
Life	of	Pi:	My	Family	and	Other	Animals	(Chapters	1	–	14)	

“I	notice…	his	cupboards	are	jam-packed.	Behind	every	door,	on	every	shelf,	stand	mountains	of	
neatly	stacked	cans	and	packages.”	

Life of Pi is a tale about survival, belief in God and coming of age, that unfolds while the protagonist is floating 
in a lifeboat on the Pacific Ocean. The main character, Pi Patel, is a loveable teenager with a lifelong curiosity 
for animals and religion. Pi grows up as the son of a zookeeper in Pondicherry, India. He is intensely religious 
and practices Hinduism, Islam and Christianity with equal zeal. As the chapters progress, the reader learns how 
Pi got his name, the history of his immediate family, and visits the Pondicherry zoo where Pi grew up; and we 
meet a host of characters who all helped to steer, teach, and guide Pi through his childhood years.  

The first few chapters of the novel introduce Pi in flashback form. The whole book is recounted in Pi’s own 
words, recorded faithfully by the author as he interviews him from his home in Canada. The interview is a 
framing device, by which an author leads the reader into the wider narrative by having a character in the ‘outer’ 
story tell the primary narrative. The common effect of a framing device is to plant a seed of doubt into the 
reader’s mind as to whether the story is completely true. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. What was Pi named after? 
(a) A swimming pool. 
(b) A zoo. 
(c) His father. 
(d) A famous landmark. 

2. Who is Mamaji? 
(a) An old man. 
(b) A religious leader. 
(c) An ex-competitive swimmer. 
(d) An English student. 

3. From which country is Pi telling his story? 
(a) India. 
(b) China. 
(c) Mexico. 
(d) Canada. 

4. Which two characters do the italicised 
chapters mostly involve? 
(a) The author and Richard Parker. 
(b) Pi and his father. 
(c) Richard Parker and Pi. 
(d) Pi and the author. 

5. What animal does Pi’s father tell him is most 
dangerous in the zoo? 
(a) Lions. 
(b) Tigers. 
(c) Hippos. 
(d) Humans. 

                                                                             
6. Who was Mr Satish Kumar in chapter 7? 
(a) A communist and an atheist. 
(b) An agnostic. 
(c) A man who believed in God. 
(d) The man who introduced Pi to theology. 

7. According to Pi, when do animals try to 
escape from the zoo? 
(a) When they follow visitors home. 
(b) When they are lonely. 
(c) When they don’t like their habitat. 
(d) When they get hungry. 

8. According to Pi’s father, what kind of an 
environment do animals seek? 
(a) Free. 
(b) Safe. 
(c) Comfortable. 
(d) Happy. 

9. According to Pi, why will a lion in a zoo 
attack?  
(a) It doesn’t like somebody. 
(b) It is hungry. 
(c) It is a nasty animal. 
(d) Its territory is invaded. 

10. What is the omega animal? 
(a) The animal that learns the easiest tricks. 
(b) The animal with the highest social standing. 
(c) The animal with the lowest social standing. 
(d) The hardest animal to train. 



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. How many different people are helping and guiding Pi in these chapters? Make a list of at least three 
people and record one ‘lesson’ he learns from each: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How does Pi get his unusual name? What does this story reveal about Pi’s character?  

 

 

 

 

 

3. What is anthropomorphism and why is it dangerous?  

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do these chapters suggest that humans can live in harmony with the natural world? Why / why not? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What do you notice about the chapters presented in italics (cursive script)? What is the purpose of these 
chapters as the novel unfolds?  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

Important Symbolism: allegorical animals 

In the first chapter, we learn that Pi Patel, the narrator of this story, earned Bachelors Degrees in both 
religious studies and zoology. Pi confesses on page 5 that, as would be expected, ‘sometimes I got my 
majors mixed up’. In fact, Pi’s character possesses an unusual duality represented by his interest in 
both science and theology. On one hand, Pi is a very spiritual character; he has faith and believes in 
the supernatural. Qualities such as creativity, inspiration, emotional sensitivity and optimism are 
associated with his spiritual side. On the other hand, he studies science and can be a very rational 
person. Qualities such as problem solving, critical thinking, and intelligence are associated with his 
scientific side. 

Pi’s interest in both zoology and theology suggests that 
whenever he mentions animals in the story, they fulfil both 
a literal and a figurative role. Figures in a story that 
represent abstract religious or philosophical idea are called 
allegorical figures (so you can think of allegory as a kind 
of symbolism). In Life of Pi, animals are, more often than 
not, allegorical. For example, in the first chapter, the 
observations he makes about the three-toed sloth’s life and 
behaviour represent aspects of the human condition. 

