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Abstract: 

This study examines how Michael Ondaatje explores cultural hybridity in his major novels Anil’s Ghost, 

The English Patient and In the Skin of a Lion. Hybridity is a blending where different cultures, identities 

and beliefs come together. It is central that how his characters navigate life between multiple worlds. 

Through characters shaped by migration, colonialism and global uncertainty, Ondaatje illustrates how 

hybrid identities navigate life between cultures. Ondaatje shows how being part of more than one culture 

can be both enriching and isolating. For example, Anil’s Western mindset does not fit smoothly with the 

realities of Sri Lanka. Kip struggles with the colonial legacy and Nicholas builds a new self through 

immigrant labour and resilience. By showing both the beauty and difficulty of hybrid lives, his novels 

offer a thoughtful and layered view of multicultural experience for today’s global world. After examining 

Michael Ondaatje’s major work this study identifies him as an important figure in Canadian 

multicultural literature. It also recognises him as a pioneer of transcultural narrative. Hybridity in his 

work is more than a theme. It is an approach that questions colonial boundaries and reflects the complex 

nature of identity in today’s global society. 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s global world, where cultures frequently mix and influence each other, the idea of cultural 

hybridity has become a central theme in literature. It describes how people and communities blend 

elements from different cultures, creating new and evolving identities. This blending often comes from 

experiences like migration, colonial histories and interactions between different cultural groups. This 

blending is valuable because it promotes diversity and understanding. It helps societies grow and become 

more inclusive. In storytelling, hybridity offers a way to explore how identity is flexible, how people 

search for a sense of belonging and how they deal with the challenges of living between different cultural 

worlds.  Michael Ondaatje, a Canadian author born in Sri Lanka, dives deep into this idea in his novels 

Anil’s Ghost, The English Patient and In the Skin of a Lion. His characters often represent more than 

one cultural background and they continually adapt and reshape themselves in response to their 

surroundings. This paper examines how Michael Ondaatje employs the theme of cultural hybridity to 

depict individuals caught between diverse cultural spaces. Characters like Anil Tissera, Almásy, Kip, 

Hana, Nicholas Temelcoff and Patrick Lewis illustrate the dual nature of hybrid identities.  

 

2. Literature Review 

John Thieme examines Ondaatje’s novels through a global lens. He sees them as shaped by a 

transnational mindset that goes beyond borders and cultures. He says Ondaatje’s characters show a 

“transnational imaginary”. This means they have mixed and migrant identities. Thieme’s ideas help to 

see how Ondaatje’s stories, people and places reflect global movement and blended identities. His view 

offers a large picture of multiculturalism. 

 



International Journal of Research in all Subjects in Multi Languages 

[Author: Ishan Joshi et al.] [Subject: English] I.F.6.1     

Vol. 13, Sp. Issue: 1, June: 2025 

(IJRSML) ISSN: 2321 - 2853 
 

45  Print, International, Referred, Peer Reviewed & Indexed Monthly Journal                       www.raijmr.com 
RET Academy for International Journals of Multidisciplinary Research (RAIJMR) 

 

Anita Sethi shows how silence works as both a political and storytelling tool in Anil’s Ghost. She focuses 

on the role of silence. Ondaatje uses it to show the deep pain of civil war. He also uses it to question both 

Western ways of understanding truth. Sethi’s work adds to the idea of hybridity. She shows that hybrid 

characters don’t just face identity struggles but they also face moral questions.  

 

Vivekanandhan and Sathyananthan explore cultural hybridity in The English Patient. They examine how 

crossing colonial borders creates mixed and fragmented identities. As per their research characters like 

Almásy, Kip and Hana have “entangled” identities. Both imperial histories and new cultural connections 

shape these characters. The authors point out the inner conflicts within these hybrid lives. Using 

postcolonial theory, the paper shows how Ondaatje’s story avoids divisions. Instead of that, it embraces 

the complexity and richness of identity. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

This research embraces a qualitative and analytical methodology rooted in postcolonial and multicultural 

literary theory. It involves close textual study of Michael Ondaatje’s three major novels Anil’s Ghost, 

The English Patient and In the Skin of a Lion. It explores how the theme of cultural hybridity is 

represented. Primary sources are examined for instances of cultural blending, identity negotiation and 

displacement. In addition to the primary text, the research draws on secondary sources such as peer 

reviewed journal articles to provide context and support for the analysis. 

