Et hni ¢ G oup: Tami |
I nt ervi ew nunber: 8
Dat e: June 15, 1993
Pl ace: Toronto

Denographi c I nformation

Gender: femal e

Age: 45

Place of Birth: Jaffna, Sri Lanka

Rel i gi on: Hindu

Marital Status: married

Educati on: Advanced- | evel

Qccupation: seanstress for Scarborough conpany for 4 years
Husband’ s occupati on: engi neer, salary = approx. $35, 000
Children: twi n sons, age 21; daughter, age 17

Interviewer’'s Comments:

The respondent, “Mano” is the nother of one of ny fornmer

university classmates, “Suresh.” | asked Suresh if | could
interview his nother. He explained ny project to her and set a
tine. | did not speak to his nother until | went to their hone.

They live in a large newWy-built town house in Scarborough. They
have a garage and snmall car. The house is well furnished and

tidy. | was taken to the Iiving room which adjoins a dining room
A polished wooden clock in the shape of Africa hangs on the dining
roomwall. | could see no relics from Sri Lanka.

| asked Mano if we could conduct the interview at the dining room
table rather than the Iiving roomcouch. She dusted the table
first, and gave ne a newspaper so | could wite w thout nmarking
the table. Suresh served me a cup of tea. | did not nmeet his
twin brother. In the interview Suresh is the son who is nentioned
for giving his nother advice and wanting to be a doctor. His twin
is mentioned for his refusal to do any work around the house.

M GRATI ON HI STCRY/ FAM LY BACKGROUND

Interviewer: Wen did your fanmily |l eave Sri Lanka and cone to
Canada?

[Interviewer summary: the family had lived in a village in Jaffna
until the three children were of school age. Then they noved to
the town of Jaffna so the kids could attend better schools. In
1980 t he husband got an engi neering contract with a Zanbi an mni ning
conpany. There the famly prospered financially. They canme to
Canada in 1987 when children were 15 (twin sons) and 11 (daughter)
for the sake of the children's higher education

I: Who cane originally? Did others cone to join then? Wo is
still in Sri Lanka? How much contact do you have?

[ The respondent was first of her family of origin to cone to
Toronto. Her brother arrived in Mntreal one nonth before. He
stayed with a cousin. Wthin the first year another cousin cane
to Toronto and stayed with her famly. The fam |y was obligated
to provide their hone.]

Respondent: Qur relatives, if they cone new to Canada and we cane
before, they don't realize that we are draining out our resources.
They come and stay in our house. W don't say no. Qur society is
like that. They'll say, “Ch, nmy sister is here, ny cousinis
here.” 1It's really hard because you can't say anything to them
Back hone we entertain people. |If sonmeone conmes we don't have to
cook the food--we have it, because we don't cook just enough for
five people. If | cook at hone even now | don't cook just enough
for us. 1'mnot used to that. | always cook nmore. So when they
cone, you cannot say, “l can not afford to keep you.”



That was a really hard tine.

[R's parents, one sister and two brothers are now in Canada, as
wel | as several extended family menbers.]

. Tal k about your arrival in Canada and your first experiences.
Were did you settle? Wo hel ped you? How did you support
your sel ves at the beginning?

R In Zanbia we had a very good life. M husband' s conpany gave
himthe car, the house, the furniture, [house maids and security
guards]. Even they paid for our kid s education. Expatriates are
paid very well there. And it's nice weather. O course [it was a
sacrifice for us to cone here], but for the kids we were prepared
to do anything. W wanted themto do well in life. That's why we
cane here. M husband used to say we canme from heaven to hell. |If
we lived in Zanmbia ny children couldn't do any hi gher education
Back hone the big goal is nedicine. And the second goal is

engi neering. Fromthere accountancy, and things like that. So
when ny son said he wanted to be a doctor | didn't want to say no
But | didn't want to send himaway. He got admission to
[university] with 95.3 average and he got a schol arship. The
children were so bright. That's why we wanted to come here: to
gi ve them a good education

