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Abstract

Belonging and memory, shaped by social and political conditions of civil war and forced
migration, are the central themes of this thesis. | explore the life stories of thirty-six young
Tamil people who arrived in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s at the height of Sri Lanka’s
civil war. The thesis demonstrates that life story, in its depth and richness of human
experiences, is useful for examining Tamil people’s constructions of belonging over their life
course: escaping civil war and persecution, rebuilding a sense of home in a new land, and
reconstructing connections to the homeland in a post-war context. They do not simply choose
to belong or not belong. Instead, young Tamils craft strategies and coping mechanisms that
emphasise ongoing processes of belonging, against social and governmental structures that
reinforced their marginalisation. In doing so, their resettlement experiences complicate

scholarly assumptions of the ‘successful’ Sri Lankan Tamil migrant in Australia.

The study collects insights into how young Tamils skilfully challenged their marginalised
status, as subjects who have fled persecution in the homeland and as migrants of colour in the
new land, thus articulating multiple ways of belonging in a multicultural Australia that is
closely guarded by white Australians. It enables Tamil people to give meaning to their lives
and explore and challenge their histories and cultures which have been repressed in

Australian society.

The analysis shows that belonging, as personal and political, was crafted by Sri Lankan and
Australian nation-states through political projects that undermined Tamil people’s
persecution in the homeland and claims to refugee status. Against state crafts however exist
the memories, both individual and collective, of Tamil people that reinstate their persecution,
thus providing evidence of the enduring memories of war in resettlement. In rebuilding a
sense of home in Australia, Tamils remember the continuities of homeland practices, such as
religion and language, that reproduced their belongingness across lands, albeit in fragmented
ways. At the same time, they recalled experiences of intergenerational tensions, racialised
school spaces, and intra-community struggles that unravelled a key tension in their lives: to
what extent did the homeland in civil war affect their resettlement experiences and which

social and political conditions shaped them?

The thesis focuses on how Tamils remembered growing up in Australia. Remembering, |

demonstrate, is key to understanding processes of belonging and is always under



construction. Hardships of forced migration and resettlement were central in young Tamil
people’s lives, they use these memories to craft belonging, in which their agency defines the
essence of being displaced as young forced migrants. The memories form part of a broader
story of how one group of migrants’ determination, strength and resilience has generated
insights into the enduring past — and serves as a reminder of the complexity of resettlement

amidst the estrangement of forced migration as a young person.
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INTRODUCTION

At this time of renewed assertion from the Australian Government that Australia remains ‘the
most successful multicultural society in the world’,! it is important to interrogate the
supposed ‘successful’ resettlement story of Sri Lankan Tamils who were among the first
migrants to arrive after the end of the White Australia Policy in the 1970s.2 When compared
to Canada and Western Europe, the scholarship and public discourse portrayed Tamil people
who arrived in Australia as professionals who achieved upward economic mobility.* In this
depiction, the Australian nation-state is tolerant and inclusive, and this has further legitimated
and enhanced narratives of how Sri Lankan migrants successfully belonged to their new
country.* However, this narrative does not highlight the challenges that Tamil people faced as
they were reconciling experiences of war and constructing a sense of home in Australia. This
thesis seeks to complicate understandings of Sri Lankan migrant experiences in Australia, by
exploring the resettlement of young Tamil forced migrants who fled Sri Lanka’s civil war in
the 1980s and 1990s.° | demonstrate how young Tamils crafted a sense of belonging in

Australia on their terms that bring to relief their life stories of war, survival and resilience.®

In this thesis I show that young Tamil forced migrants, as subjects of Australia’s successful
multiculturalism narrative, were marginalised in their status as non-white migrants: they were
required to integrate into Australian society. The object, in Australia, was its ‘inclusive

exclusion’ — the nation-state’s inclusion of anyone served the exclusion of non-national

! Australian Government, ‘Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, Successful,” Australia’s
Multicultural Statement, 2018. Accessed on December 15, 2018.
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/mca/Statements/english-multicultural-statement.pdf.

2 Australia has a long-held tradition of resettling Tamil people from Sri Lanka since at least the 1960s.
The Eliezer family appear to be one of the first to permanently resettle in Australia in the late 1960s.
James Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera: The Story of Australian Immigration (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 35; Ranee Eliezer, Conquering Scientist — A Biography of
Emeritus Professor Christie J. Eliezer AM 1918-2001 (Victoria: La Sha Prints, 2012).

3 Manohari Velamati, ‘Sri Lankan Tamil Migration and Settlement: Time for Reconsideration,” India
Quarterly Vol. 65, No. 3 (2009), 285; Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera, 15.

% Palitha Ganewatta, ‘Australia,” in The Encyclopedia of the Sri Lankan Diaspora, ed., Peter Reeves
(Singapore: Editions Didier Millet, 2013), 164; W.S. Weerasooria, Links between Sri Lanka and
Australia: A Book about the Sri Lankans (Ceylonese) in Australia (Colombo: Sri Lankan Government
Press, 1988); Rodney Arambewela and Cedric Forster, Glimpses of Sri Lankan and Australian
Relations: Commemorative Volume to Mark Sri Lanka’s 50 years of Independence and Diplomatic
Relations with Australia (Victoria: Committee for Sri Lanka, 1998).

® The thesis conception is attached with the ARC Laureate Fellowship Project ‘Child Refugees and
Australian Internationalism: 1920s to the Present’ that is led by Professor Joy Damousi.

® Mary Hawkins et al., ‘Introduction,” in ldentity and Belonging, eds., M. Hawkins et al. (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 1-4.



https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/mca/Statements/english-multicultural-statement.pdf

modes of identity and belonging.” Multiculturalism embraced cultural differences for the
nation’s sake.® By examining processes of belonging in more agentic terms, the thesis
complicates Australia’s multiculturalism.® Following Vikki Bell, it begins with the premise
that one does not simply belong to the world or any group within it.° In migration studies
belonging is concerned with how self-identification is sustained through complex
incorporations to place.! But in the same way that Lyn Abrams challenged us to think about
the role of memory as being key to our identity,'? this thesis challenges us to think about
belonging as a complex process that is connected to the past, individual and society, and
contexts that go beyond migrant/nation-state dichotomies. The term ‘craft’ is meant to

capture these complexities of belonging in resettlement.*3

" Stephen Turner, ‘“Inclusive Exclusion’: Managing Identity for the Nation’s Sake in Aotearoa/New
Zealand,” Arena Journal No. 28, (2007), 87-106.

8 1bid.

% Keith Jacobs, Experience and Representation: Contemporary Perspectives on Migration in
Australia (Surrey: Ashgate, 2011); David Walker, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia
185-1939 (Crawley: University of Western Australia, 2012).

10 vikki Bell, ‘Performativity and Belonging: An Introduction,” in Performativity and Belonging, ed.,
V. Bell (London: Sage, 1999), 1-10.

11 vikki Bell, ed., Performativity and Belonging; Anne-Marie Fortier, Migrant Belongings: Memory,
Space and Identity (Oxford: Berg, 2000); Christina M. Getrich, ‘Negotiating Boundaries of Social
Belonging: Second-Generation Mexican Youth and the Immigrant Rights Protests of 2006,” American
Behavioural Scientist Vol. 52, No. 4 (2008), 533-556; Maurice Crul and Jens Scheider, ‘Comparative
Integration Context Theory: Participation and Belonging in New Diverse European cities,” Ethnic and
Racial Studies Vol. 33, No. 7 (2010), 1249-1268; Marco Antonsich, ‘Searching for Belonging — An
Analytical Framework,” Geography Compass Vol. 4, No. 6 (2010), 644; Elspeth Probyn, Outside
Belongings (New York: Routledge, 1996), 19; Floya Anthias, ‘Belongings in a Globalising and
Unequal World: Rethinking Translocations,” in The Situated Politics of Belonging, eds., Nira Yuval-
Davis et al. (London: Sage, 2006), 19; Tuuli Lahdesmaéki et al., ‘Fluidity and Flexibility of
“Belonging”: Uses of the Concept in Contemporary Research,” Acta Sociologica Vol. 59, No. 3
(2016), 233-247; Ann-Dorte Christensen, ‘Belonging and Unbelonging from an Intersectional
Perspective,” Gender, Technology and Development Vol. 13, No. 1 (2009), 21-41.

121 ynn Abrams, Oral History Theory, second edition (London: Routledge, 2016), 82.

131 borrow the phrase, ‘craft of belonging,” from a symposium I attended on May 17-18, 2018 at the
University of Oxford where | was undertaking a student fellowship at the Refugee Studies Centre.
The symposium was titled, ‘Crossing Borders/Crossing Disciplines: Rethinking Inclusion, Exclusion,
and Human Mobility.” It was held at the Nazrin Shah Auditorium at Worcester College, Oxford. The
‘craft of belonging’ session | attended was chaired by Nicholas Van Hear and TORCH Migration and
Mobility Network and the Oxford Migration Studies Society. | drew inspiration from the session,
which had covered a variety of topics related to migrant belongingness in different social and political
contexts in the UK and Europe. While the topics covered in the session were broad, Van Hear drew
attention to the multifarious landscapes of belonging and human mobility as constantly shifting sites
and boundaries across global, national, and local scales: What are the various scales and moments at
which inclusion and exclusion appear? Who includes and who excludes? Where do processes of
inclusion and exclusion take place? What effects do they have on individual, regional, national or
international levels?



The craft work of belonging provides a framework that can expose how young Tamil people
have navigated their lives amidst existing boundaries of belonging. In the thesis I identify and
explore key boundaries in which young Tamils negotiated their belonging: in the Australian
Government’s identification of Tamils as migrants rather than refugees — despite Tamils
fleeing due to war and persecution; in the Sri Lankan Government’s constructions of young
Tamils as a threat to the nation-state; in formal structures of Tamil cultural spaces such as
Hindu temples and Tamil Language Schools; in school spaces, in which pressures for
educational success combined with social exclusion and family violence had produced
traumatic experiences; and in gendered spaces of Tamil political organising. The thesis shows
how young Tamils crafted a sense of belonging in these spaces over the life course, in ways

that challenged and reinforced the power dynamics of those spaces.

In the thesis, | examine their memories in order to demonstrate how young Tamils have
crafted a sense of belonging. As a social construction, | follow Nira Yuval-Davis’s view of
belonging as being both personal and political, drawing attention to a fundamental point that
individuals and groups can do belonging in several ways.* Here belonging refers to
‘practices, experiences and emotions’.* | advance these understandings of belonging by
shedding light on the role of memory in processes of belonging. If memory as representations
of the past is crucial to understanding the process of ‘becoming’ or ‘being’ someone — a
‘Tamil’ for example, then I suggest that memory is important for also understanding
belonging processes. In the thesis, belonging and identity are viewed as interrelated
concepts.'® Like identity processes, the craft of belonging has no endpoint: it is the skilful,
conscious, and at times unconscious, practice that captures the precise as well as imprecise

assemblages of migrancy.

The process of belonging — experienced both as a sense of self and social standing, in terms
of being socially valued or being excluded due to a given attribute of accent, ethnicity, race or
being a refugee — have a significant impact on the resettlement experiences of young forced

14 Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging,” Patterns of Prejudice Vol. 40, No 3
(2006), 197-214.

15 Floya Anthias, ‘Thinking through the Lens of Translocational Positionality: An Intersectionality
Frame for understanding Identity and Belonging,” Translocations: Migration and Social Change Vol.
4, No. 1 (2008), 8.

16 Paul Jones and Michal Krzyzanowski, ‘Identity, Belonging and Migration: Beyond Constructing
“Others”,” in Identity, Belonging and Migration, eds., Gerard Delanty et al. (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2009), 38-63.



migrants.!” A sense of belonging is crucial to the subjective social status of young forced
migrants who, by definition, have been cast out of their homeland, where belonging — to
family, community and country — is threatened.'® Thus, establishing a sense of belonging in
resettlement is critical for their wellbeing.® However, in resettlement young forced migrants
must locate themselves in a constantly changing cultural space, yet try to find security in
spaces of their own, albeit fractured, families and communities.?® Against these challenges
exist their transitions from childhood to adolescence and adulthood.?! Therefore, prioritising
the voices of young people can open up discussions of belonging: how it takes place, what it

can reveal about society and what it means to resettle in a new land.??

The thesis set out to explore a series of questions: How did young Tamils craft a sense of
belonging in their resettlement? How did the different intersections of age, class, gender and
legal status shape young Tamils’ processes of belonging? How did they construct the civil
war in the homeland, both through lived experiences and family stories? How did they build a
sense of home in resettlement? How do they cope with the difficulties of their past? How do
under-represented groups within the Tamil community such as Tamil women, become
involved in political organising that is a male-dominated space? In what ways do childhood
experiences shape their current lives and aspirations for the future? These questions are
underpinned by the main conceptual question of the study: what is the role of memory in
young Tamil people’s constructions of belonging? In examining the role of memory, the

thesis seeks to understand how young Tamils perceived their sense of belonging within their

7 1gnacio Correa-Velez et al., ‘Longing to Belong: Social Inclusion and Wellbeing Among Youth
with Refugee Backgrounds in the First Three Years in Melbourne, Australia,” Social Science and
Medicine Vol. 71, No. 8 (2010), 1399-1408.

18 1bid.

19 Maryam Kia-Keating and B. Heidi Ellis, ‘Belonging and Connection to School in Resettlement:
Young Refugees, School Belonging, and Psychosocial Adjustment,” Clinical Child Psychology and
Psychiatry Vol. 12, No. 1 (2007), 29-43; Kate O'Sullivan and Louise OIliff, ‘Settling in: Exploring
Good Settlement for Refugee Young People in Australia.” Policy Paper (Melbourne: Centre for
Multicultural Youth Issues, 2006).

20 Min Zhou and Carl L. Bankston 111, Growing up American: How Vietnamese Children Adapt to Life
in the United States (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1998); Charles Watters, Refugee Children:
Towards the Next Horizon (Oxon: Routledge, 2008); Jill Rutter, Refugee Children in the UK
(Berkshire: Open University Press, 1999).

21 Correa-Velez et al., ‘Longing to Belong,” 1399-1408.

22 Mark Brough et al., ‘Young Refugees Talk about Wellbeing: A Qualitative Analysis of Refugee
Youth Mental Health from Three States,” Australian Journal of Social Issues Vol. 38, No. 2 (2016),
193-208; Jens Qvortrup et al. eds., The Palgrave Handbook of Childhood Studies (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Allison James and Alan Prout, eds., Constructing and Reconstructing
Childhood: Contemporary Issues in the Sociological Study of Childhood, second edition (London:
Falmer Press 1997).



social constructions of school, family, and wider society. These questions ultimately prompt

an enquiry into the newcomer in society, by examining how the Tamil adult remembers.
Memory as Methodology: The Adult Remembering the Young Person

In the thesis, I foreground the role of young Tamil people’s past — lived experiences, family
stories of war and memories of resettlement — to examine their belonging processes. For
young Tamil people, belonging processes began in Sri Lanka where they fled due to war and
persecution. However, the homeland entwined with their lives in the new land. The older
Tamil generation was committed towards ancestral places, such as Jaffna, through cultural
activities that not only constructed a sense of belonging to particular groups but created
boundaries between them.?® For example, as Thanges Paramsothy argued, ur (village)
associations perpetuated caste hierarchies in diaspora contexts.?* At the same time, outside of
formal boundaries of belonging there existed subjective views about home and belonging that
often entailed a ‘sense of possibility’ about expectations and aspirations for their future.?

Thus, memory in the thesis is used to examine the temporal and spatial dimensions to

belonging processes.

The thesis presents an exploration of how young Tamils who resettled in Australia in the
1980s and 1990s crafted a sense of belonging. In the absence of sources composed by young
Tamils such as letters and diaries, | draw on the memories of thirty-six interviewees who
were interviewed for this study. Their memories are not meant to be representative; it is
concerned with impressions of the past that have been collected and preserved.? In this
sense, the interviews of the study show how the “present’ that makes the “past’.?’ Each
interview was a rich description of one young Tamil person’s life that began in Sri Lanka.?®

At the same time, there were similarities in their memories of the past, such as a collective

2 Thanges Paramsothy, ‘Caste within the Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora: Ur Associations ant Territorial
Belonging,” Anthropology Matters Journal Vol. 18, No. 1 (2018), 51-82.

24 1bid. I will return to a discussion of ur in chapter 4.

2 Sharika Thiranagama, In My Mother’s House: Civil War in Sri Lanka (Pennsylvania: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 90.

% Lynn Abrams, ‘Memory as Both Source and Subject of Study: The Transformations of Oral
History,” in Writing the History of Memory, eds., Stefan Berger and Bill Niven (London: Bloomsbury,
2014), 89-110.

1 |eyla Neyzi, ‘Giiliimser’s Story: Life History Narratives, Memory and Belonging in Turkey,” New
Perspectives in Turkey Vol. 20 (1999), 1-26.

2 Mary Chamberlain, ‘Diasporic Memories: Community, Individuality, and Creativity — A Life
Stories Perspective,” The Oral History Review Vol. 36, No. 2 (2009), 117-187.



sense of hatred towards the Sri Lankan nation-state that resulted in their forced migration.?°
For example, as part of a Tamil diaspora community with a shared past and their
responsibilities to that past.3® However, Tamil adult reflections of their childhood will never
equate to children’s own experiences; rather the interviewees revealed their past in ways that

were meaningful to them in the present.

With older adults, who are the usual subjects of life story studies, recollections of the past
tend to be located in their formative period of youth. However, as Leyla Neyzi’s work on
refugees showed, the past for young people gains significance primarily in terms of the
present.3! Since memory tends to work this way as well, focusing on young people is useful
for exploring how the past operates in and for the present.®2 The people I interviewed
resettled recently — in the 1980s and 1990s. Their recollections of the past are shaped by their
current lives and aspirations for the future. Thus, as Luisa Passerini and Alessandro Portelli

have demonstrated, memory is more than a storage space of facts; it gives meaning to pasts.

However, the work of scholars such as Marianne Hirsch has shown how the past lives in the
present.® Hirsch’s concept of postmemory is useful for highlighting intergenerational returns
to traumatic knowledge which I explore in chapter 6 of the thesis to construct Tamil women’s
experiences of Sri Lanka’s civil war.3® The Tamil women’s traumatic memories of the past
were entangled in their everyday lives. Their memories highlighted young Tamil people’s

unreached childhood aspirations such as safety and stability, but also their hopes and desires

29 This is not to suggest that Tamil collective memories of persecution under the Sri Lankan nation-
state is only in relation to the 1983 and post 1983-period. As Laavanyan Ratnapalan argued, it is
necessary to consider the complex relationships between historical events in Sri Lanka prior to 1983,
across generations, and over time, in response to political changes. | refer more explicitly to the Tamil
massacre in 1983 as it was a key historical event that culminated in the forced migration of several
interviewees of this study. Laavanyan M. Ratnapalan, ‘Before and After 1983: The Impact of
Theorising Sri Lankan Tamil Migration History around the 1983 Colombo Riots,” South Asia:
Journal of South Asian Studies Vol. 37, No. 2 (2014), 281-291.

30 Bahar Baser and Ashok Swain, ‘Stateless Diaspora Groups and their Repertoires of Nationalist
Activism in Host Countries,” Journal of International Relations Vol. 8, No. 1 (2010), 37-60.

3 Neyzi, “Giiliimser’s Story,” 1-26.

32 1bid.

3 Luisa Passerini, ‘Work Ideology and Consensus under Italian Fascism,” History Workshop Journal
Vol. 8, No. 1 (1979), 82-10; Alessandro Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different?,” in The Oral
History Reader, eds., Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, third edition (Oxon: Routledge, 2016), 48-
58.

3 Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory (Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1997); Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and
Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

% 1bid.



for the future.® In this way, the thesis argues that memory as a methodology is key to

showing the multiple ways that young Tamil people crafted ongoing processes of belonging.

Furthermore, people’s constructions of the past are tied to the communities in which they are
embedded.®” The memories and memory work in the thesis offer insights into a ‘dynamic’
Tamil diaspora community.® I take Steven Vertovec’s understanding of diaspora as a ‘social
form’, ‘type of consciousness’, and ‘mode of cultural production’,® and treat the concept as a
‘category of practice, project, claim and stance, rather than as a bounded group’,* to capture
the variegated landscape of the Tamil diaspora.*! The personal memories in the thesis can be
embedded within a collective Tamil memory of war and resettlement, in which resettlement
is characterised as negotiating Tamil values of family, language, religion and education while
striving to navigate a new social world. These negotiations were evident when interviewees
repeatedly stated phrases such as, ‘I was torn between two cultures and it was so hard.”*? In
this extract from one interviewee, Nivetha’s, interview, she repeated that resettlement

sometimes felt more difficult than their lives in Sri Lanka:

I was really angry with my mum because in Colombo | had such a free life. | really had the
freedom in Colombo. We had these fates, friends and suddenly to just pack up and leave all
that and then to start school here was just a nightmare. It’s a totally different lifestyle. That
was just the start. | got really frustrated with my mum because she brought me here but
wasn’t ready to live life the Australian way. But then in my mind | already decided that |

wouldn’t do anything against my mum’s wishes, I started to balance life.*®

3 Cathy Caruth, ed., Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press,
1995); Michael S. Roth, Memory, Trauma, and History: Essays on Living with the Past (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2012).

3" Rachel Seoighe, War, Denial and Nation-building in Sri Lanka: After the End. Palgrave Studies in
Compromise after Conflict (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 13.

3 Luxshi Vimalarajah and R. Cheran, ‘Empowering Diasporas: The Dynamics of Post-war
Transnational Tamil Politics.” Berghof Occasional Paper No. 31 (Berlin: Berghof Peace Support,
2010).

% Steven Vertovec, ‘Three Meanings of “Diaspora”, Exemplified among South Asian Religions,’
Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies Vol. 6, No. 3 (1997), 278.

%0 Rogers Brubaker, ‘The “Diaspora” Diaspora,” Ethnic and Racial Studies Vol. 28, No. 1 (2005), 13.
1 Ann-Belinda Steen, Varieties of the Tamil refugee experience in Denmark and England
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Revealingly, personal memories of the past often collapsed into collective experiences at key
moments in the interviews, for example when interviewees recalled collective childhood
experiences in Sri Lanka, such as Nivetha’s use of ‘we’ that put into perspective their
intergenerational tensions in resettlement. Another recurring theme from interviews was how
memories of the past gave meaning to the present such as in the adoption of more open and
flexible parenting styles. At several points throughout his interview, Rajiv explained that he
tries to communicate more with his children ‘so that they don’t go through the same things’,

when he explained the traumas of being bullied at high school:

If you tried to explain to them (parents) that you were being bullied [at school] and you didn’t
want to go to school back home [in Sri Lanka] then that’s normal because bullying at school
is normal, kids are troubling each other that’s normal you tell the teacher and get over it. Here
they didn’t take any action or consider it a serious matter, but it is serious. Trying to explain

to the parents it’s hard because they’ve never grown up here.*

What Rajiv considered a ‘normal’ collective Tamil experience of bullying in Sri Lanka is
contrasted to his individual experience in Australia. However, untangling the individual
memory from collective memory is almost impossible because memory, as Jeffrey Olick
argued, is ‘social’ in the sense that there is: ‘no personal memory outside of group experience

and that does not take some stand on ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ collective versions.’*

The aim of the thesis is not to debate individual and collective memory, instead, | seek to
identify and inquire into how the individual and society are interlinked processes.*® Indeed,
personal memories are shaped by powerful collective myths, traditions and narratives.*’ For
most of my interviewees, their recollections of rebuilding a sense of home in resettlement
were tied to cultural memories of Tamil language and Hindu religious practices and their
negotiations of that cultural memory, as explored in chapter 4 of the thesis.*® A powerful

connection to Tamil culture surrounds this war generation, albeit in fragmented ways that

* Interview with Rajiv. Sydney, December 11, 2015.

* Jeffrey K. Olick, ‘Collective Memory: The Two Cultures,” Sociological Theory Vol. 17, No. 3
(1999), 346.

“6 1bid., 333-348.
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48 Jan Assmann, Religion and Cultural Memory: Ten Studies. Translated by Rodney Livingstone
(California: Stanford University Press, 2006), 1-9; Marianne Q. Fibiger, ‘Young Hindus in Denmark
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Migration Vol. 5, No. 2 (2010), 24-32.



sustained their sense of belonging to a Tamil diaspora community. In Sabesan’s memories,

individual and collective experiences had crafted his way of life:

For me the Tamil culture is the way that we live here so for me and how I try to live in
Australia is to take what is practical from the Tamil culture and mix it with the Australian
lifestyle. For example, a lot of my dad’s side of the family have been in Australia for about
the same time as us so I’ve been taught how to respect by dad’s older brothers, so I would call
them periyappa — I don’t call them by their names.*°

As Sebesan highlights, the individual experience is often part of a collective experience
crafted over time. Resettlement in Australia in interviewees’ memories is a period in which
they had to negotiate belongingness between the self and society in a new land while
remaining aware of their position as outsiders. Tamils from Sri Lanka were a relatively new
immigrant group in Australia in the early 1980s with little influence or impact to bring about
much research analysis.*® The following decade, however, would produce a highly
fragmented community rather than a unified, homogenous one that called for new

conceptualisations, new focus areas and community involvement.>
Young Tamils in Sri Lanka: The War Generation

The civil war in Sri Lanka lasted twenty-six years from 1983-2009, however persecution
against Tamil people can be traced to Sri Lanka’s post-independence period from 1948.%2
Indeed, persecution against Tamil people continues almost ten years after the end of the

war.>® The intensification of armed conflict in Sri Lanka during the 1980s and 1990s,

9 Interview with Sebanesan. Sydney, May 20, 2016.
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particularly in the North and East, resulted in the forced migration of hundreds of thousands
of Tamil people to neighbouring countries, such as India, but also to Western countries, such
as the United Kingdom, Canada, Germany, Australia, the United States, France and

Switzerland.>*

During the same period, there was an exponential increase in human displacement that
resulted in a dominant organisational focus on the politics of movement and young people: in
1988 the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) formulated specific
guidelines for recognising the needs and protections for young people affected by war and
persecution.>® A year later in 1989, the UNHCR created the Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC) which became the most widely ratified human rights treaty, including in
Australia in 1990, that recognised young people as independent agents with distinct
preferences and rights. In practice, however, it remains difficult to locate descriptions,
discussions or understandings of young Tamil forced migrants as historical agents within
these international developments.>® The focus on bureaucratic interventions has made it more
prevalent for Tamil people in refugee circumstances to be approached not as historical actors
with an agency but as mute victims.®” In the thesis, | show how bureaucratic interventions
have effectively produced a Tamil collective distance to the refugee label. In some ways, it

did not matter how young Tamils identified themselves, however, for the Australian nation-

% The Tamil massacre in 1983, although not the first, became a defining historical moment for Tamil
migration out of Sri Lanka and began more officially the beginning of the civil war between the Sri
Lankan Government and Tamil armed separatist groups. From 1983 onwards, Tamil people began
resettling in Australia under various migration streams, not only as humanitarian entrants. By 1997,
the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs in Australia had listed Tamil migration as
one of the highest in New South Wales. This however included Tamil people not only from Sri Lanka,
but South India, Malaysia, Singapore. Nevertheless, the period following 1983 remains significant in
Tamil forced migration histories. Stanley J. Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide and The
Dismantling of Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 112; James Jupp,
Immigration (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1991); Dinuk Jayasuriya and Marie McAuliffe,
‘Placing Recent Sri Lankan Maritime Arrivals in a Broader Migration Context,” Irregular Migration
Research Program Occasional Paper Series 02/2013 (Canberra: Department of Immigration and
Border Protection, 2013), 15; Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, ‘Population
Flows: Immigration Aspects’ (Canberra: Australian Government, 1997).

% UNHCR Guidelines for Refugee Children incorporated aspects of different global humanitarian
developments including international norms relevant to the protection and care of refugee children,
executive committee conclusions, and technical guidance from UNHCR’s Working Group on
Refugee Children, insights from NGOs and UN specialised serviced and agencies. UNHCR, ‘Refugee
Children: Guidelines on Protection and Care’ (Geneva: UNHCR, 1994), 70.

% Jason Hart, ‘Locating Young Refugees Historically: Attending to Age Position in
Humanitarianism,” in Generationing Development: A Relational Approach to Children, Youth and
Development, ed., Roy Huijsmans (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 35-57.
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state was already using the figure of the child to maintain its colonial legacy of whiteness that

silenced the experiences of non-white children. I will return to this shortly.

