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In the Author’s Note that introduces the Life of Pi, Yann Martel claims that he first heard of Pi in a coffee shop in India.  A chance acquaintance tells him, “I have a story that will make you believe in God” (LP, vii).
  The story concerns the life of an Indian boy who grows up surrounded by the animals of his father’s zoo.  When Pi is sixteen, his family decides to emigrate.  His father sells off the animals to an American zoo and the family travels with them across the Pacific.  The steamer sinks during a storm and Pi finds himself on a lifeboat with a hyena, a wounded zebra, an orangutan, and a Bengal tiger.  The hyena attacks the zebra and then the orangutan, devouring both.  He, in turn, is killed and eaten by the tiger.  Pi stays alive by acting as the tiger’s zookeeper.  Feeding it with the fish he catches and giving it water from the solar stills that he finds on the lifeboat, he survives until the boat, carried by the equatorial current, reaches the shores of Mexico.  

How is this improbable tale supposed to bring belief?  What has this story of animals, first in the zoo, and then on the raft, to do with God?  The mystery deepens when at the end of the book Pi relates a second story, one where humans rather than animals are the agents.  In this account, related after the first provokes incredulity, the ship’s French cook becomes the hyena, a wounded sailor the zebra, Pi’s mother the orangutan, and Pi himself plays the role of the Bengal tiger.  The tale, in other words, becomes one of cannibalism and human savagery.  A Japanese official, who interviews Pi, remarks “What a horrible story” (LP, 345).  He also admits: “The story with the animals is the better story,” to which Pi responds, “And so it goes with God” (LP, 352).  Again the question recurs: What have the animals to do with God?  How can the first account, where animals take the place of human agents, lead to God?


Martel’s tale is an account of alterity—the alterity both of animals and God.  Like Pi, we tend to define our humanity by drawing a line between it and our animality.  The human is defined by a boundary excluding the animal.  Yet animality is not just other than us; it is also within us.  In Levinas’s phrase, our relation to it is a “difference that is not indifference.”  The same holds for our relation to the divine.  This is also other and yet within us.  How do we draw the line between our humanity and divinity, defining our humanity in terms of it?  In the story, PI confronts these two forms of alterity, at times accepting, at times rejecting their presence within him.  His passage across the Pacific is, in fact, a journey into the depths of these questions, the hidden reaches where our relations to our animality and divinity are deeply entangled.  The entanglement is such that we cannot understand our humanity without including both forms of alterity.  Martel’s tale shows how our humanity is defined by the boundaries we draw and the ways we are forced to trespass them.

I

The first part of the Life of Pi contains a defense of the well run zoo and the lives animals lead in its enclosures.  We should not think of the animals as imprisoned and yearning to be free.  For the animal in a good zoo, his enclosure is his home.  “A house,” Martel writes, “is a compressed territory where our basic needs can be fulfilled close by and safely.  A sound zoo enclosure is the equivalent for an animal.”  The inhabitant  finds within it “all the places it needs—a lookout, a place for resting, for eating and drinking, for bathing, for grooming, etc.”  Miraculously, without the need of hunting, food appears (LP, 19).    By contrast, “animals in the wild live lives of compulsion and necessity.”  They face “an environment where the supply of fear is high and the food low and where territory must constantly be defended and parasites forever endured.  What is the meaning of freedom in such a context?” (LP, 17).  In fact, offering freedom to an animal, comfortably settled in its enclosure, is, Martel asserts, as “if you went to a home, kicked down the front door, chased the people who lived there out into the street and said, ‘Go! You are free!  Free as a bird!  Go!  Go!’” (LP, 18).  Neither humans nor animals would appreciate the gesture.  What we have in the well run zoo is, in fact, an artificial Garden of Eden, one where “all animals are content” (LP, 20).  Martel concludes his defense of zoos with the words: “I know zoos are no longer in people’s good graces.  Religion faces the same problem.  Certain illusions about freedom plague them both” (LP, 21).  He does not specify what the illusion of freedom is that plagues religion.  To learn this, we have to consider existence outside of this Eden-like state.


