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Running in the Family is a captivating memoir by Michael Ondaatje that delves into the complexities
of family heritage, cultural identity, and the interplay of memory and storytelling. Set against the lush
backdrop of Sri Lanka, Ondaatje’s narrative weaves together personal anecdotes, familial history, and
the broader social and political contexts of the island. Through lyrical prose and vivid imagery, the
author crafts a tapestry that reveals the intimate connections between generations, while also
exploring themes of love, loss, and the fluid nature of identity.

Overview of the Memoir

Michael Ondaatje’s Running in the Family is not merely a recollection of events; it is an exploration of
the author’s roots in Sri Lanka, his family’s lineage, and the impact of colonialism on the island’s
culture and people. The memoir oscillates between past and present, blending memoir, history, and
poetic reflection. Ondaatje uses his family's stories as a lens to examine the broader national
narrative of Sri Lanka, allowing readers to engage with the country’s history on both a personal and
collective level.

Structure and Style

The structure of Running in the Family is non-linear, mirroring the way memory functions. It comprises
a series of interconnected vignettes that capture key moments in Ondaatje’s life and the lives of his
relatives. This fragmented approach allows readers to see the multifaceted nature of memory and
how it shapes our understanding of self and family.

- Poetic Language: Ondaatje’s prose is rich with imagery and metaphor, evoking the sights, sounds,
and smells of Sri Lanka. His use of language elevates everyday experiences into profound reflections
on life and identity.
- Personal Anecdotes: The memoir is filled with personal stories that add depth to the narrative,
revealing the quirks and eccentricities of family members.
- Cultural Context: Ondaatje skillfully integrates historical and cultural references, providing readers
with a deeper understanding of the socio-political landscape of Sri Lanka.

Thematic Exploration

Running in the Family addresses several key themes that resonate throughout the narrative. These
themes not only highlight Ondaatje’s personal journey but also reflect broader human experiences.

Family and Memory

At the heart of the memoir is the theme of family. Ondaatje’s exploration of his family’s history is



deeply intertwined with memory, as he seeks to reconstruct the lives of his ancestors and understand
their impact on his own identity.

- Recollection and Reconstruction: Ondaatje’s narrative emphasizes the fluidity of memory. He shows
how memories can be reconstructed and reinterpreted over time, leading to a more nuanced
understanding of family dynamics.
- Intergenerational Relationships: The author examines the relationships between different
generations, revealing how stories are passed down and how they shape individual identities.
- Loss and Grief: The memoir also addresses the themes of loss and grief, as Ondaatje reflects on the
absence of family members and the emotional void left behind.

Identity and Belonging

Ondaatje’s exploration of identity is multifaceted, as he navigates his own sense of belonging in a
world marked by cultural complexity and historical upheaval.

- Cultural Hybridity: As a Canadian of Sri Lankan descent, Ondaatje grapples with questions of cultural
identity and the notion of home. His experiences reflect a broader narrative of diasporic identity,
where individuals often find themselves straddling multiple cultures.
- Colonial Legacy: The memoir also engages with the legacy of colonialism in Sri Lanka. Ondaatje’s
reflections on his family’s history are imbued with a critical awareness of the impact of colonization on
personal and national identity.
- The Search for Self: Throughout the memoir, Ondaatje embarks on a quest for self-discovery,
seeking to understand how his familial ties and cultural heritage inform his identity as a writer and a
person.

Nature and Environment

The lush landscapes of Sri Lanka play a significant role in Running in the Family, serving as both a
backdrop and a character in its own right.

- Symbolism of Nature: Ondaatje uses the natural environment to symbolize the complexity of life and
the interconnectedness of all beings. The description of the island’s flora and fauna serves to enhance
the emotional landscape of the narrative.
- Contrast Between Urban and Rural: The memoir juxtaposes urban experiences with rural life,
highlighting the diversity of Sri Lankan culture and the varying ways of life within the country.
- Nature as Memory: Ondaatje often invokes nature as a metaphor for memory, suggesting that just
as landscapes change over time, so too do our recollections and interpretations of the past.