Research into young Tamils from Sri Lanka offers an important contribution to studies of
young forced migrants in that it genuinely engages young people’s knowledge rather than
adult-centred views of war and resettlement. During the early stages of civil war in the 1980s,
the scholarship portrayed young Tamil people as still being trapped in a racist educational
system and denied economic mobilities that reinforced their ‘frustrations’ with politicians —
both Tamil and Sinhalese.>® Early scholarly investigations that incorporated young Tamils
affected by war such as Daya Somasundaram’s Scarred Minds: The Psychological Impact of
War on Sri Lankan Tamils (1998) or Stanley J. Tambiah’s Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide and
the Dismantling of Democracy (1986) were motivated by the dialectic relationship between
victimisation and armed resistance, between ‘innocent’ and ‘armed militant’.%° In public
discourse young Tamil people were viewed as vulnerable and lacked the developmental
maturity to cope with stressors of war including recruitment into armed militancy, and thus
they needed to be protected from harmful (adult-instigated) activities.®® While debate exists
about what constituted agency in response to both institutionalised and everyday power
structures in Sri Lanka’s war context, in the thesis | am interested more in how the agency of

the individual embedded in their socio-political contexts.

However, any attempt to build an overall picture of young Tamils in Sri Lanka must consider
the Tamil world views within which their wolds circulated.®* As Sharika Thiranagama
argued, ‘Tamil militancy and relations within the movement are not examples of Tamil
society as a whole.”®? In contexts of war, young Tamil people were required to be menmai
(greatness) and be supportive of the Tamil liberation struggle, for example, Margaret
Trawick’s Enemy Lines: Warfare, Childhood, and Play in Batticaloa (2007) captured their
collectivism that was tied to the Tamil liberation struggle and achieving educational success
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Refugeeness among Tamils in Sri Lanka,” Journal of Refugee Studies Vol. 12, No. 3 (1999), 307-333.
62 Thiranagama, In My Mother’s House, 213.
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while maintaining family values of reputation, gender and generational power relations.%
However, it was the seminal socio-historical work of Thiranagama’s In My Mother’s House
(2011), published after the end of Sri Lanka’s civil war in 2009, that reproduced the voices of
young Tamils — in their negotiations of ‘Tamilness’, which in the late 1980s and 1990s
became a period of personal and political crisis.?* My thesis differs from Thiranagama’s
focus on the ways belonging to armed militant groups remade and transformed young Tamil
people from different backgrounds into a collective group with shared goals.®® I am more
interested in situating young Tamil people who did not enter movements. Why do fragmented
and vague experiences — personal and family stories — of a distant past continue to be given
significance in the life stories of young Tamils who resettled in Australia? This is a key

question which | will be exploring.
Socio-historically Constructing Young Tamil Forced Migrants

In comparison to studies of young Tamils in Sri Lanka, scholarly interest in young Tamil
forced migrants who resettled in Western countries such as Australia is a recent development.
While young people and their resettlement experiences were previously lumped with adult
experiences, there has been a relatively recent emergence of critical historiography that
focuses on young people.®® However, like any social group, young people’s voices need to be
heard, not least because their experiences are useful for informing work done in different
disciplines such as law and social policy.®” To overlook the resettlement experiences of
young forced migrants is to overlook the historical record that is crucial to predominantly
migrant nations such as Australia where marginalised groups such as Tamils from Sri Lanka

remain under-examined.58

Charting young Tamil people’s resettlement experiences and their sense of belonging in

Australia, as the thesis seeks to do, constructs young people not biologically but socio-
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historically.% In the specific context of Tamil migration, historians have been more
concerned with adult conceptions of young people than with young people themselves,
although this is changing.”® However, there is still a tendency to separate histories of young
Tamils, which deal with their actual experiences in the past, and social constructions of their
experiences in the past, which deal with ideas that circulated in their worlds that are equally
important.” A more productive way is to approach studies of young peoples and ideas related
to them within interdisciplinary perspectives.’? Allison James and colleagues understand the
young person as ‘being’, that is, as ‘a person, a status, a course of action, a set of needs, rights

or differences — in sum, as a social actor.””

Thus, | view the young Tamil person as not marginal to society and awaiting integration as
adults, but as a constant component across space and time, thus supporting a key contention
of the thesis: continuity and change are crucial elements to understanding commonality but
also the diverse social space of young Tamils.” At the same time, their lives have been
clearly structured by adult institutions and discourses.” Thus, the thesis considers
experiences and ideas related to young Tamils resettled in Australia’s multiculturalism era, as
a way to contribute to the broader scholarly agenda that seeks to understand young people’s
experiences within a globalised world.”® Crucially, the thesis identifies the knowledge, skills
and roles that young Tamils ‘should’ have acquired and which were viewed as being ‘natural’
in certain contexts, such as school. Some interviewees experienced conflict with dominant
constructions of young people not only in their new society but within their Tamil diaspora

community.
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Social constructions of young Tamils relate to multiple historical contexts as Tamil survivors
of civil war, migrants of colour in a postcolonising nation-state, and a new generation
navigating multiple social and cultural intergenerational tensions within an increasingly
transnational Tamil community.”” Even though they are physically distant from Sri Lanka,
young Tamil people play an active role in sustaining Tamil culture by participating in
activities such as Tamil language classes, song, dance and drum classes that constitute regular
Tamil identity learning.”® Writing from the Australian context, Nirukshi Perera coined this
‘Tamil Weekends’ to capture not only the myriad of Tamil activities intensively fitted into
weekends but to show how young people imagined a Tamil community as one in which they
belonged.’® A study of young Tamils in Canada complicated the intensity of this belonging,

by identifying competing belonging processes across Tamil and Western cultures.®

Furthermore, young Tamils are constructed within collective aspirations for maintaining
strong intergenerational relationships.8* Tamil family life has revolved around the Tamil
child, as scripted from ancient Sangam period literature relating to Tamil ways of life.52

During the civil war, the Tamil child was central to modern representations of warfare
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created by the LTTE.® The centrality of the young did not change in diaspora contexts.
Young Tamils were made much of by their parents, and existing research generally points to
realities of youth resilience, empathy and good relationships with parents that reciprocated
traditional Tamil values.®* However, in comparison to young Tamils who recently migrated,
Tamils who have lived overseas for longer periods tended to experience greater
intergenerational tensions that challenged their positionality and power within family and

community spaces.®

Due to the profound unsettling of life due to forced migration and the impossibility of return
due to ongoing violence in the homeland, young Tamils faced intergenerational tensions tied
to competing values that mainly related to education, upholding cultural traditions and
activities including traditional gender patterns.® On this last point, the intersections of gender
and age call into question how configurations of power hierarchies (in different spaces)
shaped Tamil belongingess that require further inquiry. Relatedly, this is important for
contributing to studies that argue for gender as a key analytical dimension for examining
Tamil women who produce a specific type of diasporic activity that is at once transnational

and postcolonial &

Young Tamils continuously reworked what it meant to be ‘Tamil’, framed as this is by
historical narratives of war and forced migration.® While entering a new society as a young
forced migrant offers new opportunities at life, it is important to consider how perspectives
and attention to categories of age and gender can help complicate life trajectories, especially

scholarly assumptions of Sri Lankan migration as ‘successful’.8 There remains very little
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that is known about young forced migrant people’s resettlement experiences.®® Young people

are only now becoming a subject of careful examination, as Paula Fass urged:

We should begin by looking to the past in an effort to understand both the active roles that
older children especially can play, and to understand just what children introduce into the

migration calculus.®*

As a contemporary phenomenon, the focus on young people in forced migration studies has
become a burgeoning field of inquiry.®? In Australia, the research focuses specifically on
impacts of Government funded programmes including the education system,*® well-being and
mental health services,® as well as exploring their sexual health risks.% Notwithstanding the
importance of this work, the thesis takes as its point of departure memory as a way of
understanding specific historical periods and sociologies of forced migration. The existing
research on Tamil people resettled in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s mirrors the breadth of
topics covered in international scholarship such as language maintenance, changing
composition of the Sri Lankan community through culture, ethnicity and class,®” identity and
desire through South Indian films,% as well as their mental health needs.®® This research
points to the complex resettlement experiences of a Tamil community that continues to

rebuild their lives in a new country and navigate multiple ways of belonging. However, in the
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Australian context, aside from Perera’s important socio-linguistic research,'® our
understandings of young Tamil people remain limited. Moreover, to my abilities | have not
located any scholarship that explores in-depth Tamil people’s resettlement experiences in

Australia through their voices.
The Political World of Young Tamils who arrived in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s

For interviewees of the study, arriving in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s was commonly
described as a ‘culture shock’, as characterised by a key observation about their new
resettlement setting from one interviewee: ‘it was just one big migrant population.’* At the
same time, their experiences indicated the hegemonic presence of Australian national identity
— despite Australia undergoing a period of intensifying globalisation.'? What emerged was a
social climate that reinforced conceptions of a British heritage while at the same time
championing multicultural diversity through a sense of belonging to a common national
identity. In the 1980s, Government discourse on multiculturalism was a nation-building
exercise.' As official public policy, multiculturalism encompassed Government measures
designed for ‘managing the consequences of cultural diversity in the interests of the
individual and society.”*** The implications of multiculturalism for the resettlement of forced

migrants focused on processes of ‘adapting’, ‘adjusting’, ‘integrating’ and ‘belonging’.1%

Politically, multiculturalism in the 1980s and 1990s is closely associated with Bob Hawke
and Paul Keating, who served as Australia’s Prime Ministers (1983-1991 and 1991-1996,
respectively). Both Hawke and Keating served as leaders of the Labor Party; their leadership
is referred to as Hawke-Keating Government (1983-1996). This era in Australian politics is
characterised by a ‘managerial multiculturalism’ that delivered administrative changes

designed to reduce public provisions of migrant services and resulted in confusion and
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mistrust of multiculturalism.%® Moreover, support services were limited to specific situations
of crisis and did not extend to normal practices such as the everyday needs of newly arrived
school students.®” For example, in the thesis | show that while English as a Second Language
education (ESL) was available for newly arrived students, it had much less impact on
students’ social exchanges with teachers, peers or in parent-teacher interviews. It was not so
much that multiculturalism amounted to nothing positive, rather that it powerfully suggested
that multiculturalism as previously conceived was dead.'® A managerialist multiculturalism
in the 1980s and 1990s had distanced itself from the Malcolm Fraser Government-
commissioned report in 1978, Migrant Services and Programs, which promoted a ‘liberal
multiculturalism’.1® This report stated that successful resettlement of migrants was complex,
a long-term process and required meaningful change by the host society, as well as the
immigrant: ‘its end point is the acceptance by and the feeling of belonging to the receiving

society’. 110

However, by the Keating Government years in the 1990s, meaningful social policy discussion
about multiculturalism had been overshadowed by a zealous official discourse that celebrated
cultural diversity.''? It was able to do so in two respects. Firstly, in historical terms, it told
Australian people that a shameful, racist past could be discarded within a multicultural frame.
Secondly, in symbolic terms, it presented a harmonious image of Australian society that was
tolerant and inclusive.*? len Ang and Jon Stratton argued that the ideological project of
multiculturalism produced a gap between official representations of ‘multicultural Australia’
and the contradictory everyday experiences and historical memories of its people.'*3 By the
late 1990s however, the continued effectivity of racialised discourses in the context of

multiculturalism reproduced rigid binaries of ‘white’ versus ‘Asian’ and, as Ghassan Hage
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observed, this placed ‘Anglo-Celtic Australians in the position of power within discourses of

tolerance.’

Under the John Howard led-government (1996-2007), the model of multiculturalism was
recast as constitutive of the Australian nation.'* By December 1999, A New Agenda for
Multicultural Australia had distanced itself from an ‘access and equity” model and
emphasised economic motivations for newly arrived migrants. In this context, the notion of
belonging raises fundamental questions about the shifting meaning of identity, family, the
influence of displacement, emotional attachments, and political boundaries articulated
through national, ethnic, cultural and religious affiliations.*® In response, scholars became
interested in understanding the impacts of broader processes of multiculturalism and
globalisation through a ‘local’ sense of belonging, that is, how migrants themselves felt about

their new home. %’
Belonging to Australia as a young ‘Refugee’

The white nation fantasy of Australia was reinvented through multicultural tolerance that was
the product of increased power for those already in control coupled with the resistance and
struggle of migrant Australians.'® Migrant belonging, however, was based on personal
attachments to the fiction of Australia and the logic of capital that enabled dispossession of
Aboriginal land.*® In discussing Aboriginal-state relations, Joanne Faulkner has argued that

Australia’s settler-colonialism is shaped by a homelessness assigned to the other: ‘native’ and
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‘child’.*?° The forced removal of Aboriginal children, effected through a century (1869-1986)
of official policy, symbolised Australia’s constructions of racialised children as lesser people
who were forced to assimilate into white society.?! Their experiences bring to the foreground
the different ways that the Australian nation-state was claiming an Australian identity based

on white belongingness, and non-white foreignness.

Suvendrini Perera argued that Australia’s recent histories of the treatment of asylum seekers
through frameworks of exclusion and belonging must be understood in this context of
exclusionary state discourses and political projects based on imperial histories ‘within the
torturous cartographies of empire’.1?2 The colonial discourse that the Aboriginal child needs
to be ‘saved’ and ‘protected’, but more importantly integrated into white society, brings to the
fore two main points. Firstly, that the violent genealogy of Australian history means that the
Aboriginal child is treated as a refugee in their land by the colonisers. Secondly, and for the
specific purpose of this thesis, it brings together complex and layered geopolitical

intermixing of two seemingly disparate categories: Aboriginal people and forced migrant

people.1?3

Outside of the historical canon of ‘official’ silences of violent pasts, exist
‘countermemory’.}?* The turn to memory studies in the late twentieth century has seen the
proliferation of Aboriginal studies that trace silenced memories of Australia’s racist colonial
regime.'?® Listening to Indigenous people tell their life stories has been important for
recovering childhood and family memories of dispossession and survival against state crafts
of discrimination.'?® In a similar vein, | seek to demonstrate how Tamils decentred nation-

based frameworks by approaching their lives in resettlement as profoundly localised,
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transnational and intercultural. Their experiences of belonging speak to the powerful sense of
emotional attachments, social locations and political values that shaped their lives in the past,

present and aspirations for their future as young Tamils who learned to live in Australia.
Undertaking Minority Histories

Aileen Moreton-Robinson argued that a sense of belonging is felt by the non-Indigenous
subject — the coloniser/migrant — and this is based on postcolonising mobilisations of ongoing
dispossession of Indigenous people and denial of their rights.'?” Taking this point further, |
argue that the life of a young forced migrant resettled in Australia exemplifies the conscious
efforts of the nation-state further specifies that belonging. In the specific context of Australia,
histories of control serve to perpetuate and regulate the ‘new migrant” who is ‘vulnerable’,
‘marginalised’ and ‘young’ within normative frameworks of a carefully managed Australian
border.*?® This indifference or negation of young Tamils forms part of a broader gap in
understanding Australia’s past.1?® Thus, unravelling repressed memories of the past can be a
powerful tool that reconstructs the collective identity of marginalised groups and sheds light
on historical injustices that continue Australia’s postcolonising configurations of
belonging.**® In response, by focusing on the life stories of young Tamils resettled in
Australia, the thesis seeks to demonstrate that belonging in Australia and the continuity which
that concept implies adds weight to a thorny question: How do we handle or negotiate
different versions of the past and its residue in the present, within a pluralist liberal

democracy?*3!

According to Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘minority’ pasts constitute those experiences of the past

which are translated by the historian as ‘inferior’ or ‘marginal’ thus producing ‘subaltern’
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pasts.'32 The production of subaltern pasts relates not so much to challenging historical works
that exclude minority groups, but to pasts that are incompatible with the historian’s academic
position.133 Why? Chakrabarty argued that when we undertake ‘minority histories” we fail to
bridge the gap between two radically different experiences of historicity: between the
historian who views her historical subject as an agent of action and the subject’s historical
interpretation of their beliefs and actions.'** Consequently, what emerges is the development

of ‘good’, not subversive histories.!®®

In more recent work, Chakrabarty argued that these resulting historical ‘wounds’ that
undermine the subject’s knowledge have been further entrenched by memory works that
prioritise antihistorical constructions of the past by focusing more on the ‘now’.**® The
‘antihistorical, antimodern subject, therefore, cannot be spoken of as “theory” within the
knowledge procedures of the university.’*3” Chakrabarty acknowledges that it is not easy to
walk out of the deep collusion between ‘history’ and modernising narratives centred around
the nation-state.!3 Rather, the goal is to think without centres.'®® In light of Chakrabarty’s
various works, this thesis seeks to prioritise fragmentary and episodic insights from young
Tamil people’s lives that are suggestive of ‘knowledge-forms that are not tied to the will that
produce the state as the most desirable form of political community.'*° Through the thesis, |
seek to present new representations of the past that reflect how academic historians in
Australia can change the way they write minority histories.'#!

In recent years, Australia’s forced migration histories have been democratised by memory

work that emphasises diversity and recovers repressed histories.'*? In the studies, the past
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gains significance to the present. While this conclusion may not ‘fit’ Charkrabarty’s calls for
a different kind of history, the individuals who revealed their memories regarded themselves
as crucial to asserting their knowledge as immigrants who survived war and rebuilt their lives
in sometimes hostile situations in their new country.*® Similarly, young Tamil people’s
experiences in the thesis represent ‘minority histories’, however, I delve deeper and explore
the historical experiences of minorities within minority communities.** That is, the thesis not
only prioritises memory and its ability to produce a decentred history but through this process
emphasises the specific experiences of minority individuals, such as Tamil women and gay
people, whose embodied heterogeneity demands exploration and representation.*® In doing
s0, the thesis gains special significance in the lives of internal minorities, who tell their life
stories with the hope of seeking equal treatment in the future. Their experiences contribute
towards illustrating a more dynamic history of Tamil people who resettled in Australia in the
1980s and 1990s at the height of Sri Lanka’s civil war.

Research Methods

The thesis uses a qualitative approach to explore diasporic memories of Tamil people’s
resettlement experiences.'*® Specifically, | draw on the life stories of thirty-six Tamil people
to capture the kind of ‘thick description’ Clifford Geertz argued can reveal ‘structures of
significance’ that constitute life stories.'*” That is, life stories were used to reveal the
commonalities and individual experiences of the variety of Tamil resettlement experiences.**®
In short, ‘it allows understanding of how moving matrices of social forces impact and shape
individuals, and how individuals, in turn, respond, act and produce a change in the larger

social arena.’**® Ethics clearance was obtained from the University of Melbourne.>°
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Life stories illustrated the fractures and coherences in Tamil people’s experiences, of
relationships and events in their past.*®* The method created enough space and time between
myself as the interviewer and each interview participant, shifting between two different
positions as the researcher and as a person who shares people’s stories of the past and the
present.'® This approach enabled me to have in-depth conversations that led to new insights
about Tamil people’s life experiences including the different layers involved in the stories
they told, such as their silences and emotions that would not be possible in other qualitative
approaches.'® Thus, the value of life stories is that it can bring ‘life’ to contexts in the past in
which the self is both the storyteller and the stories that are told — the self becomes
discourse.'® As Marita Eastmond stated, the stories we collect are useful for negotiating not
only what has happened in the past and what that means, but also for seeking ways of going
forward.?> To grasp Tamil people’s experiences of belonging, not belonging and the levels
in-between, | listened to their life stories and engaged with the context and depth that it

required of me as the researcher. Following Eastmond, | argue that:

We need to continue seeking ways of listening to and representing refugees’ experiences, in
their great diversity. This is particularly urgent as solidarity with refugees in their plight
appears to be giving way to distrust in many parts of the world. As a result, refugees’ stories

are either not deemed relevant or credible or, increasingly, not heard at all.2*

While the scholarship about Sri Lanka’s civil war has developed immensely through
discourse of ‘memory’, scholars have focused less on how Tamil people themselves
remember that war and their resultant lives in a new land.**” Scholars in the field mainly

focus on memories of dominant groups, such as the Sri Lankan nation-state and Tamil
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political groups. The result is that the scholarship implicitly equates memory of war and
forced migration to competing memories between dominant groups, thus neglecting crucial
memories of minority groups such as young people. In the thesis, I use life stories to rethink
memory hegemony in understandings of Sri Lanka’s civil war and dislocation, by considering
the multiple ways in which Tamil people who resettled in Australia constructed a sense of
belonging over their life course. For each interviewee, memories of war lingered in the
present.®® But, like everything historical, Tamil people’s memories were undergoing a
constant transformation, in the sense that they were ‘subject to the continuous “play” of
history, culture and power’.*>® Each interviewee drew together fragments of memory in the

historical archive of their lived experiences, but more prominently their family stories.*°

The life story interviews with Tamil people were undertaken in various locations: homes,
cafés, libraries and universities in New South Wales and Victoria where the interviewees
currently reside. Interview participants were recruited through personal contacts, Non-
Government Organisations (NGO), and a snowball sampling method which involved being
referred to Tamils who led me to another interviewee and so on.*®! The interviews lasted up
to three hours and included some repeat interviews that enabled either a continuation of their
life stories or further probing into interesting themes that emerged from the first interview.
Interviews were then recorded, transcribed, and analysed using a thematic approach. As the
interviewer, | drew on my interview skills along with several years of working with
marginalised groups in the NGO sector, as well as my bilingual skills (English and Tamil) to
inform the interview process and make meaningful advancements of people’s realities.®? To
this end, the life story interviews were viewed as a form of advocacy, empowerment and
social justice for marginalised groups, for voices to be heard and people’s experiences to be

documented.163

It is here that | must acknowledge that it was a privilege to interview, analyse and present the
experiences of Tamil people through their emotional and vivid life stories. | tread with care. |
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worked with the interview participants in ways that they felt comfortable. There were
multiple firsts; for many, it was the first time that they had been interviewed for research;
some had never recalled their life stories in any depth to anyone before the interview; for
some, the process of recollection continued to bear an emotional reminder of a painful past.

These insights and challenges are woven into the analysis throughout the thesis.

Interview participants were aged between 12 months to 17 years old when they arrived in
Australia in the 1980s and 1990s. | interviewed sixteen women, nineteen men, and one
transgender person. They have all spent most of their lives living in either New South Wales
or Victoria. In this study, | do not compare the experiences of young Tamils in these states.
Instead, | locate their experiences with the view that this is an introductory study into Tamil
migration histories in Australia. Also, I interviewed two members of the Tamil community:
one interviewee was a founding member of a prominent Tamil organisation in the 1970s, the
Eelam Tamil Association, and the second interviewee was a Tamil language school principal
in Sydney in the early 2000s. These two interviews have been used more as reference points
as | felt the main analysis was about the thirty-six Tamils who shared their experiences of

belonging.

In addition to conducting life story interviews, | also undertook archival research. | examined
documents relating to the resettlement experiences of Tamil people at the following places:
National Archives of Australia, Department of National Archives (Sri Lanka), and Refugee
Studies Centre (University of Oxford). At the National Archives of Australia, | examined
documents relating to the eruption of civil war in Sri Lanka and the arrival of Tamil people
into Australia. These were mainly official correspondences between the Department of
Foreign Affairs, Department of Ethnic and Immigration Affairs, and High Commissioners in
Australia and Sri Lanka. Correspondences sent to the Department of Foreign Affairs included
letters from Tamil people seeking refuge in Australia, letters by concerned Australian citizens
who thought that the arrival of Tamil people would increase communal violence with
Sinhalese residents, as well as advocacy documents and letters of recommendation by Tamil
organisations calling on the Australian Government to recognise Tamil people were genuine
refugees and in need of resettlement assistance. However, beyond the early periods of civil
war in the 1980s and 1990s access to documents in the following periods was difficult to

access, mainly due to the recent history which the thesis covers.

26



Internationally, | visited the Department of National Archives in Colombo where | accessed
newspaper articles and Hansard documents relating to the formative years of the civil war and
forced migration of Tamil people to gauge background information. Again, archives were
limited, since much of the violence simply went unrecorded. | also briefly visited Jaffna
library where | grasped more fully the significance of education to the lives of Tamil
people.1®* At Oxford, | examined Non-Government organisational reports relating to the
resettlement experiences of Tamil people across UK and Europe, towards accumulating
international perspectives of Tamil resettlement experiences. Perhaps not central to the
methods of the thesis, but my conversations with Tamil people at various conferences, for
example in Toronto at the Tamil Studies Symposium in 2017, also helped me to interpret and
present a more vibrant picture of how Tamil people in Australia constructed a sense of
belonging. The thesis, therefore, is based on a range of sources, but always circulates around
the thirty-six life stories of Tamil people resettled in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s, and
always interlinked with concepts of belonging and memory, complicating the interplay

between the individual and the society in which they lived.®®
Defining terms

In addition to concepts of crafting, belonging and memory, in the thesis | use the terms
‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’ less than I use the term ‘forced migrant’. I chose not to use to
the term ‘refugee’ because it does not capture the agency that people have in deciding
whether they currently see themselves as a refugee or former refugee — a topic | explore in
detail in chapter 2 of the thesis. About this, the question of age becomes relevant. | use the
terms ‘children’ and ‘young people’ interchangeably but use the term ‘young people’ when
referring to the whole group of interviewees of the study. This is used to highlight the in-
between spaces that the concept of ‘young people’ implies,*®® beyond numerical values that
define ‘young’ as being under the age of 18 years 0ld.*®” Finally, I acknowledge ‘Tamil

Eelam’ as the specific geographical as well as a political term that indicates the geographical
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regions belonging to Tamils in Eelam,'®® however I use ‘Sri Lanka’ to reflect interviewees’

self-identification.

Before presenting the chapter outline of thesis, in line with several feminist scholars of forced
migration studies | must note the perspective that | bring to this research.'®® My curiosity
about the experiences of young minority groups resettled in Australia emerged well before
the study, mainly due to my position as a member of the Tamil community. I bring to the
study my own experiences as a Tamil child refugee resettled in Western Sydney. | was born
in Point Pedro, a small coastal village in North-East Sri Lanka during the civil war. My
family were displaced on several occasions, including to India, and the targeted killing of my
mother’s brother by Indian Peace Keeping Forces in 1989 ultimately led to my family’s
forced migration. We arrived in Sydney in 1992 to unfamiliar surroundings where the people
looked different and spoke another language, where my immediate realisation was that | did
not belong. We were also strangers within a fragmented Tamil community of different castes,
classes, and political views. I learned in Australia that | was a lower caste Karaiyar and that
my father’s involvement in the Tamil Coordinating Committee that aligned itself with the
LTTE ideologies created additional layers of Otherness. As my parents strove to rebuild a
new life for the family, it did not take long for the challenges of resettlement to become a
normal part of everyday life. The pressures to succeed demanded the negotiations of multiple
belongings to different people and places that became normalised, even expected. These
negotiations were always tied to the past. | remember how my experiences were not unique.
This study is an attempt to make sense of Tamil childhoods that were lived at the intersection
of war and resettlement. It is as much about presenting our memories of belonging as it is

about producing minority histories.
Chapter Outline

Chapter 1 demonstrates the process of belonging through the life stories of one young Tamil
whose experiences as a gay Tamil person captures the complex processes of crafting
belonging in a new land. Through the life stories of one individual, the chapter is used to
trace how crafting constitutes multiple layers and intersectional experiences of marginality

and resilience. Each layer is informed by the individual’s practices and subjectivities that
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have been influenced by negotiations of competing cultural norms. In some ways, the chapter
is used as a methodological standpoint for showing that life stories are a powerful form of
representation. The continuity that the life story implies highlights an important point of the
thesis: that the craft of belonging is a never-ending process, in which the past is always under

construction.

Chapter 2 charts young Tamil people’s migration to Australia. It explores interviewees’
distance to the refugee label — despite having fled Sri Lanka due to civil war and persecution.
| demonstrate the interrelatedness between individual and collective memory, by exploring
Tamil identity construction and processes of belonging within that process. | shed light on the
motivations of different actors that shaped Tamil collective experiences of forced migration
to Australia. The chapter concludes by highlighting resistances to normative belonging
processes and reinforcing the importance of memory in belonging processes. Chapter 3
continues the exploration of the resistance to that migrant label by exploring childhood
memories of war and persecution in the homeland. Importantly, the chapter constructs the
figure of the young Tamil person as a threat to the Sri Lankan nation-state, thus

foregrounding repressed memories from the homeland.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 explore different aspects of interviewees’ resettlement experiences that
show how they constructed multiple ways of belonging in Australia in their journeys in
becoming adults. Chapter 4 explores how the young Tamil people rebuilt a sense of home in
their resettlement. There exists a tendency in the literature on forced migration to treat young
people as if they were passive subjects who were either unable to forget the homeland or
forget their past and rebuild a life in the new country. By way of challenging this
understanding, | explore the ways that young Tamil people negotiated Tamil activities such
as Tamil Language School and Religious practices that circulated their worlds by examining
cultural memory. The chapter demonstrates how the interviewees of this study were re-
traditionalising their connections to Tamil culture. Further, | show how processes of
transnationalism assisted interviewees in connecting to a global Tamil community as they

recognised their historically specific dislocation as Tamils from Sri Lanka.

