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Abstract

This article examines the metafictional matrix of the book Life of Pi by Yan Martel. As a historiographical 
metafiction, it defies conventional novelistic standards in both form and content by using the devices 
of narrative within history, narrative with history and history with history without beginning or end, 
artistic transgression and deconstruction. The deconstruction of the popular concept of religion 
exposes the "unconstructible" in religions and creates a new, constantly evolving concept of religion 
and God that is not doctrinaire and dogmatic. This is a historic step in a world where competing 
religions strive to overpower or destroy each other.
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Yann Martel is a Canadian author best known for 
his novel “Life of Pi,” published in 2001. The novel 
tells the story of a young Indian man named Pi Patel 
who survives a shipwreck and shares a lifeboat with 
a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. Martel was 
born on June 25, 1963, in Spain, and his parents 
were diplomats. He spent much of his childhood in 
various countries, which influenced his perspective 
and understanding of diverse cultures—a theme 
reflected in “Life of Pi.” The novel won the Man 
Booker Prize for Fiction in 2002 and gained 

widespread acclaim for its exploration of faith, 
survival, and the power of storytelling. Martel’s 
imaginative narrative and philosophical themes 
have contributed to the lasting impact of “Life of 
Pi” in the world of contemporary literature.

Metafiction is a literary technique where a 
work of fiction draws attention to its own status 
as a creation, blurring the line between fiction 
and reality. It often involves self-awareness, with 
characters acknowledging they are part of a story 
or the author addressing the audience directly. 
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Metafiction can explore the nature of storytelling 
and challenge traditional narrative conventions.

Yann Martel’s “Life of Pi” is a novel that explores 
the boundaries between reality and fiction, truth and 
belief, and history and storytelling. Through the use 
of historiographic metafiction, Martel challenges 
traditional notions of historical narrative and the 
role of the historian in shaping our understanding 
of the past. In this essay, I will examine the ways 
in which Martel uses historiographic metafiction 
to create a complex and thought-provoking work 
that invites readers to question the nature of truth, 
reality, and the role of storytelling in shaping our 
understanding of the world.

Historiographic metafiction is a literary 
technique that involves the self-conscious use of 
historical facts and the exploration of the nature of 
history itself within a fictional work. This technique 
is employed in “Life of Pi” in a number of ways, 
most notably through the use of multiple versions of 
the protagonist’s story, the portrayal of the writer as 
a character, and the inclusion of animals as central 
characters in the narrative.

One of the most prominent ways in which 
Martel uses historiographic metafiction in “Life of 
Pi” is through the presentation of multiple versions 
of the protagonist’s story. The novel begins with 
Pi’s account of his childhood in Pondicherry, India, 
where he grows up in a zoo run by his father. Pi is 
a curious and intelligent boy who develops a deep 
love for animals and a fascination with religion, 
embracing Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism 
simultaneously.

When Pi’s family decides to move to Canada, 
they board a Japanese freighter with a number of 
zoo animals. After a devastating shipwreck, Pi finds 
himself adrift on a lifeboat with a zebra, a hyena, 
an orangutan, and a Bengal tiger named Richard 
Parker. Pi’s account of his survival at sea forms 
the bulk of the novel, but it is interrupted by the 
introduction of a second version of the story, in 
which Pi is accompanied by his mother, a sailor, 
and a cook rather than the animals.

The existence of these two versions of Pi’s story 
raises questions about the nature of truth and the 
reliability of historical accounts. By presenting two 
vastly different versions of the same events, Martel 
invites readers to consider the role of perspective 
and interpretation in the construction of history. The 
novel suggests that historical truth is not a fixed, 
objective entity but rather a subjective construct 
shaped by the biases and limitations of those who 
record it.

Moreover, the use of animals as central characters 
in the novel further underscores the theme of 
historiographic metafiction. By anthropomorphizing 
the animals and imbuing them with human-like 
qualities, Martel challenges traditional notions 
of history and historiography. The animals in the 
novel are not passive objects of history but active 
participants in shaping Pi’s story and, by extension, 
the historical record.

The novel’s exploration of the relationship 
between history and storytelling is also reflected in its 
treatment of the figure of the writer. The writer who 
interviews Pi is depicted as a skeptical and detached 
observer, intent on uncovering the “truth” of Pi’s 
story. However, as the novel progresses, the writer 
becomes increasingly drawn into Pi’s narrative and 
begins to question his own assumptions about the 
nature of truth and reality.

