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Gender: femal e

Age: 50

Place of Birth: Colonbo, Sri Lanka

Rel i gi on: Hindu

Marital Status: w dow

Educati on: Advanced-|evel, plus various training prograns
Qccupation: genol ogi st, bridal dressing

Children: three sons, ages: 26, 21, 14

Interviewer’'s Comments:

| met Vijaya through one of ny "conmunity experts." She canme to
Canada after she was wi dowed. Now she l[ives alone in a snal
duplex. A male cousin lives in an apartment downstairs from her
She has a physical disability froma childhood illness which
prevents her from going out, although she is relatively nobile in
her own hone. She is a devout Hi ndu and keeps several statues of
the various deities in her honme. Presently she is studying
conputers. Her dining roomtable was piled with books and papers.
O herwi se her house was neat and well furnished. She is 50, but
she refers to herself as an “elderly person.” | also noticed a
newspaper for Toronto Seniors on an end-table. Wile | was there
she received at |east three phone calls froma cousin asking if
she wanted to go to the tenple or conme for |unch

. M GRATION HI STORY/ FAM LY BACKGROUND
I: When did you | eave Sri Lanka and why?

[R and family left Colonbo for India in 1983 as a result of the
conmmunal riots.]

R M son was a senior scout and a | eader of a particular group
al so. Sone people who cane to | oot the house saw his senior
scout uniformand couldn't distinguish it fromthe police
uniform They told the [military officials] that we had Tigers
in the house and that we had unaut horized uniforms. So, when the
house burned we had to junp over and our Misli m nei ghbours gave
us shelter. The second or third day, ny husband was a heart

case. | had to send himto a safer area. M elder son and

stayed in the Muslimhouse. The third day the police were
inforned there were Tigers in the house and they canme, about 25
or 30 of them wth helnmets and guns, and they surrounded the
house. They wanted the Tigers. There were no Tigers! Qur

nei ghbours' kids too had cone into the house. Fortunately there
was one police who was able to talk a little English because ny
Sinhal ese is not up to that standard. | said ny son goes to

[ promi nent Catholic school] and he is a senior scout. | also
said my uncle is a [local political official], so | mentioned his
nane. That had an Inpact. W were asked to get into the jeep
and go to the police station. Then our nei ghbour shouted and
said they were trying to get so-and-so. And on second thought

they [the police] asked ne to get out. | said, “I amnot going
to get out without ny son.” So they had to put himout. Al
t hese things happened which nmade us leave. | felt the boys were

not safe there.

[The fam |y went to India and found a school for their sons.

R 's husband, an export crop specialist, found a job. He had
t aken one year no-pay |eave fromhis job in Colonbo. R had
worked as a hair dresser and a genologist. Since the children
were doing well in India and Sri Lanka continued to be



politically unstable, they decided to stay. After 2-1/2 years

R 's husband got a job offer froma conmpany in Ml aysia. Around
the sane tine her elder son got a scholarship to study in the US
The famly stayed in Malaysia for about 4 years.]

R W were very happy in Malaysia. It's a very nice country.
It has the Eastern culture and the Western conforts. Everybody
is quite conscious of their culture and they take part in that.
You get very nice houses. There are at least two cars for one
house. You can get servants. The climate is good. (laughs) But

unfortunately one fine day, |like any other day, he went to work
and had a heart attack and died at work. That was a real, rea
turning point inny life. | didn't know what to do.

[ She did not want to go back to Sri Lanka because of her sons, so
she took themto England. After a couple of nonths she decided
to come to Canada al one. Her husband's brother's famly lives in
Canada, but all her relatives are in England: "M sisters, ny
not her, my neices, my cousins, nane it, they were all there."

The fam |y opposed her decision to cone to Canada. ]

R They were dead, dead agai nst ne coming over. None of them
wanted me to come over. This decision to come to Canada was
entirely mne. But | don't regret.

[ She decided to cone to Canada because of the services provided
for people with disabilities.]