Activity 
 
Complete the following table showing how animals are allegorical figures in the story so far. For each 
animal, or topic connected to animals, note down something that Pi tells us. Then abstract this onto an 
observation about the human condition: 
 

Animal or 
animal topic 
 

Pi’s observations Allegory with humans 

 
Three-toed 
sloth 
(Chapter 1) 
 

 
• The sloth is one of the world’s 

slowest animals.  
• It doesn’t react to loud 

sounds which might signal 
danger. 

• Sloths have poor eyesight and 
no obvious survival instincts. 

 
Pi notes how the sloth is a vegetarian and lives 
in harmony with the natural world. He says 
that it survives because of its slowness. He 
may be suggesting that not all conflicts can be 
won by physical strength or speed. Some 
people can also be successful by being patient, 
taking slow methodical actions and not 
drawing attention to themselves. 

 
Animal 
territories  
(Chapter 4) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
Mahisha the 
Tiger 
(Chapter 8) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Animal 
escapes 
(Chapter 10) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Lions 
(Chapter 13) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Pi speaks about how one gorilla, even when the door to her enclosure was left open, preferred to stay 

in her zoo rather than escape. What can this story tell us about the lives of animals – and humans? 
 



 

Literary Study: Allusion (Learner Profile – Knowledgeable) 
 

‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ 

Allusion is a literary device that asks the reader to make connections between a reference inside the text 
and something outside the text. This something could be another literary text, a historical event, a political 
event, or a religious, classical or mythological reference. As the first part of Life of Pi has a real-world 
setting (Pondicherry, India) and Pi is a student of science and religion, he alludes to several historical and 
religious events as well as to the politics of contemporary India. Understanding allusions requires a person 
to be know about history, culture, politics – and even other literary works. Knowledgeable is one of the 
ten qualities on the IB Student Learner Profile that you are encouraged to nurture while you are studying 
this course. 

Activity 
 

The allusions in the following chart can all be found in chapters 5 – 7 of the novel. If you are not familiar 
with the allusion, you should take this opportunity to improve your general knowledge. You can consult a 
library, use the internet or ask around. Record the significance of each allusion as you research and try to 
find one more for yourself: 
 

 
Allusion 

 
Notes 

 
 
I am who I am 

 
Yahweh (an old-testament name for God) identifies himself to Moses 
in this way. 
 
 

 
A reserve of food to last the 
siege of Leningrad 
 

 
The siege of Leningrad was a battle in World War Two in which 
hundreds of thousands of soldiers and civilians starved to death; 
foreshadows the hardship that will come later in the story. 
 

 
Simon, who is called Peter, 
Matthew also known as 
Levi… 
 

 

 
Gregor Mendel and Charles 
Darwin 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
We must all pass through the 
Garden of Gethsemene 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Discussion Point: foreshadowing 
 
Foreshadowing is a literary device used to give a hint about what is coming later in the story. It is a very 
useful device for creating tension, suspense, curiosity or a feeling of unease. Foreshadowing is not 
revealing what will happen and it rarely spoils the story. In fact, many readers may not even notice 
foreshadowing the first time around. For example, throughout the chapters you have been studying, Pi is 
not only digressing about the importance of zoos; he is setting up the story of the ‘ordeal’ that he 
mentioned way back in the first line of the novel: ‘my suffering left me sad and gloomy.’ A clever reader 
might notice the importance of territory and boundaries to animals – and might look a bit more carefully at 
the front cover to imagine what might happen to Pi later. Moreover, Pi’s story is interrupted by the author 
in the present day, and he keeps dropping hints about the things that happened to Pi. 

What hints have you noticed so far in the story about Pi’s ordeal and suffering. What do you think might 
happen later in the story? Can you identify any examples of foreshadowing? Discuss this question for a 
few minutes and report back to your class. 

 

Theme Tracker: anthropomorphism 

In this section of the novel, Pi's father taught him about anthropomorphism. People try to see in the 
animal what we want to see in ourselves, for better or worse. To erase any anthropomorphism in his 
children, Mr. Patel marched his sons out to the tiger's den where a starved tiger was given a live goat: the 
family watched in terror as the hungry tiger devoured the goat. Throughout this section of the novel, Pi 
continuously introduces the reader to the world of animals and animal behaviour. We are left with the 
inescapable impression that the writer wants us to think that animals can be like humans – yet are 
completely unlike humans at the same time! Complete the following table with quotations and analytical 
comments about this theme: 

 
Quotation Comment 

 
We look at an animal and see a 
mirror (chapter 8). 

 
This is spoken by Pi’s father as he tries to warn Pi about the 
dangers of wild animals. Nevertheless, the image of seeing oneself 
reflected in an animal’s eyes evokes the idea of similarity between 
humans and animals in the minds of the reader, as if the writer is 
trying to suggest there is an ineluctable link between ourselves and 
wild animals. 
 

 
Well-meaning but misinformed 
people think animals in the wild are 
“happy” because they are “free” 
(chapter 4).  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