While rebuilding a sense of home entailed negotiating competing cultures and values, for
some interviewees recalling their resettlement conjured traumatic memories of difficult pasts
entangled with their school experiences. Chapter 5 uses four case studies to demonstrate how
memories of hardship such as family violence and bullying in school intensified their
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exclusion in society. However, | have chosen to also shed light on the resilience that emerged
in interviewees’ constructions of their difficult past, by identifying their coping mechanisms
and interviewees used to give meaning to their lives in the past, present and future. The
chapter demonstrates that loss, suffering and exclusion have real consequences for young
forced migrants who carry with them everyday traumas such as family separation due to civil
war and family violence. The in-depth analyses of traumatic memories also provide insights

into how the past enters Tamil people’s sense of belonging in their current lives.

Chapter 6 brings together ideas of war and resettlement by foregrounding Tamil women’s
experiences of Sri Lanka’s civil war. In doing so, I explore women’s experiences in Tamil
political organising and identify how memoryscapes of war are given new meanings that
continue to complicate their sense of belonging in Australia. In particular, I use postmemory
to show that the civil war may have ended in 2009; however, interviewees expressed a
strongly felt injustice that Tamil people continue to face in Sri Lanka. Thus, the chapter
shows how the past, present and imagined future are intertwined and are necessary aspects to
understanding the resettlement experiences of young Tamils — as ongoing processes of
belonging. The thesis conclusion chapter reinforces that constructions of belonging, within
forced migrant life trajectories, are crafted by people’s empowerment in their subjective
views, interpretations, and identifications, against structures that reinforce their

marginalisation. It also identifies areas for further research.

Altogether this thesis shows that resettlement is a complex process and that the craft of
belonging has no endpoint. The chapters of this thesis do not reach a definitive endpoint. It
has no neat ‘conclusion.” The memory analysis is used to capture this continuity and show
how young Tamil forced migrants incorporated elements of their homeland in their
resettlement in ways that suited their lives in a new land. In this way, interviewees
constructed their younger years as processes in which they learned to belong in Australia,
weaving together the past and contemporary experiences to describe the joys and difficulties
of movement and rebuilding life in a new community. Accordingly, this thesis contributes to
historical understandings of civil war, forced migration and resettlement, and through
engaging theoretical notions of belonging and memory, the effects of these processes on the
life trajectories of young Tamil forced migrant people.
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CHAPTER ONE: Crafting Belonging, Sabari’s Life Stories:
Demonstrating the Process of Belonging through the Life Stories of a
Young Tamil Forced Migrant Resettled in Australia

In contexts of forced human movement, within one’s homeland, or from the homeland to
another country, the concept of belonging is recognised as being important in everyday life.!
And, yet the simplicity of belonging, beyond its intuitive and common sense prose, has been
challenged by social scientists who seek to answer what belonging stands for and how it is
constructed.? Nira Yuval-Davis’s widely adopted framework constructs belonging as being
both personal and political, thus showing how individuals and groups can belong in several
ways.® However, | would argue that in addition to the personal and political that constitutes
dominant understandings of belonging we know very little about how belonging processes
are constructed within the richness and depth that it carries of the past. In humanities
perspectives of history and memory studies, understandings of belonging speak to critical
issues, such as identity, community and home. These ideas concern the temporalities of
human mobility and add to the messiness of the concept.* The temporal dimensions imply
that the concept of belonging, by its personal and political nature, demands the incorporation
of a more explicit connection to the past as part of its analytical framework.® In this chapter, |
present the life stories of one interviewee, Sabari, to demonstrate processes of belonging
related to the past that shaped the present, that is, how belonging feelings and political

boundaries become productive crafts.® | use the rawness of the chapter to set the life story

! Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., ‘Introduction: Refugee and Forced Migration Studies in Transition,’
in The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, eds. E. Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 5.

2 Marco Antonsich, ‘Searching for Belonging: An Analytical Framework,” Geography Compass Vol.
4, No. 6 (2010), 644-659.

% Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging,” Patterns of Prejudice Vol. 40, No. 3
(2006), 197-214.

* Martha K. Kumsa, ‘Between Home and Exile: Dynamics of Negotiating Be-longing Among Young
Oromos Living in Toronto,” in The African Diaspora in Canada: Negotiating Identity and Belonging,
eds. Wisdom J. Tettey and Korbla P. Puplampu (Calgary: Calgary University Press, 2005), 175-203;
Paul Scheibelhofer, ‘His-stories of Belonging: Young Second-Generation Turkish Men in Austria,’
Journal of Intercultural Studies Vol. 28, No. 3 (2007), 317-330.

® Kathrine Bek-Pedersen and Edith Montgomery, ‘Narratives of the Past and Present: Young
Refugees’ Construction of a Family Identity in Exile,” Journal of Refugee Studies Vol. 19, No. 1
(2006), 94-112.

® Virginia Yans-McLaughlin, ‘Metaphors of the Self in History: Subjectivity, Oral Narrative, and
Immigration Studies,” in Immigration Reconsidered: History, Sociology, and Politics, ed. V. Yans-
McLaughlin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 254-290.
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analytical and methodological framework of the thesis in place and foreground the memory

analysis that emerges in the next five chapters.

The singular focus on Sabari’s life is not only to emphasise the ‘story’ side of belonging but
to focus on symbolic strategies that address an individual’s predicament in the present.” This
is useful to unpack a forced migrant community’s understanding of its sense of belonging.®
As Marita Eastmond argued, life stories simultaneously exemplify historical accounts and
dislocation.® Reading Sabari’s life stories through his different positions in various social and
cultural contexts illustrates the analytical use of the concept of belonging for examining the
resettlement experiences of young Tamil forced migrants. The richness of life stories offered
in the thesis is ‘aimed at evoking images of a road intersection, with an intermediate or
contested number of intersecting roads’—for thinking about historical divisions at any social
boundary and location.'® Sabari’s life stories reinforce processes of belonging or crafting,
between different intersectional experiences of marginality and resilience, each layer
informed by specific individual practices, subjectivities and broader discourses informed by
power relations. Thus, Sabari’s life stories represent more than the idea of history as a place
of belonging that creates a sense of community that is, in contrast, to present migratory
feelings of loneliness, as Edward Said argued.! Rather, his life stories demonstrate the
fluidity of the past that gives meaning to the present and future, that is, the craft of belonging.
In doing so, Sabari’s stories demonstrate the craft of belonging as a never-ending process,

and the potential for reconstruction which that implies.

However, why have | chosen Sabari out of the thirty-five interviewees as the focus of the
chapter? Sabari’s experiences represented, more so than others, the complexity of growing up
as a young Tamil forced migrant in Australia. Sabari offered insights in ways that other
interviewees did not that related not only to his position as a gay Tamil man but as someone
who had a deep passion for enhancing the vibrant cultural, social and political make-up of the
ever-changing Tamil community in Australia. When | was introduced to Sabari in 2016
through another research interviewee, he was thirty-three years old and was working as a

community worker in a local government area which had a high immigrant population. In his

" Marita Eastmond, ‘Stories as Lived Experience: Narratives in Forced Migration Research,” Journal
of Refugee Studies Vol. 20, No. 2 (2007), 248-264.

8 1bid.

® lbid.

10 Nira Yuval Davis, The Politics of Belonging: Intersectional Belonging (Los Angeles, Sage, 2011),
6.

11 Edward Said, Out of Place: A Memoir (London: Granta Books, 1999).
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spare time, he worked with other Tamils on a short documentary about the local Tamil
community. He also regularly wrote blogs about his life and had a keen interest in pursuing
creative art projects that involved displaying and conversing the community about queer
elements of Tamil ways of life. It is, however, exactly this public and social character that
made Sabari’s life stories useful to focus on in the chapter. For Sabari, enhancing the Tamil
community in Australia through diverse avenues is, at its core, shaped by his personal
experiences of forced migration. His important public work is centred by an urgent need for,
and attention to, the ‘constantly evolving ways in which migrants make their own lives
through stories.’*? The questions in Sabari’s life stories, therefore, are about why belonging is

so pertinent and in what ways did it allow for expressions of intersecting resilience?

Thus, Sabari’s life stories in the chapter do more than recite his experiences of civil war,
forced migration and resettlement. Rather, they are presented in a raw and uninterrupted
format to open the way to a multidimensional appreciation of the power that life stories
contain as cultural, social, and psychological constructions.®® The individual’s stories move
towards the radical re-writing of self and society as a ‘basis of knowledge’.** The format and
contents of the chapter are emboldened by Chandra Mohanty’s call to present everyday
experiences that are not only shaped by hegemonic discourses but resistances to those
discourses — as a resource and confrontation of naturalised social arrangements.*® In doing so,
Sabari’s life stories not only retell his migration experiences through his continuous voice
from historical perspectives but engage the reader to imagine a different future.*® In this way,
I, as the author, do not speak for Sabari. Instead, the purpose of using his voice continuously
in the chapter is to recognise that he, like all the interviewees of the study, in telling their life
stories, assumed responsibility for how their belonging constituted an act of political agency.

Their powerful texts are precisely the crafts of subjective resources that are needed to situate

12 Alistair Thomson, ‘Moving Stories: Oral History and Migration Studies,” Oral History Vol. 27, No.
(1999), 36.

13 James L. Peacock and Dorothy C. Holland, ‘The Narrated Self: Life Stories in Process,” Ethos Vol.
21, No. 4 (1993), 373.

14 Chandra T. Mohanty, ‘Cartographies of Struggle: Third World Women and the Politics of
Feminism,” in Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism, eds. Chandra T. Mohanty et al.
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 34.

15 1bid.

16 Chandra T. Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” in
Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism, eds. Chandra T. Mohanty et al. (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1991), 52-54.
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experiences of dominance and resistance, within broader historical constructions, thus

belonging.'’

Sabari was born in Sri Lanka in 1983, in the North-East town of Point Pedro in Jaffna just
under 400 kilometres from the capital city of Colombo. His family separated at the height of
the civil war between the Sri Lankan Army and LTTE; he arrived in Australia in 1995 with
his mother and brother and were later joined by their father. While he returned to Sri Lanka
for twelve months in 2011, he had spent most of his life in Sydney where he currently lives
with his partner. His connections to his family and Tamil culture have kept him tied and
untied to the homeland. His life has taken different paths that speak to the dynamic
negotiation of belonging and ideas of successful resettlement. Like the other Tamils |
interviewed he is a survivor of war — a child who defied the Sri Lankan nation-state and
lived. Sabari’s memories of key moments in his life such as when he ‘came out’ and told
family members about his sexuality speaks to interrelated themes of identity, sexuality,
culture and belonging. His experiences were moderated within familiar and unfamiliar social
spaces in which he reconceptualised new relationships of family, love and life as they
unfolded over time. I focus on Sabari’s experiences of navigating his sexuality as a young gay
person, to draw attention to the everyday realities of young forced migrants living on the
periphery of society across several different axes of differentiation and social exclusion. The
chapter prioritises stories from two themes of Sabari’s life that appeared decisive to shaping
his selfhood, in turn, his memories of resettlement: gender and belonging. The remainder of

the chapter presents the craft of belonging as seen in the life stories of Sabari.

Resettling

| knew we were going to come over to Australia. | was very confused as a child. My mum
came with me and my brother, she left my dad behind...my dad kept working in Colombo so
I guess....we moved here when I was eleven but my parents came apart so my mum came
here with me and my brother to visit her brother and then she sought asylum because | guess
this was 1995 when Point Pedro was under attack by the Government so my mum’s house
was repossessed by the LTTE...I don’t know the details, like something was going on around
there, there was stuff going on with the military and she felt unsafe living in Colombo as a
woman who doesn’t speak Sinhalese and stuff so she left with me and my brother here.

Originally, I thought we were going on a holiday to visit our cousins and then my parents said

7 Mohanty, ‘Cartographies of Struggle,” 34-35.
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we were going to stay here for a while and then I thought it was just a family reunion and |
didn’t realise till I was older the issues that my mum went through in terms of coming here
and seeking asylum and then having to go to court and all that kind of stuff,'8 and then when
she got asylum she sponsored my dad who came here.*®

First, we lived with our uncle who lived in Erskine Park and then we moved to Homebush so
| went to Erskine Park High for a couple of terms then my mum wanted me to go to a good
school so she pulled me out and put me into Homebush Boys [High School] and because |
was starting year seven I couldn’t do the selective exam and they just thought Homebush

Boys was the best school so they just put me there.

My mum tried to enrol me straight into Erskine Park High and they were like ‘oh, it’s for the
benefit of your child that they go to an ESL (English as a Secondary Language) school,” and
within a term of going to an ESL school I had proven that I could speak really well and 1
don’t know if you know but the Sri Lankan education system is ahead of the Australian one
so | spent year seven hanging around because everything I’d learnt in year six or year five in
Sri Lanka we’d already learnt the things they were teaching here in year seven in terms of
science and maths, all the concepts. | remember when | went to the ESL school | was
embarrassed and | hated it because | used to be separate from the regular school and I used to

think why do | have to go to this school when I know all the things these regular kids do??°

18 By scholarly accounts, post-1983 Tamil migrants from Sri Lanka were mainly asylum seekers
fleeing intensifying violence and armed conflict that targeted Tamils. However, the process for Tamils
seeking asylum was made difficult by the fact that they were not recognised as UN Convention
refugees, as | highlight in chapter 2 of the thesis. Amarnath Amarasingam and Tanuja Thurairajah,
‘Migration, Mobilization, and Memory: The Sri Lankan Civil War in the Lives of Tamil Youth,” in
Children and Violence: Politics of Conflict in South Asia, ed. Bina D’Costa (Delhi: Cambridge
University Press, 2016), 120.

91t is interesting to note here that these memories are ‘learned’ rather than remembered. Sabari
learned of the family’s experiences of seeking asylum in later years of his life. These learned
memories are now used to fill gaps in his life stories, those ‘facts’ were placed in a sequence to
indicate the significance of the legal process in seeking asylum. Moreover, the emotional attachments
to that refugee label were absent. Rather, Sabari distanced himself from the legal processes of seeking
asylum that showed how he constructed the asylum-seeker label as an intensely emotional journey of
uprootedness and instability which he believed didn’t apply to his forced migration experience.

20 Sabari’s educational experiences, of being mistakenly placed in ESL, pointed to the emotional
memories of his resettlement experiences. The discretion of schools in allocating Tamil students to
ESL classes resulted in emotional memories linked to frustration, embarrassment and confusion. For
some interviewees the intensity of school was compounded by other distressing factors in their lives,
such as violence at home and memories of civil war, which I explore in chapter 5 of the thesis.
Sabari’s experiences echoed the multiple sources of pressure that other interviewees of the study had
faced in successfully navigating formal education spaces, which holds historical significance for
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[At Erskine Park High] there were no other Tamil kids which is strange, I don’t know why. I
remember a couple of Indian kids, Eastern European kids. I’m sure there were African, Arab
kids. | remember the kids that | befriended were Eastern European and African. It could be
where | went to school maybe, somewhere near Seven Hills. There were no Sri Lankans. |
got along well with them and then when | went to Erskine Park High, that was a really
amazing experience. I really resented my mum after taking me out of it after two terms. So,
Royal College is the most prestigious public school in Sri Lanka. | used to really hate going
to that school because I got in based on merit and | felt like I had to really perform as a child,
as many of our parents expect us to but | was a really bright kid, and I felt like my parents
didn’t love me if I didn’t get top marks and didn’t come top five or like you know didn’t
excel in my studies. Erskine Park High was the first time I was with kids who didn’t give a
shit about studying and because | was a nerd, so | still cared about studying so because | had
learnt all the stuff, they had been teaching [but] I didn’t study. I was always going to get at
least a B so | learnt how to chew gum without getting caught, learnt how to graffiti without
being caught, all these things that I couldn’t imagine, it wouldn’t even occur to me at Royal
that you could...that these things were fun and learning to make friends who you were not
competing with or out do and | was the only brown kid in my entire year and one of only two
Sri Lankans in the entire school. | was happy and then my parents moved me to Homebush
Boys and then it all fell apart because all of a sudden there were actually Sri Lankan kids,
Tamil kids, the same kind of kids at Royal who were really competitive and always trying to

outdo you, to get better marks.

Resettling

I’'m gay and my sexuality has been a big part in the way I carry my identity and it’s not
confidential, my brother knows...I knew even in Sri Lanka I wasn’t like the other boys and
when | came here it became more obvious. By my mid-teens, | knew | was gay and you can
imagine, by the time I came to Homebush Boys and you can imagine by the time I finished
high school | came out to most of my friends ummm and so by Uni everyone knew, and |
think it was a great shame for my brother. He was three years younger than me and I think for
ages he was kind of embarrassed by it but what that meant was that | knew they never fully
accepted me, so | never connected to the Tamil boys in the school. I connected more with the

Tamil people. Robert N. Kearney, ‘Language and the Rise of Separatism in Sri Lanka,” Asian Survey
Vol. 18, No. 5 (1978), 531-532.
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East Asians, like the Chinese kids and East Asians because they didn’t seem as hung up on

sexuality and those things.?!

I think my Tamil identity has always been a little fraught for me because one my name...they
truncated my name, so it became xxx and xxx is a girl’s name and the first school I went to
was mostly white kids and they just turned xxx into xxx and I kind of stuck to it. And | was
expecting rejection for my sexuality, so | thought being gay and Tamil could never come
together so | distanced myself from my Tamil identity, so I didn’t have the same views my
Tamil friends had about being Tamil, very staunchly Tamil and maybe having Sinhalese

friends but definitely not a Singhalese partner.?? None of that really factored into me because

21 Sabari constructed his sense of belonging through an in-group/out-group/internal-external dynamic.
His sexuality was a barrier to his sense of belonging within familiar Tamil social spaces. At the
intersections of sexuality and ethnicity, Sabari finds new belongings in new social spaces that enabled
him to structure his life according to multiple differences. Bethan Evans, ‘Geographies of
Youth/Young People,” Geography Compass Vol. 2, No. 5 (2008), 1676.

22 During the interviews, Sabari’s description of his relationship with a Sinhalese man in Colombo
evoked understandings of interracial relations, ethnic conflict, homosexual emancipation, and nation.
These themes run deep into Tamil culture in Sri Lanka. Sri Lankan Tamil novelist Shyam
Selvadurai’s works provide a literary focus of the subjectivities and social critiques articulated by
Sabari: Funny Boy (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1994), Cinnamon Gardens (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1998), and Swimming in the Monsoon-Sea (Toronto: Tundra Books, 2005).
For example, in Cinnamon Gardens, set in 1927 — 28 Ceylon (under British colonial rule), Selvadurai
foregrounds personal narratives in historical times during England’s Donoughmore Commission that
ultimately gave the Sinhalese community in Sri Lanka majoritarian power within a modern liberal
democratic nation-state. The possibilities and limitations of universal suffrage were presented along
the lines of gender, ethnicity, class, and religion that had far reaching outcomes that continued to
shape the island well into its postcolonial era. Although not overtly linked to the nation, the gay
identity of one of the characters, Balendran, made another point that sexuality was important for
imagining the Sri Lankan nation. For example, one of the Sinhalese characters, a friend of
Balendran’s, who played a role in the Ceylon National Congress that supported the Donoughmore
Commission, exposed Balendran’s sexual relationship with an Englishman. Balendran was socially
isolated due to his sexuality and publicly confronted his friend. Balendran stated, ‘you want power to
do exactly what the British have done. Come in on your high horse, think you know exactly what
needs doing, meddle in other people’s lives, make decisions for them, because, after all, aren’t you
superior to them, don’t you know what’s best?’ (p. 166). Here, sexuality should not only be a category
in which the nation should be imagined and constructed, but also the boundaries for establishing
norms of belonging and not belonging with these spaces. Moreover, in Selvadurai’s novels the
emotional challenges of being gay revealed a Tamil society that did not allow freedom of desire and
love. In the memories of Sabari — the focus of the chapter — he interlinked the ‘private’ world of love
that is not so private when the needs of family, class, ethnicity and nation take centre stage, just like
the characters in Selvadurai’s novels. However, in the realities of Sabari’s world, the only way to keep
the ‘private’ world ‘private’, as a matter of avoiding family and community crisis, was to hide his
relationship with another man from his family. Upon reflection Sabari considered what may have
happened had he told his family about his relationship. But he also recognised that his decisions to
hide the secret were based on well-founded tensions that connected the private world to the homeland
nation, that is, the past to the present. Heather Smyth, ‘Indigenizing Sexuality and National
Citizenship: Shyam Selvadurai’s Cinnamon Gardens, Ariel: A Review of International English
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I think 1 was more focused on my gay identity because that affected my day to day in terms
of how I dated and how I perceived things and here I’m just a brown person. Here, no one on
the street looks at me and says, ‘I hate you because you’re Tamil’, it’s ‘I hate you because

you’re brown.’

Being Tamil wasn’t that important to me, so when | moved to Sri Lanka [in 2011] I did try to
seek out LGBTI Tamil people but even in Sri Lanka we were just really invisible. There’s
hardly any visibility, I mean there’s like a handful but it’s mostly Singhalese because I think
in Sri Lanka, in Colombo, you have to be out and proud of economic privilege and a level of
education, like English education. So, all the people | met were upper to upper middle class,
well-educated and most of them were Sinhalese because with the Tamils most of them have
left. But | had no issues with being in a relationship with a Sinhala guy. It would have been
interesting if | had told my parents that he was my boyfriend to see how they would react. At
one point, | remember my mum would make these comments once in a while. I think they’re
pretty progressive but sometimes they would say really regressive stuff about caste, for
example. So, I’'m vellalar? and the Sinhala guy | was dating was karaiyar?* from the

Literature Vol. 40, No.2-3 (2009), 1-22; Robert Aldrich, Cultural Encounters and Homoeroticism in
Sri Lanka: Sex and Serendipity (London: Routledge, 2014), 191-217.

2 The Tamils of Sri Lanka pride themselves on their cultural preservation of traditions, for example,
in caste structures. The vellalar caste in the Tamil region of Jaffna in North of Sri Lanka dominated
the region’s land, economy, political affairs, educational opportunities, and employment during Dutch
and British colonisation. By the 20" century, vellalar people in Jaffna emerged as the religious,
political, and economic leaders for the entire Sri Lankan Tamil community. However, the Tamil
separatist struggle in Sri Lanka from the late 20" century had presented an ambiguous cultural
dilemma that sought to preserve vellalar supremacy but also raised concerns about the plight of non-
vellalar Tamil caste groups including Jaffna’s many untouchables. There are very few studies that
explored how caste figured in the ideology of a Tamil diaspora, however it is recognised that the first,
post-independence migration after 1948 were Tamil professionals and younger Tamils of vellalar
caste who resettled in Western countries to pursue university education and employment. Sinnappah
Arasaratnam, ‘Social History of a Dominant Caste Society: The Vellalar of North Ceylon (Sri Lanka)
in the 18" Century,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review Vol. 18, No.3 (1981), 377-391;
Kalinga T. Silva, ‘Caste, Ethnicity and National Identity in Sri Lanka,” Sociological Bulletin VVol. 48,
No.1 (1999), 203; Bryan Pfaffenberger, ‘The Cultural Dimension of Tamil Separatism in Sri Lanka,’
Asian Survey Vol. 21, No.11 (1981), 1145-1157.

24 The karaiyar caste referred to people living in the karai (coast or shore) and engaged in fishing
activities. The karaiyar caste was one of the lower-caste groups. A combination of myths, caste-based
tensions, colonisation and civil unrest have made more visible the traditional hierarchies in the Tamil
community. Kenneth David, ‘Hierarchy and Equivalence in Jaffna, North Sri Lanka: Normative
Codes as Mediator,” in The New Wind: Changing Identities in South Asia, ed. Kenneth David (The
Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1977), 181-187; Bryan Pfaffenberger, ‘The Political Construction of
Defensive Nationalism: The 1968 Temple-Entry Crisis in Northern Sri Lanka,” The Journal of Asian
Studies Vol. 49, No.1 (1990), 78-96; Bertram Bastiampillai, ‘Caste in Northern Sri Lanka and British
Colonial Administrative Practice in the Mid-19th Century: Compromise and Expediency,” Sri Lanka
J.S.SVol. 11, No.1 (1988), 47-61.
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fisherman caste and so my mum used to once in while talk about how vellalars have to marry
vellalars and that’s tradition and so some of my friends used to make fun of me and say that
your parents won’t accept him because you’re not from the same caste. | never, | never told
her, and | think if | had told her and they had an issue with the Sinhaleseness then | would
probably manifest that but on a day to day it didn’t really affect me, and he was obviously a

progressive Sinhalese person. He didn’t have hate towards Tamils.
Resettling

As an eleven-year old you can’t figure anything out. It’s only when I moved here, I started
figuring everything out. At high school, I can’t remember ever talking about Sinhala/Tamil
because it was mostly Tamil boys who went to Homebush Boys, there were a couple of
Sinhala boys, in fact ummm when | started at Homebush Boys they buddied you up and the
guy they buddied me up with was a Sinhala guy and | remember him clearly but in school
there was no animosity towards Sinhala/Tamil. It was only in Uni that | started discovering
our political history and all that kind of stuff. I think I did go out seeking it because |
remember | had a dilemma at Uni whether to join the Tamil society or the Sri Lankan society
so obviously I was thinking about these things. And my best friend on my street was, this is
in Sri Lanka, was a Sinhala guy and because my mum hadn’t told us a lot of the trauma that
she had experienced as a Tamil woman in Colombo and in Point Pedro but she had told us
this story of the Sinhala landlord who had saved them so they had always brought us up...
and because my dad was in Colombo forever, his best friends were Sinhalese. So, they had
always told us that it’s not the Tamils fighting the Sinhalese, it’s a political struggle between
two ideologies of...this nationalist wave and you know JVP,?® and so many Sinhala people
died in that and the LTTE had taken advantage of lots of people who were my family
members. So, my parents were like we don’t need to split the country in two we don’t need
to. So, | also adopted that over time and that helped me when | moved back to Sri Lanka in
2011 so | lived there for one whole year in Sri Lanka. So, for years even though my parents
were very progressive, not that I’'m saying I’m progressive too not being an LTTE supporter,

but they were...while they didn’t support the LTTE they still didn’t support the Sri Lankan

% The Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) is a communist and Marxist-Leninist party and political
movement in Sri Lanka and were involved in two armed insurgencies against the Sri Lankan
Government in 1971 and 1987-89. Bryan Pfaffenberger, ‘Sri Lanka in 1987: Indian Intervention and
Resurgence of the JVP,” Asian Survey, Vol. 28, No. 2 (1988), 137-147; Mick Moore, ‘Thoroughly
Modern Revolutionaries: The JVP in Sri Lanka,” Modern Asian Studies Vol. 27, No.3 (1993), 593-
642.
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Government. They didn’t want me and my brother to go back so for years Sri Lanka was this
mystical land that we were not allowed to go to, only my parents were allowed to go. They’d
been a couple of times and we weren’t allowed to go. So, in the 2000s I went to Kerala
because my grandma used to tell me Kerala was like Jaffna and she was right my memories
of Kerala were like my memories of Jaffna but it’s not the same so...but it wasn’t enough so
in 2010 I went to Sri Lanka with these two girls who | went to Uni with and we had an

amazing time. | stayed in Colombo and we went to all the tourist places.

