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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

論文名稱：「這是上帝的貓」？：論《少年 Pi的奇幻漂流》中同伴物種之倫理 

指導教授：邱彥彬 博士 

研究生：簡滋儀 

論文提要內容： 

     本論文旨在重新思考人與動物之間的倫理關係，企圖擺脫西方哲學傳統之

下人類中心的立場。透過哈洛威《同伴物種宣言》與《當物種相遇》中同伴物種

的概念來閱讀馬泰爾的《少年 Pi的奇幻漂流》，這樣的倫理關係得以透過建基於

「關係性」上而實現，而非以西方哲學傳統下的人／動物之二元對立為基礎。在

這樣的倫理關係中，人與動物在會面時透過「回視」達到溝通。也在會面中，人

與動物與彼此「成為共在」，並且共同形塑彼此的主體性。此外，《少年 Pi的奇

幻漂流》中可見擬人化的口吻敘述老虎理查‧帕克的故事，本文將解釋在這種擬

人化中可以看見同伴物種倫理的實踐。 

     本論文由五個章節組成。第一章包含《少年 Pi的奇幻漂流》相關評論，並

回顧西方哲學傳統之下人與動物的關係。第二章意圖闡明在哈洛威脈絡之中同伴

物種的概念，尤其是「關係性」和「成為共在」。透過檢視 Pi和理查‧帕克在救

生船上的種種細節，本文認為 Pi和理查‧帕克的關係可被視為同伴物種的關係。

第三章聚焦在「回視」的動作，作為同伴物種間建立雙向溝通的方式。本文也將

透過「回視」深入分析 Pi和理查‧帕克溝通上的（不）可能性。第四章將《少
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年 Pi的奇幻漂流》中兩個版本的故事讀為兩種動物敘事的並置。兩者皆從擬人

化的角度去敘事，但是其中一個版本透露出同伴物種倫理的實踐，另一個版本則

回歸到傳統人類中心式的解讀。第五章為本文之總結，主張蘊含同伴物種倫理的

動物敘事能夠幫助我們理解如何透過關注生活中真實存在的動物去重新思考人

與動物之間的關係。 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

關鍵字：楊‧馬泰爾、《少年 Pi的奇幻漂流》、唐娜‧哈洛威、同伴物種、關係

性、成為共在、回視、擬人化 
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Abstract 

     The thesis aims to rethink an ethical relationship between humans and animals 

that is separated from the anthropocentric stance in the Western philosophical 

traditions. Reading Yann Martel’s Life of Pi in light of the ethics of companion species 

in Donna Haraway’s The Companion Manifesto and When Species Meet, I would like 

to contend that this ethical relationship take shape while it is founded on relationality, 

instead of the human/animal dichotomy. Acts of respect need to be exerted by human 

and animal participants when they meet. And in the meeting, they become with each 

other in the relationship in which their subjectivities are co-constituted by each other. 

The narrative of Pi living with Richard Parker employs a kind of anthropomorphism 

endowed with ethics of companion species. 

     This thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter One is a review of research on 

criticism of Life of Pi and discussions of human/animal relationships in the Western 

philosophical framework. Chapter Two aims to elucidate the concepts of companion 

species in Haraway’s context, including relationality and becoming-with. By 

examining the details in Pi and Richard Parker’s life on the lifeboat, I argue that they 

are in a companion-species relationship. Chapter Three focuses on the act of respect, 

the practice for the companion species to evoke mutual responses. The (im)possible 

communication between Pi and Richard Parker will be analyzed. Chapter Four reads 

the two versions of the story of Life of Pi as a juxtaposition of two kinds of animal 

narratives. Both told from anthropomorphic perspective, the story with the animals is 

registered with ethics of companion species while the story without animal returns to 

the traditional anthropocentric interpretation. Finally in Chapter Five, I conclude that 
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animal narrative that is entailed with ethics of companion species enables us to 

rethink the human/animal relationship by attending to real animals which are 

physically beside us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keywords: Yann Martel, Life of Pi, Donna Haraway, companion species, relationality, 

become with, respect, anthropomorphism 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

     Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is “a story that will make you believe in God” (x). 

Divided into three parts, Pi Patel’s story illustrates the three phases of a faithful 

soul—the formation of faith, the sufferings and the rewarded life. His most 

well-known experience is that he survives after spending 227 days with an adult 

Bengal Tiger in a lifeboat on the Pacific Ocean. Fascinated by the wonders of the 

adventure, the fictional writer sets forth to Pi’s current residence in Toronto. And he 

eventually compiles the interviews with Pi without which this novel is impossible. 

The novel begins with “Author’s Notes” and ends with the verbatim transcript of Pi’s 

conversation with the two Japanese investigators. The rest of the story is told from the 

first-person perspective because, according to the narrator, “It seemed natural that Mr. 

Patel’s story should be told mostly in the first person—in his voice and through his 

eyes” (xi-xii). 

     That Pi’s story will make you believe in God(s) is because of Richard Parker, 

the Bengal Tiger. In Pi’s life, animals play roles as vital as God(s). To him, God(s) and 

animals not only relate to each other as the Creator(s) and the creations but also 

contain each other. In God(s), he sees animals and in animals, he sees God(s). Besides, 

fathered by the owner of the Pondicherry zoo, Pi spends his childhood with many rare 

animals and learns to appreciate varied forms of life. His life with the animals 

guarantees that he acquires knowledge of animal habitual nature and of the zoo 

business. Pi’s story interweaves God(s) with animals. They are not only parts of his 
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life; they flood his life. 

     There are various God(s) and animals in Life of Pi. In “Part One: Toronto and 

Pondicherry,” Yann Martel amplifies Pi’s encounters with God(s) and animals in his 

earlier life. Unlike most religious devotees, Pi embraces three religions at the same 

time. He believes wholeheartedly in Hinduism, Christianity and Islam. The 

juxtaposition of three seemingly incompatible beliefs seems to echo the situations of 

the animals. In Life of Pi, animals that are not supposed to live together are called to 

meet each other, constituting ecosystems that are “decidedly baffling” (122). The zoo 

is a baffling ecosystem, providing dwellings for animals from tropical to frigid zones. 

The lifeboat is a baffling ecosystem, besieging Pi, Richard Parker, the hyena, the 

orang-utan and the zebra. The confrontation between the hyena and the orang-utan is 

worth noting for one is from Africa and the other from Borneo. They need time to get 

along and observe each other before they act. Because of these baffling ecosystems, 

Life of Pi consists of the atlas that collects the routes of various moving beings and the 

annals that record the histories of these lives. 

     God(s) and animals are also Pi’s companions in his sufferings. Besides praying 

to God(s), Pi cannot make it through the sufferings without the company of Richard 

Parker. After Richard Parker eats the hyena, Pi and Richard Parker turn out to be the 

only living things on the lifeboat. Pi sees clearly that he must live with Richard Parker 

because killing the tiger is beyond his power. He then programs feeding and training 

plans for Richard Parker to prevent Richard Parker from eating him up. Richard 

Parker indeed keeps Pi alive. His company helps Pi combat loneliness on the ocean. 

His daily needs keep Pi busy. His every movement diverts Pi’s attention from 
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hopelessness to the beauty of a tiger. He even saves Pi by devouring the man from 

another lifeboat who intends to eat Pi. 

     Richard Parker’s company means a lot to Pi but it is not always comforting. 

Since Pi was a child, his father exhorts him that animals are animals; they must be 

kept at a distance from humans. Once he gets too close, the price would be his life. 

Living with a tiger, Pi is haunted by the fear of being eaten. During the days on the 

Pacific Ocean, if he does not want to lose his life, he must offer up other lives as 

scapegoats. Hence, though a vegetarian since he was born, Pi consciously kills other 

living beings for the first time in his life. Gradually, killing lives and preparing food 

for Richard Parker and himself become his daily routine. Pi and Richard Parker 

become messmates. Life of Pi is a story about how to eat with animals. 

     Although Pi’s story seems reasonable, the Japanese investigators still doubt that 

it is a true story. Their reasons are those baffling ecosystems in the lifeboat. The 

meetings on the Pacific are not all illogical, but it seems too coincident to believe that 

they all have happened to Pi in one journey. Feeling slightly hurt, Pi tells them a 

second story, in which God(s) are still in his heart but animals are gone. In this story, 

all humans, except for Pi, on the lifeboat die before long after the shipwreck. 

Throughout the journey at the sea, all Pi can do is keep praying till the day he is saved. 

It turns out to be a story about survival of the fittest who kills and eats his human 

companions. There is no animal but animality, the ugly nature included in and 

excluded from humanity. 

     However, despite the fact that Pi is faithful and prays a lot in both stories, he 

does not explain how God(s) helped him get through the difficult days on the Pacific 
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Ocean. With or without animals, we see that Pi physically does all the works, for 

example, refitting the lifeboat, preparing foods, training Richard Parker or killing the 

French cook. No divine miracles have befallen and helped Pi through hard times. 

Florence Stratton gathers that the story with the animals is the story “that will make 

you believe in God” because when Mr. Okamoto answers Pi that “The story with the 

animals is the better story,” Pi replies “Thank you. And so it goes with God” (qtd. in 

Stratton 5). But when Pi points to the animal castaway, Richard Parker, yelling “THIS 

IS GOD’S CAT!” in order to elevate himself in the helpless situation, Richard Parker 

remains the animal that “was a constant danger” (209). The title “God’s cat” seems to 

be given to Richard Parker with no valid argument. As Stratton points out, for Martel, 

“God’s existence . . . is a matter neither of fact nor of faith, but rather is a better story 

than the one told by those who doubt or deny God’s existence” (Stratton 6). If that is 

the case, what does it mean when Richard Parker is called “God’s cat”? While the 

animals seem to project on the animal natures of humans in the second story, what do 

the animals, especially Richard Parker, in the first story stand for?  

     Both stories in Life of Pi touches the notions of “humans” and “animals” and 

their relations. The relationship between Pi and Richard Parker inspires me with the 

following questions that are registered with concerns for ethical human/animal 

relationahips. How do we live with the animals in baffling ecosystems, where unlikely 

beings live together as described in Life of Pi? What are the human responsibilities in 

the ethical human/animal relationships? How do we rethink human/animal 

relationships by reading the two stories—one with and the other without animals—in 

Life of Pi? These questions provoke this thesis. I wish to have a thoughtful discussion 
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and acquire some constructive answers through researches into the relationship 

between Pi and Richard Parker in Life of Pi. 

 

     Literature Review 

     In Life of Pi, the animal protagonist, Richard Parker, is often read as a 

representation of something for humans’ sake, instead of an actual living tiger. In 

“The Intertwining of Incommensurables: Yann Martel’s Life of Pi,” James R. Mensch 

holds that Richard Parker is the projection of animality which is at the same time 

included in and excluded from humans in the process of defining humanity. Richard 

Parker’s training is “a training of Pi’s own animal nature” (Mensch 48). It is an 

important question of humans’ survival. Humans need to repress their animality to 

live on in the society. Besides Richard Parker, Mensch thinks that God is also a 

projection of humans’ divinity (Mensch 54). So Pi’s odyssey on the Pacific Ocean can 

be seen as “a journey into the depths of these questions, the hidden reaches where our 

relations to our animality and divinity are deeply entangled” (Mensch 44). Mensch’s 

essay concludes that “there is no common measure—no ration—linking [man] either 

to his animality or to divinity” and Pi is “in his being made up of incommensurables” 

(Mensch 55). Florence Stratton in “‘Hollow at the Core’: Deconstructing Yann 

Martel’s Life of Pi” notices that Richard Parker is on one hand described by Pi in great 

details of “his physical appearance and habitual behaviour—sleeping, eating, 

defecating, growing” and on the other hand depicted as a being that throws “the spark 

of life” that seems full of symbolic meanings (Stratton 10). Stratton sees 

deconstructing powers in Richard Parker for he represents a blend of manners of 
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realism and aestheticism. 

     Mensch and Stratton’s readings focus on Richard Parker’s literary significance. 

Mensch discusses the significance of animality in the process of humans’ self-making 

while Stratton argues that Richard Parker is registered with deconstructing powers. 

But since my concern is the human/animal relationship, my reading will have to focus 

on the Richard Parker in flesh in order to delve into his relationship with Pi. 

     In “Believing in Tigers: Anthropomorphism and Incredulity in Yann Martel’s 

Life of Pi,” Stewart Cole contests that anthropomorphism indicates humans’ attempt 

“to glean the greatest meaning from the world around us” (Cole 30) and through 

anthropomorphism “we see ourselves everywhere” (Cole 35). Though Pi sees Richard 

Parker as an actual tiger and warns the readers not to see the animals through human 

eyes—because animals are animals—he cannot avoid anthropomorphizing Richard 

Parker during the journey in the Pacific Ocean. From the viewpoint of agnosticism, it 

seems unavoidable that we know and talk about animals through human eyes. The 

ontological differences prevent us from efficacious communication with animals. 

However, whether we can “revise” our anthropomorphic exposition of the animals we 

meet might be a start to seek a way out of the predicament. My hope is that through 

observing, caring and training animals, we may be able to move away a little from the 

human-centered perspectives. We may also proceed to reflect on an ethical 

human/animal relationship. 

     On issues of animals, it is impossible not to refer to the philosophical divisions 

between humans and animals in the Western context. The ideas of animals are 

understood as non-humans so any discussion about animals inevitably touches (or 
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threatens) the ideas of humans. J. M. Coetzee depicts how difficult it is to talk about 

animals without alluding to the human/animal hierarchy in The Lives of the Animals. 

In the novel, the fictive writer Elizabeth Costello discomforts her audience with the 

parallel between the Jews of the concentration camps and the animals of meat industry. 

Her parallel provokes a large backlash that accuses her of “[insulting] the memory of 

the dead” and “[trading] on the horrors of the camps in a cheap way” (Coetzee 50). 

She is thought to deliberately ignore the divinity of humans who have God’s image 

and exceed all other creatures in reason. Reason, the godlike endowment, the 

foundation of the humans’ thinking is revoked. What distinguishes humans from 

animals is disqualified and the status of humans in this world is at stake. Costello’s 

care for animal sufferings and her implication that humans tend to rationalize the 

sufferings caused by them turn her into an irrational writer with “delicate sensibilities” 

(16) whose opinions on animals are “jejune and sentimental” (17) in front of a group 

of humanistic scholars. 

     In biblical traditions, man is made in the image of God and is granted dominion 

over all living creatures on earth. According to St. Augustine, what makes man 

godlike and nobler are “sensation” and “reason” (Augustine Book 1:20). He explains 

that the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” is addressed only to man:  

          we do not understand this [commandment] of the plants, since they have  

          no sensation, nor of the irrational animals . . . since they are disassociated  

          from us by their want of reason, and are therefore by the just appointment  

          of the Creator subjected to us to kill or keep alive for our own uses.  

          (Augustine Book 1:20) 
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Because of reason, man is the rightful ruler of plants and animals. There is no such 

question as whether it is a sin to kill animals. Killing is only sinful when it is executed 

on man. Therefore, Costello’s parallel between the Jews and the animals is on one 

hand an insult to her rational audience and on the other hand a false accusation against 

humans who have the right to make use of animals as what they will. 

     René Descartes compares animals to automata. Though they can perform some 

tasks better than humans do, they achieve those tasks “not through knowledge, but 

only through the disposition of their organs” (Descartes 72). Descartes thinks that “the 

disposition of their organs” are like the design of machines that can bring to success 

the particular tasks set to them but would fail to do other tasks. He argues that animals 

are automata produced by Nature (Descartes 297). Based on Descartes’ thinking, 

animals do not have consciousness. They might cry out with pain but they do not 

necessarily experience the pain. Humans do not need to be guilty when they take 

animals’ lives. 

     Though humans do not have responsibilities for animals’ lives and sufferings, 

Immanuel Kant proposes that humans should treat animals with kindness for humans’ 

own sake. He argues that animals exist as “an analogue of humanity” to help 

“cultivate our duties to humanity” (Kant 212). Animals are “means” and humans are 

“the end” (Kant 212). How one treats animals reflects how one treats one’s own kind. 

Humans need to devote themselves to “observing animals and their behaviour” and 

“seeing how greatly they care for their young” to learn how to take care of their 

fellow humans (Kant 212). Though Kant’s ethics requires humans to see and care for 

animals, it inherits the anthropocentric view in the Western philosophical traditions. 
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Not that the lives of animals matter but that the great humanity needs to be cultivated. 

     Jeremy Bentham, another Enlightenment thinker, is the first one to think from 

the animal side. In a footnote in “Limits between Private Ethics and the Art of 

Legislation,” he holds that animals are mistreated like the slaves. They live under 

humans’ tyranny. He questions that if reason is what gives humans immunity from 

responsibilities for animals, bringing in human infants and those who suffer from 

mental deficiency into the discussion should not cause any controversy or difficulty in 

ethics. Yet it is not so. Bentham points out that “the question is not, Can they reason? 

nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?” (Bentham 236).  