In his first days in the life boat, this existence assumes the form of a savage struggle.  The zebra, whose leg has been broken by its jump into the life boat is the first to be attacked by the hyena.  He bites and pulls the skin of his victim, which “came off the zebra’s belly like gift-wrap paper comes off a gift….”  As Pi describes what follows: “The zebra’s attempts at self-preservation only whipped the hyena into a frenzy of snarling and biting.  It made a gaping wound in the zebra’s side….  It started pulling out coils of intestines and other viscera.  There was no order to what it was doing.  It bit here, swallowed there, seemingly overwhelmed by the riches before it….  the zebra was being eaten alive from the inside” (LP, 138). The female orangutan meets a similar fate.  At the end of their battle, she “lay … next to the dead zebra.  Her arms were spread wide open … she looked like a simian Christ on the Cross.  Except for her head.  She was beheaded.  The neck wound was still bleeding” (LP, 145-46).  Pi is so outraged, he decides to throw himself on the hyena, but then he notices the tiger crouching beneath the tarpaulin covering the rear of the life boat.  The tiger springs on the hyena, who surrenders to its superior force almost without a struggle.  In Pi’s description, the tiger’s “jaws closed on the side of the hyena’s neck.  Its glazed eyes widened.  There was a noise of organic crunching as windpipe and spinal cord were crunched.  The hyena shook.  Its eyes went dull.  It was over” (LP, 166-67).


This account is interspersed with contrasting descriptions of the animals’s lives in the zoo.  The tiger, who by dint of a clerical error received the name of his captor, “Richard Parker,” came to the zoo as a cub.  He had never killed before.  The orangutan, named “Orange Juice,” because of her tendency to drool—was another long-time resident of the zoo (LP, 123).  The “mother of two fine boys,” she would enfold the young Pi with her arms.  The zebra in the zoo would gently pull the carrots proffered it.  Pi’s religious mentor exclaimed on seeing it, “What a wondrous creature,” while his science teacher called  it “the Rolls-Royce of equids”(LP, 93).  The Eden-like, religiously tinged description of their encounter is in stark opposition to Pi’s account of the zebra’s helplessness on being eaten alive: “Once or twice it reared its head straight up, as if appealing to heaven—the abomination of the moment was perfectly expressed” (LP, 139).  Only the hyena, “an animal to pain the eye and chill the heart” fails to receive some commendation, though Pi admits, “a hyena’s catholicity of taste is so indiscriminate it nearly forces admiration…. Hyenas snack on the excrement of herbivores with clucks of pleasure….  They eat their own kind … once they are dead”  129).  These, however, are descriptions of hyenas in the wild, not in the zoo.


The contrasting descriptions of the other animals raise the question of the status of our humanity.  They make us wonder whether our humanity is itself the result of the provision of zoo-like conditions—houses, supermarkets, police, the stable routines of work, etc.—without which we would also revert to a similar savagery.  Would we, so deprived, cross what we take to be the line between the human and the animal?  Pi faces this question in the most immediate way.  A self-described “puny feeble, vegetarian life form,” he must kill to survive.  The transformation he undergoes can be described in his reaction to such killing.  He first kills a flying fish that lands in his boat.  Pi relates: “I wept heartily over this poor little deceased soul.  It was the first sentient being I had ever killed.  I was now a killer … now I had blood on my hands.  It’s a terrible burden to carry.  All sentient life is sacred” (LP, 203).  But, then, using this fish as bait, he catches a dorado and takes the hatchet “in both hands and vigorously beats the fish on the head with the hammer head” (LP, 205).  He comments: “You may be astonished that in such a short period of time I could go from weeping over the muffled killing of a flying fish to gleefully bludgeoning to death a dorado…. The explanation … is simple and brutal: a person can get used to anything, even to killing” (LP, 205).  As the journey progresses, his clothes rot away: “For months I lived stark naked except for the whistle that dangled from my neck by a string” (LP, 213).  He now subdues fish like an animal: “A fish jumping out of water was confronted by a famished boy…. I stuck fingers into eyes, jammed hands into gills, crushed soft stomachs with knees, bit tails with my teeth … With time and experience I became a better hunter.  I grew bolder and more agile.  I developed an instinct, a feel, for what do” (LP, 216). 

