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How are characters and their ways of thinking shaped by the consequences of 
Discovery? 
 
Discoveries can act as catalysts that stimulate new ideas by offering enhanced 
understandings which result in renewed perceptions of ourselves and others. In addition, 
discoveries change individuals through the repercussions of these profound discoveries. In 
Ang Lee’s bildungsroman film Life of Pi, Pi achieves self-discovery through hardships while 
Tim Winton’s didactic short story Big World is about a boy’s rite of passage. Both texts 
explore the innate cost of their protagonists’ discoveries as they must endure physical 
suffering and psychological suffering in order to self-discover, achieve self-actualisation, and 
discover their purpose in the appropriately named “big” world. 

 
Pi’s physical suffering is integral to the film, and essential for his wisdom and spiritual 
discovery. The TsimTsum, the ship that sinks, is a Kabbalistic allusion (TzimTzum) of how 
God limits his power to give humans room to discover themselves in. Thus, for something 
new to be created, something first must be taken away (Pi’s past self). The sinking of the 
TsimTsum is a pivotal point in the film, and this concept is embedded. He must be stripped 
of how he was protected heavily by his family, notably in the scene where his father feeds 
the goat to Richard Parker. His mother attempts to shield him from the harsh reality of life, 
shown through mise en scene and juxtaposition of his mother shielding him from his 
father. The father takes on a more aggressive role, and attempts to “scar him for life”. 
Ironically, neither of these methods are effective, as Pi must experience hardships 
personally, not be shielded from them or simply shown them. Furthermore, his suffering is 
evident once he must fend for himself in the ocean where there is no one to help him. An 
aerial shot of his head, overshadowed by the colossal, devouring ocean emphasises his 
vulnerability as he is wandering adrift. Extreme wide shots portray his vulnerability in the 
untamed sea through Lee’s brilliant use of the Romantic concept of the sublime, that is, how 
minuscule humanity is to God and nature. However, this is a positive consequence of 
discovery. This is represented through the lack of music, the diegetic sound of nature 
(overpowering the audio) and the use of extreme long shots of the microscopic boat 
juxtaposed with the crashing waves. Pi embraces the sublime, while the audience is on 
the edge of their seats. This is Pi’s moment of interconnectedness with God, nature, and 
effectively the pinnacle of his spiritual discovery due to his desire to discover metaphoric 
new worlds and values. Thus, his physical suffering is integral to lead to his wisdom and 
spiritual discovery, by effectively creating something out of destroying his past self.  
 
In contrast to Pi’s spiritual and intellectual suffering, physical suffering of the protagonist in 
Big World is much less hyperbolic, but equally profound. Winton’s clever use of the poignant 
image of a kite which “consumed its own tail and fluttered into the sea” is a metaphor for the 
unnamed narrator’s newfound insight into how he allowed his youth to be dictated by 
Biggie’s “oafish and idiotic behaviour”. Furthermore, the narrator constantly alludes to his 
mother’s perception of their friendship who compares them to “Lenny and George” from ‘Of 
Mice and Men’. This intertextuality symbolises that the journey has transformed him as he 
discovered Biggie has restricted his “dreams of the big world”, education and relationship 
with girls. This is seen when he sees Biggie fall in love with Meg, he focuses on her 
materialistic value (her looks) rather than her personality. This is in stark contrast to Biggie, 
who adores people for who they are, regardless of their material worth. Thus, his vague and 
reflective tone “I suppose we’re all wrong for each other” reiterates how his discovery has 
shaped his thinking on his friendship with Biggie. The narrator’s physical suffering therefore, 
is much less larger-than-life as Life of Pi, however still influences his thinking. 

 
Mentally, Pi’s suffering is much more profound. In the scene with the storm, Pi’s loses the 
life raft, symbolising the loss of his refuge and material possessions and a high angle shot 
of Richard Parker– a symbol of Pi’s id/unconscious– is afraid.   “I have lost everything […] 
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what more do you (God) want?” Pi is emphasising the prolonged nature of his suffering, he 
longs for God to accept him especially after the death of his family.  But Pi’s suffering is a 
necessary consequence for his spiritual growth, as he learns to surrender to fate and finds 
peace.  This idea is represented in the wide shot of the boat on a calm, misty ocean, 
mirroring Pi’s acceptance towards wanting to die. “Thank you for giving me my life.  I’m 
ready now.”  The fade to black at the end of the scene suggests that Pi has reached his 
spiritual apotheosis.  He has discovered the ability to let go of materialism and the loss of his 
family and move on to a higher order of thinking but he has had to suffer immensely as a 
consequence of his discovery, and directly after this acceptance, he finds land, suggesting 
how individuals must find inner peace to progress often by battling hardships. 

 
Similarly, in Winton’s text, the unnamed narrator is psychosomatically volatile and cherishes 
materialism. The destruction of the Kombi is a metaphor of the unnamed narrator’s volatile 
outlook on life, “could blow at any moment and everything we own is inside”. He rarely ever 
expresses his feelings and this is shown through the constant repetition of wanting to 
commit suicide, the audience discovers how he withholds his emotions through pathos. He 
doesn’t even reveal his feelings to Biggie, revealing how he doesn’t trust his best friend 
through the line “Biggie’s not the brightest crayon in the box, but he’s the most loyal”. Winton 
utilises the unreliable narrator, as the unnamed narrator often contradicts himself as seen 
in this line, adding insult to injury. In addition, he has a superiority complex, which is 
psychologically damaging as the story progresses. This links to how he is often critical of 
others, especially his own best friend and girls, often not liking them if they are ugly or 
unintelligent. “Meg’s as thick as a box of hammers” is an idiomatic expression which 
undoubtedly shows this. Furthermore, Winton uses an Aristotelian allusion to ethos and 
logos, effectively showing the audience that the narrator’s thinking is mentally unstable and 
over the course of the short story it gradually worsens specifically at the plot-twist ending, 
where the story suddenly shifts from present-tense to future-tense, revealing the cyclical 
nature of discovery but moreover how disappointing some discoveries are, rather than 
leaving characters satisfied like in Life of Pi, they leave the narrator even more suicidal than 
he was at the beginning. Thus, the thinking of the narrator is extremely dangerous not only 
to himself but to others around him as a repercussion of discovery. 
 

 


