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Timely Enumerations Concerning Sri Lanka
Oliver Rice

Those are the central mountains,
the surrounding plains,
the coasts of mangrove, lagoon, river delta.

This 1s the temple compound
where the rite will begin this morning
exactly at the hour of Buddha’s enlightenment.

A muttering rises from the roadway
where already, the curfew lifted,
the prawn sellers are out.

That 1s a tea estate,

a rubber,

a coconut,

where coolies live and die.
There 1s a graphite mine
where they dig on their knees.

This i1s the assistant in the ceremony arriving,
who otherwise drives a three wheel taxi,

and these are the brushes, the paints,

the ritual mirror he bears.

The koha birds begin their proclamations

to the boutiques in the new town,

the tenements in the old town,

to the enclaves of the Tamil Hindu minority,
the Sinhalese Buddhist majority.

Those are the relics of the Portuguese occupation,
the Dutch,

the British,
of the struggle for independence.

Here 1s the ladder propped before the sculpture,
and this 1s the artist, regally attired,

climbing meticulously, rung by rung,

his back to the carving,

who otherwise keeps records for the tax collector.

The sun rises again on the headlines,
the beggars at the railroad station,
the fish drying on the beach.

Those are the sites of bloodshed
between the government and the insurgents,
villages where massacres have occurred,



rooms where captives were tortured,
grounds where they were surreptitiously buried.

This 1s the assistant holding the mirror

for the artist to view the stone face,

and here 1s the artist painting, over his shoulder,
the eyes of the statue,

whereupon it 1s transformed into the god.

Someone walls behind the rusty bars of a window.

That i1s a convoy of tanks,

an elder fixing his shoes under an umbrella,

a boy 1n a bullock cart with a rag around his head,
a film of smog on the palm leaves,

debris from the bombing of a casino.

This 1s the artist being led away blindfolded.
A dog fight breaks out in the schoolyard.

That 1s a souvenir shop,
attended by a girl in a white sarong.
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ABSTRACT

There are many studies that focus upon the lives and experiences of the children of migrants
born in the settlement country, the group known as the second generation. Yet, there are few.
iIf any that explore the experiences of the middle class Sri Lankan Tamil second generation in
the UK. This study looks to remedy this by comparing the experiences of the educated middle
class second generation in the UK with their contemporaries in Sri Lanka. By focusing on two
complimentary research sites the study provides an insight into how the experiences of the
first generation 1n Sr1 Lanka may have influenced responses and reactions to their children
born and brought up in the UK. This empirical research is therefore unique in that it focuses
on the Sr1 Lankan Tamil middle class second generation and presents a comparison of both

ends of the migratory journey.

This study 1s a qualitative piece of research involving two periods of fieldwork in Sri Lanka
and the UK. 3-months were spent in Colombo, Sri Lanka from June 2005 to September 2005
and in the UK, London and Leeds were the fieldwork sites, with interviewing from January
2006 to April 2006. Both 1n Sr1 Lanka and the UK, through a process of strategic sampling as
a result of snowballing, the participants were educated, middle class Sri Lankan Tamils of

both genders and between the ages of 14-34.

The thesis focuses upon three main themes, pre-marital relationships and marriage, traditional
practices and migration. Firstly, there has been a clear shift away from the traditional model
of arranged marriage both in Sri Lanka and the UK, however there still remains the
expectation to marry within caste, class, religious and most importantly ethnic boundaries.
The number of individuals choosing to marry out is increasing, yet this appears to be more
accepted 1n Sri Lanka than the UK. Both in Sri Lanka and the UK cultural traits like the
coming of age ceremony are gradually declining, however the main concern in the UK
amongst the second generation 1s that the Tamil language is disappearing. For many this has a
direct link to ethnic identity and there is a worry that this will continue to erode. Directly
related to this 1s the weakening of practical and emotional ties between the second generation
In the UK and Sr1 Lanka. The tsunami in 2004 encouraged many young Sri Lankan Tamils to
fund raise and send financial remittances to family, friends and charities in Sri Lanka.
However, four years on there 1s increasing transnational redundancy and severing of ties with

Sri Lanka evident in the responses and experiences of the second generation in the UK.
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GLOSSARY

SARI/SAREE - Traditional dress for women worn mainly on the Indian Sub continent. Made up

of the sari blouse (choli), petticoat and a long piece of unstitched material, which is wrapped

around the body.

THALI KODI - Necklace and pendant given by the groom to the bride during the wedding

ceremony. It is a symbol of union, similar to that of the wedding ring or band. Both Hindu and

Christian women wear the thali, however the image on the pendant differs. For Hindu women it is

usually an image of a Hindu God, like Lakshmi, while Christian women have an image of a dove,

cross or Bible.

VESHTI - Traditional dress for Sri Lankan Tamil men consisting of a long piece of unstitched

material worn like a sarong. Normally worn with a cotton shirt.

SAMATHIYA VEEDU - ‘Coming of Age’ ceremony for young Sri1 Lankan Tamil girls when

they begin menstruating.

VELLALA/VELLALAR - The largest and most dominant Sri1 Lankan Tamil caste, a group who

were originally farmers and landowners.

SHALWAR KAMEEZ - Traditional South Asian trouser suit worn by both men and women
consisting of a loose tunic (kameez) and trousers (shalwar). Worn throughout the Indian sub

continent, the outfit is most commonly associated with Pakistan and Bangladesh.

SHERWANI — National dress for men in Pakistan, the sherwani is a doublet-like coat worn with

shalwar trousers. Many Sri Lankan men are adopting the dress for wedding ceremonies.

ARANGATREM - Organised formal graduation of Sri Lankan Tamil dancers, musicians and
singers. Often attended by over one hundred people, the arangetram is the official showcase ot an

individual or groups expertise in the Sr1 Lankan Tamil arts.



CHAPTER ONE

An Introduction to the Sri Lankan Tamil Second Generation

"He told the boy how the Tamils had lived in the North and the East of Sri Lanka
for hundreds of years before Sri Lanka became independent and how, after
independence, the Sinhala government refused to recognise their aspirations, to
give them autonomy, or the right to self-determination. Tamil people were not
asking for anybody else’s country, he said. They only wanted to live in peace in
their own country where they have lived for centuries to carve out their own
destiny. Rajan’s parents who fled after the riots in 1983 were living proof of why
Tamils couldn’t live in dignity under the Sinhalese’.

“That’s 1t?’ asked Rajan. ‘That’s what the struggle is about?’

The priest looked at the boy with undisguised annoyance. Are you plain stupid or
simply 1nsensitive? He wanted to ask. ‘Is that not enough for you?’ Do you want
them to want more?’

“That’s not what | meant,” Rajan said. ‘It’s a good thing to want to be free. To be
able to do what you want without anybody telling you what to do or think. To have
selt-determination’. He looked at the priest squarely for the first time since getting
in the car. ‘But 1s self-determination only for your people in Sri Lanka? Do I have

no freedom to choose my destiny? Even when I could do so, by living here, in
Melbourne!” (Wickremesekera, 2005: 90-91")

Many authors have retlected upon the experiences of the second generation, born and raised
in the settlement country of their parents, considering how the generation born to migrant
parents organise and balance the often competing norms and values of the country of origin
with those of the settlement society (Anwar, 1998; Shaw, 2000; 2001; Ballard, 1977; 1990;
1994; 2003; Hussain, 2005; Hall, 2002; Eade, 1992; 1997). This thesis focuses on the Sri
Lankan Tamil diaspora in the UK, analysing how and why the second generation, born and
raised in Britain, experience their lives. However, this study is not simply a narrative ot the
second generation in the UK. The work is more importantly a comparison of the middle class

Tamil second generation in the UK to those of the same age in Colombo, Sr1 Lanka.

In the extract above, the interplay between the priest, of the first generation, and the young Sri
Lankan Tamil man of the second generation in Australia, highlights the complexities of the
relations between older and younger people in the aftermath of migration, settlement and

integration. The priest’s shock and frustration at the young man’s limited knowledge of the

' Extract from the novel ‘Distant Warriors’, a story detailing the experiences of the Sri
[Lankan Tamil diaspora in Australia, the lives of the second generation growing up in
Melbourne and the complexities these individuals face in balancing the expectations and
values of the Tamil community with the norms of their everyday Australian lives.



Sri Lankan conflict and the teenager’s need for freedom and independence in the settlement

country, are reoccurring ideas throughout this thesis and although the novel is set in Australia,

the themes and ideas presented clearly resonate with the UK.

My interest in the British Sri Lankan Tamil community began with the completion of my
undergraduate dissertation that analysed the political links between the ‘home’ country Sri
Lanka and diaspora networks in Europe, more specifically the UK (Cowley-Sathiakumar,
2002). During this research I began socialising with younger Sri Lankan Tamils and was
naturally drawn to their thoughts, opinions and experiences. The desire to understand how the
experiences of the first generation migrants have affected their children born and raised in the

UK motivated me to produce a comparative study of the first and second generation for my

MA thesis. This formed the pilot study of the PhD research that followed (Cowley-
Sathiakumar, 2004). '

1.1 Contributions of the Research
This study explores the lives of the Sr1 Lankan Tamil second generation in the UK through a
comparison with those of a similar age and socio-economic position in the country of origin,

Sr1 Lanka. The main research questions guiding this study focus upon —

e How has the migratory journey of the second wave of Sri Lankan Tamil migrants to
the UK had an effect upon the rituals and traditional practices of the diaspora
community and their children, the second generation?

e How do the lives of the second generation in the UK compare to those of their peers
in Colombo, Sri Lanka? Do these groups construct their identities difterently? Are

there specific practices and rituals that remain similar?

e How have transnational exchanges altered with the second generation? Are

transnational links weakening or simply changing shape?

There are numerous studies that focus upon the lives and experiences of the children of
migrants, known as the second generation’. However, to my knowledge, at present there are
no empirical studies that explore the experiences of the Sri Lankan Tamil second generation
in the UK or any other diaspora settlement country. Any work that has been completed tends

to focus upon the children of the more recent migrants of refugee status’. There are a number

2 See chapter four for definitions of the ‘second generation’ and discussion of existing work.
> For example Maja Jacobsson’s unpublished MA thesis that explores contact between young
Sri Lankan Tamils in the UK and Sri Lanka. However. most of the participant’s parents came



of works of fiction that highlight the issues facing the younger generation of Sri Lankan

Tamils in settlement countries like Australia®, yet literary work and research on the group in

Britain remains limited.

Also few, if any, studies of the second generation in the UK highlight the differences and
similarities of the lives of those in both the country of origin and the settlement country. By
focusing on both research sites the study also provides an insight into how the experiences of
the first generation in Sri Lanka may have influenced how they respond and react to their
children born and brought up in the UK. Therefore, this empirical research study is unique on
three interwoven levels, firstly by exploring the Sri Lankan Tamil second generation,
secondly by focusing upon the middle class children of the second wave of migrants (Daniel.
1995; 1996; 1997) and thirdly by presenting a comparison of both ends of the migratory
journey as a means by which to understand the lives of the Sri Lankan Tamil second

generation in the UK in a more detailed and inclusive manner.