R As long as transport is given, you can do anything, |ike any
ot her person. You are no nore a disabled person. Once we cone
inside, we are nornal. Especially to people like us who are

living alone, it's very inportant. How |long can you go on
getting help from ot hers? To a certain point your relatives
will doit, but not always. So |I'mable to carry on here. Hats
off to Canada. |'mnore patriotic about Canada than | am about
ny own country.

|: When did you cone to Canada, and what did you do at first?

[R came in Decenmber, 1989. She started |earning accounting and
keyboardi ng. She soon got a job as a genologist with a dianmond
conpany. She lived with her brother-in-law (husband' s brother).]

I: Who else did you know i n Canada? Did they help you in any
way ?

[R had a cousin and a couple of friends. They called, but they
were in a "shaky situation," so they couldn't help mnuch. Her
brother-in-law s fanmily hel ped her the nost. The brother-in-
law s fam |y of four was also sharing their house with his sister
and her famly of four, as well as with R She noved out after
one year into her own apartnent. She wanted to be on her own.
However, she knew three famlies in her apartnment building.]

I: Was it your sons' decision to stay in England? Wat are they
doi ng now?

R | was conpelled to | eave themthere. | couldn't get the visa
for them Also, the fact that | was coming to a new country, nmny
not her in England, she felt that | can not | ook after nyself.

[ The el dest son is still studying in United States. The second
st udi ed busi ness nmanagenent and now wants to go back to school
The youngest is preparing for his Olevels. R has sponsored the
youngest, and he will be com ng in Septenber. She can not
sponsor the second son until she has a job. It is very inportant
to her to bring them She says she misses themterribly.]

I: Do you have any fanmily menbers back in Sri Lanka?



[R has a brother with whom she has no contact and a sister to
whom she wites and tel ephones. ]
I1. 1DENTITY

I: Do you think of yourself as a Canadian or a Sri Lankan, a
Tam | or sonething el se?

R | consider nyself as a Sri Lankan Canadi an, not as a fully
Canadi ani zed person

I Wat kind of identities do your sons have?

R My younger son who is 14 is nore British | think. Even ny

second son who is 21, he loves England. | don't think any of
themw |l ever go to Sri Lanka. M elder guy, he |loves the
States. He still has his Sri Lankan ways a little bit, but he

doesn't have a single Sri Lankan friend where he |ives.

I: Do you have many Sri Lankan friends?

R | do have lots of them | do bridal dressing so | have to be
in contact with Sri Lankans. That's very inportant. M children
can do that, but not me.

I: Do you have non-Sri Lankan friends? How did you conme to know
t hen®?

R Yes. | know themthrough [charitable agency]. | ama

vol unt eer worker there. And where | was working before, but not
many. But here, [the conputer training prograni, | have net good
friends.

I Wat kinds of Tami| traditions and practices do you keep?

[Religious activities are inportant to R She goes to the tenmple
when she's offered transportation. She's Hindu and is a devotee
of aliving Hndu saint inIndia. She told a |ong story about
the saint: One of her friends was facing crimnal charges and a
maxi mum prison term of eight years because of allegations by her
co-workers in a day care centre that she had mistreated sone
children. Her |awer recomrend she plead guilty but she refused.
She prayed to the saint and saw a vision. The courtroom was
packed with devotees of this saint. The judge ruled that she was
not guilty. R exclainmed: "No one would ever believe it!"
Meanwhi |l e this devotee had been witing a book about the saint.
Wthin three days of the verdict she published it.]

R I'mquite proud of ny culture. | had a cultural pageant.

First they said fashion show, but anyway | made it a cultura
pageant to show t hem how our peopl e back honme a few decades back
dressed in different ways. That is because of the different jobs
or profession they chose. Like a farmer will be different froma
man who goes out fi shing.

|: Does it depend on the caste?

R It depends on the caste and that becane the caste system But
| strongly, strongly don't believe in the caste system and
think it has to be eradicated. | hate that.

[R cooks Sri Lankan food, but she doesn't usually have tinme.
She considers cooking for one person a waste of tine.]

