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Abstract

In both Yann Martel's Life of Pi and William Golding's Lord of the
Flies, the shipwreck narrative serves as a crucible for exploring
"shipwreck humanities"—the fundamental aspects of human nature
laid bare and reshaped under extreme duress and isolation. Life of Pi
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examines this through the lens of individual survival, spiritual humanities.
awakening, and the construction of reality, where Pi's ordeal on the

open ocean forces a re-evaluation of faith, reason, and the

boundaries between human and animal. His narrative highlights the Article History:
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meaning and even beauty in desolation. Conversely, Lord of the Flies

psychological and philosophical dimensions of shipwreck, Received on 28 June, 2025
demonstrating how an individual can not only endure but also find Accepted on 26 August,

delves into the societal implications of shipwreck, illustrating
humanity's descent into savagery when stripped of civilizing
structures and adult supervision. The boys' struggle for power and
their regression to primal instincts on the deserted island expose the
inherent darkness and potential for tyranny within human nature.
This novel underscore the fragility of civilization and the ease with
which individuals, even children, can succumb to their baser instincts
when removed from established societal norms. Together, these two
narratives offer a compelling, albeit contrasting, exploration of
"shipwreck humanities,” revealing the diverse ways in which
individuals and groups respond to the ultimate test of survival and
isolation, ultimately shedding light on the enduring questions of what
it means to be human in the face of existential crisis.

Introduction

Shipwreck humanities, as an interdisciplinary field, extends its reach beyond the
physical remnants of maritime disasters to encompass their profound cultural, historical, and
philosophical implications, often explored through literature. English novels, in particular,
frequently utilize shipwreck or "stranded" narratives as powerful allegories for examining

the human condition, societal structures, and the raw essence of human nature when
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confronted with extreme isolation and peril. Both Yann Martel's Life of Pi and William
Golding's Lord of the Flies, though differing in their specific catalysts for isolation, offer
compelling case studies for understanding shipwreck humanities in a literary context.

This postmodern survival narrative Life of Pi explores themes of belief, spirituality,
hope, and the human capacity for adaptation under extreme duress. Pi's 227-day ordeal adrift
in the Pacific with a Bengal tiger exemplifies human resilience and resourcefulness. The
ocean in Life of Pi is not merely a setting but an active "character,” reflecting Pi's mood,
influencing his decisions, and delivering mystical visions, aligning with the "blue
humanities” emphasis on the ocean's transformative role. The novel's central question
regarding the "better story” highlights how narratives are constructed to make sense of
traumatic events and how belief can be prioritized over rationalized thinking. It also delves
into the moral ambiguities of survival, where characters may be forced to act contrary to
their established ethics.

This allegorical novel, influenced by Golding's World War Il experiences, examines the
rapid descent from civilization to savagery among a group of British schoolboys stranded on
an uninhabited island. The island itself serves as a powerful metaphor for society, with
distinct locations symbolizing order and chaos. The novel's core theme is the tension
between innate human savagery and civilized reason, allegorically represented by Jack and
Ralph, respectively. The tropical environment, with its oppressive heat and periodic storms,
mirrors the escalating conflict and chaos among the boys, symbolizing the duality of nature
and human nature. The "Scar" left by the plane crash further symbolizes humanity's
destructive impact. Golding's work critiques the idea that societal structures alone can
correct human "evils," suggesting that the capacity for violence resides within human nature
itself.

Both Life of Pi (2001) and Lord of the Flies (1954) use shipwreck as a narrative device to
isolate their protagonists from the structures of civilization and confront them with the raw
elements of survival, morality, and human nature. Though different in tone, style, and
philosophy, both novels explore how humans respond to the collapse of social order, the
struggle for meaning, and the ethical boundaries that emerge in extreme conditions.

Objectives

1. Explore the application of "shipwreck humanities” as an analytical framework for
interpreting literary narratives that feature themes of isolation, survival, and human

interaction with extreme environments.
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2. Analyse Yann Martel's Life of Pi and William Golding's Lord of the Flies as compelling
literary case studies that exemplify key conceptual frameworks within shipwreck humanities,
despite their differing catalysts for isolation (shipwreck vs. plane crash).

3. Examine specific thematic intersections within these novels, including the interplay of
civilization and savagery, the role of the natural environment as an active agent, the
psychological and spiritual transformations of characters under duress, and the construction
of meaning through storytelling in the face of catastrophe.

4. Contribute to the broader discourse of "blue humanities" by demonstrating how literary
analysis can deepen our understanding of human-ocean relationships and the enduring
cultural impact of maritime disasters, both literal and metaphorical.

