
Life	of	Pi:	Drifting	at	Sea	(Chapters	48	-	66)	

“I	will	not	die.	I	refuse	it…	so	long	as	God	is	with	me,	I	will	not	die.”	

After the incredible shock of the ship sinking and the trauma of the animals trapped together in the boat, Pi 
begins to come to terms with his situation in this section of the story. While he has to live with the very real 
prospect of dying, he starts to see beyond his immediate fears and begins to plan for his survival. By taking 
matters into his own hands, he discovers a profound will to live. He fortifies the raft that he built beside the boat, 
which doubles as a floating fishing platform and refuge from the tiger if necessary. He teaches himself to fish, 
hunt and use solar stills to provide freshwater. While he cannot fully outrun despair, which can strike at any 
moment if he lets himself dwell on his impossible situation, the reader can see him slowly taking responsibility 
for his own survival. 

Importantly, these chapters see Pi’s developing relationship with Richard Parker. He uses his knowledge of the 
tiger’s territorial instincts to establish the top of the tarpaulin as a safe zone, leaving Richard Parker the bottom 
of the boat as his own. While he still thinks of ways to kill the tiger, more and more he begins to marvel at the 
beauty of his travelling companion, and of the strange-but-wonderful world he is lost in. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. In Part 2, Chapter 48, Pi explains that the 
tiger got his name from what source?                  
a) Pi named him. 
b) The author. 
c) A mix-up in paperwork.                               
d) A Pondicherry zookeeper.  

2. How large was the lifeboat? 
a) 4 feet deep, 18 feet wide, 10 feet long.              
b) 10 feet deep, 4 feet wide, 18 feet long.                
c) 3.5 feet deep, 8 feet wide, 26 feet long.                    
d) 26 feet deep, 8 feet wide, 3.5 feet long.  

3. What separated Pi from the tiger on the boat?                                                                       
a) A floor. 
b) A tarp. 
c) A table.                                                     
d) A wall.                                                                                   

4. What did Pi build a raft out of?                      
a) Oars and floating logs. 
b) Life jackets and floating oars. 
c) Wood and rope.                                             
d) Logs and life jackets.  

5. What did Pi call the tiger's snorting in and 
out?                                                                          
a) Gruften. 
b) Gresting. 
c) Prusten.                                                     
d) Preften. 

 

 

 

6. What did Pi plan to do with the tiger once the 
tiger expressed friendliness?                                 
a) Tame him. 
b) Leave him. 
c) Train him.                                                   
d) Kill him. 

7. What did Pi finally realize after reading the 
manual written by a British Royal Navy 
commander?                                                           
a) He was responsible for his own survival now. 
b) The tiger would not kill him. 
c) The ocean was going to become fiercer in future 
storms.                                                          
d) The British had a keen sense on shipwrecks.  

8. What did Pi cut up to fish with in the 
morning, after his leather shoe was 
unsuccessful?                                                         
a) The biscuits. 
b) The British naval manual. 
c) Flying fish.                                                             
d) The tiger's droppings. 

9. What did Pi use to communicate with the 
tiger?                                                                       
a) A stick. 
b) A whistle. 
c) Shouting.                                                       
d) Hand gestures. 

10. What of Pi's disintegrated from the sun and 
salt?                                                                           
a) His boat. 
b) His clothes. 
c) His food.                                                    
d) His raft. 



	
 

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Describe the lifeboat and give details of the equipment and supplies Pi has found: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. ‘Necessity is the mother of invention’ is a well-known phrase. If you think back to how Pi solved the 
problem of his bullying at school, you’ll remember that Pi has always been an ‘ingenious’ character. How 
does he continue to demonstrate his ingenuity throughout this section of the novel? 

 

 

 

 

3. What is important about the Survival Manual? How does it relate to other themes in the novel, such as 
‘fear’ or ‘religion’? What might reading the manual symbolise? 