1. MARRI ACGE

I: When did you narry and how ol d were you?



[R married in 1966 at age of 23. Her husband was 28.]
I: Was it an arranged marri age?

[No. R 's husband had been her physics tutor. He was Catholic
and she Hi ndu.]

R So there was a bit of a stir in ny famly because..(pause). My
brother, who is a doctor now, when he was in nedical school, he
fell inlove with a Catholic girl and got married. It is very,
very, very comon here in Canada for people to get married when
are going to school. But in Sri Lanka it never happens, not even
0. 0001 percent | should say of people get married when they are
still going to school. They finish their schooling and they get
married. Supposing there is a narriage coming while they are in
school, that's it. They give up. M brother continued and they

had a baby. | really don't know, but that particular famly,
they were very religious, fanatics | should say. They broke ny
brother's marriage. | don't know whether I'mright to say that

but everybody back hone knows what happened. The church want ed
her to | eave, and when she left there were bouquets sent to her

to congratulate her. | always thought churches had to put two
peopl e together, not to separate them So when | fell in |ove
with a person who was also Catholic, ny nother, oh, |I had to hear

so much fromher! But | was rather determ ned and nmy nom sai d,
“Ck, go ahead, but if anything happens you are not coning back
to ne.”

| How did your husband's famly react?

R They also didn't like it at the beginning. But, my husband
being the el dest--. W were brought up in the city. He was
brought up in Jaffna. There the parents brainwash the children
that they have to |l ook after their younger brothers and sisters.
So nmy husband always felt that he should | ook after his el dest

sister, who was not married. So he said, | cannot get narried
until my sister gets married. She was already 29, 30, and it's
so tough to find a nan. It had to be a proposed narriage. So |

sai d okay, and we got engaged. Two nonths after we got engaged
her marriage was fixed.

| Even though you don't believe in caste, were you and your
husband of the same caste?

R Yes. But he conmes fromthe islands [off the Jaffna

peni nsula]. W people who are on the land, we really | ook down
on the people fromthe islands. But we never talk like that. |If
nmy mot her or ny sisters had said sonething bad, | woul d have had
alot to say, and I wouldn't have spoken to them again. They
know | amvery strong in ny ways.

l: Are there sub-divisions of castes?

R Even you find that one village--north, south, east, west--
peopl e who are north feel they are nore proud than the
sout herners.

[She told a story of how her family was anong the first in

Col ombo to allow a | ow caste servant to conme into their house

but her nother would not allow himin the kitchen. However, when
the servant was sick, her nmother would feed him They received a
ot of criticismfor this.]

R People, especially educated types, have changed their views
regardi ng caste. By and by, now it's dying.

I How rmuch education did you have?



[ Her husband had graduated fromuniversity. He was tutoring
several people, including the prime mnister's daughter. After
R 's tuition class was conpleted he went to Russia for further
school i ng.]

|: How did you get to know each other?

R M nother was a very strict lady. O course during the
tuition we got to know each other, but we never went out. | was
very scared of ny nmother. As soon as tuition was over, he had to
go off to Russia. | told himhe couldn't wite any letters to nme
because nmy nother would kill nme. The famous thing there is they
wite to a friend and the friend passes the letter on to you. It
so happened that girl was in love with himtoo. She wouldn't
give nme the letters. Wen there was no response, he knew there
was sonet hing going wong. So | thought, let us see what is

happening. In the nmeantime ny nother snelled it. He canme hone.
My not her asked nme. | said, “Yes.” She said, “You can't do
it.” There was a guy opposite our house. He liked ne. | said

“No way.” He was a Hindu. He had no responsibilities. He
al so had gone to Russia. They said, “Wat's the difference?”
VWhat they look at is their status, their job, their religion
But for me the man counts! But | was quite determ ned.

|: Did your husbhand's family ask for a dowy fromyour famly?

[ Her husband's family was quite poor. His nother died of a snake
bite just before he sat for his Olevel exams. He took on the
responsibility of |ooking after the famly's financial future.
His uncle took himto a good school in Jaffna and prom sed that
he woul d see himthrough university.]

