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Life of Pi: A Story of Suffering and
Liberation from Buddhist Interpretation

Hsu, Hui-fen *
Abstract

Life of Pi is a fantasy adventure novel written by Yann Martel.
Published in 2002, it won a big award and was later adapted into a
much acclaimed movie by Ang Lee. A shipwreck story with a boy and
tiger coexisting on a lifeboat invites various interpretations. This paper
explores its meaning from Buddhist perspective, aiming to prove that
it is not only an intriguing survival story but a universal allegory of
human predicament and the ways to be liberated from it.

The contents of this study are divided into two parts. The first
part illustrates Pi’s experiences as the embodiment of samsara. His
suffering reflects the first of the Four Noble Truths taught by the
Buddha. The ocean on which he drifts symbolizes human life full of
sorrow and uncertainty. The shipwreck signifies the inconstancy of life
that falls prey to trials and tribulations. Pi’s ordeals can be classified
into eight different types of suffering common to humanity. The
second part explores the path to nirvana. The moment Pi reaches the
land implies the attainment of nirvana. The ways leading to the end

of his suffering enact the last of the Four Noble Truths. For this part,
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Buddhist doctrines on meditative stability and emptiness are discussed.

Buddhism is not one of the three religions Pi embraces, nor is Pi
a Buddhist disciple practicing the ways to nirvana. Yet, his story is rich
in Buddhist implications. His adventure bears witness to the remedy
of suffering as prescribed by the Buddha. Suffering and the cessation
of suffering are not only the Buddha’s central teaching but the eternal

theme in literary works.
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