 

 

 

 

4. In chapter 53, Pi awakes and is full of anxiety. Overcoming fear is an important part of this section of the 
novel. Can you find three quotations from chapter 53 that reveal the fear Pi is feeling – and his attempts 
to overcome his fear? 

 

 

 

 

5. Over the course of these few chapters, Pi starts to encounter elements of the natural world of which he 
was previously unaware. What are some things he sees, thinks about, and discovers in this section of 
the novel? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

Important Symbolism: the colour orange 
 

 
In chapter 50, Pi states: ‘It seems orange—such a nice Hindu colour—is the colour of survival 
because the whole inside of the boat and the tarpaulin and the life jackets and the lifebuoy and the 
oars and most every other significant object aboard was orange.’ This is not the first time that the 
colour orange has been significant, and it won’t be the last. For example, in chapter 36 when the 
author meets adult Pi’s daughter, she is ‘holding an orange cat in her arms.’ Coincidentally, this is 
the same chapter that the reader learns the story will have a happy ending.  
 
Activity 
 
Use this space – or create a new visual resource such as a poster or infographic – to present all the 
symbolic uses of orange you can find in the novel. Clue: the colour orange is always, in direct or 
indirect ways, associated with hope and survival. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Literary Study: survival stories 
 

‘I descended to a level of savagery I never thought possible.’ 
 

at·a·vism | \ ˈa-tə-ˌvi-zəm 
1a:	recurrence in an organism of a trait or character typical of an ancestral form b:	recurrence of or reversion to 

a past style, manner, outlook, approach, or activity. 

2:	an individual or character that manifests primitivism: He was a magnificent atavism, a man so purely primitive 

that he was of the type that came into the world before the development of the moral nature (Jack London) 

You may have heard the idea that: ‘a society is only three meals away from anarchy.’ This phrase was 
spoken by Vladimir Lenin, and he wasn’t the only one to suggest that civilised society is not as immutable 
as it might seem. In 1896, Alfred Henry Lewis said: ‘The only barrier between us and anarchy is the last 
meals we’ve eaten’, and in 1946 a quote from an American newspaper read: ‘No one is more than nine 
meals away from murder’. Whatever the precise number of meals in the phrase, the idea that when food is 
scarce extreme behaviour will soon emerge is a common one. This philosophical theory is called atavism. 

Literature explores this philosophical idea through survival stories. Atavism is the idea that, if separated 
from the trappings of civilisation (such as a warm home, regular food, and safety), people will revert to a 
more primitive and even savage state of being; an atavist is someone who displays savage or violent 
behaviour once they are placed in a new, especially a hostile, environment. This theme arose strongly in 
Victorian literature, with stories such as Robert Stevenson’s gothic horror Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde, 
where a well-educated, rational, ‘civilized’ character (Dr Jekyll) developed a potion to unleash his ‘savage’ 
alter-ego and transform into the monstrous Mr Hyde. More recent examples include William Golding’s 
1954 novel Lord of the Flies, in which a group of British schoolchildren (supposedly the pinnacle of 
civilized humanity!) are stranded on a desert island – and pretty soon resort to violent methods such as 
hunting, fighting and even killing in order to survive. Post-apocalyptic stories (such as Cormac 
McCarthy’s The Road published in 2006) speculate that in an extreme scenario where the world’s social 
and environmental systems have broken down, humanity will resort to the ultimate savagery: cannibalism. 
People will hunt, kill, and eat each other – literally reverting to an animal state – in order to survive. 

Yann Martell is also interested in exploring this theme in Life of Pi, where Pi struggles with hunger and is 
forced to contemplate cannibalism. Consider how, in Part 1 of the novel, we met a pacifist vegetarian who 
never wanted to harm another living creature. However, Part 1 of the novel is set in a pleasant, civilised 
society – Pondicherry – where Pi does not have to struggle for survival. Once he enters the world of the 
Pacific Ocean, Pi is forced to renounce his pacifist, vegetarian ways if he is to survive. While the reader 
knows Pi will ultimately survive, the question Martell now poses, then, is: can Pi hold on to his humanity 
in the face of his terrible suffering? 