In fact, as he admits, “I descended to a level of savagery I never imagined possible” (LP, 218).  As he describes this descent: “By degrees the range of my appetite increased.  Whereas at first I gutted fish and peeled their skin fastidiously, soon I no more than rinsed off their slimy slipperiness before biting into them, delighted to have such a treat between my teeth” (LP, 235).  Having noted that animals’s cages must be kept clean, since, “animals being gluttons for anything that remotely resembles food,” they will even eat feces (LP, 233), he admits, “I could put anything in my mouth, chew it and swallow it—delicious, foul, or plain …  I tried once to eat Richard Parker’s feces” (LP, 236-7).  He only gives up when, having tried it, he finds “there is nothing to be had here” (LP, 238).  Not taste, but lack of substance turns him away.  In this, he is no different from Richard Parker.  In fact, as he remarks: “It came as an unmistakable indication to me of how low I had sunk the day I noticed with a pinching of the heart, that I ate like an animal, that the noisy, frantic, unchewing wolfing-down of mine was exactly the way Richard Parker ate” (LP, 249-50).

How then does Pi draw the line between the animal and the human?  In Martel’s descriptions, there is, first of all, his relation to the divine.  He prays many times a day.  In his list of an average day, the first thing on waking up is “prayers.”  Prayers also mark the periods of mid-morning and late afternoon.  He also prays at sunset and at night during his fitful sleeping  (LP, 210-211). The sense of the divine that moves him to pray is illustrated in his reaction to lightning during a thunder storm.  It is the opposite of Richard Parker’s: “I turned to Richard Parker and said, ‘Look, Richard Parker, a bolt of lightning.’  I saw how he felt about it.  He was flat on the floor of the boat, limbs splayed and visibly trembling.  The effect on me was completely the opposite.  It was something to pull me out of my limited moral ways and thrust me into a state of exalted wonder (LP, 258).  After a particularly brilliant flash, Pi relates: “I was dazed, thunderstruck—nearly in the true sense of the word.  But not afraid.  ‘Praise be to Allah, Lord of All Worlds, the Compassionate, the Merciful, Ruler of Judgment Day!’ I muttered.  To Richard Parker I shouted, ‘Stop your trembling!  This is a miracle. This is an outbreak of divinity’” (LP, 259).


The second way of drawing the line is in his relation to Richard Parker.  Upon discovering the provisions in the life boat and constructing a raft on which he sits a safe distance from the boat, Pi considers his various options with regard to the tiger.  He could attempt a direct assault on the animal in various ways—plans one through five—or he could follow “Plan Number Six: Wage a War of Attrition.”  In Pi’s first thoughts, “Waiting for him to waste away and die would require no effort on my part.  I had supplies for months to come” (LP, 175).  But then he realizes that the narrow stretch of water that separates the raft from the boat is no obstacle to an animal “crazed with thirst and hunger….  He will swim as far as he has to, to catch the drifting raft and the food upon it” (LP, 178).  Direct assault would be suicidal, while a war of attrition would almost certainly be lost.  Only one option is left: “I had to tame him.  It was at that moment that I realized this necessity.  It was not a question of him or me, but of him and me” (LP, 181).  Pi’s method of taming Richard Parker was to stand on the prow, rock the boat and blow the lifeboat’s whistle.  Because the tiger associated the resulting sea-sickness with the sound of the whistle, Pi, gradually gained command of him.  Using the whistle, he even trained the tiger to jump through hoops. 


How are we to understand these actions of Pi?  What is the symbolic import?  One clue is provided by Pi’s matching second story, where the actions of the animals are ascribed to humans.  Another clue is present in the clerical error that results in a human name, “Richard Parker” having been given to an animal.  It is accompanied by a corresponding error that results in an animal’s name being given to the hunter that found it.  The hunter’s family name is listed as “None Given,” and his first name as “Thirsty” (LP, 148).  The reversals of agency and names both point to a corresponding reversal where the animal actually names a property of the human, a property that we project on to the animal.  If we accept this, then we can see Pi’s assertion that both he and Richard Parker needed to survive—that it was not a question of one or the other—as a concealed acceptance of his own animality.  The training of Richard Parker, so necessary if both are to survive, is actually a training of Pi’s own animal nature.  Drawing the line in this case means, not so much the exclusion of the animal, as its education.  One humanizes the animal.  If we take the word “educate” in its etymological sense of drawing or leading out, one can say that the habits inculcated by training educate the animal.
  They do so by drawing out the human from the animal.   The same claim can be made with regard to Pi’s relation to the divine.  The religious awe inspired by the lightning is educated by being placed within the framework of “Allah, Lord of All Worlds.”  The lightning is not seen as something to tremble at, but rather as an “outbreak of divinity.”  The training that accomplishes this education occurs during the times set aside for prayer.  Its basis was formed by the religious education that Pi had gained from his religious mentors.  To acknowledge the necessity of this training is to accept the necessities that confront us, not just with regard to our own animality, but also with regard to the divinity that also lays claim to  us.  It is, in fact, to begin to undo the “illusions of freedom” that plague religion.