To gather the data for this study I conducted 57 in-depth, semi-structured interviews in total,
37 mn Sr1 Lanka and 20 in the UK with both men and women aged between 14-34 years old.
To do this I completed a 3-month period of fieldwork in Sri Lanka from June 2005 to
September 2005. In the UK the fieldwork also lasted 3 months from January 2006 to April

2006°.

1.2 Outline of Chapters
This thesis has nine chapters, of which Chapter Two and Three provide the theoretical

background and literary review. These chapters place the study within wider cross-
disciplinary theoretical debates, current literature and contemporary research studies. Chapter
Four introduces the reader to the second generation. Chapter Five outlines the methodological

framework of this thesis and Chapters Six to Nine present and discuss the data analysis of this

empirical, experience-based research study.

Chapter Two provides a review of the literature concerning South Asian migration to Britain
and the differing experiences of journey, arrival and settlement (Ballard, 1994; Brah, 1996;
Modood et al, 1997; Parekh, 1997; 2000; Peach, 2006). The chapter then considers the main

reasons for Sri Lankan Tamil migration to the UK and the social and political factors that

to the UK in the third wave of migration (Daniel, 1996: 1997) or the individuals themselves
hold or have held refugee status.

' See ‘Walls’ and ‘Distant Warriors’ by Channa Wickremesekera for examples of fictional
literature exploring themes of ‘belonging’, “identity’ and the second generation in Australia.
> See Section 5.5, Appendix B and Appendix C for further detailing of the research sample.




encouraged and later forced migration. The different waves of migrants that left Sri1 Lanka
from the 1950°s through to the present time are also highlighted (Daniel, 1996; 1997). The
third wave of migrants, the affluent, high caste students are then focused on as the parents of
the second generation this study is primarily concerned with. The arrival and settlement
pattern of the Sri Lankan Tamil migrants is then presented. Finally, a review of the literature
on the integration of ethnic minority migrants (Parekh, 1998; 2002; Wieviorka, 1995; 1998:
Alleyne, 2002; Faist, 2000; Martinello, 1998; Spivak, 1990; Said, 1993) 1s considered in

relation to the Sri1 Lankan Tamil diaspora experience.

The chapter then becomes more specifically concerned with some of the elements of
migration that are directly applicable to the Sr1 Lankan Tamil community. The 1dea ot forced
migration and displacement is considered, transnationalism 1n relation to the second
generation and the preservation of links between Sri Lanka and the UK (Van Hear, 1998;
2006). The chapter ends with an overview of remittances and the financial exchanges between
country of origin and settlement country. Each of these final themes are explored in more
detail in chapter nine, with specific reference to the Sri Lankan Tamil community in the UK

and the second generation in particular.

Chapter Three presents an overview of the Sri Lankan context to this study, introducing the
reader to the social and political demographics of the island and the Sr1 Lankan Tamul
community in the country of origin (De Silva, 1998; Daniel, 1996; 1997, Fuglerud, 1999;
2001: Gunaratna, 2001; Guneratne, 2004; Hettige, 2004; Hoole et al, 1990: Richardson,
2005). Sri Lanka’s colonial legacy in terms of ethnicity and language and the difterences
between the Tamil communities in Sri Lanka, the Jaffna, east coast, Moor and Indian Tamils
are highlighted. The more affluent Colombo Tamils that reside in the Colombo Seven

postcode area are also discussed. The reader is introduced to the unique Sri Lankan Tamil

caste system and the religious demographic of Sr1 Lanka.

Chapter Four leads on from chapter three, introducing the reader both to the British context
of this study, while also outlining theoretically, some of the main themes analysed in the
chapters, six, seven and eight. To begin with the chapter attempts to define the term ‘second
generation’, highlighting current literature and research studies. The second generation, as
understood in this study, are the children of the Sri Lankan Tamil migrants who came to the
UK for education, employment and to escape the conflict as refugees. This research focuses
upon the middle class second generation however, and therefore, none of the parents of the
British participants came to the UK classified as refugees. Yet, most came as a result of

discriminatory educational policies resulting from the emerging political strife. To explore the



1dea of ‘second generation’ both British and North American authors are drawn upon
(Werbner et al, 1997; 2004; Hutnyk, 2005; Shaw, 1988: 1994; 2000; 2001; Ballard, 1994;

2003; Gardner, 1994; Rumbaut, 1994; Modood, 1997; Portes, 1997; 1999; 2001; Gap Min et
al, 2000; Jones-Correa, 2001; Hall, 2002).

Following this the discussion then outlines the main research themes of the study, as applied
In chapters six, seven and eight. These explore the topics of marriage, religious practice,
language, British identity and transnationalism. Each of these themes is considered in relation
to both the Sri Lankan Tamil second generation in the UK and their comparative peers in Sri
Lanka. Lastly, Levitt’s (2001; 2002; 2003; 2004) notion of a ‘new second generation’ 1s
presented and the application of the idea to the Sri Lankan Tamil second generation in the UK

and also the younger generation in Sri Lanka.

Chapter Five discusses the methodological considerations, data collection methods and the
epistemological stance of this thesis. The chapter defends the application of the qualitative
research model and the importance of interpretivist, empirical research. The selection of
grounded theory as the means by which to generate data is outlined and the chapter pays

particular attention to the complexities of cross-cultural research at home and abroad.

Chapter Six looks in more detail at the marriage practices of the Sri Lankan Tamil community
and specifically focuses on the experiences of the second generation in the UK and the
younger generation in Colombo, Sr1 Lanka. The chapter begins by discussing the differences
in the traditional construction of ‘love’ in Sr1 Lanka and the UK, arguing that this had an
important effect upon how the older and younger generation understand and negotiate
relationship and marriage. Directly related to this 1s the increase in pre-marital relationships,
both in Sr1 Lanka and the UK, with mixed reactions from parents and the wider Tamil
community. The Sri Lankan Tamil model of marriage is then outlined and parental
involvement in the choices of marriage partner for the younger generation. Religious belief
and the impact of Hinduism and Christianity on marital practices are then considered. The
section argues that as Sri Lankan Tamils become increasingly concerned with losing their
ethnic identity, both in Sri Lanka and the UK, Christian Tamils are adopting Hindu marriage

traditions and rituals as a way of preserving their cultural identity.

The chapter then moves on to discuss the persistence of both the dowry system and caste in
the UK and Sri Lanka, arguing that although these social traditions are now less rigid, they
are still important in terms of marriage. The chapter then presents the experiences and

opinions of both sets of participants to mixed ethnicity marriage, arguing how the stigma



directly relates to the loss of ethnic identity. Gender and experiences of marriage is then
considered and the section outlines why the study looks at the experiences of both men and
women. Many men feel a similar pressure to conform and struggle with the expectations of
parents and the community in terms of marriage. In many communities migration for
marriage 1s common and in the next section examples in the Sri Lankan Tamil community are
discussed. The impact of first generation marital experience on the second generation is then
explored, followed by reflections on divorce in the community both in the UK and Sri Lanka.
Fnally, the chapter looks to the future, considering the expectations the younger generation
may have of their own children with regards to marriage and the future of traditional Sri
Lankan Tamil marriage practices both within the diaspora in the UK and the culturally

modernising Sri Lanka.

Chapter Seven explores the traditional practice, culture and identity of young Sri Lankan
Tamil adults. The first section builds upon chapter six, by arguing that Christian Tamils are
adopting many of the rituals of Hindu Tamils as a way of preserving identity, under
conditions of minority status both in Sri Lanka and the UK. The wearing of the pottu and the
thali kodi are two clear examples of cultural merging occurring in both research sites. The
section also considers religion and schooling in Sri Lanka, with a particular focus on the
international schools many of the participants in Colombo attend or attended. The following
section looks 1n more detail at the cultural life of young Sri1 Lankan Tamils, in comparison to
their parents and how cultural expression 1s changing. The ‘coming of age’ ritual, samathiya
veedu 1s then explored in detail and highlights how a number of cultural practices, many of
which are Hindu and practised in the UK, are no longer common in Sr1 Lanka among the
middle classes. Once again, the desire to preserve ethnic identity encourages the adoption and
continuance of rituals in the UK that have become a thing of memory 1n Colombo. This

clearly links to the section on the passing down of traditions to subsequent generations and

the possible loss of identity.

The next section of chapter seven explores Tamil identity and its many forms. Related to the
definitions in chapter three, this chapter considers the participants’ experiences and opinions
of what it means to be Sri Lankan Tamil both in Sr1 Lanka and the UK, including retlections
on the impact of the conflict, friends and identity and the differences between Tamil groups in
Sri Lanka. This section also pays more attention to the second generation in the UK,
considering the complexities of British identity and for some, dual nationality. Class and the
second generation are also discussed, with particular relevance to this study that focuses upon
young middle class Sri Lankan Tamils. Another important feature of cultural identity is the

issue of language and preservation of the mother tongue. This section argues that even though



the older generation would like subsequent generations to speak and understand Tamil,
unfortunately due to various reasons, the Tamil language may in fact be lost for the middle
class Tamils both in the UK and Sri Lanka. A number of Tamil schools have been set up in
the UK to address the problem, however many of the British participants in this research did
not take their Tamil studies seriously and now they lack the necessary language skills to pass
on to their children. The chapter also provides a comparison of Sri Lanka and the UK in terms

of social and cultural pressures and finally, explores the loss of identity and the second

generation.

Chapter Eight focuses on the second generation and migration in terms of both the
experiences of their parents and also the participants’ own reflections on migratory movement
and transnational links. The beginning section details the reasons why the first generation left
Sr1 Lanka and the impact the conflict has had on Sri Lankan Tamil migration. The second
generation in the UK, and even the young adults in Sri Lanka, have a limited historical and
political understanding of the conflict. They know friends, relatives and parents fled the island
due to discrimination, unrest and violence, however they have limited, if any detailed
knowledge of the causes and consequences of the problems and many are unaware of the

‘'waves of migration’ that occurred and why (Daniel, 1996; 1997; Fuglerud, 1999; 2001).

The tollowing discussion explores the importance of Jaftna as a symbol of Tamil pride and
the devastating effect the conflict has had on the Jaffna peninsula and region. The loss of land
and property of Tamils in the northern region, especially those that migrated, has been
shocking. However, once again, the second generation in the UK and even Colombo know
little about the family homes and land once owned, vastly different to other minority migrant

groups who are able to revisit their parents’ countries and village ot origin.

The chapter then reflects upon the idea of the ‘myth of return’ (Anwar, 1979) arguing that
although many of the older generation hope to return to Sri Lanka permanently, this is
unlikely to happen due to the ongoing political volatility. The second generation 1n the UK
were very clear about their reluctance to settle and live in Sr1 Lanka, even Colombo. The
possible persistence of transnational links is then considered, specifically remittances,
financial support for the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) (Fuglerud, 1999; 2001)
and the response following the tsunami in 2004. The chapter then presents the reactions of the

participants to the possibility of their own migration abroad for both work and study.

