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A perusal of writings by young Sri Lankan Tamil women in

Toronto, as well as anecdotal information and reported cases
reveal the dilemmas of Toronto Tamil women in coping with the
conflicts between the value system they experience in Canada and
that of their natal society. While immigrants of colour, regardless
of gender, face the challenges of cultural adjustment and adaptation,
integration and survival in a complex urban environment, the
women among them face problems that are specific to their roles
and experiences as women in both the private and the public
spheres. The problems faced by immigrant women are not entirely
triggered by their immigrant situation, but are equally attributable
to their subordinate status in their native cultures.

One might expect to find more similarities than differences between
the Toronto experiences of South Asian women in general and of
the Sri Lankan Tamil women in particular. At the same time, the
experiences of women within the same culture could significantly
vary dependin® on the circumstances of individual women. As has
been pointed out by others, many of the Sri Lankan Tamils,
particularly women, who came to Canada after 1983 are
disadvantaged by the lack of English language training, lower
educational qualifications and lack of social skills that would
facilitate their integration in Canadian society. The experiences of
these women are very different from those of other Sri Lankan and
South Asian women who are not so disadvantaged. In this brief
article, I reflect on the role of cultural values in shaping the
experiences of the Toronto Tamil women in the areas of marriage,
family relations, gender-role socialization, gender-division of
labour, cross-sex interactions, and domestic conflicts.

Culture Deconstructed
C ulture in the anthropological sense is a ‘way of life’

based on the acquired values, beliefs, rules and standards,
that are used to ‘interpret experience and generate behaviour.” This
definition by James Spradley (2003) is one of the better definitions
of culture that are available to us. Culture provides the framework
for action and interaction in natal as well as diasporic contexts and
has value and relevance as an adaptive strategy in any given
environment. However, within anthropology, the concept of culture
has generated a great deal of controversy and discussion with
respect to its definitions and meanings, to the point that some of us
are dismissive of culture’s potential to reflect the shared experiences
and interests of all individuals and groups within a single culture.
Thus, we might even speak of Tamil ‘women’ and ‘men,’ the youth
and the elderly as having different subcultures.

Although we should acknowledge the diversity of values and beliefs
within a single culture, or promote the view of culture as neither
fixed nor unchanging, in the popular view ‘culture’ is taken to be
homogeneous and immutable in time and space. This conservatism
appears to be stronger among communities in immigrant or
diasporic situations than in their natal contexts. The ‘freezing’ of
culture provides a sense of security, preserves cultural roots and
satisfies nostalgia for the home country. Such needs are common
among recent immigrants of older age groups, who are slow to
adapt to a foreign culture, than among their children who may have
been born or raised in their formative years in a western culture.
Undoubtedly, there is a generational difference in perspectives and
values between for instance, Canadian-Tamil parents and their
children, a difference that expresses itself through increasing
tensions, miscommunication or lack of communication between
Tamil youth and their parents.

Canadian-Tamil parents often blame these tensions on the Canadian
cultural influence, viewing Canadian culture and all western
cultures as sexually permissive and anomic (without norms), and
use this as an argument against the ‘cultural’ integration of Tamils
in Canadian society. Such perspectives are both misguided and
erroneous and betray a kind of ‘ethnocentrism’—the idea that one’s
own cultural values are superior to those of others. The main cultural
concerns among many Tamil parents living in Canada are regarding
cross-sex mixing, controlling the marriage of children, maintaining
domestic and gender hierarchies, and parental disciplining of
children. These areas are considered to be fundamental to Tamil
cultural traditions, and the attempts to preserve them invariably
involve the control of women as wives, daughters and sisters.

In most Asian cultures, there is nothing more immutable than the
assignment of a superior role to men and a subordinate role to
women. What anthropologists call ‘androcentrism,” or male-centred
perspectives, underlie household and conjugal hierarchies, unequal
gender division of labour, the sexual control of women, and double
standards for women and men in their permitted gender behaviour.
Gender is a cultural construction, and the positions and experiences
of women within a culture cannot be considered apart from the
cultural meanings assigned to women as a gender. Culture shapes
community notions about women’s roles and functions, their innate
nature and proper behaviour in both restrictive and prescriptive
ways. As anthropologists would argue, ‘gender inequities come
already embedded in culture.’