     Apparently, animal suffering is an issue that cannot be ignored in the discourses 

on animal ethics. Due to the dogmatic slash between the human and the animal, we 

are used to seeing and treating animals as non-humans, who by no means deserve 

parity of respect with humans. The anthropomorphic perspective often justifies our 

exploitation of animals for humans’ ends, including that in meat industry, clothing 

industry, entertainment industry, scientific research, and rescue teams to name a few. 

The subsequent developments of human societies, however, are often at the expense 

of the lives of the animals. Cruelty to animals also seems natural or amoral. Humans 

are appointed as the masters of animals and can treat animals whatever ways they like. 

It looks like being animals in this world is being fatalistic. Animal ethics is derived 

from this sense of inequality and is enacted by certain people who—despite being on 

the top of the human/animal hierarchy—care about animals’ (suffering) situations and 

are willing to re-envision a human/animal relationship that fits in certain principles of 

their own, such as fairness or justice. 
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     In Have you ever heard of speciesism?, a leaflet of Animal Ethics, Inc., the 

organization appeals for a more humane way of treating animals. They maintain that 

we should respect and do no harm to not only other people and dogs and cats but also 

all animals. That animals are not our kind is not an ample reason to harm them. The 

leaflet writes,  

many humans have lesser intellectual capacities, due to disease, accidents  

or congenital reasons. It’s clear to most of us that we shouldn’t  

discriminate against or harm those humans. This shows that . . . what  

matters is not intelligence or mere species membership. (Have you ever  

heard of speciesism, 2).  

Animals may not be less intelligent than humans but they feel pains as we do. 

Therefore, “Intelligence is not what matters: suffering is” (Have you ever heard of 

speciesism, 2). 

     The contemporary philosopher Tom Regan further brings forwards that, instead 

of the capacity for reason, “rights are trump” (Regan 80). He reasons that since we 

believe in human rights that one should be treated equally “regardless of our race, 

gender, religious belief, comparative wealth, intelligence, or date or place of birth” 

(Regan 80), we ought not emphasize the differences between humans and animals and 

remain indifferent to animal rights. Instead, we need to focus on the “fundamental 

similarities” (Regan 81). Ragan considers that the most important thing to both 

humans and animals is being “subjects-of-a-life” (Regan 81). Humans and animals are 

all living in and aware of the world and “what happens to us matters to us because it 

makes a difference to the quality as well as the duration of our life” (Regan 82). “As 
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subjects-of-a-life, we are all morally the same—all morally equal” (Regan 82). The 

significance of the term “subjects-of-a-life” is Regan’s effort to change humans’ view 

on animals. It is one step to change the way of thinking from that in the Western 

traditions in which animals are usually categorized into “non-humans” before the 

discussions. Nevertheless, Ragan’s advocacy of animal rights is still articulated in the 

frame of the Western philosophy. He asks in his essay,  

Are any other-than-human animals subjects-of-a-life? Yes, of course. All  

mammals, at least. All birds, at least. All fish, at least. Why? Because  

these beings satisfy the conditions of the kind of subjectivity in question.  

(Regan 82)  

The phrase “at least” implies that there are gradations between animals. The questions 

of animals are discussed in the logic of the great chain of being in which the 

philosophical divisions still exist.  

     J. M. Coetzee is aware of that the “philosophical language” limits the 

discussions to discrimination “between mortal and immortal souls, or between rights 

and duties” (Coetzee 22). In The Lives of the Animals, the fictive writer Elizabeth 

Costello says that reason is actually more like “the being of one tendency in human 

thought” (Coetzee 23). Noticing that humans have held reason too tightly as the 

mastery of the world, she deems it necessary to disarm reason at first in order to open 

more rooms for those who are thought to have no access to reason. She brings forward 

the “sympathetic imagination” used by the poets to “[show] us how to bring the living 

body [of the animal] into being with ourselves” (Coetzee 53). According to Costello, 

sympathetic imagination is the ability to imagine what is it like to be in another body 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

12 

 

and to embrace the currents of life at the moment of meeting the animal. She 

emphasizes that the animal is not invited into this meeting because sympathy has 

everything to do with the subject but nothing with the object. It is a better way than 

the philosophical discussion about animals because it is boundless—it is open to any 

kinds of forms of life without class gradations. Yet it seems too open. 

     The difficulty in introducing sympathetic imagination is that it seems an easy 

way to represent all lives of animals in the name of the power of literature. While the 

philosophers fail to talk about animals because they only talk about humans, Costello 

fails too because she only talks about all animals, animals in general. Many questions 

are brought up to challenge her. How far can one’s imagination travel? How do we 

measure the authenticity of the imagined death of the animals? How do we know that 

the poets are not wasting their affections at the moments they engage in the lives of 

the animals? How do we use poetry to urge people to do something for animals? All 

these questions are brought up to embarrass her and her naïve theories of sympathetic 

imagination. This is where I think Haraway’s thoughts can be helpful because with 

them we can see that one important link is not recognized in Costello’s sympathetic 

imagination: the concern for the real encounters with the animals. 

     Costello and Haraway both refuses the gradations between humans and animals. 

They both resort to a kind of interaction with the animals which only happens at the 

moment of the meeting. And any party of the meeting does not come to the meeting 

with expectations of any specific outcome. Haraway describes that in the meeting 

with the companion species, “There is no teleological warrant here, no assured happy 

or unhappy ending, socially, ecologically, or scientifically. There is only that chance 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

13 

 

for getting on together with some grace” (When Species Meet, 15). If the real 

encounter between the human (the poet) and the animal can be taken into 

consideration, Costello’s sympathetic imagination might be exempt from the doubts 

that it is too boundless to provide a new way to think about animals. 

 

     Methodology 

     Donna Haraway’s The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and 

Significant Otherness and When Species Meet provide the theoretical bases for my 

thesis. Her thinking on how we can learn to live intersectionally with companion 

species is a good approach to rethinking the human/animal relationship of which the 

discussions have long been screened by anthropocentric views inherited from the 

Western philosophical traditions. My use of the term “companion species” is also 

heavily indebted to Haraway’s deliberations about the connotations of the words 

“companion” and “species” and their combination “companion species.” 

     In The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness, 

companions are, as the title suggests, the dogs that cement relationships with humans. 

Haraway commences her thinking from the sense of “companion animals” whose 

stories are always intertwined with their human partners in an “obligatory, constitutive, 

historical, protean relationship” (Manifesto, 12). Three factors are emphasized in this 

relationship: first, there are at least two partners, in this case, the dogs and the humans; 

second, there is no inevitable consequences; third, the partners do not exist before the 

relating. There is no presumption of hierarchy in the relationship. Only “Historical 

specificity and contingent mutability” are noted (Manifesto, 12).  
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     In When Species Meet, Haraway grasps the word “companion” from its Latin 

etymology—“cum panis, ‘with bread’”—to which the word “messmate” is alluded to 

(When Species Meet, 17). Companions are whom we share the dining-table with. The 

notions of “companion” outlines the relationship between “the dog people” and the 

dogs in Haraway’s books as well as the relationship between Pi and Richard Parker in 

Life of Pi. The relationship between messmates even preliminarily points the way of 

dealing with problems concerning eating or eating with animals in the life boat. The 

relating of the partners is the smallest unit for us to think about their relationship. The 

histories can help us understand how they live with each other based on their inborn 

knowledge or memory, especially in an ecosystem where they are not native to. Their 

messmate-ship suggests that it is a matter of life and death. When we eat with our 

messmates, we also eat other animals. What to eat with and what to eat are questions 

that must be answered. Ethics of companion species must be pondered over. 

     In When Species Meet, Haraway probes into the mixed meanings of “species.” 

One can also scent that life and death matter to one species from the saying of 

“endangered species” that, according to Haraway, reminds us of “colonial 

representations of the always vanishing indigene” (When Species Meet, 18). The word 

“species” demonstrates the crux of the society dominated by “rational man” in which 

all other minor groups are drawn together as “species” and known as “Others to 

rational man” (When Species Meet, 18). Haraway elaborates these kinds of exclusion 

in the society and brings forward her hope in “companion species,” 

          Species reeks of race and sex; and where and when species meet, that  

          heritage must be united and better knots of companion species attempted  
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          within and across differences. Loosening the grip of analogies that issue  

          in the collapse of all of man’s others into one another, companion species  

          must instead learn to live intersectionally. (When Species Meet, 18) 

Aiming to erase the hierarchy that exalts rational man and the presumed divisions 

between species, Haraway deems it advisable to “live intersectionally” in the meeting 

(When Species Meet, 18). One way that companion species can learn to live 

intersectionally may be respecere, “the act of respect” (When Species Meet, 19). The 

act of respect—“to hold in regard, to respond, to look back reciprocally, to notice, to 

pay attention, to have courteous regard for, to esteem”—requires mutual eye-contact 

in encounter and creates a possibility of an other-worlding different from that dictated 

by rational man (When Species Meet, 19-20). Respecting and responding will be my 

tools to examine the interaction between Pi and Richard Parker, especially Richard 

Parker’s training program which I consider an important way of building up mutual 

communication. 

     In Life of Pi, whether the story with animals told by Pi is true or not bothers the 

Japanese investigators. The risk is that if it is not true, it appears trilling because the 

animals project the ugliest and darkest parts of human nature that are classified as 

animality. As a result, Mr. Okamoto chooses to accept the story with animals and 

agrees that it is “the better story” (Martel 317). The predicament we face here is that 

the actual animals disappear in our text because from now on they either represent or 

shun the dark sides of human natures. They are no longer animals. The stories are 

reduced to the story of humans only. Based on our discussion on the “companion 

species,” I contend that the first story (the story with the animals) is registered with 
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ethics of companion species while the second story (the one without animals) 

represents a traditional way of reading animal narratives in which the meanings of 

“animals” and “animality” are mixed and interchangeable. This would be an 

anthropocentric reading since its main concern is the nature of human beings. 

 

     Chapter Organization 

     Besides Chapter One and Chapter Five, respectively the introduction and the 

conclusion, the body of the thesis is divided into three chapters. In general, the thesis 

will first elaborate the ideas of “companion species” in Haraway’s context and explain 

how they can be applied to my literary analysis. Then, the thesis will discuss in detail 

how Life of Pi is registered with ethics of companion species. 

     The second chapter discusses how an ethical relationship between humans and 

animals that does not take an anthropocentric stance becomes thinkable by 

accentuating the idea of relationality. Mapping out Haraway’s thinking on 

“companion species,” I point out that the purpose of thinking “companion species” is 

to cross or eliminate the boundary between humans and animals. The first demand in 

a companion-species relationship is to see the real animals, to be aware of that there is 

a great gap between animals in literatures and animals in reality. The false 

impressions of animals gained from the former can be harmful to the later and our 

relationship with them. Then I will go through Haraway’s thinking process on 

pondering over the term “companion species.” I think reading closely into the rich 

meanings and images comprised in the term would help us to have an “impression” of 

what companion species is about—the gist of “companion species”—even if we are 
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not to use all the meanings and images. I will emphasize “relationality” which is 

essential to a companion-species relationship and illustrate how in Haraway’s sense 

the partners in relating can “become with” each other and co-constitute their 

subjectivities. 

     To illustrate the importance of analyzing a human/animal relationship from the 

idea of “relationality” instead of the human/animal dichotomy, I will discuss how 

animals and humans live together in the zoo and in the lifeboat in Life of Pi. In both 

contexts, the humans and the animals are called to meetings where they must grasp 

how to interact by taking all details and histories of each participants in encounter into 

consideration. It is in the encounters that their relationships take shape. However, the 

conditions in the lifeboat cultivate better companion-species relationship because 

there is no physical bar between the humans and animals. If a safe distance is needed, 

the humans and animals on the lifeboat must endeavor to keep the distance depending 

on how they get along with the other. I will analyze how Pi and Richard Park manage 

to live together for 227 days on the lifeboat. 

     The third chapter explains how the humans and animals in encounter can build 

up a mutual communication through acts of respect in a companion-species 

relationship. I will follow Haraway to “look back” at the words “companion” and 

“species” from their Latin roots. The word “companion” suggests a messmate-ship 

between the companion species. The word “species” has multiple connotations. It 

means “see” etymologically. It also has an undertone of the less-human and 

non-human in our society dominated by the so-called rational man. Haraway thinks 

that we need to practice this sort of looking back and thinking back in order to see 
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again, to pay attention, to hold in regard so we will not get lost in our philosophical 

thinking and never look back at the real animals beside us. I will examine how Pi and 

Richard Parker become more and more communicative through the changes in their 

eyes. I will also show how the training program designed by Pi cannot work 

unilaterally from Pi’s side. He needs to draw Richard Parker’s attention to complete 

the training.  

     The fourth chapter addresses the problem of animal narrative that usually 

resorts to anthropomorphism and argues that the story of Pi and Richard Parker 

employs a kind of anthropomorphic narrative endowed with ethics of companion 

species. In Life of Pi, there are two versions of “the story.” The first one is the story of 

Pi and Richard Parker that consists most of the novel. The second story is told by Pi 

after the Japanese investigators refuse to believe in the first story. This story has no 

animals. The human castaways fight against each other on the lifeboat and eventually 

Pi stays alive on his own after he kills the cook, who kills his mother. The Japanese 

investigators detect great similarities between the behaviors of the humans in the 

second story and that of the animals in the first story. 

     To read the two stories, I will introduce two kinds of anthropomorphism 

referring to Giorgio Agamben’s discussion on humanity and animality and Sarah 

Stebbins’ “Anthropomorphism” supported by a biological foundation. Comparing the 

two kinds of anthropomorphism, I will illustrate how anthropomorphism in the first 

story is registered with ethics of companion species while the second story presents an 

anthropocentric reading of animals in the context of the Western philosophical 

traditions. 
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Chapter Two 

In the Same Boat: Companion Species and Life of Pi 

 

    Recounting a symbiotic relationship between an Indian boy and a Bengal tiger, 

Life of Pi inevitably touches on issues concerning the human/animal relationship. 

While drifting on the Pacific Ocean, Pi Patel discovers that Richard Parker’s company 

saves him from fear. This fact leads him to “[realize] this necessity” to “tame [Richard 

Parker]” (164). Pi remarks, “It was not a question of him or me, but of him and me. 

We were, literally and figuratively, in the same boat. We would live—or we would 

die—together” (164; emphasis in original). James R. Mensch regards this relationship 

between Pi and Richard Parker as an inquiry about Pi’s humanity. Mensch sees 

Richard Parker as the projection of Pi’s animality. He argues that Pi’s claim that he 

and Richard Parker must both live is actually “a concealed acceptance of his own 

animality” (Mensch 48). Mensch takes this necessity of taming Richard Parker as the 

necessity of taming Pi’s animal nature represented by the Bengal tiger. Pi’s training 

for Richard Parker suggests that animality is part of our humanity but in order to live 

we must restrain it. 

     However, with the length of the specific descriptions of Richard Parker in the 

novel—his past, shapes, habits, reactions, etc.—I believe that, referring to the 

relationship between Pi and Richard Parker, these details need to be taken into 

consideration before we jump to the conclusion that Richard Parker only serves as the 

representation of man’s animality. In Mensch’s interpretation as well as in the Western 

philosophical traditions, the real animal is often left out when talking about the 
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human/animal relationship in literary works. Is there a way for us to see the animals 

as they really are, i.e., in the flesh? How can this way of thinking help us when we 

encounter animals in our life as Pi meets Richard Parker? And how would it change 

the way we think about humans and define ourselves? These are questions I intend to 

probe into departing from Mensch’s interpretation and the anthropocentric viewpoint 

of the Western philosophical traditions. 

     Delving into the relationship between Pi and Richard Parker, this chapter 

proceeds with the assumption that Richard Parker is literally a Bengal tiger and had 

literally kept Pi company on the Pacific for 227 days. Taming Richard Parker, in my 

opinion, is not merely subduing him, but a way of living together that requires mutual 

involvement. In the following pages, I will first point out the importance of seeing 

real animals since they are our main concerns. Next, I will elucidate Haraway’s 

deliberations on “companion species.” The term “companion species” draws on many 

thinkers and terms that influence Haraway. I will elaborates them in details in order to 

clarify the idea of “relationality,” which is the gist of a companion-species 

relationship. Relationality is about how the human, the animal and the details in their 

life are related. The zoo stories in Life of Pi manifest how humans and animals can get 

along with each other by taking their living environments into account. Among the 

details, I single out the histories of the human and animal participants in an 

independent subsection. “Historical specificity” enables us to see how the baffling 

ecosystems are formed on Pi’s lifeboat and in our life. Eventually, I will illustrate how 

Pi and Richard Parker “become with” each other in the context of Haraway’s 

“companion species.” I would like to suggest that the relationship between Pi and 
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Richard Parker is a companion-species relationship in which the human and animal 

co-constitute their subjects through relating.  