Finally, the chapter argues that practical links between the second generation in the UK and

Sri Lanka are loosening. Therefore, the notion of the transnational in terms of remittances



may begin to weaken and become more of emotional rather practical ties. The second
generation in the UK clearly feel affection for Sri Lanka, however they are successfully
moulding their lives and identities in Britain and as the older generation pass away, notions of

what 1t means to be Sri Lankan, Tamil and British may change accordingly.

Lastly Chapter Nine draws together the main themes of the thesis, outlining the findings of
chapters six, seven and eight considering the possible implications for future research of this
nature. This thesis has 1llustrated that the exploration of 1dentity of the Sr1 Lankan Tamil
second generation in the UK must not simply view these individuals 1n 1solation. They all
function within wider cross-national networks, whereby the choices and experiences of the

first generation, still have clear influences upon the younger generation born and raised in the

UK.



CHAPTER TWO0
The Sri Lankan Context - Society, Ethnicity and Identity

2.1 Introduction

Sr1 Lanka has been subjected to many colonial influences in the last few centuries. as highlighted
by the extract above. Sri Lanka’s colonial legacy continues to impact upon the everyday lives of
its people and historically, the introduction of Christianity and the English medium to the island
has had a profound effect on the country’s social and political environment. Most of Sri Lanka’s
current political unrest stems from colonial policies and the hasty return of power in 1948. Tamils
and Sinhalese struggle to claim back a nationalist pride and ‘parity of representation’ based on
language, territory and religion, in an environment of competing ethnic identities. Many of the
events that have driven migration from Sri Lanka to the UK and other diaspora locations have had
a protound ettect upon the migrants and their experiences have affected the second generation

born and raised in the settlement country.

The following chapter provides an overview of the social and political environment of Sri Lanka
and highlights the importance of understanding the cultural dynamics, political history and social
context of the ‘home’ country in an analysis of a migratory community in the settlement country.
Sr1 Lanka’s colonial legacy 1n relation to ethnicity, language and the conflict 1s retlected upon in
this chapter, setting the Sr1 Lankan context for the analysis in chapters six to eight. The
differences between the Tamil groups of Sri Lanka are detailed and the caste system of the Jattna
Tamils is outlined. Lastly, the religious landscape of Sr1 Lanka 1s explored and the relations

between Buddhist, Hindu, Christian and Muslim communities considered.

2.2 Sri Lanka’s Colonial Legacy - Ethnicity and Language

Sri Lanka’s experience of British governance proved less traumatic than India’s. However, in
1948 when the island gained independence, political tensions began to surface. British rule
dominated the social and political relations of the differing ethnicities of Sri1 Lanka and
governance influenced religious belief, cultural tradition and education. This control shaped the
political climate of the island along with role the Sri Lankan nation would play on the
international stage in recent times. A detailed assessment of the role of the British in Sri Lankan
social and political affairs is beyond the scope of this chapter. One’s opinion ot British
intervention on the island depends on ethnic, religious and class background. Many of the middle

class Tamils from the north of the island who benefited from the introduction of the English
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medium, would argue that British involvement was helpful, while the lower class Sinhalese of the

south would be strongly opposed. Thus, this section simply outlines some of the important British

policies that have affected the lives of those living in Sri Lanka today.

Both the Portuguese and the Dutch settled in Sri Lanka, however it is the final period of British
rule that proved to be most influential socially, economically and politically. The last decade of
the 18" century marked the end of Dutch rule and arrival of the British (De Silva, 1998; Wilson,
2000). The harbour on the north east coast, Trincomalee, was highly attractive to British
strategists. In 1796 all of the remaining Dutch provinces were taken under British control and in
1815 the country was ceded to British rule (Hettige in Winslow et al, 2004). This period marked a

highly significant time in Sri Lankan history and would lay the foundations for the turbulent time
that would follow independence. The British created lasting divisions between the Sri Lanka’s

varying ethnic groups (Ghosh, 2003).

The British created 13 provinces in Sri Lanka, although over the years these have been re-
demarcated and new administrative regions have emerged. Today Sri Lanka 1s divided into 9

provinces and 25 districts —

e The Northern Province (Jaffna- Known as the ‘Tamil homeland” or ‘Eelam’)
e The Eastern Province (Batticoloa, Trincomalee- Also predominantly Tamil)
e The Western Province (Colombo- The Capital)

e The Southern Province (Galle)

e The North-Western Province (Kurenegala)

e The North-Central Province (Anuradhapura)

e The Uva Province (Badulla)

¢ The Sabaragamuwa Province (Ratnapura)

e Central (Kandy)

A directly elected provincial council administers each of these provinces and all are unique
ethnically and socially. Yet, the British gave little consideration to a “specitic political identity’
for each province and allowed no procedures for central authority (Rogers, 1994; De Silva, 1998,
Ghosh 2003). The British categorisation of differing ethnic groups left the provinces with no

individual ethno-cultural names and therefore, they were denied the expression of ethnic identity

(Winslow and Woost, 2004).
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The British saw three distinct groups of people in Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims.
Religion was the main differential between the groups and little thought was given to the

complexities of traditional culture and ethnic identity (De Silva, 1998). The British also failed to
recognise the differences that existed within each particular ethnic group. The Indian Tamils and

Jatfna Tamils are culturally and ethnically unique, while the Kandyan Sinhalese are distinct from

the low-country Sinhalese.

The first modern Ceylon (Sri Lankan) Census was carried out in 1871. The study included
categories of race and nationality, identifying 78 nationalities and 24 races in Sri Lanka.
However, the categories are somewhat ambiguous and vague (Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2002;
2003). Successive Censuses did little to solve the categorising problems of the first and
overcoming the discrepancies caused by internal and external displacement of the war and more
recently the Tsunami, causes the census to be unreliable even today. Administrative control in
certain areas of the island by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) has also made any

legitimate attempts at calculating population figures exceptionally difficult.

Table 1. Sri Lanka’s Population by Ethnicity

Ethnic

Group

Sinhalese Sr1 Lankan | Indian | Moor Burgher | Malay | Chetty | Bharatha

Tamil Tamil

Other

| |

Estimated | 13,810,664 | 736,484 85588 | 1,349.845 |34,616 |47,558 | 8838 | 1773
Population | 85% 5% 1 0.53% | 8.38% 021% | 0.29% |0.054% | 0.01%

Total (%)

18,878
0.12%

(Soﬁrce:___C-gnsus of Population and Housing 2001, Department of Census and Statistics, Sri

Lanka)

The basic categories that the British imposed are still evident in Sri Lankan society today and
there is little consideration for the clear differences that exist between and within ethnic groups.
Around 5.5% of Sri Lanka’s population is Tamil, although this figure includes Indian and Sri
Lankan Tamils, two ethnically and culturally distinct groups (Daniel, 1996). The way in which
the British understood and categorised Sri Lanka’s ethnic groups has had a lasting impact upon
the political and social climate of the country. The majority Sinhalese government continue to

view Sri Lankan and Indian Tamils as one ethnic group and category, however this is detrimental

socially and politically (De Silva, 1998).
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There are three main factors that have contributed to the deterioration in Tamil- Sinhala relations,
exacerbated by British rule. Historically, the Sinhalese majority has followed the Buddhist faith,
while the Tamil minority are Hindu. Within both groups there are Christian communities of
varying denominations. Dominant Buddhist social and political rhetoric is of concern to the Tamil
minority and continues to cause tension. The militant Buddhists monks have worsened relations
and continue to aggravate the current political situation. The availability of educational resources
has also proved to be a key factor in the difficulties between the ethnic groups and finally the
concern over ‘representation in the legislature’. Each of the elements has led to a departure in

common Interest and the growth in the nationalist consciousness of both communities (Ghosh,

2003; Winslow and Woost, 2004).

For many hundreds of years the teachings of Buddhism and Buddha were entrenched in the social
and political lives of the indigenous inhabitants of Sri Lanka. The Sinhalese kings that battled the
Tamil invaders from as early as 250BC did so under the Buddhist banner and leaders gave
patronage to their religious mentors as a means of seeking spiritual approval and support. The
arrival of the Portuguese, Dutch and finally the British, meant that the influence of the Buddhist
faith waned, particularly under British rule (De Silva, 1998). Buddhism was seen as a primitive
and ‘heathen’ belief system. Christian teachings were prioritised and the English medium
encouraged. The Sinhala majority were aware that 1f the destruction of Buddhism continued then
the foundations of Sinhalese culture and symbolism would be irretrievably lost (Rogers, 1994; De

Silva, 1998). So, by the end of the 19™ century nationalist Buddhist sentiment was being

organised into an emerging and challenging political force.

One of the main concerns of the Sinhalese Buddhists centred upon the distribution and fairness ot
the growth of the educational system and English language, which, had been introduced and
promoted by the Christian missionaries. The Buddhists, and also many Hindus, were unable to
take advantage of the educational benefits provided by the Christians. This caused further
resentment between the Tamil and Sinhalese communities, as those in the northern province'
were able to access Christian missionary schools as the educational reforms of the rest of the
island had little affect upon the north. The Tamil children became highly proficient in the English
language and were easily able to compete for public and civil service positions in the rest of the
country (De Silva, 1998; Ghosh, 2003; Winslow and Woost, 2004). From this grew a sense of

anger and resentment within the Sinhalese community and this was played out at all levels of

' Known as ‘Jaffna’ Tamils due to the northern region of Sr1 Lanka where the group originates.
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political activity. The educational benefits that the Tamils gained during this time gave them an

advantageous socio-economic position (Ghosh, 2003).

Sri Lanka gained independence in 1948 and proved to be a problem-free and relatively
straightforward affair. Power was directly transferred to the already dominant elites, with little
complaint from other groups. However, these elites were reluctant to share their governmental
powers with local authorities. Unlike India, where local and national politics were entwined
following independence, the two entities remained largely divided in Sri Lanka (De Silva, 1998).
The political elites from both the Sinhalese and Tamil communities continued to enjoy the

privileges of colonial rule well into the post-independence period (Ghosh, 2003).

Sr1 Lanka's stable and idyllic political situation was not to last and both political and social
difficulties began 1n earnest in the 1950°s (De Silva, 1998). The Official Language Act No. 33 of
1956, more commonly known as the ‘Sinhala Only Act’. marked the serious deterioration of
Tamil and Sinhalese relations in the post-colonial period. (Jayawardena, 2003). The act abolished
English as the official language, replacing it with Sinhala in the hope of achieving ‘parity of
status’ (De Silva, 1998). Sinhala would be the main language used in the education system and
also the business and political environment (Winslow, et al 2004). The act was to be implemented
over five years and Bandaranaike hoped this would give enough time to modity and alter the law
to make it more acceptable for the Tamil community. However, the Sinhala government were

unprepared for the resistance of the Tamils (De Silva, 1998).

