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Abstract 

This paper presents the case of the interrelations of the self and narrative by way of an 
examination of Michael Ondaatje’s novel The Cat’s Table. Its narrative employs first 
person narration and its protagonist Michael shares the first name of the author. The 
paper, at first, briefly looks at the historically significant notions on the self and 
endeavors to show the implications of narrative to the self. Secondly, it takes the novel 
and makes an attempt to pull apart throwing light in terms of the narrative techniques 
enumerated by narrative theory. Finally, it discusses both the development of the self of 
the protagonist at the liminal stage of becoming an expatriate citizen and, the significance 
of the experiences in conditioning the transformation of the self of the protagonist. 

Self and Narrative  

There have been various positions taken with regard to defining what actually the self is, 

in connection with narrative. That is, the role of narrative in the creation of identity has been 

variously understood and projected. The question ‘who am I?’ speaks about one’s identity, i.e. 

self-identity, which carries within a tension as it is composed of parts, namely, self and identity. 

While the former refers to that which is the opposite of otherness and strangeness (ipse), and the 

latter refers to that which remains the same (idem). The metaphysics of substance has the 

question of identity resolved by proposing a substance/ substratum that remains the same and 

thus individuates (singles out) a person. There have been infinite attempts to answer the 

substance of sameness and that which singles out: one, the individual’s particular genetic 

configuration; two, each person has a unique set of memories about his/her experiences; and, 

three, each individual is an incorporeal self or mental substance, rather than mere body 

(Polkinghorne 146-7). So, what becomes evident is that personal identity has to be seen in 

relation to the mental subject’s experiences and remembrances (memories). The substratum 

underlying the mental states is deemed as the soul, so to speak, a unique self. This historically 
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derived position was taken by Descartes. For him, the self is self-evident; therefore, there is no 

need either for body or for the remembrances (memory) to be the criteria. Descartes’ notion of 

self-evident nature of the self has been followed by some more observations: one, a person 

manages to remain one and the same because his/her self lasts without alterations or 

interruptions; two, the person is self-aware that he/she remains the same because of the self-

reflection in operation time and again. So, two aspects entail in the Descartes’ definition of the 

self as a non-corporeal substance: one, it remains the same; second, self-reflection is an evitable 

add-on characteristic.  

Hume disagreed with the viewpoint of Descartes. He refuted the idea that there is a 

substance within which reflection takes place. He proposed that the mind or self is an 

accumulation of perceptions. The self thus is understood as the totality of one’s experiences. At a 

particular point of time, the defining features would be its accumulated experiences till the 

moment of utterance. Consequently, there is nothing consistent about it. It keeps changing in 

correspondence with increasing experiences. Therefore, unity or uniqueness of personal identity 

is ridiculous, according to Hume.  

There is an alternative position to that which has been stated by the Enlightenment thinkers such 

as Descartes. As opposed to the notion of self as an innate substance, this recent position sees 

self as a construct. Accordingly, a person constructs his own identity. William James thought 

that ‘development of a personal identity or self is an ongoing effort that involves the synthesis of 

many different ideas about oneself and its multiple facets into a single idea of self’ 

(Polkinghorne 149). He proposed a self made up of three constituents:  

1. material self (body, clothing, family, home, property, etc),  

2. social self (awareness of one’s image held by other individually significant persons of 

groups, and the common social values and customs one shares with others), and  

3. spiritual self (knowledge of one’s own capacities, temperament, and limitations.) 

The idea of immaterial self has been attacked of late for reasons such as that it ignores the 

day-to- day senses of the self. The body has assumed importance as it is the medium through 

which the experiences are sensed, mediated and interpreted. Nonetheless, body is the immediate 
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responding agent that takes part in the bodily as well as mental activities, like thought. As a 

corollary, one’s speech too assumes significance as it is a primary mode of revelation of one’s 

self through the expression of one’s thoughts. Moreover, speech of other individuals in the 

society enables one to get to know how others hold an opinion about him or her. In this respect, 

self-references coupled with the views of others matter a lot in shaping one’s self. In this way, 

self is understood to be a construct out of the responses from society and attitudes toward a 

person. Since these factors are variable, the self too is changeable. So, in order to get a glimpse 

of a unified self concept, the aggregate of social interactions having a large amount of 

experiences and responses have to be integrated by way of synthesis.  