In 2011 I quit my job and moved to Sri Lanka with the intention of learning to read and write
Tamil, learning about my heritage but also learning Sinhalese and learning more about the
Sinhalese people because | felt really disenfranchised. | had Sinhalese friends and my parents
always said nice things about them saying they’re not bad people it’s just certain sections of
them are bad just like certain sections of the Tamil community but I still felt....but when I
read stuff about them 1 used to still feel this animosity and it used to really drive me crazy
and | said no you have to go back and experience it for yourself...if you experience
discrimination and you know the ugliness of being a minority and being oppressed you can
come back and do something about it so | moved there and to be honest I didn’t experience
any discrimination, nothing bad happened to me, | had the most amazing experience and it
was partly because on my second day of moving there | met this guy and within a couple of
weeks we started dating and within a couple of months we started living together and then we
were together for three years and we’re still friends. He moved here and he hated it. He’s
Sinhalese and he comes from a well off family, very well politically connected to the point
where | would go to a party and Mahinda Rajapaksa’s®® son would be across the room and it
really messed up with my head actually because I’ve never had the opportunity to talk with

someone about like...I remember telling my ex and he was really mad at me I just felt like

% Mahinda Rajapaksa, of the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), served as the sixth President of Sri
Lanka from 2005-2015. His political party, along with other Sinhalese Buddhist nationalists abided by
an ideology that prioritised Theravada Buddhism which sates Buddhists as the chosen custodians of
the island and must dominate the island. A key feature of the Rajapaksa Government was the extent to
which family members were active in politics, thus having widespread power over the island. For
example, Mahinda Rajapaksa’s brother, Gotabhaya Rajapaksa, was appointed the Defence Secretary
in 2005 and played a pivotal role in the armed struggle, and his son Namal Rajapaksa was elected as
Member of Parliament in 2010 and again in 2015 in the Hambantota District around 250 kilometres
from the capital city of Colombo. Neil DeVotta, ‘Sri Lanka: From Turmoil to Dynasty,” Journal of
Democracy Vol. 22, No. 2 (2011), 130-144.
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stabbing him (Rajapakse) and avenge all the bad things that had happened and I said if |

didn’t love you I would have done that.?’

But what | experienced was really different because there are rich Tamils and rich Sinhalese
who get on like a house on fire, they all hang out, they party, they drink, they even marry
each other, they definitely date each other. It’s the middle class and lower middle class that
don’t like each other and it was really eye opening for me and so I lived there for a year and
nothing bad happened to me, there were little things I noticed for example because my ex is
Sinhalese. When we were in a taxi we would be stopped, and they would check his ID and he
wouldn’t even check mine. But if [ was with a Tamil relative, they would check mine because

they would have to check everyone who was Tamil. It’s like racial profiling.

| also got Dengue and almost died it was pretty bad, that was the only bad thing that
happened till I fully recovered because I thought they’d (parents) have a heart attack. So they
were looking for a blood transfusion because my situation had gotten that bad and I'm xxx
and it’s the rarest blood group, and they couldn’t find a civilian so they had to contact the
army.....and | had moment where I was like I don’t want the blood of a soldier...I was pretty
disgusted by that so | had all these internal dilemmas and to question the whole idea of a
Sinhala identity and Tamil identity and how fractured it is and how Sinhalese people don’t all
get along and also trying to navigate my way around how Sinhala people who are deeply

insecure about their own identity in Sri Lanka.

Identity is a very important thing to me. I’d question this issue around my name and how
important your name is to your identity...am I less Tamil? | wish as a teenager | was proud to
be the son of a refugee and be outspoken about it, | think as a teenager...I don’t think I would
change anything about my life. The thing about identity is how people attach themselves to a
national identity or a cultural identity or linguistic identity to whatever too much without ever
understanding what it means and | don’t think any of us really know what it means to be an
Australian, what is a Tamil? what is a Sri Lankan Tamilian? and | think we often use
‘othering,’ like I am this, relative to that person, so for example my Tamilness comes from

saying Sri Lankan Tamils are generally better English speakers, more studious, we’re not like

27 This example, as well as Sabari’s previous description of his thoughts about telling his family of his
relationship with a Sinhala man, pinpointed the situational and contradictory codes of belonging
among young diaspora Tamils who carried with them the burdens of an entrenched violent political
history. The oppositional categories of belonging included self/other, insider/outsider, public/private,
Tamil/Sinhalese, love/hate, individual/collective.
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the Indian Tamils, like I used to tell myself all these things to kind of...because I didn’t know

myself what it meant to be Sri Lankan.
Creating New Family Spaces: Presenting as Gay

| didn’t want to live at home because that would mean, and I don’t think my parents would
have kicked me out, but it would have made it so awkward day to day. | moved out of home.
I don’t remember exactly when I came out, I think I came out when I was 22, maybe like 3 or
6 months after | came out. | wrote a letter to my parents and I had posted it. My brother had
already known that I was gay. | knew it would backfire more if he told them that | was gay
because they would start to monitor him more. | sent them a letter and they did freak out.
Initially they freaked out because when my mum got the letter, she thought it was a suicide
letter. They really panicked and drove to my house that | was living in Enmore, then they
calmed down and realised what it was, and they were angry and annoyed. My dad was pretty
great in a weird way. He just asked me if there was anything physically wrong with me and |
said no I’m physically fine, I’m just not attracted to women and then he said okay. And that
was it. Whereas for my mum it was a huge deal, mostly because she thought | was a sexual
deviant. She imagined that all brown kids don’t have sex and don’t do anything till they get
married and she believed that for quite a while. She doesn’t anymore because my brother has
a girlfriend and they live together. In fact, this year, both my partner and I, and xxx and his
partner got Christmas cards from our parents which is such a radical transformation to when |
came out to them 10, 12 years ago. And they voted ‘yes’ for marriage equality and I don’t

know if you saw the stats for Western Sydney (WS) but most of WS voted no.?

28 Sabari used his parents’ ‘yes’ vote to highlight their ‘official’ acceptance of his gay identity. One
could surmise that by contrasting his parents’ ‘yes’ vote against the majority ‘no’ vote in the area,
Sabari indirectly explained the transformation of his parents’ actions towards creating new spaces in
spite of the exclusion and marginalisation they may have faced in their immediate surroundings — a
turning point in the son/parent/society relationship in Sabari’s life. In 2017, the plebiscite to amend
the Marriage Act to recognise that LGBTQI people would be equal under Australian law showed that
the suburbs of Western Sydney pulled down the overall ‘yes’ votes in the state of New South Wales.
It is not clear how many Tamils voted ‘yes’ or ‘no’, however given Western Sydney is home to high
numbers of Tamils, they have been implicated in discussions about voter preferences. For example, in
the electorate of Parramatta, where Sabari’s parents and a high number of Tamils lived, 38% of the
population voted ‘yes’ while 62% voted ‘no’ to marriage equality. The reasons for the high ‘no’ vote
remained unclear, but views published in the media pointed to social pressures, religious ideology,
and migration patterns that were not conducive to the values of the wider population. Another
explanation was that the “Yes’ campaign focused less on Western Sydney and held onto a voter
turnout campaign. This strategy placed less effort in changing minds in comparison to the ‘No’
campaign that saw the region as their core demographic. ABCNews, ‘Results: Same Sex Marriage
Postal Survey.” Accessed July 15, 2018, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-11-15/same-sex-marriage-
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Some of my friends came out and then they went back into the closet because they had such a
negative experience. But my parents were kind of strange in that they didn’t stop talking to
me or get angry, they were very sad, and they tried to overcompensate by talking to me more
and doing things for me more. My dad even offered me money and said take some money
and live overseas for a while and figure yourself out and if you want to be gay go and live
this kind of gay lifestyle and I think he was hoping I could live it as a phase and come back
whereas my mum was. .. think she was just really upset because | was the good son and |
didn’t cause any problems and if I turned out this way and she thought that | had taken after
her and | was this good Tamil person and I think it took a long time for her to understand that
gay people are not deviants. In fact, till my current boyfriend I didn’t think she understood
that two men could understand each other. She thought it was some kind of friendship, she
didn’t understand the depth of the emotions and I think in fact my partner had sent me this
message during this period when we were having a bit of a tough time and | was staying with
my family for a couple of days for a bit of space. He’d sent me this long message and then |
read it to my mum just to kind of give it context and | remember her saying...she was almost
like gobsmacked, like ‘no man would ever talk to you like that, you have to be really nice to
him.” She was really shocked that he was talking to me in a really loving and kind way. I
don’t know what she thought gay relationships were. It’s a strange space for me because |
feel like I can never break up with my boyfriend, so it puts a lot of pressure on me now
because she’s accepted him and sees him as this great person and so if we have any
disagreements or arguments then I might be the one at fault. He’s a vegetarian, he’s white and
for ethical reasons he’s a vegetarian so she makes vegetarian food, things like that. But when
| first came out, | could never have thought any of this was possible. In fact, when | came out,
I didn’t tell them about relationships, dates, definitely no sex. I just said | was gay and that
was it. My mum would just bring it up once in a while and say how painful it was for her to
carry this and how upsetting it is when relatives ask about marriage, but we never talked

about dates or relationships or anything.

| remember my mum being cool with gay people umm my dad is like a typical Sri Lankan
Tamil who doesn’t talk so you really have to talk to get an answer, so I don’t know his

opinions, but my mum would be like people have the right to be whoever they want. She used

results-ssm/9145636#parramatta; Hussain Nadim, ‘Why Western Sydney voted ‘No’’, Sydney
Morning Herald, July 15, 2018; Rachael Jacobs and Denise A. Hamad, “Why Western Sydney Voted
‘No’ to Marriage Equality’, Huffington Post, July 16, 2018.
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to say all these things, but it wasn’t like that when her son came out, it was a big deal, she
was mortified, she was heart-broken. Also my mum went to a convent ummm and I don’t
know if you know but in Point Pedro, post-colonial times were influenced by American
missionaries and it was a cool thing to send your kid to convent and ummm so my mum was
very.....so when we were kids we used to go to church and temple because even though we
were Hindu we used to go to church because she had been indoctrinated into Christianity and
she believed in Mary and....for ages my mum would only take us to church when there was

no mass so I thought that was because she didn’t want anyone else to find out.?

We grew up in Homebush, so we used to go to the Catholic church in Strathfield and my
mum was very influenced by the sisters who told her that any kind of same sex is
abomination, so she couldn’t believe her nice son, not the trouble maker, but the nice son was
the morally, was the wrong one. So, it was really traumatising for them at first, but they knew
they couldn’t change me, they couldn’t ask me to get married, so they just left it and
eventually they came around to accepting it when they met other people who were, as my
mum put it, ‘gay and nice’. I think I’'m lucky and you know I’ve never met any other Sri

Lankan my age who is openly, proudly gay.

My parents went on holidays and then I moved out and when they came back, | was out.
Every time they go on a holiday, I’d get a tattoo, I’d do something because it’s literally like
the mice are free to go. So when | moved out it was very traumatic for my mum, she used to
call me every day [asking] why did you move out? She would come to my house and she’d
really look down on my living conditions so things like that, but this is the thing so | moved
out of home, and my parents wanted me to move back home and then a couple of years after
moving out of home | came out to my parents and it radically changed the way they saw me.

They started investing a lot of time in me, they thought partly it was because they’d neglected

2 Throughout my interviews, Tamil Hindus frequently recalled ‘secret’ memories when their parents
took them to church. The notion of family and religion in the process of coming out has been studied
in other contexts of men from South Asia that underscored their more problematic and challenging
experiences compared to the experiences of white gay men. For example, one study that focused on
gay men from India and Pakistan showed that they viewed their sexuality as a barrier to practising
their cultural traditions and religion. Men from Hindu backgrounds said that their barriers to
homosexuality would never have been accepted by their local Hindu and ethnic community. Eamonn
McKeown et al. ‘Discrimination and Desire: Experiences of Black and South Asian Gay Men in
Britain,” Culture, Health and Sexuality: An International Journal for Research, Intervention and Care
Vol. 12, No. 7 (2010), 848-849; Dinesh Bhugra, ‘Coming Out by South Asian Gay Men in the United
Kingdom,” Archives of Sexual Behaviour Vol. 26, No.5 (1997), 547-557.
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me, so they started coming to where | was living, they started having dinner with me, they

were taking me out.

They thought they were trying to fix the problem, but they were nice about it, they were not
saying we want you to change, we just want to spend time with you. It’s funny that my
sexuality was a barrier to my Tamilness but my sexuality was an aid or a catalyst for me to
reconnect me to Tamilness because my parents started spending more time with me, my mum
came out to me in a different kind of way, she was telling me stuff about my family, stories
about our ancestry that helped me figure out my background, you know my grandma is an
amazing woman. She doesn’t know I’'m gay, I’m sure she’s figured it out because she used to
fiercely defend my right to not get married in front of my relatives. She would tell me all
these stories about her experience of growing up as a Tamil woman in Sri Lanka through
colonial times, so I really re-connected to my family and to me my Tamilness is my family.
To me my Tamilness is my family and yes my Tamilness is my family except when | meet
people like xxx and xxx who are other Sri Lankan Tamils who I connect with...and
politically speaking...I don’t believe in Tamil Eelam and I don’t believe in a separate state

and | grew up in a family who also feel the same way, they believe in one Sri Lanka.*

When we got to the 10-year anniversary of me coming out my mum would sort of refer to
this thing as ‘you know all those years when you dropped this bombshell on me.” Very
melodramatic way and always making it about herself and | would have pockets where she
would say that | was so sorry that you would have to carry this yourself or once in a while she
would say, ‘I guess everyone deserves to be happy.” But like little snippets as well of mostly
just being like, ‘you’ve disappointed us,” and I think slowly I, for example played her this
interview a couple of years ago with another Australian Tamil gay man and his white
Australian partner. [ don’t know where they’re from, maybe they’re in Sydney, on SBS

(Special Broadcasting Service) Tamil radio and she really liked that to hear it from a Tamil

%0 Sabari’s views of not believing in the need for a separate Tamil state, Tamil Eelam, and supporting
a unified Sri Lanka, were not uncommon views held by Tamils, both inside and outside of Sri Lanka.
Instead, his views speak to the profound heterogeneity of Tamils’ political beliefs. What is significant
is that his belief of ‘one Sri Lanka’ emerged during the end of the war however he highlighted the
temporality of these sentiments — ‘I grew up in a family who also feel the same way’. The end of Sri
Lanka’s civil war in 2009 brought remarkable visibility to the diverse political beliefs of Tamil
diasporans and | explore these themes further in chapter 6 of the thesis, by focusing on women’s
experiences. Nicholas Van Hear and Catherine Brun, ‘Between the Local the Diasporic: The Shifting
Centre of Gravity in War-Torn Sri Lanka’s Transnational Politics,” Contemporary South Asia Vol. 20,
No.1 (2012), 67; Amarnath Amarasingam, Pain, Pride and Politics: Social Movement Activism and
the Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora in Canada (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2015).
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man in Tamil she really heard it more than from me because | think she still thinks that
because | turned more Australian that I turned out gay. But the transformational thing was do
you remember a year and a half ago in Miami where there was a shooting in a club where
there was this gay club? It was a guy I think he was a closeted gay guy, I think that’s what the
theory was, and it had nothing to do with Islam or religion, he was a frustrated gay man. He
went and shot 20 something gay people dead and | remember my mum calling me and saying
how atrocious it is that people could be so violent towards gay people and | remember getting
really angry and she called me at work so I couldn’t talk to her about it but I called her back

the next day and | was really mean and | said:

You know what that guy did is no different to what you’ve done to me for years, you’ve made
me feel like I’'m not, that I’m a bad person, that I’m terrible for being this thing and that I

should be treated as less than equal and you are part of it.

She said, ‘I never condone violence against gay people’ and she was really upset about it and

then she thought about it and then she called me back and said:

You just don’t know how it’s like to be a mother and to have all of these traditions and values

to be broken and then have to defend your child in front of all your relatives.

I kind of understood that point so I’d already started dating this guy and he had in fact already
come to the house as a friend to help me move because | was moving houses and I think like
a couple of weeks after what happened in Miami I told my mum ‘you know that guy who
came over a few weeks ago to help me move he’s my boyfriend’ and my mum said, ‘yeah I
know.’ I don’t know if she was just trying to have the upper hand by being cool about it. She
said, ‘I knew he wasn’t a regular friend because of the way you were talking to him and the
way you were around him,” and it’s not that I was physically affectionate, but she could pick
up from my energy I wasn’t the way I am usually with my friends and then from there it was
just regular conversations. Essentially, | talked him up, I made him into this hero which is
now problematic because when he and | have arguments I built him up as this hero and my
mum only sees that but that was the only way | could see to win her over. You have to sell
your partner. In fact, | sold him the same way a Tamil heterosexual would sell their partner in
terms of saying that he’s really well educated, he’s got a Masters [degree] and he won awards
at Uni and he is an architect. I didn’t tell them he’s really bad with money! I just said he
doesn’t have a lot of savings but I said it’s because architects don’t get paid that well and |

said he’s clean, he keeps a good house and I kind of played on the things that my mum
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looked down on like she always used to think I’m really messy so I would say that he was
clean and 1 kind of had created this ying and yang, like we are kind of made for each other.®
And as a result she’s accepted him, I think also things like he’s a vegetarian and for ethical
reasons and this sounds really bad but his parents are divorced and he comes from a single
parent household and my mum just feels sorry for people who come from a single parent

household so for her she gives him even more credit as a well-adjusted adult.

My parents have accepted it and my mum asks me all the time and there’s so much stigma in
our community if you have a partner and you leave them. I think | was wise all those years
when I didn’t put a face and a name because I was so afraid. I also didn’t want to validate
what they believed which is that two men can’t be together, that they can never make a
relationship work. | kept my family life separate from my personal life. I think it helped, |
have a friend now who moved from Melbourne to Sydney, is gay and he’s much more
connected to the community. For him I think it’s hard whereas I think for me my parents
were really anti-social they didn’t go to all these functions and do all these things. I could just
see my parents once in a while, visit them at home and go about my life. I didn’t have to go
to all of these functions and present my self. | think if | was a girl it would be really hard
because moving out of home it would have been a lot more sensitive than a guy moving out

of home.

| would have loved for them to be more cosmopolitan, but | have been working with my
parents for years, especially my mum, I would take her to art exhibitions that | worked on,
like projects, | took her to a bharathanatyam (classical Indian dance) performance that had
some queer elements in it. | took her to see Peter Allen-the Boy from Oz, | take her to all
these events and she’s like, ‘it’s nice, it’s interesting but that’s there and I’'m here.” She does
that kind of thing, but I think I have tried and sometimes it does drive me crazy... I'm
rediscovering my relationship with them [and it] is much better but at the same time it’s like

they’re frozen in time.

31 Sabari’s strategies to gain his mother’s approval was a main theme throughout his interviews. His
mother, the more ‘emotional’ one out of his parents, symbolised the hopes, desires and expectations
imparted on him as the ‘good’ son. Accordingly, he used his childhood memories to reconstruct his
relationship with his boyfriend in a way that his mother would have approved, that is, by portraying
his partner as being necessary to fill the voids in his life. This was a common reflection made by
several interviewees who had reconstructed their lives in a way that their parents would ‘approve’,
‘accept’ or at the very least deem ‘necessary’ for their lives to be considered ‘successful’.

47



In-between Social Spaces

When I was in high school, I didn’t disclose to people that I was an asylum seeker, I don’t
even think the word existed back then. I definitely didn’t call myself a refugee because |
didn’t want a pity party because I didn’t want people to feel sorry for me. I also felt that it
was a shameful thing, especially when you come from these uppity Jaffna Tamil families,
vellalars from Point Pedro and they’re like the most uppity because you have brahmins and
then vellalars so | grew up in Colombo being told that | was from a higher caste, so sad and

shameful.

| thought all Tamils were vellalars and | thought we were all superior to Sinhalese people and
it’s only in high school when I told my mum that my friends sister’s getting married or
something and my mums like you can never marry into that family because they’re not
vellalars and | remember thinking what! And for ages I also thought we were better than
Indians because Indians were caste conscious and we were not and | thought all Tamils were
like....in high school no one talks about caste and because of the way | was being brought up
in Colombo, being told | was Jaffna Tamil, being told | was vellalar and we’re intellectuals,
you know this thing about Jaffna Tamils being smarter than others, especially people from
Vadamarachchi.®? So, | was very ashamed of telling people that | was a refugee then but at
Uni it changed because as part of left wing politics being a refugee has so much social
currency, people think you’re cool and then I embraced it, but I still didn’t use the word
asylum seeker until recently, well until a couple of years ago with the whole boat saga and

then I remember | always down played it.3* | remember once when someone told me I should

32 \vadamarachchi referred to the region in the North of Sri Lanka within the Jaffna district. The
largest town in the Vadamarachchi area is Point Pedro.

3 In 2001 over 100 boats carrying at least 5, 000 refugees from war-torn countries including Tamils
from Sri Lanka arrived seeking asylum and refuge in Australia, the largest surge in people seeking
asylum by boat on Australian shores in ten years. Under the Government of John Howard, the boats
were rejected and were not permitted to land on Australian shores. In one incident that came to be
known as the ‘Children Overboard’ crisis, an Indonesian fishing boat known as ‘SIEV-4’, that carried
223 passengers sank after being stopped by Australian officials who had attempted to return the boat
back to Indonesia. Prime Minister Howard falsely claimed that the asylum seekers threw their infants
overboard. Of the 353 asylum seekers who died, 146 people were children. Successive Government
‘stop the boats’ policies have resulted in the official rejection of asylum seekers by boat, even if they
were found to be genuine refugees. Several scholars have noted that Government assessments of who
is allowed into Australia were reinforcements of historical race anxieties about Australia’s white
colonial nationalism and its territories. The impacts of Government responses to asylum seekers
highlighted further inconsistencies in official policy of multiculturalism that in people’s everyday
experiences presented asylum seekers as extreme ‘others’. At a deeper level, the politics of not
belonging reflected anxieties about undesirable migrants from the Global South. Tamils like Sabari
felt a profound stigma associated to their former status as a non-white ‘asylum seeker’ that was
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really use the word asylum seeker and speak about it and stuff like that and | remember
telling them I don’t know how it feels to be an asylum seeker because I was a kid and I
wasn’t traumatised by the experience so migration, my mum, my parents, they split in order

to do so.

I had...come out to my school friends, some of them and by the time I started Uni more
people had found out. In fact, | have a particular memory from UTS (University of
Technology Sydney). | went to UTS but in my last year of high school | had come out to a
few of my friends and one of them had gone around telling all these other people | was gay
and | remember coming to orientation week at UTS and there was this Sri Lankan Tamil guy
that I used to go to school with who was really drunk and he came up to me, it’s a good story,
and gave me a big hug and he said, ‘I’m totally cool with it, I’'m fine with it, I still respect
you and care about you as friend,” and because there’s been a gap of three months from when
you finish school and start Uni it didn’t quite occur to me what had happened so even after he
left I couldn’t quite figure it out and then it clicked. He was saying that he was okay with my
sexuality. But there were other experiences where at Sydney Uni when | did feel ostracised
and | could tell that people were laughing behind my back and making fun of me and there
was also a bit of...because of how comfortable I was with men there were some straight men
and especially South Asian men who usually can be a bit awkward towards women. At that
age when they turn eighteen they start going to Uni and | think on some levels they resented
me for that and | felt like they would make fun of me but I got enough of a connection from

the South Asian women to feel like I kind of belonged.

‘downplayed’ in everyday life, to avoid the stigma associated to ‘undesirable’ and ‘undeserving’
segments of society. Sara Wills, ‘Un-stitching the Lips of a Migrant Nation,” Australian Historical
Studies Vol. 33, No. 118 (2002), 71-89; Suvendrini Perera, Australia and the Insular Imagination:
Beaches, Borders, Boats, and Bodies (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); David Walker,
‘Survivalist Anxieties Australian Responses to Asia, 1890s to the present,” Australian Historical
Studies Vol. 33, No. 120 (2002), 319-330; Ghassan Hage, ‘Multiculturalism and White Paranoia in
Australia,” Journal of International Migration and Integration Vol. 3, No. 3-4 (2002), 429. As | write
this chapter in August 2018 key national political issues continue to involve refugees: a senator in the
Australian parliament used his maiden speech to call for a ‘final solution’ to argue that all Muslims
should be banned from migrating to Australia, there remain constant reminders of asylum seekers
suffering from indefinite periods held in Government-sponsored offshore detention centres in Manus
and Nauru island, and in relation to Tamils — asylum seekers have been deported to Sri Lanka despite
well-established fears of torture and persecution by Sri Lankan Government armed forces. These
unfolding events provoke ongoing questions about race anxieties of national and cultural belonging
and exclusion within historical ideals of a white Australia. They also highlight the temporal nature of
‘otherness’ that can have consequences for how young refugees such as Sabari might reconstruct their
past to “fit’ the current political discourse. Consequently, their personal histories and experiences of
seeking asylum may be suppressed, to avoid being marginalised and excluded at the everyday level.
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I went to an all-boys school and it was already awkward for me to make friends with boys
when | was at Uni and | definitely felt this pressure, this kind of courtship that was happening
when | was in first year, first semester between like the brown guys and brown girls. There’s
always these awkward conversations then there’s like giggling here and giggling there and |
don’t know why but when I finished school all my close friends didn’t end up going to
Sydney Uni, so | tried very hard to make a diverse group of friends, but it seemed my gay life
was always outside of Uni. | went to queer club, queer society and | went there once and my
experience was | walked in and it was highly political, highly policed around [an] identity
that I couldn’t relate to like there was this whole LGBTQI spectrum that I couldn’t relate to,
didn’t know and didn’t understand. There were two factions within the queer society trying to
control the society based on ideology around what it is to be gay and what we should do with
the society all this kind of stuff whereas | just wanted to go to a space where | could hang out
with other gay people, and | felt really intimidated. I went with a friend of mine, an Indian
gay guy | met online, and we were so freaked out by it that we left, and | never really

engaged with it.

I was afraid if I told any of the brown kids at Uni that my parents would find out [that I'm
gay] because | wanted my parents to find out, but I always felt very self-conscious because |
couldn’t determine how real they were with me because there were times when they were
talking behind my back, gossiping behind my back so | felt really uncomfortable with the
guys. So, | would go to Uni and I think I had a very low level of anxiety of running into these
guys, what | would say to them and how I should behave around them, that I shouldn’t be too
feminine or I shouldn’t joke about being gay so I kind of moderated my personality whereas
with the girls | was a bit more open because | think being gay was like a catalyst for my
friendship with them when this barrier or sexual awkwardness was taken away. But I didn’t
come out to them immediately. So, there were all these rumours in Uni about me that was
going around in first semester, but | had only come out half way in second semester when |
kind of hung out with people long enough and the question would come up.

It was a big deal for me because | had no example before me to kind of model myself around.
I think it’s the newness of it, the association of it to something that is bad. Well, I notice this
about ethnic minorities, so in the gay community there’s a lot of racism towards brown
people, people from Asia and then within the brown community there’s a lot of homophobia,
not necessarily an overt, violent homophobia but there’s a subtle undercurrent of disgust and

disapproval and all that kind of stuff so it’s really strange that within these ethnic
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communities when they see more difference they want to push it out rather than embrace it. |
think there’s a lot of pressure, | felt like a lot of the brown guys were quite performative.
They were trying to be really masculine and cool and get attention from the girls. It’s a very
unhealthy environment where they’re trying to outdo each other and when they see someone
like me who is gay it’s an easy target because then they can shift the focus to someone like

me and make fun of me.
Responsibilising the Self

I had this crazy idea which most brown kids don’t have which is, it’s just easier to lie to our
parents and go about our lives and fake it till you make it. | felt that | had a good enough
relationship with my mum that | needed to be honest with her and so | felt that burden of
wanting to be honest and wanting to be true to myself, not entirely, like we come from
cultures where you don’t talk about sex and things like that but | thought my sexuality is
beyond sex, it’s my identity in terms of how I relate to the world and I felt the burden to do
that and the responsibility and since then | thought it would be freeing. | thought it would be
liberating but I don’t think it is because now that they know I’m gay I feel this great
responsibility to carry this gayness in a very positive way. So, I can’t be seen to be
promiscuous. | literally have to get it so perfect and so right so then it validates if I will be
seen as a good person in the community and when kids who are in primary school and high
school come out now, they might think of ‘that old uncle.” So, I remember talking to my

partner about this and | said:

Even if things don’t work out for us I’'m just going to pretend I’'m still with you because I
want my parents to think that two men can be in love and together and same as two women so
that way I create this, whether it’s true or not, this positive outlook on gay relationships so
that when one of my nieces, nephews or extended family members come out then the uncles

and aunties would be like okay.

| came to terms with this quite recently since introducing my partner because without my
partner all it is, is a word and a concept that your parents put to the back of their mind
because you never see, they don’t see me out at a gay bar or hanging out with my gay friends.
But when you put a face to it and a personality to it then everything becomes around that |
think.