R For themit was |like betting on a wi nning horse, he was so
clever. Then they brainwash himand it is engrained in their

m nds that they have to give a dowy to their sister to get the
sister married. The sister was so ordinary. She didn't go to
work. Her nother died, so she quit school early and started
cooking to look after the other five children. They all felt
very bad for this sister. The sister was getting old.

[R's husband had nany narriage proposals which included a dowy
and an additional "donation" which could be used for his sister's
dowy. Because of this need, R gave her entire savings of
25,000 Rupees for her husband's sister's dowy. She is proud of
this but she has kept it a secret fromher relatives.]

I: You see a |lot of weddings since you are a bridal dresser. How
are they changi ng conpared to back in Sri Lanka?

R \Where the cerenpny and culture is concerned, they try to

adhere to everything! | should say there are certain things

which we can't do in Canada and they are still trying to do them
Li ke inviting people. Back at home we would invite 500, 600, 800
people. They are still inviting |ike 400, 500 people. Having a

weddi ng back there is cheaper. Here it is $15 per head at |east.
It is so much nmoney they are throw ng!

The girls and the boys have changed a lot! | can quote you
some interesting things, which | can't believe | just heard! |
knew the grooms party. He got married to a pretty girl. He
used to bring that girl here. 1t was a very big wedding. Now
hear they are separated. These things that we never hear of! It
was partly the girl's nmother's involvenent. It's very unusual of

a Sri Lankan girl to do such a thing. Because this girl was very
pretty, it nust have gone to her head. But this boy was also so
silly. I don't know what happened. Such things we never hear of
in Sri Lanka!

Anot her one happened. That boy was here for about nineteen
years, the girl |1 knewin Sri Lanka. | dressed her for the
engagenment. The girl's party went to India to buy the sari, to



print the invitations. Such a big, grand wedding it was going to
be! Sunday, the father, nmother and the girl cane with the
engagenent phot ographs and showed ne. Wdnesday, | hear it is
broken. They got a letter fromthe boy's nother to say the
marriage is off. Why? No real reasons given! Later | hear the
girl is not up to their level. But | can't see what |evel they
are tal king!

|: Are people who are getting married here still concerned with
caste?

R Sonme, yeah. Now | talk so big about caste, but I'lIl tell
you, | ama hypocrite. If my son was going to say yes to a

proposed marriage and if they bring a girl froma real |ow caste,
| would think twice. But | tell other people, we have conme so
many niles away, it doesn't natter

I: Are nost of the narriages here proposed?

R There are quite a few arranged ones, but there are a few | ove
nmarri ages too.

[ She thinks there are nore here than in Sri Lanka, but even in
Sri Lanka it is changing].

R M brother-in-law told [ny niece] the other day, "Watever is
said and done, you nust get nmarried to a Sri Lankan boy." Now,
she goes to [University]. She asked, “Wwy?” They said, "O
course you have to because of our culture, blah, blah, and al
that. And see for how nmany years we are married." She said,
"That's the whole trouble. Even if you don't |ike each other you
carry on because you are a Sri Lankan couple. But why should you
suffer? |If you don't like that nan or the man doesn't |ike the

worman, you separate." So they are starting to think Iike the
Canadi ans. But | don't blanme them because they are Canadi an by
day and Sri Lankan by night. | feel very sorry for the young

chil dren because they are confused and they don't know who they
are. They like to intate the Western ways. Externally they are
changing. They are |ike the Canadi ans, they dress very well,

their hair is short. Internally we have not changed because we
had been in Sri Lankan for so long. But for them why woul dn't
they change? If | were they, | would al so change.

I: What is the last thing that will change in the young peopl e?

R Probably, | only hope, is the attachnment they have for their
parents. Here |I find after 16, 18, 20 years the [Canadian] girls
and the boys | eave their hones and they find a roomor an
apartrment. | only hope that will not happen. That they wll
stay with their parents for as long as they can

| Have you ever thought about re-nmarrying?