Significance and Impact

Running in the Family has garnered critical acclaim for its lyrical prose and profound insights into the
human experience. Ondaatje’s ability to weave together personal narrative and historical context has
made this memoir a significant contribution to both Canadian literature and Sri Lankan cultural
discourse.



Critical Reception

The memoir has been praised for its innovative structure and poetic language, with many critics
highlighting the following aspects:

- Literary Merit: Ondaatje’s writing is often described as evocative and beautifully crafted, showcasing
his skills as a poet and novelist.
- Cultural Relevance: The memoir resonates with readers who have experienced similar themes of
displacement and cultural negotiation, making it a relatable narrative for many.
- Legacy of the Author: Michael Ondaatje is celebrated as one of Canada’s foremost literary figures,
and Running in the Family solidifies his reputation as a master storyteller.

Influence on Readers

Readers often find Running in the Family to be a transformative experience. The memoir invites
reflection on personal histories and encourages a deeper understanding of one’s roots. Key aspects of
its influence include:

- Encouragement of Personal Reflection: Many readers are inspired to explore their own family
histories and consider how their backgrounds shape their identities.
- Cultural Awareness: The memoir fosters a greater appreciation for the complexities of cultural
identity, particularly among those with diasporic backgrounds.
- Emotional Resonance: Ondaatje’s exploration of love, loss, and memory resonates deeply with
readers, evoking empathy and connection.

Conclusion

In Running in the Family, Michael Ondaatje offers a poignant exploration of heritage, memory, and
identity through the lens of his family’s stories. The memoir transcends personal narrative, engaging
with broader themes of cultural hybridity and the impact of history on individual lives. Through
evocative language and a non-linear structure, Ondaatje invites readers to reflect on their own
connections to family and the complexities of belonging. This memoir stands as a testament to the
enduring power of storytelling and the ways in which our past shapes our present. As readers journey
through Ondaatje’s reflections, they are reminded of the intricate tapestry of life that binds us all,
running through the strands of family, memory, and identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Running in the Family' by
Michael Ondaatje?
The central theme of 'Running in the Family' is the exploration of identity and the complexity of
familial relationships, particularly focusing on Ondaatje's Sri Lankan heritage and his family's history.



How does Michael Ondaatje use memory in 'Running in the
Family'?
Ondaatje employs memory as a narrative device to weave together past and present, blending
personal recollections with historical context to create a richly layered understanding of his family's
legacy.

What narrative style is used in 'Running in the Family'?
The narrative style in 'Running in the Family' is a blend of memoir, poetic prose, and fragmented
storytelling, allowing Ondaatje to convey the complexities of memory and family history.

What role does Sri Lanka play in 'Running in the Family'?
Sri Lanka serves as both a backdrop and a character in 'Running in the Family', symbolizing
Ondaatje's connection to his roots and the cultural landscape that shapes his family's story.

How does Ondaatje portray his parents in the book?
Ondaatje portrays his parents with a mix of admiration and critical reflection, highlighting their
strengths and flaws, which adds depth to his understanding of familial ties and personal identity.

What is the significance of the title 'Running in the Family'?
The title 'Running in the Family' suggests the inheritance of traits, stories, and experiences that are
passed down through generations, emphasizing the interconnectedness of familial relationships.

What literary techniques does Ondaatje employ in his
storytelling?
Ondaatje uses vivid imagery, metaphor, and non-linear narrative techniques to evoke emotions and
create a sense of place, enhancing the reader's experience of his family's history.

How does 'Running in the Family' reflect post-colonial
themes?
The book reflects post-colonial themes by examining the impact of colonialism on Sri Lanka and its
people, as well as exploring issues of cultural identity and belonging in a changing world.
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