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Dat e: August 13, 1993
Pl ace: Toronto

Denographi c I nformation

Gender: fenale

Age: 36

Place of Birth: Eastern Province, Sri Lanka

Rel i gi on: Hindu

Marital Status: married

Educati on: Bachelor of Arts

Occupation: fornerly a teacher, now works in vegetable factory
Children: son, age 7

Interviewer’'s Comments:

Thevi was a university classmate of a friend of one of ny “key
informants.” Wen | first called to ask her for an interview she
was reluctant. She felt her English was not good enough. She
offered to introduce me to sonmeone el se who she felt woul d have
nore to say, such as her nephew. | had to convince her that it
was her | really wanted to talk to. Finally she agreed. She
seened trusting and fond of nmy informant’'s friend.

The day we were to do the interview she called in great distress.
About one hour ago that norning she had | earned her niece and

ni ece's husband in Sri Lanka had di sappeared. She heard this
fromthe Tam | news broadcast in Toronto. They had been m ssing
for five days. She told nme without a doubt they had been

ki dnapped by the LTTE. The couple had been married for only four
nmont hs. The husband was a local official. Thevi was crying as
she told ne she had just seen the couple's photo album She said
that in the past the LTTE had ki dnapped a nenber of the fanily
and demanded a ransom This time she was very worried that the
coupl e nmight have been killed because five days is a long tinme to
have heard nothing in the case of a kidnapping. Thevi had not
been able to phone the family in Sri Lanka because all the phone
lines were busy. She had been phoning other friends and famly
menbers in Toronto to informthem Qur phone conversation |asted
about 20 mnutes. | said |l would call later in the week to ask
what had happened.

| called two days later. This time Thevi was elated. The couple
had both been released fromthe LTTE. She had heard the news
only hours before |I called. She was on the phone with soneone

else telling themthe good news when she received ny call. She
asked ne to call in 15 mnutes. Wen | called back one hour
| ater she was still talking to the same person. Her niece had

been rel eased two days ago and instructed to return with a
ransom The ni ece took 15,000 rupees back to the LTTE. They
sent her away saying she should bring Rs.100,000. The next day

t hey rel eased her husband unconditionally. Thevi believed the
top levels of the LTTE had commanded the | ocal arm of the
mlitants to release him The fam |y was overjoyed that the
coupl e had come back safely and that they had not had to pay a
fortune. Thevi said they still feel very unsafe. The release is
not a guarantee of their future safety. She said the famly's
prom nence was hel pful because the LTTE faced public pressures to
end the ki dnappi ng.

Thi s phone call was about 20 minutes as well. Thevi had visitors
and ot her phone calls to nake, all in connection with the news of
her niece's release. | arranged another date for an interview
Thevi wanted me to conme for a nmeal. She works |ong hours, and
overtime on Fridays. On the weekend she was going to a birthday
party for a one-year old. W decided to neet on Friday evening
because it is the day Hi ndus eat vegetarian and | am vegetarian



The day before the interview Thevi called to ask if we could
change the time. She also informed nme she and her husband were
about to pick up Thevi's friend. The friend had had a serious
fight with her husband that day and he had told her to | eave the
hone with their child. The friend had called Thevi and wept on

t he phone. Thevi was not sure what to do. Her nephew said there
m ght be a point when they should call the police. Her husband
di sagreed, saying they should not call the police because it is a
famly affair. Thevi's husband called her friend s husband at
hi s workpl ace. Thevi and her husband decided to take the friend
and her child into their honme for a while. Thevi seened
concerned about her friend' s troubles, but very happy that she
could offer sone help. | asked if it was still okay for me to
cone the next day. Thevi said, “OF course.”