II


In psychoanalytic theory, the suppression of an experience or aspect of the self does not cause it to vanish entirely.  It reappears in symbolic forms.  Such forms substitute a “possible” or “acceptable” representation for an unacceptable and, therefore, “impossible” representation.  The Life of Pi contains a number of examples of such substitution.  One of the most striking occurs when first Richard Parker and then Pi go blind.  Pi admits that he has “failed as a zookeeper” and prepares to die (LP, 268).  He says: “And now I leave matters in the hands of God, who is love and whom I love” (LP, 269).  But just then he hears a voice asking, “Is someone there?”  Pi replies, “Of course someone’s there.  There is always some one there.  Who would be asking the question otherwise?”  The voice replies, “I was hoping that there would be someone else” (ibid.).  They discuss food.  While Pi concentrates on vegetarian dishes, his interlocutor is a meat eater.  In fact, there is no flesh that he won’t eat: boiled beef tongue, tripe, pancreas, a calf’s brain in brown butter sauce, bleeding raw beef, marinated rabbit, frog’s legs, etc.—all form parts of his diet.  The only thing he abhors is vegetables.  In his semi-conscious state, Pi concludes that he talking to Richard Parker—“the carnivorous rascal.”  Forgetting that the tiger was brought to the zoo as a cub, he asks, “have you ever killed a man” (LP, 273).  The voice admits to killing and eating first a man and then a woman.  When asked if he has any regrets, the voice replies, “It was them or me….  It was the doing of the moment.  It was circumstance….  I didn’t think about it.”  To which Pi replies, “The very definition of an animal.  That’s all you are.”  The voice asks: “And what are you?”  Pi replies: “A human being, I’ll have you know.”  To which the voice says: “What boastful pride”  and Pi replies: “It’s the plain truth” (LP, 274). 


If, as the second story at end of the book suggests, Pi is actually Richard Parker, what we have here is the exposure the projections Pi makes onto the tiger.  Pi is not, in fact, “a puny vegetarian life-form,” but actually a killer.  Richard Parker represents the animality that he cannot accept.  The impossible representation of himself as capable of cannibalism is covered over by a possible one: that there is a tiger on board that engages in the acts he cannot own.  The assertion that he is a human being conceals from him the truth that his humanity includes the tiger’s animality.   

This point is driven home when he notices that the voice has a French accent.  The voice now becomes that of someone like Pi, stranded on a lifeboat, who has also gone blind.  Again food is discussed and again the voice indicates that it will eat anything.  Neither, however, has any food.  Drawing their lifeboats together, Pi invites the stranger on board with the words, “Come my brother, let us be together and feast on each other’s company” (LP, 282).  The stranger falls on him and to Pi’s remark, “My heart is with you,” replies,  “You’re damn right your heart is with me! … And your liver and your flesh” (ibid.).  The blind stranger is a cannibal.  But before he has time to act, Richard Parker appears and attacks him.  Pi relates: “I heard the merest clicking of claws against the bottom of the boat  … and the next moment my dear brother shrieked in my face like I’ve never heard a man shriek before.  He let go of me” (LP, 283).  Pi now regains his sight and sees the stranger’s carcass.  He gaffs an arm to use as bait.  He then confesses: “I ate some of his flesh.  I mean small pieces, little  strips that I meant for the gaff’s hook …. They slipped into my mouth nearly unnoticed” (LP, 284).  Again the symbolism is clear.  The stranger with the French accent also represents an aspect of Pi that he will not acknowledge.  This is the part of him that will do anything to survive, even become a cannibal.  The blindness of Pi and his double represents Pi’s blindness to the censored chapters of his own history.  What he cannot accept about himself, he projects on the other.  Here, however, the other is not just Richard Parker.  It is also the chef of the second story.  Just as the hyena kills the zebra and the orangutan, in the second story, the chef kills the wounded sailor and Pi’s mother.  He, like Pi, also eats part of the flesh he was supposed to use as bait.  For Pi to call him “my dear brother” is, thus, to implicitly admit that the animality within him is both tiger and hyena.  It includes the revolting, omnivorous habits of the hyena as well as the predatory power of the tiger.