In all these standpoints, the emergent feature is that one’s opinion about oneself and what 

others hold about the given individual count a lot in the construction of one’s self. This 

interaction – the relational aspect of the dialogues – while serving as a means of expression of 

the selves, nonetheless, do assist in the shaping of the selves by impacting on them mutually. 

Thus, selves are always in transition given the intersubjective nature of the interactions. 

Narratives are a formal expression of these interactions. In this sense, study of narratives, with 

special emphasis on self-narratives, both fictional and non fictional, celebrates the idea of self 

highlighting the changes it undergoes at the every turn in life. The Cat’s Table by Michael 

Ondaatje is a novel bearing elements of memoir and autobiography. The Cat’s Table takes up the 

crisis of adjustment of the self in the face of expatriation.  

The Cat’s Table as a Narrative 

The Cat’s Table offers a microcosmic expatriate world where people of variegated 

origins are compelled to cohabit. The sample community is represented liminally on a ship that 

carries passengers who come from various backgrounds, people inclusive of natives of Sri Lanka 

as well as those who have connections with Sri Lanka. The narrative employs first person 

narrator Michael (Mynah) to relate the story of a voyage for three weeks at the deigetic level. 

Right after an unidentified extradiegetic narrator provides an introduction on the journey to be 

taken by the boy, the unnamed narrator zooms in on the boy’s identity by saying ‘I try to imagine 

who the boy on the ship was’ (Ondaatje 4). Despite the claim of having no knowledge of the 
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identity of the boy, the unnamed narrator establishes the setting by providing most of the details 

connected with the boy, even such details as his age. Apparently, he is in sympathy with boy: ‘I 

do not know even now why he chose this solitude’ (Ondaatje 4). That he could be an adult 

version of the boy Michael, the narrator, is not established and, left unanswered. He indicates the 

yet-to-be-nurtured self of the boy by saying, ‘Perhaps a sense of self is not even there in his 

nervous stillness in the narrow bunk, in this green grasshopper or little cricket, as if he has been 

smuggled away accidentally, with no knowledge of the act’(Ondaatje 4-5). Soon a new narrator, 

the boy referred to by the earlier unknown narrator, appears as the protagonist on the scene. And 

narration starts off, again, in first person, bursts in with his boyhood wonderment, but with the 

maturity of an adult, and the adult narrator begins recounting his experiences of his boyhood 

experiences during the voyage at sea. The very first section where this adult first person narrator 

begins his narration carries the title ‘Departure’, and the novel ends with a sense of completion 

with the section entitled ‘Arrival’. As to the unknown narrator figured initially, no mention of is 

made again. 

  The narrative is composed of sections that have not been given any serial chapter 

numbers. They have only been given titles, sometimes names of the people the narrator happens 

to be around, name of port cities, places on the ship, incidents which happen on board the 

Oronsay or other significant phenomena that invoke real-like events on a ship. Spacing assists in 

the sectioning of the narrative. Larger sections carry titles whereas the inset sections just identify 

themselves either with spacing or star (*) marks. Such sections are interspersed with the boy’s 

journal entries of those things which he overheard on board the ship. The boy does this after 

listening to the advice of a fellow passenger Mr.Mazappa from his table. He ‘advised us to keep 

our eyes and ears open, that this voyage would be a great education’ (Ondaatje 10). These 

journal entries give an authentic air to the story the boy narrates. Nonetheless, this points out the 

boy’s only few possessions, the very simple things that bear out his small world and the 

uncomplicated nature of his life. These journal entries, formalizing the informal education on the 

ship via the symbolic examination booklet, are metaphorically analogous to the discourses 

getting imprinted on the boy’s mind on board the Oronsay. The overheard conversations, though 

incomprehensible   for the young boy, now makes sense to the adult narrator. The overheard 
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conversations serve as cue for the boy to further his acquisition of the knowledge of the adult 

world. They even help to reconstruct the possibility of the adult world. 

