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ABSTRACT

The paper examines themes related to transndtimigration and the multiple problems migrants fazeh as
loneliness, alienation, identity crisis, culturadsimilation, etc. They may be completely engross#tkir struggle to make
a home of the new world, the connection with thévaealand however remains intact even if ignoredpmessed,
trivialized and hidden. At the back of mind, theudht is always there about the kind of storieg thvauld relate on
returning to the native land.The paper follows MiehOndaatje travelling along multiple routes toots as recorded in
his semi-autobiographical memoir Running in The Hgah982). The book isprimarily about Ondaatje’s quest to
reconnect with the memory of his father. While dain, he finds himself also grappling with issugated to identity in
the process of becoming. The paper explores hdingedf the story leads to a healing of self andeaonstituting of

identity at home in the transnational, transcultuerld.
KEYWORDS: Hybridity, Transnationalism, Transcultural Identityegotiation, Multiculturalism
INTRODUCTION

Migration involves departure from one’s native horaad also returning back, time and again. Thermatg
migrants bring back unique stories to share witfirtheople; stories of their struggle to make a dahthe alien land.
Even as they share their ‘success stories’ withtrotgers, the truth of their journey made to retiwdt point remains
mostly hidden deep within their hearts or at béstrad with a few close ones only. The sentimergakying for things
familiar; the native land, people and culture hoereig freely expressed and shared with everybotigyTare settled and
assimilated into a comfortable life in the new oatand have assumed a new identity, yet they rereemntd yearn for
their roots and take keen interest in the social@bas political happenings of their native hoamels. Michael Ondaatje,
a Sri Lankan-Dutch, resident of Canabamself as a migrant writer, explores and drawsnffus personal experiences to
relate the struggles, the identity crisis and yeayror roots. The present paper attempts to ttheenarrative of his

balancing act between the two worlds as expresshis iautobiographical wofRunning in the Family1982).

It is a forgone fact that most migrant literatusee autobiographical as writers provide their dir@ersonal
accounts of migration to express the sense ofatisphent, nostalgia, changing identities, rootlessneultural dilemmas,
etc. As Paul White rightly suggests, migrant wetsimultaneously inhabit a number of worlds to eate elements of
former lives as well as to record: Attempts to gmege or assimilate completely (which may be blockg a number of
mechanisms within the ‘host’ society); or the ci@atof a new identity which is characterized by eeling of

independence from both the society of origin aredsibcial structures of destination (White, 3).
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Changes in identity do not involve a linear movemeather these reflect multiple and continuousatiagjons at
personal as well as social level. Ondaatje alshisnwork attempts to explore his past, his bond$ wie motherland,
members of his childhood, his family relationshipsprder to document the shift his identity hasdmaue to migration.
Ondaatje’s personal accounts provide an understgrafi the multiple challenges identity faces inagd transcultural

world.

Running in the Family (1982) was the outcome of &aip’s two trips made back to Ceylon, now Sri Larik
1978 and 1980. The book centers on his quest teratathd his father, Mervyn Ondaatje, but in doioghe grapples with
issues surrounding his personal identity, his angesd his native country as well. Ondaatje hifhaeknowledges that
the book is the result of ‘...a communal act...not stdry but a portrait or ‘gesture,” (Ondaatje, 2&8RPan outcome of
help received from many people. Ondaatje delvestim family past even as he occupies the spaaa ofitsider looking
at his motherland with a different perspective. Tdauble vision’ of an outsider/insider along withixing of facts with

fiction, personal with the historical, lends unigess to the narrative. As Linda Hutcheon rightigesives:

In Running in The Family, Ondaatje is not only teeorder, collector, organizer, and narrator offihst, but also
the subject of it, both as an Ondaatje whose télebe told and as the writer who will tell it. Onkhe initial prefatory
section uses the third-person point of view for therator, from then on, the ‘I’ of the text is @anstant presence, the one
who is ‘running.’(Hutcheon, 86).

The work thus provides a complex and multidimensiaiew of transcultural identity.