There are gay men, for example who are in open relationships, multiple partners and are not

always in monogamous relationships and even the idea of approaching that is such a mind
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field and such a frightening thing for me because | feel like | need to emulate a heterosexual
relationship to get it right, get it perfect in order to get approval so I think in that way I think
it’s actually not freeing at all, it creates more kinds of pressures. In terms of, for example my
partner wants to have kids, but I know my mum doesn’t want me to have kids because you

know, again this could be what | started ten years ago, | have to do this whole round of work

for another ten years.
Conclusion

This chapter presented the life stories of Sabari, a young Tamil person who grew up in
Australia after fleeing Sri Lanka in 1995. Sabari constructs his sense of belonging through
memories related to the homeland and new country and more specifically the (re)creation of
new social spaces that problematised family and community relations. Sabari’s memories
reflected sharp contrasts across cultural, social and political lines in Australia and Sri Lanka
that placed him on the periphery of society. He was forced to create new spaces, break with
tradition and embrace his selfhood as a gay Tamil man — on his terms. Implicated in his
processes of belonging was the resurfacing of other axes of differentiation such as caste and
ethnicity that further highlighted the intersections of belonging. When the concept of
‘arranged marriage’ was only beginning to be challenged in the Tamil diaspora, the idea
that a Tamil man could love another man was an unimaginable concept in the minds of Tamil

people, not least a formative aspect in Sabari’s life.

His experiences of belonging were located at the limits of Australia’s multiculturalism that
was reasserting its white-national values in which the exclusion of refugees and asylum
seekers became normalised, even endorsed. While not overtly stated, Sabari’s refugeeness,
adolescence, gay identity and Tamilness were intimately connected to narratives of nation
and belonging, both in Australia and Sri Lanka. At different moments in his life, Sabari
created in-between spaces that resisted master narratives of belonging that excluded him
within the nation and community.®* The private life, as Sabari’s demonstrated, was never
separate from the public spheres of society. At a time when Tamils were not recognised as a
persecuted minority in Sri Lanka or as a refugee community in Australia, Sabari’s memories
represented the conundrums of young Tamils growing up as ‘locals’ and ‘migrants’, albeit in
fragmented and contradictory ways. At the same time, Sabari signalled resistances to those

labels that were not fixed identities within fixed places. Thus, his crafts of belonging

% Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging,” 197-214.
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constituted belonging thresholds that were historical. This conceptualisation of belonging as
a process that is tied to the past will recur throughout the rest of the chapters in the thesis. In
the next chapter, I expand on Sabari’s distance to the refugee label and his constructions of

migrancy that was a common theme among interviewees.
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CHAPTER TWO: ‘I Couldn’t Find Anyone Who Came as a Refugee’:
Reconstructing Tamil Forced Migration to Australia through Social
Memory

In the life story interviews examined in this study it was clear that Tamil migration out of Sri
Lanka was due to the civil war and Tamil people’s fears of persecution. While some
interviewees were more affected by civil war than others, the collective memory reinforced
how the Sri Lankan Government targeted all Tamil people. However, as the interviews
continued it emerged that several individuals did not identify with the ‘refugee’ label that
reflected their forced migration out of Sri Lanka. They further distanced themselves from the
refugee label by comparing themselves to Tamil asylum seekers arriving in Australia by boat
in more recent years. This prompted an inquiry into why there was a profound distance to the
refugee label and whether this distancing meant that the interviewees had also distanced
themselves from their past. In a similar way to Martha Kumsa, | noted that these memory
spaces of refugee identity, the focus of this chapter, were dynamic and inextricably linked to

other aspects of negotiating belonging in resettlement.!

In order to understand the contradiction between young Tamil people’s distance to the
refugee identity and recognition that they fled persecution, | turn to the role of memory as a
central medium through which identities are constituted.? Memory is complex, particularly on
questions like that of the role of memory in identity construction.® As Jeffrey Olick argued, it
means realising that memory occurs at a variety of levels in society: ‘public and private’,
‘tops of societies and at the bottoms’, ‘reminiscence and as commemoration’, and ‘personal
testimony and its national narrative’.* Perhaps most importantly, it means recognising that
memory, like identity, operates in ways that are both individual and collective and that this
relationship is always changing.® In the chapter, 1 explore the role of memory in Tamil
people’s identity construction, by examining how individual and collective memories meet,

within processes of belonging.

! Martha K. Kumsa, ““No! I'm Not a Refugee!” The Poetics of Be-Longing Among Young Oromos in
Toronto,” Journal of Refugee Studies Vol. 19, No. 2 (2006), 239.

2 Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, ‘Social Memory Studies From “Collective Memory” to the
Historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices,” Annual Review of Sociology Vol. 24 (1998), 105-140.

3 Jeffrey K. Olick, ‘Collective Memory: The Two Cultures,” Sociological Theory Vol. 17, No. 1
(1999), 333-348.

* 1bid., 346.

® 1bid.
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The chapter is primarily interested in the relationship between individual and collective
memory. However, what will be evident in the analysis is that both individual and collective
memory are interrelated: ‘we can no more speak of the collective memory than we can speak
of a presocial individual memory.’® Collective memory, as Maurice Halbwachs showed, is
not a given but it is a socially constructed notion that individuals have constructed as part of
groups and institutions in a society.’” For example, as children within families, religious or
school groups. Thus, individuals, being located in these specific group contexts, draw on that
context to remember or create the past.® At the same time, we can understand collective
memory in terms of the individual who claims their historical knowledge through personal,
lived experiences that are expressed autobiographically.® Here, the ‘site’ or context of
collective memory receives less attention, and the individual remembers as part of many
collectives to produce histories in which they claim their historical subjects as part of their
memories.® While recognising that these contestations between individual and collective
memory exist, the chapter is more concerned with understanding these memory processes and

their interrelatedness.?

The young Tamils of this study entered Australia under intense but opposing pressures in
asserting their sense of self. Within Sri Lanka, their Tamil identity was a critical part of their
lives, particularly for Tamil people in the North and East of Sri Lanka that is the traditional
Tamil homeland. However, life outside of Sri Lanka pressed the young Tamils to integrate
and adapt to Australian ways. In the in-between spaces, young Tamils negotiated and asserted
their sense of self in ways that were uniquely theirs and different from their parents’, from the
homeland, and the wider Australian identity.'? A deeper understanding of individual
belongings, such as Sabari’s life stories in the previous chapter, provide a more flexible
framework for understanding the constructed nature of the processes associated with

identity.*® This framework allows us to examine belonging processes, which help situate

€ Olick, ‘Collective Memory,” 346.

" Lewis A. Coser, ed., Maurice Halbwachs on Collective Memory (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1992), 22.

8 1bid.

% Susan A. Crane, ‘AHR Forum: Writing the Individual Back into Collective Memory,” American
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12 Kumsa, ‘““No! I'm Not a Refugee!”, 236.

13 Paul Jones and Michat Kryzanowski, ‘Identity, Belonging and Migration: Beyond Constructing
‘Others’, in ldentity, Belonging and Migration, eds., Gerard Delanty et al. (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2008), 38-53.
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‘where’ an individual positioned themselves during significant times of memory formation in
their lives.'* Identities are constructed and understood in multiple ways, both ‘internally’ — by
individuals and externally — by the power ‘other’ thus showing how processes of belonging

construct identity formation:

We take different routes to our collective identities and understand them in very different
ways; belonging shows how difference can be incorporated into one group. It is important to
stress that belonging is not necessarily based on a distinction from a clearly defined ‘other’, as
in the case to a greater degree with collective identities: on the contrary, individuals often
express a sense of belonging with a ‘other’, while remaining outside the bounds of the

group.®®

If a central conceptual tool for analysing identity is memory, then, belonging processes are
also constituted through memory work. In the chapter, | show how belonging processes at
different levels of society have constructed Tamil identity formation and shaped collective
Tamil migration experiences. It was not so much that discrimination experienced within the
Tamil community had related to the refugee situation and to different waves of migration, as
evidenced among other refugee groups.*® Rather, it was the politicisation of the refugee label
and the negativity attached to that label that had created divisiveness within society;
policymakers constructed Australia as being under threat from refugees and ‘queue

evaders’.t’

Sri Lanka’s civil war created a felt community of persecution and injustice against Tamils in
Sri Lanka despite individual distances to the refugee label. This, I suggest, is characteristic of
young Tamil people who fled Sri Lanka due to war and persecution. As part of the war
generation, the varieties of belonging processes show how young Tamils who carried with
them different experiences related to their migration can end up with a sense of belonging
that does not necessarily ‘fit” with the collective Tamil identity. Thus, differences within the
Tamil war generation are characteristic of a demarked generation, in which the memories of
young Tamils symbolised the interrelatedness between the individual and collective memory

that construct the Tamil identity in contexts of forced migration.

14 1bid.

15 1bid., 46.

16 Fethi Mansouri and Melek Bagdas, ‘Politics of Social Exclusion: Refugees on Temporary
Protection Visa in Victoria’ (Melbourne: Victorian Arabic Social Services, 2002).
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A Note on Statistical Data Concerning Tamil Migration to Australia

The statistics relating to Tamil migration to Australia during the 1980s and 1990s remain
unclear.'® In 1991, the Tamil population was estimated to be 6,917 (18.7% of the Sri Lankan
population in Australia).*® In 1996, Tamil and Sinhalese were recognised as two of the less
commonly spoken languages in Australia that showed large proportional increases (up 53%
to 17,500 and up 53% to 14,700 respectively).?° In 1997 Australia received 200 Sri Lankans
arriving as ‘spontaneous refugee arrivals/refugee recognition’ and 300 ‘resettlement
arrivals’,?! however it is unclear how many of these were Tamil. While Australia received
1,190 applications from Tamils seeking resettlement including 150 seeking refugee status, it
rejected 1,460 applications.?? That same year in 1997, the UNHCR estimated that the number
of Tamils of concern in Sri Lanka had reached 200,000 people.?® Nevertheless, Tamils
arrived in Australia under various migration streams, such as the humanitarian and family
sponsorship programs, including under the Special Assistance category that admitted Tamils
in response to the intensification of violence in Sri Lanka in 1995.2 It is also likely that in the
mid-1990s Tamils comprised the high numbers of Sri Lankans initially arriving in Australia
as temporary workers (on 457 visas) or students before applying successfully for permanent

residency.?®

Aside from these statistics, however, and as scholars of Sri Lanka agreed, it was difficult to
capture statistically Tamil migration to Australia during the 1980s and 1990s, one reason
could be due to Tamil peoples reluctance to acknowledge their persecuted status officially, at

a time when political unrest in Sri Lanka was receiving worldwide attention.?® It is also likely

18 palitha Ganewatta, ‘Australia,” in The Encyclopedia of the Sri Lankan Diaspora, ed. Peter Reeves
(Singapore: Editions Didier Millet, 2013), 163-164.

19 The calculations were based on religion and showed that the Sri Lankan population was categorised
in the following order: Burghers (47.9%), Sinhalese (26.2%), Tamils (18.7%), Muslims (7.2%). Siri
Gamage, ‘Curtains of Culture, Ethnicity and Class: The Changing Composition of the Sri Lankan
Community in Australia,” Journal of Intercultural Studies Vol. 19, No. 1 (1998), 41-42.

20 Australian Bureau of Statistics. ‘Population Composition: Languages Spoken in Australia.” 4102.0-
Australian Social Trends, 1999.
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UNHCR Statistical Unit, 1998), 62.
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that a high number of Tamils arrived as ‘skilled migrants’. Despite arriving as forced
migrants, these individuals can also be considered refugees who fled the oppressive situation
in the homeland and would otherwise not have left.2” Within the official status of ‘migrants’
from Sri Lanka, young Tamils effectively symbolised the ‘right’ kind of future non-white
adult citizen who could belong to Australia: one who would contribute to the demographic
and economic needs of the country while being given the option to retain symbolic
connections to their Tamil heritage such as Tamil language, song, dance, food and clothing in
allocated spaces of culture. Their past would be discarded at the level of official responses to

their unrecognised refugee status.

The Refugee Status Denied: Tamil Refugee Identity Constructed by Nation-states

The 1980s and 1990s were a critical period of anti-Tamil sentiment across Western states
including Australia.?® Tamil people’s legal status in relation to ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ were
under construction.?® In the early 1980s, and especially in the aftermath of the Tamil
massacre in 1983, Tamil people fled Sri Lanka to nation-states that were initially sympathetic
to their plight.®® Australia’s response to Tamils has been assessed as ‘striking a balance
between humanitarian concerns, domestic political considerations and foreign policy’ — in
contrast to the treatment of Tamil asylum seekers arriving in the late 2000s.3! Under the

Labor Government of Bob Hawke, Tamil people’s applications for protection were processed

2" Sue Fernandez and Michael Clyne, ‘Tamil in Melbourne,” Journal of Multilingual and
Multicultural Development Vol. 28, No. 3 (2007), 170.
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1 (2015), 55-87.

30 For example, the Canadian Government allowed Tamil asylum seekers to bypass one or more
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West Germany, the open-door refugee policy enabled 23, 000 Tamil arrivals. K. Manoharan, ‘Tamil
Refugees from Sri Lanka (Ceylon)’ (Oslo: PRIO, 1985), 35.

31 In their critical analysis of migration policy related to Tamils arriving in Australia in the 1980s,
Judith Betts and Claire Higgins argued that the beginning of Sri Lanka’s civil war in 1983 and its end
in 2009, despite falling under Labor Governments, had produced different policy responses. The
Government’s recent treatment of Tamil refugees seeking asylum involved intercepting boats at sea
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In the late 2000s, there was visibly more public anti-asylum sentiment that influenced domestic policy
issues. This coupled with the fact that the LTTE had been named a proscribed terrorist organisation
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and Claire Higgins, ‘The Sri Lankan Civil war and Australia’s Migration Policy Response: A
Historical Case Study with Contemporary Implications,” Asia and the Pacific Policy Studies Vol. 4,
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inside Sri Lanka under the Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) which by 1983 had been
used to resettle refugees from other countries, such as Poland and Chile.*? However, only a
small number arrived in the first two years of implementing the SHP: just over 700 people.*
Based on the archival information, it is not clear how many of these refugees were Tamil, as
the Department of Foreign Affairs avoided being seen as supporting Tamils in the light of its
growing relations with the Sri Lankan Government and responded to concerns raised by

Sinhalese Sri Lankans living in Australia.®*

State discretion became a widespread problem for Tamils seeking asylum across the world, as
revealed in the few available NGO reports that focused on Tamils.>> NGOs repeatedly made
public statements to remind everyone that ‘this matter is about refugees and not immigrants’,
in response to the public discourse that portrayed Tamils as ‘particularly devious illegal
immigrants’.*® For example, in Holland in 1985 a new regulation known as RVVT (bed-bath-
bread) was made especially for Tamil refugees.®” In the UK, the Government discredited

Tamil claims of asylum based on their manner of travel and arrival.® Furthermore, states
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Australian Government Publishing Service, 1983.
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resettled Tamils temporarily, for example under the ‘B status’ (in the Netherlands) or
‘exceptional leave to remain’ (in the UK) or with no designated legal status (in India).*
While nation-states’ temporary resettlement of Tamils is commendable, the precarity of
Tamil refugee status remained a major barrier for Tamil people’s permanent resettlement in
countries of refuge. The states’ precarity towards Tamils produced rhetoric of tolerance in

both socially inclusive and exclusive ways.*°

The continued arrival of Tamils to Western countries reflected the intensification of
persecution and armed violence in the homeland and facilitated the increasing intolerance for
Tamil refugees by host countries.*! Perhaps one of the most famous illustrations of this was
the ‘Tamil scandal’ in Denmark.*? In 1987 the Danish Government under the leadership of
Poul Schiilter, member of the Conservative People’s Party, sought to decrease the number of
Tamil refugee family reunifications. While the Minister of Justice Erik Ninn-Hansen
advanced to reject Tamil cases of family reunification, Danish law deemed his order illegal.
The case gained national and international attention and eventually resulted in the
dismantling of the Danish Government and the resignations of Ninn-Hansen, four civil
servants in the justice ministry and Schulter. In 1995 Ninn-Hansen was found guilty of three
cases of abuse of power, including misinforming the Danish parliament in relation to Tamil

people’s call for family reunification.*®

In Australia, Tamils seeking protection were promptly stigmatised as ‘economic migrants’
rather than ‘refugees’ fleeing persecution. ** Australia’s immigration programme was geared
towards achieving economic and demographic goals that welcomed the arrival of
humanitarian entrants such as Tamils because they helped achieve national demographic
targets.*® Within the yearly quota of 12, 000 refugee intakes, and a contingency figure of

2,000, Sri Lankan Tamils were allocated spaces mainly in the ‘other’ category.“® Thus,
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Tamils forcibly arrived as migrants in the context of Australia’s economic rationalist
approach to immigration (apart from the small proportion of humanitarian and family reunion
entrants). This approach favoured younger immigrants with skills who had relevant work and
educational experiences.*” Thus, the case to resettle young Tamils had been made and it
related less to reasons of war and persecution. Vitally then, Tamils fleeing Sri Lanka were
embroiled in political processes of exclusion by their host country. Tamils were denied a
sense of association to their status as refugees fleeing persecution, and as such their
individual connections to the Tamil identity were blurred by the nation-state’s constructions

of their identity as ‘migrants’.*®

Young Tamil People Construct their Identity: ‘I’m a migrant.’*®

The memories of interviewees of this study revealed that there was a clear distance to the
refugee identity that was tied to not only their legal status upon arriving in Australia but also
their status as young Tamil people. Interviewees explained that arriving at a younger age
meant that they had avoided receiving questions from authorities at the airport or in their new
community about their legal status. In retrospect, however, they acknowledged that they had
avoided using the term ‘refugee’, instead described the circumstances in which they had fled

Sri Lanka:

The people would ask why | came, and | would say because of the civil war but | would never
use the word refugee. I just say my aunty sponsored me, but people would only ask me
‘where are you from?” and ‘how come you came here?’. If | came at this age, they might but

they never asked me as a child.* (Jehan)

Here, the refugee label was not used to categorise migration experiences however it had
shaped how interviewees had portrayed themselves to others: as not refugees. The child-self
is constructed under a certain legal status and category (migrant) while carrying the
experiences of another status — the refugee child. This further marks the initial stages of their
distance to the refugee identity, where the young person manoeuvred themselves around that
refugee identity, ‘I just say my aunty sponsored me’.%* It was a conscious decision to avoid

being portrayed as belonging to a refugee group who needed to be protected from the nation-
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state.>? However, the legal status upon arrival as ‘migrants’ did not overshadow interviewees’
vivid experiences of persecution. For example, one interviewee described arriving in
Australia through family sponsorship; however he recalled in graphic detail his experiences

of fleeing Jaffna:

Through aunt’s sponsorship we were able to come. At that time, it was a bit easier, we came
here as migrants. I didn’t know until she sponsored us. It was not that we didn’t know, we had
a destination to come to through the sponsorship, but the first time we left we were turned
back so it was actually the third time that we were lucky to come. The first time we tried to
come with all the war not exactly sure what the place was but we had to cross this big field
and I do remember there was army on both sides of the field and if they felt like they would
shoot someone and | actually saw | would have been a good 40 metres walking and they did
shoot someone but obviously because | was walking with my mum she closed my eyes but
that did happen. We were there for about a couple of days and we went across....and then

were unsuccessful and it was the third time we got lucky.> (Daniel)

Despite the immense difficulties of escaping Jaffna, this interviewee did not associate to the
refugee identity, instead preferring to identify himself as a migrant. However, some
interviewees explained that the legal status was irrelevant to constructing the Tamil identity,
as one interviewee put it, ‘most of the Tamil people left because of problems of war.”®* He
continued, by emphasising that the identity of Tamil people who fled Sri Lanka speaks to a

collective experience of persecution and marginalisation due to civil war:

We had migrant visas, but we left because of the war. I really don’t see any difference
[between migrant and refugee]. It wasn’t just me, my dad came first as a refugee or asylum
seeker and he got his permanent residency. He left because of the war, we left because of the
war, so by saying you come as an asylum seeker or refugee it doesn’t make a difference
because we all left because of the war. There are a lot of people, unfortunately it’s one of
those things where people differentiate themselves from everyone else. It’s sort of a status
thing, even when I was younger. We didn’t really have a choice! Most of the Tamil people |

know came for the same or similar reasons and left because of the problems of war.*® (Jason)
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The intra-community segregations attached to the Tamil refugee identity were located within
broader histories of negativity evoked by the refugee identity.>® Another interviewee who
arrived as an unaccompanied refugee minor reinforced this point when he raised his dislike at
fellow members in the Tamil community who belittled Tamil refugees when they stated, ‘we
came on a skilled visa, these people came as a refugee’.®>” The individual memory that is
distanced from the refugee aspect of the Tamil identity, | suggest, is also shaped by the
current politics of Tamil migration to Australia.>® At the time of conducting interviews
between 2015 and 2017, Tamil asylum seekers continued to seek refuge in Australia by boat
and received widespread media attention about their legal rights to have their refugee claims
assessed.*® Political responses positioned Tamil asylum seekers as a ‘global and regional
problem’.®° The media frequently referred to them as Tamil ‘terrorists who don’t qualify for
asylum’.®! The Government responded with increased funding and screening processes to
enhance Australia’s border protection.®? The negativity attached to the Tamil refugee label,
especially since the end of Sri Lanka’s civil war in 2009, had implications for how
interviewees located their memories, within specific historical experiences. For example, for
one interviewee, the Tamil identity entailed specific historical experiences such as living as

refugees in Tamil Nadu in South India:

My dad came to Australia around 94, 95 so he then migrated everybody, the whole family
because India wasn’t...it’s not for us...no matter how long you stay there you’re never going
to be a citizen. They’re not going to allow other nationality people to become citizens. So, at
the end of the day you will either be a refugee or a student there. We were there as students

but were labelled as refugees because of the Indian Government.®® (Rajiv)
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Here, the Tamil identity is shaped by specific historical experiences of being recognised
legally as refugees by the Indian Government that evoked the reality of belonging to a
persecuted Tamil group. From July 1983 to December 1987 there were 134, 053 displaced
Tamils in India.®* However, it was difficult to ascertain accurate numbers because some
people did not register, and it was easy to remain undetected with many displaced Tamils
living outside refugee camps.%® Nevertheless, Tamils who fled to India took refuge in the
state of Tamil Nadu and were given legal refugee status, thus they were recognised not only
within India but internationally as having fled due to persecution in the homeland.® In
interviewees’ constructions of their Tamil identity, it was clear that their dominant legal
status as ‘migrants’ entailed more complex constructions of how they represented themselves
as Tamil people resettled in Australia. Through their memories, the interviews represented
diversities within the community, in which self-expression of historical consciousness
became an expression of collective memory as persecuted Tamils in Sri Lanka, refugees in
Tamil Nadu, migrants in Australia. Thus, the personal memories constructed a collective
Tamil identity, ‘not because it is exactly shared by all of the other members of the collective

but because that collective makes its articulation possible.’®’
Social Context of Tamil identity Construction in Australia

Despite the anti-immigration sentiment circulating the lives of young Tamils before they
arrived in Australia, we must also critically locate their sentiments to the violent genealogy of
the Australian settler colonial state that claimed an Australian identity based on white
belongingness.®® As Ghassan Hage argued, the racialised discourse of multiculturalism had

represented strong associations between white Australia and mainstream Australia.®® The
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theme of acceptance that saw new migrants enter Australia pertained to positive ‘anti-racist’

values within multiculturalism, as Hage argued:

If the white Australia policy and assimilation were about treating Australians from a non-
English speaking background as outsiders, multiculturalism is about fully accepting them as

Australians.”

While Australia became less white by the 1980s, due to global shifts in decolonisation,
globalisation and economic necessity, it remained clear that its dominant institutions such as
law and Government remained anglicised.”* Australia continued to assert its right to choose
who entered Australia — that is, who will be granted migrant status and who will be deemed
‘illegal’.” Thus, the arrival of non-white migrants, including Tamils, had confronted the
‘insular case’ of Australia, shaped as it was by a racialised political and socio-geographical
imaginary that made and unmade Terra Nullius.” The Australian nation-state had crafted a
foundational politics of belonging. In this section of the chapter, | reveal processes of
belonging at the level of Government and civil society that provide an “‘unpacking’ of Tamil
identity, by focusing on the specific context of Tamil people’s claims to refugee status in
Australia. Through these processes of belonging, we can understand how Tamil identity
formation operated in ‘concrete’ social contexts, within which young Tamils have positioned

themselves in relation to their Tamil community and wider Australian society.’

On July 29,1983 the Australian Government cabled the Sri Lankan Government stating its
concerns about the communal violence and the pressures this would place on Tamil migration
to Australia.” The Australian Government further expressed the highly sensitive nature of its
decision to implement the SHP that applied to all Sri Lankans; it carefully avoided explicit
mention that the policy would target Tamils and that it would be limited to family reunions

only:
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We have consulted with the Department of Foreign Affairs on this issue and are mindful of
the sensitivity of applying SHP criteria to the present situation in Sri Lanka. You will note
that special consideration of any cases under the SHP has been limited to family reunion
sponsorships.’

While Australian officials did not explicitly state that Tamils were being subjected to
racialised violence in Sri Lanka or that the SHP anticipated mainly Tamil applicants, officials
in Sri Lanka were frequently contacted for ‘situation reports’ about the Tamil plight.”” That
same day on July 29, 1983 Sri Lankan Government officials cabled officials in Australia and
stressed the improved political conditions on the island: ‘Government maintains that the
security situation in Jaffna is quiet and that it has been so since the terrorist Killing last
weekend which sparked the current island wide ethnic violence.’’® It was clear that both
Governments avoided any formal acknowledgement that Tamils were subjected to racialised

violence in their homeland.”

In response to discourses that denied Tamils their refugee status as being persecuted in the
homeland, as early as 1982 concerned Tamils resettled in Australia had lobbied the
Government to condemn the violence against Tamils in Sri Lanka and argued for their right
to seek protection in Australia.®’ For example, in 1982 a Tamil doctor from Darwin lodged a
petition to the Government to condemn discrimination and harassment faced by Tamils in Sri
Lanka.8! The petition was received in the Australian Parliament and claimed Sri Lankan
Government forces had:
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Unleashed violence in the Tamil district of Jaffna, killing innocent people, set ablaze shops,
homes and public library with historic Tamil documents, Tamil bookshops, newspaper offices
and printery, presumably in an attempt to destroy Tamil identity and culture.®

This petition urged the Australian Government to raise the problem of human rights abuses of
the Tamils at the next conference of the Commonwealth Heads of Government.® The Tamil
doctor also drew attention to growing hostilities between Tamil and Sinhalese people living
in Darwin however urged that the main priority was for Government to review its refugee
programs and consider resettling Tamils on the grounds of their racialised discrimination.8
The Sri Lankan High Commissioner of Australia had denied any instances of abuse faced by
Tamils in Sri Lanka.®> However, the plea for Tamils seeking refugee status in 1982 had
coincided with Sri Lanka’s Presidential elections and referendum that further tested the limits
of Tamil people’s belonging in their homeland.#® Changing social and political conditions in
Sri Lanka had produced several incidents of racialised violence against Tamils leading up to

the Tamil massacre in July 1983, often in an environment that encouraged the violence.®’

In response, Tamil diaspora organisations published reports that highlighted various forms of
persecution faced by Tamils in their homeland, including child abuse and gender-based
violence.®8 Moreover, thousands of Tamils in the diaspora held protests and raised funds for
the 130, 000 Tamil refugees internally displaced due to the 1983 Tamil massacre.®® Further,
Amnesty International and the US State Department condemned the increasing human rights
abuses committed against Tamils. However, the Sri Lankan Government continued to deny
that brutality, instead stating that the human rights abuses were acts of ‘interrogation’ rather

than conscious Government policy.?® National newspapers in Sri Lanka echoed Government
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sentiments: ‘ugly Americans do it again — US interference in Sovereign Lanka’, thus

attempting to further delegitimate Tamil people’s refugee claims.®

Nevertheless, organisations such as Eelam Tamil Association (ETA) continued advocating
for the Tamil refugee plight. Correspondence between the High Commissioner for Sri Lanka,
Dennis Pereira, and Assistant Secretary at the Department of Foreign Affairs, C.A. Edwards,
revealed apprehension about Tamil protestors in Australia.®> On June 11, 1983 outside
Sydney Town Hall during the NSW Labor Conference, a small group of around seventy-five
ETA members protested emergency regulations in Sri Lanka that had killed hundreds of
Tamils. Protestors called on Australia to cease sending aid to Sri Lanka as it repeatedly failed
to reach Tamil areas.*® In discussing the protest, the Sri Lankan High Commissioner
explained to the Foreign Affairs official that the main aim of protestors was to create bad
publicity for the Sri Lankan Government.®* Pereira asserted that Tamil professionals in
Australia were being coerced into paying money to local activists and their sympathisers, and
this money was being passed onto the Middle East where military equipment was being
purchased to support Tamil militant groups in Sri Lanka.% The Department of Foreign
Affairs relayed the steady stream of letters from Tamil protestors to the Sri Lankan High
Commissioner about the persecution of Tamils however an immediate response from the Sri

Lankan High Commissioner failed to surface.%

Drawing on this example of Tamil protestors in Sydney in June 1983 illustrates the
continuum between the legal, social and political processes that highlighted the complexity of
constructing the Tamil refugee identity that influenced how Tamils perceived their legal
status in Australia. Increased Tamil migration during this period was effectively constructed
as being due to general political unrest in Sri Lanka, as opposed to racial persecution that
targeted Tamils. The case for Tamil refugee status and explicit condemnation of Tamil

persecution in Sri Lanka was weakened not only by foreign policy interests but also
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Australia’s unique demographic position as having growing numbers of Sri Lanka-born
Sinhalese and Tamil people.®” These tensions would intensify in the following months and
years, especially following the Tamil massacre in July 1983 when mobile gangs possessed
electoral lists of Tamil businesses and residences and went on a rampage destroying them.%

The contestations related to granting Tamil refugee status — between Governments, concerned
citizens, NGOs, and Tamils seeking refuge — were part of a wider narrative that projected a
certain image of Tamils seeking refuge.® In Australia, from the outset in 1983, human rights
abuses against Tamils were overshadowed by media reports of political developments in Sri
Lanka that claimed: Government suspicions that the Tamil massacre in July 1983 was part of
a foreign-inspired plot to overthrow it,!% Tamil separatist movements could be forced
underground and base its headquarters in London,'% the Government was assisting the
evacuation of Tamil refugees from the South to the North,'%? and that the LTTE were waiting
for these refugees to return to the North before resuming their attacks on Government armed
forces.1% Thus, the early stages of Tamil grievances that followed the Tamil massacre in
1983 had been projected across Australian media as an internal problem within Sri Lanka,

thus beginning the narrative of the undeserving Tamil refugee.