| arrived at the tinme we agreed to, but Thevi told nme later it
was too early. By Sri Lankan convention, | should have cone
about half an hour or so later. Thevi had not been honme from
work very long and at that nonent the fanmily was having a | arge
freezer moved into their kitchen. | briefly net one of her
nephews and another Sri Lankan nan who nay have been an enpl oyee
of her husband. Thevi's husband opened his own store only two
weeks ago--a Tam| grocery and fish market. The freezer was for
fish fromthe store

Nevert hel ess, Thevi received nme enthusiastically. | was shown
the Iiving roomcouch to sit on. There were four children in the
smal | two-storey condonmi numat that tine: Thevi's son and her
friend' s son, who were both 7, and twin girls, daughters of

anot her friend of Thevi, who were 11. The children entertained
me while Thevi and her friend worked in the kitchen. The
children were not shy. The twins had the idea | was from
Germany. Al the children had once been to Germany. They want ed
to know what countries | had visited, and they told me the sane
for themsel ves. They al so asked nme what was ny favourite subject
in school. They like social studies and math. | asked them what
hobbi es and sports they do. Thevi's son is taking guitar

| essons. He played "Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star” on his child's
size guitar. The girls said they enjoy all types of sports.

They spoke Tami|l to their parents and English to each other

The wonen were affectionate towards their children, often
stroking them never scolding or controlling their play. The
girls were playing with a water-filled balloon on the couch
sitting beside ne. It burst and got them and the couch wet.

They went to change while Thevi nopped up the water, pointing out
to ne the paint marks her son had made under the cushions of the
couch. She said she doesn't nind because when he's ol der she'l
be able to remenber himat that stage of chil dhood.

The condoni ni um was anply furnished. There was a |arge china
cabinet with partial place settings for 12 on display. There was
South East Asian art on the wall. Thevi nentioned she would |ike
to have a di shwasher.

One of the girls served me orange pop in a goblet carried on a
tray. After a while Thevi cane and chatted. Then we went out to
the patio to do the interview. | suggested outside because the
children were inside and it was quieter, but as soon as we went
out the children followed. They were content to play on their
own as long as they were close to the adults. They were not at
al | demandi ng, although their play was vigorous and soneti nmes

di sruptive of what the adults were doing.

The interview was interrupted when Thevi decided to make coffee
for me. This she served in a china coffee pot and cup and saucer
with sugar and warmmilk. W were interrupted again when Thevi's
friend, the twin's nother came to visit. W stopped the tape
recorder while they visited a while in Tam|. The interview



di gressed when | asked Thevi about Tami| custons around
menstruation and the differences in Tam | inheritance practices
in different regions of Sri Lanka.

Finally, Thevi's 29-year-old brother-in-law returned from work at
8:30pm W ended the interview abruptly. Thevi went to work on
the meal while | spoke to her brother-in-law. He then went to
take a shower. | went back to being entertained by the children
who were now playing cards. They were surprised | knew how to
play Fish and Crazy Eights as they thought those were Sri Lankan
ganes.

The chil dren had already eaten a supper of hot dogs. | ate with
Thevi, her two friends and her nephew. The meal was rice, four
Sri Lankan vegetabl e curries, dahl and sodhi, a gravy of coconut
mlk. Thevi was worried that the curries were too spicy-hot for
me so she al so put yogurt on the table for me, but the food not
too hot and no one took the yogurt. Thevi served ne first, then
her brother-in-law, then her friends, while one friend served
her. W all ate with our right hand. Conversation was in Taml
except when | spoke to the nephew. Thevi's friends had hel ped
prepare the meal. The left-over food stayed on the table for her
husband and anot her nephew. Wen | finished Thevi asked if |
wanted a finger bowl. Instead | went to the sink and washed.
This nmet with her approval. The others did the sane.