 

4. Cultural Hybridity and Michael Ondaatje 

Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost examines cultural hybridity through the character of Anil Tissera. Her 

identity is shaped by two different worlds. She was educated in the West and works with international 

organisations. She follows ideas that often clash with local traditions. This mix of influences makes her 

both an insider and an outsider in Sri Lanka and that creates tension. Bhikhu Parekh explains that 

“Cultural identities are not monolithic or static; they evolve, especially when individuals are exposed to 

multiple cultural influences” (2). She carries Western values of scientific inquiry, transparency and 

human rights. But she is now working in a place ruled by violence and cultural complexities that she 

struggles to understand. Her hybrid identity is clear in her relations with Sarath Diyasena. He is a 

government archaeologist and follows the moral codes of a nation at war. Sarath tells Anil, “The truth is 

not in one place. It is in the threads that connect people” (Ondaatje 156). This statement highlights their 

differences. Anil relies on objective evidence, while Sarath understands the deeper layers of local politics 

and danger. Anil’s struggle to navigate this cultural landscape shows the challenges of hybrid identities. 

She feels disconnected in Sri Lanka. When she visits her childhood home, she realises, “She no longer 

felt the childhood familiarity of it, just the echo of a place she might have once known” (Ondaatje 70). 

Her years abroad have changed her. She no longer feels fully at home.   

 

Parekh argues that, “The hybrid individual can often offer a critique of both cultures from a unique 

vantage point” (87). Anil's Western training makes her sceptical of the Sri Lankan government’s role in 

the violence. At the same time, her Sri Lankan roots make her critical of the West’s simplistic approach 

to justice in foreign countries. But this dual awareness also makes her vulnerable and she is 

misunderstood by both sides. Anil’s education gives her the ability to investigate state crimes. But her 

hybrid identity also creates distance between her and the people she tries to help. She struggles to connect 

with local villagers, temple workers and even Sarath. His loyalties and methods are deeply tied to Sri 

Lanka’s complex history but Anil cannot fully learn that. 

 

The English Patient shows how identities are shaped by multiple influences and how culture is fluid. The 

novel explores cultural hybridity through its characters, who come from different backgrounds and meet 

in an abandoned Italian villa after World War II. Almásy, Hana, Kip and Caravaggio all represent the 

blending of races, histories and identities. Almásy is the clearest example of hybridity. He is born 

Hungarian but rejects his national identity. Instead, he chooses to live in the desert and work with 
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international explorers. He believes that, “We are the real countries, not the boundaries drawn on maps 

with the names of powerful men” (Ondaatje 138). 

 

Kip, the Sikh sapper from India, represents another form of hybridity. He is trained by the British Army 

to defuse bombs. He lives in a European villa and makes a deep emotional bond with Hana. However, 

he is always aware of the racial and political imbalance between the coloniser and the colonised. When 

he hears about the atomic bombing of Japan realises they will never fully understand the suffering of 

people of colour. This moment highlights the conflict within hybridity. Kip adopts Western methods and 

lives among Westerners, but he cannot forget his colonial reality. Homi Bhabha explains this tension, 

“Hybridity is the revaluation of the assumption of colonial identity through the repetition of 

discriminatory identity effects” (112). Kip carries the scars of colonialism even as he moves through the 

Western world. The villa itself symbolises hybridity. It is a European structure damaged by war but it 

becomes a place of healing for people from different nations, languages and experiences. No one fully 

belongs there, but they find a temporary home. This reflects Parekh’s idea that “People do not belong to 

one culture in the way they belong to one nation” (5). In the villa, cultural identities mix that showing 

both the beauty and challenges of hybrid lives. Hana also experiences cultural hybridity. As a Canadian 

nurse in Europe, she cares for a patient with a mysterious past. She must find emotional and cultural 

boundaries. Her relationship with Kip is not based on shared origins but on shared trauma and care. Their 

bond shows that intimacy can grow across cultures but on the other hand, it can also be fragile when 

deeper historical tensions emerge. The narratives of the characters depict that Cultural hybridity is about 

living between two worlds. It is not just about mixed heritage. The novel echoes Parekh’s belief that “In 

a multicultural world, individuals must learn to navigate several identities without fully dissolving into 

any one of them” (87).  