     Reading Life of Pi and Haraway’s two books on companion species together, 

the thesis endeavors to rethink the human/animal relationship that is not rooted in the 

Western philosophical traditions—more specifically, a human/animal relationship that 

has no presumptions of human/animal distinctions before a human and an animal 

become related to one another. In doing so, I wish to come up with an ethical way of 

thinking and living with the animals that we encounter in our life. 

 

     Seeing Real Animals 

     Donna Haraway’s thinking on “companion species” begins with a real dog. The 

Companion Species Manifesto starts with an excerpt from her “Notes of a Sport 

Writer’s Daughter” that keeps account of the symbiotic relationship between the 

writer and her dog, Ms. Cayenne Pepper. Despite immeasurable differences in 

physical structures, taxonomic systems, social classes, etc., the human and the animal 

manage to play with each other in the team sport called agility (Manifesto, 2). Seeing 

that their respective histories, biology and naturecultures allocate them characteristics 

so different yet some so similar, the players team up for a game of great complexity 

(Manifesto, 2). Haraway describes the relationship,  

          We [she and her dog] have had forbidden conversation; we have had oral  

          intercourse; we are bound in telling story upon story with nothing but the 

          facts. We are training each other in acts of communication we barely  

          understand. We are, constitutively, companion species. (Manifesto, 2)  
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As companion species, their “forbidden conversation” (Manifesto, 2) seems to suggest 

that they are able to establish a relationship surmounting the philosophical divisions 

between humans and animals. The philosophical divisions inherited from the biblical 

traditions have granted humans the most sacred status among the living beings but 

made it extremely difficult for themselves to talk about animals. In Coetzee’s The 

Lives of the Animals, the same philosophical divisions have caused Elizabeth Costello 

emotional and moral distress and forced her to inquire another way of talking about 

animals other than  

          a philosophical language in which we can discuss and debate what kind  

          of souls animals have, whether they reason or on the contrary act as  

          biological automatons, whether they have rights in respect of us or  

          whether we merely have duties in respect of them. (Coetzee 22) 

The dog in Haraway’s “Notes of a Sport Writer’s Daughter” is not a philosophical 

subject to be discussed about. It and its human are both interlocutors in the 

conversation who are fully aware of the other in front of them. They have physical 

contact and “oral intercourse” (Manifesto, 2). They communicate with each 

other—though in ways “we barely understand” (Manifesto, 2)—and tell stories 

together. When Haraway speaks about dogs in The Companion Species Manifesto, she 

refers to the actual dogs, “not a projection, nor the realization of an intention, nor the 

telos of anything” (Manifesto, 11). With the actual animal on the scene, it is possible 

for us to talk about animals or human/animal relationship without the presumptions in 

philosophical traditions. The term “companion species” entails seeing real 

animals—neither subjects in philosophy nor representations in literature.  
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     In Life of Pi, the importance of seeing real animals is presented by 

differentiating real animals from animals in human imaginations. Despite the fact that 

the Patel family live in the Pondicherry Zoo and basically see living animals every 

day, Pi’s zookeeper father persists in demonstrating the serious consequences of not 

seeing real animals. Pi’s father is deeply convinced that “Animalus 

anthropomorphicus, the animal as seen through human eyes,” (31; emphasis in 

original) is the most dangerous animal in the world, and knowing it is not enough. He 

feels the need to engrave this fact in his sons’ minds even if the lesson might 

traumatize them. Animalus anthropomorphicus is not rare; it is the most loving and 

the most fearful species that exists everywhere in our life. Yann Martel writes, 

          [Animalus anthropomorphicus] is an animal that is “cute,” “friendly,”  

          “loving,” “devoted,” “merry,” “understanding.” These animals lie in  

          ambush in every toy store and children’s zoo. Countless stories are told of  

          them. They are the pendants of those “vicious,” “bloodthirsty,”  

           “depraved” animals that inflame the ire of the maniacs [Pi has] just  

          mentioned, who vent their spite on them with walking sticks and  

          umbrellas. In both cases we look at an animal and see a mirror. The  

          obsession with putting ourselves at the centre of everything is the bane  

          not only of theologians but also of zoologists. (31) 

Those adjectives personify animals. Different animals are characterized by traits 

perceivable in human characters. When people speak of animals, they look at the 

reflections of their fellow humans. Animalus anthropomorphicus could be harmful to 

animals in real life. We have been told in Life of Pi that many animals in the 
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Pondicherry Zoo have been hurt by visitors because of their misconceptions about 

animals. But it can also be harmful to people themselves. That is why Pi’s father is 

eager to deliver the lesson. 

     It is common knowledge that animals can be very dangerous, especially the 

huge, heavy, carnivorous and venomous ones. Yet the lesson must be taught. It would 

be too late if one had to learn it from his/her experience; one could lose his/her life. 

The lesson is called “Tigers are very dangerous” (34; emphasis in original). Pi’s father 

admonishes his sons with a no-nonsense tone, “I want you to understand that you are 

never—under any circumstances—to touch a tiger, to pet a tiger, to put your hands 

through the bars of a cage, even to get close to a cage” (34; emphasis in original). Pi 

admits that he “may have anthropomorphized the animals” in his heart but he “never 

deluded [himself] as to the real nature of [his animal] playmates” (34). His exact 

words are, “my poking nose had more sense than that” (34). Nonetheless, a goat is 

ready—reluctantly, of course—to show him and his brother how dangerous a tiger is. 

Babu, the keep of the big cats, takes the goat in front of the tiger Mahisha and opens 

the trapdoor between the two animals. At the moment the trapdoor is wide open, “A 

streak of black and orange flowed from one cage to the next” (35). Marhisha’s snarl 

and the goat’s bleating stop abruptly. The goat is dead or will be dead in a minute. It 

happens so quick that Pi does not remember if he sees any blood. “Better the goat 

than [Pi], no?” says Pi’s father (36). Seeing real animals is presented as a matter of 

life and death in Life of Pi. 

     Pi says that he “learned the lesson that an animal is an animal, essentially and 

practically removed from us, twice: once with Father and once with Richard Parker” 
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(31). The second time happens when he and Richard Parker are stuck in the lifeboat 

after the shipwreck. Ever since Richard Parker comes on board, Pi cannot relax for 

one second. He is haunted by the fear of being eaten. He thinks in distress, “Truly I 

was to be the next goat. I had a wet, trembling, half-drowned, heaving and coughing 

three-year-old adult Bengal tiger in my lifeboat” (99). Surely he is sometimes drawn 

by the beauty of Richard Parker but he never forgets that tigers are very dangerous. To 

live with Richard Parker on the lifeboat, the first thing Pi does is to see Richard 

Parker as a real tiger which is capable of devouring him like Mahisha devouring the 

goat, especially when it is hungry. Richard Parker is not the kind of companion that 

you can touch, pet or even snuggle up to. Thus, seeing real animals not through 

human eyes is the prerequisite for getting along with animals we encounter, even 

though they are our companion species
1
. With animalus anthropomorphicus in our 

minds, thinking ethics of companion species is not possible.  

 

     Relationality 

     Accentuated the term “companion species” is the idea of relationality. As the 

full title of The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant 

Otherness suggests, the companion species in the book refers to dogs and people. 

Typical of the category “companion animals,” dogs are commonly seen to be kept by 

humans as companions and have closer relationships with them. In the game of agility, 

dogs inspire Haraway to think how to relate the experience of meeting them and how 

                                                 
1
 Though Haraway’s thinking on “companion species” starts with her dog, it is arguable that Richard 

Parker is counted Pi’s companion species. “Companion species” is a category bigger than companion 

animals. It includes all that have certain relations with humans. This point will be clarify in the 

following sections. 
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to understand the relationships with them. Thus, “companion species” at first refers to 

companion animals. However, it is not limited to companion animals. It is 

relationality that Haraway aims to emphasize by the term “companion species.” 

     In the game of agility, Haraway has been tasked with communicating with her 

dogs and is soon confronted with a dilemma: they have no shared language. Meeting 

her dogs and logging how they get along make Haraway aware that she and her dogs 

are writing co-history in an incomprehensible way. It is incomprehensible because 

there are neither language nor common knowledge between them. Instead, there are 

only their physical bodies and states of being alive in the world. As companion 

species, dogs have formed certain relationships with humans which have yet to be 

described. 

     Borrowing terms from other thinkers, Haraway explains how she thinks about 

the relationship between dogs and humans as companion species in The Companion 

Species Manifesto. First, meeting with one’s companion species registers what Alfred 

Whitehead called “the concrete,” which means “a concrescence of prehesions” or “an 

actual occasion” (Manifesto, 6). Haraway expounds her appropriation here,  

          Reality is an active verb, and the nouns all seem to be gerunds with more  

          appendages than an octopus. Through their reaching into each other,  

          through their “prehensions” or graspings, beings constitute each other and  

          themselves. Beings do not preexist their relatings. “Prehesions” have  

          consequences. The world is a knot in motion. (Manifesto, 6; emphasis  

          added) 

“Reality” indicates (a) a state of things as they are and (b) a fact known to exist or 
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have happened. The reality is that the beings actually meet each other in the flesh. No 

ready presumptions such as the Great Divides or the cultural and biological 

determinism are proven reliable. Reality is also a fact that the beings get along 

together in the meeting. Their subjects are constituted by and with each other. No one 

side can do it without the other. And I understand what Haraway calls “the nouns” as 

the details involved in the meeting, such as the shared environments, other beings 

they encounter, daily necessities, foods, tools, equipment and so on. The beings and 

all the details are parts that make a whole: the meeting, the actual occasion. The 

beings dedicate themselves to approaching and trying to understand each other 

through practices in daily life. There is no certain consequence for the meeting 

because it is contingent upon the beings and “the nouns.” 

     Second, in the meeting, Haraway finds that what Helen Varren identifies 

“emergent ontologies” helps explain what/who the companion species are (Manifesto, 

7). Emergent ontologies are manifested in the difficulties in getting on together with 

those whose existing knowledge is vastly different. Varren’s concerns are: 

          How can people rooted in different knowledge practices “get on  

          together,” especially when an all-too-easy cultural relativism is not an  

          option, either politically, epistemologically, or morally? How can general  

          knowledge be nurtured in postcolonial worlds committed to taking  

          difference seriously? (qtd. in Manifestos, 7) 

Companion species are like those whose rooted knowledge is different. In fact, 

companion species are even more qualified to illustrate “emergent ontologies” since 

the differences across species should make it more difficult to get on with each other. 
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Companion species do not have fixed identities. Their ontologies can vary in how 

they get on together by resorting to “emergent practices” (Manifesto, 7). In the 

meeting, they take action to do “vulnerable, on-the-ground work that cobbles together 

non-harmonious agencies and ways of living” in an attempt to create the “barely 

possible but absolutely necessary joint futures” (Manifesto, 7). By “vulnerable, 

on-the-ground work,” the importance of the actual occasions—the reality, the details 

in life—is emphasized once again. Emergent ontologies indicate that companion 

species are not individuals; they are who they are with their companion species, and 

they try to find a way to be with each other through emergent practices in the meeting. 

     Third, Haraway uses Charis (Cussins) Thompson’s term “ontological 

choreographies” (Manifesto, 8) to paraphrase the process in which the companion 

species try to make it possible to get along together. The choreographies are “more 

than a metaphor” (Manifesto, 8); they are collective works taken on by the companion 

species through their human and non-human bodies. Based on their inherited 

knowledge, biology and histories, the companion species physically do 

movements—sometimes walk away and sometimes come close—and redefine who 

they are in the process. It helps us to rethink animal ethics that takes physical 

participation of humans and animals, which is not influenced by “humanist or 

organicist ideology” (Manifesto, 8). 

     Lastly, Marilyn Strathern lends a perspective to the relationship between 

animals and humans other than seeing them as beings in “polar oppositions,” such as 

beings of “nature” versus that of “culture” (Manifesto, 8). Instead, she reflects on an 

alternative topology built on “relationality” (Manifesto, 8). Haraway draws in “partial 
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connections”—meaning “patterns within which the players are neither wholes nor 

parts” (8)—to describe the relationship between companion species. Haraway calls 

the connections “the relations of significant otherness” (Manifesto, 8). Companion 

species are not individuals. They are always in connection with their companion 

species, their partner(s), their significant other(s) in this meeting. The companion 

species are who they are when they are with each other. When one is referred to, one’s 

significant other(s) and their companion-species relationship are also considered. One 

is not one without one’s companion species. 

     “Companion species” is all about relations, the kind that Haraway and her dog 

have, the kind in which one and one’s significant other(s) become possible thanks to a 

concrescence of prehensions and ontological choreographies. Termed companion 

species by Haraway, dogs are  

          a species in obligatory, constitutive, historical, protean relationship with  

          human beings. The relationship is string but not always harmonious; it is  

          full of waste, cruelty, indifference, ignorance, and loss, as well as joy,  

          invention, labor, intelligence, and play. (Manifesto, 12)  

They may be categorized into companion animals, but that kind of relation is also 

possible between humans and other beings. Companion species embraces more: 

humans, animals, organic beings, and all of that have relations that make one become 

with one’s significant other(s). Meeting the companion species is not always pleasant. 

But it enables us to think animal ethics another way—one that might shake off 

anthropocentric perspectives a little, if not completely—through experiences of 

getting along with real animals. In addition, it enables us to envision more 
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possibilities of living in the world. 

     In Life of Pi, Yann Martel explores these possibilities by telling stories of the 

zoo, where species thought to be incompatible with each other are put together. A zoo 

accommodates a wide variety of animals in terms of their characteristics, species and 

habitats: animals from small sizes to great sizes, from the mild to the ferocious, from 

the frigid zones to the torrid zones, from the earth to the sky. Pi compares these 

animals to the worst guests in a hotel, “Consider: the guests never leave their rooms; 

they expect not only lodging but full board; they receive a constant flow of visitors, 

some of whom are noisy and unruly” (13). The ontological differences of the animals 

prevent them from “acting appropriately” to other human and animal dwellers. To live 

together, the messes need to be cleaned up and the conflicts be resolved. Here is 

where a concrescence of prehensions starts. 

     Meeting with the animals in the zoo takes practical experience of getting along 

with them
2
. The humans and the animals grasp each other and adjust their own 

movements in the meeting. The zookeepers need to first take care of the basic needs 

of the animals. Pi says that they create a home for the animals, “In a zoo, we do for 

animals what we have done for ourselves with houses: we bring together in a small 

place what in the wild is spread out” (19). A home is a place tailored to its residents. 

The zookeepers arrange the fittest environments that conforms to the animals’ natures 

and habits and meet their everyday needs. Once the animals find themselves well 

provided with shelters and foods, they do not need to wage a turf war or hunt for 

                                                 
2
 “Meeting” here means an occasion where beings—human or non-human—come together, not an 

action people take when they see and greet each other. So it is the zookeepers and those who live in the 

zoo (like the Patel family) who meet the animals, not the visitors of the zoo. That is to say, the 

zookeepers, the Patels and the animals are companion species. 
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foods and endanger other dwellers. According to Pi, if a zoo runs well, it is home to 

the animals, the best place an animal can ask for
3
. 

     Besides, the zookeepers keep an eye on every subtle aberration of the animals 

in order to maintain the restful life in the zoo. Every small detail is crucial to the 

meeting and the participants. They would suddenly start bustling around only 

“because a stork is not standing where it usually stands” (17).When an animal does 

not behave the way it usually does, the zookeepers launch a thorough investigation. 

Every small detail is seriously inspected. It could be something as small as “A coiled 

hose left out by a keeper has made a menacing impression. A puddle has formed that 

bothers the animal. A ladder is making a shadow” or as serious as a symptom which 

calls for medical care or more inspections of the keepers’ agenda (17). The meeting 

requires emergent practices every day—the participants constantly grasping, testing 

and adjusting how to act or react. It is a world-making process always in motion in 

which the participants and details in their life all make contributions.  

     The animals can be companion species for those who work and live in the zoo. 

Their knowledge of each other evolves from their physical interactions with each 

other. The interactions might not all be amiable, but a more amiable joint future is 

gradually taking shape by them. At the Pondicherry Zoo, Pi and the animals realize a 

                                                 
3
 There are contentious views on whether the existence of a zoo can be rationalized by saying that 

freedom is the minimum price the animals have to pay for better shelters, but this issue is beyond the 

scope of this thesis. In Life of Pi, Pi seems to thoroughly approve of restricting freedom of animals as 

long as all their needs are fulfilled. He defends for zoos, “I have heard nearly as much nonsense about 

zoos as I have about God and religion. Well-meaning but misinformed people think animals in the wild 

are ‘happy’ because they are ‘free’ . . .. Animals in the wild lead lives of compulsion and necessity 

within an unforgiving social hierarchy in an environment where the supply of fear is high and the 

supply of food low and where territory must constantly be defended and parasites forever endured. 

