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Michael Ondaatje was born in Colombo in 1943. He is of mixed Dutch, Sinhalese, and 
Tamil ancestry. He left for England in 1954 and moved to Canada in 1962. Running in 
the Family is based upon two visits to Sri Lanka in 1978 and 1980. Ondaatje says the 
book is “not a history but a portrait or ‘gesture’.”  

 

The following is adapted from the Encyclopedia Britannica entry on the history of Sri 
Lanka (link)  

Ethnicities: 74% Sinhalese, 18% Tamil, and 7% “Moors” (persons of Arabic or Middle 
Eastern descent).  

Religions: 70% Buddhist, 15% Hindu, 7.5% Muslim, 7.5% Christian.  

Colonial Era 

In 1411, Chinese forces briefly occupied part of the island, which had been partitioned 
into a number of petty kingdoms — led by both Sinhalese and Tamil dynasties. 

In the 1500s, the Europeans began arriving, first the Portuguese, interested in money to 
be made in the spice trade. They quickly monopolized the industry. By 1597, they 
controlled most of the island. 

However, they couldn't control the powerful Sinhalese kingdom of Kandy, which 
persuaded the Dutch to help it throw out the Portuguese in 1658. 

The Dutch parlayed that alliance into a very profitable business arrangement — until 
1795. By then, the Netherlands was under French control, which allowed Britain to add 
most of Sri Lanka to its growing list of colonies. 

Kandy continued to resist, but by 1815, the entire island was under British control. 
Coffee, tea, cinnamon and coconut plantations (worked by Tamil labourers imported 
from southern India) sprang up, and English was introduced as the national language. 

Gaining independence 

In 1931, Britain granted the local population a degree of self-government. And — 16 
years later — the nation of Ceylon came into being when Britain granted the island 
independence. The new country was no longer a colony of the British Empire, but a 
member of the British Commonwealth. 

The government leaned towards socialism and promoted Sinhalese interests. It made 
Sinhalese the national language and effectively reserved the best jobs for the 
Sinhalese. 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Sri-Lanka
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The move was meant to level the playing field between the majority Sinhalese and the 
English-speaking, Christian-educated elite. But it also worried the Tamil Hindu minority, 
which began to press for greater autonomy in the main Tamil areas of the north and 
east. 

The country's ethnic and religious conflicts escalated as competition for wealth and work 
intensified. When Prime Minister Solomon Bandaranaike was assassinated in 1959 
trying to reconcile the two communities, his widow, Sirimavo, succeeded him, becoming 
the first woman in the world to hold the job of prime minister. 

A year later, she became the first woman in the world to win a national election. Her 
government was defeated in 1964, but she was back as prime minister in 1970. 

She maintained close ties with China and then Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi — 
and moved the country to the left politically. In 1972, she declared the country a republic 
and changed its name to Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka. 

Rising tensions 

By the 1970s, tensions between the majority Sinhalese and minority Tamils were 
escalating. Civil unrest led to a state of emergency in Tamil areas, and a Tamil 
secessionist movement emerged. 

The Tamil New Tigers militia was formed in 1972 to seek an independent homeland for 
ethnic Tamils in the north and east. Four years later, the group changed its name to the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), commonly known as the Tamil Tigers. 

In 1983, members of the LTTE massacred an army patrol in the north. Sinhalese mobs 
went on a two-day rampage, killing several thousand Tamils and burning and looting 
property. 

Many Tamils fled embattled neighbourhoods of Colombo for parts of the country 
where their community formed the majority. There were also large concentrations of 
Tamils and Tamil-speaking Muslims on the east coast. Tamil secessionists claimed the 
northern third of the country and parts of the east coast. 

A lot of Sri Lankan Tamils in Canada and other countries moved abroad because of the 
hostilities that began in the early 1980s. 

End of mandatory reading. What follows is 
optional for those who are interested. 
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Ceasefire attempts 

In December 2001, Norwegian intermediaries helped broker the first ceasefire in seven 
years between the government and the rebels, hoping it would end two decades of civil 
war. The agreement came into effect in February 2002. 

Civil strife was mainly set aside in the wake of the tsunami that struck on Dec. 26, 2004. 
More than 30,000 people were killed in the country's worst-ever natural disaster. In the 
aftermath of that tragedy, long-simmering tensions encouraged hardliners in both 
communities to further their conflict. 

Amnesty International accused both sides of appearing to violate the laws of war by 
endangering civilians. Independent verification of reports is hard to obtain since 
journalists are barred from travelling in the war zone. 