Studying Pi’s interactions with sea turtles illustrates the theme of atavism in Pi’s character perfectly. In his 
first encounter with a turtle (chapter 45), Pi treats it like a messenger, asking it to ‘Go tell a ship I’m here. 
Go, go.’ He remembers how the turtle swam close enough to grab, but he let it go. The way he personifies 
the turtle reveals how cultured learning rules Pi’s behaviour. The second time he encounters a turtle, 
however, he has been adrift for several days, so hunger and thirst are becoming stronger. In chapter 61 he 
is hungry enough to reach out for a turtle; but he still ‘recoils in horror’ at the feeling of its leathery 
flipper. Despite the severity of his situation, it seems that Pi’s reluctance to eat meat is still a powerful 
force. By the time we reach chapter 66, however, Pi is able to ruthlessly kill sea turtles, comparing the 
quality of meat cut from different types of turtle, and even comments that ‘with time and experience I 
became a better hunter… I grew bolder and more agile.’ Martell is clearly suggesting that even a person as 
morally principled as Pi would regress to a more savage and primitive state should the situation become 
dire enough.  



Activity 
 

Skim and scan chapters 61 to 66, in which Pi teaches himself to fish and hunt. 
 
Complete this mirror chart with quotations capturing Pi’s struggle with atavism. On the left side place 
quotations that suggest he is holding onto his humanity. On the right-hand side, place those quotations 
which reveal him, reluctantly or otherwise, losing his humanity and slipping into a pattern of more 
savage behaviour: 
 

Pi’s struggle to hold onto his humanity (atavism) 
 

 
Holding onto humanity 

 

 
Descent into savagery 

 
‘Richard Parker was tougher than I in the face 
of these fish and far more efficient.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
‘It is simple and brutal: a person can get used to 
anything, even to killing.’ 

 
 
 



 

Discussion Point: courage 
 
What makes a person courageous? Is it something one is born with, or can courage be fostered? Can 
everybody be courageous given the right circumstances or the desperation of a situation? Is acting to 
preserve one’s own life courageous or simply instinctive? Is it possible for animals to be courageous? 

Discuss ways in which you think Pi has been courageous in the story so far. Is it only since his arrival on 
the lifeboat that Pi has had to show courage or has he demonstrated courage elsewhere in the novel? What 
do you think is the most courageous thing he has done so far? Could it be argued that one of the animals – 
the zebra, perhaps, or Orange Juice – acted courageously? Talk about your thoughts with a classmate and 
feed your ideas back to the group.  

 

Theme Tracker: persistence in the face of despair 

Another popular part of the survival story (in particular, the sub-genre of the ‘castaway story’) is the 
continual hope for survival and rescue. Early on in his ordeal, Pi has to deal with the knowledge that his 
family are dead – but he fantasizes that a rescue ship will soon come along to pick him up. In chapter 53, 
he plunges into a cycle of despair and considers the possibility that he will never be rescued: at this point 
he has to make a decision whether to strive for life or give in to despair. Through a combination of his own 
willpower and his faith in God, he chooses to fight for his life. Pi even admits that he did not know how 
powerful the survival instinct could be until he faced this crisis. It gives him the power to do things he 
never imagined he could do, such as catching and butchering fish and turtles. From now on, even when he 
is at his lowest points and his physical strength is exhausted, he somehow finds the fortitude not to give up. 
In this way, persistence and determination in the face of despair becomes a key theme of the novel.  

 
Quotation Comment 

 
Clouds that gathered where ships were 
supposed to appear… slowly did the 
job of unbending my smile (chapter 46) 

 
This quotation reveals that hope springs eternal – even in a 
hopeless situation. Long after it is clear that no ship is coming to 
rescue him, Pi continues to look for a ship on the horizon. In this 
way, hope might be a double-edged sword. On one hand it can give 
a person the will to survive; on the other hand, Pi is wasting time 
looking for something that won’t appear, instead of focusing on 
solving problems for himself. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


