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% perasal of writings by voung Sri Lankan Tami| women in

== Teeoeto, == well s uncedota] information and reported cascs
e e dilemmas of Toronto Tamil women in coping with the
Sty Between the value system they experdencs o Canudy and
M o s natal society, While immigrants of colour, resardless
Wmesder. face the challenpes of cultura! adjustimen and aduptation,
see===mion and survival oo compley wlban énvitomenl, e
wasmen among them face problems that are specific 1o their riles
SRS Cxpericnces as wolnen in buth the private and the public
sheres The probloms fced by imimigrant women are ot entirely
Sescred by thelr inmigrant situntion, but are squally amribucable
1 Seir subdrdinule stuus n their narive oultures,

e et eapect to find more similaritios than difterencis serween

e Toronto experiences of South Asian women o general and of

& Soi Lankan Taniil women |0 partcular: Al (e same time, the
Sapenenees ol woambn withimthe same culture pould sionjlicantly
vany depending on the circumstamess ot individual women, As by
Seen pointed our by others. meny of the Sri Lankan Tamils,
sarticulirty women, who came (o Conada after | 943 are
disadvantaped by the lack of English langupes troining, lower
sucitionyl qualifications and lack of-social skille shat wonld

=reliabe thelr integration in Canadlan secizty The experiences ol

5ese wornen arg very different from thase of other 57 1 ankan and
South Asiun wornen who ore ot o disadvantamed; 1y this brie
atticle, [ reflect on the role of cultrml values in shaping the
eaperiences of the Toronto Tamll wormen in the areas of Imartsge,
Emily relationy, Fender-rale socializulion, vender-division of
abir, crogs-sey imteractions, nnd domestie conlliets,

Culture Deconstructied

C ulturs in the anthropological sense s a “way of life!

based on the acquired values, beliets, rules and standards,
that are used to 'interpret experlence and generate belwviour.* This
Sefinition by Janes Spradley (2003) is one of the betler definitions
of culture that are available o us. Cultiee provides the framewnrk
for action and inreraction in natal as well as diasporic contests and
fas value and relevance as an adaplive steategy in any given
erwaramaent, lowsyer within anthropology, the coneept vl culure
fas generated a greal deal of controversy and discussion wilh
respedt o s definifion s and meanings, Lo the point thar seme ol us
sre dismizsive ofcultore’s potential to reflect the shired expariences
2nd interests of all individuals and grouss within a singls culture
Thus, we mighteven speak of Tamil *worien' snd 'men,” the youth
and the elderly a5 having different subcullures,

Adthough we sliould seknow ledue the diversioe of values and belich
within a sivele culwre, or promots the view of culture as neither
fxed nor unchanging, in the popular view “cublure’ is (aken to be
homegencous and immutable [n tme and spaee. This conservansm
Appedars o he slronger amone communilies m immiermnt o
diasporic siluations than in their natal eontexts The “fregany’ ol
culture provides o sense of seeurity, preserves eultmal roars aomd
satisfigs nostalaid for the home country. Such needs are commaon
aniong recett immigrants of cldar age oronps, who are slow 1o
acdpt 1o o forgian culiure, than anvong themr childeen who may b
been bom or raised U their Tormative years in 4 sesterm citlnire
Lirdoubtedly, thére Is a eenerativnal differenee inpaspecrives i
valies between o tnstance, Clanadian=1amil pacents and et
children, a difference thal exprosses isell throngh increasing
ferglons miscommumcalion or lack of commitiication belwestt
Famil vouth iod theer pacents

Canadan-Tamil pavents often hlame these tensioas on the Canadian
cultaral inflience, viewing Canadinn colture and sl westarn
cuitures ag sexuatly peimiissive and enomic (without norms), and
use thie as dn argument againsg the ‘cultural” integration of Tamils
i Canadinn spciety. Such parspectives wre both misguided and
Erronesus and betray akind of “sthnvcentrism™ —the idea that one's
owh eultural values are sopericr 16 those of others, The mam cultral
concerns among many Famil parents living in Canuda ere regarding
eross-ses mixmg, contrafling the marnage of ehildren, mamtainime

domestic and gender hierarchiey, und parental disciplining of

children. These ureay are considered o be fundemental to Tamil
cultural maditions, and the sttempts to preserve them inyariably
involve the control of women us wives, daughters and sisters,

l-most Asian cultures, theve is nothing more imnisable than the
assignment of u superior role Lo men and a subordinate rols 1o
wormen, What antheopelogists call “androcentrism,” ermale-cenmd
perspectives, waderlic household wid conjugal hierarchics, unequal
gender division of labour, the sexaul contrel of women, and double
stindards for women and men in shalr permitted sender behaviour,
Cender 14 aenltural construction, and the positions and expersnces
of women within @ cublure cannot be considered apart from the
cultural meanings assicned o women as 2 gender, Cullure shapes
eommunity notions about women's roles and functions, their innate
nature and proper behavieur in both restriclive and preseriprive
ways. As anthropologists would areue, ‘gender inequitics come
already embedded in cultuze.”