I went back to the couch and was served ice creamwhile | tal ked
to the nephew sonme nore. Around 10:30 we left for Thevi's
husband's new store. It is very newand with a large attractive
sign. Besides fish, it sells Sri Lankan groceries (rice, beans
and lentils, vegetables unavailable in nost stores, spices, curry
pastes and inported drinks), as well as al nbst 150 Tami | vi deos.
Thevi's husband left his work at the store to drive me hone. His
wi fe and son canme along for the ride

About a week later, Thevi called to say that her friend with
marital problens was now hone. The friend' s husband had cone to
take her and their son back. The husband thanked Thevi for
giving his wife and the child a place to stay. Thevi's friend
called Thevi to say that the crisis had passed and narita

rel ati ons were now better.

M GRATI ON HI STORY/ FAM LY BACKGROUND

I: Wien did you | eave Sri Lanka and when did you conme to Canada?
[Interviewer’'s sumary: She went to Gernany from 1985 to 1987 to
join her husband who had been there for a year. Their son was
born in Germany in 1986. They flew to South Anerica, stayed a
nonth and then came to Canada via Mexico in January, 1988.]

|: Aside fromyour husband, did you know other people in Germany?
[Alot of people, Sri Lankans and Germans. Her brother came in
1986. Her cousin and niece's husband were there too. Her son
has a German god-nmot her whom he calls "grandna".]

I: Why did your husband go to Germany?

R Because of the problem At that tine the arny found the
young boys and woul d shoot them and things |like that. So ny
fam |y decided to send the young boys out.

[ They went to Germany because it was the easiest place to get a
vi sa. |

I: When did you decide to come to Canada?



R Everybody wanted to come to Canada. There's so nuch freedom
The sane tine...In 1985 a | ot of people came to Canada and we

t hought why don't we go. Because the kids born in Germany do not
get citizenship. That's why everybody tal ked about Canada.

I: Did you know anyone in Canada at that tine?

R My friend. Qur village relations. They talked to us about
coming to Sri Lanka [I think she neant to say “Canada.”].

I: Where are nost of your famly menbers now |iving?

[ Everybody still lives in the village where she grew up. Her
husband is fromthe sane village. He is her cousin (nmother's
brother's son).]

R Because there is not too much problemnow. W only have a
problem fromour terrorists. Not everybody. Only people with
noney. Now the problemis with our terrorists.

I: Do you have relatives in Canada?

[Her brother-in-law and two nephews live with them]

|: Did anyone help or sponsor you to cone?

[ No. They cane thensel ves after earning some noney in Gernany. ]
|: Tell ne about your first few nonths in Canada.

[ She said she had a terrible time the first while. She had to
face the Canadian winter right away. Her son picked up diarrhea
in Mexico.]

I: In those first weeks did anyone give you any hel p?

[ Friends who had been with themin Germany hel ped them very nuch.
They picked themup at the airport, and gave thema place to
stay, rent-free and neals, for two weeks. Then they started
payi ng rent.]

I: Since then have you hel ped other people in the sane way?

R Oh yeah, | helped a | ot of people, but not fromtheir

airport. They cane illegally through Niagara Falls, so we went
there and pi cked themup. Most people are conming illegally.
| DENTI TY

|: Tell ne about your identity. How do you think of yourself?

R Sri Lankan and Tamil.

[ She al ways speaks Tami| to her son. She's encouraging himto
learn to wite Tamil. She tells himas he grows up he al ways has
to say he's a Sri Lankan Tami| boy. He takes an interest in

| earning Tam | and he can even sing Tam | songs.]

|: Are nost of your friends Taml?

[ Most are Sri Lankan Tam |, others are Indian (speak H ndi) and
Si nhal ese. ]

| What other groups do Sri Lankan Tanils tend to be cl osest to?

R For me, when | was in [y village] | stayed in a Sinhala

fam ly's house. That's why for ne there is no difference between
Tam |'s and Sinhal ese. Most of the people don't like to

conmuni cate with the Sinhalese. Here | have two or three

Si nhal ese friends.



| : Does anyone ever criticize you for having Sinhal ese friends?