The narrative of the young boy’s experiences begins in first person from the section 

departure with the boy’s wonder at the unimaginable magnitude of the travel he had taken. The 

events narrated at this point reveal the helpless but compliant self, having little power to conduct 

itself at its own will. So to speak, there was nothing at all to be called as self.   

Story / Fabula (‘what’ the narrative tells) 

The Cat’s Table narrates a voyage of a boy on board the ship Oronsay from Colombo (Sri 

Lanka) to Tilbury (England) in the 50s. He travels without any escort, except for a distant aunt, a 

familiar lady to his uncle’s family. Though reserved in the beginning, the table talk of 

Mr.Mazappa at meals gradually lures him into the company of two other boys named Ramadhin 

and Cassius at the instigation of an adult passenger who prods them with his colloquial lyrics and 

funny comments. Thrown together thus at The Cat’s Table, the table they were assigned for 

meals, the boys now start out on adventurous pursuits on the ship. Each being of different nature, 

and having been put together by arrangement of the travel, they learn to cohabit and prefer to be 

together most of the time, intending to get engaged in some thrilling act or the other. The 

attitudes and perspectives that mingle as a consequence of this commingling, helps the 

protagonist to see things from different angles, other than his, the ‘perspective’ of the other. Thus 

begins the awareness of the boy of his own self. The striking differences in their mental 

dispositions and the points of view demand a total change in Michael, the protagonist. As they 

pass the Indian Ocean, Suez Canal and the Red Sea, the narration flashes forward to recount 

events that happen in the future time when Michael grows older. Brief and prolonged sojourn 

into the future happens through flash forwards (the prolepsis). There takes place an education 

microcosmically.  The boys either befriend or get befriended by, adult passengers from whom 

they gain knowledge of the ship, literature, music, art and the adult’s hidden world at large. For a 

boy at the liminal stage into adolescence, this is a great awareness and education that has been 

made possible in just three weeks’ voyage. The ship makes its way through the Indian Ocean, 

Suez Canal, into the Mediterranean and finally arrives in England. The boys manage to peek into 
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any place on the ship at different points of the travel on their own or deliberation of others 

(Baron, Daniels, etc). Their adventurous activities at times are done impudently disregarding the 

regulations the adult world had established. For them, it was a place the usual order of the adult 

world has been lifted. The early morning swims in the first class swimming pool and the 

breakfast meant for the first class passengers, the saga of getting tied on their own by ropes on 

the eve of the storm at sea, secret peeking at the prisoner on board, etc. The first flash forward 

(prolepsis) takes place when the ship passes El Suweis canal. The narration of the passage across 

El Suweis reminds the narrator of the impact it had caused in Cassius, his companion. So he 

flashes forward to Cassius’s show of paintings in London years ahead. The paintings depicted 

the night passage across the El Suweis. The objects that were dear to their memory had been 

portrayed as visuals. The narrator apparently states that similar events and experiences identify 

the intimate fellowship they had been having, revealing the intersubjective experience that point 

up the self of the narrator.  

There is another vital section of prolepsis right after the proleptic section on Cassius. This 

prolepsis gets interpolated right next to it by way of juxtaposition to show the profounder 

closeness the narrator had with Ramadhin and the intersubjective influence that carries effect 

ever after. This section recounts almost the intimate closeness he was to develop with 

Ramadhin’s family –sharing of homely sense with his family, the subsequent untimely death of 

Ramadhin and the allied episodes, marriage to Massi his sister, and eventually the break up with 

Massi. Then, in the section on MissLasquetti: A Second Portrait, there is another prolepsis 

artistically brought through letters written to Michael and Emily. The narration now is still in the 

present. That is, yet another event streams in along the same prolepsis with Emily calling up 

Michael who was in British Colombia. Once more there is one more prolepsis where Michael 

leaves Bowen Island after visiting Emily. The narrative ends narration coming back to the ship 

arriving at Tilbury in England and his mother receiving him.  

