Et hni ¢ G oup: Tami |
I nterview nunber: 6
Date: July 3, 1993
Pl ace: Toronto

Denographic Information for “Joseph”

Gender: mal e

Age: 31

Place of Birth: Jaffna, Sri Lanka

Religion: Catholic

Marital Status: newly married to “Donna”

Educati on: advanced- | evel

Cccupation: photo | ab enpl oyee, editor of Taml-I|anguage
newspaper, circulation: 2,000 copies

Chi I dren: none

Interviewer’'s Comrents:

| conducted the interviewin the couple's apartnent in a high-
rises in St. Janes’ Town. They keep a small picture of Jesus with
a child on their door. The two-bedroom apartnment is neat, clean
and sinmple. The living roomis furnished with two new- | ooking,

but inexpensive couches, a coffee table, TV and VCR wall clock
and a wei ght bench. The top of the TV, coffee table and dining
table are decorated with silk flower arrangenents that Donna nade
for their wedding. | sat on one couch. The couple sat close

t oget her on the couch adjacent to ne.

The couple was narried one nonth ago. They are the sanme age and
religion, and both conpleted A-level education. They showed
affection for one other by frequently smling and | aughing
together. The joyful quality of their interaction continued

t hroughout the interview, even when speaki ng about painful past
experi ences. Donna is unwaged. She assists Joseph with producing
t he newspaper.

The interview took place in the early evening and | asted al nost 2
hours. Donna served ne a cold drink in a fancy crystal glass on a
small tray with a napkin. The tel ephone rang several times and
she answered. The interview ended when two nmal e friends of
Joseph’s dropped in. | stayed for a short while so Donna could
show ne her weddi ng al bunms. She served nme and the other guests a
cup of tea, very nmuch sweetened with sugar. During the interview
she showed ne her thali, the nake-up powder for naking a potu
(smal |l dot wonmen wear on the forehead), and some paper garl ands
from Sri Lanka which she likes to wear in her hair. Donna was shy
to speak because of the standard of her English. Mst of the
replies are by Joseph.

M GRATI ON HI STORY

Interviewer: Wen did you | eave Sri Lanka and conme to Canada?
Wiy did you | eave and how did you get here?

[Interviewer’'s sumary: Joseph cones froma village of 16,000 in
Jaffna. He left in January 1985 to escape the increasing nilitary
activity by the army and rebel groups. Since he was unenpl oyed at
the tine, he was in danger of being arrested by the arnmy on the
suspi cion that he belonged to a terrorist group. O her youths
were being pressured to join the growing mlitant novenment. His
parents encouraged himto | eave. He went to Gernmany because it
was the "easiest place to go at that tinme. Everybody in Jaffna
knows that." Hi s cousin arranged his ticket. |In Germany he lived
with his sister and her family. He had no work and saw no future
for hinself. After 1-1/2 years he left Germany for Canada via
Norway. He got hinself a passport from an unknown person from
Mauritius, and had it forged for the trip. He considers hinself



fortunate not to be caught and deported.]

Joseph: | was lucky. That's what | always tell people. I'ma
Catholic, so | always pray to Madonna. | always tell people that
she is the one hel ping me wherever | go.

[ When Joseph | anded in Montreal he clainmed refugee status. He did
not know anyone in Canada, but in the airport he had met a Sri
Lankan who cane the day before and was staying with a relative.
This man offered to hel p himand gave hima place to stay. The
next day Joseph went to the Hindu tenple in Montreal to see if he
could find soneone he knew. There he happened to neet his

"cl osest friend" from back home. He stayed with this friend for
six months and worked in a warehouse. He and the friend came to
Toronto in 1987.]