What is the meaning of freedom in such context?” (15-16). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

32 

 

new form of life together, despite the disparity between their inherited bodies and 

knowledge. Every morning, Pi wakes up in “a pride of lions” as his alarm clock, starts 

his breakfast with the reminder of “the shrieks and cries of howler monkeys, hill 

mynahs and Moluccan ockatoos,” and goes to school “under the benevolent gaze not 

only of Mother but also of bright-eyed otters and burly American bison and stretching 

and yawning orang-utans (14). After school, an elephant would “search [Pi’s] clothes 

in the friendly hope of finding in hidden nut, or an orang-utan pick through [his] hair 

for tick snacks” (15). He and his companion species know each other and come up 

with a way of living together through bodily interaction. The memories with them 

constitute Pi’s childhood. When Pi recalls, he says, “It was a huge zoo . . .. Now it’s 

so small if it fits my head” (12). Living with the animals in the zoo is a memory 

depicted as part of his body and thus part of who he is. This joint life is a re-work of 

Pi and the animals’ life histories; it is a collective work which is revised by them and 

at the same time revises them. This is similar to what Haraway calls ontological 

choreography of the companion species. 

     In Life of Pi, the relationship between Pi and the animals is presented before us 

in their encounters: how they grasp, react to, and get along with each other. His 

relationship with them is not founded on the premises that humans are the masters of 

animals (so we can make use of them as we will), that animals are means of being 

human (so we should treat them with kindness to cultivate our humanity as Kant 

suggests), or that animals can feel pain (so we should not harm them). Between Pi and 

the animals, the human/animal dichotomy is slackened. They are merely species differ 

from each other who try to live together in harmony. It is when they meet, they work 
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things out together and become significant others to each other. Martel’s descriptions 

of the zoo portray how Pi and the animals are related just like how the companion 

species would be related. 

 

     Historical Specificity 

     Thinking companion species is thinking an ethical way of living with beings 

which are so different from us that it sometimes seems almost impossible. On one 

hand, we try to reconcile different lifestyles by taking care of their needs and all 

details involved and investing in emergent practices in the meeting. On the other hand, 

we try to understand the differences between us and them by showing interests in their 

histories. 

     Historical specificity matters not only because it gives us further understanding 

of our companion species, but also because it prompts us to think what obligations we 

have when we meet our companion species. Companion species are beings in relating. 

None of them comprises the relating alone; “there have to be at least two to make one” 

(Manifesto, 12). They do not pre-exit the relating and “the relating is never done once 

and for all” (Manifesto, 12). According to Haraway, “Historical specificity and 

contingent mutability rule all the way down” (Manifesto, 12). That is why she tells 

dog stories from many aspects—evolution stories, love stories, training stories, 

etc.—to think how dogs and people relate to each other while living together with the 

entangled histories inherited in their flesh. Since the relationship of companion 

species are contingent on the partners, their histories matter. The histories help cast 

light on what we have encountered. In Haraway’s stories, they enable us to know 
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more about the dogs, not dogs in general. Moreover, the histories allow Haraway and 

us readers to see what histories we have come across and feel oblige to think, to care 

or to take action on issues that have not concerned us until we meet the dogs. 

     In Life of Pi, the histories of the animals on the lifeboat clue him in on how they 

might react. After the shipwreck, Pi is stuck with a zebra, a hyena, an orang-utan and 

a tiger on the lifeboat. For a while after they go on board, there is a deadlock; no 

human/animal makes a move. Seasickness is part of the reason. What bother them 

most is the perplexing situation in front of them. Pi observes and describes,  

          The ecosystem on this lifeboat was decidedly baffling. Since there are no  

          natural conditions in which a spotted hyena and an orang-utan can meet,  

          there being none of the first in Borneo and none of the second in Africa,  

          there is no way of knowing how they would relate. (122) 

Although it is obvious that the carnivorous hyena is capable of gulping down the 

orang-utan which feeds on fruits, the two animals wait and stay alert because they 

have not met any similar kind of the creature before their eyes. As bewildered as the 

animals on the boat, Pi can only speculate how they would relate based on the 

histories he knows about them. 

     The hyena has a past full of violence. Pi recognizes it by the “healed jagged 

edge” of its right ear. It is one of the four male spotted hyenas subordinate to two 

female ones in the zoo (109). Pi also remembers what his father has taught him. 

Hyenas are “not cowardly carrion-eaters” (116). Instead, “They are hardy attackers” 

and they “eat their own kind (the rest of those whose ears and noses they gobbled 

down as appetizers)” (116-17). Though these histories of the hyena could scarcely 
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provide specific information about the hyena, they were enough to keep Pi away from 

it. Stuck with this ferocious animal, Pi “clung to the hope that a zebra, a familiar prey, 

and an orang-utan, an unfamiliar one, would distract [the hyena] from thoughts of [Pi]” 

(113). 

     On the other hand, Pi knows more about the orang-utan. Her name is Orange 

Juice. She is the “Borneo orang-utan matriarch, zoo star and mother of two fine boys” 

(111-12). She was very popular in the zoo because of her look—she looked like a 

human—and her personality—“She remained gentle and unaggressive her whole life” 

(130). At the zoo, she used to hold him and pick his hair like a mother. By comparison, 

Pi is more affectionate toward Orange Juice because she was part of his wonderful 

memories. She has always been a mother figure so he would never believe that she 

could harm him or others. 

     Inquiring into the histories is an attempt to know more about the beings which 

were not supposed to be with us in “natural conditions” (Martel 122). Even though 

how the hyena, Orange Juice or Richard Parker would or would not get along still 

seems unpredictable, their histories add more comprehensive dimensions to 

understanding how they are put together in this lifeboat: how in the world these 

beings are here and constitute the baffling ecosystem. When Pi sees Orange Juice 

thwacking the hyena on the head, he is astonished at the “display of ferocity, of 

savage courage” (130). “It was something shocking. It made my heart melt with love 

and admiration and fear,” he describes (129). Then it occurs to him that he needs to 

fill in the histories that make him feel this way. He asks his audience, “Did I mention 

she was a former pet, callously discarded by her Indonesian owners?” (129). 
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Abandoned and left in a jungle, Orange Juice would have died if she was not taken in 

to the Pondicherry Zoo. After the Pondicherry Zoo, she was sedated and sent on board. 

After the ship sank, she floated with bunches of bananas. After the bananas came 

apart, she climbed up to the lifeboat. Her histories tell us how she ended up in this 

baffling ecosystem with one human and three animals. 

     In Chapter Forty Eight, Pi recounts Richard Parker’s past stories in details. 

Richard Parker was brought into the Pondicherry Zoo because of a series of errors. He 

was a cub following around his mother tiger in “the Khulna district of Bangladesh, 

just outside of the Sundarbans” (132). One night, his mother walked into the trap set 

by a hunter. The hunter fired at her with immobilizing darts and eventually caught her. 

Before long her cub “was found in a bush close by, meowing with fear” (133). The 

two tigers was then sent into the Pondicherry Zoo. The hunter, whose name was 

Richard Parker, named the cub “Thirsty” because it was drinking thirstily in the river. 

But when Pi’s father received the documents, there were clerical mistakes. The cub 

was given the name of Richard Parker by a hunter named “Thirsty None Given” (133). 

However, the biggest error was that Richard Parker and his mother were not even the 

targets of the hunter. Mr. Thirsty None Given was supposed to kill a black panther 

which had attacked at least seven villagers. Richard Parker and his mother were 

lingering in the forest and accidentally caught the hunter’s eye. Since then, they had 

never been home again. 

     Richard Parker’s histories are important information for Pi as a keeper and 

trainer on the lifeboat. Richard Parker is rather easily dealt with because he grew up in 

a zoo and “was used to sustenance coming to him without his lifting a paw” (223). 
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Things become easier once Pi fulfills all Richard Parker’s physical needs. Moreover, 

Richard Parker is “not only a young adult but a pliable young adult, an omega animal” 

(273) that sometimes still meows with fear like a cub. Judging by these facts, Pi finds 

himself in a great training condition to make Richard Parker subordinate to him like a 

circus animal.  

     Living in baffling ecosystems seems to be one of the themes running through 

the novel. First there is the zoo, and then the lifeboat. In both places, unlikely 

companionships become possible. However, Yann Martel does not create the zoo and 

the lifeboat to be the sites of marvelous adventures. The story of Orange Juice “was 

like that of every inappropriate pet” (129; emphasis added) while the histories of 

Richard Parker disclose how he was transferred from one place to another. They 

become the hard-to-believe animals on the lifeboat due to several human mistakes and 

decisions. Tracing back Orange Juice and Richard Parker’s past is more than 

informing the readers of what they were like. It historicizes Richard Parker on the 

lifeboat and indicates that the baffling ecosystem is led by a chain of histories in 

which humans are held greatly responsible. 

     This section suggests a way of thinking about animals by recognizing humans’ 

historical responsibilities. As we inquire into the specific histories of the animals 

around us and recognize the historical intersections, we would understand that the 

baffling ecosystems are just the world we are living in. In Part Three, the two 

Japanese investigators suspect that Pi has made up Richard Parker because they could 

not find one single Bengal tiger in the jungle. Pi challenges them, 

          Hard to believe? What do you know about hard to believe? You want  
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          hard to believe? I’ll give you hard to believe. . . . If you took the city of  

          Tokyo and turned it upside down and shook it, you’d be amazed at all the  

          animals that would fall out . . .. 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. You should compare one day the things that  

          stick to the soles of your shoes as you walk down the street with what  

          you see lying at the bottom of the cages in the Tokyo Zoo—then look up!  

          Are you expect to find a tiger in a Mexican jungle! It’s laughable, just  

          plain laughable. Ha! Ha! Ha! (297) 

The baffling ecosystems are universal, not exceptional. Living with unlikely beings is 

not unusual. There are more animals around us than we can think of. Each animal has 

its ancestries and histories. These ancestries and histories enable us to understand how 

we meet them at the intersections of histories. The process involves reviewing the 

histories, rethinking the correlations between the histories, and recognizing our human 

responsibilities, especially for those “inappropriate” or unseen animals. Only when we 

look into the histories can we understand how we are related to the animals in front of 

us and see our historical responsibilities for them. 

 

     Becoming with the Tiger 

     According to Haraway, “becoming with” is a way of being in the world not 

based on teleology and human exceptionalism, but through relating. In When Species 

Meet, she contends that “To be one is always to become with many” (4; emphasis in 
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original)
 4

. From her biologist perspective, being a human is becoming with 

multispecies which are counted “[her] companion species, who are [her] maker” 

(When Species Meet, 3-4). Becoming with one’s companion species suggests that 

one’s subjectivity is constituted in encounter with the companion species. And it is 

registered with an undertone of ethics that one endeavors to make unlikely 

companionships possible. As we have learned, living with the companion species 

involves constantly practices to approach, understand and establish a way of living 

together. It requires one to see the real animals, to recognize the relations with one’s 

companion species, to always take details involved seriously, and to attend to the 

histories of one and one’s companion species. It is a process essential to becoming 

with, in which one relates to one’s companion species and co-shapes who they are. 

     In Life of Pi, Pi becomes with Richard Parker on the Pacific. He manages to 

live with Richard Parker until they both land and Richard Parker walks into a 

Mexican jungle. After they part, Pi weeps bitterly and regrets not having told Richard 

Parker how much he loved him. He wishes he had said his farewell, 

          Richard Parker, it’s over. We have survived. Can you believe it? I owe  

          you more gratitude than I can express. I couldn’t have done it without  

          you. I would like to say it formally: Richard Parker, thank you. Thank  

                                                 
4
 In When Species Meet, Haraway ponders on how we live in the world as humans from the symbiosis 

of human bodies and the countless organisms. She writes, “I love the fact that human genomes can be 

found in only about 10 percent of all the cells that occupy the mundane space I call my body; the other 

90 percent of the cells are filled with the genomes of bacteria, fungi, protists, and such, some of which 

play in a symphony necessary to my being alive at all, and some of which are hitching a ride and doing 

the rest of me, of us, no harm. I am vastly outnumbered by my tiny companions; better put, I become 

an adult human being in company with these tiny messmates. To be one is always to become with many” 

(When Species Meet, 3-4; emphasis in original). 
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          you for saving my life. . . . Watch out for Man. He is not your friend. But  

          I hope you will remember me as a friend. I will never forget you, that is  

          certain. You will always be with me, in my heart. . . . So farewell,  

          Richard Parker, farewell. God be with you. (285-86) 

By the end of his suffering at the sea, Pi has formed an attachment to Richard Parker. 

He could not have been here and now—physically and spiritually—if he were not 

with Richard Parker in the boat. The narrator also senses that “After all these years, 

Richard Parker still preys on [Pi’s] mind” (42). Pi and Richard Parker seem to 

establish a friendship that is unusual for humans and tigers. 

     However, Pi has not deemed Richard Parker as a friend, at least not a 

trustworthy one, until Richard Parker really walks out—only physically, of 

course—of his life. Their “friendship” is full of fear, tension, and compulsion. The 

slightest carelessness could cause bloodshed. Pi and Richard Parker are forced into a 

compulsory relationship, so to speak. For one thing, Pi is incapable of killing a tiger 

on his own. He comes to terms with the reality, “It was not a question of him or me, 

but of [Richard Parker] and me. We were, literally and figuratively, in the same boat. 

We would live—or we would die—together” (164; emphasis in original). The only 

way to keep them both alive is to tame Richard Parker so he will not be eaten or 

attacked every time Richard Parker is hungry or simply has a bad mood (164). For 

another thing, Pi considers it more intimidating to be left alone on the ocean than to 

live with a tiger. In hindsight, he even feels gratitude to Richard Parker for saving his 

life. As Pi recalls,  

          He kept me from thinking too much about my family and my tragic  
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          circumstances. He pushed me to go on living. I hated him for it, yet at the  

          same time I was grateful. I am grateful. . . . without Richard Parker, I  

          wouldn’t be alive today to tell you my story. (164; emphasis in original) 

Richard Parker forces Pi to devote his time and his attention to their life on the 

lifeboat. Pi needs to grapple with Richard Parker and tend to everything in their life to 

make sure that they get on together. This compulsory situation urges Pi to adjust or 

even change the way he is accustomed to live. 

     In the following passages, I will dilate on Pi and Richard Parker’s changes of 

their ways of living that lead to the changes of who/what they are. Their co-life is 

ontologically choreographed by Pi and Richard Parker. Their co-life an inter-species 

dance, finally made possible despite differences across species. In the dance, two 

individuals become with each other. They are partners co-shaping each other as they 

make the dance steps together. 

     Far from becoming with Richard Parker, Pi would be glad if he could only 

know how to live with this Bengal tiger which is capable of tearing him apart without 

too much effort. Therefore, Pi’s first imperative is to keep Richard Parker alive. In 

other words, he needs to make sure the tiger’s needs are fulfilled because no one is 

able to live with a desperate carnivore without getting swallowed. As we see, keeping 

Richard Parker alive does not come from an honorable intention. Instead, it is an 

inevitable decision. After the ship sinks, the lifeboat rolls on the sea. As Pi tries hard 

to hold tight on the lifeboat, he sees a familiar face, Richard Parker. His first instinct 

is to throw Richard Parker a lifebuoy. He yells, “Hold on tight, I’ll pull you in. Don’t 

let go. Pull with your eyes while I pull with my hands. In a few second you’ll be 
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abroad and we’ll be together” (99). But he soon finds out how foolish the act is, “Wait 

a second. Together? We’ll be together? Have I gone mad?” (99; emphasis in original). 

Father’s lesson hits him. Tigers are very dangerous. There is no way that they would 

be together. On second thought, Pi wants Richard Parker “Get lost. Drown! Drown!” 

(99). His wish to kill Richard Parker has never really gone away since the moment 

Richard Parker is on board. But it is just not practical. None of his plan is doable 

except for struggling to survive, not on his own, but with Richard Parker.  

     In order to live with Richard Parker, Pi starts from figuring out a new way of 

living that would keep both him and Richard Parker alive. As a zookeeper’s son, Pi is 

oriented to getting along with the animals by attending to the details in the encounter. 

However, the zoo itself still bars the animals in the fences. Ralph Acampora points out 

that “A structural inauthenticity is engendered” (503) in zoos and makes real 

encounters impossible. He puts forward his arguments against zoos by criticizing the 

educational purposes supported by the zoo apologists. He suggests that even if we 

admit that zoos can be educational,  

          the very structure of that encounter is organized in accordance with  

          human interests and the demands that follow from how humans are able  

          best to inspect, observe, witness, and scrutinize their objects of  

          investigation. (Acampora 503) 

Similarly, the interaction between the zookeepers and the animals lies in the same 

structure. Indeed, the zookeepers attend to the real animals and take care of details in 

their life in the zoo. But there are undercurrents of anthropocentrism for the 

zookeepers can always back to the outside and switch their identities to spectators. 
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The companion-species relationship between the zookeepers and the animals as I 

discussed previously remains in the fences. Dale Jamieson in “Against Zoos” suggests 

that “The means of confinement mark a difference between humans and other animals” 

(Jamieson 512). The lifeboat, on the other hand, is a zoo without fences, without the 

human/animal dichotomy. The human and the animal have to figure out the flight 

distance and ways to live together on their own. Compared to the zoo, the setting of 

the lifeboat pushes Pi forward to an encounter completely free of retreats.  