Ultimately, ‘Tamil invasion’ resulted in a ‘press panic’ that portrayed Tamils as a political
and social ‘problem’.1% European newspapers portrayed Tamil arrivals as a ‘torrent’ and

‘wave’.1% In order to keep them (Tamils) out, nation-states needed to build barriers against
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the ‘flow’ of foreigners.'% The production, positioning and conditioning of tolerance of
Tamil refugees exemplified a kind of ‘technology of control” in a Foucauldian sense that
sought to achieve control not through a concentration of power at the level of the nation-state,
but rather through intolerance discourses disseminated across multiple levels of civil society,
such as the media.?” Thus, discourses of intolerance were heightened when political
developments in Sri Lanka eased, such as the Indo-Sri Lanka Peace Accord in 1987 which

hinted at an improved political situation for Tamils.1%®

Similarly to the Tamil collective identity portrayed by powerful societal actors in Europe, my
analysis of a major Australian newspaper, Sydney Morning Herald, revealed that Tamil
refugees who arrived in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s were projected as a ‘flood’,
‘unregulated flow’ and held ‘bogus’ claims of persecution. Thus, allowing Tamil people entry
into Australia was compared to Canada’s mistakes which would lead to ‘immigration chaos’,
for instance.'% Citing the arrival of 157 Tamils by boat to Canada, one article argued that
they were not genuine refugees, and a similar fate was possible to Australia — ‘on the horns of
a dilemma deciding’” who was a genuine refugee (and who was not).*'° However, not only
were Tamils not recognised as a persecuted community, but the Minister for Foreign Affairs
articulated the homeland they had fled as being in an ‘almost’ state of civil war.!! Moreover,
newspaper columns written by concerned citizens in Australia had reinforced anti-Tamil
sentiments: ‘[Tamils would bring] Sri Lankan quarrels across in their luggage’.*'? Tamil
people, therefore, were projected as one among several newly arrived refugee communities

that harboured ‘terrorists” and produced intra-community tensions.!®

Consequently, the wider narratives in the Australian media during the 1980s and 1990s set
the stage for public discourse that constructed the Tamil identity as being tied to the refugee

status — as undeserving, including those who had successfully engaged Australia’s protection
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obligations.'* Between 1986 and 1998 there were several reports of rejected Tamil cases and
reports concluded that Tamil seeking refuge had entered Australia without temporary entry
permits, despite the clear danger that faced them when they returned to Sri Lanka.**® The
focus of the stories, however, always projected national anxiety about the ‘influx’ of
refugees.''® While these related to Tamil asylum seekers, these dominant narratives, even as
they reported the words and actions of Government officials, had an impact on the image of
Tamils as not a refugee community, and therefore Tamil people as an exception to Australian
refugee resettlement. The essence of the Tamil refugee identity, in other words, was

undeserving.

Eelam Tamil Association and their Resistance to Nation-state Constructions of Tamil

Identity

Tamil organisations, namely the ETA however vocalised the persecution faced by Tamils.
Founded in 1978 by a group of Tamil migrants from Sri Lanka, ETA served the small yet
growing Tamil community across Australia.!*” The organisation became a strong voice for
the Tamil plight in the 1980s, especially from 1983 onwards. ETA conveyed its concerns to
the Australian Government through letters, petitions and protests, thus becoming a collective
voice for concerned Tamils living in Australia.'!® One interviewee vaguely remembered
attending some of the protests organised by ETA in Melbourne that became part of his
migration stories to Australia, that is, of knowing about the civil war and why his family had
left Sri Lanka in 1984:

I was about eight or nine. | sort of knew | guess that there was some politics involved because
I remember...like this is before I knew why we left. in that city square like we used to go to
city square a lot. We used to go there frequently for protests. This is back in the 80s when
Premadasa was still president of Sri Lanka and whenever there was a visiting Sri Lankan
dignitary there’d be like masses of Tamils protesting there and I remember once we went to

probably the house of one of the ambassadors or something...this was ages ago...I’ve still got

114 Klaus Neumann et al., ‘Refugee Settlement in Australia: Policy, Scholarship and the Production of
Knowledge, 1952-2013,” Journal of Intercultural Studies Vol. 35, No 1 (2014), 10.

115 Sydney Morning Herald, ‘Tamil Fails in Plea to Stay,” June 6, 1986; Ross Coulthart, ‘ Amnesty
Attacks Aust Ruling,” Sydney Morning Herald, August 19, 1986; Daniel Moore, ‘Judge Dismisses
Tamils” Appeal for Refugee Status,” Sydney Morning Herald, June 27, 1987; Sydney Morning Herald,
‘Mr Young and three Tamils,” January 7, 1988.

116 Sydney Morning Herald, ‘Mr Young and three Tamils,” January 7, 1988.

U7 Interview with Kumar, member of ETA. Melbourne, May 10, 2016.

118 1bid.

71



these pictures, like I had no idea. I mean I knew it had something to do with us. So that’s

when my parents started recounting their experiences [of Sri Lanka].''® (Param)

Despite the connection made between being Tamil and attending the protests, this
interviewee was puzzled by his family migration journey, ‘I’ve got to ask my dad this,
somehow we didn’t leave as refugees...we came as skilled migrants.’*?° Here, memories of
migration emerged in spaces of ETA protests that challenged state narratives that denied
Tamil people’s claims to refugee status. ETA had protested against the treatment of Tamils in
Sri Lanka on several occasions, especially since the beginning of the civil war in 1983 and
strongly resisted the Government’s denial of Tamil refugee status.?! For example on July 13,
1983, ETA sent a letter to Foreign Affairs ‘desperately’ requesting the immediate recognition
of ‘Tamils as refugees and urgent measures to safeguard the lives of Tamils.’*?2 However, on

August 1, 1983 Foreign Affairs concluded that:

The present situation does not justify considering Tamils as having a prima face case for
refugee status or accepting under Special Humanitarian Program simply on the basis of their
ethnic origin. Moreover, refugee status can only be considered once the applicant has left his

country of origin.*?®

This last point was reinforced when Tamil representatives met officials from Foreign Affairs
on July 28, 1983 and were told that under the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the
Status of Refugees, a refugee is defined as a person who is outside his country of origin and
is afraid to return to it.>* Tamil people living in Sri Lanka, therefore, could not be considered
refugees. The Tamil representatives then asked for a political act — to register the concern of

the Australian Government and give special consideration to Tamil migrants.?

Any requests for action by the Australian Government in response to Tamil claims for

refugee status were met with rigorous assessment, but more often than not were rejected on

119 Interview with Param. Melbourne, March 13, 2016.

120 |bid.

121 |bid.

122 NAA: A1838, 1690/1/18, Part 1. Eelam Tamil Association, Foreign Affairs Ministerial
Submission, ‘Sri Lanka: Australian Interest in the Tamil communal problem’. July 13, 1983.

122 NAA: A1838, 1690/1/18, Part 1. Department of Foreign Affairs, ‘Sri Lanka: Australian Interest,’
July 13, 1983. 1-2.

124 NAA: A1838, 1690/1/18, Part 1. Department of Foreign Affairs, Record of Conversation between
Mr S. Thuraisingham, Mr D. Thampapillai (Tamil Eelam Association) and Mr C. A. Edwards, Mr.
P.J. Coggan, Ms C. Tomkinson. ‘Communal Situation in Sri Lanka: Requests for Australian
Assistance, July 28, 1983, 1-4.

125 |bid.

72



the basis that claims for asylum were common to all Sri Lankans.*?® Tamil applicants seeking
asylum in Australia included those who were working overseas on work contracts and had
feared to return to Sri Lanka.'?” For example, on August 2, 1983 one Tamil who was
employed in the United Arab Emirates was nearing the end of his work contract however
feared returning to Sri Lanka and pleaded with the Australian Government to grant him
asylum, ‘please sir save my life through the help of Australian embassy in UAE’.*% In
London in September that same year, there were 100 applicants from Tamils seeking entry to
Australia — the Australian Government had rejected about half, the rest were possibly eligible

under SHP.12° Only a small number of Tamil cases were approved under the SHP overall.1*

At its core, the discourse of the Tamil refugee identity transcended Governmental relations
and relayed fears of the known ‘other’ among the Sri Lankan community in Australia.** The
meanings embedded in the identity created boundaries of exclusion that had attempted to
construct a Tamil identity that repressed Tamil collective memories of persecution and
suffering in the homeland. Thus, a crucial link between belonging and memory concerns how
individuals can be implicated in processes of belonging by the powerful ‘other’ — in this case
Governments. These ‘official’ processes of belonging that objectified Tamil people seeking
asylum as undeserving were further strengthened by the ‘emotional’ concerns of Australian
citizens whose agency further showed the extent to which belonging can be imposed by the
other.r®2 For example, on August 8, 1983 a Sri Lankan Burgher from Melbourne, Dr Quintus
de Zylva, wrote to the Australian Prime Minister stating their concerns about ‘violence

amongst Sri Lankan people [who had] recently [arrived]’.**®
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Zylva claimed to represent concerns held by the majority of the Sri Lankan community
(Sinhalese) that ‘if there was any unbalanced intake of [Tamil] refugees this would alter what
is presumably a reasonable balance of migrants who have settled in Australia particularly in
Melbourne.’3* Further, Zylva explained that the development of separate Tamil and
Sinhalese organisations indicated increasing intra-community tensions that would intensify if
Tamils were allowed entry into Australia.’®® The Government responded to Zylva’s letter by
reinforcing that its SHP program was not aimed at any particular group.**® On August 26,
1983 the different groups — Sri Lankan Government officials, Dr Zylva, and Tamil
representatives — met.'3” There is no indication in the archival records what this meeting
entailed, only that according to the Sri Lankan official who attended, the meeting should not

be discounted.%®

At the same time, several organisations now claiming to represent Tamils in Australia lobbied
the Government, calling for recognition of Tamil refugee status and related information about
the plight of Tamils in Sri Lanka.™*® ETA did not cease lobbying the Government as well; as
violence against Tamils escalated in the homeland, the organisation was compelled to
reinstate that Tamils were a persecuted group in their homeland.'*® On August 16, 1983 ETA
sent a letter to Foreign Affairs highlighting the political violence inflicted against Tamils.}#
However, this time more explicitly pointed to the role of the Sri Lankan Government in

contributing to that process:

The humanitarian concessions given to the displaced persons, namely Tamils, is being made

use of by members of other Sri Lankan communities, who have been totally unaffected by the
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violence. The Minister for Immigration and Ethnic Affairs gave the concessions because of
the violation of human rights of Tamils in Sri Lanka. But the members of other communities
who enjoy the exclusive privileges offered by the Sri Lankan Government, are making use of
these ‘humanitarian grounds’ to enter Australia for economic reasons...Although the Sri
Lankan Government is anxious to portray a picture of normalcy, such a state will never
prevail for Tamils...the Sri Lankan Government is in the process of taking over the properties

and businesses of Tamil refugees.'42

These sentiments were echoed by international organisations, such as the International
Commission of Jurists that stated ethnic violence against Tamils in Sri Lanka amounted to a
gross violation of Human rights, particularly the right to life and security of persons and
property.1*® Within Australia, other NGOs such as the Australian Council for Overseas Aid
condemned media reports on the civil war that failed to address the growing denial of human
rights abuses against Tamils: ‘civil violence in Sri Lanka clearly did not represent the wild
acts of some ‘extremists’ but rather the culmination of the growing denial of human rights to
the Tamil people of Sri Lanka.’!4* By 1984, Amnesty International maintained its request for

Governments not to deport Tamil people back to Sri Lanka.!#4

The struggles that Tamil representatives faced in arguing for Tamil claims to refugee status
must also be located within growing anxieties in Australia about the influx of refugee groups,
including from Vietnam and Kampuchea.*® The steady stream of Tamils, regardless of their
legal status upon arrival, became topics of debate in parliament, and such instances produced
the few moments of political acknowledgement in parliament about the plight of Tamil
‘refugees’ who needed to ‘flee their country of birth because of religious or political

persecution’:

It seems that what the critics of our immigration policy are saying is that, because in the last

half of 1983, 40 per cent of total sponsorships under the family reunion program was from
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146 House of Representatives Official Hansard, Mr Milton (Environment and Conservation)
(Chairman). No. 136, May 2, 1984, 1625.

75



Asia, we should discriminate against such applicants. In practical terms this means that one
has to say to perhaps a Sri Lankan, who is probably a Tamil and whose family is suffering the
racial violence that is going on in that country at this very time: ‘No, I am sorry, your brother

cannot migrate to Australia because here are too many of your people taking advantage of our

migration program.’*4

Dhananjayan Sriskandarajah described that in the relatively permissive environment of
Western host countries, Tamil diaspora organisations were crucial for articulating Tamil
grievances.'*® The organisations attempted to publicise the plight of Tamils in Sri Lanka.4°
In the specific case of Australia, ETA was key in articulating that Tamils in Sri Lanka were
fleeing due to persecution. However, it was clear from ETA’s interactions with the Australian
Government that the process of constructing the Tamil refugee had been displaced by a
fractioning that was driven by the Government’s need to manage migration and forced
migration in particular.’>® While ETA recognised that Tamils remaining in Sri Lanka could
not identify as refugees according to the UN Convention, their request to have the Australian
Government label Tamils as refugees was a political one. It reflected not so much the global
preoccupation with the ‘refugee’ identity which conveyed an undesirable image of destitution
and an unwelcome burden.*®! Rather, the contested politicisation of the Tamil refugee status
showed how both Sri Lankan and Australian nation-states had constructed a politics of
belonging in which persecuted Tamil migrants who arrived during the 1980s and 1990s were

excluded and simultaneously incorporated into the neutral category of citizen-migrant.*?

The interactions between actors who negotiate processes of belonging, as highlighted above,
is useful for showing how the notion of power was played out in the construction of a Tamil
refugee identity. In the case of Australia, boundaries of belonging were maintained through
settler-colonial mentalities that legitimated who belongs and who is the ‘other’ by targeting
vulnerable groups in society.’>* An important reinforcement at this point is the extent to

which different actors were involved in shaping the collective memories of Tamil migration
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to Australia. For example, the ETA’s interpretation of how Tamils seeking asylum should be
treated by the Australian Government was based on their understandings of the civil war and
how that impacted Tamil people as a matter of survival. ETA’s advocacy in processes of

belonging resisted Tamil identity as imposed by the more powerful ‘other’.

At this level of belonging, then, there existed processes of belonging concerning the Tamil
collective identity even before Tamils resettled in Australia. Indeed, some of the interviewees
of this study highlighted the clear interrelations between the collective memory — that
constituted the Tamil identity as loosely based on ‘migrants’ resettled in Australia — and their
individual memory — as a ‘refugee’ — the individual experiences of war and resettlement
experiences within specific historical experiences that reproduced a complex Tamil identity. |
turn next to the life stories of one interviewee, Kumaran, whose memories are examined to
show the interrelations between individual and collective memory in Tamil identity
construction, within processes of belonging, that challenged dominant understandings of

Tamil migration experiences and Tamil identity formation.

Kumaran: ‘I Couldn’t Find Anyone Who Came as a Refugee, [They] All Came as
Migrants’

If we are to reckon with the complexities of the refugee label in the case of Tamil migration
to Australia, we cannot simply assert fragmented political responses to Sri Lanka’s civil war;
we also need to reckon with the consequences of those processes.’>* The resettlement
experiences of Kumaran revealed the impacts of political constructions of the refugee label
within multiple historically specific struggles — not only within the wider Australian
community but in the more intimate diasporic space of the Tamil community. The Tamil
refugee identity not only created a sense of alienation at the level of states but had influenced
how young Tamils such as Kumaran had experienced the nature of their migration, so they
too politicised their own identities to reflect dominant discourses.*>® When Kumaran met
other young Tamils, who had similarly left Sri Lanka due to the civil war, he observed that ‘I
couldn’t find anyone who came as a refugee, [they] all came as migrants.”**® His personal

experiences as a ‘refugee’ were predicated on unavailable attachments to a Tamil community

1% Mohanty, C. Talpade. ‘Cartographies of Struggle: Third World Women and the Politics of
Feminism,” in Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism, eds. C. T. Mohanty et al.
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 37.
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in Australia that presented as ‘migrants’. His experiences revealed that he had aspired to
connect to the Tamil community through the lens of a common understanding of the Tamil
identity as being constructed by the civil war, survival and forced migration. This self-
understanding, at some level, was based on Tamil collective experiences of migration to

Australia, in which Kumaran negotiated thresholds of belonging.

Kumaran was born in 1983 in Nagar Kovil in Jaffna, a main town in the North-East of Sri
Lanka, where he lived until the escalation of armed conflict between the LTTE and Sri
Lankan armed forces disrupted his childhood. The subsequent events transformed Kumaran’s
life: in September 1995 Government airstrikes killed several family members including his
younger brother; from October 1995 — February 1997 the remaining family left Nagar Kovil
and became internally displaced in Udaiyarkaddu in Vanni; various family members left Sri
Lanka including Kumaran’s older brother who resettled in Melbourne; Kumaran’s uncle
arranged for him to be smuggled out of the country and on March 3, 1997 he had arrived in
Sydney as a thirteen-year-old unaccompanied minor and was granted refugee status. He was
held inside Villawood detention centre until May 1997, then he was flown to Melbourne
where he was reunited with his older brother; they lived under the care of a guardian until the

arrival of his mother, father and younger sister in 2000.

In recalling his early resettlement periods, Kumaran had crafted his sense of not belonging by

identifying the implications of his refugee label within his new society:

One of the biggest problems that | also faced was mingling with the Tamil kids because | was
always very shy because I felt that I was an outsider. I think the language and just the...so
English was the language that people generally communicated but that’s not it. It’s not just
the language you know the kids who were growing up here had...you would say were more
civilised than those who came from a village...you know that attitude...so I always felt like

an outsider.

In these memories, the refugee outsider is constructed as a displaced person who could not

belong. Kumaran’s response to ‘that attitude’ by other young Tamils reinforced how he had
experienced his marginalised refugee identity within the Tamil community. Despite feeling
excluded among ‘Tamil kids’ who made him feel like an ‘outsider’, Kumaran remained

connected to the Tamil identity.

While I was really uncomfortable getting along with other kids in this school, I wasn’t

distancing myself from the Tamil identity. I also had this close relationship with ancient
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Tamils who have done much for the Tamil language... so I had read their stories and I loved
them, so | was never distancing myself from the Tamil identity, but I just felt different from
the other Tamils who were studying in that school.

In Kumaran’s memories, his desire to remain connected to Tamil identity entwined with his
longing to feel a sense of belonging as a Tamil refugee in his new society. This was a
conscious decision during his early periods of resettlement and further highlighted the
complexity of the Tamil identity as being personal and collective. Kumaran’s experiences
represented resistances to belonging thresholds imposed by the Tamil community. At the
same time, the belonging thresholds of the Tamil community had failed to penetrate
Kumaran’s attachments to the Tamil identity, thus complicating the issue of collective
constraints of memory and emphasised how different individual memories existed within the

community. >’

Throughout his resettlement, Kumaran’s connections to Tamilness entwined with his
attachments to a Tamil refugee identity in ways that collapsed the boundaries between
conscious and unconscious processes of belonging. He was reunited with his mother, father,
younger sister and brother in late 2000 when his school principal and school coordinator
successfully lodged a family sponsorship visa on his behalf after doctors diagnosed him with
depression. While recovering from depression and readjusting to a new family life in exile,
Kumaran successfully entered Monash University on a scholarship to study a double degree
in Science and Arts. During this period, ‘old memories’ of war had returned, thus reproduced

the refugee label.

I went to Monash Uni where they gave me a scholarship to study Science and Arts and after
that while | was studying, | was still recovering from my depression. But while | was
studying, | got exposed to political activism and the old memories started coming in and |

wanted to be a voice for my people, so | started getting involved in activism.

Kumaran’s political organising intensified in the early 2000s but especially during the final
stages of Sri Lanka’s civil war in 2009. He began a radio show on 3CR, a community radio
station in Melbourne, that covered social and political issues affecting the Tamil community

in Australia.

For the past few years I have been sharing my stories in various platforms and that...every

time I go and prepare for new talks, | remember things, new stories. ABC did a small story of

157 Jones and Kryzanowski, ‘Identity, Belonging and Migration,” 49.
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me but it’s mainly on my school bombing and my arrival to Australia. It’s 6 minutes. You
can’t say much in 6 minutes. The refugee work nowadays is what I’m passionate about, I will
just add one thing as well. | recently got married. The marriage itself kind of ties my past and
present and the reason why | say that is because | work with a lot of refugees. | had a really

bad struggle as a child and it’s not an uncommon thing being from Sri Lanka.

Kumaran’s proximity to the refugee identity manifested in different ways over his life course.
In recalling early periods of resettlement, Kumaran identified that there was a clear distance
to the refugee label among Tamils that characterised his state of being in exile: poor,
separated from his parents and illiterate in English. In recalling more recent experiences of
political activism, he re-located his proximity to the refugee label within a stronger, collective
Tamil experience by stating that struggling due to war is ‘not an uncommon thing being from
Sri Lanka.” On the one hand, his political reactions to increasing numbers of Tamil asylum
seeker arrivals has enabled him to resist, challenge and mobilise against hostile and
marginalising policy environments in which the refugee label had historically operated for
Tamils. It allowed him to reassert his childhood refugee experiences within the Tamil
community, on the other. At the deepest level, Kumaran’s connections to the refugee label
demonstrated his belonging that was born of historical experiences and dislocation.
Kumaran’s process of belonging within history — a history of Tamil displacement, and state
prejudice and denial of Tamil refugee status — implied a connection to Tamilness based on a

denied common past than a common heritage.

While | was working with refugees, | came to know this girl in a refugee camp in Tamil Nadu
so last December | went to the refugee camp with myself and Trevor Grant who works with
me here...we went to the refugee camp to get the stories of refugees and I ended up meeting
her in person. She’s Eelam Tamil and I got permission from the church and her mother on the
25" December and we got married on the 2" January 2015. We actually met through the
death of a Tamil refugee in Melbourne by the name of Leo Seemanpillai. She was from the
same refugee camp as Leo. He self-immolated himself and died, | was by his bedside when he
died.

Thus, when Kumaran found other Tamil refugees, the Tamil community became familiar, a
connection that made the refugee identity both visible and consequential. The connections
had demonstrated the politicisation of the Tamil identity, underscoring the enduring precarity
and instability that category implies. A sense of being attached to collective victimisation

emerged in Kumaran’s memories of constructing his refugeeness that provoked his ongoing
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commitment to refugee advocacy.'®® His individual memory within specific historical
experiences forms part of the collective Tamil identity that brings to relief the ongoing plight
of Tamils in the homeland and their collective suffering under the Sri Lankan nation-state. In
this sense, Kumaran’s personal memory is the mechanism through which collective Tamil
experiences were being transformed to produce new thresholds of belonging that reproduced
Tamil experiences in the past. As Roger Zetter argued, ‘refugees are not always dependent
victims of larger institutional powers outside their control.”**® Kumaran’s political
engagement showed that he did not subvert or distance himself from the Tamil refugee
identity, instead, he embraced its historical and political significance — despite its
exclusionary and discriminatory consequences in his early resettlement period. In this sense,
his individual memories became part of the collective memory of Tamil migration to
Australia, in which the past shaped the present, and revealed the possibilities for imagining an
alternative future. Kumaran’s experiences had opened possible alternatives within the
historical location of Tamil migration to Australia, one where Tamils were acknowledged and

recognised by the nation-state as a refugee community.
Conclusion: Conceptualisations of Tamil Identity and Social Memory

Tamil migration to Australia shaped Tamil identity in ways that brought to relief the
contestations between Tamil persecution and Tamil people’s claims to refugee status. In this
sense, their endings and beginnings contained multifarious constructions of the Tamil identity
within their collective experience as migrants. While the ‘refugee’ label took more
precedence as a legal category than a social one, it represented for interviewees beginnings
and endings in the sense of Anna Arabindan-Kesson’s articulations of moments that are
‘always caught between remembering and forgetting’.1%° Arabindan-Kesson drew on
photographs taken in exile as representations of both the desire for diasporic connection and
its limits, of the migrant’s narrative that must reconcile the contradictory experiences of being
both in, and yet out of, place.®* As a member of the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora after 1983,
Arabindan-Kesson ultimately argued that the story of forced migration is both acts of creation

and ‘real’ events across multiple geographies, they are fragmented, reassembled over
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generations, and so, it is a different story for each person.'%? Fragmented memories however
bring symbolic meanings to lives that have been dislocated, where beginning and endings co-

exist.163

Young Tamils like Kumaran were discarded at the level of official responses to their
unrecognised refugee status. However, the varieties of meanings contained in Tamil refugee
identity showed the interactions between individual and collective experiences. At one level,
Australian and Sri Lankan nation-states denied Tamil people’s claims to refugee status. At
another level, Tamil community organisations such as ETA resisted these constructions by
advocating that Tamil people seeking asylum in Australia represented the persecution of
Tamils in the homeland. At the individual level, there existed young Tamil people who were
to some extent conscious that they were inserting their individual experiences into a
collective Tamil experience, that of the migration processes of Tamil people. While refugee
and migration labels have little meaning in themselves, the interviewees revealed the extent
to which their memories aligned to collective representations of Tamil migration to

Australia. 16

The ideological phase that characterises the forced migration of Tamil people to Australia in
the 1980s and 1990s is shaped by the dominant politics of Australian and Sri Lankan
Governments — much more so than Tamil nationalism. The collective memory of young
Tamils as ‘migrants’ and their distance from the refugee identity that carried specific
experiences of persecution against Tamils in Sri Lanka, is indicative of the influence of
dominant political discourse in the social memories of the Tamil community resettled in
Australia. Whereas the civil war was not over for several years after the interviewees of this
study had migrated, there can be no doubt that specific Governmental relations between
Australia and Sri Lanka have successfully influenced the parameters of the Tamil identity —
as not tied to a refugee status and overshadowed by a Sri Lankan identity — a term, to
emphasise, which does not capture the specific geographical and political construction of

Tamils from Tamil Eelam.*% Since Tamil forced migration in the 1980s, both Australian and
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Sri Lankan Governments have successfully suppressed the Tamil refugee identity, in which
Tamil people’s experiences of persecution went unacknowledged. Consequently, the Eelam
Tamil identity in Australia did not crystallise, nor had it been systematically articulated by
the Tamil diaspora community. The term’s fluidity in diaspora contexts, which has led to
intra-community incoherence is inextricably connected to the fact that Sri Lankan identity
was mobilised within Tamil people’s forced migration processes in the post-1983 period in

which Governmental actions influenced the Tamil collective memory.