[ Donna comes from Kandy (central Sri Lanka). She left in 1986 for
Si ngapore in order to escape an arranged narriage to her cousin
She was told she woul d be given work as a nurse in Singapore, but
she ended up beconing a housemaid and working in factories on
weekends. She al so becane well known as a witer and poet. Two
of her books were published. She and Joseph net through her
witing, and his newspaper publishing. They courted with letters
and phone calls. Joseph proposed to her by phone in Decenber,
1990. They narried in Toronto |ast nonth. Joseph coul d not
sponsor her as a spouse because he did not receive | anded
immgrant status until recently (after a 7 year wait). He tried
to bring her through an agent using forged docurments. The first
agent disappeared with $5,000. The next one was successful in
bringing her to Canada. Donna arrived in Toronto one year ago
(summrer 1992) following a route from Sri Lanka to Singapore to
Bangkok and finally to the US. She nade a refugee claimat the
Canadi an border.]

I: What other fanmily nenbers are here? Are you considering
sponsoring anyone?

[ Both Joseph and Donna come fromfanmilies of 8 with 4 boys and 4
girls. Joseph’s cousin-brother (father's brother's son) has been
[iving with himsince 1989. He has sone distant relatives here
with whom he is not close. Three of Joseph’s sisters are in
Europe -- England, Germany and France. One brother is in Germany.
The rest are in Sri Lanka. He would have |iked to sponsor one
sister who is now a wi dow, who had a "di sastrous marriage" and has
a child, but she is ineligible. He is considering sponsoring his
father from Col onbo. ]

[Donna's uncle (her father's elder brother) lives in Toronto with
his famly. She mentioned her female cousin in this famly.

Donna would like to see her ailing nother, but the nother does not
want to cone to Canada and | eave behind other fam |y menbers.]

| DENTI TY AND CULTURE NAI NTENANCE

I: What identities matter nost to you? How are you known to
ot her peopl e?

[ For Joseph, Sri Lankan Tanmi| is okay, but he reacted strongly
agai nst the label Jaffna Tamil: "I can't stand those things!"
Joseph expl ai ned that people fromJaffna will know a | ot about his
soci al background once they know which village he is from The
nore “caste-conscious” they are, the nore they are interested in
this information.]

R | know people who will ask you which part of the town you are
from The conversation begins, “Are you from Sri Lanka?” | say,
“Yes.” “Which part?” | say, “Jaffna.” “Wich part of

Jaffna?” | say, “[ny village].” “Wich part of [the



village]?” | say, “This place.” The reason they are asking is
they want to find out who I am That basically neans caste. |'m
froman oppressed caste, in that point of view Al of us are
Catholics. The reason was, at that tine, our people were in the

| owest class in the Sri Lankan Tami| conmunity. W were working
inthe fields and things like that. At one tine there were riots.
The Catholic priests were the ones who hel ped us. That's why al

t he people converted to Christianity in our village. That's in

t he begi nning of the century. Mostly people call ne |ike that.
(laughs) [i.e. identify himaccording to his | ow caste, Catholic
origins.]

[Joseph’s father was a farner. At one point the famly lived in
a small palmthatch “hut”. This was built on disputed | and and
nei ghbours burned it down, leaving the children tenporarily

honel ess. Joseph’s nane is also significant to his famly
background. Hi s paternal grandfather changed the fanmily name to
that of a Soviet |eader. Oher nale nenbers of the famly took

t he nanes of Soviet conmuni st |eaders such as Stalin and Lenin
Joseph expl ai ned that when the Communi st party came to Jaffna they
recruited nenbers of oppressed castes. Joseph’'s uncles and
grandfat hers got involved with them “because they were

oppressed, not because of a | ove of conmunism” Joseph has nany
friends in Toronto who are not concerned about caste origins,
al t hough sone people still are. As for him he doesn't ask about

caste: "Wio cares!"]

[Donna's family background is high caste and upper cl ass.
However, because she is an "Indian Tam|" she faces discrimnation
from*“Jaffna Tamls.”

Joseph (expl ai ning on behal f of Donna): The people fromthe north
don't like the people fromthe mddle of the country. They al ways
say they are fromlndia and you can not believe [Note: he may nean
“trust”] these people.