 

In the Skin of a Lion tells the stories of people from different backgrounds, mainly Eastern and Southern 

Europeans. These immigrants live on the edges of society and their contributions to the city are often 

ignored. The novel explores cultural hybridity through the lives of immigrant workers who helped build 

early 20th century Toronto. Ondaatje highlights how they navigate overlapping cultures, blending 

identities and languages to find meaning in Canada. 

 

One of the key characters is Nicholas Temelcoff. He is a Macedonian bridge worker and arrives in 

Canada without knowing English. Despite this, he becomes highly skilled and plays an important role in 

constructing the bridge over the Don River. As time passes Nicholas adopts parts of Canadian culture 

while holding on to his own culture. He also changes his name to “Temelco” and becomes part of a local 

community. His transformation reflects the hybrid nature of immigrant identity. Homi Bhabha explains 

this as, “Hybridity is the sign of the productivity of colonial power, its shifting forces and fixities” (112). 

Now Nicholas’s identity is not fully Macedonian or Canadian but it is something new. It is shaped by 

both cultures. Alice Gull also represents hybridity. She moves between different cultural and social 

worlds of religion, politics and romance. Her relationship with Patrick Lewis shows that people from 

different backgrounds can connect. However, these connections are not always stable. The novel focuses 

on the invisible labour of immigrants, Italians, Macedonians and Finns, who build Toronto’s waterworks 

and infrastructure. Their identities are never fixed. They learn to switch between languages and cultures. 

This reflects Bhikhu Parekh’s idea that, “Cultures are not homogenous entities; they are internally plural 

and externally interactive” (128).   

 

In the novel, it is notable to see that immigrants do not form their identities in isolation. They shape their 

identities through interactions with Canadian culture and with each other. Patrick Lewis experiences 

hybridity differently; he encounters it psychological way. He moves between different social classes and 

communities. His story is not about one cultural transformation but about repeated crossings. He observes 

and participates in multiple worlds. He is shaped by the immigrant experiences around him even though 

he is not an immigrant. His journey reveals that hybridity affects everyone in a multicultural setting. The 

novel does not portray Toronto as a purely British colonial city. It shows that the city was built by people 
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from many nations, languages and traditions. This challenges official Canadian history and highlights 

the hybrid origins of modern society. Toronto is presented as a layered cultural space.  The novel 

acknowledges both the struggles and the richness of hybrid identities. Through its characters, the novel 

reveals how cultural hybridity shapes individuals and the city itself. Ondaatje does not romanticize 

cultural hybridity. He shows the pain of dislocation, the difficulty of translation and the political 

invisibility of immigrants. Significantly he also highlights the resilience and creativity that emerge when 

cultures meet. 

 

In today’s global world migration and cross-cultural connections are more common than ever. The theme 

of cultural hybridity in Michael Ondaatje’s novels remains deeply relevant. Ondaatje’s characters reflect 

the emotional challenges and shifting nature of such blended identities. More people now find themselves 

shaped by multiple cultural influences. Ondaatje's stories speak to the lived experiences of those 

navigating cultural boundaries in diverse societies. In the 21st century, questions around identity, 

inclusion and representation are important in global conversations. Ondaatje captures the beauty and 

difficulty of cultural hybridity. He offers insights into how individuals and communities can embrace 

diversity while identifying its complexities. His novels shed light on real social issues, making his work 

meaningful not only in literature but in today’s multicultural world. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Michael Ondaatje’s major novels delve into the theme of cultural hybridity. They are portraying the 

layered experiences of individuals who exist between multiple cultures. In Anil’s Ghost, The English 

Patient and In the Skin of a Lion, characters like Anil, Kip, Almásy, Hana, Nicholas Temelcoff and 

Patrick Lewis embody identities shaped by migration, colonial pasts and personal histories. These figures 

navigate emotional, cultural and political complexities. Rather than treating hybridity as a simple mix of 

cultures, Ondaatje presents it as a dynamic and often painful process of negotiating identity. His 

characters challenge mainstream cultural narratives. They also offer fresh perspectives while also facing 

alienation and misunderstanding. 

 

Guided by the theories of Bhikhu Parekh and Homi Bhabha, this paper argues that Ondaatje’s fiction 

captures both the creative potential and the difficult realities of hybrid identities. His stories reveal the 

emotional cost of existing between cultures. They also highlight the transformative power of empathy 

and resilience. Ondaatje suggests that cultural hybridity isn’t just a postcolonial condition but it’s a 

fundamental part of what it means to be human in a multicultural world. 
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