R Here, nobody, because everybody likes to have friends. But in
Sri Lanka | would have a problem Wien | was in [ny village] |
took a Muslimgirl to our place. That tinme there was a very big
problem Very bad things happened [to the Muslins]. Wen they
cane in the bus, the Tam | people stopped the bus in a Miuslim
town. The took them off the bus and cut and killed them That
time | took one Muslimgirl into my home. This was ny stance.
She was in grade 10. She cane and she was very scared. The
terrorists didn't like nme keeping this girl. That tine |I was
very angry with these boys (Tam | expression for nmilitants). One
time a group came and said, "Leave the girl go to her place,

because it's not good if you keep her in your honme." | said,
"This is ny stand. She doesn't know what happened. She is a
human being. Don't hurt her like that." She was crying and so
scared.

[Now the girl is in university. Thevi hel ped support her though
her studies because her fanmly is poor.]

. What kinds of Tami| things do you do at hone?

[ She hel ps edit her nephew s work. He's a Tam| witer and poet.
She prepares Sri Lankan food at honme. She |oves having people in
her home. A friend of hers has 11 people in her hone: three
couples, with at |east one child each. They prefer to |ive that
way, al though finance is also a factor encouragi ng doubling of
househol ds. Wen there are a |l ot of people in the home she feels
like it is Sri Lanka. She invites guests for the evening neal on
Fridays. They enjoy eating together, sitting on the floor and
watching a Tam | film She has disliked being alone with only
her son since her husband and nephews started working at the
grocery store, so she invites other wonen to come with their
children every day.]

|: Back in Sri Lanka do whole fanilies eat together?

[Her own fanmily ate together (parents with children, nmen with
wonen) whenever they could. Sonme wi ves eat after their husbands.
Her grandnother followed this tradition.]

| . Besides being vegetarian on Fridays what other H ndu practices
do you keep?

[ Thevi wears a sari to the tenple, showers before going to the
tenpl e and doesn't eat meat before going to the tenple (although
she admitted to violating this rule once). She doesn't go to the
tenple during her five days of nenstruation. After having a baby
she did not go to the tenple for one nonth. She said in sone
parts of Sri Lanka wonen are not permitted to go to the tenple
for one nonth after a son is born and three nmonths after having a
daughter. She observes the Hi ndu festivals.

I: Tell ne about what happens when a girl gets her first period.

[She is confined in the house for one month. In Sri Lanka it

nm ght be nmore than one nonth. |In Canada she has a friend who's
daughter "attai ned age" and four nonths later they came to visit
for dinner, but they still did not bring their daughter. |If the
girl is going to school then the famly keeps her at hone for
seven or nine days, then lets her go to school only. She said in
Jaffna the rules are nore strict than in the Eastern Province.
There the girls have to stay within an area bounded by a charcoa
l'ine.

VWhen Thevi attained age she had to stay in the sane roomfor two
weeks. Then she could go to school. She felt alittle afraid
because she was the one who first saw her blood. This is
considered a bad sign. According to tradition, it is better if
soneone else first sees her blood. Only her nother and auntie



saw her during that tine. She gave her clothes to the |aundry
man. Afterwards she got a nice dress. Sometines the famly
organi zes a |large celebration. Her oldest sister had one, but
since she has four other sisters, the fanmily couldn't afford to
hold the celebration for all of them]

MARRI AGE

[: Wen did you marry?

R 1983.

I: Was it a proposal narriage?

[OF the five sisters, four had | ove matches. Thevi's youngest
sister died of poisoning just after she conpleted university in
1988.]

I: Did your parents approve of these | ove marriages?

[ Because of the political problenms, they knew it would be
difficult to arrange marriages, so they allowed it. Thevi
married with a small traditional cerenmony in 1983, but she did
not register the marriage until 1985 in Gernany.]

| When did you neet your husband?