[The fami |y brought savings of $10,000. They rented an apart nment
in Toronto, bought a TV, furniture, pots and pans, etc. Their
noney was gone within three nonths, so they went on welfare for
one year until they got work permts and | anded i nm grant status.
The strain of adjusting, financial problens and uncertainty about
whet her they would be allowed to stay in Canada brought on marita
conflict. R described the problens as, “minor, but sometines
terrible. My husband kept losing his temper for nothing.”

| DENTI TY

I: Wat identities matter nost to your famly? (eg. Canadi an
Tam |, Sri Lankan, South Asian) Has this changed since you cane to
Canada?

R | would say I'ma Sri Lankan Tami|l. |'mproud to say that.
don't want to be a Canadian. That's what | tell my children. But
the children want to be Canadi ans.

I: Who are your close friends? (SL Tanmils, Canadi ans, others?)
How much contact do you have with Sri Lankan Tanmil s?

[ Most of her friends are Sri Lankan Tanils, plus few Canadi ans and
others. Al the Sri Lankan Tam |s she nmentioned are relatives.

Gat herings at birthday parties were once comobn, but are becom ng
rarer. The extended fam |y usually neets at weddi ngs.]

|: What are your traditional cultural practises? How often do you
foll ow t hen?

[R likes to go to tenple every Friday if she can. She fasts on
Friday nornings. She always cooks Sri Lankan food. On Friday she
observes the practice of serving vegetarian food. She wears sari
and potu to the tenmple and to weddi ngs. ]

|: Do other Tami|ls affect your day to day behaviour?

R | believe no one can change. | used to tell my son, sometines
he says that his father is so dictative. | used to tell him
“When you becone a father you will also becone |ike that because
it's in your blood.” CQur people, they are like that, the nen,

the boys. They don't do a single thing at hone. My daughter keeps
asking ne, “What's the difference? Wy do | have to do and they



don't have to?” What can | say? | have no answer. Qur peopl e,
the girls (pause). Wen | was a young girl in Sri Lanka | could
not go anywhere by nyself. M father would not let ne. He was so
strict. Only little by little we are changing. | can not practice
that on ny daughter

[R seeks advice and support about child-raising fromher co-
wor kers. She strongly rejects the advice of her male relatives
(brothers and uncles), even though it is offered.]

R Sonetimes | talk at work at lunchtime. They'll ask nme, “Do
your children help at hone?” Now they know about the way we
live, so they keep telling nme, “You are bringing up a child just
i ke your husband. So that nmeans his wife is going to suffer
because she is not going to do things the way you do.” So one day
| asked him “Look, you are not washing your plates, you are not
doi ng anything at hone. So if you get a wife, she m ght run away

fromyou.” He said, “No nother, because you are nmy nom| am
doing that. | amnot washing the di shes because you are not going
to run away fromnme. If it is my wife l would not do that.” He

is very smart.

[ She tal ked about how she takes the advice of her children
seriously, particularly her sons.]

R Now the world is changing. The kids can advise us. Their
thinking is nore advanced.

MARRI AGE

I: When did you get married? How old were you and your husband?
How wel | did you know hi n®?

[They married in 1970. R was 23, her husband was 25 or 26. It
was a traditional arranged marriage involving horoscopes. Her
father gave a dowy of a house, jewelry and noney. The coupl e had
no unsupervi sed contact until after the wedding.]

R The thali is the marriage license. |If the husband dies before
wi fe she has to take it off and put it on the coffin.

I How much education did you both have then? Later?

[Both had finished their schooling. She had reached A-level. He
was a qualified engineer with a job. It is customary that nmen do
not marry until their careers are established.]

| What were your occupations then? Later?

[R had considered becom ng an accountant, but in order to

continue her education she had to nove to anot her province. Her
father insisted that she live with an aunt and uncl e rather than
in a hostel. Because she did not |ike the aunt, she refused to

go. ]

I: Is your marriage like that of your parents? |If there are
di fferences, do you think the differences are better or worse?
for you? your husband?