[ Donna’ s ancestors were busi ness people, not plantation workers.
Donna grew up on the wealthy estate of her grandfather. He was a
very strict patriarch. He would not allowthe famly to let the
[low caste] laundry man set foot in the house. She could not play
with children fromlower castes. The children could not address
the laundry man as “uncle” [as they would call other adults].

Her father was a veterinary surgeon and worked on an irrigation
proj ect.]

I: Who are your friends?

[ Most of the couple's friends are witers. Many |ive overseas,
e.g. in France, CGermany and Norway. Joseph has a close friend in
Montreal. He remmins in contact with his old classmates. Al of
their friends are Sri Lankan except for a few Ethiopians that
Joseph knows at his workplace, a photo |ab. They keep in touch
with friends by phone. They tease each other about talking over
t he phone too nuch. During the interviewthe friend from France
cal l ed.]

I: What traditional Tami| practices do you keep?

R The main things are cooki ng and speaking Tam | to each other.
Al so tal king on the phone (jokingly).

[Both are Catholic, and attend church every week. Donna sings in

the choir. The service is conducted in Taml. Joseph estinates
there are nore than 5,000 Tanil Catholics in Toronto. The weekly
attendance at the downtown church is about 75. In Scarborough it

i s about 300, except for festival days which bring thousands.
Joseph likes older Tami| music. Neither like to watch Taml

vi deos al t hough they are very popular. They read Tami |l literature
and current events extensively.]



|: Do other Tami|s influence your behaviour?

[ Joseph said he doesn't care much about custons.]

[ Donna said wonmen try to influence and inpress each other by the
amount of jewelry and the quality of saris they wear. She |ikes
to wear only one gold chain whereas some wonen wear up to 24 at a
time. She also felt others were judging her by the size and
nunber of gold sovereigns on her thali (the gold nmatrinonial

neckl ace given by husband), as sone people asked her about this at
t he weddi ng. "They say we are not rich."” But she said she
doesn't care.]

MARRI AGE
I: What kind of marriage partner did you expect?

[ Nei t her had expected the kind of marriage they got. Joseph spoke
openly about his previous girlfriend (a H ndu worman from Jaff na
litving in Sri Lanka), who broke off with himand has since nmarried
a Tam| man living in Scarborough, who is a friend of his]

Joseph (expl ai ni ng how he decided to marry Donna): Wat | thought
was, if | am supposed to marry | amnot going to get narried by a
proposed marriage, the way we people do, like ny parents find a
partner for me and they send her to here--that's not the way I
wanted to marry. The reason is | wouldn't have any chance to talk
to her. And the workl oad | have, the nethodology | have, that's
very, very different fromthat of the regular Tam | people. So
wite off that. Then |I thought if | am supposed to find a girl
here then the caste problemarises. |If you go and talk to a guy,
and find a girl that you think you would like to marry, they would
find out which caste | amfrom They would say, you are froma

| ow caste. And there would be a lot of problems with that. So

t hought of all the options at that tine. And | thought she would
be a good partner for me. Most of nmy life | take risks. (Iaughs)

[ Donna was frightened of marriage since she was a child. She

wi t nessed her aunt (nother's sister) having | abour pains. She
al so saw a nei ghbour running into the street to escape her
husband' s attacks. Once her father got drunk and assaul ted her
not her. From her chil dhood she told her nother she wanted to
becone a nun. She got involved in church work. By age 17 or 18
the i dea of becom ng a nun al so becane frightening. Donna's

not her wanted her to marry her cousin (nother's brother's son).
By this arrangenent she would be able to stay close to her fanily
of origin and | ook after her nmother. Her uncle came to their
house to see her. As Joseph explained, this is typically the
first step in the arranged narri age. ]

R (expl ai ning on behalf of Donna): |If sonebody wants to get their
son to marry sonmebody, the parents of the son goes to the house of
the girl. They will talk about the deal. At that tine she wll

be wearing all her nice clothes and she will cone around like in a
fashi on parade. (both I augh)

[ When Joseph proposed, Donna asked about his finances. He said he
has 2 denim jeans and a $10, 000 debt.]