Whether living with Richard Parker can work out well has never been more 

dependent on the details involved in the encounter because Pi and Richard Parker are 

stuck together in the lifeboat like the zoo animals stuck inside the fences. 

     Firstly, Pi improves their living environment, taking all details into account. On 

the Pacific, Pi finds himself alone in a hopeless situation: after the hyena dies, one 

predatory animal accompany him in the lifeboat and bloodthirsty sharks swim below. 

He believes that he would not have lived if he “considered [his] prospects in the light 

of reason” (107). Under this extreme circumstances, he does not have much to do but 

“[hold] on to the oar” and stay alive as long as he can (107). Unable to figure a way 

out, he can only focus on the problem ahead of him. “[O]ne terror at a time, Pacific 

before tiger,” says Pi (107). During the days on the lifeboat, Pi is similar to those 

animals that he introduces earlier in “Part One: Toronto and Pondicherry”—“Within 

the limit of their natures, they make do with what they have” (18). He must find a way 

to survive with the resources on the lifeboat. 

     Every detail can be a lifesaver. Pi recalls,  

          I would be in the direst of dire straits, facing a bleak future, when some  
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          small thing, some detail, would transform itself and appear in my mind in  

          a new light. It would no longer be the small thing it was before, but the  

          most important thing in the world, the thing that would save my life. This  

          happened time and again. (139) 

As soon as he decides not to give up the hope for survival, he begins to examine the 

structures of the lifeboat. There is a locker filled with supplies. Luckily enough, he 

finds a lid near the bow bench that can block Richard Parker from getting near him 

when he is searching the locker. After an exhaustive search, he lists all that he has in 

the lifeboat. Except for one spotted hyena and one Bengal tiger, most of the items are 

tools for him to prepare foods and gather clean water. After Richard Parker kills the 

hyena, getting on with Richard Parker becomes his most difficult yet necessary daily 

assignment.  

     The first thing to get on with Richard Parker is to know how dangerous he is. 

As Pi’ was warned before, one should never go near or even touch a tiger. He stays on 

his raft that connects the lifeboat with a rope (155). The raft and the rope keep Pi and 

Richard Parker in a distance. It is like the fences in the zoo that ensure the visitors do 

not invade the animals’ territories. The only difference is that Pi is not certain whether 

the rope is long and reliable enough.  

     Then Pi hurls himself into labors to sort out the living situation. He strengthens 

the connection between the raft and the lifeboat with a second rope and begins to 

improve the raft (169). The goal is to keep him and Richard Parker alive so he has to 

make the raft livable for himself (168). He perceives that “Survival starts by paying 

attention to what is close at hand and immediate. To look out with idle hope is 
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tantamount to dreaming one’s life away” (168-69). There are tons of work to do. He 

enhances the structures of the raft and brings necessities from the locker (173-74). It 

takes him hours to make himself a decent sitting area.  

     Secondly, Pi changes his eating habits well as Richard Parker’s. Pi starts to fish 

for the supply of food is urgent. Especially when he tries in vain, a sound in his mind 

keeps threatening him,  

          What exactly do you intend to feed that tiger of yours? How much longer  

          do you think he’ll last on three dead animals? Do I need to remind you  

          that tigers are not carrion eaters? Granted, when he’s on his last legs he  

          probably won’t lift his nose at much. But don’t you think that before he  

          submits to eating puffy, putrefied zebra he’ll try the fresh, juicy Indian  

          boy just a short dip away? (179) 

Leaving Richard Parker unsatisfied is a risk that Pi cannot afford to take. Therefore, 

he has to ensure that Richard Parker is served with enough meats. Having been a 

vegetarian since he was born, Pi kills for Richard Parker. He cries first time killing a 

flying fish but after that he becomes used to it (183). He also collects fresh water for 

Richard Parker. He places a bucket of water near Richard Parker’s place. For Pi, 

Richard Parker “was a regular disturbance” that he “could not neglect for an instant” 

(191). The improvements on the environment and the preparation for foods and water 

are Pi’s emergent practices every day.  

     As for Richard Parker, Pi discovers that Richard Parker has settled down. 

Richard Parker’s den on the lifeboat is very similar to the living environments in the 

zoo: “Richard Parker had his shelter area for sleeping and resting, his food stash, his 
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lookout and now his water hole” (189). At first, Richard Parker hides under the 

tarpaulin all the time. Even though a tiger is physically stronger than a human boy, 

Richard Parker does not know how to act in the unfamiliar lifeboat. When Pi goes 

near the tarpaulin, “A smell came to [Pi’s] nose, a musky smell of urine, quite sharp, 

what every cat cage in a zoo smells of” (171). The smell marks Richard Parker’s 

territory and his territory “seems to be limited to the floor of the boat” (171). Richard 

Parker dares not to make a bold move. He is as insecure as Pi. But as days go by, 

Richard Parker seems to get used to the life on the lifeboat. Pi describes what Richard 

Parker likes to do in his cozy times, 

          Another favorite position of his was sitting with his back to me, his rear  

          half resting on the floor of the boat and his front half on the bench, his  

          face buried into the stern, paws right next to his head, looking as if we  

          were playing hide-and-seek and he were the one counting. (198) 

Sitting on the floor and turning his back on Pi imply that Richard Parker has become 

off guard. He walks out of his territory without feeling unsafe. A life-pattern that is 

analogous to a hide-and seek game further indicates that Pi and Richard Parker are no 

longer disagreeable creatures to each other. There seems to be a game rule between 

them and they are willing to follow. And the game rule cannot be set up if they do not 

adjust the ways of living to each other and situations on the lifeboat. 

     Pi and Richard Parker become companion species. In the beginning of their 

odyssey, Pi builds a raft to stay away from Richard Parker. But they gradually settle 

on the lifeboat and begin to figure out how to act appropriately as they did in the zoo. 

Even though Pi still never slacks off for one day, he eventually lives in the lifeboat 
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with Richard Parker. By the end of the journey, Pi cannot leaves Richard Parker 

behind. When Pi decides to leave the cannibal island, he waits for Richard Parker. Pi 

confides his concern for Richard Parker, 

          I could not abandon Richard Parker. To leave him would mean to kill  

          him. He would not survive the first night. Alone in my lifeboat at sunset I  

          would know that he was burning alive. Or he had thrown himself in the  

          sea, where he would drown. I waited for his return. I knew he would not  

          be late. (283) 

Pi’s attitude toward Richard Parker is the very opposite of his previous attitude. He 

would have killed or drown Richard Parker in the first place if he could. Yet now he is 

with Richard Parker. And he cannot imagine what it would be like to go on the 

journey without Richard Parker, who is his companion species. 

     Living with the companion species means a lot of changes. The partners need to 

take all details into account to set up a lifestyle together. The fact that our companion 

species is/are by our side is undoubtedly the first thing to deal with. The changes of Pi 

and Richard Parker’s attitude toward each other that are discussed above show that 

they become accustomed with and know how to react to the presence of each other. 

However, besides changes of lifestyle, the inter-species transformations of the 

partners are also noticeable. In Haraway’s term, the partners “become with” each 

other and their subjectivities are remolded in the encounter. 

     Written from the perspective of Pi Patel, Life of Pi portrays Pi’s odyssey to live 

with and become with the tiger on the Pacific. As time goes by, Pi often shows 

behaviors that identify him with Richard Parker the tiger. He believes that “With time 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

48 

 

and experience [he] became a better hunter. [He] grew bolder and more agile. [He] 

developed an instinct, a feel, for what to do” (195). The descriptions are similar to Pi’s 

descriptions of Richard Parker, who he calls “a super predator” (136). Richard Parker 

has been known as an animal of agility since he kills the hyena. According to Pi, the 

killing “happened practically in silence. The hyena died neither whining nor 

whimpering, and Richard Parker killed without a sound” (150). Pi becomes capable of 

killing a fish swiftly just like Richard Parker killing the hyena. There is also one time 

when Pi is suddenly conscious of the fact that he and Richard Parker have become so 

alike. Life with Richard Parker trains Pi to always to eat in a rush. He has to eat fast 

or Richard Parker will take the foods. He notices that he eats like Richard Parker. He 

says, “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 this noisy, frantic, 

unchewing wolfing-down of mine was exactly the way Richard Parker ate” (225). 

Because the changes of his behaviors on the lifeboat, Pi’s self-identification of 

“human” has also changed. He is not the human he was before. As Haraway argues, 

“To be one is always to become with many” (When Species Meet, 4; emphasis in 

original). Whether Pi likes it or not, he is now a human who becomes with the tiger, 

his companion species, Richard Parker. 

     On one hand, the relationship of Pi and Richard Parker sheds light on 

Haraway’s ideas of companion species. Living with other species is not a marvelous 

adventure, but a serious praxis of survival. More fears and tensions than pleasures are 

involved. It demands something mundane and practical: one’s meticulous attention 

and laborious devotion to the specific animal(s). And the partners co-constitute 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

49 

 

who/what they are in the meetings. On the other hand, the notions of companion 

species are inquiries into a different way of thinking about animals when reading Life 

of Pi, a way in which philosophical views or rhetoric figures of animals are not 

accountable. Companion species urges an ethical way of living in the world, which is 

an essential baffling ecosystem. We see in Life of Pi how Richard Parker occupies Pi’s 

thoughts and how they become “we” in their own sense, such as that in Pi’s diary 

when he says “We saw a number of whales” (230) or “We at last attracted the 

attention of a short-tailed shearwater” (231). When they encounter, each of them is 

neither part nor the whole of the “we.” As companion species, “we” is their 

becoming-with, their world-making, in which they relate to each other and 

co-constitute who they are. 
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Chapter Three 

The Greatest Show on Earth: The Act of Respect 

 

     A companion-species relationship between the human and the animal nudges 

what is impossible. In a companion-species relationship, the human is urged to 

address himself/herself to the impossibilities of thinking about the animal outside the 

frame of human exceptionalism and imagining a way of being in the world that takes 

account of actual animals. When the human and the animal becomes companion 

species, the human/animal division is not drawn before their relationship. Instead, the 

human and the animal are beings-in-encounter, who become partners in the meeting 

and are bonded with each other in significant otherness. “The relation,” suggests 

Haraway, “is the smallest unit of analysis” (Manifesto, 24). The relation, contingent 

upon the partners, is a collective meaning-making process in which thinking about the 

animal other than the projection of the human—either that in humanity or in human 

characteristics—becomes possible. This approach also presses us to switch our 

attention to the mundane life we share with the particular animals, who are our 

companion species, and sounds out the possibilities of living with them and reflecting 

on what our accountabilities to take, i.e., the animal ethics. 

     As discussed in Chapter Two, relationality and historical specificity of the 

companion species open up the possibilities for us to think about the animal and 

animal ethics from a worldly angle. They invite us to engage with the animals we 

encounter and develop a way of living in which all details and histories cannot be 

taken more seriously. A better grasp of the particular animals and the extended 
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curiosity and care for the animal—animals in general—can be generated. These 

notions of companion species grant us entry into rethinking the animal and the 

human/animal relationship. In other words, these are practices for us, the humans who 

have confronted moral or ethical dilemmas when talking about the animal in the 

context of the Western philosophy and are trying hard to shake this deep-rooted 

perspective. So far these are only unilateral practices of the human subjects. But 

ethics of companion species asks for more. Like the sport of agility which Haraway 

and her dogs have deeply committed to, a companion-species relationship always 

entails mutual involvement and communication between the partners. Communication 

between the human and the animal points to another realm of impossibility since the 

system of language is of no service when they meet. Undoubtedly, speaking is 

impossible because of the ontological differences and the unattainable language 

across species. Yet the term companion species is endowed with the potentiality of 

exposing the limit of the impossible with its connotation of re-sepect—looking 

back—which opens up for the possibility of setting up a different way of 

communication. More promisingly, the act of re-spect probes into the possibility of 

understanding the animal in a non-phonocentric light and invites the animal to 

participate in forming, as Haraway puts them, “the worlds we might yet live in” 

(Manifesto, 3). 

     In Life of Pi, as soon as Pi realizes that he must keep on living with Richard 

Parker, he is eager to establish a channel of communication for the purpose of 

demarcating each other’s territory that they both agree on. Pi, the disadvantaged 

human in terms of speed and strength, deems it exceedingly important to “tell” 
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Richard Parker to keep his distance. Pi reckons, “I had to fix in [Richard Parker’s] 

mind that the top of the tarpaulin and the bow of the boat, bordered by the neutral 

territory of the middle bench, was my territory and utterly forbidden to him” (168; 

emphasis in original). Given that the message for Richard Parker is as clear and 

simple as it can be, it is as much as Pi can do to make sure that Richard Parker 

receives it right. Therefore, the set-up of the communication requires a comprehensive 

plan in which plenty of factors are reckoned with. Fathered by a zookeeper, Pi calls to 

mind that training can be an effective way of establishing mutual communication 

between the human and the animal. Enumerating what he has in the lifeboat—for 

instance, the bare essentials such as a ring for training, “Time,” “Resolve,” 

“Knowledge,” “Reward,” etc.—Pi finds himself in the most perfect circus ring 

(164-65). Feeling a bit absurd, Pi mocks his own situation,  

          Here it is, for your enjoyment and instruction, for your gratification and  

          edification, the show you’ve been waiting for all your life, THE  

          GREATEST SHOW ON EARTH! . . . Ladies and gentlemen, boys and  

          girls, without further ado, it is my pleasure and honour to present to you:  

          THE PI PATEL, INDO-CANADIAN, TRANS-PACIFIC, FLOATING  

          CIRCUUUUUSSSSSSSSSSSS!!! TREEEEEE! TREEEEEE!  

          TREEEEEE! TREEEEEE! TREEEEEE! TREEEEEE! (165) 

The Greatest Show on Earth seems to suggest that an efficacious communication 

between Pi and Richard Parker can be realized through the training that Pi devises for 

Richard Parker. Moreover, it indicates that Pi and Richard Parker—an Indian boy and 

a Bengal tiger in the middle of the Pacific—are able to work together and put on one 
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complete and harmonious performance in which a great degree of cooperation is 

highly demanded. How exactly do Pi and Richard Parker make “the show” possible 

(or not)? What does it mean for each of them to co-work and even produce something 

together? The two questions are the focuses of this chapter. Reading with Haraway’s 

thoughts on “companion species,” I argue that the Greatest Show on Earth performed 

by Pi and Richard Parker is composed of a series of acts of respect and serves as the 

mutual communication between the partners. 

 

     Looking back Again at Companion and Species 

     In her attempt to rethink the human/animal relationship along the treads of the 

companion species, Haraway in When Species Meet retraces the etymologies and 

various embodied connotations of the words “companion” and “species.” The rich 

meanings contained in the words enable Haraway to think from many aspects what it 

means by “companion species,” that is, what it means when she says she and her dogs 

are companion species bonded in significant otherness. Besides these mixed meanings, 

the process of inquiring into them counts even more. It is a process of thinking back, 

looking back, that “takes us to seeing again, to respcere, to the act of respect” (When 

Species Meet, 19). The act of respect, Haraway holds, is what links “companion” and 

“species” together when different species meet (When Species Meet, 19). The act of 

respect, in my opinion, is the pith of a possible communication, the true art of Pi’s 

training program for Richard Parker. 

     The word “companion” draws a type of relationship in which those involved get 

along by not eating or getting eaten by their companion(s). The word “companion” is 
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related to foods, derived from the Latin “cum panis”—“with bread” in literal (When 

Species Meet, 17). The companion therefore refers to whom one shares foods with on 

the dinning-table, who is one’s messmate (When Species Meet, 17). As messmates, the 

companions eat together. But more noteworthy is that they do not eat each other. This 

fact establishes a type of relationship described by Haraway,  

          Generally speaking, one does not eat one’s companion animals (nor get  

          eaten by them); and one has a hard time shaking colonialist, ethnocentric,  

          ahistorical attitudes toward those who do (eat or get eaten)” (Manifesto,  

          14).  

To meet our companions—animals or not, nonhumans in particular—is to cross a sea 

of histories, geographies, ethnicities, species etc. and to confront our own ideologies 

that often make it difficult for us humans to eat with them just fine. It would not be 

possible to dig in without doggedly keeping on introspecting on (or undermining) our 

established minds. 