R No. Nowl'm50. | have ny set ways. | lived with ny
husband for 23 years. | got to know himwhen | was 19. | didn't
know any other man in ny life. W accepted the other person's
ways. It was so easy to get along. But nowif | get married to
soneone, he would be horrid! |If he doesn't like ny ways--. |
can never imagi ne another person. It scares me. And ny children
cone first. M husband would hamer themand | would just sit
and |augh. But if another man conmes and touches them | just
can't bear it. | will think he is ill-treating them | amvery
generous and liberal in my ways. Once ny children cone over, |
will try to give them whatever ny husband would if he were stil
alive. Wat if another man cones and doesn't say yes to it?
I"'mhappy as | amreally. | only want a man to pay the
nortgage, to shovel the snow, to cut the grass, to put the
garbage out. Why would | need a person? For financial help.
For a little bit of physical help. But | think if | have the



noney | can pay for that.

V. CH LDREN
| What expectations do you have for their nmarriages.

R The ideal thing would be for themto a marry Sri Lankan girl
Probably a H ndu. But now as tinme goes by and | talk to people
my own age, ny classmates, they said, "You can't be that hard.
You have to change. They are boys and they are on their own."
Now | feel that if they get nmarried to any girl, but a nice girl
a very sinple girl.

I: Wuld you try to arrange their narriages for then?

R | tried. One was a very nice girl. She is at the
[University]. She does Karnatic nusic but when she goes out to a
dance she dresses |ike a Canadian. They are people who can
adjust. And at home, they have two boys and two girls. They
have given the freedom but they are firmin certain ways. And
they liked ne alot. | liked not only the girls, but the boys
and the parents. But ny son said no. Anyway, ny children are not
going to listen to me. They are going to get narried to whonever
they want. They have already told ne.

| Do your sons speak Tanil?

[ The ol dest is fluent. The second stunbles, but is okay. The
youngest prefers to speak English.]

I: Do you think your sons have girlfriends?
R Yes.

| How do you feel about that?

R | want themto get married. | always say | want grandchilren
soon. But they can't change ne into an American or a Canadi an
over night. M eldest son had a girlfriend. | was quite

surprised. M/ son was an ideal son anobng all our relations. M
not her was here when we heard it. Qur first reaction was, “Wat
woul d ot her people think?” Fortunately or unfortunately that
didn't work out.

At this stage, if he cones across a nice girl, | mght say
yes. I'munfair by him because he's the eldest and he is such a
nice person. |I'mtrying to get everything ideal for him \When
it cones to his younger brothers I'Il give in.

[ When her second son infornmed her that he had a girlfriend he
told his nomthe girlfriend is just like her. This pronpted R
to comment on the affection between nothers and sons in Tanmil
culture.]

R | don't know howit is in the Western world, the boys in Sr
Lanka, whatever's said and done, they are towards their nother
And the girls are towards the father. It is a universal thing,
think, but it is nmanifested so obviously in our ways.

I: What kind of qualities do you want to see in your sons?

R | don't know if you consider education as a quality. For us
Sri Lankan Tanmils, education cones first. Oherw se, | would
like themto be hunble. Watever heights they rise to, they have
to be hunmble. They have to respect the elders. Honest. Kind to
their famly, their wife and children

[: What do you want for themout of life?



R | want themto be happy. N ce famly. Children. Gve ne
grandchil dren. Every nother hopes for this.

I: Do you think parenting is different for Sri Lankans living in
Canada?

[R explained that Sri Lankan parents in Canada tend to be nore
[enient in the way they allow their children to dress and in
allowing themto go out. However, she would divide Sri Lankans
into two categories, those fromvillages and those fromthe
capital city, Colonbo. Children fromthe city are famliar with
tenptati on. They know how to regul ate their own behavi our. They
have had experience with accepting and setting linmts. Those
fromvillages have usually experienced their parent's tight
control. Once in Canada, if they are given sone freedom they go
to excess. They try to be "nore Canadi an than the Canadi ans.”

It is much harder for themand their parents to adjust.]