My last introductory remark s about ‘cultural eelativism:” The
notion of cultural relativism holds that all enlnires ure squally
valuabile and thar eustoms und traditions of different cultures must




W RS sy 10 routine expressions of-affection betweon
Wil parents are usually reticent when it comes to
sSection and are penerully reluetant to [ndulge their
Fhese fumilial differences are nat 165t on the Tamil
Sowange up i Teronty; in fact, ey areé vonlused and
e b these differenices. Tumil vouth have commented on
s of displave of emotions of lave and alfection on the
e mmeents. They remark that while their parents provide them
W el goods (eomputers, clothes. ste.), even under grest
el strain, they would Seldem engage them in conversation,
e verbal aupport and encouragement. Conjugal nffection is
MRS Saien and secretive, and I the oper environment of Cunudian
Sy where children and youth ure constantly exposed (o public
S o love and uffection botween couples; the Tamil children
Sesaee ansure about the relotionship berween their parents, This
S farunnie and regrettible because most Timil parents undergo
wememtous hardehips for their ehildren, but they are hicrarchically
Ssmstrained from opering the home 10 [ree communication mnd
smotiemal intersction betwesn s members.

T8 fumily canalso be the site of abuse and Yiokence. Domestic
Sesence B o coneemn within the Tamil eommunity in Toronto.
Wimtence is often fuelled by the coonomic and job insscurities of
=en. by male aleoholism, and womens sesistance to their domestic
work burdens and gender-based restrictions. Tamil women suffer
wmany of the samu pressures as men i Canada and are indeed woise
=5 because of the disadvantages some of them face with puur
=mzunee und communication skills: Butas inother culties, verbul
&4 physical violence is the prerogative of men, There have been
seported cases of suicides smong Tamil wiomen, Woien are ilso
Enawn to contemplate: suicide and {u sucrifice over their Gwn
Sildren 10 avoid the humiliation of domestic abuse, Young wirl
ar= st the mercy of their male siblings or cousing, who restricl
Sem 10 prevent cross-sex interactions und arcserve the “hoaour®
of the family. A newspaper report deseribed the case of a young
Pamil girl on whose arm 2 hot fron was placed by her brather and
= made cousin as punishment for sucializing with a boy,

Domestic violence is universal and is nol peeuliar o specific
Sultures, but inthe context of an lnunigrant community violency
scamse women acquirgs different dimensions. Wives, whi are the
=ects of domestic vivlénce and abuse, ure usually without the
Faditional support of extended family members who would
wierveng on their beball There is also the absence of informal
smctions of the village or community that are broughl o bear on
e misbehaving husband: Domestic violence is also o well-kept
secret, hidden and 1olerated to protect the honour and gaod name
the lamily. Male perceptions on domestic violence are influenced
women's taditional roles. Thus, | heard an elderly gentleman
sy that domestic violenve among the Tamils in Toronto is due 1o
“omen being camied away by the values of equality and fresdom
and the loosening of male control over their women. However,
wany Sn Lankan Tamil women who are victims of violance, as
well as men who perpetrate violence on their SPOUSES, HIE  noay
wenmz and obtaining counselling w break our of the vyele nf

g
of
o

domestic violenee. Ui the alherhand, social workers who mnderiake
counsélling among the Tamils have polnted oul that there are
instances when women ave prevented by their male kin from freely
comumunicating with the social workers,

The Dilemmas of Tamil Youth

ithan the context of diaspora end migration, the children of
w immigranis; more-dhan anvone else. find themseatves in the
In-Between spaces’ of the host and home cultures. Many vouns
girls experience the ‘contradictions’ of cultural *hybridily. becauze
of opposmyg value systems. Forinstanoe, parents demand un varsily
degrees nnd high-eaming jobs of their davghters butwill ot allow
them the same freedoms granted o sons. One of hy female studeits
pomnted our that keeping lare hours when it = job-related and
mvolvmg overtime work is petmitted, bul nol when it invalves
sociulizing with friends. Her brathers: on the other hand. have no
curlew restrictions and are free (o sociahize with friends. Yours
women bagin to-guestion the traditional restrictions when faced
with new values and lifestyle changes in immigrant siluations,

verall, Tanl women in Toronte have fo measure U b v
contradiciory sels of values in the public and private domains.
Independence, assertiveness, free thinking, creativity and
confidence are deemed necessary for suecess m education and
emplovmeant, Bat the values, gencrally considered ideal for Tamil
wome are pussivity, obedience to cultural notms, und depandencs
an minkes. A Tamil university studert outlined hee experience thus:
“My futher is very proud when | discuss controversial matters with
hifm and encourages o but in the présence of relatives ur other
community members. | am expected not to air my views,
particularly if they are controversial.” She attribared (his 1o the
culturul onditioning of older men to see passivity, obedience and
lack of vutspokenness s cssential qualitizs for o woman. The two
sets of values demand rwo types of personaliny types. Suceess in
the public sphere demands an independent personality type. while
submission to domestic hicrarchics requizes o dependent and
passive personality. Young women whe are high achievers or have
independent personalities must either succumb to these gender rles
or develop multiple persoralities to fit the demands of family,
community and the society al large.