     The word “species” is also very illuminating. Etymologically, it is associated 

with the Latin root specere which implicates “to look” and “to behold” (When Species 

Meet, 17). Logically, it is a term in taxonomy, comprising polar ideas of particularity 

and generality at the same time. It suggests both a specific type of individuals and an 

aggregation of those who have same features. Haraway describes, “species contains 

its own opposite in the most promising—or special—way. . . . Species is about the 

dance linking kin and kind” (When Species Meet, 17; emphasis in original). Compared 

with species produced through “biotechnologically mediated gene transfers,” the 

so-called companion species, Haraway points out, has redone the concepts of kin and 
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kind (When Species Meet, 18). “[M]essmates at table who do not know how to eat 

well and . . . often should not be guests together at all” are invited to eat together, 

blurring and complicating the distinction between kin and kind and their relationship 

(When Species Meet, 18). They find their lives and identities in an obscure state 

because the meal is an encounter in which everything is uncertain, a 

relationship-in-the-making; nothing precedes it and no one foresees its outcome. 

Haraway phrases the condition like this, “Which companion species will, and should, 

live and die, and how, is at stake” (When Species Meet, 18).  

     Besides, implied discrimination can be detected in the word “species” and the 

common saying of “endangered species” (When Species Meet, 18). “[E]ndangered 

species” reminds us of the “colonial representations of the always vanishing indigene” 

and divulges racism (and sexism) at the hegemonic humanism (When Species Meet, 

18). The scandalous fact is that our human societies, especially those known as 

civilizations, are dominated by the “rational man” while all other underprivileged 

people are categorized into “Others to rational man” (When Species Meet, 18). 

“Others to rational man,”—including the woman, “the colonized, the enslaved, the 

noncitizen, and the animal”—are all racialized as “the species” by analogy (When 

Species Meet, 18). The species is not deemed the human; the species is the less-human 

or the non-human. 

     Haraway points out that the discriminatory implication in the word “species” 

and is exactly what “companion species” is going to break up with. She declares,  

          Species reeks of race and sex; and where and when species meet, that  

          heritage must be united and better knots of companion species attempted  
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          within and across differences. Loosening the grip of analogies that issue  

          in the collapse of all man’s others into one another, companion species  

          must instead learn to live intersectionally. (When Species Meet, 18) 

Trained in feminist studies, Haraway grasps the gist of “intersectionality” and 

proposes an intersectional approach—instead of an analogical one—to understand and 

get along with whom/what we identify as our companion species. She recognizes how 

humanists are used to draw analogies between those known as Others to rational man 

and neglect their manifold identities concealed under the human-centered worldview. 

Haraway believes that the hope for casting off “the grip of analogies” lies in the 

theory of intersectionality that she picks up from feminist studies
5
 (When Species 

Meet, 18).  

     Intersectionality is an analytical method. In “Intersectionality: A Tool for 

Gender and Economic Justice,”
6
 intersectionality is explained in the feminist context. 

What is called intersectionality is based on “the premise that people live multiple, 

layered identities derived from social relations, history and the operation of structures 

of power” (“Intersectionality”). It would be over-simplified to say that all women are 

oppressed by men in the patriarchal society even though this statement is not entirely 

wrong. In order to understand different forms of oppression and discrimination, we 

need to examine a woman’s multiple identities and the “consequence of the 

                                                 
5
 In “Notes to Chapter 1,” Haraway explains when she first uses the word “intersection.” She states 

that she learns the idea of “intersectionality” from several US feminist scholars, including Kimberlé 

Crenshaw, Angela Davis, Chéla Sandoval, Gloria Anzaldúa, and many others (When Species Meet, 

308).  
6
 “Intersectionality: A Tool for Gender and Economic Justice” is an on-line source suggested by 

Haraway in “Notes to Chapter 1” for the reader to acquaint themselves with the theory (When Species 

Meet, 308). 
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combination of identities” (“Intersectionality”). The aim of intersectional analysis is 

to “reveal meaningful distinctions and similarities in order to overcome 

discriminations and put the conditions in place for all people to fully enjoy their 

human rights” (“Intersectionality”). Here in Haraway’s context, intersectionality 

suggests a way of living that takes into account of the various different identities of 

our significant others, our companion species, and shakes off the shackles of human 

exceptionalism for both the human and the animal. In the scheme of what Haraway 

terms companion species is an outlook for not sorting the world into the human and 

the nonhuman, but learning to live intersectionally with whom we encounter, who are 

our companion species. 

 

     The Act of Respect 

     One way of living intersectionally, according to Haraway, is the act of respect. 

The act of respect prepares the partners to set up their communication and conduces 

the forming of relationality. As I have mentioned earlier, the significance of pondering 

over the words “companion” and “species” encompasses the process of thinking back. 

Following the connotations or implications of the two words, Haraway remarks on the 

whole thinking process,  

          Looking back in this way takes us to seeing again, to respecere, to the act  

          of respect. To hold in regard, to respond, to look back reciprocally, to  

          notice, to pay attention, to have courteous regard for, to esteem: all of that  

          is tied to polite greeting, to constituting the polis, where and when species  

          meet. To knot companion and species together in encounter, in regard and  
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          respect, is to enter the world of becoming-with, where who and what are  

          is precisely at stake. (When Species Meet, 19; emphasis in original)  

In a companion-species relationship, to look is not enough; one needs to look back. 

Listing so many words synonymous with “respect” in the passage I quoted above, 

Haraway has made it clear that we need to learn to be attentive to our companion 

species in the meeting. When we look at them, we do not only see their presence. 

Instead, we try to look back at what comes to our sight. If they look back as we look 

at them, we look back again. The act of respect calls for a meaningful response by 

breaking loose our sense of superiority and accepting that, as uncertain and 

uncontrollable as it is, the other side of the communication also takes control. The 

communication can be built only when two sides are mutually engaged in. We might 

never know whether we get them right or respond properly, but a kind of 

communication can be generated through the back-and-forth exchanges of eyes and 

bodily gestures. Surely it is not an easy task. It has to be exerted based on intent and 

continuous practices. 

     In When Species Meet, Haraway considers that to respect is to be able to show 

curiosity about the real animal, to enter the responsive relationship, and most of all, to 

recognize that both sides are inter-subjectively redone in the relationship (When 

Species Meet, 21; 25). The act of respect, as Haraway sees it, incorporates Jacques 

Derrida and Barbara Smuts’ senses of looking back at the animal; and further, it 

brings to light how the human and the animal become with each other. 

     How to respect is the question here. Intrigued by the title of Derrida’s lecture 

“And Say the Animal Responded,” Haraway goes on asks “And Say the Philosopher 
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Responded? When Animals Look Back”
7
 (When Species Meet, 19). Haraway regards 

the title of Derrida’s lecture “And Say the Animal Responded?” a crucial question and 

approves of Derrida’s effort on deconstructing the concept of “the animal” in the 

philosophical traditions
8
. But in her opinion, the Derrida in another essay “The 

Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)” somehow fails to look back as his 

philosophical thinking proceeds. 

     In “And Say the Animal Responded,” Derrida aims to problematize “any simple 

opposition between animal and human” and “the trenchant distinction between 

reaction and response” because of language (“And Say the Animal Responded,” 124). 

He questions the assumption that the animal cannot respond—they can only 

react—while the human can because of language. Far from eradicating the binary 

oppositions, he manifests his concerns, 

          My hesitation concerns only the purity, the rigor, and the indivisibility of  

          the frontier that separates—already with respect to “us humans”— 

          reaction from response and in consequence, especially, the purity, rigor,  

          and indivisibility of the concept of responsibility that is derived from it.  

           (“And Say the Animal Responded,” 125) 

He thinks that it is problematic to say that the animal cannot speak, and thus cannot 

                                                 
7
 Haraway uses “And Say the Philosopher Responded? When Animals Look Back” as the subheading 

in “When Species Meet: Introductions” when she discusses the act of respect (When Species Meet, 19). 
8
 Haraway does not say much about the essay “And Say the Animal Responded” here. Instead, she 

spends more time discussing Derrida’s another lecture, “The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to 

Follow),” in which she questions whether Derrida really sees the real cat as he claims. Haraway 

appreciates what Derrida does in “And Say the Animal Responded”. She writes, “‘And Say the Animal 

Responded?’ is the title Derrida gave his 1997 lecture in which he tracked the old philosophical scandal 

of judging ‘the animal’ to be capable only of reaction as an animal-machine. That’s a wonderful title 

and a crucial question. I think Derrida accomplished important work in that lecture and the published 

essay that followed” (When Species Meet, 19). 
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respond, because this statement is made on the basis of language, which results from 

the human’s subject constitution in Lacan’s opinions. Derrida holds, “What [the 

animal] lack is precisely the lack by virtue of which the human becomes subject of the 

signifier, subject subjected to the signifier” (“And Say the Animal Responded,” 130). 

The concept of the animal and its lack are inferred from a human-centered position. 

Derrida in “And Say the Animal Responded” looks back at Lacan’s idea that puts the 

animal in opposition to the human and is able to deconstruct it from its 

anthropocentric tone. “And Say the Animal Responded” seems to spearhead the act of 

respect by putting aside the preconception of the so-called animal. Not seeing the 

animal as animal-machine should makes one become more open in the human/animal 

relationship. Responses from the animal are not disavowed in the first place.  

     Haraway’s follow-up question—“And Say the Philosopher Responded? When 

Animals Look Back”—shows her concern for the mutuality of the act of respect 

(When Species Meet, 19). While the animal’s ability to respond is in the open, Derrida 

the philosopher’s seems to disappear in “The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to 

Follow).” Derrida deems the actual animal the subject of looking, not an 

animal-machine that only reacts. He describes as he is naked in front of his cat, 

          An animal looks at me. Why should I think of this sentence? That cat that  

          looks at me naked and that is truly a little cat, this cat I am talking about,  

          which is also a female, isn’t Montaigne’s cat either . . . . You will  

          recognize that as one of the greatest pre- or anti-Cartesian texts on the  

          animal that exists” (“The Animal That Therefore I Am,” 6; emphasis in  

          original). 
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Derrida can tell the animal in particular from the animal in general and he knows that 

the animal looks at him. However, he begins his thinking about what it means to be 

naked in front of the animal which has no sense of nudity. Derrida loses interest in the 

female cat and never looks back to his female cat in his room that morning (When 

Species Meet, 20). “Therefore,” declares Haraway, 

          as a philosopher [Derrida] knew nothing more from, about, and with the  

          cat at the end of the morning than he knew at the beginning, no matter  

          how much better he understood the root scandal as well as the enduring  

          achievements of his textual legacy. (When Species Meet, 22; emphasis in  

          original) 

His incuriosity about the cat results in “[missing] a possible invitation, a possible 

introduction to other-worlding” (When Species Meet, 20). The philosopher does not 

respond to the singular cat because he has been drawn into the feeling of shame, 

which “quickly became a figure for the shame of philosophy before all the animals” 

(When Species Meet, 23).  

     Haraway thinks that Derrida the philosopher deviates from “shame” and “pity” 

(When Species Meet, 22-23). For one thing, he directs his thinking at his shame. For 

another, he jumps over the cat’s gaze and starts on his pity for the animal. As he meets 

the cat’s gaze, he associates it with Jeremy Bentham’s concern for the suffering of the 

animal. Pity, however, is an incompetent response because it would not bring about a 

mutual responsive relationship. Any response of Derrida’s remains response to the 

animal in general, not the cat in his room. 

     Derrida deserves credit for disclosing the possibility of animal’s response and 
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recognizing the singularity of a certain animal. However, looking back to Derrida’s 

train of thought, Haraway points out that the crux of his problem is asking the wrong 

question and thus failing to respond to the animal (When Species Meet, 22). It is 

probably because his orientation as a philosopher is very much rooted in humanism. 

Thus, Haraway wonders about learning from other fields. She inquires,  

          What if not all such Western human workers with animals have refused  

          the risk of an intersecting gaze, even if it usually has to be teased out  

          from the repressive literary conventions of scientific publishing and  

          descriptions of method?” (When Species Meet, 22). 

     In contrast with the philosopher, Barbara Smuts the bioanthropologist actually 

looks back at the animal by learning the social codes of the baboon. As a scientist, she 

is taught to be neutral when studying the animals. She is supposed to be a silent 

observer, an outsider to the animal or the animal pack. In her report on baboons in 

Kenya, Smuts takes down, “At the beginning of my study, the baboons and I 

definitely did not see eye to eye” (qtd. in When Species Meet, 23). However, the 

baboons refuse to let her stay out of their social relations since she is there within their 

sight. As a result, Smuts learns to exchange looks with the baboons. Having learned to 

be a baboon—to act in the baboon’s way—she can even send and receive signals 

(When Species Meet, 24). After the times of being a baboon, Smuts writes, “The 

baboons remained themselves, doing what they always did in the world they always 

lived in” (qtd. in When Species Meet, 25). In “Reflections,” Smuts remarks that “[she] 

became . . . an animal, moving instinctively through a world that felt (because it was) 

like my ancient home” (Smuts, 84). In other words, Smuts has learned to 
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communicate with the baboons by becoming a baboon. The “responsive relationship” 

seems to be made possible on one side, Smuts’ side, the human side. What about the 

baboons? Should we ask now, and say the baboons responded? 

     From where Haraway stands, Derrida and Smuts demonstrate two 

complementary ways of looking back. Haraway maintains that the act of respect 

should be the interconnection between the human and the animal in the frame of 

relationality. Therefore, the responses not only establish communication but also risk 

putting the partners into the patterns they set together that would remold their 

identities bilaterally. Haraway expounds,  

          If we know how to look back, I think we would see that the baboons of  

          Eburru Cliffs were redone too, in baboon ways, by having entangled their  

          gaze with that of this young clipboard-toting human female [Barbara  

          Smuts]. The relationships are the smallest possible patterns for analysis;  

          the patterns and actors are their still going products. It is all extremely  

          prosaic, relentlessly mundane, and exactly how worlds come into being.  

           (When Species Meet, 25) 

The act of respect is an attribute of relationality that takes into account the gazes of 

the other. If the partners both look back, they disown—partly if not entirely—their 

mastery of understanding of the world and put themselves into the opening to a 

subject remodeling contingent on both singular sides. The acts of respect are like the 

evolutions of a dance, one of Haraway’s favorite tropes, in which 

          all the actors [the partners, the companion species,] become who they are  

          in the dance of relating, not from scratch, not ex nihilo, but full of the  
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          patterns of their sometimes-joined, sometimes-separate heritages both  

          before and lateral to this encounter” (When Species Meet, 25; emphasis in  

          original).  

In short, the act of respect needs to be enacted by the human and the animal bilaterally. 

In this relating, the remodeling of the both sides need to be recognized. No one side 

should remain what it is at the beginning of the relationship. 

     In Life of Pi, the acts of respect can be seen gradually taking shape between Pi 

and Richard Parker from the way they look at each other. At first, they are unseen to 

each other. It does not mean that they are invisible. Besides, the existence of Richard 

Parker has always been an upset to Pi. They recognize each other as living beings 

sharing the limited environment together but they do not know how to look back in a 

responsive manner. As the story proceeds, especially after Pi’s effort on training 

Richard Parker, they seem to be able to work together—not just live 

together—through the communicative exchanges of signals.  

     Unable to speak with each other, two species have to learn how to look to 

become in “touch.” Interestingly, the animal stuck with Pi is set to be a creature with 

sharp eyes. To Pi’s knowledge, “Of the five senses, tigers rely the most on their sight. 

Their sight is very keen, especially in detecting motion” (108). The look of Richard 

Parker is simply unavoidable. So the question of survival arises, how to look back at 

Richard Parker’s look without getting devoured like a prey? The following passages 

center their looks that are perceptibly changing and discuss how they establish 

communication by looking back. 

     Though Pi has known Richard Parker since they live in the zoo, they do not 
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have a relationship at that time. Richard Parker does have a name and a story and Pi is 

fully aware that he is an actual tiger. But in Pi’s mind, he is not very different from the 

tiger in general. Pi’s fear of Richard Parker on the lifeboat is connected with his own 

experience of watching Mahisha devouring the goat because they are both tigers. On 

the other side, Pi and the Patel family do not have Richard Parker’s special attention, 

either. In the novel, Richard Parker first appears in a picture when the narrator visits 

Pi in his house in Toronto. The picture was taken before the shipwreck. The narrator 

notices Richard Parker in a group shot, “Richard Parker is looking away. He doesn’t 

even realize that his picture is being taken” (87). Looking away suggests boredom and 

indifference. They seem to get used to the presence of each other but have no 

inclination to know more about each other. Before their life are changed by the 

shipwreck, Pi and Richard Parker maintain incurious about what their opposite might 

be concerning. That is similar to what Derrida does to his cat. 

