with the 
environment, conflict with society, and conflict with oneself. Which conflict(s) do you think are most 
obvious and crucial at this point in the story? 

 

 

 

 

3. How did the various inhabitants of the lifeboat all get there?  

 

 

 

 

4. Pi marks Orange Juice’s arrival at the beginning of chapter 42 using religious language: ‘She came… in 
a halo of light, as lovely as the Virgin Mary.’ Is Orange Juice special in some way, above and beyond 
the other animals? Give a reason for your answer:   

 

 

 

 

 

5. These chapters cover Pi’s first day and night on the lifeboat. In chapter 44, night falls and in chapter 45 
the sun rises again. Do you think there is a difference between day and night? Is this difference 
noticeable in the language Pi uses to tell his story? Can you comment on this? 

   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

Important Theme: the will to survive 

In Part 1 of the novel, Pi learnt that all animals have a survival instinct that governs their behaviour. Now, 
with the sinking of the Tsimtsum, survival becomes the driving theme of the story. The survival instinct is 
common to all life, and this theme will be developed strongly over these few chapters. Firstly, Richard 
Parker is seen swimming instinctively towards the lifeboat out of a desire to preserve his life. Secondly, a 
mortally wounded zebra clings on to life, even after his suffering becomes unbearable. The hyena is 
prepared to commit savage and ferocious acts to save itself, and even Orange Juice, a gentle creature, is 
roused to fury in defence of her own life.  

To what extent do human beings share these animal instincts? Although the reader knows that Pi does 
survive (because the adult Pi is telling this story many years later), we do not know how Pi will survive, 
and this part of the story is nevertheless filled with tension. After reading Part 1, we know that Pi is both a 
vegetarian and a pacifist. Yet he is placed in a situation where he not only has to survive starvation, but 
also protect himself from sharks, the unrelenting ocean, and the agitated animals trapped with him on the 
lifeboat! So, despite his pacifist leanings, Martell shows us how, like the animals in the zoo and on the 
lifeboat, Pi too possesses survival instincts that kick in once he has been plunged into danger. 

Activity 
 
Skim and scan through the few chapters immediately after the ship sinks. Find examples of actions and 
behaviours that Pi exhibits. Give each action a ‘Survival Rating’ based on whether the action is more or 
less likely to lead to his survival. Write a thought or comment about each action. Once you have enough 
examples, write a paragraph in your book about Pi’s survival instinct at this point in the story. 
 

 
Pi’s Actions 

 

 
Survival Rating  

(1 – 5) 
 

 
Your Thoughts 

 
Pulls a tiger onto the lifeboat. 
 

 
1 / 5 

 

 
It seems Pi’s survival instinct has not yet kicked in. His natural 
desire to help others - even dangerous animals - puts him in 
danger here. 
 
 

 
Rescues Orange Juice and 
catches the net – but forgets to 
grab the floating bananas. 
 
 

 
2 / 5 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 



 

Discussion Point: animal behaviour 
 

‘Any second I expected to see Richard Parker rising up and coming for me.’ 

As we have already learned in our study of Part 1, animals in Life of Pi are allegorical, meaning that they 
symbolize aspects of the human condition. In this part of the novel, this idea is developed considerably. Pi 
finds himself surrounded by animals who behave in various ways, all of which reflect the theme of 
humanity’s will to survive. Using the ideas below, match each animal to both its behaviour and the 
comment on how it can be interpreted symbolically:  

 

• Remorselessly circles 
the boat. 

 

• This animal represents a mindless kind of 
savagery, the worst that life has to offer. 
Has no regard for others and will do 
anything to ensure its own survival – 
even if that means inflicting horrific pain 
and suffering. 

 

• Is terribly injured and 
takes a long time to 
die. 

 

• This animal strongly represents the 
mother instinct, which is kind and 
nurturing; turns fierce when life – 
especially the life of a loved one – is 
threatened. Symbolic of selflessness and 
sacrifice. 

 

• Hides for most of this 
section. Explodes into 
life 

 

• Symbolizes a cold and uncaring universe. 
This animal bears no animosity towards 
Pi – yet if he falls in the water he will 
certainly die. 
 

 

• Ferocious and half-
crazed. Eats the zebra 
alive and kills the 
orangutan. 

• Represents how, even when all hope of 
survival is gone, life tries to prolong itself, 
despite the immense suffering this might 
involve. A symbolic warning to Pi about 
how life can be cruel and pitiful. 
 

 

 

• Naturally gentle and 
protective, yet fierce 
when threatened.  

 

 

• Represents the hidden potential of a 
person’s strength, ferocity, and power. 
Can be unleashed when circumstances 
are most dire – but the consequences can 
be frightening. 

 
 
 



 
 

Theme Tracker: fear 
 

‘Fear and reason fought over the answer.’ 

In chapter 37, what was a gentle coming-of-age story suddenly becomes a chaotic and unpredictable 
survival story as Pi, with almost no warning, is cast adrift in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. He is 
surrounded by danger on all sides and, briefly, his fear threatens to overwhelm him. Pi’s situation is almost 
ridiculously extreme and it’s not surprising that on several occasions he is almost paralysed by fear. In fact, 
in chapter 40 he acknowledges that, had he fully considered his hopeless situation, ‘I surely would have 
given up and let go of the oar, hoping I might drown before being eaten.’ In this example, his own 
thoughts are just as much an enemy as his hostile surroundings – it’s only through being unable to think, 
and instead relying on blind luck and pure instinct, that Pi survives those first crazy minutes and hours. 

Later in the novel, Pi will start to overcome his fear and finds himself able to face the reality of his 
situation. Applying his intelligence, ingenuity, and skills of logic and reason will allow him to solve 
problems that appeared unsolvable – such as how to live on a tiny lifeboat with a Bengal tiger! 
Nevertheless, fear is a constant companion, nowhere more so than in the first few chapters after the 
shipwreck. Therefore fear, the need to control one’s fear, and even the way fear can help a person survive, 
becomes an important theme to track from this point onwards. 

 
Quotation Comment 

 
It was terrifying to be in the water. It 
was black and cold and in a rage. I 
felt as if I were at the bottom of a 
crumbling well (chapter 40). 

 
When Pi first falls into the Pacific he describes the experience as 
‘terrifying’. The simile of being trapped in a ‘crumbling well’ 
suggests hopelessness, as if escape is a faraway point that is 
rapidly vanishing. Furthermore, he personifies the ocean so it 
seems to be going after Pi personally, making his situation even 
more perilous. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