The book follows a personal chronology keepingkrmaicthe social and political background and theggaphical
landscapes. Through it all, Ondaatje attempts ¢onstruct his own past. Since he left at a veryngoage(he was only
eleven), the memory of his father is not very cl&dmis to him is like having an empty space inlmesurt that has haunted

him throughout his life. Ondaatje thus sets owgather information and clues to his past.

Ondaatje tells his tale dividing the work into sevehapters and forty two sections. From the fitsapter
containing second section ‘Jaffna Afternoons’, Caiptarelates how he got hazy information aboutfateer from his
Aunt Phyllis. He is fond of Aunt Phyllis becauseskas always close to his father, Mervyn Onda&giting to know his
father better is important to Ondaatje’s own sedochdentity. He records, ‘The morning has beeargpvith my sister
and my Aunt Phyllis trying to trace the maze of oelationships in our ancestry.’(Ondaatje, 10). iAgae informs, ‘....
and all day my Aunt Phyllis presides over the higtof good and bad Ondaatjes and the people thmeda contact
with.’(Ondaatje, 12).Aunt Phyllis thus guides Onijlaao remember his past. He comes to know thatfdtiser was

notorious for his extravagant lifestyle, eccenb@havior in public, love of alcohol and women. Jeafaul aptly notes:

The text becomes the site of an exploration oftbetfiugh familial connections, origins, and plaité&zecomes the
site of Ondaatje’s complex act of cultural recovaryroughout the book he struggles to come to tewvititsa disconnected

past through the acts of imagining and writing kethsto a particular time and place. (Saul, 35).
Ondaatje thus attempts to reconstruct self by§lin the gaps caused due to his abrupt migratiam @arly age.

Ondaatje’s raw material comes from the storiesegath from family members and friends as he tragedi®und
and visited many places on the small island. Whaleollecting and retrieving his memories, Ondaatjels fictional

element to the episodes. Facts are blended witlgimagon in order to fill the missing gaps to reddhe more intense
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truths of the time and the people. While distandimgself, he nevertheless wants to reclaim hisitbettity and his roots.
Though Ondaatje wants to rebuild his past and gtesgto grasp his sense of belonging, he stillsfaslif he is the exile.

Salman Rushdie also refers to this marginal andatamt position of writers in his Imaginary Hometts (2010):

It may be that writers in my position, exiles ommgrants or expatriates, are haunted by some s#ress, some
urge to reclaim, to look back, But even if we |dwkck, we must also do so in knowledge-- which gies to profound
uncertainties-- that our physical alienation fromdia almost inevitably means that we will not bgatale of reclaiming
precisely the thing that was lost; that we will short, create fictions, not actual cities or vibadput invisible ones,

imaginary homelands, Indias of the mind.(Rushd, 1

Ondaatje’s writing reflects a similar tendency. $¢&ms to be reclaiming as well as reinventing pleliimages
of his past. The book as memoir while trying toaqgtare the past ends up instead as also recomstyiigtremembering
the bits and pieces, modified, “imagined” and eteid through collective familial memories. The winks may be taken
as an example of what Michel Riffaterre’s terms‘asti-memoir’. According to Riffaterre, ‘Memoirs nafollow the
chronology, or the logic, of events; they are rtarea The Anti-Memoirs rest on analogy (the sup@asition method is
identical with metaphor); therefore they are po&uyyd. in Beaujour, 3) (Italics in the text itsplOn the basis of the above

statement, Michel Beaujour concludes, his memarseparate genre that:

attempts to create coherence through a system ofsteferences, anaphoras, superimpositions, or
correspondences among homologous and substitiglteents, in such a way as to give the appeardndisamntinuity,
of anachronistic juxtaposition, or montage, as @gpoto the syntagmatics of a narration, no matier $crambled, since

the scrambling of a narrative always tempts thdeeto “reconstruct” its chronology.(Beaujour, 3).

Ondaatje’s work easily falls into this categoryhespositions himself on the boundary, in betweenpghst and
the present, the factual and the fictional, theemimered and the forgotten, the historical anditeeaty, the personal and

the impersonal while narrating his story.