     In the same boat, Pi and Richard Parker has been unseen at first. The mere fact 

that Richard Parker is somewhere near has scared Pi to death. Far from a companion, 

Richard Parker is the source of Pi’s fear. “Feeling” the presence of Richard Parker, Pi 

struggles in his heart. “Fear said Yes. [Richard Parker] was a fierce, 450-pound 

carnivore,” says Pi (108). Yet on the other hand, “Reason said No” not only because 

the terrain of the lifeboat prevents Richard Parker from jumping to him, but also 

because “[Richard Parker] had not seen [him]. Since [Richard Parker] had not seen 

[him], [Richard Parker] had no reason to claw his way through it” (108). After a while, 

Pi becomes convinced that “[Richard Parker] was no longer aboard” as he tries to 

understand why the zebra is still alive (109-110). Moreover, even when Richard 
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Parker comes into his view, Pi turns away. He recalls his reaction,  

          Between my feet, under the bench, I beheld Richard Parker’s head. It was  

          gigantic. It looked the size of the planet Jupiter to my dazed senses. His  

          paws were like volumes of Encyclopaedia Britannica. I made my way  

          back to the bow and collapsed. I spent the night in a state of delirium. I  

          kept thinking I had slept and was awaking after dreaming of a tiger. (132) 

Due to his fear, Pi does not look back. More precisely, he does not know how to look 

back at such a tremendous species. He runs away from the scene, keeping both of 

them out of each other’s sight. Here Pi is in denial of his obligation to the other, to 

possible companion species, with mentality of escape. From where Pi stands, it has 

barely come to his mind that a companion-species relationship might be possible if he 

cares more about what Richard Parker is doing as he runs into him. He does not lose 

his curiosity about Richard Parker. But he restrains his curiosity for it might be too 

risky. However, looking away or walking away severs the possible link between the 

two species. Not seeing each other, their companion-species relationship and 

communication are not possible. Maybe two species can still survive by themselves as 

long as they stay outside of each other’s sight, but not in this case. As long as he is 

hiding from Richard Parker, Pi cannot sleep soundly for one minute on the lifeboat. 

     One day when Pi is hiding from Richard Parker on his drifting raft, Richard 

Parker suddenly comes to his sight. Pi is impressed by the look of the tiger and begins 

to weigh the possibilities of living with this tiger as companions. He describes the 

encounter at the time, 

          He raised himself onto the gunnel and looked my way. The sudden  
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          appearance of a tiger is arresting in any environment, but it was all the  

          more so here. The weird contrast between the bright, striped, living  

          orange of his coat and the inert white of the boat’s hull was incredibly  

          compelling. My overwrought senses screeched to a halt. Vast as the  

          Pacific was around us, suddenly, between us, it seemed a very narrow  

          moat, with no bars or walls. (160)  

This time he cannot help looking at Richard Parker. It is the same ferocious tiger, but 

it does not intimidate him at the moment. A stunningly beautiful creature occupies his 

full attention. The breathtaking view of Richard Parker reminds him of a different 

form of being together. What lies between them is “a very small moat,” not arbitrary 

“bars or walls” (160). Perhaps the boundary between the Indian juvenile and the 

Bengal Tiger is not completely insurmountable. There has to be another way of 

getting along with a tiger that is not completely hostile. 

     Richard Parker looks at Pi as well. One usual dreary day he is caught “looking 

at [Pi] intently” (162). Pi says that it takes him sometime to “[recognize] the gaze” 

(162). It is a familiar gaze that he had seen since he was a child. Richard Parker 

expresses satisfaction as he looks at Pi. Pi gives a sketch of Richard Parker who is 

looking at him, “He was simply taking me in, observing me, in a manner that was 

sober but not menacing. He kept twitching his ears and varying the sideways turn of 

his head. It was all so, well, catlike” (162; emphasis in original). Then Pi hears the 

sound of “prusten” coming from Richard Parker (163). According to Pi, “Prusten is 

the quietest of the tiger calls, a puff through the nose to express friendliness and 

harmless intentions” (164). From this passage in the novel, we can discern that a kind 
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of relating begins to take shape through their eyes. Richard Parker not only looks at Pi 

but also makes prusten, an expressive sound that is more than just a reaction. And Pi, 

pondering over Richard Parker’s gaze and sound, cares about what Richard Parker is 

trying to convey. In other words, Richard Parker and Pi begin to grasp how to look 

and look back at their fellow on the lifeboat. They begin to send and receive 

non-verbal messages through the acts of respect. 

     Haraway in When Species Meet questions Derrida’s ability to respond to the 

animal. Instead of looking back at the cat, Derrida addresses Jeremy Bentham’s 

famous inquiry: can animals suffer? She thinks that Derrida fails to open for a mutual 

communication because he thinks by the philosophical canons. Since the idea of the 

animal is founded on the Great Divides, Haraway is inclined to seek answers from 

experts on animals who are trained in other fields, such as Gregory Bateson, Jane 

Goodall, Marc Bekoff, and Barbara Smuts (When Species Meet, 21). She believes that 

Derrida, as a philosopher, might have asked the wrong question from the beginning. 

Why ask “can animals suffer”? Why not “Can animals play? Or work? And even, can 

I learned to play with this cat? Can I, the philosopher, respond to an invitation or 

recognize one when it is offered?” (When Species Meet, 22). As we are discussing the 

possibility of communication between the human and the animal, the questions should 

be concerning the responsive ability of the animal. “What if work and play, and not 

just pity,” asks Haraway, “open up when the possibility of mutual response, without 

names, is taken seriously as an everyday practice available to philosophy and to 

science?” (When Species Meet, 22). In fact, work and play constitute the dog stories in 

The Companion Species Manifesto and When Species Meet. For her, working and 
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playing with her dogs teach her how to respect and respond to them and play the 

group sport called agility. Work and play—made possible through practices of respect 

and response—are Haraway’s training for her dogs in essence. 

     According to Haraway, work and play are means to establish communication 

between the companion species. Only when the partners are able to communicate can 

they really get along. Under the extreme circumstances in Life of Pi, the importance of 

work and play is highlighted. Work and play are everyday activities that make sure the 

partners are able to send and receive messages. These are practices that the partners 

need to work on together every day. In Haraway’s case, if she and her dogs fail to set 

up communication, they might not win the agility game. But in Pi’s case, he could 

lose his life. 

     Like Haraway’s agility sport, Pi’s self-mocking circus on the ocean also asks 

the human and the animal to be highly co-operative. Though Pi’s intention is to keep 

Richard Parker in a safe distance, he knows that it cannot be achieved by giving 

commands on one way. He says “a training program” needs to be devised (168) 

because he and Richard Parker must be able to communicate mutually before they act 

in accord with each other. To be brief, the ability to respond is asked from both sides.  

     Pi’s training program asks response intensively. It is designed to create 

situations that lure or force the animal to look back. The human must actively provoke 

the animal. You must draw the animal’s attention and irritate it so it would move 

toward your territory. In the course, Pi emphasizes, “BE SURE NOT TO BREAK 

EYE CONTACT!” (203). The eye contact binds the human and the animal and invites 

them to establish a relationship in the encounter. When the animal steps into your 
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territory, you need to “[be] quick to be affronted” (204). Pi says that “The point here 

is to make your animal understand that its upstairs neighbour is exceptionally 

persnickety about territory” (204). He forces the animal to look back and to 

understand what he aims to deliver. Though carrying out his methods rather rudely, Pi 

acknowledges the necessity of looking and looking back in forming communication. 

He trains Richard Parker to look back. 

     The training and communication cannot be completed without mutual 

involvement. Pi needs to look back at Richard Parker, too. If he fails to look back and 

understand what Richard Parker means, it is not an efficacious communication. And 

the consequence could be ugly if he still insists on making Richard Parker follow his 

instructions. Pi gets struck by Richard Parker four times because he misinterprets his 

expression (207). Constantly looking backing, he finally “learned to read the signals 

[Richard Parker] was sending [him]” (207). Pi reveals his observations, “I found that 

with his ears, his eyes, his whickers, his teeth, his tail and his throat, he spoke a 

simple, forcefully punctuated language that told me what his next move might be” 

(207). These signals cannot be detected without relentlessly holding the animal in 

regard, paying meticulous attention, looking back. Communication between Pi and 

Richard Parker consists of a series of acts of respect. 
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Chapter Four 

The Better Story: Anthropomorphism and Companion Species 

 

     The fictional author of Life of Pi visits Pi many years after he survived the 

shipwreck. Witnessing how happy Pi is with his wife, son, daughter, dog and cat in 

their residence in Scarborough, the author writes, “This story has a happy ending” 

(93). This story of Life of Pi, however, has at least two versions. The first story is the 

one with the animals on the lifeboat, which are also the focuses of our discussions in 

Chapter Two and Chapter Three. In the second story, the animals are replaced by Pi’s 

human fellows, his mom, a French cook and a Taiwanese sailor. It turns out to be a 

lurid story of cannibalism revealing the dark sides of human nature. Despite the 

imbalance in length—the first story takes up more than two-thirds of the pages while 

the second is rather skated over—the second story seems to be closer to “what really 

happened” in the opinion of the two Japanese officials responsible for the 

investigation on the shipwreck (302). 

     Mr. Okamoto, the leader of the investigation, challenges the authenticity of the 

first story by pointing out details that he presumes illogical. His doubts include that 

“Bananas don’t float” (292), that “Carnivorous trees,” “A fish-eating algae that 

produces fresh water,” and “Tree-dwelling aquatic rodents” don’t exist (294), that the 

tiger said to run into the jungle has never been found (296), and that “Two blind 

people in two separate lifeboats meeting up in the Pacific” is too coincidental to be 

true (299). His first doubt is barely cleared up even by Pi’s demonstration of placing a 

banana into the watery sink while the others will remain suspicious forever. “We 
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believe what we see,” says Mr. Okamoto (294; emphasis added). 

However, he seems takes the second story rather easily even though he 

probably has not seen something similar to what happened in the second story, 

either—for example, a man cutting up another man’s body, including his skin, 

intestines and even genitals (307). He simply turns silent about some unclear points 

brought up by his assistant, Mr. Chiba. Mr. Okamoto’s silence indicates that he does 

not doubt the second story; he only refuses to know all the details for “the truth” at 

present is horrible enough. At the end, since “Neither [story] explains the sinking of 

the Tsimtsum” and “Neither makes a factual difference,” Mr. Okamoto acknowledges 

Pi’s first story on the investigative report only because “The story with animals is the 

better story” (317). 

     The two stories of Life of Pi imply two kinds of animal narrative, one vividly 

depicts the animals and the other sets symbolic animals to exemplify different aspects 

of humanity. Judging from Mr. Okamoto’s attitude, we see that the first story might be 

“aesthetically preferable” (Cole 23), but the second story is the animal narrative that 

we are accustomed to. We are inclined to read animal narratives as fables in which the 

animals display general truth about us like that in the second story. Addressing such 

question as “Which is the better story, the story with animals or the story without 

animals?” (317), Life of Pi calls for rethinking the animal narrative. Thinking with the 

ideas of companion species, I would like to contend that the first story conveys a kind 

of narrative that is part of a companion-species relationship. Through this kind of 

narrative, the human ventures to give a factual account of the animals and their 

human/animal relationship notwithstanding all ontological differences and 
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unreasonable occurrences. It is narrative incessantly attending to the flesh of the 

animals in the encounter. Knowledge evolves with the narrative. 

 

     Two Kinds of Anthropomorphism 

     In order to elucidate the two kinds of animal narrative in Life of Pi, I would like 

to appeal to two kinds of anthropomorphism. Granted that “human modes of 

perception arise out of a fundamental perceptual uncertainty which forces us to 

always be interpreting, rather than simply seeing, the phenomenal world,” 

anthropomorphism is an entry to understanding. (Cole 26). In the face of species that 

are distinctively different from us, Life of Pi—told “in [Pi’s] voice and through his 

eyes” (xii)—is undeniably composed of features imbued with Pi’s human 

comprehension. Moreover, a metafiction, Life of Pi is registered with consciousness 

of the (in)credibility of storytelling. Seeing that the truth is far-fetched, especially 

with unfamiliar beings and in unfamiliar environments, anthropomorphic 

interpretation is ineludible in Life of Pi. However, two kinds of anthropomorphism 

that are applied respectively to the two versions of Life of Pi lead to very different 

outcomes in terms of thinking human/animal relationship. In the second story is 

anthropomorphism in connection with anthropocentrism while that in the first story is 

anthropomorphism employed ethics of companion species. 

     I would like to start from anthropomorphism in the second story since it is a 

traditional kind that we can easily relate to. Seeing in the light of the shipwreck 

narrative, June Dywer analyzes the various animal characters participating in the 

journey at the sea. In children’s book, the author tends to depict an “animal/animal 
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relationship” in the shipwreck stories that keeps a distance from the children’s real life 

(Dywer 11). The animals in the narrative can talk and befriend one another. They are 

thus “humans represented as animal” who are to teach the children to get along with 

other people in reality (Dywer 12). In teenagers’ shipwreck novels, on the other hand, 

the animals recurrently serve as none-human sidekicks subject to their human masters 

(Dywer 12). The teenagers grow up as they tame the animals’ “wildness” and 

“savageness” and get the animals “under control” (Dywer 13). The narrative reflects 

the dominance of humans over animals and those who are thought to be less-human, 

such as the slaves, the colonized, etc. (Dywer 13). In brief, the animals in relationship 

with humans are commonly seen as (a) humanized animals which represent certain 

aspects of human characteristics and (b) animalized humans having traits that are 

considered non-humane. 

     The animals in the passages above are similar to products of what Giorgio 

Agamben terms “the anthropological machine” (Agamben 37). Agamben manifests 

how the concept of animal is engendered in the operation of the anthropological 

machine. In the modern times and the earlier times, the anthropological machine 

operates in opposite directions, 

          If, in the machine of the moderns, the outside is produced through the  

          exclusion of an inside and inhuman produced by animalizing the human,  

          here [in the machine of the earlier times] the inside is obtained through  

          the inclusion of an outside, and the non-man is produced by the  

          humanization of an animal: the man-ape, the enfant sauvage or Homo  

          ferus, but also and above all the slave, the barbarian, and the foreigner, as  
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          figures of an animal in human form. (Agamben 37) 

This passage illustrates how humanity is defined by marking off what it is not. 

However, either humanized animals (the included exclusions) or animalized humans 

(the excluded inclusions) suggest certain forms of human life. The “animal” thus 

stands for “animality,” the (animal) nature within human beings that they struggle to 

get rid of. This kind of anthropomorphism results in a human/animal relationship 

regardless of the actual animal inhabitants of the Earth where we all live together. 

Anthropomorphism here is transformed into anthropocentrism. 

     In contrast, anthropomorphism in Pi’s first story has concerns for actual animals. 

Inferring from our human instinctual mechanisms, Sarah Stebbins provides a 

biological ground for this kind of anthropomorphism. Scientific studies shows that 

making and recognizing “a small number of primary emotions” through subtle 

expressions is instinctive in humans (Stebbins 117). In preliminary levels, the babies 

are able to cry or make certain facial expressions to arise certain maternal response 

(Stebbins 117). In more complicated levels, the instinctual mechanism mediates 

between two or more people and enables them to finally behave coordinately through 

observing and adapting themselves to the observations. “In successful cases,” says 

Stebbins, “each participant observes changes in the other’s behavior, changes in the 

environment, and his own physiological and emotional reactions, adapting his 

expectations and behavior to coordinate with the other’s” (Stebbins 117). So our 

knowledge of others can only be gained from the mutual interaction in the encounter. 

Besides, Stebbins notes that the processes that we come to behave coordinately 

are “productive of epistemic states” (Stebbins 118). Our instinctual mechanism grants 
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us ability to tell the mental states of the other as a mother can sense that her child is 

uncomfortable (Stebbins 118). Our observations along with “inferential processes” 

enable us to come to an “epistemic state” as a mother can figure out that her child is 

hungry (Stebbins 118). Stebbins writes, “It is because [the mother] believes the baby 

is uncomfortable that her observation that it is dinner time can lead her to the belief 

that the baby is hungry” (Stebbins 118). If we are to apply the way we know and get 

along with others through instinctual mechanism to other species, it is 

anthropomorphic in the sense that our knowledge of the animals “arise[s] from 

mechanism which evolved to process human behavioral inputs” (Stebbins 121). 

     Commenting on Stebbins’ “Anthropomorphism,” David Hilbert reminds the 

readers of “a certain amount of skepticism about whether we are often in a position to 

accurately attribute mental states to animals from other species” (Hilbert 126). He 

offers the example of the avian neuro-biology that shows great differences between 

the minds of humans and birds. And he questions the applicability of this kind of 

anthropomorphism on birds or other organisms. Hilbert is carefully avoiding an 

anthropocentric attitude that takes the human mind as the only state of mind among 

the multiple species. Therefore, my use of Stebbins’ anthropomorphism does not 

emphasize accuracy of the minds of the anthropomorphized subjects even though 

Stebbins has provided literatures that support her claims. It is not that accuracy does 

not matter. But my concern here is the process of anthropomorphizing as an attempt to 

understand the beings that are ontologically different from us and to figure out more 

accurate responses to them. 