Regarding Tamil migration to Australia, then, there is certainly a sizeable portion of the
Tamil community who faced the consequences of its legal status as refugees, suffering from
social exclusion within the Tamil community and from the wider society, of which
contestations of the refugee label is only one such avenue. However, arriving under the
official refugee status was difficult not just for young Tamils such as Kumaran (to say
nothing of the ongoing treatment of Tamil asylum seekers who continue to be locked up in
Australian detention centres), but for the legitimating narrative that Sri Lanka’s civil war
produced a mass exodus of Tamils. In this sense, the collective memory of Tamil migration
to Australia as an outcome of civil war cannot be analysed separately from individual
memory.'% Thus, the Tamil identity is constructed by social memory that is constituted of

both individual memory and collective memory. %’

As the next chapter shows, rejecting the refugee label did not equate to forgetting the refugee-
like experiences that led to interviewees’ understandings of their forced migration.
Interviewees recovered memories of being persecuted, their family responses to the war and
their sense of belonging with fellow Tamils who suffered alongside them. A sense of
collective Tamil victimisation remained significant in the memories of interviewees — as
another type of resistance to the dominant construction of Tamil migration to Australia.

While the level of exposure to persecution in Sri Lanka varied, it was clear that the civil war

further diluted by the process of forced migration that brings with it new identities such as Tamil-
Australian. Akazhaan, ‘Eezham Thamizh and Tamil Eelam: Understanding the Terminologies of
Identity.” Accessed on April 10, 2019.
https://www.tamilnet.com/art.html?catid=99&artid=27012&fbclid=IwAROCIbPBSxRwbI7XRDuC6
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played a significant part in Tamil family decisions to migrate to Australia, thus recovering a

sense of loss frequently found in exile stories.6®
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CHAPTER THREE: Impossible Spaces of Belonging: Memories of War
and Persecution in Sri Lanka

‘Why are you here in Europe?’ I asked. ‘How many
Tamils are there in Europe?’ he replied. ‘About 24,
000,” T answered. ‘Then there are about 24, 000
reasons why I am here.!

This chapter explores how interviewees carried with them memories of civil war that
constructed a part of their resettlement and belongingness as Tamil forced migrants despite
their distance to the refugee label. In arriving to Australia at a time when their war stories
went unacknowledged by the new community, and in an era dominated by multiculturalism
and the retention of ‘cultural heritage’ in the name of nation-building,?> memories of war and
persecution are significant.® As children growing up in war, interviewees revealed the
ordinariness of their lives amidst the chaos of armed conflict. Their childhood memories of
war reconstructed meanings of resettling as young forced migrants that illustrated the
vicissitudes of diasporic life and migrating to Australia devoid of choice. The memories
provide a crucial lens to Sri Lanka’s civil war and help us recognise how young Tamils
carried with them not only the burden of war-torn childhoods but the ‘stickiness’ of war
memories that shaped their diasporic futures.* The memories of interviewees that | explore in
the chapter become a search for understanding the meanings of childhoods lived in Sri
Lanka’s civil war in the 1980s and 1990s. However, what are the implications of focusing on
the pre-migration context that produced such fragmented memories from disparate contexts
within Sri Lanka? What kind of analysis is required to remain attentive to spatial dimensions
of civil war while also perceiving common beginnings of belonging (and not belonging)? In

bringing together childhood experiences from different districts of Sri Lanka, | seek to
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Migrants and Humanitarian Entrants, chapter 1 (Canberra: Australian Government, 2003), 23-35.
Accessed on January 10, 2018.
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/settle/_pdf/chap0lweb.pdf.
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Migration in the Shadow of War: Australia’s Greek Immigrants after World War 2 and the Greek
Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 83-108.

4 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, second edition (New York: Routledge, 2004), 60.

85


http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/settle/_pdf/chap01web.pdf

advance spatial dimensions to interviewees’ craft of belonging that form part of their

resettlement stories of resistance and survival.®

The premise of the chapter is that space, as Doreen Massey argued, connects us to the
simultaneity of multiple locations in which social interactions occur and must be embraced,
thus understanding place as fluid, elastic and contingent.® As Massey argued, space is ‘one of
the axes along which we experienced and conceptualise the world’.” But space is not only
about what emerges from social processes, it is also about how space affects those processes.®
The homeland space is an historical location that reflects disintegrating political conditions —
civil war can produce mass forced migration. At the same time, the diaspora space may
provide new possibilities to revisit the homeland space through memory, leading to new
knowledge, such as remembering and forgetting, about history and society. Constructions of
belonging are intricately tied to memory, and in the chapter, | show that space plays an
important role in that process. Through the visual and written memory work discussed in the
chapter, space is used as a tool by interviewees to interpret the historical locations of war-torn
childhoods. This follows Massey’s call to understand space as a creative and participatory

project which exists not just around us but within us.®
Politicising the Tamil Child in Conflict Spaces

The Tamil child during Sri Lanka’s civil war occupied a complex position in relation to
social constructions of childhood.'® In the war zone in the North and East of Sri Lanka,
children were viewed as subjects who needed to be healed from exposure to conflict,'! were
represented as peace zones to ensure there was access to health clinics,'? were actors in Tamil

armed struggles for a separate state,' and were used by the Sri Lankan nation-state to
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condemn the LTTE tactics of warfare.!* At the same time, representations of Tamil
childhoods, in memoirs for example, showed that children were taught by their parents to
ignore the intensifying chaos surrounding them.® However, as Nelafour de Mel asked, at a
time when adults themselves faced intense pressures, was children’s protection even possible
under the harsh conditions which children already laboured in both public and private

spaces?

Global developments of childhood recognised that children and young people had agency and
power in their lives. In 1989 the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) created a new
international framework for universal rights of humans under the age of eighteen. All
member-states were required to present to the international Committee on the Rights of the
Child approaches taken within their country that worked towards protecting the rights of the
child. In 1991, the Sri Lankan Government ratified the CRC, and in 1992 it developed the
Children’s Charter that enhanced CRC principles, for example by developing the National
Monitoring Committee which became a permanent body.*’ In 1994, following a CRC
commissioned a study, Impact of Armed Conflict on Children, the Sri Lankan Government
capitalised on the UN’s new emphasis on war-affected children by using Tamil children to

appeal to States parties to declare the LTTE as a criminal organisation:

They are already guilty of a war crime by their continued recruitment and employment of
child soldiers in violation of the ‘non-State actors’ obligations set out in article 4 of the

Optional Protocol.®

In 1998, the Government invited the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on
Children and Armed Conflict, Olara Otunnu, to observe developments including in the North
and East which encouraged the Government to highlight the LTTE’s use of child soldiers.*°
The LTTE unsuccessfully attempted to defend itself including by mobilising support from the
diaspora.?® Jason Hart argued that this public discourse constructed the Tamil child soldier as
being ‘good’ according to the LTTE on the one hand, and a mechanism that demonised the
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Sri Lankan nation-state within universal child rights on the other.?! However, in doing so, the
Tamil child was simultaneously portrayed by Sinhalese nationalists as needing to be saved,
and yet under suspicion for being a terrorist. As | show in the chapter, all Tamil children
were subjected to nationalist gazes of terrorist, particularly children from the North. Thus, the
CRC had limited effect for Tamil children in Sri Lanka where they lacked the social and
political agency to actualise their aspirations, which were inevitably shaped by the realities of
their everyday lives.?? For example, it is possible that some young Tamils, at least during the
early stages of the armed conflict, voluntarily entered Tamil militant groups, similarly to the
complex motivations of Tamil women in combat.?® In the context of war, did Tamil children

have opinions of their own? Did children have agency in their everyday lives?

At the heart of the politicisation of the Tamil child is her witness to the war. The role that
Tamil children played in bearing witness to Sri Lanka’s civil war, especially those who
migrated out of Sri Lanka abruptly, is still poorly understood. Although there has been much
attention on Tamil child soldiers in the literature and international consciousness as cited
above, these have failed to consider the powerful position of the child as bearing witness to
war. In the chapter, the memories of interviewees are used as a source to illustrate the
paradoxical tensions between the objective and subjective spatiality of conflict in their
homeland: children pressured to take on adult responsibilities, witnessing the brutal violence
of warfare, seeing the consequences of Government attacks on their friends and family,
disruptions to crucial aspects of their everyday lives such as attending school, and creating
meaning in displacement and journeys out of Sri Lanka.?* Thus, reconceptualising Tamil
childhoods requires an analysis that embraces the vicissitudes of Tamil childhoods in conflict

spaces.

The civil war between the Sri Lankan Government and Tamil rebel groups officially began in
July 1983 and lasted almost thirty years, however Tamil political grievances have persisted
since Sri Lanka gained Independence from British rule in 1948.% By the mid-1980s however,

21 Jason Hart, ‘The Politics of the “Child Soldiers,”” The Brown Journal of World Affairs Vol. 13, No.
1 (2006), 222.

22 |bid., 223.

2 Nimmi Gowrinathan, ‘The Committed Female Fighter: The Political Identities of Tamil Women in
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam,” International Feminist Journal of Politics Vol. 19, No. 3
(2017), 327-341.

24 Sharika Thiranagama, In My Mother’s House: Civil War in Sri Lanka (Pennsylvania: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2011).

% Laavanyan M. Ratnapalan, ‘Memories of Ethnic Violence in Sri Lanka Among Immigrant Tamils
in the UK.’ Ethnic and Racial Studies Vol. 35, No. 9 (2012), 1539-1557; Kristian Stokke and Anne K.
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armed conflict became increasingly normalised in the North and East of the island where
Tamil youth rebel groups (mainly the LTTE) were fighting Government armed forces to
establish a separate Tamil state. The armed conflict reached new heights in 1987 when
Government armed forces launched ‘Operation Liberation” — the first conventional warfare
since Independence — to regain control of VVadamarachchi in the Jaffna region that was under
the LTTE control; it was ‘preparation for war’.?® Since then, the effects of civil war have
shattered communities on the island, destroyed physical and human infrastructures, produced
intercultural tensions between majority and minority ethnic groups, and created insurgency
groups who have turned from ‘heroes’ to oppressors.?’ The civil war ended in 2009 when
Government armed forces defeated the LTTE and President Mahinda Rajapakse declared ‘the

whole country’ was ‘liberated’ from ‘LTTE terrorism’.?

The chapter unravels Tamil people’s childhood memories of war that evoked realities of a life
that began in Sri Lanka, under conditions of political conflict and persecution.?® In presenting
Sri Lanka of the 1980s and 1990s by drawing on children’s experiences, it is crucial to
highlight against a unified ‘Tamil experience’.® Interviewees recalled their persecution to
different degrees; some were more affected than others. The chapter is about that pre-

migration experience that weaves together social and political developments at a time when

Ryntveit, ‘The Struggle for Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka,” Growth and Change Vol. 31, No. 2 (2002),
295.

2 In a letter to his wife, Lieutenant Commander Lucky Dissanayake described the situation on the
ground as being ‘on a scale I have only seen in films. There are about 5,000 troops, armoured cars,
armoured vehicles, artillery etc. Yesterday the entire brigade had assembled for review by the General
on the adjoining airfield. About 10-15 times bigger than any Independence Day parade, with fighter
planes, helicopters, transport planes etc. As the troops in their full battle dress, camouflage, kept
marching into the grounds, we in the hospital realized that this was history in the making. This was
the first time ever in the history of Sri Lanka that a number of Brigades had assembled.” Sunday Times
Sri Lanka, ‘Operation Liberation One’, June 28, 2009.

' Thiranagama, In My Mother’s House, 2.

2 Matthew Weave, ‘Sri Lanka Declared End to War with Tamil Tigers,” The Guardian, May 19,
2009.

29 The chapter does not seek to present a history of postcolonial Sri Lanka, as these have been
exhaustively researched elsewhere by historians. For example, see Nira Wickramasinghe, Sri Lanka in
the Modern Age: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Kingsley M. de Silva, A History
of Sri Lanka (London: C. Hurst and Co. 1981); Stanley J. Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide and
the Dismantling of Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986); William H. Wriggins,
Ceylon: Dilemmas of a New Nation (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1960).

% Ann-Belinda Steen, Varieties of the Tamil Refugee Experiences in Denmark an England
(Copenhagen: Minority Studies, 1993).
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Tamil childhoods were central to political projects of Sri Lanka — for both Tamil and

Sinhalese nationalists.3!

| begin the chapter by briefly describing British colonial rule (1815-1948) in Ceylon, as Sri
Lanka was known then, for it united for the first time two Indigenous ethnic communities —
Sinhalese and Tamils — previously separate, under a single administration, producing long-
lasting grievances.®? The grievances led to a civil war that ultimately constructed young
Tamil people as a threat to the Sinhala-Buddhist Sri Lankan nation-state. | focus on the
politicisation of the Tamil child by destabilising their construction as a national threat and in
a perpetual state of victimhood. I do so by examining interviewees’ experiences across
different regions of the island (see Figure 1 below) where my interviewees were from —
North, East, Colombo (capital city), and argue for spatial nuances to constructions of Tamil
childhood in different contexts of Sri Lanka’s civil war. | draw on interviews undertaken with
twenty-four people who were born in the North, three people from the East, and nine people
from Colombo. Within each of these locations occurred different political and social
developments that produced prolonged and sporadic bursts of armed violence between the
LTTE and Sri Lankan Government armed forces, which directly or indirectly interrupted
Tamil children’s everyday lives. However, the violence, I suggest, did more to these children,

for it also brought the politics of belonging into their everyday lives.*

31 Margaret Trawick, Enemy Lines: Warfare, Childhood, and Play in Batticaloa (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2007).

32 Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide, 65-86.

% Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the politics of belonging,” Patterns of Prejudice Vol. 40, No.3
(2003), 197-214.
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Figure 1: Map of Sri Lanka. Source: United Nations, 2004

Early Tamil Grievances

Sri Lanka, located at the bottom of the Indian subcontinent, like several other nations in
South Asia faced European and British colonial invasions.®* Sujit Sivasundaram describes the
relationship between coloniser and colonised in Sri Lanka as a process of ‘recycling’ and
‘movement’, where ‘change is constant and every change is changed in turn’.% Sivasundaram
traces the co-constitution of the Indigenous and cosmopolitan in Sri Lanka as permeable

boundaries that signalled continuity and interchangeability.3®

3 For comprehensive studies on colonial rule in Sri Lanka see, Alicia F. Schrikker, Dutch and British
Colonial Intervention in Sri Lanka, 1780-1815: Expansion and Reform (Leiden: Brill, 2007); Chandra
R. de Silva, ed., Portuguese Encounters with Sri Lanka and the Maldives. Translated texts from the
Age of Discoveries (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009); S. Arasaratnam, Dutch Power in Ceylon, 1658-1687
(London: University of London, 1956); Sujit Sivasundaram, Islanded: Britain, Sri Lanka, and the
Bounds of an Indian Ocean Colony (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).

% Sivasundaram, Islanded, 12.

% 1bid., 14.

91



In this section, | briefly outline a few key developments that highlight conditions of post-
Independence Sri Lanka, and more specifically its ‘ethnic fratricide’.3” Colonisation by the
Portuguese (1505-1658) and Dutch expansion (1640-1796) in Ceylon had profound impacts
on all minority groups in Ceylon that resulted in the depletion of resources and livelihoods.
The Dutch governor of Ceylon in his final report for 1794 stated that ‘the inhabitants of the
Peninsula were at one time mostly “well-established” but were now mostly poor and getting
poorer’.3® In 1815 the British usurped the Dutch and defeated the last Tamil King®® of Vanni
(which later came to be comprised of Mannar, Mullaitivu, Vavuniya, Kilinochchi, see Figure
1 above) to gain complete control of the island. Under British rule, Ceylon was united under
one administrative rule that resulted in further depletion of social, economic and political
structures.*® During the process, western capitalist ideologies and policies encouraged Tamils

to strive for excellence in education and employment in government offices.*

At the same time, Tamil elites who recognised weakening Tamil traditions and cultural
values challenged British learnings.*? As early as 1889, outcries of Tamil nationalism were
illustrated over several Tamil newspaper volumes, as in The Hindu Organ newspaper article

titled, Thesapimanam (Patriotism) which stated that:

A person born and bred in a particular country and subject to the influences of that country
should necessarily display patriotic feelings to that country. When such patriotism is absent,
the country becomes defenceless and ruined...the country will be destroyed if necessary
reforms are not introduced at the right time for its protection. The English, French, Germans,
Americans, Japanese and others protect their countries like their own homes and the result is

that these countries have developed and excelled in education, scientific research, industry,

37 Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide.

38 Memoir of Van de Graaft, July 15, 1794, cited in Murugar Gunasingam, Tamils in Sri Lanka, A
Comprehensive History (c. 300 B.C.-C. 2000 A.D.) (Sydney: MV Publications, 2008), 218.

% Pandara Vanniyan was the last Tamil King in the Vanni region (then comprising Mannar,
Vavuniya, Trincomalee, Polonnaruwa, Batticaloa, Ampara, Puttalam).

%0 A, Jeyaratnam Wilson, The Break-up of Sri Lanka: the Sinhalese Tamil conflict (London: C. Hurst
and Co., 1988), 3.

1 During the British colonial period, Tamils enjoyed educational advantages that were similarly
experienced by Sinhalese. Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide, 65-66.

42 Tamil patriots including Arumuga Navalar (1822-79) and Kopay Sapapathy Navalar (1844-1903)
were determined to improve the education of the younger generation through religious and linguistic
advancement in the face of increasing Protestant missionaries. The Tamil scholars enforced social
changes amongst Hindu-Saiva Tamils. Navalar achieved this by preaching and lecturing about the
important interplay of religion and language for the future of Tamils. Wilson, The Break-Up of Sri
Lanka, 27-28.
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commerce, agriculture, warfare, and (displayed their) courage, masculinity, victories, wealth

as well as (shown in their excellence in) government, civilisation and other areas.*

Tamil concerns and aspirations were further fuelled in the 1920s by Sinhala dominance at the
level of Government councils.* Sinhala organisations such as Ceylon National Congress,
Ceylon National Association and Negombo Society, had promoted a constitutional reform
that excluded Tamil representations in Congress.* In 1918, British governor William
Manning had implemented a blend of communal and territorial representation so that British
rule could suppress a nationalist consensus and retain power—the classic British imperial
policy of ‘divide and rule’.*® Manning’s masterful skills of political manipulation intensified
Tamil and Sinhala tensions.*” The sudden resignation of Tamil elites in the Ceylon National
Congress threw the organisation into disarray and Manning seized these changes to exploit
the Congress further.*® At the same time, the Kandyan Sinhalese leadership also split. Both
these organisations set up separate associations and failed to bring unity between Tamil and
Sinhalese associations, further highlighting the detrimental effects of Western influences on
the island. In 1923 the Ceylon Tamil League was formed to promote the union and solidarity
of Tamil akam (land) stating:

We object strongly to being bullied or terrorised, we object to being underdogs of anybody.

We mean to make ourselves strong also to work for the common good.*

Tamil struggles were becoming unnervingly real in response to growing hostilities towards

Sinhala domination over Tamil territories, political representations, traditions, cultures and

3 The Hindu Organ, ‘Thesapimanam’, September 11, 1898.

4 Murugar Gunasingam, Sri Lankan Tamil Nationalism (Sydney: MV Publications, 1999), 212.

* 1bid.

% de Silva, A History of Sri Lanka, 390-396.

"In 1921, the ex-chairman of the Ceylon National Congress Mr. P. Arunachalam stated that ‘the
Sinhalese and Tamil political trouble is at present creating much turmoil among the
Ceylonese...whatever view our informant may hold as to its wisdom or expediency and whether or
not it is binding on others, to the unsophisticated mind there can be no question that these two
gentlemen are bound by it, and ought to keep to it and use their influence with their followers to do
likewise. But they have both repudiated it...is it any wonder that the Tamils refuse to trust the
Sinhalese leaders of the Congress any longer and have decided to take independent action to
safeguard their interest? My own duty is clear. | must stand by the pledge’. Kingsley M. de Silva,
‘The Formation and Character of the Ceylon National Congress 1917-1919, 'Ceylon Journal of
Historical and Social Studies Vol. 10, No. 1 (1967), 93.

8 de Silva, A history of Sri Lanka, 393-394; Kingsley M. de Silva, ‘The Ceylon National Congress in
Disarray 2: The Triumph of Sir William Manning, 1921-1924,” The Ceylon Journal of Historical and
Social Studies Vol. 3, No.1 (1973), 16-39.

49 Josiah. C. Wedgwood, Speeches and Writings of Sir Ponnambalam Arunachalam, Vol. I.
(Colombo: H.W. Cave and Co. (n.d.)), 313-314.
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social structures.> Tamil youth were formative in Tamil nationalist movements of the 1920s
and 1930s, influenced by turbulent developments in the neighbouring Indian nationalist
movement which was in turn influenced by events in Asia and Europe.>! Their proximity to
India and ties of language, religion and culture between people in Jaffna and India, especially
South India, produced strong bonds.>? Moreover, travel across the Palk Strait exposed Tamil

youth to the rapidly growing Indian nationalist movement and freedom struggle.>®

For the first time in their history, Tamils in Sri Lanka began to realise the importance of their
religions, cultural, political and linguistic identities, and in doing so also expressed their
opposition to Western and Sinhala dominance.> The unified administrative arrangements
implemented by British colonisers instilled a power hierarchy that was not only detrimental
to successive Ceylonese Governments, but Ceylon’s treatment of minority groups, including
Tamils. After Sri Lanka gained Independence in 1948, anti-Tamil sentiments began to
materialise in Government policy, such as the Ceylon Citizenship Act 1948 which excluded
Estate Tamils, who constituted 12% of the population.> Shortly after, the Sinhala-
Government implemented the Sinhala Language Act 1956, which made Sinhalese the official

language of Sri Lanka.*

Tamil people lost their jobs due to lack of proficiency in the national language and protested
their anger and frustrations,®” which also represented concerns for Tamil children to learn the
language of their parents.%® Violent clashes erupted, for example on a train presumed to be
carrying Tamil delegates to a meeting about the Satyagraha (sit-in protest).® Sinhala mobs
derailed the train and attacked the passengers.®® Reports of such incidents vary as do the

% Santasilan Kadirgamar, ‘Jaffna Youth Radicalism: the 1920s and 1930s,” in Pathways of Dissent:
Tamil Nationalism in Sri Lanka, ed. R. Cheran (New Delhi: Sage, 2009), 210-212.

*1 Ibid.

%2 |bid.

%3 bid.

% bid.

%5 Amita Shastri, ‘Estate Tamils, the Ceylon Citizenship Acts of 1948 and Sri Lankan Politics,’
Contemporary South Asia Vol. 8, No.1 (1999), 65-86.

% Hints of a linguistic nationalism became a driving force in the institutional decay of the island that
also affected marginalised Sinhalese groups who anticipated socioeconomic upward mobility. Neil
DeVotta, Blowback: Linguistic Nationalism, Institutional Decay and Ethnic Conflict in Sri Lanka
(California: Stanford University Press, 2004).

5" Gunasingam, Tamils in Sri Lanka, 505.

8 W. Howard Wriggens, ‘Impediments to Unity in New Nations: The case of Ceylon,” The American
Political Science Review Vol. 55, No. 2 (1961), 314.

%9 'W. Howard Wriggins. Ceylon: Dilemmas of a New Nation (New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
1960), 268-270.

% 1bid.
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estimates of how many people were killed in the riots. However, the finer details were
unnecessary as the chaos was everywhere on the streets — scattered dead bodies, houses set
ablaze.®! Law officers were powerless.®? One Sri Lankan observed at the time that despite
having heard about disasters overseas, including ‘Australian settlers decimating Aboriginal
people’, Nazi gas chambers or tribulations of Jews in Israel, the violence on his doorstep
remained a shock and unprecedented; ‘it simply could not happen in Sri Lanka’.%® These anti-
Tamil riots in 1958 reflected the intensification of violence and illuminated Tamil peoples
denied belonging within the polity.

Some Tamils sought better educational and employment opportunities overseas in countries
such as Australia, Switzerland, United Kingdom.®* Despite migrating to distant lands, Tamil
forced migrants remained concerned and connected to their homeland.% Permanent Tamil
resettlement in Australia did not occur in large numbers until the 1970s after the abolition of
White Australia Policy. Nonetheless, young Tamils in Sri Lanka were particularly motivated
to leave their homeland in response to their disadvantaged higher education opportunities that
would later become one of the defining motivations in the Tamil armed struggle for
separatism.®® The 1958 anti-Tamil riots marked an important turn in Sri Lanka’s postcolonial
experience, for it revealed the vulnerabilities of a new nation and more specifically early
grievances of a Tamil minority community that struggled to live under the control of
successive authoritarian Sinhala-Buddhist Governments.®’

Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, anti-Tamil riots sustained and greatly influenced the
forced migration of Tamil people, especially students and professionals who had migrated

using their education and employment skills.®® Since the 1977 anti-Tamil riots, in particular,
Tamil youth began leaving the country for their survival because Government armed forces

and police were targeting them.®® Throughout the 1970s, the Government failed to guarantee

%1 1bid.

62 Ibid.

83 Tarzie Vittachi, Emergency 58°: The Story of the Ceylon Race Riots (London: Andre Deutsch,
1958).

64 Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide, 137.

8 Times, ‘London Tamils Pray for Families in Sri Lanka,” August 15, 1983.

% Stanley J. Tambiah, Buddhism Betrayed?: Religion, Politics, and Violence in Sri Lanka (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press. 1992), 57.

67 Ambalavaner Sivanandan, ‘Sri Lanka: Racism and the Politics of Underdevelopment,” Race and
Class Vol. 26, No.1 (1984), 1-37.

68 Manohari Velamati, ‘Sri Lankan Tamil Migration and Settlement: Time for Reconsideration,” India
Quarterly Vol. 65, No. 3 (2009), 274.

% 1bid.
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the social mobility of young Tamil people, as Tamil politicians repeatedly expressed in

parliament into the 1990s."°

The Government’s responses to Tamil youth had energised the insurrection of Tamil youth
militant groups (later dominated by the LTTE).”* Tamil political leaders struggled to contain
the anger and drive of Tamil youth who were determined to achieve liberation through an
armed revolt.”? By 1983, the intensification of violence erupted in a civil war between Sri
Lankan Government armed forces and the LTTE that lasted almost thirty years — one of
Asia’s longest-running civil wars. The Tamils | interviewed resettled in Australia at the
height of the civil war in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly after the Tamil massacre in 1983
in Colombo.” It is this historical location of interviewees’ memories that I turn to in the

remainder of the chapter.
Northern Province

The Northern province of Sri Lanka had been a Tamil occupied area that was mainly under
the LTTE control throughout the civil war until Government forces recaptured the area in
2009. The Northern province, or Jaffna, is the Tamil heartland and was considered by the
LTTE as the capital city of the independent Tamil state. Apart from the LTTE several Tamil
militant youth groups were resisting the Sinhala-Sri Lankan nation-state. However, the LTTE

became the dominant military group.” In 1985 the first peace talks between the LTTE and

0 Sri Lankan Government, Parliamentary Debates, Hansard Vol. 94 (1971-1972), 95, 879; Hansard
Vol. 9 (1972-73), 89, 386-394; Hansard Vol. 99 (1995), 46; Hansard Vol. 75 (1991), 496, 907-909.

L Cheran, Pathways of Dissent, 33.

2 Virakesari, ‘Tamil Youth seek Liberation,” September 20, 1978.

3 Department of Social Services, ‘The Sri Lanka-born Community.” Australian Government, 2014, 1.
Accessed April 15, 2017. https://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/settlement-and-multicultural-
affairs/programs-policy/a-multicultural-australia/programs-and-publications/community-information-
summaries/the-sri-lanka-born-community.