As Ondaatje writes about his family’s past, he emgsarrating history of the nation as well. HeabBshes his
ancestry while taking notice of the historical cincstances that have shaped the diverse charadtes ofodern Sri Lanka.
Ondaatje further describes how Sri Lanka, a hybedisociety located strategically has been colyedarious nations--
‘The Portuguese, The Dutch, The English.’(Ondad{¥, Ondaatje deploys two recurring metaphors wiage and the

theatre to elaborate:

Ceylon - the wife of many marriages, courted byaihers who stepped ashore and claimed everythirg tinét
power of their sword or bible or language. Thisgam, once its shape stood still, became a milrgretended to reflect
each European power till newer ships arrived arnedptheir nationalities, some of whom stayed amermarried - my
own ancestor arriving in 1600, a doctor who cuteglresiding governor's daughter with a strange hatbwas rewarded
with land, a foreign wife, and a new name which waButch spelling of his own. Ondaatje. A parodyttod ruling

language. (Ondaatje, 60)

Here the narrator establishes an intertwininghefgersonal and national ancestry. He narrates‘hosghers,” a
very privileged social class, came into being frilma descendants of the Sinhalese and the Dutchinireguction of tea,

coffee, and rubber plantations brought them fortane privileges. The ‘burghers’ were favored by Ergglish and they
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occupied positions in the government and in théohysof the country. Lee Spinks aptly argues, ‘frtime beginning the
name ‘Ondaatje’ is a parody of the ruling languagexed within it are two languages, two historiégsp different
experiences of culture and place.’(Spinks, 117).sByultaneously linking self to mixed heritage, @atje chooses to

occupy the space of hybridity, thus resisting agiesnio confine him to an essentialist notion onittg.

Sri Lanka itself is projected as a multiculturatioa consisting of people of various cultural, éthand racial
backgrounds. Ondaatje thus questions the noti@amfre and stable Sri Lankan identity and instesdimes the space of

hybridity. As Homi Bhabha eloquently puts it in ¢8is Taken for Wonders’:

Hybridity is the sign of the productivity of colaipower, its shifting forces and fixities; it iset name for the
strategic reversal of the process of dominationugh disavowal (that is, the production of discriatbry identities that
secure the “pure” and original identity of authgyit.It displays the necessary deformation and degatsent of all sites of

discrimination and domination (Bhabha, 112).

Such a racial mix complicates Ondaatje’s statua 8si Lankan born Canadian writer who explorescibienial
past from his postcolonial present. Ondaatje’s icwltural inheritance makes his status hybrid ayphienated ‘Srilankan-

Canadian’. Ondaatje highlights and treats his f@m#ristocracy ironically and thereby underminad &eightens it:

Everyone was vaguely related and had Sinhalesejl,Taoich, British and Burgher blood in them goibgck
many generations. There was a large social gapeeetihis circle and the Europeans and English wére wever part of
the Ceylonese community... Emil Daniels summed upsihetion for most of them when he was asked by oithe

British governors what his nationality was-- ‘Gddrae knows, your Excellency” (RF, 31-32).

This ambiguous status prompts Ondaatje to investigés lost part of the hyphen in order to negetiahd
balance his identity. As Ondaatje projects, theL8rikan identity also comes across as a multicalltoybrid one dealing
with constant process of domination and discrinidmatSince Ondaatje’s family belonged to the Dubeingher’s class,
they enjoyed all the privileges. The burghers waeraixed native upper-class that lived a life sefgafl@m the rest of the
population, more like the British masters. They evaot exactly English but behaved like them. Thgligh were the
dominant class; the burghers were the second iratiile followed by the rest of the population. fitough the book, the
narrator leads the reader to perceive that beindrfti” made their lives miserable and empty. By wimy their
extravagant life style, Ondaatje highlights thekdside of being in-between: the unconscious unheggsi of his parents,
the lack of identity that led his father to dedthough drunkenness, the ambivalence of being asdh®ge time powerful
and powerless, native and foreigner i.e. AngliciZzylonese. The anxiety inherent due to racial goityi and trauma is
evident in the self of Mervyn Ondaatje. Ondaatjeords, ‘My father always claimed to be a Ceylon Tathough that
was probably more valid about three centuries exar(RF, 32). Mervyn Ondaatje dangles amidst multiple weals.