Perhaps the strangest example of projection occurs with Pi’s encounter with a mysterious floating island.   Lacking any soil, the island’s base is made up of “an intricate, tightly webbed mass of tubed-shape seaweed, in diameter a little thicker than two fingers” (LP, 286).  Out of this dense web of vegetation, trees grow.  The island appears to satisfy both Pi’s and Richard Parker’s every need.  Pi, the vegetarian, finds the algae forming the base of the island “wet with fresh water” (LP, 287).  Its consistency is that of water chestnuts; it has a “light sweetness” he finds delicious, and eating it gradually restores him to health.  Richard Parker’s needs are meet by the island’s innumerable meerkats.  He had no need to hunt them since “these meerkats had gone for so many generations without predators than any notion of flight distances, of flight, of plain fear, had been genetically weeded out of them” (LP, 298).  Soon, he too, is sleek and fit again.  Finding all his needs met, Pi relates, “Nothing, I thought, could ever push me to return to the lifeboat and the suffering and deprivation I had endured on it—nothing!  What reason could I have to leave the island?” (LP, 310). 

What changes his mind is the discovery that the island’s vegetation is actually carnivorous.  Noticing a tree with fruit, he climbs it to investigate.  He finds that the dull green fruit are densely packed masses of leaves.  Pulling them off one by one, at its center  he discovers “an unspeakable pearl at the heart of a green oyster: a human tooth.”  When he peels the other fruit, he finds “Thirty two teeth.  A complete human set.  Not one tooth was missing.  Understanding dawned on me….  The island was carnivorous” (LP, 311).  At night the algae turned acidic, digesting everything that did not, like the meerkats, shelter in the trees.  A person, however, who died in a tree would also be digested.  Although in no immediate  danger, Pi cannot bear the thought of what the fruit concealed: “Nothing but teeth left! TEETH!”  He makes a “grim decision …  “I preferred to set off and perish in search of my own kind than to live a lonely half-life of physical comfort and spiritual death on this murderous island” (LP, 313).  

Despite the satisfaction of his physical needs, Pi flees the revelation the island offers.  What appears to be a Garden of Eden turns out to have teeth in the heart of what may be symbolically regarded as its “forbidden fruit.”
  Concealed within the vegetarian paradise is the action of a carnivore.  Thus the symbol of the island points to repression and its breakdown.  The truth of the island and Pi’s truth—that both are carnivores—are impossible representations.  They must be fled from in spite of the physical hardship this involves.  

III
Pi’s journey ends when his boat runs aground on the shore of southern Mexico.  Richard Parker leaps over him to reach the land.  He runs towards the jungle, never looking back.  In Pi’s words: “Then Richard Parker, companion of my torment, awful, fierce thing that kept me alive moved forward and disappeared forever from my life” (LP, 316).  The disappearance of Richard Parker marks Pi’s reentrance into human society.  Pi is discovered, bathed, clothed, and taken to the hospital.  Sometime later, he is interviewed in the hospital by officials from the Maritime Department of the Japanese Ministry of Transport.  

He begins by telling them his story with the animals, which they refuse to believe.  In particular, the tiger provokes disbelief: “Not a trace of it has been found” (LP, 329).  Pi attempts an elaborate defense of its existence, asserting improbably: “There is no doubt in my mind that feral giraffes and feral hippos have been living in Tokyo for generations without being seen by a soul….  And you expect to find a tiger in a Mexican jungle!  Its laughable, just plain laughable” (LP, 330).  The stress on the undiscoverablity of the tiger indicates that Pi no longer needs the qualities he projected as those of the tiger.  Once the “zoo” conditions of society—its stable boundaries and protections—have been reestablished, wildness is not required.