My last introductory remark is about ‘cultural relativism.” The
notion of cultural relativism holds that all cultures are equally
valuable and that customs and traditions of different cultures must




be understood within the frameworks of each culture. Canadian
multiculturalism promotes this perspective of culture. The problem
arises when the relativist perspective is taken to its extremes, leading
to the ‘relativist fallacy,” i.e., by declaring a social practice to be
‘cultural,” community members place it beyond scrutiny and
change. As we have witnessed in recent years, some traditions and
practices within immigrant communities in Canada (e.g., veiling,
female genital mutilation, physical punishment of children, etc.)
have raised questions about the rights and well-being of women
and children in the context of the rights of communities to practise
their cultural traditions without interference.

Gender-Role Socialization and Family Relationships
T he South Asian home, with its male-focused hierarchical

structure and unequal gender division of labour, is the main
socializing agent of gender behaviour. Every family strives to
provide a high degree of security to its members, more so in the
new immigrant environment with its extraordinary economic and
psychological chalienges, and is typically characterized by a certain
patterned ambivalence in regard to child-rearing practices. As one
commentator (Lannoy 1971) has observed in regard to the
upbringing of children in India, indulgence and casual attention
alternate with discipline and authoritative paternalism in the Tamil
household. This ambivalence is consistent with the gender and
generational hierarchies in the household. The father is a distant
and elusive figure, whereas the mother takes on a more nurturing
role in the gender socialization of children. In many South Asian
communities, including the Tamils, women are assigned the role
of being the guardians and representatives of their culture. Tamil
culture has its own collection of female role models in literary
traditions and religious mythology. It idealizes the dependent wife,
the nurturing and self-sacrificing mother, and the obedient and
modest daughter. Women are expected to live up to these ideals
and face greater pressures than men in playing out their gender

roles and in transmitting these values through the process of
socialization.

Traditionally, male authority and power in a family came with male
income and responsibility. This situation has changed in every
society, and even in Sri Lanka and other South Asian countries
women are no longer confined to the home but like men go out to
earn a living to support the family. Many Tamil families in Canada
depend on the earnings of ‘wives’ and ‘mothers’; a number of these
women did not have to, or never did, work outside their homes
before they came to Canada. But the changing roles of women and
their direct financial contributions seldom translate into gender
equality within the family, or to an equal sharing of domestic tasks.
The division of labour within the home has remained largely
unchanged, and women bear the double burden of work at home
and employment.

Food is an important part of every culture, and the ability to learn
and prepare new dishes is a sign of sophistication for both men
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and women. Although a fair number of South Asian and Sri Lankan
men are beginning to take an interest in cooking, it is women who
bear the heavy cultural burden of cooking, entertaining and kin-
keeping. According to Tamil university students, food (or Sri
Lankan food) is the focus of parental sentiments and it is about
‘food’ that social conversations begin and end. “Have you eaten?,”
“What did you eat?” are questions of greeting expressed at any
time of the day. Frequent extended-family gatherings and partaking
of meals as a celebration of kinship is common among Sri Lankans,
as perhaps among many immigrant communities, who are slow in
being bought into the more atomized and relatively expensive
entertainment culture of Toronto. The pattern of food consumption
and entertainment at home takes a heavy toll on working women,
even though the growing Toronto Tamil industry in take-out food
and catered meals provides occasional, if not necessarily healthy,
relief to them.

An example of the socialization of children to their gender roles
can be seen from the observations made by a group of primary
school teachers on the differences in the after-play cleaning up
behaviour of South Asian girls and boys: the girls usually pick up
their play things without being told, but the boys show reluctance
to perform this simple task even when instructed to do so. The
difference is traceable to the home, where mothers clean up for
their sons while the daughters are trained to clean their own mess.
From a young age women are socialized to accept that housework
is entirely women’s work. Even though Sri Lankan Tamil parents
place as a high premium on the education and employment of
daughters as on that of their sons, women are traditionally
channelled along specific career paths (teaching, service sector,
professions) and are trained ta bear the double burden of career
and housework. However, these traditional gender role assignments
are becoming untenable in Canada, where women belonging to
even the most restrictive cultures are exposed at least to the
possibilities for equality between genders and opportunities for
women to exercise their rights and freedoms as much as men do.
Instead of adapting to and guiding their children in the new
circumstances, Sri Lankan Tamil parents are known to persist in
outdated disciplinary ways, often leading to severe breakdowns in
family relationships. As fathers take on the role of enforcing
discipline, mothers are thrust with the task of mediating between
their hierarchical husbands and the recalcitrant children.
Traditionally, restrictive hierarchical conflicts within the family
would have been resolved by extended family mediation involving
elderly aunts and uncles, or grandparents. These supports are not
available in most cases for Tamil families living in Canada, and
the relationship within the nuclear family may suffer even
irreparably.