Salman Rushdie in another context points out thillsi in having an identity which is, ‘...at ongdural and partial.
Sometimes we feel that we straddle two culturespthér times, that we fall between two stools'.(Riis,15). Here
Mervyn is portrayed as struggling between spache.pressure to adhere to a ‘superior’ identityxeneplified in Bampa's
(Ondaatje's grandfather's) obsessive imitatiomefmhanners and habits of the English. This hadrantntal effect on his
marriage as well as his personality, ‘Bampa hadaknwess for pretending to be ‘English’ and, incdtad collars and grey
suits, was determined in his customs... Every tworgdse would visit England, buy crystal, and leahe fatest

dances...Bampa's excessive dominance was in thadhdoimain where ‘the whole family lived in terrof him. Even his
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strong-- willed wife could not blossom till afteistdeath.’(Ondaatje, 50) Lee Spinks aptly observes:

The riven image of the colonial subject appear8ampa’s vacillation between an enthusiastic embiaice
English imperial style and an abiding attachmentative customs and habits. He is uncomfortablyrawé inhabiting a

persona that is neither ‘white’ nor Ceylonese.(8gir120).

Only his death liberates them, particularly hisewiirom the shackles of English decorum. The pibrtfeBampa
is an example of so many others in the coloniatsm®nstantly trying but failing to assimilate irik@ colonizers’ fold. As
outsiders the Burghers are not like the nativesdaecthem enjoy a position similar to the whitegese though privileged,
they can never be considered their equal.

Gililes Deleuze and Fellix Guattari describe agé¢hcharacteristics of literature of immigrant/ niaadfminority
writers, ‘A minor literature doesn't come from amar language; it is rather that which a minoritynswucts within a
major language’ (16). So like other marginal wste©Ondaatje does not use native language i.e. I8B#hdo describe
landscapes and people of Ceylon. Ondaatje, writirignglish language about those traditionally coadi to the marginal
spaces is an act of resistance, a reversal of .of#mondly, Deleuze and Guattari point out aboutomliterature that
because of the marginal status of minor literatiegerything in them is political’ (17). As Ondaatjdiscusses the
individual stories, embedded within them are isquergaining to the political status of the minorgfsoup. Ondaatje draws
attention to ethnic conflict between the Sinhalasd the Tamils and insurgency that took place inl1¥e registers this
turmoil of colonial and postcolonial history of Sranka in the background; forefront is the sociatlthe of his own
family, the divorce of his parents, his migratiorBngland with his mother when he was 11 yearstosdfather’'s death by
alcohol poisoning. Thus OndaatjedRunning in the Familynay be seen as a transcultural novel presentirgeés of

multicultural heritage as also voicing his plearecognition in the society.

Thirdly Deleuze and Guattari explain, ‘...If the veritis in the margins or completely outside his er fragile
community, this situation allows the writer all thmre the possibility to express another possiblaraunity and to forge
the means for another consciousness and anotheib#igyi(17). Ondaatje’s individual search for higst father and his
own self are shared by the other members of hislyfafniends, relatives, the minority community,cetOndaatje as an
outsider/insider is able to provide a double perpe. While reacting emotionally to his familiaistory, he at the same

time distances himself to view from multiple spadealso becomes a familial/communal Endeavour.

Ondaatje’s desires to justify his father's chargctés tendency for excessive drinking, love ofrigt® and
extravagant imagination. Ondaatje in the narradige confesses how for years he had felt embarddssand had tried to
disown his roots. For many years, back in Londong#&tje had felt ashamed of his family. He confessmv when his
London friends, tennis players visiting Ceylon trtiipate in a tournament called him up, he neeturned their calls,
for he believed his friends had found out ‘whatisgchceful family | had come from.’(Ondaatje97) The people talked
about his father’s frequent drunken bouts and hewriated havoc in the family and his professitifealvhich led to his
banishment from Ceylon railways after 1943. His ldndoel, a naval officer was usually called to remdOndaatje’s
father from the train. About his father, the nasregays:

So people usually knew when Mervyn Ondaatje boattledrain, with or without his army revolver...Whaty
father removed all his clothes and leapt from thaénf rushing into the Kadugannawa tunnel, the Nfavglly refused to

follow and my mother was sent for... (Ondaatje, 161)
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Ondaatje thus attempts to underplay his alarm andesof shame, rather as Elisabeth Corradi Caryadimits
out, ‘The narrator also seems to minimize the \middhavior of his parents’ generation by providingrthwith an aura of
unexplainable charisma and by telling their stoiea humorous tone.’(Corradi Carvalho, 35). Uséwfnour becomes a
safety device for Ondaatje to be able to deal Witheccentricity of his father. He also tries tosgmpathetic towards his

father in order to be able to acknowledge his oamnection to him.

In the section ‘The Ceylon Cactus and Succulenie®gcOndaatje attempts to trace his father’s Hfger his
parents’ separation. The section starts in thelg{b@rson narrative style, however Ondaatje shiftskkto first person
account on page 188 when he writes from Mervynispgective in the line ‘The bottle top in my mouthlasit on the bed
like a lost ship on a white sea.’(Ondaatje, 211& $tvitch over to the first person not only accet@sighe intense pain felt
by Mervyn Ondaatje but also suggests establishmeat connection with his father that wasn’t theeddpe. It is as if
Ondaatje is in a rendezvous with his father. Orjdaedmes to completely identify with his father ithgr his writing
process where ‘he moved towards the porch, a chBquor under his arm’ (Ondaatje, 211) and sudgehé’(father)
changes to ‘I, the author, * The bottle top in mputh as | sit on the bed like a lost ship on atevhea.'(Ondaatje, 211).

Identifying himself with his father’s drinking, hges to create and re- affirm emotional bond witlm.

The reconnection achieved however is not on his;cmdaatje draws from the world of literature tcahe
himself. Shakespeare’s ‘King Lear’, as also poefryablo Naruda, Lawrence and George Keyt becosteummental in
his becoming whole at last. In the chapter, ‘BliFaith’ he expresses his yearning to reconcile wighfather. He desires

to assume the role of Edgar, Gloucester’s son ak&peare’s play, and avers:

Look, | am the son who has grown up. | am the smnhave made hazardous, who still loves you. | am part
of an adult’'s ceremony, but | want to say | am wgtthis book about you at a time when | am lease sabout such
words...Give me your arm. Let go my hand. Give meryaim. Give the word. ‘Sweet Marjoram’...a tender ther
(Ondaatje, 202)

Though still not knowing how his father felt beiagather, Ondaatje the son successfully frees Hirfisen the
shackles of his unhappy and broken memories. Asa@tjel reconnects with his familial past, he is dbldook at the
present with greater confidence and hope for a @dwohe future. Ondaatje is overwhelmed by the sehsennectedness
which he had missed and yearned for years. Cardle&n succinctly observesRunning in the Familyshows, the
diasporic writer, by imposing imaginary homelanasam actual geographical location, may seek onteirground than
abstractions to build ways of belonging to the pfspaces of the world.’(E. Leon, 104) Thus Ondaaggotiates his way
around his scrambled family history, to track hégher, picking up traces even if not fully, to radththis feeling of

belonging to his native place.

To conclude, Ondaatje Running in the Familgraws intensively from his personal life. The wddcuments his
quest to find and recover lost identity by traclimigs to family, ancestry, culture and history. Td@arch to relate with his
father takes him on to recreate his family’s pasémbedded within memories of his childhood as elin the gossip of
his friends and relatives. His attempts to recohngth his past take him on a journey back to Smka in order to have a
better insight into his own identity. He wants @ fibee from the guilt of living far away from hiarhily and not coming
back to meet his father even during his last dagisough the act of writing, Ondaatje successfullyates a space where

he is able to relate with his father and re-defireeidentity. This narrative space gives him anarpmity to give vent to
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his pent up feelings for his father, to embrace,ramd belong to him. He finally comes to terms with own self. The
work thus documents the dilemmas faced in the traienal/transcultural setting which identity mustgotiate with in
order to achieve a sense of balance with one’spteghis is important as only then one may goawatds the future

with a sense of self in harmony with the world ags
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