The disbelief that Pi’s first story provokes makes him attempt a second story, “a story without animals.”  In this story the cruelty of the animals is ascribed to the human survivors of the life boat.  Thus, in the first story, the hyena is introduced as snapping at flies.  Now, Pi describes the cook “swinging his arms and catching flies and eating them greedily.”   He also shares the hyena’s omnivorous habits: “He was a disgusting man.  His mouth had the discrimination of a garbage heap.  He also ate the rat.  He cut it up and dried it in the sun.  I—I’ll be honest—I had a small piece, very small, behind mother’s back. I was so hungry” (LP, 337).  As for the wounded zebra, this becomes a young “beautiful” sailor who broke his leg jumping from the ship.  When his foot became  “black and bloated,” the cook persuades Pi and his mother to help him amputate the sailor’s leg.  The sailor suffers horribly: “His screams were all the worst for being unintelligible” (LP, 338).  When Pi wants to throw the sailor’s leg overboard, the cook prevents him, saying he will use it as bait.  This, as he admits to Pi’s mother was his motive in forcing the amputation (LP, 339).  When the sailor dies, the cook butchers him: “He cut up everything, including the sailor’s skin and every inch of his intestines.  He even prepared his genitals” (LP, 341).  And not just for bait.  When Pi’s mother catches him eating the sailor, she shouts, “You animal!  How could you?  He’s human!” (LP, 342).  When the cook later strikes Pi and his mother rushes to defend him, she pushes Pi into the water and is herself killed: “He caught her by the wrist and twisted it.  She shrieked and fell.  He moved over her.  The knife appeared.  He raised it in the air.  It came down” (LP, 343).  This scene is reminiscent of the orangutan’s  struggle with the  hyena: “The hyena … jumped on the bench and caught Orange Juice on the wrist before she could strike” (LP, 144).  The hyena beheads the orangutan.  Similarly, the cook beheads Pi’s mother and goes even further in his savagery by tossing the head to Pi in the water (LP, 344).  When Pi comes to kill the cook, again there is a parallelism of the details.  In both cases, the victim yields without a real struggle (LP, 344).  In both cases he is eaten.   In Pi’s description: “I stabbed him repeatedly.  His blood soothed my chapped hands.  His heart was a struggle—all those tubes that constructed it.  I managed to get it out.  It tasted delicious, far better than turtle.  I ate his liver.  I cut off great pieces of his flesh” (LP, 345).  


The parallels between the two accounts are obvious.  As the Japanese interviewers note: “Both the zebra and the Taiwanese sailor broke a leg … And the hyena bit off the zebra’s leg just as the cook cut off the sailor’s … The blind Frenchman they met in the other lifeboat—didn’t he admit to killing a man and a woman?  … The cook killed the sailor and his mother….” (LP, 346).  Since “his stories match,” the interviewers draw the obvious conclusion: “the Taiwanese sailor is the zebra, his mother is the orangutan, the cook is … the hyena—which mean’s he’s tiger! … The tiger killed the hyena—and the blind Frenchman—just as he killed the cook” (LP, 346). 


The questions that arise for the Japanese concern the truth of these matching stories.  Is one of them true, are both true, or is neither the truth?  Pi remarks: “In both stories the ship sinks, my entire family dies, and I suffer….  So tell me, since it makes no factual difference to you and you can’t prove the question either way, which story do you prefer? Which is the better story, the story with the animals or the story without animals?”  The interviewers agree that “the story with the animals is the better story.”  Pi then replies “And so it goes with God” (LP, 352).  


The implication here is that the question of the better story is also a theological question.  To understand the sense of “God” involved, we have to see what is implied in the projections Pi makes.  We can begin with his projection of his qualities onto the animals.  The novel suggests that such projections go on all the time.  Thus, Martel relates that Pi’s father had painted on the wall beyond the zoo’s ticket booth the question: “Do you know which is the most dangerous animal in the zoo?”  An arrow pointed to a curtain to be pulled, behind which was a mirror (LP, 34).  Is man the most dangerous animal?  Pi learns from his father that there is an “animal even more dangerous than us … the animal as seen through human eyes.”  The animal that is “‘cute,’ ‘friendly,’ ‘loving,’ ‘devoted’” is like the “‘bloodthirsty,’ ‘depraved’ animals  that inflame the ire” of those who are cruel to them in the zoo. “In both cases we look at an animal and see a mirror.”  The narrator adds: “The obsession with putting ourselves at the center of everything is the bane not only of theologians but also of zoologists” (ibid.).  The two answers to the question of the most dangerous animal are, then, the same answer.  Looking for the most dangerous animal in the mirror, we see ourselves.  When we regard the animals themselves, we see only the traits that we have projected onto them—traits that point back to us.  How is it that we do not see this—that we remain by and large unconscious of our projections?