Tamil Tigers defeated 

By the end of 2008 the Sri Lankan military had the Tamil Tigers on the run.  In January 
2009, the army took control of the Tigers' de facto capital, Kilinochchi, and then 
Mullaitivu, their last stronghold. 

By mid-May, the government declared victory over the rebels and announced the death 
of its leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran, seen as a key part of eliminating the insurgents. 

Postwar developments 

In the years since, a government reconciliation commission has heard testimony and 
verified the huge death toll in 2008 and 2009. The LTTE infiltrated refugee camps with 
its weapons, the military attacked those same refugee camps. The charges and 
counter-charges go on and on. But what’s most important about the end of the war is 
just how ready the entire country is to move forward. 

‘Everyone agrees, they’d rather die than live through the war again’, one Sri Lankan 
said to us, and the truth to that is palpable. Decades of delay in investment and 
progress are being made up for with vengeance. New roads and airports are being built 
across the nation. A great deal of work is being done in the former LTTE areas to try to 
mend the wounds. The economy is booming and Colombo, which for years was a 
capital under siege, is turning into a building site, and newfound wealth is translating 
into new shops and restaurants, restored historic buildings and huge public events such 
as pop-music concerts and fireworks. 

But legacies of the war continue. A UN resolution in 2013 called on the Sri Lankan 
government to investigate allegations of war crimes committed against the Tamil 
population in the last months of the war. The government has denied the need for any 
investigation and it is unlikely there will be one any time soon. 
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Meanwhile, some groups have raised concerns of intimidation and worse of critics of the 
government and the president, Mahinda Rajapaksa. Human Rights Watch says that 
critics of the government have been subjected to 'threats, surveillance, and clampdowns 
on activities and free speech'. Amnesty International has taken an even harsher view; 
the UN resolution echoes these allegations, which the government denies. 

During Rajapaksa’s presidency, the economy showed sustained growth and reduced 
poverty levels. However, some were concerned about ballooning debt and overreliance 
on foreign investment, especially from China. 

The government continued to enjoy the strong support of the country’s 
large Sinhalese majority. Rajapaksa’s administration, however, became increasingly 
associated with strong-arm tactics and other repressive measures against political 
opponents and various forms of dissent, as he centralized greater power in 
the executive branch and among his family members.  

Rajapaska was defeated in the 2015 elections and in June 2016 the government 
acknowledged that some 65,000 people who had gone missing during the civil war 
remained unaccounted. The government approved legislation providing for the issuance 
of certificates of absence to the families with missing relatives, thereby allowing them to 
finally settle issues of inheritance, guardianship, and other related matters. This means 
that affected families were in legal limbo for almost a decade, effectively preventing 
them from putting the civil war behind them.  

Political tensions led to a constitutional crisis in late 2018, which was resolved 
peacefully but left Sri Lankans nervous about the state of their government. Months 
later the country was shaken by its worst violence since the civil war. On April 21, 
2019—Easter morning—eight explosions occurred in the vicinity of churches and hotels, 
leaving hundreds dead and hundreds more wounded. Another blast occurred near a 
church the next day, while other explosive devices were discovered and neutralized 
before being detonated. Authorities, who had been warned about the attack about two 
weeks in advance, identified a little-known Islamist militant group as the orchestrator of 
the attacks.  

Elections were held in late 2019 and, for many Sinhalese, former President Mahinda 
Rajapaksa and his brother Gotabaya offered a promise of progress, stability, and 
security. In November Gotabaya was elected to the presidency along ethno-religious 
lines—he lacked support from Tamil and Muslim voters, who were fearful of restoring to 
power a family known for its brutality in the civil war. Days after taking office, Gotabaya 
appointed Mahinda (the former President) to be prime minister. 
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From “Lonely Planet” (consider the source and their focus)  

 
Peace has been a boon for Sri Lanka. Tourism has been growing by more than 10% a 
year since 2009, and in 2012 tourism revenue surpassed US$1 billion for the first time. 
New projects are springing up nationwide. 

Sri Lanka, with its amazing beaches, beautiful Hill Country, eight Unesco World 
Heritage Sites, ancient cultures, tooting choo-choo trains and much more (elephants 
and leopards, anyone?) is a visitor’s dream that was regularly overlooked by travellers 
during the war years. 

For Europeans looking for a new warm-weather spot during the interminable winters, Sri 
Lanka is a couple of hours closer than Thailand and not quite as far as the Caribbean. 
It’s hoped that a new international airport being built in the South will prove the ideal 
landing strip for hordes of holidaymakers. 
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