Within this sea voyage of twenty days, the boy’s experiences are recounted with the 

adult’s perspective, seeing through the events and actions that happened on the ship. The 

enormity of the impact these experiences made in him take shape as flash forwards in which the 

grown up boy relates events that happened several years later in life. The indelible marks at the 
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liminality of adolescent experiences remain in his memory as formative and transformative 

experiences.  The story is narrated by in the first person but with the adult narrator’s point of 

view. For, the comments thrown in the midst of narration happens to be the voice of a matured 

man unlike that of the boy. 

Narration (the ‘how’ of the telling) 

The narration undertakes to recount the story in a discourse (text/plot) of incidents which 

are arranged anachonically. The emplotment is composed of several prolepses, going in and out 

of the main story, namely the voyage by sea. The prolepses serve the purpose of seeing the 

events in a new light, a matured perspective. Despite the commentary now and then identifying 

the narration as if something recalled (retrospective), the prolepses suddenly and distantly 

removes the narrator from the ship and diverts the attention to something that happens at a later 

stage in life. This way the narrator keeps the implied reader alert and cautious for changes that 

are hidden at the surface level. The back and forth movement of the narration demands the 

attention of the implied reader to tie the knots together to imagine events in the backdrop of 

hidden forces at the level of substratum. External analepses are deployed to show the vast gap 

between the qualities of experiences of the boy, formerly and while on sea voyage. Latterly, 

since the boy is unsupervised he becomes the author of his own actions. He invents for himself 

actions to do, such as the saga during storm. He engages in daring missions of spying, move 

around the ship unobserved, early morning swims and stolen spoils of meals, the unsupervised 

sojourn at landfall in Aden indifferent lying to evade difficult circumstances, and so on.  

Moreover, the external analepses imply the disparateness in the different individuals traveling on 

board. For instance, the backgrounds analeptically recounted reveal either their sophisticated of, 

or simple, or difficult, or schooled, or spoilt experiences. Despite the backgrounds related of 

Michael, Ramadhin, Emily, Asuntha through external analepsis, Cassius’s background remains 

obscure. Nobody wished to trace the background of the other unless one happens to reveal them 

themselves. However experiences at the protagonist’s and Cassius’s St.Thomas School Boarding 

experiences get narrated by the narrator through recollection and the differences in the nature of 

the experiences bear witness to the sort of selves they were. 
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Narrator 

The discourse of the narrative starts off with an unknown narrator recounting the 

protagonist getting ready for the voyage. This deliberately chosen third person narration makes 

one to ponder that there is a sort of distanciation of the protagonist form the narrator who could 

be described as extradiegetic narrator. Despite the distance and strangeness imputed to the 

protagonist, one wonders if this extradiegetic narrator is the same individual but an adult version. 

That is, is it a device to highlight the development of the self from being a non-self to a man with 

a mature self?  Once this preamble to the setting is over, the protagonist appears and begins to 

relate his own experiences in the first person. This adult narrator would now continue to recount 

the experiences of the boy with an adult protagonist’s focalization. The implied reader is 

expected to share in the attitude the adult Michael is having now.  

Narrative Situation 

Suzanne Keen describes narrative situation as explaining ‘where the narrator is located, 

how overtly or covertly the narrator makes his or her presence felt, and what relationship the 

narrator has to the characters, in one or more of whom perspective may be invested. In other 

words, narrative situation describes the nature of the mediation between author and reader…’ 

(Keen 30-31). What becomes clear is that narrator need not necessarily be the focaliser, the one 

having the perspective or point of view. Narrator can just narrate the actions and events whereas 

other characters, single or several can have their point of view emphasized as the central view.  

Keen points out that more than one narrator and reflector (focaliser) in a narrative means 

variance at the degree of authority and reliability and, such details impact greatly in readers’ 

interpretation of stories. For, modulation of narrative situation can be used to command respect 

or convey irony in connection with certain behavior or attitude. Therefore it is valuable as a 

device in narrative in effecting the desired effects. Therefore for an author who wishes to project 

his self through characters, either in the first person narrators as in an autobiography or any other 

fiction, or in the third person narrators might potentially benefit in getting across his intended 

meanings. Stanzel devises three types of narrative situations: first person narrative situation, 
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authorial narrative situation, and figural narrative situation (Herman 364). The first type seems to 

fit in to The Cat’s Table. 