The French psychologist, Jacques Lacan writes: “The unconscious is that chapter of my history that is marked by a blank or occupied by a falsehood: it is the censored chapter.”  The censored material reappears in “the distortions necessitated by the linking of the adulterated chapter to the chapters surrounding it.”
  It appears in symptomatic language—i.e., language that points back to what has been censored.  For Lacan, what has ultimately been censored is “the other.”  In his words, “... the unconscious of the subject is the discourse of the other.”  The patient’s symptoms point to the repression of the other’s role in the patient’s self-recognition.
  Not willing to admit the traits that he and the other share, the person cannot recognize himself.  He cannot, for example, see his own animality, which remains a “censored chapter.”   The result is the projections that Pi’s father deplores.  If we accept this, then we have to say that neither story is true.  Pi is not the “puny vegetarian life form” he calls himself in the first chapter.  He is also not just the tiger, Richard Parker, as the Japanese conclude.  He is actually all the animals: the “loving” orangutan, the “beautiful” wounded zebra, the “magnificent” predatory tiger and the “revolting” omnivorous hyena.  All, however, are now buried in his unconscious.  As a Japanese interviewer admits, the truth of Pi’s story is concealed since we are “not inside this boy’s head” (LP, 346).


The fact that both the “story with the animals” and “God” are taken to be “better” stories makes us ask whether God is also a projection of the human.  Is God also one of our censored chapters?  To assume so is to see not just animality but also divinity within us.  Yann Martel gives a number indications that this is the case for Pi.  Pi gives his name as “I am who I am” to a pizza delivery service in Montreal.
  In listing the contents of the life boat, he includes the item “1 God” (LP, 162).  He also attempts to keep his faith by touching the turban he made with remnants of his shirt and saying aloud “THIS IS GOD’S HAT!”  Similarly, he points to his pants saying aloud “THIS IS GOD’S ATIRE!” to Richard Parker saying aloud “THIS IS GOD’S CAT!” to the boat saying aloud, “THIS IS GOD’S ARK!” and so on (LP, 231-32).  There are also more subtle hints of the divinity with us.  One of the most interesting concerns Mr. Kumar, a baker, who is a Sufi Muslim mystic.  Mr. Kumar introduces Pi to Islam.  As Pi describes their relationship, “I sometimes came out of that bakery feeling heavy with glory” (LP, 68).  Yet, in spite of the closeness of their relation, he cannot recognize him.  As Pi says to himself while waiting for Mr. Kumar at the zoo, “Have you forgotten how plain he looks?  You will never recognize him….  I had to recognize him…. But I had noticed before that it was when I tried my hardest to recognize him that I was least able to pick him out.  The very effort seemed to blind me” (LP, 89).  The divinity within cannot be seen without.  Like our animality, it escapes us.

The presence of such divinity is, however, recognizable through its projections.  Yann Martel gives a comical example of this when Pi’s imam, pandit, and priest converge on him during a walk with his family.  His parents have no idea that he is “a practicing Hindu, Christian, and Muslim” (LP, 71) and listen amazed as he is successively praised for being a good  Christian, Muslim, and Hindu boy.  The three religious figures then begin to quarrel.  The imam tells Pi, “Hindus and Christians are idolaters.  They have many gods.” The pandit responds, “And Muslims have many wives,” while the priest asserts: “there is salvation only in Jesus.”  Soon insults are being traded: Christians are called the “flunkies of a foreign god,” the pandit is referred to as “the slave driver of the caste system,” while the priest calls their beliefs “myths from a cartoon strip” (LP, 75).  This sorry display of intolerance is only brought to a halt when Pi explains, “Bapu Gandhi said, ‘All religions are true.’  I just want to love God” (LP, 76).  This however does not ultimately satisfy his hearers, who depart with grudging smiles.  Pi himself later reflects, “There are always those who take it on themselves to defend God, as if Ultimate Reality, as if the sustaining frame of existence, were something weak and helpless….  The degree of their indignation is astonishing.  Their resolve is frightening” (LP, 78).  These sentiments imply that no one of the religions has the ultimate truth about God.  The fact that these religious figures act as if their God were “weak and helpless” points to a truth that they both accept and conceal from themselves.  Each of their religions is, in its narrowness, a projection.  