[R’'s marriage is traditional. The non-traditional narriage is a
“l ove match. "]

R Sone people go in love. |If they go like that they would not be
respected those days. But now things are changing, even in Sri
Lanka.

. Would your marriage relationship be nmuch different if you were
still living in Sri Lanka? How has it changed since com ng here?



R It's the same. That's why |I'mhaving a very hard tine. Unti

| came to Canada we didn't have any problens. After we cane to
Canada we had | ots of problens. Because he couldn't adjust. W
had financial problens as well. For him he always had whatever
he wanted. Throughout his life he didn't have a problemat all
After coming here he had lots of stress. He couldn't bear it. He
has to put it on sonebody else. So | amthere to receive it. And
the children, they didn't like it. They just cane and talked to
him “Wiy are you doing that?” He didn't |like that. He thought
the children were not respecting him and that they wanted to take

nmy side, and that | amteaching themsonething. | couldn't
beli eve he did those things. Even now | can't believe it. Now
he's changing. | think he nust have realizing that he can't

demand and dictate |like before. Now that the world is changing
and the children are growing. He has to change a bit too. The
only thing is he wants to be the boss. He doesn't understand that
the children are big. He can't shout at them

|: Did you ever think about divorce? Under what circunstances
woul d Tam |s divorce? Do you know of anyone who has di vorced?

R At one stage ny children told me we'll go out and live
somewhere el se, leaving him | didn't want to do that. He was
behaving like that, you know. Wen we don't listen to him he was
doing it nore and nore. But | said to ny children, for me, I'm
happy if my children do well in life. But | have to be with ny
husband. |I'mhappy if I'mwith himonly. | like to be with h
all my Iife. \Whether he's good or bad. Sonetinmes he's a litt
bit dominating. But that's the way he was brought up and t hat
the way he is. He can not change. A little bit he Is changin
At | east we should be happy for that.
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[R said all her Sri Lankan friends have the sane probl ens, but
they don't divorce. The main reason is that children of the

di vorced coupl e do not receive respect fromthe comunity. Her
children have told her they don't care about what the community
t hi nks. ]

R 99% of our marriages don't break. Even if the husband is a
drunkard and hits the wife, she doesn't go out of the house. She
just keeps crying inside the house. That's the way our lives are.
Maybe 1% wi Il break. Nowadays |'mhearing a bit. But in Sri
Lanka we don't hear about divorces. Sonetimes the husband keeps
anot her |ady and comes back to the wife. Even that tine the wife
doesn't say anything. M husband does not do that anyway.

CHI LDREN

I: Did you have the nunmber and sex of children you wanted?

[Yes. After the twins were born her husband wanted a daughter.]
|: Do your children speak Tami|? Do they follow Tanm | custons?
[The fam |y speaks English in the hone. The children can speak
Tam |, but not wite. One son is asking nother to practice
speaking Tami| with him R feels rewarded when her children go

with her to the tenple or to visit relatives.]

R [regardi ng expectations for her children [ooking after their

parents in their old age]: |I'Il be happy if they do that. But |'m
not like my parents. M parents are relying on nmy brothers. But
| don't want to be a burden to ny children. | want to be on ny

own. And whatever we have, we will give to the children when we
di e.

I: What are the main things you want for your children?



R | want themto do well in life. They have to have a good j ob.
They should be able to handle financial problems. They have to
stand on their own. | think they'll do it.]

[ More of her comrents were focused on her expectations for her
children's marriages. She expects her sons to marry after 25 and
after they find their jobs. Her daughter will nmarry around 22 or
23, so long as she is "a little bit mature.” They plan to give
her a dowy. The famly has all agreed (both parents reluctantly)
that the children will select their own partners.]

R 1'mnot going to say anything for their wedding. Wat can

do? Do | have a choice? Sone people, they chase their children
and they beat up their children. W are not going to do that. W
can not |ose the children. People who hit their children for
falling in love are stupid. It is not worth it to |lose the
chi | dren.

| What are your expectations about dating? Are they the sane for
your sons and daughters?