R Mostly | see peopl e boasting about what they are doing.
Actual ly they don't tell the worman what they are really doing.
VWhen the woman comes and finds out, then they start having

pr obl ens.

[ The couple lived together but didn't marry for a year after Donna
cane because they were hoping that Joseph’'s brother, a priest,
woul d be able to conme fromJaffna to say the mass at the wedding.]

CHI LDREN



I How many children do you hope to have?

[ Joseph said he wouldn't mind having 8 children if he were stil
in Sri Lanka. Here he thinks 3 would be enough: 2 boys and 1
girl. Donna said she agrees with him]

I What are your ideas on bringing up your children?

R In both of our cases, especially in nmy case. | was brought up
inafamly in which we were so close. CQur elders taught the
right things about what to do and what not to do. In ny village
our famly was one of the few famlies in which all the children
conpl eted high school. M father, even though he was not that
rich, he always wanted us to go to school. He would go to any
lengths to get us to school

[Joseph’s grandnot her sold some of her gold bangles to allow him
to go to one of the nore prestigious Catholic schools in Jaffna.
Joseph woul d place the sane enphasis on education for his
chi l dren.]

R 1 would let them know how the bad tines are. | would tell them
what kind of bad tinmes we are coning from The best thing the
parents can do is teach their children to nmake the right

j udgenent .

I: Would you like your children to go to Sri Lanka? Wat would
you like themto know about Sri Lanka?

R It would be hard for themto adjust in Sri Lanka if they were
born here. At |east they could see the background we have, what
ki nd of people we were, what kind of |iving conditions we had.

[ Wat kind of marriages would you expect for your children?
What about narriage to a non-Tam | ?

R They have their own choices. You can not tell themyou have to
marry your sister's daughter, or whatever. (laughter) | always
tell people that we should be prepared for the worst. So it
doesn't matter. Even nyself, in the Jaffna tradition it is very
unusual for a man to nmarry a wonan from Kandy, and peopl e | ook
down on you when you get narried to those people. So in nmy case
have done the strange thing. So I can not oppose my son doing the
strange thing too.

FAM LY | NFLUENCES

I: How did you come to have such an unorthodox perspective towards
marri age and ot her things?

[ Joseph is youngest of 8 children. His parents split up and got
back together about six tinmes. After his birth, his nother |eft
to live with her nother. When the kids were grown she canme back
but was never on good terms with her husband.]

R M father was drinking too nuch and he's an abuser. But he's a
nice man. But in the Canadi an sense he would be in the jail for
about 25 years! (laughter) But we |love himso nuch. He's a very
ni ce person. The reason [for his abuse] is we were not that mnuch
privileged. W were farmers.

[ Joseph was raised by his grandfather's brother, a teacher with 6
children of his own. This "grandfather” became his mentor. "He
always thinks in a different way." H s grandfather encouraged him
to read. Joseph said his whole family tends to be unorthodox. ]

R In our villages it is very unusual for people to | ove and get



married. Mstly it is arranged marriage. And people get married
inaline [note: he neans starting fromthe el dest to the
youngest].

[In his famly, out of 8 children, only one sister got married by
a proposed marriage. The rest had | ove nmarri ages (except one
brother who is a priest), and not in the proper order. "M father
did not say anything."]

R M fanmily always encouraged us to do things like that. They
don't say anything. The reason is the elders, fathers, nothers,
grandparents, always believe in our judgenent. They always think
we will do the right thing.

[ Joseph believes his famly is also very different fromothers in
Jaffna in that they joke with each other, even children with
el ders. He enphasized that they are very close.]