In the end, the writer is left to decide which 
version of Pi’s story to believe, a decision that 
highlights the subjective nature of historical 
interpretation. The novel’s final line, “and so it 
goes with God,” further underscores the idea 
that historical truth is always mediated through 
individual perspectives and belief systems.

Martel’s use of historiographic metafiction in 
“Life of Pi” is not merely a postmodern literary 
device; it is also a profound meditation on the 
nature of history, truth, and reality. By challenging 
traditional notions of historical narrative and the 
role of the historian, the novel invites readers to 
consider the complex interplay between fact and 
fiction, objectivity and subjectivity, and truth and 
belief.

43



Shahina et al. / St. Joseph’s Journal of Humanities and Science (Volume 11 Issue 1 January 2024) 42-45  49

In addition to challenging traditional notions of 
historical narrative, Martel also uses historiographic 
metafiction to explore the role of storytelling in 
shaping our understanding of the world. Throughout 
the novel, Pi emphasizes the importance of 
storytelling as a means of making sense of the world 
and finding meaning in life.

Pi’s fascination with religion is rooted in his 
love of storytelling. He is drawn to the narratives 
of Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism not because he 
believes in their literal truth but because he finds 
their stories compelling and meaningful. Similarly, 
Pi’s survival at sea is made possible through the 
stories he tells himself and the myths he creates 
about the natural world.

The use of historiographic metafiction in “Life 
of Pi” highlights the power of storytelling as a 
means of shaping our understanding of the world. 
By presenting multiple versions of Pi’s story 
and challenging traditional notions of historical 
narrative, the novel invites readers to consider 
the role of narrative in shaping our perceptions of 
reality.

Furthermore, the use of historiographic 
metafiction in “Life of Pi” underscores the importance 
of empathy and imagination in our understanding of 
others. By presenting us with a cast of characters 
that includes both humans and animals, the novel 
challenges us to expand our circles of empathy and 
to see the world from multiple perspectives. In this 
way, the novel’s use of historiographic metafiction 
is not only a literary technique but also a moral 
and philosophical stance, one that emphasizes the 
value of compassion, understanding, and open-
mindedness in our encounters with others.

The use of historiographic metafiction in “Life 
of Pi” also highlights the role of the reader in shaping 
the meaning of the text. By presenting multiple 
versions of Pi’s story and leaving it to the reader to 
decide which version to believe, Martel emphasizes 
the active role of the reader in constructing the 
meaning of the text.

The novel’s use of historiographic metafiction 
also underscores the importance of skepticism and 
critical thinking in our engagement with historical 
narratives. By presenting two vastly different 
versions of Pi’s story, the novel challenges readers 
to question the assumptions and biases that underlie 
historical accounts.

Finally, the use of historiographic metafiction 
in “Life of Pi” highlights the role of imagination 
and creativity in our understanding of the world. By 
blurring the boundaries between reality and fiction, 
the novel invites readers to explore the possibilities 
of the imagination and to see the world in new and 
unexpected ways.

In conclusion, the use of historiographic 
metafiction in “Life of Pi” is a central aspect 
of the novel’s thematic and narrative structure. 
By presenting multiple versions of Pi’s story 
and challenging traditional notions of historical 
narrative, the novel invites readers to consider 
the complex interplay between fact and fiction, 
objectivity and subjectivity, and truth and belief. 
Through its use of historiographic metafiction, 
“Life of Pi” ultimately encourages us to embrace 
the complexity and ambiguity of the world around 
us, and to approach our understanding of others 
with empathy, compassion, and an open mind.

Moreover, the novel’s use of historiographic 
metafiction underscores the importance of 
storytelling, skepticism, critical thinking, 
imagination, and creativity in our engagement with 
the world. By blurring the boundaries between 
reality and fiction, the novel challenges us to see 
the world in new and unexpected ways, and to 
embrace the power of the imagination to shape our 
understanding of the world.

In short, the use of historiographic metafiction 
in “Life of Pi” is a powerful and innovative literary 
device that adds depth and complexity to the novel’s 
narrative and thematic structure. By challenging 
traditional notions of historical narrative and the role 
of the historian, the novel invites readers to consider 
the complex interplay between fact and fiction, 
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objectivity and subjectivity, and truth and belief. In 
doing so, “Life of Pi” ultimately encourages us to 
embrace the complexity and ambiguity of the world 
around us, and to approach our understanding of 
others with empathy, compassion, and an open 
mind.
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