R For us, we don't like dating. W are not used to it. Do you
think ny children are not dating? | don't say anything. | don't
like it, but what can | do? No choice. | told [nmy daughter], boys
can go the way they want. They go somewhere, they stay the night
and come back. It's okay. But you are not supposed to. She
asks, “What's the difference? Wy can't | go?” So | had to
expl ai n about everything. | told her for us, we have sex only
with one person, with the husband, and that only after the

marri age, not before. W are not supposed to. | told her we have
to be very careful. That's all | can say. | can't go behind her
and see what she is doing. | told all three of them “I trust
you,” and “You have to be honest.” That's all | can say.

I How would you feel if your children married a non-Tanil?

R | would prefer if they marry an Asian girl. | would be happier
if they get married to a Sri Lankan. The only thing | worry about
is they have to stick together throughout their life. | don't say
t he Canadi ans don't live together, but it's not very hard for them
to split. For us it's very hard to split. W are not respected
inthe famly. And we don't have the heart to split. | can not
do that. | can make any anmpunt of noney, but | won't be happy. |
don't stick to nmy husband because of nmoney. | can't live wthout

him That's the only way | can explain it.

[R said one of her son told her the only reason Sri Lankan

marri ages work is because if the husband says, “Shut up,” the
wife shuts up. R ’'s concern is, first, that her daughters-in-I|aw
shoul d be able to put up with her sons' demands and, second, that
her sons not be so denmanding that their wives “run away."”]

I Has your parenting changed since conming to Canada?

[R considers her owmn style of parenting as generous, not too
strict or narrow nminded, conpared to other Sri Lankans. The

bi ggest change is in their treatnment of their daughter, allow ng
her to go out with her friends and dress as she wants.]

R My husband doesn't want ny daughter to wear nini-skirts and
shorts. But he |loves her so nuch, he can't say anything to her
He just shouts at ne. | amlike a drum you see. M son keeps
telling me, “Don't put up a big wall. Put up a net so that big
things won't go through.” [Interviewer’s note: her son's advice
refers to the kinds of restrictions she places on the daughter
his sister.]

R I'mgiving in alot for her. But my daughter is very good.
She understands. She has told one of ny friends at work, “For



the sake of my nother | just keep quiet. | don't want to go out
too often, because ny dad keeps putting pressure on her.”
PARENTS

I: Are they still living? How often do you contact then?

[Her parents live in Scarborough. The famly visits them Her
husband's nother lives in Jaffna. He would [ike to visit her but
can not because of the political situation.]

I: Are there any ways you help then? How do they help you?

[The family regularly sends nobney to R 's nother-in-law. Her
br ot hers sponsored and support her parents.]

R We have lots of commitnents. W are supposed to | ook after
only the nother-in-law, but if you have a flexible heart you | ook
after the others too. Sone people don't. |It's not a rule, but if
you say no, it's not nice.

I: Is your famly typical in this way? Wat is the typica
arrangenent with parents? Is it different here than in Sri Lanka?

[ Sri Lankan sons are responsible for | ooking after their parents.

They performinportant functions at their parent's funeral. |If
they cannot, the closest nale relative will fill in. R said
"It's a matter of pride to do that." However, her husband wil |

not go back in case he gets stuck in Sri Lanka. H's duty to his
own family conmes first.]

OTHER RELATI VES
I: Siblings. Where are they living? How nmuch contact?

[R has two brothers and one sister in Canada. Her other four
brothers live in France, Gernmany, England and Sri Lanka, and her
other sister is in Australia. Her parents keep themin contact by
occasi onal phone calls. Her husband's nmother and three sisters
are in Sri Lanka. H's brother is dead, so her husband has the
sole responsibility for looking after his nmother. R 's husband's
nephew, whose father is deceased, has lived with the fanmily for 6
years. He is now 20. The fanily has so far given $8,000 to
support him The nephew works and sends renittances to his nother
and younger siblings.