The Sinhala-Tamil problem escalated from this point onwards. The Federal Party were actively
opposed to the language policy and in 1957 the Prime Minister was forced to propose a pact that
would allow Tamil to be recognised as a minority language and administrative language of the
northern and eastern provinces (De Silva, 1998; Orjuela, 2003). The United National Party (UNP)
saw these allowances as a betrayal of Sinhalese interests and with the support of the militant
Buddhist faction, forced Bandaranaike to abandon the pact (Jayawardena, 2003). This led to the
first spate of serious rioting in Sri Lanka in 1958, with shops looted and destroyed and Tamils

attacked and even killed. 12,000 Tamils were forced to flee their homes in Colombo and the

south, quickly returning to Jatina.

Legislation was later introduced to allow for the use of Tamil in an official capacity in the Tamil
dominated areas, yet the resentment, bitterness and betrayal felt by the Tamil community in the
aftermath of this period remains (Winslow et al, 2004). The policy of standardisation in higher

education, once again discriminated against the Tamil minority in the 1970’s, forcing many
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hundreds of young Tamils to find university education abroad, producing the second wave of
migrants to the UK (Daniel, 1996; 1997). Educational ability remains a central feature of Tamil
life both in Sr1 Lanka and abroad. This has a direct and influential affect upon the lives of second

generation Tamils who are expected to follow highly professional careers, and can clearly be

traced back to the days of colonialism and its aftermath.

The creation of Tamil nationalist consciousness differs from that of the Sinhalese. As compared
to Buddhism, Hinduism had a limited role to play in what Ghosh (2003) terms ‘Tamil
Chauvinism’. This sentiment stemmed from the rigidity of the Tamil caste system that has

remained strong. The vellalas formed one of the highest and largest caste groups, with nearly

50% of Tamils (Pfaffenberger, 1982).

Therefore, the Tamil nationalist consciousness 1s understood less as an ethnic identity and more
as a caste 1dentity. The caste 1dentity of vellala's 1s also closely linked to 1deas of territory,
dynasty and language, and these markers became increasingly rigid as years went by (Indrapala,

2005). A ‘mythology of ‘the other’ was created, separating the Tamils from the Sinhalese
majority (Ghosh, 2003).

2.3 The Tamils of Sri Lanka - The ‘Jaffna’ Tamils
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The largest majority of Sri Lankan Tamils live in the northern province of the country and are
most commonly referred to as the ‘Jaffna Tamils’. Fuglerud (1999) argues that a more common

term for this group of Tamils is the ‘Eelam Tamils’; but my own research suggests that the name

> Personal photograph taken August 2005 by a close personal contact in the north of the island.
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‘Jattna Tamil’ is far more popular among the younger sector of Tamil society, especially in
Colombo, who associates this group with the main town of the northern province. The onset of
war has meant that thousands of Tamils from Jaffna and surrounding villages have been forced to
flee. The town remains a prominent feature in the Tamil memory of home and helps preserve the
Tamil ethnic consciousness (Cheran, 2001). Jaffna town functioned as the administrative heart of

the Sr1 Lankan Tamil population, but the area suffered huge devastation during the conflict and

remains far from its former glory.

The older generation of Jaffna Tamils, who lived through the worst of the conflict and were
forced to migrate abroad, still hold onto the notion of Jaffna as the capital of Tamil Eelam. To
cope with the trauma of their loss they have carried ‘Jaffna’ to their diasporic settings. Tamil
settlement areas in Toronto and London are nicknamed ‘mini Jaffna’ among the community
(Cheran, 2001). The middle class, younger generation of Tamils in Sri Lanka who have limited
experience of the war, many of whom have not even travelled to the north, place little importance
on Jafina as the cultural capital of the Tamil people. They are keen to look towards a more united,

cosmopolitan Sr1 Lanka that represents all ethnicities.

Education and the preservation of cultural life are extremely important to Jafftna Tamils and this
1s reproduced by the worldwide Tamil diaspora and experienced by the second generation

(Stvathamby, 2005) and the deliberate burning and destruction of the Jafina library in 1981 by an

organised mob dealt a severe blow to Tamil nationalism. At the time the library was one of the
largest in South Asia and a symbol of Tamil intellectualism and pride (Sivathamby, 2005).
Eyewitnesses claim that it was policemen and government-sponsored thugs who were the
attackers. By destroying the library and the thousands of books contained within 1t (over 97,000
volumes), those involved had deliberately targeted and irretrievably devastated a central feature
of Tamil ethnicity and life. The library has been recently rebuilt and opened in 2003. The building
remains empty though as the ruined books are yet to be replaced and ongoing political difficulties
mean the complete restoration of the library is problematic (Sivathamby, 2005). The library 1s
something of a metaphor for the state of the northern province in general. New shops, houses and
buildings are beginning to spring up in and around Jaffna, but the conflict has removed the Tamil

heart from the area and even though the Tamil diaspora think of their place of birth fondly, 1t 1s

no longer the Jaffna they want to remember.

7 3.1 The Tamils of the East Coast

The east coast has a population of Tamils who originated from the northern province of Sri Lanka

and settled near Batticoloa and the surrounding villages (Fuglerud, 1999). The caste system has
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been historically less rigid in the east, while the community itself has retained many of the
cultural traditions associated with Hinduism that the northern Tamils lost due to British
colonialism and the introduction of Christianity. The Tamils from the east coast are seen as less
academically driven and there is a definite resentment between the two groups concerning socio-
economic positions (Jeyaratnam-Wilson, 2000). Both the Tamils from the north and the east
believe that they are the true Sri Lankan Tamils. Yet, the war has forced both groups to unite

under the banner of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) against the Sinhalese majority

government (Jeyaratnam-Wilson, 2000).

2.3.2 The Indian Tamil Plantation Workers

The central area of Sri Lanka (Kandy and the hill country) is dominated by the descendents of the
Indian Tamils, who were brought to Sri Lanka from South India by the British to work on the tea
plantations. This group make up roughly 0.53% of the overall population and rivalry between the
Indian Tamils and Sri Lanka Tamils is subtle, yet evident in everyday community life
(Sinnathamby in Hasbullah et al, 2004). Between 1820 and 1880 the British colonisers
encouraged South Indian Tamil workers to move to Sri Lanka to work on the coffee plantations,
but in 1880 these were largely destroyed by disease (Jeyaratnam Wilson, 2000). An alternative
emerged 1n the form of tea gardens and large scale tea leaf production led to an increase in
demand for South Indian labour and required permanent rather than temporary migrants (Ghosh,
2003). Communities were created around the plantations, with children taking on the
responsibilities of plantation work at an early age. The indigenous Sri Lankan Tamils were

reluctant to contorm to the rigours of plantation labour and the majority of workers continued to

originate from South India.

The debate concerning Indian citizenship raged in Sri Lanka for many years and it was only
the general election of 1977 that marked a turning point in Indian integration into the Sri
Lankan political system, sending an Indian politician to parliament through the democratic
vote (De Silva 1998). Yet even though the Indian Tamils gained equality politically, attitudes
of the Sri1 Lankan Tamils towards the Indians did not change and today in Colombo the
communities remain relatively distant from one another. Some Indian Tamils have settled 1n

Colombo and the surrounding urban areas as traders and their descendents live and work 1n the

capital today (De Silva, 1998: 273).

Most belonged to the lower Indian castes and their distance from the Sri Lankan Tamil
community meant that the two groups remained largely separate from one another. This created

suspicion, resentment and jealousy on both sides. The Srt Lankan Tamils viewed the Indian
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Tamils as competitors for the scarce jobs available in Colombo at the time. The uneasiness

between the indigenous Tamil population and the ancestors of the Indian migrants is clear and it

S 1n rare circumstances that a Sri Lankan Tamil from a traditional family would be allowed to

marry an Indian Tamil even today.

2.3.3 The Tamil Moors — Islam in Sri Lanka

The Sri Lankan Moors of Islamic descent make up just over 8% of the country’s population®. The
Moors speak Tamil but see themselves as a distinct ethnic group (Richardson, 2005). There has
been violent and brutal treatment of Muslim communities by both the Sinhala government and the
LTTE (De Silva, 1998). The reluctance of the Muslim population to be culturally associated with
the Sr1 Lankan Tamils of both the north and the east coast has led to the discrimination and
violent reaction of the LTTE. In 1990 the LTTE ordered all Muslims living in the northern
province to leave their homes or face death. Many of the people torced to leave were internally

displaced and continue to live in refugee camps or Muslim villages further south (Fuglerud, 1999;

Richardson, 2005).

2.3.4 Colombo Seven - The Colombo Tamil Bourgeoisie

The capital of Sri Lanka, Colombo, has attracted differing groups of Sr1 Lankan people in search
of employment and safety. Colombo has always had a minority Tamil population, known as the
Colombo Tamil bourgeoisie who came to the capital as businessmen, traders and highly educated
professionals. This group are extremely affluent, occupying many of the administrative positions
in government. It is the Colombo Tamils who were most affected by the 1983 riots (Daniel. 1997;
1996; Van Hear, 2006). This group of Tamils originated from the northern province and trace
their roots back to Jaffna. However, they have lived in the capital long enough to consider

themselves as socially and culturally different to the Jaffna Tamils of the north and are widely

now called the ‘Colombo Tamils’ (De Silva, 1998).

This group consider themselves more cosmopolitan and westernised than their northern relatives
and this is evident in the lifestyles of the younger generation. It is the young, rich, middle class
Colombo Tamils that visit the nightclubs, have mixed ethnicity friendship groups and travel
abroad for university. This group are well educated and more relaxed in their attitudes to the
political situation. They are comfortable interacting with differing ethnicities, and marriages
between this Tamil group and Sinhalese is steadily increasing. Jaffna Tamils are seen as being

conservative and arrogant about their ethnic heritage. This emerging group of internationally

S —
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3 Gee section 2.5.2
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educated Tamils will have an important role to play in the future governance of Sri Lanka. During
the colonial period it was made far easier for educated Tamils from Jaffna to move south to the
administrative capital Colombo (Jayawardena 2000: 204). The missionaries instilled into the
Tamil youth of the north that education was the key to advancement and a new drive to achieve
both socially and economically encouraged many to move to Colombo. These individuals took
protessional positions, settled in Colombo and created the affluent, high status Colombo Tamil
bourgeoisie (Jeyaratnam Wilson, 2000). The ‘Colombo Tamils’ referred to in this study are the
descendants of those who originally came to Colombo for education and employment. The group

still has a clear and unique 1dentity separate from that of all the other Tamils in Sr1 Lanka.

The area known as Cinnamon Gardens (it lies on an old Cinnamon plantation) or Colombo Seven,
due to the post coding system, bears all the features of Sr1 Lanka’s colonial past, with large
sprawling houses and tree lined avenues (Jeyaratnam-Wilson, 2000). It 1s mostly Colombo Tamils
who live in this area. Unfortunately due to the security risk and high crime rates, many of the
houses cannot be seen from the street. However, from wandering around the area and staying in
one of the local guesthouses one can get a sense of the aftluence. Embassies and High

Commissions rent many of the properties due to their relatively safe and convenient positions

(Aves, 2003).