The family unit is generally seen as the site of the most intimate
sentiments, a unit of love, mutual interest, cooperation and male
altruism. However, there are cultural differences in the open display
of sentiments of love and affection. In the current Canadian family
environment, children commonly require and are given emotional
reinforcement through words of endearment and physical gestures;
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they are also privy to routine expressions of affection between
parents. Tamil parents are usually reticent when it comes to
expressing affection and are generally reluctant to indulge their
children. These familial differences are not lost on the Tamil
children growing up in Toronto; in fact, they are confused and
disturbed by these differences. Tamil youth have commented on
the absence of displays of emotions of love and affection on the
part of parents. They remark that while their parents provide them
with material goods (computers, clothes, etc.), even under great
financial strain, they would seldom engage them in conversation,
or offer verbal support and encouragement. Conjugal affection is
also hidden and secretive, and in the open environment of Canadian
society, where children and youth are constantly exposed to public
displays of love and affection between couples, the Tamil children
become unsure about the relationship between their parents. This
is unfortunate and regrettable because most Tamil parents undergo
tremendous hardships for their children, but they are hierarchically
constrained from opening the home to free communication and
emotional interaction between its members.

The family can also be the site of abuse and violence. Domestic
violence is a concern within the Tamil community in Toronto.
Violence is often fuelled by the economic and job insecurities of
men, by male alcoholism, and women’s resistance to their domestic
work burdens and gender-based restrictions. Tamil women suffer
many of the same pressures as men in Canada and are indeed worse
off because of the disadvantages some of them face with poor
language and communication skills. But as in other cultures, verbal
and physical violence is the prerogative of men. There have been
reported cases of suicides among Tamil women. Women are also
known to contemplate suicide and to sacrifice even their own
children to avoid the humiliation of domestic abuse. Young girls
are at the mercy of their male siblings or cousins, who restrict
them to prevent cross-sex interactions and preserve the ‘honour’
of the family. A newspaper report described the case of a young
Tamil girl on whose arm a hot iron was placed by her brother and
a male cousin as punishment for socializing with a boy.

Domestic violence is universal and is not peculiar to specific
cultures, but in the context of an immigrant community violence
against women acquires different dimensions. Wives, who are the
targets of domestic violence and abuse, are usually without the
traditional support of extended family members who would
intervene on their behalf. There is also the absence of informal
sanctions of the village or community that are brought to bear on
the misbehaving husband. Domestic violence is also a well-kept
secret, hidden and tolerated to protect the honour and good name
of the family. Male perceptions on domestic violence are influenced
by women’s traditional roles. Thus, I heard an elderly gentleman
say that domestic violence among the Tamils in Toronto is due to
women being carried away by the values of equality and freedom
and the loosening of male control over their women. However,
many Sri Lankan Tamil women who are victims of violence, as
well as men who perpetrate violence on their spouses, are now
seeking and obtaining counselling to break out of the cycle of

domestic violence. On the other hand, social workers who undertake
counselling among the Tamils have pointed out that there are
instances when women are prevented by their male kin from freely
communicating with the social workers.

The Dilemmas of Tamil Youth

W ithin the context of diaspora and migration, the children of
immigrants, more than anyone else, find themselves in the
‘in-between spaces’ of the host and home cultures. Many young
girls experience the ‘contradictions’ of cultural ‘hybridity,” because
of opposing value systems. For instance, parents demand university
degrees and high-earning jobs of their daughters but will not allow
them the same freedoms granted to sons. One of my female students
pointed out that keeping late hours when it is job-related and
involving overtime work is permitted, but not when it involves
socializing with friends. Her brothers, on the other hand, have no
curfew restrictions and are free to socialize with friends. Young
women begin to question the traditional restrictions when faced
with new values and lifestyle changes in immigrant situations.

Overall, Tamil women in Toronto have to measure up to two
contradictory sets of values in the public and private domains.
Independence, assertiveness, free thinking, creativity and
confidence are deemed necessary for success in education and
employment. But the values, generally considered ideal for Tamil
wome are passivity, obedience to cultural norms, and dependence
on males. A Tamil university student outlined her experience thus:
“My father is very proud when I discuss controversial matters with
him and encourages it, but in the presence of relatives or other
community members, [ am expected not to air my views,
particularly if they are controversial.” She attributed this to the
cultural conditioning of older men to see passivity, obedience and
lack of outspokenness as essential qualities for a woman. The two
sets of values demand two types of personality types. Success in
the public sphere demands an independent personality type, while
submission to domestic hierarchies requires a dependent and
passive personality. Young women who are high achievers or have
independent personalities must either succumb to these gender rules
or develop multiple personalities to fit the demands of family,
community and the society at large.