  In The Cat’s Table, there occurs a change of narrator at the outset: a first person narrator 

introduces the setting where the protagonist happens to be a character he highlights, yet soon in 

the second section Departure, the protagonist takes over the narration. Since Michael, the adult 

narrator, has begun to do the recounting, the focaliser/reflector has not been explicitly 

established until in the second part of the larger section titled The Turbine Room. The narrator 

identifies himself as an adult, a family man having children. He himself remarks the travel as ‘a 

rite of passage.’ In another incident when Michael feels so intimate with Emily, the adult voice 

palpably emerges. Michael says, ‘Writing this, I do not want it to end until I can understand it 

better (124). In a proleptic mode in page 127, the adult Michael reveals himself when saying 

something on Emily ‘But a good part of her world, as I would come to know later, long after our 

time on the Oronsay, she kept to herself…’.It is a dissonant perspective, as it throws adult 

judgments in a new light that is far removed by time and place. Very many times the adult point 

of view is established by explicit reference with such verbs as ‘think back’, ‘recall’ .Most of the 

times, the seemingly innocuous and innocent events and actions are imputed with such distant, 

dissonant, judgmental perspective. They carry altered perceptions. The Baron’s project with 

Michael is a case in point. For the protagonist boy ‘ he seemed to (me) a generous man...I do 

know that whenever I am in a country where they put up faces of criminals in post offices, I look 

for him’(92). Thus the center of consciousness (perspective) mouthed by an adult narrator does 

throw not just a better light but it also increases reliability which was cut short owing to the 

young age and lack of distant perspective as the protagonist himself is the one experiencing the 

act. Thus the narrator’s presence is downplayed and the adult consciousness overwrites the 

narrator. 

Narrative Levels 

The Cat’s Table is composed of just two levels: the extradiegetic and diegetic. Actually 

the extradiegetic level is a sort of preamble to what is to follow in the diegetic. The third person 

narrator does not offer any clue at all as to his identification. He is an unknown, unidentified 
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narrator in the first person addressing the first person narrator in the diegetic level as ‘He’. This 

first person narrator in the extradiegetic level does not appear later. He seems to know how he 

comes to the harbor and how he boards the ship and how he billets himself in his cabin alone. He 

seems sympathetic with Michael, the protagonist despite his claim to have no personal 

knowledge of him. Whatever he presents with regard to the boy happens to reveal his unformed 

self, detached and distanced from the world around him. The boy seemed to have no interest at 

all in that adult world. It looks to him as if was just executing what was dished out for him, it 

seems to this unknown narrator.  He cannot be just an onlooker because he could see things from 

the time he left with two adults in a car, to boarding the ship, to settling in the assigned cabin. 

The narrative levels of The Cat’s Table are not complicated as in nested narratives. 

Order and Disorder 

The work in question is an ulterior narration. For, the  events are over at the time of 

narration and they are being narrated in the past tense. Analepses and prolepses are common and 

rampant. Disordering might be useful in the representation of psychological realism. Thus, a 

glimpse of the self is possible with its concerns. Retrospection happens haphazard. Hence, the 

use of disorder is resorted in the service of representing the mental workings. The forwards and 

backwards movements are thus common. Going a step ahead, there can be sophisticated use of 

them. For example, internal analepses are brought in via the letters Miss.Lasquetti Perinetta 

writes to Michael and Emily. They bring the implied reader back to the experiences that 

previously happen on the ship but relate to her correspondence at the moment in some way. 