R | keep ny brothers at |length because they conment on ny Kids.
| don't want to hear that. For me, ny kid are perfect. | think
nmy brother is stupid. He didn't do anything to help bring up ny
kids. He can comrent when he has his own kids.

| Extended fam|y? nieces, nephews, aunts, uncles, cousins?

R | have lots of relatives here, and | have | ots of problens
also. | don't contact nost of them If | talk to them and if |
say sonething, it will fly around and cone back to ne in a
different form They just gossip--internal politics! The first
wrong thing in Canada is that |ocal tel ephone calls are free of
charge! Sonetinmes | see them at weddi ngs. Nowadays | don't invite
any of them hone. | have one or two cousins who are |ike close
friends. Most of ny relatives | don't associate with.

I: Is there anyone in your fam |y who keeps everyone toget her?
[R used to do that, but has stopped. One problemwas |ack of

time to attend social occasions. Another was hurtful gossip. She
al so has had to face disapproval fromrelatives about her



parenting, her children's behaviour and her own non-adherence to
Tam | custons, |ike not wearing potu whenever she | eaves the
house. Al nost gleefully she told about a tine she and her sister
had shared some "tal k" because their nost self-righteous brother
("this Tami|l-culture man") had brought his wife to a function
wearing a tight skirt.]

|: Do your relatives expect anything fromyou? Wat?

R No matter how much you do, they don't appreciate it. On
principle, I'mtelling ny kids, if someone is asking for your
hel p, go and help them If they don't ask and you hel p t hem
after a tinme they will send you their boots! This is ny
experience. Now | want to stay out. | was trying to keep ny
fam |y together, but it's not worth it.

ATTI TUDES AND NCRM5

I Wiat would you say are sone of the main attitudes of Tamils
towards the famly?

[ Speaki ng about her role as nother, she conpl ai ned several tines
t hat her husband and sons did no work in the hone. But she said

this is typical of "our Sri Lankan men." She feels she nust work
for them For exanple, when her son cones hone late at night, "If
| don't cook the food and give him he won't eat. | can't let ny

child starve."]

R Now ny daughter is a vegetarian. | don't mind vegetarian food.
But it is hard for me to cook vegetarian food for her and non-
vegetarian for the others. One son eats very hot food, the other

only takes it mld. It's really hard. And if | talk about these
things they' Il laugh at me. They'll say |I'mcrazy. But,

famly, | hope that this way |'mkeeping it together. |If | am not
doing these things | amnot the nother. It's |ike a hostel

R [conmenting on her husband’s role]: He has to | ook after the
famly. To bring in the noney, the finances. That's the way.

[R's husband and children give all their earnings to her. She
nmakes the budget, nanages and spends the noney. ]

[R believes both parent's desire to keep the children at hone
unites the fanmly. R tells her husband not to object to
children's activities too strongly for fear that they will |eave
hore. ]

R Even if we have problens, both of us love the children so much,
that's the link. Sone of the ways we have | think are better. The
famly life especially. Even if we have problenms we just tolerate
them We don't go to the extent of breaking up the famly.]

[R believes crime, drug abuse and major social problens are
related to fanily break-up.]

I: Is this changing for Tam|ls in Canada? How?

R The tone of parents is changing. You can't help it. You have
to change. You can't have it both ways. You can't live like a
Sri Lankan and live in Canada. They children spend nost of their
time with the Canadi ans. They adapt thenselves to the Canadi an
ways. They have to inpress their friends. But | hope ny children
are a bit understanding.

I: Do you ever think about going back to Sri Lanka pernmanently?

[Inthe first place, R does not want to | eave her children, and
they see thensel ves staying in Canada. ]



R | don't have any idea of going back because our country is so
bad. W won't fit in there after alnost 15 years. W wouldn't
have any friends and we have to go and search for the relatives.
We don't know anyone.]

I: If arecently married couple who just canme to Canada cane to
you for advice what would you tell then?

[ She woul d not give any advice to a new Sri Lankan coupl e.]