The cultural practices and underlying values that limit women’s
freedom are invariably focused on cross-sex interactions. dating,
arranged marriages and modesty issues. In all these areas, women’s
sexuality becomes a subject of great concern to the family and the
community. A double standard exists for daughters and sons: men’s
sexual infractions are viewed as being the natural unfolding of
male sexual drives, with relatively little implications for family
reputation or marriageability, whereas women’s sexuality has to
be curbed and protected within the bounds of formal marriage.
Reports about pre-marital sex and cross-sex interactions involving
young Tamil women would indicate that they are reacting against
the rigidity of the social norms of their parents and the community.
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As well, they are influenced by peer pressure to be ‘cool,” which
in youth parlance means fitting into what they perceive as the
mainstream adolescent culture. The parents’ rigidity and the
children’s reactions appear to be based on a thorough misreading
of sexual freedom as being synonymous with sexual promiscuity.

Tamil boys seem to hold a double standard as well. They are willing
conscripts to the culture of cross-gender mixing but are more
selective when it comes to marriage. One young woman notes that
a Tamil boy would date many women but expect his future wife
not to have had a boyfriend. A woman’s ‘friendliness’ would be
interpreted as ‘promiscuity.” An independent female personality is
less valued as a prospective partner in marriage by young Tamil
men who have grown up in Canada and like their female
counterparts have been exposed to more liberal values regarding
dating and marriage. Physical appearance and ‘smartness’ are
valued for a girl, but ‘independence’ and ‘assertiveness’ are
associated with promiscuity and a dominating female personality.
Marriage is the number one priority for parents regardless of their
daughters’ ambitions for career and independence. Young women
object to their parents’ discouragement of higher education for the
sake of marriage. With marriage comes the emphasis on
motherhood and, in some instances, pressures on newly married
women by their mothers-in-law to have children soon after marriage
regardless of their career ambitions. Marriage and motherhood
continue to be the defining criteria of Tamil womanhood in Toronto,
without any consideration being given to the changing roles of
women and their new circumstances.

The common South Asian view of North American culture is that
it is materialistic, but there can be nothing more materialistic than
arranged marriages and dowry practices that degrade and place a
price tag on women. When marriage proposals are brought for a
girl, prospective in-laws crassly inquire about her student loans
and insist that they be paid off before the marriage in addition to
the usual dowry payment. Beauty as in ‘fair skin’ and a slim
appearance continue to be highly desirable traits in women for
marriageability, although such traits are seldom required of men.
A rather exacting mother-in-law-to-be wanted her future daughter-
in-law, a professionally qualified young woman who had just
arrived in Toronto for her arranged marriage, to go through beauty
treatments before the marriage to have her ‘dark’ skin bleached to
make it ‘lighter.” Young Tamil women, like their parents, do not
take marriage lightly, but their criteria for a good marriage are

different and less focused on the larger collective attributes of caste,
family, ethnicity, or on individual attributes such as money, jobs,
etc. Instead, they place greater emphasis on love, compatibility,
and common interests. With greater opportunities for cross-sex
mixing, women are becoming open to the romantic and voluntary
aspects of marriage, as indeed they should. They also want the
time-honoured institution of arranged marriages to be modified by
allowing the prospective partners to socialize before committing
to marry.

In conclusion, gender discrimination is universal and is not peculiar
to Tamil or South Asian cultures. But compared to other
communities in Canada, the South Asian communities arc among
those who more emphasize the control of women’s marriage and
sexuality in the name of female modesty and female reputation
and as a way of preserving cultural traditions. The preservation of
‘culture’ thus becomes synonymous with the control of women.
The emphasis on cultural preservation is legitimate but not at the
expense of one half of the membership of a culture. My argument
is that the use of ‘culture’ to justify the control of women is illiberal
and indefensible under any circumstance, and in extreme instances
it can also be patently illegal. Oftentimes, culture is conveniently
used to prolong old hierarchies that have neither meaning nor value
with changing times and in different places. Every society has its
own version of sexual differences, but as Sylviane Agacinski
(1998), the French philosopher and feminist, has noted, ‘difference’
does not necessarily imply ‘hierarchy.” Sexual difference—woman
and man—must be celebrated but hierarchy denied. The goal of
societies must be to promote ‘parity’ of the sexes, which means
that sexual differences are affirmed and given equal value in all
areas, not only in regard to equal representation in politics but also
in observing democratic values in the family.
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