These formal devices such as the various types of analepses and prolepses make the implied 

reader pause for a while and comprehend the details/events narrated in connection with them, 

cross-connect, review, make judgments, determine their reliability and see the narrator’s story in 

the light of these details. Thus, the interpretive process is compulsively and compelling forced 

upon, resulting in the inevitable interpretive process. They could be considered theatrical 

‘asides.’ The Cat’s Table makes a variety of people bump into one another through narration of 

various simultaneous actions. The chief character accordingly is put through a transition by 

colliding into passengers of undecipherable selves. The spying mission the boys undertake get 

them exposed to the raw, crude and inexplicably unbecoming realities of life. Michael had 
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modeled himself on Emily at the outset of the story: ‘For years Emily had been the way I 

discovered what adults thought of me. I’d tell her of my adventures and listen to what she 

thought. She was honest about what she liked and did not like, and she was older than I was, I 

modeled myself on her judgments’ (11).  Now that there are lots of specimens of models 

available they seem to offer a range of models to choose from. The adult world at his uncle’s 

house had been looked at by the boy with caution. Yet, the situation on the ship is different. It is 

diagonally opposite. All rules of home have ostensibly evaporated. Unsupervised, the boy is free 

to choose the sort of the boy he wants to be: ‘On the Oronsay, however, there was the chance to 

escape all order. And I reinvented myself in this seemingly imaginary world…(14)’ Thus, such 

formal devices show the integration of the concurrently happening variety of experiences 

highlighting the transition the self undergoes. 

Self and Migration, and The Cat’s Table 

That there takes place a radical transformation with regard to the self upon migration is 

visible. The experiences of displacement causes emotional disturbance in the boy. The narrator 

feels as though an invaluable possession has been robbed of him. His emotional feeling of 

attachment for home manifests through new relationships forged. The memory of home remains 

intact as a romantic significance. A critic writes: ‘Evoking, however distantly, various miles 

tones in Ondaatje’s own life – from his parents’ divorce to his experiences of exile, 

displacement, and loss – The Cat’s Table weaves threads of memory, imagination, history, and 

fiction that triggers reassessment of his sense of belonging and a realignment of his sense of 

affections and affinities’    (Walker). 

The protagonist feels unprotected on board the ship as he is face to face with different 

assortment of people. He needs to find ways to feel safe. Though with Emily he felt comfortable, 

it was not to be a constant assurance. Years later in London, he marries Massi because he would 

feel to be safe within his community. Removal and displacement have potential dangers of 

anxiety and loss. He identifies himself more with Ramadhin than with Massi, for he was haunted 

by nostalgic feelings. Michael declares himself to be exercising caution in spite of the higher 

degree of companionship and sharing of time with his friends on the ship, the metaphorically 
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uncertain expatriate life. ‘The friendship between the quiet Ramadhin and the exuberant Cassius 

and me grew fast, although we kept a great deal from one another. A least, this was true of me. 

What I held in my right hand never got revealed to the left’ (Ondaatje14). Besides, the boys do 

not want each other to be interested in their backgrounds. Cassius appears ‘self-contained’. They 

unite with a common feeling of wanting to the adult world out there and the shared need to be 

adventurous. Moreover, the feature of migration such as hybridization is evident in the pluralist 

passenger community. The multi culturalist dimension, in the case of the novel it’s of global 

level, is the lifeline of the story. 

 Michael and others feel the wanting to see the land when they for days on end travels on 

the sea. The ship, while traveling unanchored moves along and the passengers feel the urge to 

see the land. The liminality of travel is comparable to the expatriate experience. The frequent 

feeling of uncertainty while on the sea is a corresponding feeling of a diasporic experience. That 

they want to hold onto something that is firm, like land, haunts them always. It creates a void. 

The community on the ship with its variety, English, Asians and Ceylonese etc provide a model 

of an expatriate community who has been thrown together having to live. Difference resultant 

from unknown backgrounds proves uncomfortable. Michael’s mother embraces him when he 

arrives in Tilbury. Yet he feels cold despite the protection mother gives. The lands the 

expatriates happen to live in might be hospitable but the strangeness hovers still in the 

expatriates’ mind. 

The Cat’s Table thus provides a microscosmic world of a larger expatriate life featuring 

and exploring the associated aspects of it while concentrating on the transformation that 

transpires to the selves. The specimen selves are explored through the protagonist Michael whose 

boyhood perceptions are being given along with the adult Michael (narrator) who could see with 

an informed perspective. 
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