V. PARENTS

I: Did you have any duties or obligations towards your parents
when you were growi ng up and do you now?

R M father died when | was 17. M nother never expected
anything fromus. Very unusual. Very unusual. The parents back
at honme expected a lot fromtheir sons. Financial, physica

hel p, any sort of help. They feel that they have that right over
their sons. But the daughters, once they get married, they don't
have any [obligations to their parents]. But, with ny brother

nmy mot her said, “As long as you study, becone a doctor, you earn
for yourself, don't give us anything.” | think it's wong.

When we grew up it was each one for ourselves. | feel that there
was no feeling for each other in our famly. Financially we were
okay. But | could see nmy nother's sister next door. They were
not in a good position, but they feel so nuch for each other

Fam lies that are not so well-to-do, they are nore united.

[R described how her nother was strict and sonetines hit her,
even at the age of 21. She joked that in Sri Lanka you can't
dial 911.]

I: Did you have any obligations to your husband' s parents?

[R had obligations, not only to her husband's parents, but also
to his siblings. They agreed to support her husband's brother

t hrough university. He lived with themwhile he studied. This
is the brother-in-law who is now in Canada. They have a good
relati onship.]

R But when the younger sister got narried, they needed the
dowy. So, they had the other two brothers. What | felt was we

gave dowy for the elder girl. And we educated the younger boy
after our marriage. And for a short tinme we were sendi ng noney
monthly. | felt it was nothing but fair for the two boys to get

toget her and give a dowy for the one sister. But the sister
expected sonmething fromus. At that point we said no. This is
what happens there. They expect a |lot fromthe brothers.

VI. RELATI VES

I: Do you think the expectations and obligations that Tanils have
for their famlies decrease when they cone to Canada?

R It depends. Sone families are still doing it.

[She told of a boy in Canada who gave a dowy for his sister and
paid for her wedding, including the jewelry, the sari and ot her



weddi ng expenses, to the point where he had no cash to pay her
for her bridal dressing services.]

I: Is there one person in your famly who tries to keep everyone
in the extended fanmly in contact?

[R's nother tries. R 's fenmale cousin also plays this role.
Her children are married. Her husband is with an internationa
agency, so she travels a lot. Wen she is in Canada or Engl and
she has a get-together and invites all the relatives.

| Does your family consider it inmportant to keep in contact?

[R's cousin fromAustralia drew up a famly tree and sent it to
all the relatives. Because her grandfather nmarried twi ce and had
ten children she has a large extended fanily which is dispersed

t hrough Canada, England and Australia. R did not even know sone
of the nanes on the tree. "That was a good thing to keep us
updated with our relatives, to see how many kids they have and
all that. She did a great job!"]

VI1. OTHER ATTI TUDES/ NORMS
I What kind of advice do you give the brides who you dress?

[Wth nost brides she only tal ks about things pertaining to the
wedding. But if a bride is close to her she will give advice.]

R Especially if it is an inter-religious marriage. | would
hear that the parents are not happy. | would say, "I too got
married to a person who was not of my own religion. But still |
was so happy. W would have fought about so many ot her things--
every day is not a bed of roses--but nothing where religion is
concer ned. "

[ her advice she gives themis to keep their noney in a joint
account, to consider his relatives as hers, to trust each other,
not to lie and not to fight over small matters.]

R Never, ever lie to him Love is based on trust. \Where there
is no trust the foundation is not there. The whole castle you
build is going to topple. Trust is basic.

|: Are you seeing nore inter-religious nmarriages here?
R Yes.
. What about inter-caste nmarriages?

R When it conmes to caste we don't talk about it. O course ny
rel ati ves know what | am Supposing you were tal king about caste
and | belong to a | ow caste, ny feelings would be so different.

I would be angry that you asked nme that question. O sonetines,
others woul d be open and say what they feel about it. Wen a
girl comes | would never ask about caste. | don't even ask who
is the man she is narrying. It is not fair

I: Do you see many inter-racial marriages?

[Her neice is married to a white Canadian. R considers him
"very nice."]