Some of the interviewees in this study live in this affluent area or have links to it through friends
and family. The international schools that also feature in the experiences of young Tamils in this

study are also primarily located in the Colombo Seven area.

Plate 2. A typical street in the Colombo Seven area’

* Sadly the beautiful colonial houses and gardens of Colombo Seven (also known as Cinnamon
Gardens as the residential area was built on the cinnamon plantation) are now hidden away
behind tall walls and gates due to security concerns. The area was once known for its ornate
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Selvadurai’s novel ‘Cinnamon Gardens’ provides a sensitive account of the experiences of the

attluent upper classes in 1920s Colombo and gives an insight into how these individuals lived:

Cinnamon Gardens is laid out around Victoria Park, a pleasure ground with meandering
walkways, shaded by fig trees and palms, with benches under clumps of graceful bamboo
and araliya trees... These streets contained within them many grand mansions, situated well
away from the road, some barely visible for the greenery that surrounded them. They were

the homes of the best of Ceylonese society, whose members thrived under the British

Empire and colonial economy (1998: 11).

For all their financial and educational achievements the Colombo Tamils find themselves in a
difficult social and political position. They are, of course, of Tamil ethnic background, however
their location in Colombo means that they must have close and frequent contact with the
Sinhalese population. This causes mistrust on the part of Jaffna and Batticoloa (Eastern) Tamils
who worry that the Colombo Tamils are showing signs of disloyalty (Jeyaratnam-Wilson, 2000).
The Sinhalese also question the true loyalties of this group should conflict erupt. Therefore, in

Colombo there is an uneasy peace that rests between the three groups, two of which are Tamil

(Hellmann-Rajanayagam, 2004:107).

There also exists a section of Tamil society that fled the conflict in the north more recently who
does not enjoy the economic and social benefits of the Colombo Tamil elite (Jeyaratnam-Wilson,
2000). They remain comparatively better off than many of the Sinhalese majority in the city due
to their educational advantage and command of the English language. Their socio-economic
status is also improving as financial exchanges and money from the diaspora abroad increase

steadily. However, there remain tensions between the established Colombo Tamils and those

more recently internally migrated from the north.

2.4 The Sri Lankan Tamil Caste System

The South Asian caste system is a highly complex structure, which for many years scholars have

attempted to analyse and detail. The earliest observers of the caste system in South India believed

that the differing power relations evident in the social organisation of the village were based upon
religious divisions and sub-divisions (Seenarine, 2006). Although, from analysis of caste in India,

one can see that religion has little to do with caste differences, especially in the case of the Jatfna

Tamils (Fuglerud, 1999).

landscaped gardens and opulent colonial houses. The area remains atfluent, yet concealed.
Personal photograph taken in July 2005.
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Bandyopadhyay (2004) argues that the simplistic notion of the caste system as based solely on

religion has continued to influence how we view and study caste today. Authors have attempted
to categorise and label caste but the system is highly fluid, as argued by Srinivas (1962) and

continues to change in Sri Lanka as society progresses economically, politically and socially (De
Silva, 1998).

Srinivas’ seminal work in the 1950s and 1960s on India, illustrates that a thorough understanding
and analysis of the system is extremely challenging. Srinivas introduced an important concept in
the comprehension of caste structure and behaviour, sankritisation. Sankritisation is a many sided
cultural process whereby; “A low caste was able, in a generation or two, to rise to a higher
position in the hierarchy by adopting vegetarianism and teetotalism, and by Sankritising its ritual
and pantheon. In short, it took over, as far as possible, the customs, rites, and beliefs, of the
Brahmins...” (1965: 30). One must not assume that the dominance of the vellala caste in Sri
[Lanka was born from a form of sankritisation, however it is clear the group grew and thrived,
particularly under colonial rule. It 1s suggested that sankritisation and westernisation are
processes in conflict although for the vellala in Sri Lanka one could see the two processes

working together to ensure the increased status and growth of the vellala caste.

As a social process, caste is a culturally constructed means by which to maintain social order and
political stability. The system persists today, even if it is far subtler. Rajasingham-Senanayake
(2002) and other authors argue that the system has become ‘hidden and repressed’ in the post-
colonial era, but still functions at the underlying social level, continuing to influence social

relations and marriage practices both in Sri Lanka and the UK.

The first generation in the Tamil diaspora has tended to repress rather than lose their caste
identity and for the second generation caste can still play an important role at the social and ritual
level, for example in the choice of marriage partner. As Jayawardena (2000) argues, caste has
shifted from the public sphere to the private domain of the home and family, where 1t dictates
certain familial-based practices like caste-governed marriage. This appears to be the case for the
Tamil community in Sri Lanka and the diaspora as it is only in the search for a marriage partner
that caste becomes important, even for the Christian Tamils. The conflict has also led to caste

being sidelined for a stronger sense of ethnic identity, nationalism and class (Fuglerud, 1999).

Sri Lankan Tamil caste in the diaspora has become a ‘silent topic’ with all sectors of the Tamil

community reluctant to discuss social organisation (Cheran, 2001). Even the LTTE claim that



21

they are an anti-caste organisation (Sumathy, 2004; Swamy, 2004). The tendency 1s to see caste
as a historical feature of Tamil life that has more recently been broken down. The ‘Tamil
homeland or Eelam’ that is being fought for is believed to one day be caste free. Conversely,
western academics are criticised for seeing Tamil nationalism as a highly caste based
phenomenon. Both of these views are misleading as the Tamil caste system is highly complex and
In constant flux. It is wrong to suggest it no longer exists and it is unhelpful to blame the rise of

Tamil nationalism primarily on issues of caste as this is just one of many facets explaining the

“Tamil struggle’.

There is no agreement on the exact number of Jaffna Tamil castes. Arasaratnam (1981) suggests
eighteen, David (2000) twenty-four and Banks (2000) that there are over forty-eight (cited in
Jeyaratnam-Wilson, 2000). However, most authors accept that there are ten or eleven that have
most prominence and feature most commonly in Jaffna villages. These main eleven caste

categories are outlined below.

Table 2. Sri Lankan Tamil Caste

Type of Caste Traditional Occupation Jaffna Tamil Population (%)
Ampattar | Barber 0.9 %
' Brahman Temple Priest 0.7 %
Karaiyar | Deep-sea fisher —r 10.0 %
| Koviar Domestic servant 7.0 %
' Nalavar Labour | 9.0 %
 Paraiyar _j! Drummer 2.7 %
| Pallar Labour - 1 9.0 %
| Taccar Cafp?gnter 2.0 %
Tattar ' Goldsmith 0.6 %
| Vannar | Washer 1.5 %
l‘ Vellala | Farmer 1 50.0 %

(Source: Jayawardena, 2000: 165)

The vellala (farmer) caste has dominated Jaffna society. This group consists of the primary

landowners, controlling most of the northern province agriculture and trade. The vellala caste 1s

itself separated into different sub-groups dependent on the type of farming undertaken
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(Arasaratnam, 1981). The other castes, apart from the religious Brahman, were considered to be

socially inferior and were treated as lower status citizens of the village (Raheja, 1988).

Traditionally, Jaffna has been extremely conservative and this continues to be reflected in the
opinions and experiences of people who visit the region today (Pfaffenberger, 1982). The
treatment of lower caste members has been equated to that of Indian villages, with women
forbidden to cover their breasts and wear gold earrings, while men were not allowed to cut their
hair, wear shirts or ride bicycles. All ‘untouchables’ were prevented from buying land, entering
temples and high caste homes, walking on pavements and marrying without permission
(Jeyaratnam Wilson, 2000). The younger generation in Sri Lanka and the UK still talk with
disbelief at how the lower castes were prevented from eating and drinking from the same cups
and plates as the vellala caste. The second generation are embarrassed at the way the lower castes
are treated and are reluctant to discuss caste and its persistence in the north. However, for most
and particularly in Colombo, caste 1s limited to the consideration of marriage partner and within

the marriage process.

Hellmann-Rajanayagam (2004) argues that the vellala caste saw themselves as not only the
dominant caste, but also as the pre-ordained group that must ensure Tamil 1dentity be preserved
and passed onto future generations. Only the vellala Tamil is seen as ethnically pure. Jaftna had
been populated by other castes but it was not until the arrival ot the vellala’s from South India, on
the command of the King, that the region was considered civilised. The arrival of the vellala caste
to Sri Lanka marked the beginning of Tamil culture and this caste was considered the unique
carrier of Tamil ethnic identity (Arasaratnam, 1981). The first generation that came to the UK
from Sri Lanka in the late 1960s and 1970s came predominantly from the vellala caste and the

second generation in this study are mostly descendants of this particular caste group.

Clearly there has been a shift, both within the Sri Lankan Tamil community in Colombo and in
the UK from caste based societal differentials to those based on class differences. Beteille (1965)

provides a detailed comparison of the differentials and similarities between caste and class

arguing that:

‘ In the sum, the processes of economic change and political modernisation have led the
productive system and the organisation of power to acquire an increasing degree of
autonomy. In the concrete, the overlap between the hierarchies of caste, class and power

has been progressively reduced. A new economic order is emerging in the towns and cities
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which 1s not based upon caste in the same way in which the traditional order was’ (1965:
225).

This change appears to be the case both in the city of Colombo and within the Sri Lankan
Tamil diaspora in the UK, whereby caste concerns tend to dominate in terms of social norms
and nitual, rather than within political and economic structures and decision-making.
Particularly in the UK, caste differences are less obvious than with some other South Asian
communities. For the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora socio-economic status and position is more
important, with movement between, and within, caste groupings. Migration has not appeared
to strengthen caste divisions within the Sri Lankan Tamil community and the economic
success of the community in the UK has led to a breakdown in caste allegiances. But, in terms
of traditional ritual and social norms, consideration of caste in the choice of marriage partner

remains important.

2.5 Sri Lankan Faith - Buddhism in Sri Lanka

The Sinhalese comprise 85% of the overall Sri Lankan population and 70% are Theravada
Buddhists. The remainder are mostly Christian (Matthews in Hasbullah et al, 2004). Mahendra,
son of King Ashok, an Indian Buddhist emperor, led the mission to Sr1 Lanka 1n 3™ century BC
where he converted the king of Sri Lanka to Buddhism (Turner, 2000; Aves, 2003). From then
on, the royal families encouraged the spread of Buddhism, aiding Buddhist missionaries and the
building of Temples. Sanghamitta, daughter of King Ashoka, brought a shoot of the Bodhi tree
(under which Buddha gained enlightenment) from Buddh Gaya to Sr1 Lanka around 240 BC (De

Silva, 1998; Turner, 2000; Aves, 2003).