     My use of Stebbins’ anthropomorphism has two features: (a) it is based on 
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continuingly and closely observation on the animals and the environments and 

self-adaptation to one’s observations and (b) as in the case of humans, it leads to 

“epistemic states” (Stebbins 118). The narrative below is one of Stebbins’ examples to 

show how we relate to the mental content of the animals in the way we relate to other 

people through our instinctual mechanisms: 

          My dog, Amber, is staring at me, ear cocked, loose lipped. When I return  

          her gaze, her lips retract and she begins to pant loudly, while continuing  

          to stare. She wants something, but what? She just ate, and she is standing  

          at the door. She wants to go out. (Stebbins 120; emphasis added) 

The “animal” in this narrative is a dog whose name is Amber. Every change of her 

appearance and her move is attended to. Through instinctual mechanisms or 

knowledge gained from their co-history, the human narrator understands Amber’s 

signals to some extent. Her pants imply that she is asking for something and her stares 

suggest that she is asking for something from the human. The human’s care prompts 

him/her to ask the question “But what?” and pay attention to the details at the scene. 

Eventually, it leads to what Stebbins calls an “epistemic state” (Stebbins 118) that the 

human comes to believe that Amber wants to go out. Anthropomorphism in this 

narrative is completely different from the anthropocentric kind as discussed earlier. 

Here it centers on real animals. The narrator strives to represent the animals as they 

really are even though the anthropomorphic lens might prevent us from knowing “the 

truth” forever. The narrator portrays a human/animal relationship that takes shape in 

the encounter where mutual communication is enacted.  
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     The Second Story 

     As Pi finishes the second story, Mr. Okamoto and Mr. Chiba are too astonished 

to speak. Mr. Chiba later remarks in Japanese, “What a horrible story” (311). After a 

short while, Mr. Okamoto begins to connect the dots. He reasons that the humans in 

the second story match the animals in the first story. The two Japanese juxtapose the 

behavior of the animals and the humans and infer that “the Taiwanese sailor is the 

zebra, [Pi’s] mother is the orang-utan, the cook is . . . the hyena—which means [Pi is] 

the tiger” (311). Besides, the languages they speak provide logical clues. The 

Taiwanese sailor and the French cook are foreigner, different “kinds” of beings from 

Pi and his mother. Pi’s mother, on the other hand, is represented by the orang-utan, a 

primate that is more similar to the human in kind. The second story starkly decrypts 

the first story: the cook eats the sailor and beheaded Pi’s mother, and at the end Pi 

kills and eats the cook. That is “the truth.” 

     The animals mentioned by Mr. Okamoto and Mr. Chiba are merely substitutions 

of animal or monstrous nature in human beings. And the humans committee terrible 

deeds in the second story because they do not restrain their animal nature. While 

every major animal in the first story seems to have its own human doppelganger in the 

second, I would like to focus on the interchangeability of the hyena and the cook for 

they are the most representative of the interchangeability of the words “animal” and 

“animality” in the novel.  

     The hyena stands for greed and carnivorousness which perfectly fit the 

character of the cook. The hyena and the cook eat everything. As Pi sees it, “a hyena’s 

catholicity of taste is so indiscriminate it nearly forces admiration” (117). The cook is 
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described as “a disgusting man” because he eats flies and rats (303-304). Furthermore, 

both beings eat their own kind, alive or dead. To Pi’s knowledge, hyenas “eat their 

own kind (the rest of those whose ears and noses they gobbled down as appetizers) 

once they’re dead, after a period of aversion that lasts about one day” (117). Similarly, 

the cook on the lifeboat is notorious for eating the pieces of the sailor (308). 

     Pi’s mother’s fury on the cook insinuates a feeling of threat to humanity that she 

believes in. She confronts him several times on the boat. She once asks in agony, 

“How can you do this, you monster? Where is your humanity? Have you no decency? 

What did the poor boy do to you? You monster! You monster!” (307). She also 

accuses him of eating the remains of the sailor, “I saw you! You just ate a piece! You 

said it was for bait! I knew it. You monster! You animal! How could you? He’s human! 

He’s your own kind” (308; emphasis in original). The second story can thus be seen as 

a debate about our humanity. And the bond between the hyena and the cook unravels 

the demarcation between animal(ity) and human(ity) that we have long been taking 

for granted. This is undoubtedly a story about the humans. The animals have no place 

in it. 

 

     The First Story, or the Better Story 

     In Chapter Two, we have discussed how Pi is acquainted with the fact that 

“Animalus anthropomorphicus, the animal as seen through human eyes” (31) is 

dangerous for both humans and animals. So he constantly reminds himself that no 

matter how friendly or harmless Richard Parker sometimes appears, a flight distance 

should be kept and regular trainings should not be neglected. Somehow when he tells 
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the story about how he survives the ordeal with Richard Parker, his narrative can 

hardly proceeds without employing anthropomorphism. It must be noted that 

anthropomorphism here betokens the humans’ intentions and efforts to understand the 

animals that they encounter from the human viewpoints and through human languages. 

The animals in flesh in their real life are the prototypes of the animal protagonists in 

their stories. That is to say, unlike that in the second story, the actual animals are 

attended to in this kind of anthropomorphism. 

     Therefore, the first goal that the narrator aims to achieve through this kind of 

anthropomorphism is to know more about the animals. As Stebbins expounds, the 

narrators does their best to figure out the mental state of the animals from 

observations on the animals, the environments and all details involved. Pi’s 

understanding of Richard Parker is certainly attained through his observations. He 

makes a sketch of his daily routine on the Pacific. Below is an excerpt, 

          Mid-morning to late afternoon: 

               prayers 

               light lunch 

               rest and restful activities (writing in diary, examining of scabs and  

                    sores, upkeeping of equipment, puttering about locker,  

                    observation and study of Richard Parker, picking at the turtle  

                    bones, etc.). (190) 

He is modest about “restful activities” while “observation and study” imply rather 

meticulous attention. The lengthy descriptions of Richard Parker all over the novel 

reveal his effort to explain in a reasonable way the whys and hows when they meet. 
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     One day Pi discovers that he “was dead centre in the focus of [Ricard Parker’s] 

stare” (180). It happens so suddenly that he gives up fighting immediately. Knowing 

that he will soon be devoured by Richard Parker, he closes his eyes and waits for his 

death. However, it turns out to be his own delusion. As Pi opens his eyes, Richard 

Parker “was taking his time” (180). Then Pi observes that there is a flying fish in the 

locker which catches Richard Parker’s attention. Pi depicts, “[Richard Parker] was 

still fifteen feet away, no doubt wondering what I was going on about. But he had 

seen the fish. I could read a keen curiosity on his face. He seems about ready to 

investigate” (181). Pi attributes such “a keen curiosity” to Richard Parker from his 

facial expression. It is an anthropomorphic reading similar to how we attribute the 

mental states of other people by our instinctual mechanisms. And Pi’s observation that 

there is a flying fish contributes to explain what Richard Parker is curious about. 

     The second goal of this kind of anthropomorphism is to know how to respond. 

The knowledge accumulated in the narrative helps us understand the mental state of 

the animals and guides us to make responsive gestures. Inferring that Richard Parker 

is curious about the fish, Pi “picked up the fish and threw it towards him” (181). Pi 

narrates in detail what happens next, 

          Unfortunately, the flying fish flew. In mid-air, just ahead of Richard  

          Parker’s open mouth, the fish swerved and dropped into the water. It  

          happened with lightning speed. Richard Parker turned his head and  

          snapped his mouth, jowls flapping, but the fish was too quick for him. He  

          looked astonished and displeased. He turned to me again. “Where’s my  

          treat?” his face seems to inquire. Fear and sadness gripped me. I turned  
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          with the half-hearted, half-abandoned hope that I could jump onto the raft  

          before he could jump onto me. (181) 

Pi depicts every subtle change that constitutes this incident. The flying fish is 

supposed to be Pi’s response to Richard Parker’s curious face, but it does not fall into 

Richard Parker’s mouth. Pi sees Richard Parker’s desire and eagerness in his “open 

mouth” and swift actions at this moment. This understanding deepens Pi’s belief that a 

good response is to give Richard Parker foods. Failing to feed Richard Parker with the 

fish, Pi again detects Richard Parker’s mind—a feeling of disappointment—from the 

tiger’s facial expression. He even imagines what Richard Parker might say as if 

Richard Parker is really a human. 

     A series of actions, deductions and responses is portrayed in this passage. 

Richard Parker in the narrative may be incredible for it even talks, but an attempt to 

take care of Richard Parker—which ought to exist outside the narrative—is genuine. 

The question “Where’s my treat?” is asked by the human from a standpoint of the 

animal (181). It conveys an ethical consideration that demands respect and response 

to the other. 

     Finally, this kind of anthropomorphism is entitled to display the withness 

between the human and the animal. However anthropomorphic, the animals are 

different from the humans, both physically and mentally. In a stormy night, Pi is 

deeply moved by the lightning. He feels “something to pull [him] out of [his] limited 

mortal ways and thrust [him] into a state of exalted wonder” (233). This is an 

experience that an animal mind probably cannot have. In the face of such wonder, 

Richard Parker “was flat on the floor of the boat, limbs splayed and visibly trembling” 
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(232). Nonetheless, Pi invites Richard Parker to join him like an understanding 

companion, “Look, Richard Parker, a bolt of lightning” (232). At difficult times, Pi 

sometimes points to Richard Parker and claims that “THIS IS GOD’S CAT!” (209). Pi 

tries to “elevate [himself]” by calling the things and beings beside him God’s things 

and beings (209). Though “God’s hat has always unravelling. God’s pants were falling 

apart. God’s cat was a constant danger. God’s ark was a jail,” these are what he can 

hold on to when he feels that he is downing in hopelessness (209). The narrative 

simply shows that Pi is with Richard Parker at the moment. For Pi, what matters is not 

whether Richard Parker gets him but whether Richard Parker is there beside him. 

     Pi calls Richard Parker again when he sees a ship, “Richard Parker, a ship!” 

(234). While Pi is ecstatic about the hope of being saved, Richard Parker cannot relate 

to Pi’s emotion. Still, Pi “broadcasts” what is happening at the moment to Richard 

Parker. Pi does not stop until the ship disappears in his view. Only Pi and Richard 

Parker is left again. As Pi recollects, 

          When I turned away, Richard Parker was still looking in [the ship’s]  

          direction. After a few seconds he turned away too and our gazes briefly  

          met. My eyes expressed longing, hurt, anguish, loneliness. All he was  

          aware of was that something stressful and momentous had happened,  

          something beyond the outer limits of his understanding. He did not see  

          that it was salvation barely missed. He only saw that the alpha here, this  

          odd, unpredictable tiger, had been very excited. He settled down to  

          another nap. His sole comment on the event was a cranky meow. (236) 

In this context, when their gazes meet, there is no message communicated through 
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exchanges of their eyes. Richard Parker is aware of Pi’s unusual behavior but is not 

capable of understanding the meaning of a ship and its connection to Pi’s distress. He 

rests and looks around the environment as usual. His “cranky meow” indicates that he 

is ignorant of what happened but he is present here and now, like a pet cat in the 

house. This presence of Richard Parker touches Pi. He feels grateful that Richard 

Parker is here. He loves Richard Parker for his presence, his being-beside-him (236). 

     Anthropomorphism in the first story can be seen as part of being together with 

the companion species. First, it reveals the concerns for the real animals in the 

narrator’s life. In order to understand one’s companion species, the narrator tries to 

portray what it is like, what it might be “thinking” or “saying” through cross-referring 

to close observations. Second, it portrays how the human and the animal are being 

together. Through anthropomorphizing the animal, the narrator also tells a story of the 

life with the animal. Communicative or not, they are there beside each other. From the 

angle of animal ethics, the first story is the better story not because it is ascetically 

splendid but because it attends to the real animals in the narrator’s life. This story is 

endowed with ethics of companion species. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

 

     The thesis was laid out to rethink an ethical relationship outside the framework 

of the Western philosophical traditions. Taking that the term “companion species” is 

strenuously expounded by Haraway to break up with human exceptionalism, the 

thesis has examined the ethical dimensions of “companion species” and demonstrated 

how they are employed in the relationship of Pi and Richard Parker in Life of Pi. 

Through scrutinizing the narrative of the novel, we have seen it centers relationality 

and displays acts of respect between Pi and the Richard Parker. The thesis has also 

tackled the problem addressed by the two animal narratives in the novel. Discussing 

how anthropomorphism is used differently in the two narratives, I was able to point 

out in one story its anthropocentric stand and show in another how animal narrative 

can be part of our relationship with the animals by employing ethics of companion 

species. These questions have been inquired throughout the thesis, (a) How do we live 

with the animals in baffling ecosystems, where unlikely beings live together as 

described in Life of Pi? (b) What are the human responsibilities in the ethical 

human/animal relationships? (c) How do we rethink human-animal relationships by 

reading the two versions of Pi’s story—one with and the other without animals? 

     First, living with animals—in the baffling ecosystems or not—requires us to see 

the real animals. As in The Lives of Animals and in Life of Pi, we have seen how an 

anthropocentric perspective raises difficulties for us to get along with the animals in 

real life. The former depicts an old woman who cannot live with the fact that animal 
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suffering is everywhere. What makes it so unbearable for her is rooted in the 

human/animal hierarchy. Because the hierarchy is arbitrary, thinking a relationship 

that is not dominated by humans is impossible. The later conveys that 

anthropocentrism is harmful for both humans and animals from a zookeepers’ 

standpoint. The fact that we tend to see the animals as pronouns of certain 

characteristics have prevented us from seeing the real animals and caused many 

damages. In the hope of opening up more possibilities of talking about animals and 

getting along with them in real life, our discussions were based on the premise that 

there is no premise before humans and animals meet. In Haraway’s debt, this kind of 

human/animal relationship is called companion-species relationship in this thesis. 

     Relationality and historical specificity matter in a companion-species 

relationship for it is always the particular animals in relating to us—which are our 

significant others—that we are talking about. It is in the meeting that the human and 

animal partners gradually get along. It is a process of becoming with one’s companion 

specie in which they co-constitute their identities. Life of Pi is a favorable text 

because it portrays a drastic situation where beings that are not supposed to meet are 

put together in closed systems. The humans and animals are caught in a compulsory 

relationship that they have to figure out how to live together. Focusing on the 

relationship between Pi and Richard Parker, we have seen the importance of taking all 

details, incidents and histories of each beings into consideration. 

     In a companion-species relationship, acts of respect need to be enacted in order 

to make mutual responses to the other. Epistemologically, respect suggests looking 

back. Therefore, a possible communication lies in the gazes of the companion species. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

89 

 

In Life of Pi, the changes in Pi and Richard Parker’s eyes can be discovered. Their 

intimacy varies directly with their eye contacts. Pi’s training program for Richard 

Parker also depends highly on the exchanges of their eyes. 

     The last part of the study dealt with the two stories in Life of Pi. The first story 

tells the miraculous adventure of Pi and the tiger, Richard Parker. Despite insolvable 

differences, they manage to survive the shipwreck, the Pacific, and the cannibal island 

together. But the story is “just too hard to believe” for Mr. Okamoto claims that he 

had never seen this sort of thing happened before (297). The second story is an 

animal-free story. Read together with the first story, the second story discloses the 

stark “truth” that the castaways on the lifeboat fight against each other like animals. 

Everyone except for Pi is killed at the end.  

As I have argued, the two stories exemplify two kinds of animal narrative both 

narrated from anthropomorphic perspective yet convey very different things. The 

second story manifests the animal natures in human beings in accord with “animality” 

which is part of humanity as Agamben illustrates in The Open. The first story, “the 

better story,” pays close attention to the flesh of the animals (317). The 

anthropomorphic narrative is the human narrators’ effort to log their observations of 

the animals and all details involved and in order to accumulate knowledge of the 

animals. It is the narrators’ path to understanding. The humans endeavor to understand 

the animals and the life with them. Instead of telling a story that is hard to believe, the 

first story is actually telling a story that aims to make believe. Besides, the narrative 

also takes account of the state of being with the animals. So the first story is written in 

a narrative embodied with ethics of companion species as discussed in the previous 
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chapters. It is a better story in this sense.  

     Finally, this thesis concludes that Life of Pi is organized around the debates 

about animals in philosophical and literary works. Although animals in literature are 

not “actual animals”—which are the objects of our thinking on animal ethics—and are 

inevitably anthropomorphized, they are more than representations, metaphors or part 

of our humanity. Life of Pi, with ethics of companion species entailed in the first story, 

enables us to rethink the human/animal relationship by attending to real animals 

which are physically beside us. 
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