Review of Literature

The burgeoning field of "shipwreck humanities" represents a significant "oceanic
turn” in scholarship, moving beyond traditional land-centric historical narratives to embrace a
more holistic, "terraqueous™ understanding of human history and culture. This
interdisciplinary domain investigates the multifaceted significance of shipwrecks—as
physical remains, historical events, and enduring cultural metaphors—to comprehend human
interactions with the marine environment across temporal scales. It draws upon diverse fields
such as archaeology, history, anthropology, cultural studies, art history, environmental
science, and law to illuminate the complex narratives embedded within maritime losses.
Shipwreck narratives constitute a popular and culturally significant genre in English
literature, frequently serving as a powerful narrative device to explore drama, emotion, and
profound themes of human nature. These stories often confront moments of crisis, testing and
redefining assumptions about divine Providence, national character, gender roles, and
civilized behaviour.
Margaret Cohen, a prominent scholar in "blue humanities,” highlights how sea stories
evolved to focus on the ocean itself, transforming it into a space for imagining modernity and
a source of powerful images and metaphors, with the shipwreck being among the most
prominent.
Early examples like Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe (1719) delve into themes of survival,
self-reliance, isolation, and the psychological and spiritual effects of being cut off from
society, often reflecting colonial attitudes of the time. Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels

(1726) uses a series of maritime disasters to satirize human nature, societal flaws, and
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political absurdities, emphasizing the importance of perspective and the limits of human
understanding.

Later works, such as Daphne du Maurier's Jamaica Inn (1936), explore courage, villainy, and
romance amidst smuggling, highlighting how wrecking activities became a powerful trope in
English cultural memory. Thematic Intersections in Life of Pi and Lord of the Flies: While
Life of Pi and Lord of the Flies differ in their initial catalysts for isolation (a literal shipwreck
in the former, a plane crash leading to stranding in the latter), both novels function as
compelling "castaway" narratives that resonate deeply with the core tenets of shipwreck
humanities. They strip away the veneer of civilization, forcing characters to confront primal
instincts and the raw essence of human nature.

Discussion

Yann Martel's Life of Pi is a postmodern survival narrative that centers on Pi Patel, a
young Indian boy who survives 227 days adrift in the Pacific Ocean after a shipwreck,
sharing his lifeboat with a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. The novel, and its film
adaptation, delve deeply into themes of belief, spirituality, hope, and the human capacity for
adaptation in adverse conditions.

From a shipwreck humanities perspective, Life of Pi explores:

o Survival and Transformation: Pi's journey is a testament to human resilience,
resourcefulness, and the psychological and spiritual formation that occurs under
extreme duress. His struggle against the elements, starvation, and the constant threat
of the tiger pushes him to his physical and spiritual limits.

¢+ The Ocean as an Active Agent: The sea is not merely a backdrop but an active
"character" in Pi's story, reflecting his mood, influencing his decisions, and even
delivering mystical visions. This aligns with the "blue humanities" concept, which
recognizes the ocean's active and transformative role in shaping human experience and
material culture.

o The Nature of Truth and Storytelling: A central element of Life of Pi is the
presentation of two versions of Pi's survival story—one with animals, one without—
and the question posed to the reader: "Which story do you prefer?”. This highlights
how narratives are constructed to make sense of traumatic events and how belief can
be prioritized over rationalized thinking, reflecting the human need for meaning in the
face of the unimaginable.

¢ Morality and Cognitive Dissonance: Pi is forced to make choices that contradict his
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moral standards, such as killing animals for survival, demonstrating how extreme
situations can lead humans to "shun their level of morality"” in the quest for survival.
William Golding's Lord of the Flies (1954) concerns a group of British schoolboys
stranded on an uninhabited tropical island after their plane is destroyed during a nuclear war.
While a plane crash rather than a shipwreck, the narrative functions as a classic “castaway"
tale, exploring the breakdown of society and the inherent nature of humanity when removed
from civilizing influences.

Within the framework of shipwreck humanities, Lord of the Flies examines:

o Civilization vs. Savagery: The novel's core theme is the descent of the boys from
civilized behavior to primal savagery in the absence of laws and adult supervision. The
island, initially idyllic, becomes a metaphor for society itself, with distinct location
representing different aspects of order and chaos.

o Loss of Innocence: The boys' experiences on the island lead to a profound loss of
innocence, as they confront the "darkness of man's heart" and their own capacity for
violence and evil.