Buddhism quickly replaced Hinduism as the national religion. Later on Hindu and European

colonial influences contributed to the decline of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. When the British arrived
in the 1790s the religion had declined (Sivathamby, 2005). This led to a revival in in the late 19™
century, where Buddhism was linked to Sinhalese independence (Matthews in Hasbullah et al,
2004). More recently, religious leaders have involved themselves in secular political affairs of Sri

Lanka and the militant acts of violence by many monks during the recent problems questions the

general understanding of Buddhists as peaceful and gentle people:
..the faith, so often militant and even bellicose in the name of a culture, appears wildly at odds

with the humane, logical teaching of Gotama Sakyamuni, or with the gentle version of Buddhism

expressed in textbooks on world religions (Matthews in Hasbullah et al, 2004: 38).
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2.5.1 The Hindu Tamils

Hinduism was introduced to the north of Sri Lanka during successive South Indian invasions and
Is currently dominant in the northern province, among the Tamils (Hellmann-Rajanayagam in
Hasbullah et al, 2004). The Hindu community makes up 15% of Sri Lanka's overall population,
although Christian conversions have caused the decline of Hinduism in Sri Lanka (Aves, 2003). It

was the activities from the Palk Strait (such as the South India and Orissan rulers) that aided the

survival of Hinduism in Sri Lanka (Richardson, 2005: 27).

The Sr1 Lankan Tamils of the northern province are the descendants of the Tamil Kings who
invaded north Sri Lanka. However, the arrival of the Portuguese, Dutch and British colonialists
led to the introduction of Christianity to the island and eventually the renewed revival of
Buddhism. Currently, the Hindu population is a minority in Sri Lanka, and this has been
worsened by the conflict and the outpouring of Hindu Tamil migrants to countries worldwide
(Fuglerud, 1999). The type of Hinduism followed by most Sri Lankan Tamils is that of Saiva
Siddhanta, originating from the belief in the God Siva (Aves, 2003). The Sri Lankan Tamils from
Jaffna see this type of Hinduism as the purest form of this belief (Daniel, 1996). Hinduism is
continuing to tlourish among the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora, with many temples and religious

establishments being built by the community (Van Hear, 1998; 2006).

2.5.2 The Muslims of Sri Lanka

The Sr1 Lankan Muslims or Moors as they are more commonly known, are descended from the
Arab traders of the 9" century, many of which settled on the island. These traders controlled
much of the trade on the Indian Ocean, including that of Sr1 Lankas. The settlers encouraged the
spread of Islam on the i1sland (De Silva, 1998). Other Muslims from India migrated during British
colonial times (Richardson, 2005). When the Portuguese arrived in Sr1 Lanka during the 16th
century, many Muslims were persecuted, forcing them to relocate from the west coast to the

central highlands and east coast. Muslim migrants from the South Pacific, the Malays, speak their

own language and live mostly in the south of the 1sland.

In modern times aound 8% of Sri Lankans adhere to Islam, mostly from the Moor and Malay
ethnic communities on the island. Today the political and social affairs of the Muslim community
in Sri Lanka are handled by the Muslim Religious and Cultural Affairs Department, established in
the 1980s to help prevent the continual 1solation of the Muslim community from the rest of Sri
Lanka. Over 75,000 Muslim Tamils could be found in the northern province until the recent
political troubles and in 1990, all were forcefully evicted by the LTTE (De Silva, 1998). The

Muslim population speak Tamil, but they see themselves as ethnically different from the Sri
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Lankan Tamils of the north and east coast (Fuglerud, 1999). Historically, the Muslim community

has been politically under represented in Sri Lanka, although they now have a communal party,
the Sr1 Lanka Muslim Congress (SLMC), and continue to lobby the government for communal

goals (De Silva, 1998; Richardson, 2004).

2.5.3 The Introduction of Christianity to Sri Lanka

According to Christian traditions, Thomas the Apostle first arrived in Sri Lanka during the 1st
century and small Christian settlements were recorded to have been established on Sri Lanka's
coastline. The early church left little impression though and it was not until the arrival of the
Portuguese missionaries during the 16™ century that the population of Christians, particularly
Roman Catholic, dramatically rose (De Silva, 1998; Jayawardena, 2000; Hellmann-Rajanayagam
in Hasbullah et al, 2004). The expulsion of the Portuguese by the Dutch in the 17" century saw
the introduction of the Dutch Reformed Church to Sri Lanka. The arrival of the British in the 19®
century allowed for the establishment of many more types of Protestant denominations. Anglican
and Protestant missionaries brought with them the religious i1deals of the Church of England,
Baptists and Methodists, but through most of the 19" and 20™ century. Roman Catholics
dominated the Christtan community of Sr1 Lanka (Jayawardena, 2000). During British control the

Christian community enjoyed a privileged position, particularly the Sinhala elite and the Sri

Lankan Tamils in Colombo and the north of the island (Wilson 1974).

Overall, Christianity has heavily declined in Sri Lanka since the end of colonial rule, although
there has, been a number of charismatic churches emerging in recent times. Today 90% of the
islands Christians are Roman Catholic, with services held in Sinhala, Tamil and English (Aves,
2003). The movement for all Protestant churches to join together in a united Church of Sri Lanka
has made significant steps since 1947. However, this has been strongly opposed by the majority
Sinhalese people who feel Buddhism would be threatened (Aves, 2003). Their reluctance is also
clearly linked to the volatile political situation in Sri Lanka. Most Protestant Sri Lankans are
Tamil and it would be seen as sacrificing political leverage and highly threatening to the Sinhala

Buddhist majority to allow the joining of one powerful, predominantly Tamil Protestant

organisation/church.

In the UK there are many thousands of Christian Tamils in the diasporic community including
those that were born into the Christian faith in Sri Lanka, those born Hindu who converted to
Christanity in Sri Lanka, and those that converted from Hinduism to Christianity in Britain.

Jebanesan (2003) provides an insightful account of the conversion of Hindu Tamils to

Christianity in the UK.
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2.6 Conclusion

T'o understand the lives and experiences of the Sri Lankan Tamil second generation in the UK and
the younger generation in Sri Lanka it is important to highlight the social and political climate of
the home country and how Sri Lanka’s turbulent past continues to impact upon the lives of the
younger generation at home and abroad. Reference to Sri Lanka’s colonial past is pivotal to any

full explanation of the state of the country today. The settlement of the Dutch, Portuguese and

finally the British on the island laid the seeds for the many years of political tension and Sri
Lanka’s colonial legacy continues to impact on Sri Lankan Tamils at home and in the diaspora
abroad. The ethnic categories imposed by the British took little account of caste and location,

creating unnatural divisions that persist today (De Silva, 1998; Jeyaratnam Wilson, 2000).

The introduction of Christianity and the use of the English language in the administrative system,
had a huge effect upon the majority Sinhalese community, many of whom did not have the
necessary English language skills to obtain employment. The favoured, English educated Tamil
minority fared well at this time, however following the British withdrawal in 1948 tensions
between the ethnic groups escalated. The Sinhala Only Act of 1956 created further tension,
dividing the Tamil and Sinhala communities into separate, nationalist bodies.

Sr1 Lankan Tamil identity 1s extremely complex, made up of distinct groups defined by location,

place of origin and religion.

The Jaffha Tamils of the northern province consider themselves closest ethnically to the original
Tamils, who came to the north of the island from India and speak what they believe 1s the purest
form of Tamil. The Tamils from the eastern province, known as Batticoloa Tamils, also see
themselves as distinct from the Jaffna Tamils, speaking with a different accent and often of a
different caste to the vellalas of the north. The Colombo Tamils are of the opinion that they are
more liberal and cosmopolitan than their counterparts in Jaftna, having experienced life in the

capital city. The Tamil moors, who speak the Tamil language, see themselves completely distinct

due to their Islamic faith.

The chapter also examined the Tamil caste system within the community and the vellala
(farming) caste in particular. Most Tamil migrants to the UK belong to this particular group. In
the diaspora and Colombo, however, caste is beginning to feature only In marriage proposals and
introductions, rather than the everyday structure of social life. Ditfering castes interact with each

other on a daily basis in Colombo and the UK and in some instances individuals of differing

castes are permitted to marry.
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Finally, the chapter detailed the main religious groups of Sri Lanka, the Buddhists. Hindus,
Muslims and Christians. The ethnic and political relations of Sri Lanka are inextricably linked to
the religious belief of these differing communities. The Sinhalese majority are predominantly
Buddhist, and Sri Lanka’s calendar i.e national holidays etc reflect the Buddhist year, rituals and
events. Althoguh there are some Christian Sinhala converts, many of whom are of the Catholic
denomination. Most Jaffna, Colombo, Indian and east coast Tamils follow the Hindu faith and
there are many Hindu temples across the island. Tamil heritage and culture is deeply rooted in the
Hindu belief system although as is highlighted in later chapters, the line between religion and
culture blurs with many Christian Tamils partaking in traditionally Hindu rituals and practices.
The Tamil Moors of Sri Lanka, descendants of Arab traders to the Island, still follow the Islamic

faith. This group has faced persecution by both the Sinhala and Tamil communities of Sri Lanka

and continue to be discriminated against in political rhetoric and policy.

The influence of the colonisers persists with many Tamil and Sinhalese Christian converts. There
are many Churches on the island representing the different denominations including, Methodist,
Catholic, Anglican and Charismatic. In the UK there are also a number of Sr1 Lankan Tamil
Churches and Temples, as both Hindu and Christian migrants transfer their faith to the settlement
country. Many hundreds of Jaffna Tamils converted to Christianity when the British settled in the
north of the island and today many of the migrants to the UK are Christian rather than Hindu, as

this study goes on to illustrate.

Sri Lanka’s political, ethnic and religious landscape is highly complex and in order to understand
the behaviours and attitudes of the Tamil migrants in the UK and their children it is necessary to
be aware of the political situation these individuals fled from. Now that the Sr1 Lankan context
has been detailed, chapter three considers the UK context and Sri Lankan Tamil migration to

Britain.
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CHAPTER THREE
Sri Lankan Tamil Migration and Settlement in the UK

3.1 Introduction

This chapter looks in more detail at the migratory journey of South Asians to Britain and
specifically the journey, arrival and settlement of the Sri Lankan Tamil community. The
discussion begins by considering the migration of people from South Asian countries to the UK.
The colonial legacy of these countries is unique and has clearly influenced migratory patterns, the

number of migrants entering the UK and their occupational and class status upon arrival.

Post-war unemployment encouraged migration from South Asia to the UK and migrants were
placed into various industries nationwide. Thus, from the 1950’s, the South Asian presence in the
UK became increasingly visible. The migratory experience of each community is extremely
varied, dependent upon country of origin, area of settlement and the journey experience. These
complexities must be taken into account in any detailed analysis and as will become evident
through the thesis, the experiences of Sri Lankan Tamil migrants and their children born in the

UK are unique.