[ They knew each ot her from chil dhood, grew up very close, like
brother and sister. He was the one who wanted to narry her. He
suggested they marry when she was 15. She just wanted to
concentrate on her studies. She thought he was being “silly”
then. Their ronmantic relationship started after she finished
university in 1982. He conpleted a liberal arts degree at a
private university.]

I: Were you the sanme age?

[ He was one year younger. This is not the norm Mst wonen are
younger than their husbands. He was 25, she 26.]

|: Were both your parents accepting of the marriage?

R Oh yeah. W're the sane fanmily.

|: Did your parents give hima dowy?

[No. The dowy tradition is different in the East than it is in
Jaffna. Like her sisters, she got a house and jewelry. These
days people in the East are giving larger dowies. It is nore
difficult for wonen to find husbands.]

I: What do you think about divorce?

R Nobody in ny fanmly has had a divorce. But | don't know If
somebody is not happy in the famly, getting divorced is good.

If there are always problens and problens, it is not nice. If we
woul d be happi er going separate ways, | would go. |f ny husband
bothered me all the time, | wouldn't like it. But ny husband is

very nice. He is very innocent and very good. But | know a | ot
of friends who have a problem Divorce is good.

I How do your friends handle their marital problens?

R You know, Sri Lankan people don't like to get divorced. They
are scared about the background [fami |y reputation].Wat their
friends will say, what people will say...that their fanmly is not
good... They keep it as an inside-the-house problem To people
looking fromthe outside, it is nice. Like that a |ot of



fam lies keep going. A lot of nmy friends have probl ens, but what
to do? They have kids. They think it's a problemto divorce.

But now | read in the paper that the divorce percentage for Sri
Lankans is going up. Here, not in Sri Lanka. In Sri Lanka it is
di fferent because only anong the educated people the wonen can
work. Qther people are living under their husbands. Here
everybody has freedom Everybody can work or get noney from
wel f are.

I: If things were really bad for you and you decided to get a
di vorce woul d you ever re-marry?

R Divorce and re-marrying, | have never heard of here and Sr
Lanka too. Maybe the man would re-marry. But the |adies don't
li ke to. She thinks about her nother or sister. |If she has an

unmarried sister her re-narriage is not good for her sister.
They are concerned about the famly having a problem Maybe
i nside they would like to, | don't know.

I: Is it the same for w dows?

R Mst widows don't re-marry.

[ She has a friend fromgrade 13 whose husband was killed by the
Indian arnmy in 1986. They had two children then, aged 2 and 3.
Now they are in Canada. She is still unmarried.]

CHI LDREN

I: Wuld you like to have nore chil dren?

R In Canada, no way! | would like one girl. If I was in Sri
Lanka | would like, because the kids would | ook after ny nother
and all that. | had a |lot of problens in Germany because there
was nobody to help. In Canada | have hel p because all ny friends

are here. Here everybody says have anot her baby.

|: What are the nain things you want for your son? \Wat are your
dreans and hopes for hinf?

R Oh, | dreama lot. | would like himto study and have a good
job. 1 talk to himabout that all the tine. He doesn't like to
study but he is scared to say that to me. Wen | ask, “Wuat do
you want to be?” he says a doctor or an engi neer, because he

knows that's what | like. Since ny husband has been goi ng away
[to work at the store], he said |last week, "I don't want to
study. | want to ook after the store.” But | hope he is going

to be good and study.
I What kind of character do you want himto have?

R | would like himto be like nmy husband. He is very innocent
and friendly with everybody, no fighting, keeping friends.

| When he gets ol der would you expect himto have a girlfriend?
R | have no problemwth that.
I: BEven in Sri Lanka?

R Oh yeah, no problem For nme, if he |ikes he can do anything.

But they have to have a good character. |If he speaks with one
girl, it is not good to speak with any other girl. Oherw se
it's okay. If he wants to go with a girl, or marry any girl
it's okay.

[I nterview ended when Thevi's brother-in-law arrived.]