Granting this, how can we say that Yann Martel’s story leads us to God?  Isn’t God, like the animals on the boat, a projection of what is only within us?  For the author, however, the fact that it is a projection does not disqualify its reality.  Our animality remains, even though it forms a censored chapter of our conscious life.  So does our divinity.  In both cases, we face an unspeakable alterity.  Like Richard Parker, our animality vanishes in the confines of civilized life.  We can only relate its story by projecting its qualities onto the animals about us.  The same, Martel suggests, holds with regard to our divinity.  The original experience of the divine, which Pi, for example, has when he leaves the baker “feeling heavy with glory” can only appear in the confines of ordinary life in distinct religious forms—Hindu, Muslim, Christian, etc.  The improbability of the animals in the first story is matched by that of the aspects of each religion that the other religions criticize.  In both cases we have to do with the distortions of symbolic substitutes, of possible representations substituting for impossible ones.  One can put this in terms of Lacan’s assertion that  “the unconscious of the subject is the discourse of the other.”  The discourse of the unspeakable alterity of our animal and divine natures is that of the unconscious—i.e., of the symbolic substitutes it necessarily clothes itself in.  

One way to express this is in terms of Pi’s name.  Pi’s actual name is Picine, which he  shortens to “Pi” to avoid being teased as “Pissing.”  As a mathematical symbol, “Pi” is an irrational number.  It expresses the inability to find a common measure—an exact ratio—between the circumference and the diameter of a circle.  It is a number that goes on forever.  This suggests that there is the same irrationality in man: there is no common measure—no ratio—linking him either to his animality or to his divinity.  He is in his being made up of incommensurables.  Pi himself says “in that elusive, irrational number with which scientists try to understand the universe, I found refuge” (LP, 27).

How are we to understand this?  It seems that to reach the animal and the divine, we have to go beyond the things for which we have common measures.  The animal and the divine show themselves in “the madness that moves life in strange but saving ways,” (LP, 95) the very madness without which “no species would survive” (LP, 45).  This measure beyond measure is the unconscious understood as an alterity that, in remaining other, must always show itself in a series of symbolic substitutes.   Martel’s tale invites us to think of this unconscious in theological terms—that is, not just to position it, like the Freudian id, as below reason, but also as above reason.  

The insight here is expressed by Pi when he gazes out from his raft at the stars shining with “such fierce, contained brilliance.”   Seeing them, he “felt like the sage Markandeya, who fell out of Vishnu’s mouth while Vishnu was sleeping and so beheld the entire universe, everything that there is.”  Before the sage could die of fright, Vishnu awoke and took him back into his mouth.” As this last line suggests, such a vision is not one we could bear.  As Pi continues, 

“For the first time  … I saw my suffering for what it was, finite and insignificant, and I was still.  My suffering did not fit anywhere, I realized.  And I could accept this.  It was alright.  (It was daylight that brought my protest: ‘No! No! No!  My suffering does matter. I want to live.  I can’t help but mix my life with that of the universe.  Life is a peephole, a single tiny entry onto a vastness …  This peephole is all I’ve got!’)  I mumbled words of Muslim prayer and went back to sleep” (LP, 196).  

To live in this peephole is to live with the saving madness that allows Pi to pray and to care for Richard Parker.  To recognize the necessity involved here is, Martel suggests, to avoid the “illusions about freedom” that plague both religions and zoos.  

Endnotes

� 	Yann Martel, Life of Pi, Random House of Canada, 2001.  This novel will be cited as LP.


� 	“Education” in Latin is “educatio.”  It comes from “educo,” the verb signifying “to lead forth” or “to draw out.  See Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966, p. 627.


� 	What “forbids” them is Pi’s resistance to the truth they reveal.  One can of course make a parallel claim about forbidden fruit in Genesis’s account of the Garden of Eden.  


� 	Jacques Lacan, “Function and field of speech and language,” in Écrits, A Selection, New York, W. W. Norton and Company, p. 50.


�	Ibid., p. 55. 


� 	When the pizzas arrive they are marked for “Ian Hoolihan” (LP, 22).