Many of Sr1 Lanka's current political problems stem from British colonial rule and the way in
which Ceylon, as it was then known, was governed and left after withdrawal in 1948. The
infamous political tool of ‘divide and rule’ may not have been so violently enforced in Sri Lanka
as in India, but they did succeed in creating a social and intellectual split between the countries
ethnic groups, particularly the majority Sinhalese, and the minority Tamils. The political
difficulties and resulting ethnic conflict, have created and prolonged migration to many other
country’s since the 1950s and three main waves of Sri Lankan Tamil migrants have arrived and
settled in the UK (Daniel, 1995; 1996). In order to understand the lives and experiences of the
children of the second wave, the central theme of this study, an overview of Sri Lankan Tamil
migration to the UK and the issues of arrival, settlement and integration needs to be considered.

This chapter provides this introduction, setting the British context for the analysis in chapters six

to eight.

3.2 South Asian Migration to Britain - Journey, Arrival and Settlement

Britain has had influxes of Celts, Anglo-Saxons, Normans, and in more recent times Irish, Jewish
and Eastern European communities for many hundreds ot years (Shaw, 2000). Ballard (1994)

likens the impact of immigration from South Asia and the Caribbean to that of the Norman

invasion in 1066, as the arrival and settlement of these communities has been just as influential

upon the British social, political and economic order.
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The UK has one of the largest populations of South Asians living outside the Indian sub-continent
and the community has attracted a large amount of sociological interest (Castles, 1984: Werbner,
1990; 2002; Burghart, 1987; Eade et al, 2005; Hesse, 2000). Yet, there are certain ethnic groups
within the South Asian context who attract more attention than others (Bates, 2001; King, 2002).
The Tamils from Sri Lanka have been largely overlooked in contemporary research, even though

there are over 100,000 living and working in Britain today (Daniel, 1995; 1996; 1997).

Large scale South Asian migration to the UK has been a predominantly post war phenomenon,
beginning as a response to severe labour shortages in the 1950s through to the 1970s (Khan,
1979; Miles, 1993; Brah, 1996; Modood, 1997; Shaw, 2000; Burholt, 2004, Alibhai-Brown,
1999; 2001). The earliest reports of movement date back to the seventeenth century however,
Indian seamen became more visible in British ports with the growth of the East India Companies
shipping. Post war unemployment in the 1950s through to the 1970s and the lack of Irish and

European workers escalated immigration from the Indian sub-continent (Brah, 1996).

Ballard (2003) considers 1947 as the turning point in relations between Britain and the Indian
subcontinent. Firstly, it marked the end of the British Raj and the colonial dominance of the South
Asian area. Secondly, the area split into two and more recently three unique social and political
areas compromising India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. Finally, the year marked the beginning of
Britain’s post-war economic boom and the onset of mass immigration from South Asia to meet
the emerging labour shortages. The 2001 UK Census states that there are around 2 million South
Asians living in Britain, roughly half are Indian (Hindu and Sikh) and the other halt Muslim

(Werbner, 2004).

The tightening of immigration policy in the 1960’s calmed immigration rates, but
South Asians continued to enter and settle in Britain for a variety of reasons (Gidoomal, 1993;
Ballard, 1994; Shaw, 2000; Parekh, 2000). Even today communities are mostly concentrated in

the areas that experienced severe labour shortages in the post war period (Mason, 199)5).

The Punjabi Sikhs and Muslims, the Mirpuiris from Pakistan and the Sylhetis from Eastern
Bangladesh make up the largest migrant communities that have settled in the UK and, therefore,
most of the current literature focuses upon these particular ethnic groups (Modood, 1997; Shaw,
2000; Khan et al, 2000; Ballard, 2003). However, there are clearly other large and influential
migratory communities from South Asia that are overlooked and the Tamils from Sri Lanka are

among these groups. In 1998 Sri Lanka was in third place position behind the former Yugoslavia
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and Somalia for asylum applications to the UK (Home Office, 1999), yet it is a highly under

researched community in Britain (Shaw, 2002).

The 2001 Bntish Census states there are 4.6 million ethnic minority individuals living in the UK.
a rise from 3 million in 1991'. Most ethnic minorities live in the South East and more specifically
the Greater London Area. Almost half of the total ethnic minority population originate from
South Asia and their areas of settlement clearly reflect their migratory patterns. The Indian
community is relatively widespread, but concentrated in the South East and the Midlands. The
Bangladeshi community inhabit Greater London, the Midlands and Greater Manchester. while the
Pakistani community is concentrated in Yorkshire and the North West (Jones, 1993; Miles, 1995:
Modood, 1997; Anwar, 1998; Shaw, 2000).

However, there exists little information on the areas of settlement and population demographics
of the Sri Lankan Tamil population in the UK. There still exists a pattern of chain migration in all
three of the above South Asian groups, with families in the UK often living in the extended and
joint family systems (Ballard, 1979; Anwar, 1998). Yet, there is little evidence or even

speculation about the way in which Sri Lankan Tamil households are constructed in the UK and

how this impacts upon the lives of the family membersz.

At this point one must also raise the main difficulty in researching the Sr1 Lankan Tamil
community in the UK. The lack of recent comprehensive work, particularly, on the middle class
group makes this thesis unique, however it also creates complex problems when attempting to
make comparisons with other communities. My work on the community began in 2001 and still
in 2008 there is little, if any, detailed, published research completed on this group. The primary
reason for this gap lies with the unique socio-economic positioning and status of the Sri Lankan
Tamil community in the UK. The middle class demographic of the Sri Lankan Tamil community
means that they remain a largely ‘hidden’ group, attracting little attention from South Asian
scholars. This ‘hidden’ status is mainly due to their highly successful economic positioning. The
community is well educated when compared to some other ethnic minority groups in the UK and
placed within highly professional occupations like medicine and law. Only recently with the
erowing problems associated with gang culture and the arrival of the refugee group has the Tamil

community attracted widespread negative press and even now the group is rarely discussed by the

British media in a negative light.

' http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?1d=273 (Accessed 12/12/07)
; See 3.4 below
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King argues that the historical and traditional nature of mi gration studies: ‘have led to the
assumption, or at least the inference, that all migrants are poor or uneducated. This assumption,
when applied to European (and other) migrations today, leads to false characterisations’ (2002
89). This is clearly a problem for the study of particular migratory groups to the UK who have
remained relatively ignored and the Sri Lankan Tamil community fall within this. Only are-
conceptualisation of the main questions directing the study of migration and mi gratory patterns

would re-align theoretical frameworks to take further account of middle class, skilled mi grants

(King, 2002).

3.3 Sri Lankan Tamil Migration — The Catalysts

The Portuguese, Dutch and British successively colonialised the island and Sri Lanka finally
gained complete independence in 1948 (Goonetilleke, 1994; Sriskandarajah, 2002; Richards,
2005). In 1995 the Sri Lankan President Kumaratunga, announced that 400,000 out of a pre-war
population of 950,000 individuals from the Northern Province had migrated and settled in other
countries. The official nature of this claim suggests that the number has been underestimated and
a more realistic figure 1s around 700,000 displaced Tamil refugees worldwide (Fuglerud, 1999:

Richardson, 2005). This figure is one-third of the entire pre-war Tamil population (Steen, 1993).

Over time a Tamil national consciousness evolved that was committed to preserving and
protecting Tamil interests against the majority. Initially this took a politically legitimate direction
in the form of Tamil lobbying and calls for fairer representation in parliament. By the 1970s
many young Tamils had become disillusioned by the apparently failing attempts to gain equality
and a number of militant breakaway groups formed (Richardson 2005). The most vehement and
dangerous of these being the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), led by Prabhakaran,

which all but destroyed the other separatist groups. Their objective has been to see a Tamil

separate state (Eelam) with a majority of Tamil speakers.

The Sinhalese are clearly reluctant to grant this and as Jeyaratnam (2000) suggests it would be
like ‘committing political suicide’. The Tamils are angered by the blatant discrimination that

occurs politically and socially in Sri Lanka, while the Sinhalese argue they, are in fact, the

minority as they add the 50 million Tamils ot southern India’ to the Tamils in Sri Lanka. This

minority fear drives forward nationalistic feelings and tendencies on both sides and has led to one

of the world’s most violent and protracted civil conflicts (Jayawardena, 2003; Morrison, 2004;

Richardson, 2005).

* The region known as Tamil Nadu.
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The most contentious policy implemented by the Sinhalese government was that of
‘'standardisation’ within higher education. Introduced in the 1970s, the policy sought to
standardise the examination scores for admission to Sri Lankan universities. What the policy
realistically meant was that Tamil students had to achieve higher scores than their Sinhalese
counterparts (De Silva, 1998). The relations between Tamils and Sinhalese quickly deteriorated in
the1970s and the now infamous political opponents the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam®
formed in 1972 (Taraki cited in Fuglerud, 1999; Hennayake, 2005). The 1970s marked a period
of Tamil militant and often violent behaviour with the targeting of Sinhalese police. The anti-
Tamil riots of 1977 claimed 128 lives and the killing of four police officers in 1978 led to the
1979 Prevention of Terrorism Act. The bill allowed for arrest without warrant and the use of

admission under duress as legal evidence (Fuglerud, 1999).

The events of the 1970s reached a climax in 1983, a period that remains painful for Tamils today
(Wayland, 2003). On the 23™ July an attack on an army convoy by Tamil militants killed 13
soldiers. The next day in Jaftna the army killed 41 civilians and in the capital Colombo groups of
Sinhalese initiated the systematic burning of Tamil property and shops (Coomaraswamy in
Ratcliffe, 1994; Bremner in Winslow et al, 2003). It is estimated that between two and three
thousand Tamils were killed in the massacre. Many more thousands found themselves homeless.
Relations since this point have continued to deteriorate and there 1s much anger between the

Tamil and Sinhalese community and a distinct lack of trust (Richardson, 2005).

There is also an important gendered element to the appeal of the LTTE. The organisation rejects
the traditional image of the Sri Lankan woman as submissive, shy and passive, a legacy of social
and moral conduct left by the colonialists (Schrijvers, 1999). In the LTTE, women are viewed and
treated as equals, even in the more unsavoury activities of the organisation (Sumathy iIn
Hasbullah et al, 2004). The LTTE are one of the first terrorist groups to engage women 1n suicide
bombing, with a separate section, the Women’s Front of the Liberation Tigers, working since
1983. The goals of this section are to abolish the dowry system, eliminate all sexual

discrimination, and to ensure Tamil women have control over their own lives’ (Schalk, 1992).

In the 1983 anti-Tamil riots in Colombo, the Tamil minority expected help and support from the
police and Government forces. Shockingly many of these individuals simply encouraged the
rioters or in some cases even joined in with the persecution. In the direct aftermath of the riots
both the President and the National Security Minister of Sr1 Lanka sided with the Sinhalese

(Richardson, 2005). This serious breach of trust led the Tamil minonty in Sri Lanka, and

* The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam also commonly known as the Tamil Tigers.
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particularly Colombo, to conceal their true ethnic identity, explored in chapter seven (Jebanesan,

2003; Daniel et al, 1995).