¢ Human Nature and Leadership: Golding, influenced by his experiences in World
War |1, explores humanity's capacity for both good and evil. The characters of Ralph
(representing democracy and civilization) and Jack (representing dictatorship and
savagery) allegorically illustrate the conflict between these opposing forces.

o Environmental Influence: The tropical island environment, with its oppressive heat
and periodic storms, mirrors the escalating tension and chaos among the boys,
symbolizing the duality of nature and human nature. The "Scar" left by the plane crash
itself becomes a significant symbol of humanity's destructive impact.

Comparative Insights

1. The Shipwreck as Catalyst: Entry into the Unknown

In Life of Pi, the shipwreck of the Tsimtsum leaves Pi Patel stranded on a lifeboat with a
Bengal tiger, pushing him into an existential struggle where faith, reason, and instinct
intersect.

In Lord of the Flies, a plane crash maroons a group of British schoolboys on an uninhabited

island, initiating a gradual descent from order into savagery.

Comparison: In both stories, the shipwreck or crash is not just a physical rupture but a
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symbolic stripping away of civilization, thrusting the characters into a liminal space where
humanity is tested.

2. Survival and the Human Instinct

Pi’s survival is shaped by his spiritual resilience, intelligence, and the negotiation between his
moral self and his instinctual will to live. The lifeboat becomes a stage where the human
coexists with the animal, both literally and metaphorically.
In contrast, Golding’s boys, particularly Jack and his tribe, surrender to their primal instincts.
The island becomes a theatre of violence, fear, and power, revealing the fragility of societal
norms. Both narratives examine how individuals and groups respond to extreme pressure. Pi's
story highlights the individual's struggle for faith and meaning, while Golding's work
critiques the inherent flaws in human nature that can lead to societal collapse without external
constraints.

Comparison: While Pi integrates reason, belief, and morality to survive, the boys in Lord of
the Flies disintegrate into chaos, suggesting differing perspectives on whether humanity is
inherently good or evil when stripped of order.

3. Civilization, Religion, and Meaning

Martel presents religion as a sustaining force. Pi's simultaneous devotion to Hinduism,
Christianity, and Islam illustrates his search for meaning in the midst of catastrophe.
Golding, a post-war writer, suggests that civilization is a thin veneer, easily torn away to
reveal the darker aspects of human nature. The conch shell, representing order, and Piggy’s
death symbolize the end of reason and moral society.
Comparison: Life of Pi leans towards spiritual humanism, whereas Lord of the Flies offers a
more cynical, psychological view of human nature under duress.

The Role of the Environment

The Pacific Ocean in Life of Pi is vast, mystical, and both beautiful and threatening. It
becomes a site of inner transformation for Pi. While Life of Pi portrays the ocean as an active,
almost spiritual entity that shapes Pi's journey, Lord of the Flies uses the island's environment
to reflect and amplify the boys' internal and external conflicts, becoming a hostile mirror to
their devolution. The island in Lord of the Flies, initially seen as a paradise, becomes a
dystopia shaped by the boys' fears and actions. Comparison: Both environments are isolated
ecosystems where civilization collapses, but Pi finds transcendence while the boys descend

into savagery.
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Allegory and Philosophical Implications

Life of Pi functions as an allegory of faith and survival, questioning the boundaries
between truth, storytelling, and belief. Lord of the Flies is a philosophical allegory on power,
evil, and the duality of human nature, influenced by Golding’s experiences in WWIL
Comparison: Both use the shipwreck trope to examine philosophical questions — one
through a lens of spiritual endurance, the other through political and psychological critique.

Both Life of Pi and Lord of the Flies leverage the "stranded" narrative to explore
fundamental questions about human existence. In both novels, isolation from established
society acts as a crucible, stripping away the veneer of civilization and forcing characters to
confront their deepest instincts and beliefs. In essence, these novels serve as powerful literary
contributions to shipwreck humanities, demonstrating how the themes of maritime disaster
and isolation provide fertile ground for exploring the complexities of human psychology,

morality, and the enduring tension between our civilized selves and primal instincts.
Conclusion

Shipwreck in both Life of Pi and Lord of the Flies serves as a powerful metaphor for
the collapse of known realities and the confrontation with the core of human nature. While
Martel portrays survival as a space of hope, belief, and resilience, Golding presents it as a
descent into chaos and brutality. Together, these texts offer contrasting yet complementary
perspectives on what it means to be human when the structures of civilization are lost at sea.
In conclusion, both Life of Pi and Lord of the Flies offer rich literary ground for exploring the
multifaceted dimensions of shipwreck humanities. They demonstrate how narratives of
isolation and disaster serve as powerful vehicles for examining human psychology, morality,
and the enduring tension between our civilized selves and primal instincts, while also
highlighting the profound and active role of the natural environment in shaping human

experience.
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