The euttural pracices and undeclying values that linit women’s
freedom are mvariably locused on cross-ses interactions. dating,
giranged marringes and madesty issues, I all these areas, wonen's
suxuality becomes a subject of great concern 1o the Jamily and the
community, A double standard exists for daughters and sons; men's
sexual infractions are viewed as being the natural unfolding of
male sextal drives, with relatively litle implications Tor family
reputation er marviagezbility, whereas women’s sexuality has to
be curbed and protecied within the bounds of formal marriage
Repontsabaut pre-marital sex and cross-sex interactions imvalving
Young Tamil women would incicate thar they are reacting against
the rigidity of the svcial norms of their parents and the communiny




A well, they are influenced by paer pressure to be *coel.’ which
in youth parlance mesns [tling inte what they perceive as the
mainstrzam adolescent culture. The parents’ rigidity and the
children’s reactiens appear to be based on a thorough misrzacmy
of sexual freadom as being synonymeus with sexual promiseiry.

Tamil boys seem to huld a double standard as well. Thay ave walling
conscripts to the culture of cross-gender mixing but are more
selective when it comes to marriage. One voung woman notes that
a Tamil boy would date many women but expect his future wile
ot 1o have had a boyfrrend. A woman®s “friendliness’ would be
interpreted 4s *promiseuity,” An independent [emale personality s
less valued as a prospective partmer in marringe by voung Tamil
men who have grown up in Canada and like ther female
counterparts have been exposed 1o more liberal values regarding
dating and marriage, Physical appearance and °smartness’ are
vitlued for a girl, but “independence’ and ‘assertiveness’ ars
associnted with promiscuity and o dominuting female personality.
Matriage i5 the number ane priority tor parents regardless af their
daughters ambitions for earcer and indépendence. Young women
uhiject to their parents” discouragement of highzr education for the
sake of marriage. With murriage comes the emphasis on
motherbiowd and, in some instances, pressures on newhy married
wiinen by their mothiers-in-law 10 have children soon after marmage
resatidless of their career umbitions: Marriage snd motherhood
cuiitioue to be the defining critérin of Tamil womanhood in Toronto,

withous any consideration being given to the changing rales ol

woinen and thoir new girciimstances.

The combion South Asign view of North American culiure is that
It js materialistic, but there can ba nathing miore materialistic than
arranged mamriages and dowry practices that degrade and place a
price tap on women. When marriage proposals are brought for a
wirl, prospeciive in-laws crassty inquire about her student foans
and insist that they be paid off before the marriage in addition 1o
the usital dowry paymenl.  Beauty as in ‘fair skin®and a slin
ppearance continue Lo be highly desirable waits in women For
marriazeability, although such traits are seldom required of men.
A rather exacting mother-in-law-to-he wanted her [uiure daughter-
in-law. a professionally qualified young woman who had jusl
urrived in Torofiw For her arranged marriage, o go through beauty
(reatments sefore the marriage to have her *dark’ skin bleached to
make it ‘lighter.” Young Tamil women, like (heir parents, do not
take marriage lightly, but their eriteria (or o good mamage are

4 it
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different and less focused on the larger collective amibutes of caste.
family. ethnicity, or on individual altributes such as money, jobs
cte: Instead, they place greater emphasis on love, compatibility,
and commaon {nterests. With greater opportuniiics for cross-sex
mixing, women are becoming open to the romantic and volunlsrs
aspects of marriage, as indeed they should. They also watit the
time=honoured institution of arranged marriages to be modified by
allowing the prospective partngrs to socialize beford commiming
Tix NUarry.

In conclusion, sender diserimination is universal and is not peci i
to Tamil or South Asian coltutes. Bur compared to other
communities i Canada; the South Asian comnmitnities are among
those who more emphasizz the control of women's mariage and
sexuabity an the name of female modesty and female reputation
and asa way of preserving cultural traditions. Tha preservaiion of
reuliure’ thus becomes synonymous with the control of women.
The emphasis on cultural preservation is legitimate but pot 4t the
expense of one hall' ol the membership of g cultre. MYy argument
ie that the nse of *culture” to ustify the control of women is Hiberad
and indefensible under ahy circumstance, and i extreme instances
it can abse be patently legal, Ofentimes, culture s conyamcnily
used to projene ald hismrchies that have neither meaning nor vilue
with charging limes and in differcnt places Fvery society has iis
pwn version of sexual differences. but as Sylviane Agacinskl
{ 1998), the French philosopher and feminist, hias noted, 'difference
does not necessarily imply *hderarchy.” Sexual differsnca - woman
and man—mast be celebrated but hierarchy denied. The soal of
societics must be 1o promote ‘pacity”’ of the sexss, whish meass
thut-sexual differences are affrmed and given equsl valee mall
aress, not only i regard 1o equal representation m paincs but 2lso
n observing: democratic values in the family
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