The riots 1n 1983 and the Sinhalese Government reaction had a deep and profound impact upon
the Tamils and the already large diaspora group abroad. The trust that had been built up around
Sri Lanka's differing ethnic groups had been all but destroyed and today the older generation
continue to talk of their betrayal by the Sinhalese majority (Somasundaram, 1998). The
psychological effect has been profound and the ‘trauma’ caused by these events 1s evident in

many everyday conversations about the conflict (Daniel, 1996; 1997). The continuing problems

in the East and North of Sri Lanka simply reinforce the feelings of resentment and the

relationship between Tamils and Sinhalese remains uneasy (Daniel et al, 1995).

3.4 The Arrival and Settlement of Sri Lankan Tamils in the UK

Members of the Sri Lankan Tamil population have been displaced worldwide and can be found
on every continent. In 2001 the United Nations Human Rights Commission estimated that
817,000 Tamils were internationally displaced. Canada is the main host with 400,000, Europe
200,000, the United States 40,000, Australia 30,000 and the remaining 80,000 in various other
countries. In 2000 Sri Lanka ranked in the top ten of asylum seeking nations (Fuglerud, 1999).
However, these figures are nearly ten years old and it is now estimated over 100,000 Sri Lankan
Tamils have settled in the United Kingdom, mainly concentrated in ‘pocket’ communities 1n
London. There is evidence that the Tamil community is dispersing and this 1s becoming
increasingly apparent with the emergence of the second generation. Yet, the Sr1 Lankan Tamil
community in the UK has limited representation in the academic literature. In 1993 Daniel (1995;

1996: 1997) conducted one of the few research projects on Sri Lankan Tamils in London who

have settled in the United Kingdom.

The first phase of ‘Ceylonese’ immigrants was a mix of Sinhalas, Tamils and Burghers from
upper class or upper middle class backgrounds that had decided to leave Sri Lanka following the
independence of 1948 (Jayawardena 2000). These individuals were educated in the most elite and
prestigious schools in Ceylon, fluent English speakers and adapted and integrated into western
culture well. They came to Britain to study medicine, law and engineering and were identifiable
in privileged socio-economic positions (Sriskandarajah, 2002). Most striking is that this group

shared a common Ceylonese heritage and emphasised the importance of a *Ceylonese’ nationality

that included all ethnicities (Daniel, 1997).
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These individuals were keen to return to their privileged lifestyles in Sri Lanka, but this became
increasingly difficult following the Sinhala Only Act of 1956, which prioritised Sinhala over the
English medium (Jebanesan, 2004). The Sinhala Only Act of 1956 marked the first sign that
Ceylonese nationalism was disintegrating. The nation that the first wave of migrants prided
themselves upon started on the road to ethnic conflict and war. Through the process of ‘absorbed
coping’ the group came to terms with the move from a national Ceylonese identity to one that
separates Tamils and Sinhalese in the country of Sri Lanka (Daniel et al, 1995; Daniel, 1996;
Daniel et al, 1997; Fuglerud, 1999). Many individuals of this particular group remained in the
UK, setting up professional businesses and settling with their families (Daniel et al, 1995). The
Tamils of this generation came from the highest caste, the vellala’s, and their children were made
aware of this. They were sent to the most prestigious British schools and command of the English

language was prized highly amongst this community who saw themselves as superior to the

‘other’ Asian ethnic groups also in the UK.

The second phase of Tamils to the UK were mainly students in the 1960s and 70s who for
discriminatory reasons in Sri Lanka sought their University education abroad (Daniel, 1996;
1997). The opening up of university education in Sri Lanka and the resulting competition
between Tamils and Sinhalese students was further exacerbated by two specific policies. The
introduction of the quota system prevented many Tamils from gaining a university place, while
the closing of the civil service to Tamil individuals encouraged the population to seek education

further a field and it is the children of this group of migrants that this study focuses upon (Daniel
at al, 199)5).

With this group the dynamics of Sri Lankan identity changed significantly. The united Ceylon of
their childhood gave way to the politically divided and turbulent Sri Lanka of the 1980s. A
staunchly Tamil identity replaced the united Ceylonese nationality that the first phase had clung
to. Transnational links grew stronger and this generation were compelled to act by the politics of
the ‘home country’ (Daniel, 1997). Any hope of the availability of the Ceylonese nation was now
lost, heightened by the changing of Ceylon’s name to Sri Lanka. The ‘absorbed’ coping of the
previous generation shifted to a form of ‘deliberate’ coping in which individuals searched for a

‘Tamil nationalised past’ fully understanding both their actions and the consequences

(Sriskandarajah, 2002).

The socio-economic advantage that higher education and professional employment gave to many
of the second wave of migrants allowed for smoother integration into British life. Most of these

migrants have retained their middle class status and upward mobility, remaining attluent as
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compared to some other South Asian groups in the UK (Paranjape cited in Jazeel, 2006). This
study 1s concerned with the experiences of the children of the second wave of migrants to Britain
and due to their parents’ privileged position and their emphasis upon education and professional

employment, the second generation of this generation are also affluent and of middle class status.

The third phase of Tamil migration to the UK came just before and directly after the riots of
1983. The Prevention of Terrorism Act of 1979 marked the beginning of the Sinhalese
Government’s excessive control of the Tamil minority. Still today Tamils in Sri Lanka are
required to carry identification cards and police reports to prove they have no links with the
LTTE and there is still an underlying uneasiness in Colombo that the events of only twenty years
ago will be repeated. Before the 1983 riots the Tamil Tigers were a very small militant group, but
the violence that left thousands of Tamils dead in the July of 1983, sparked the growth of one of

the world’s most notorious and dangerous terrorist groups (Daniel et al, 1995).

Inevitably many Tamils were desperate to leave the country and claim asylum in a number of
countries worldwide. This refugee group lacked the educational qualifications of the first and
second wave and are limited in both their social and economic mobility. Second wave Tamils
have had to finance and sponsor friends and relatives of this third wave group. The increase in
numbers of refugees from Sri Lanka also had an influential effect on British immigration policy.
The British government, in the wake of the first waves of Tamil asylum seekers after 1983,

required all Sr1 Lankan citizens to obtain visas before arrival in the UK. This was the first time

citizens of a Commonwealth country were required to do so (Steen, 1993).

The first and second phase Tamils had used education as a tool with which to integrate and settle
in the UK successfully. Yet, this was not an option for the third phase refugees. Their escape from
civil war, the cost of coming to the UK and supporting tamily in Sr1 Lanka meant that immediate
employment was desperately needed. Another huge financial strain for these Tamil refugees was
the need to provide dowries for sisters and female relatives back in Sri Lanka. Therefore, this
group were prevented from furthering their own educational interests by financial pressure. Many

turned to the ‘petrol station’ as a means by which to make quick cash (Daniel et al, 1995).

In the early 1990s the character of Tamil migration to the UK changed again with the increase in
the number of ex-Tamil militants escaping terrorist group inter-rivalry. The arrival of this group
further intensified tensions between the current Tamil communities in the UK. As much as a
bloody war was occurring in Sri Lanka between two distinct ethnic groups, suspicions within the

Tamil community itself were beginning to surface. Refugees found themselves dislocated and
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excluded from both the Sri Lankan and Tamil identity. Their status as refugees left their social

space and 1dentity in flux and the diasporic nature of these communities has broken down

traditional ideas of national boundaries (Daniel, 1997).

The first phase elites witnessing the entrance of Tamil asylum seekers to countries like the UK,
were concerned about the social and economic character of these individuals. People came from
varying caste backgrounds, often from the lower end of the caste spectrum. The first phase

Tamils expected this newest group of refugees to conform to British ideals and to grasp the

English language:

Some Phase 1 immigrants saw the ‘Paki phenomenon’ taking shape in the Tamil

community before their very eyes. The character of the Tamil immigrant community in

Britain was never to be the same (Daniel, 1997).

A ceasefire agreement, initiated by the mediators Norway, was signed in February 2002 although,
recently this has all but broken down. The agreement has led to demilitarisation of a number of
areas and the northern and eastern provinces have opened transport routes. Talks between the
warring factions have yet to agree upon complete demobilisation and human rights remain a
pivotal concern for organisations like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. A
resolution to the conflict in Sri Lanka seems like a long way off and at present the numbers

leaving the island are greater than those returning (Hoole et al, 1990)

Recent research on the demographics of the Sr1 Lankan Tamil community in the UK is extremely
limited. Identifying clear and recent settlement figures and information on class, employment,
age, family size and gender differentials of this migrant group is relatively impossible. Work has
been completed on the Sri Lankan Tamil communities in Canada, Norway and Switzerland, yet
there 1s a distinct lack of research on the community in the UK (McDowell, 1996; Fuglerud,
1999; Hyndman, 2003; Cheran, 2003). Even Daniel’s (1995; 1996; 1997) comprehensive and
insightful research in the 1990’s on the Sr1 Lankan community 1n the UK 1is dated.
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From official British statistics it is unclear the ethnic origin of the Sri Lankans in the data sets, but

we can assume due to the problems in Sri Lanka most of the migrants are Tamil refugees of one
form or another. 90% of these Sri Lankans live in the South East with around 50,000 in London
alone. London is the centre of the British Tamil community due to the settlement patterns of
migrants, the availability of work and the political network that exists between Tamils in Sri
Lanka and the UK (Jebanesan, 2004). Elsewhere in Britain the Sri Lankan population is evenly
dispersed (Owen, 1996). There is some information concerning the religious composition of the

Sr1 Lankan community. 12% of Hindus in the 2001 Census gave their group as ‘other Asian’ and

most were of Sr1 Lankan origin. 6% of these Hindus said that their place of birth was Sri Lanka’.

From personal data, fieldwork records and informal resources gathered, one can infer limited
information on the current residences and localities of the Sr1 Lankan Tamil community in the
UK (Cowley-Sathiakumar, 2002; 2004). As highlighted, the community both Christian and
Hindu, remains concentrated in the Greater London area. They live predominantly in the North
Western and Eastern regions of the city in localities like Wembley, Harrow, East Ham and Ilford.
However, most of the UK participants in this study were attending university away from the hub
of the Sri Lankan Tamil community and talked of settling in other parts of the UK upon
graduation. There are also other small communities of Tamils elsewhere in the UK and some ot
these areas fit well with traditional patterns of settlement for South Asian groups in the UK, like
West Yorkshire (Leeds and Bradford) and Lancashire. Yet, there are also concentrations of the
community in Wales, Scotland and other Southern regions like Kent, which on first appearance

do not fit with traditional South areas patterns of settlement in the UK.

On further exploration and discussion with the individuals involved one can clearly link
employment opportunity with settlement choice and the reasoning for most of the second
generation living and being raised in these localities is due to parents occupation 1.e. doctors

moving to take positions at varying medical practices. Movement away from the core of the Sri

> The 2001 British census does not provide Sri Lankans with a specific ethnic category, as well as ignoring
the ethnic differences of the community. There were 247,664 people who placed themselves in the “other
Asian’ category in the 2001 Census and over 60,000 of these were probably of Sri Lankan Tamil origin, yet
there is no clear way of determining this (Owen, 1996; Model, 1999). The 1996 analysis of the 1991
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