™ Some of the other Tamil militant groups included Eelam People’s Revolutionary Liberation Front
(EPRLF), People’s Liberation Organisation of Tamil Eelam (PLOTE), Eelam Revolutionary
Organisation of Students (EROS), Tamil Eelam Liberation Organisation (TELO). Through a
combination of indiscriminate violence against oppositional voices, undermining the rhetorical appeal
of intra-Tamil competitors, and the intensification of Government attacks against Tamil civilians, the
number of LTTE recruits increased — voluntarily and forced — transforming the LTTE from a small
group of determined youth from a similar lower-caste background into a sophisticated, professional
guerrilla force. The rise and dominance of the LTTE was also the result of its unique ideological
platform that challenged existing caste hierarchies within their ideology of an independent Tamil state
—a uniquely radical and nationalist ideology among competing Tamil militant groups. Nikolas
Biziouras, ‘The Formation, Institutionalisation and Consolidation of the LTTE: Religious Practices,
Intra-Tamil Divisions and a Violent Nationalist Ideology,” Religion and Ideology Vol. 13, No. 4
(2012), 547-559; Anton Balasingham, War and Peace: Armed Struggle and Peace Efforts of
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (Mitcham: Fairmax Publishing, 2004).
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Government failed.” In May 1987 ‘Operation Liberation’ was carried out by the Government
to recapture Jaffna from the LTTE militarily. The Northern province became a conflict zone,
as Government aerial forces attacked civilians against the LTTE strongholds located in
civilian areas. In June 1987, Indian Government air forces dropped food and other supplies
across Jaffna, attempting to mediate peace talks between Government and the LTTE.”® The
LTTE regained control of Jaffna as Government troops retreated. By 1990 the LTTE
established Government-like operations across Jaffna.”” Throughout the 1990s, Government
armed forces infiltrated and attempted to reclaim Jaffna and demobilise the LTTE; the
intensity of fighting varied during these periods, ranging from the direct military operation,
bombings, shelling, the LTTE counter attacks and civilian reprisals. For Tamil children living
in Jaffna, their lives were now socialised in a war milieu with direct experiences of violence,
family separation and emotions of terror.”® Some carried with them traumatic experiences of

social withdrawal, weakening school performances and mental trauma.”
Childhood, Exploration and Displacement

Twenty-four interviewees of the study were born in Jaffna and have only known a war-torn
homeland. Their memories reinforce truths about the brutality of armed conflict in Jaffna, yet
their memories were also juxtaposed against experiences of happiness that briefly suspended

moments of hardship:

5 In 1985 in the Thimpu talks, sponsored by the Indian Government, the Tamil Delegation (that
included several Tamil groups including the LTTE) made clear their cardinal principles in a solution
to the Tamil national question under four main recognitions: Tamils as a nation, existence and
identification of homeland for the Tamils, right to self-determination of a Tamil nation, right to
citizenship and rights of all Tamils (including Indian Tamils). While these demands went un-actioned,
the talks continued to form the basis for successive negotiations between the Government and LTTE.
Balasingham, War and Peace; MRN Swamy, Tigers of Lanka: From Boys to Guerrillas (Colombo:
Vijitha Yapa, 2003).

8 In Australia, members of the Sinhalese community protested outside the Indian High Commission
in Canberra. They urged India to honour its international obligations and condemned South India’s
accommodation of the LTTE soldiers by providing training facilities and dropping supplies by air
force. Sunday Times, ‘Sinhalese Australians Protest in Canberra,” January 27, 1985; Bryan
Pfaffenberger, ‘Sri Lanka in 1987: Indian Intervention and Resurgence of the JVP,” Asian Survey Vol.
28, No. 2 (1988), 139.

T Kristian Stokke, ‘Building the Tamil Eelam State: Emerging State Institutions and forms of
Governance in the LTTE-controlled areas in Sri Lanka,” Third World Quarterly Vol. 27, No. 6
(2006), 1021-1040.

8 Sunday Times, ‘Our Children in a World Full of Violence,” October 50, 1983.

" Daya Somasundaram, ‘Short- and Long-Term Effects on the Victims of Terror in Sri Lanka,’
Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma Vol. 9, No.1 (2004), 215-228.
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Probably once a week we had to move away, leave school and all that which was fun at the
time because as a kid you just enjoy not going to school. We moved to this place called
Mannithala. It’s sort of an island, it’s away from town but probably 20 kilometres from town.
You can go there by land, but we went there by boat, that’s the quickest, that’s where we
normally go because it’s away from the main area. At that time, it wasn’t really known to any
of the Government forces, nobody really knew it, it’s a very small area. For me getting on a

boat is always exciting regardless of what occasion it is.8° (Jason)

Another interviewee explained that being displaced was enjoyable because her family rarely

left their village:

Kind of fun because it was like a parade and that was the time where because my dad really
like kept to himself and didn’t like us going around and all that kind of stuff so when we did
get displaced temporarily you got to see everyone, play with them and in that kind of sense it

wasn’t too bad, but I do like remember things go off and hearing things, that was scary .8
(Suji)
Another interviewee recalled ‘good and bad times’ inside a refugee camp in Vanni:

It was an interesting exercise because it was a completely jungle area and we cleared
everything. We dug a brand new well. It was a whole family exercise. We were the ones even
putting the floor. I mean Tamil Tigers helped us, but it was a community exercise. There were
elephants nearby. | remember the elephants came and knocked down the houses built nearby.
It was good time and bad times. There were snake problems, so you would attack one snake
and eleven snakes would turn up. Vanni was a completely wild area in those days...the army

had taken over Jaffna, we were in here for the long haul.®? (Kumaran)

What emerges from the above quotes were two different interpretations of the identity of
Jaffna, each based on the socio-political conditions of the space as both home and war zone.
As children, interviewees had associated being displaced within Jaffna to exploration: getting
on a boat and going to an unknown island, leaving the village and seeing other Tamils,
rebuilding makeshift homes in VVanni jungle surrounded by elephants and snakes. However,
memories of being displaced were centred on the safety of being amongst not only their
family but their wider Tamil community, as one interviewee stated, ‘you got to see

everyone’. Interviewees had constructed forced displacement in ways that collapsed the

8 Interview with Jason. Melbourne, September 12, 2016.
8 Interview with Suji. Melbourne, September 15, 2015.
8 Interview with Kumaran. Melbourne, September 10, 2015.
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private realm of their family with the broader Tamil community including the LTTE, thus
beginning their belonging processes of negotiating place-based identities concerning their
communities.®® They constructed the Jaffna peninsula as safe and under attack, theirs and not
theirs.

By highlighting the playfulness of being displaced, interviewees alluded to the impossibility
of their childhoods in contexts of war that have become a natural way of processing painful
experiences of re-experiencing family histories of suffering.8* The theme of exploration
constructed Tamil childhood aspirations to search for the unknown within the physical
security of their homeland, its scents and atmospheres. The physical landscapes of Jaffna that
interviewees mentioned — waterways, ‘parade’ like crowds of people, jungle forests —
embodied their connections to ur (village) and town that remained strong despite frequent
moves and the political chaos that surrounded them.®® For them, Jaffna was where they were
born and, crucially, where their lives would continue, frequented by disruptions. In their
memories, interviewees had constructed their childhood in ways that affirmed their
affiliations to a Tamil community. Indeed, it speaks to the imagined process of empathising
Tamil futures, in Benedict Anderson’s sense of the term.®® What is also evident is that the
politics of Jaffna had transcended the nation-state and penetrated Tamil childhoods that had
concretised life as both peaceful and dangerous. In other words, being displaced regularly,
‘once a week’ and ‘for the long haul’, produced temporal and spatial articulations of
marginalised Tamil lives in Jaffna. It is this connection to their community which enabled

interviewees to exercise agency in considering joining Tamil armed struggles.
Joining the LTTE

War experiences of play and frivolity were less prevalent among interviewees who were
considered to be youth (teenagers or soon approaching teenagehood) — a category that was

central to Tamil goals of achieving a separate Tamil state.” While many Tamil people

8 Hariz Halilovich, Places of Pain: Forced Displacement, Popular Memory and Trans-local
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supported the goals of the LTTE, some did not show overt support. For example, one
interviewee stated how his age status motivated his parents' decision to flee from Jaffna to

South India as a young Tamil boy:

In the 80s both sides were being forced to join the rebel groups. We are three brothers, three
boys. It’s pretty hard to survive there, either you had to move or join in the rebel’s group. We
almost got taken away but thanks to mum and dad they stopped it and that’s the time we
decided to go to India. Mum and dad decided that we are going to lose our kids, so we left.t
(Rajiv).

Youth as a social category was central to not only visions of a separate Tamil state, but also
the process for achieving that vision.®° Young Tamils frequently witnessed the pain of being

part of a marginalised group:

When | was ten [years old] they had that urrvalam (protest) so it’s a bit hard to ignore what’s
happening. In our area there was a guy who didn’t eat, saavum varrum unnaviratham endu
(fast unto death), and they’ll have strikes. This was in the 80s and school was regularly
cancelled, and you see army bullying people. They would just suddenly come and take the
boys no matter whether they are involved or not. They would just take everyone.*® (Nivetha)

Many young Tamils who joined Tamil militant groups in the 1980s were trained in South
India in Tamil Nadu, which was undergoing its own social and political transformations of
Tamil separatism and was viewed by Sinhalese political leaders as a potential threat to the
integrity of Sri Lanka.®* Essentially, Tamil youth in Jaffna were socialised within competing
ideologies of legitimacy and injustices and many felt compelled to join Tamil militant groups
and avenge their enemy in order to protect their families from real or perceived abuses.?
Tamil children in Jaffna were frequently involved in events honouring and celebrating the
LTTE soldiers as heroes who in turn visited schools spreading Tamil nationalism and the

urgency for a separate Tamil state:

There was obviously a lot of Tigers who came to the school and they do their speech and if

you wanted to you could go along and at that time, | was definitely thinking about it — joining
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the Tigers. It was more the motto of why they are fighting, fighting for the freedom of the
people, those sorts of things and that time you get caught up with your friends. At that time

none of my friends did elect to go and if someone did, I’m sure the others would have

followed.* (Daniel)

Another interviewee described the everyday reality of living under the LTTE controlled

areas:

When the Tamil cadres die you see their funerals in the village so people talk about it and so
you get to hear from that, so | had so many of my friends who would say ‘yes’ we should one

day go join the Tigers to stop all this.** (Kumaran)

For interviewees, their childhoods in Jaffna can be understood as articulations of social
relationships to ideologies of war and Tamil injustice that had real consequences such as the
death of fellow Tamils. Belonging to Tamil nationalist projects, therefore, became a part of
their aspirations as Tamil children in Jaffna. In reporting about the situation in Jaffna in 1993,
Reverend Selvadurai Jeyanesan of the United Church reported that Tamil children joined the
LTTE from the age of twelve, promoted through posters which encouraged them ‘to fight, not
think’ and by their parents’ tales of oppression.®® Even though interviewees of the study had
never joined the LTTE, their sense of agency in deciding whether or not to join the group
highlighted the formations of their politicised collective identity as being Tamil. They
recognised the injustices towards their community, ‘one day we should go and join the Tigers
to stop this’ and revealed the collective ‘we’ in their intentions, ‘if someone did [join], I’'m
sure the others would have followed’. One interviewee explained that he would have joined
the LTTE had his father not migrated to Australia. His father was an electrician by trade
during a time when electric power had been cut off in Jaffna to prevent the LTTE from
rigging traps controlled by electric light switches.®® He felt ‘frustrated, angry’ and stressed by

the reality of war:

It’s not like T was hearing it from media...it really happened to me and we were one of the

fortunate ones!®” (Jason)
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Thus, children joining or thinking about joining the armed struggle had not only been
exposed to Sinhala and Indian armed violence in Tamil areas, but they also recognised that
the LTTE was targeted, that is, Tamils were being targeted. Stories of young Tamil soldiers,
aged fifteen and nineteen, and the chief commander of Jaffna being twenty-eight years old,
made headlines in the Western world, further problematising the image of Tamil civilian
turned child soldier.®® None of the Tamils | interviewed had joined militant groups; however
as the quotes above indicated, the idea of joining was not dismissed. Once the LTTE became
the dominant Tamil militant group from the mid-1980s onwards, forced recruitment became
the new order in Jaffna.®® By reaching children through the normative structure of school, the
LTTE reached a higher number of children and appealed to people’s morality and political
identities. The school, as important sites for children’s national identity formation,*® was
used by the LTTE to teach children in Jaffna about the urgency and necessity of fighting for
national liberation. There are few statistics for Tamil militant recruitment during this period.
However, some suggested that the peak years of recruitment were in 1984 and 1985 and that
the number of military deployable Tamil youth in the North and East were around 44,800.1%
This increase was due to intensified fighting between the LTTE and Government armed
forces after the Tamil massacre in 1983. The LTTE ‘push’ factors were contextualised within
ongoing Government atrocities committed against Tamil people that left children exposed to
the necessity of armed resistance.'? Essentially, children choosing to take up arms were
fuelled by several factors tied to Sinhala Government abuses and Tamil militant recruitment
drives, but beginning with the fact that many were socialised into a place where violence and

marginalisation was the general order of things.%®
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By the late 1980s, Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Ghandi declared that Tamil aspirations for a
separate Tamil state were no longer in the interests of India and declared a crackdown on
Tamil militant groups in India.’** Ghandi produced a more interventionist role in Sri Lanka
and organised negotiations between the Sri Lankan Government and Tamil militant groups in
1985 and 1986.1% However, the negotiations failed. Controversially, India proposed and
officially arranged military interventions through the Indo-Sri Lanka Accords of 1987,
between the Governments of India and Sri Lanka.'% This led to the deployment of IPKF in
the North and East of Sri Lanka, to disarm Tamil militant groups who saw the arrangement as
a sell-out of their demands for a separate Tamil state. India sought to dismantle Tamil
militants and establish various regions of local councils and have some authority over local
affairs. Ultimately, the relationship between Sri Lanka and India during the civil war must be
seen in relation to different historical development and different group motivations within
each country, thus representing complex international relations.%” The Tamil plight for
equality in Sri Lanka affected India’s domestic policies too, particularly in Tamil Nadu in
South India.®® There were fifty million Tamils living in South India who not only spoke the
same language as Tamils living in Sri Lanka, but they shared the same ethnic origins and
religion.'% Tamils living in South India frequently lobbied and pressured their Government

to intervene and take actions in Sri Lankan matters.11°

However, Tamil organisations viewed these proposed local councils as being weak.'! The
IPKF clashed heavily with Tamil militants and civilians that led to disappearances and
deaths,'? creating resentment among all Tamil people towards Indian armed forces. India’s

attempts simultaneously legitimated Tamil causes and Sri Lanka’s sovereignty that had, in
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effect, made their presence on the island difficult to assess and pointless at best.!** One
interviewee, Jason, recalled the effects of IPKF on his everyday life, but in the regular chaos
of war a sense of routine had emerged within spaces of persecution. Jason was born in Jaffna
and lived there until he was fifteen years old before migrating to Australia in 1996. His
memories of civil war were vivid and captured realities of life in Jaffna and its enduring

legacy in resettlement.

One day we were all cheering for the Indian army to come there and they were supposed to be
peace keepers and a couple of months later the same people were abusing everyone so a lot of
round ups, people couldn’t get out of their houses they had to move away. One particular
incident | remember most because my younger sister was just born. She was only a week old
and there was some round up thing and we had to get out of the house. No one was allowed to
stay in the house, we all had to go to this oval, football ground so the whole village had to go
there so they could go and search for any suspects or arms. | remembered this because my
little sister she was just a baby, not even one week and we had to take her to this oval.''4
(Jason)

On that day IPKF did not find anyone with arms. However, under IPKF occupation Tamil
children were frequently shot dead, or shipped off to the Booza camp in the South of Sri
Lanka en masse in chains by army men.*®> An Amnesty International report stated that police
interrogated young people on mere suspicion of Tamil militant involvement and some
detainees have died of torture while in custody.'® Recorded observations from Jaffna
predicted that children’s exposure during their formative years to insecurity, homelessness
and violent deaths would permanently influence their development.!” Jason remembered
how round-ups by IPKF occurred around once a week and sometimes resulted in
displacement. Between 1987-1991, Jason and his family moved in and out of Jaffna around

fifteen times.

We could see the planes dropping bombs from our house. It’s very close by...not the next
town but the town after. | started questioning it when | was seven. | wanted to know about

these things and at the time some of my uncles were in the movement as well so then | got to
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ask a lot more questions: why this? Why that? I didn’t understand much at the time, they were
just shooting everyone. That’s how I knew, if you were a Tamil you were targeted, and I’ve

seen that in front of my own eyes as a kid.!® (Jason)

For Jason, IPKF occupation of Jaffna was a significant moment of change in his life as it
symbolised his transition towards beginning to question the war in his homeland. Ultimately,
IPKF failed to disarm well entrenched armed Tamil forces, particularly the LTTE that was
supported by the Tamil community through provisioning of food, shelter and money.**® The
strength of the LTTE in Jaffna was unmatched by IPKF as Indian soldiers were left
humiliated in defeat.1?® For Jason however the injustices brought by IPKF remained a painful
reminder of the past and he uses his experiences as a tool to never forget: ‘Maveerar Naal
(LTTE Heroes Day) was a religious thing for us, we go to it every year, even when | was
younger I would go.” For Jason, his childhood experiences have become entrenched in
memories tied to Tamil injustice that are reconstructed through annual Maveerar Naal
commemorative events. Held each year on November 27, the event is an important part of
Tamil diasporic life that demonstrates ‘being there while being here’.*?! The aesthetic staging
of Maveerar Naal comprising imitation cemeteries, solemn music, passionate dance
performances and speeches, transcends the spatial distance from the suburbs of Melbourne
where Jason resettled to the familiar space of Jaffna that reproduces Maveerar llam
(Maveerar resting place).?? However, stressing his attendance at Maveer Naal since he
arrived in Australia in 1996, ‘even’ as a ‘younger’ Tamil, draws attention to how Jason’s
childhood experiences have shaped his present.*?® Through his memories, he emphasised that
his connections to Maveerar Naal were not only tied to the LTTE but more specifically his

role as witness to the atrocities committed against Tamils when he was a child in Jaffna.
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From Jaffna to Colombo

Although India withdrew its forces in 1990, the intensification of violence in the North
continued to see Tamil people fleeing Jaffna throughout the 1980s and 1990s under difficult,
almost impossible circumstances.?* With the break-down of the Indo-Lanka Accord and the
subsequent withdrawal of the IPKF the LTTE now spearheaded the Tamil liberation struggle
which since 1990 had entered its new phase, ‘Eelam War 2.”*2° Only certain parts of Jaffna
provided access for Tamil civilians to flee the war zone, for example through Kilaly despite it
being a dangerous sea journey that was constantly being attacked by Government armed
forces. For example, on January 2, 1993 there was a combined operation by the Sri Lankan
Navy and Airforce that killed dozens of Tamil civilians who were attempting to leave Jaffna.
The Tamils had been shot and stabbed; some had been charred beyond recognition. The Sri
Lankan Government denied the attacks, however a week later UNHCR had confirmed that

more than forty persons had been killed in the attacks at Kilaly.?®

There were not only physical but institutional barriers to escaping the armed violence in
Jaffna. For example, the ‘pass-law’ prevented Tamils aged 10-25 years old from leaving their
village unless they held a pass given by the LTTE. One interviewee recalled the difficulties of
fleeing Jaffna, obtaining a visa and reuniting with her father who had migrated to Australia

on a skilled visa:

My sister was at an age where she had to get the pass to move around from Jaffna to move to
Colombo so that was an issue, so we didn’t really know when, but we knew eventually we
would move and then somehow, we got the pass to move out of Jaffna in 1993. | think you
just had to prove that you had to move. So, there was a general rule that if you were above 16
you had to get the pass, you had to have a good reason to leave Jaffna. This was more LTTE
based, restrictions placed by LTTE. It was so difficult to get that exemption we were told by

them not to tell anyone that we were leaving.t?’ (Vithusha)

The pass-law was intended to prevent young Tamil people from leaving Jaffna and
encouraged them to join the armed struggle.'?® The LTTE regularly deployed both boys and
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girls in what was known as the ‘Baby Brigade’.*?® Throughout the 1990s, an estimated 40 to
60 per cent of dead LTTE soldiers were children under the age of eighteen.**° Tamil parents
lived in fear that their children would be taken away and many took strategies that resisted
the LTTE’s forced child recruitment after 1990.13! One interviewee had been strategically

relocated to a different village by his parents to avoid being recruited into the LTTE:

I moved to Vavuniya. | left first because they had a law in the Tigers area so if you’re over
sixteen you can’t leave, you have to leave one person and the family had to be in the Tigers
controlled area so before | turned 16 my mum took me to Vavuniya and left me there. | was
living by myself when | was 14 or 15. It was lonely, | think that was the first time I did it, |

had been writing letters to them (family).**? (Suman)

In these memories, life in Jaffna was characterised by family separation and parents’ fears of
losing their children in battle.™® It is not just that the spatial dislocation had reconstructed the
individual’s world. It had also created a historical world where young Tamil armed
combatants became a more permanent feature of Tamil society in Sri Lanka. In comparison
to childhood experiences of displacement described earlier in the chapter, approaching
teenage hood in Jaffna in the 1990s had evoked a different reality for families: ‘if you’re over
sixteen you can’t leave’. Prolonged periods of cross-border and internal displacement became
frequent after the Tamil massacre in 1983. Tamil children in refugee camps were particularly
disadvantaged as they engaged in low-paid work,*** often in seasonal agricultural activities
for survival. There is very little statistical data available on the number of Tamil children
displaced across Jaffna however many Tamil families were frightened to return to their

homes due to fear of forcible recruitment into militancy, particularly involving their
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children.'® By 1995, the overall number of displaced Tamils within Jaffna had exceeded one
million.*®® For example, in 1990 fighting between the LTTE and Government armed forces
resulted in upwards of 500,000 internally displaced Tamil people in remote and distant places
within Jaffna such as Kilinochchi, Mullaitivu, Mannar and Vavuniya.'3” For many of these
Tamils, their goal was to leave Jaffna, however dangerous and impossible that journey
presented. The following memories highlighted the traumatic events that were endured by
people attempting to flee Jaffna and arrive safely in the capital city of Colombo to flee the

country:

We went by bus and then the bus broke down then we had to take a boat to somewhere, then
we went to Vavuniya and then we had to line up for hours and hours to get a seat on the train
so maybe not a few days...it took about three days so it was pretty hectic...l remember lining
up and jumping when the tyres went flat...it must have been a tractor or something. So, in our

case we came to Colombo and were there for about 6 years.® (Jeivan)

First trial we went, and we got caught in the train near Vavuniya. They said the train tracks
were burnt so we all had to jump out of the train, in the middle of the jungle, in the middle of
nowhere and we were just running with our suitcases and we finally made it back to Jaffna by
getting into a vegetable truck and went back. Second time we went again, some buses were
burnt or something, again we came back. Third time we went, we made it all the way to
Anuradhapura and finally we made it to Colombo. these things stay in your mind, it’s not

something that’s going to go away but it’s very frustrating.*® (Nivetha)

Closely linked to these memories of displacement were collective experiences of
discrimination that all Tamils from Jaffna faced as they fled their homes.'*® Memories of
suffering were not only individual but collective memories that constituted the deeply
ingrained political sentiment that no Tamils belonged in Sri Lanka. Thus, a major challenge
for Tamil people from Jaffna was to not only arrive safely in Colombo, but to successfully
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receive visas or be smuggled out of the country, without being tortured, harassed or killed by
Government armed forces or the police. One interviewee stated that he did not go to school in
Colombo for around three years while the family waited for visas, ‘we weren’t sure where we
were going to, where we were going to end up, we were in limbo’.24! Some families further
feared to send their children outside: ‘If you happened to have a Jaffna ID (identification
card) you were a prime suspect whatever happened.’**? Tamil youth from Jaffna personified
Tamil armed struggles for a separate Tamil state and became a serious target for Sri Lankan
police in Colombo.'*® One interviewee was detained in police custody and was forced to sign
a document stating he was a member of the LTTE and was attempting to smuggle arms into
the country. He was eventually released after his father bribed the police. However, he was

relentlessly hassled by police:

Sometimes they would keep me there for one night and inquire me. I couldn’t speak Sinhala,
but I could sort of manage with English and | can only talk Tamil at that time, so it was very
scary for my parents to keep me there and | was also very scared to go out as well.*** (Guru)

His father eventually arranged for him to be smuggled out of the country and he arrived in
Australia as an unaccompanied refugee minor in 1996. For Jaffna Tamils, seeking asylum
overseas became their main priority. The large influx of Tamils in Colombo was noted by
non-Government organisations from overseas that advocated for the resettlement of Tamils in
safer countries.}* Fleeing civil war is never an orderly process, and often the spaces occupied
by forced migrants are spaces of confusion and social chaos, with chances of a positive

outcome only slight.}*® In the case of young Tamils from Jaffna, their identities were highly
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politicised and of central concern to both sides of the civil war. While several interview
participants remained distant to the refugee label, their experiences unequivocally highlighted
the dangers that they faced living in Sri Lanka as Jaffna Tamils. Young people were the face
and function of armed conflict. The call to arms reinforced that children were both a part of
Tamil goals and a mechanism to achieving it; the conflict revealed more starkly individual
and collective obligations. And yet, in line with the findings of Sharika Thiranagama, the
recollections of interviewees showed that individuals had heightened consciousness that
acknowledged their position as historical and social agents.**” While their experiences were
traced to Jaffna as a war zone in the 1980s and 1990s, the personal memories of children
reasserted the politicisation of the child and their witness to that war, thus opening up new
spaces for understanding the conflict.!*® Children in the Eastern province shared these, but
the landscape presented new complexities of living in multi-ethnic societies.

Tamils in the East

Sinhalese settlement in the East was a key point of difference in comparison to armed conflict
in the North. The East coast region of Sri Lanka extends almost 100 miles from
Valaichchenai in the North to Pottuvil in the South (see figure 1) and is divided into three
districts: Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Ampara.’*® The two Tamil speaking communities in the
East Coast comprised Tamil Hindus and Tamil Muslims,*>° however the ethnic composition
changed after Sri Lanka gained independence in 1948. Since the 1950s, a significant Sinhala
population was resettled in the East, for example under the Gal Oya peasant-colonisation
scheme. This Sinhala settlement resulted in the creation of a new district, administered by a

Government agent in the old settlement of Ampara.’>! As the Gal Oya project developed,
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along with other large, internationally funded irrigation and peasant-settlement projects, the
ethnic composition changed again. By 1981 there were 157,000 Sinhalese colonists compared
to 23,000 Sinhalese in 1946.2°2 The proportions were significantly altered to 41.5 per cent
Muslims, 38 per cent Sinhalese, 20 per cent Tamils.®® The Government found Sinhala
settlers in the East to be valuable for undermining Tamil separatist movements; now Sinhala
colonisation had clearer political aims.*>* After 1983 Tamils were gradually evicted from the
area such as in 1984 when Sri Lankan Government armed forces attacked several villages

around Kokilai demanding their eviction.'®

For Tamil militants, the East was a more complex site for achieving a separate Tamil state
due to its mixed ethnic population.'®® Their goals in the East were not only to fight
Government armed forces but also to evict Sinhala settlers.'®” Consequently, the Batticaloa
and Ampara districts, geographically juxtaposed and demographically mixed, became an
unexpected crucible of ethnic violence particularly after the Tamil massacre in 1983.1%
Tamils in the East were exposed to more war trauma in comparison to Muslim and Sinhala
communities.’™® However, in comparison to the North violence against Tamils in the East
was gradual and did not escalate until 1985.1%° Nevertheless, experiences of displacement and
survival dominated the memories of interviewees who were born in the East. The following
experiences of one interviewee, Bairavan, echoed those of Jaffna Tamils however they also
highlighted the unique ethnic composition of the East.

Bairavan

Before leaving Sri Lanka in 1996, Bairavan grew up in Ampara and recalled the riots in 1987
that resulted in the family’s forced migration to Colombo. His family’s house burned to the

ground, and with only a ‘handbag’ they moved to Colombo in 1987.1%! Before leaving
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Ampara, Baraivan described living peacefully in a Sinhalese village while comfortably

maintaining a sense of Tamilness:

Ampara is full of Sinhalese people. My dad was working there, he was working in a sugar
cane factory and my mum also was working there and so that’s the only reason we were there.
| actually studied in a Sinhalese school as well when I was little and then my dad wanted me
to study in Tamil, so | had to travel about forty-five minutes to go to a Tamil school from

where we lived. So, all my friends were Sinhalese.'®? (Bairavan).

His family home had been burnt down three times before the family fled from the East in
1987:

We were lucky, we escaped every time. Sometimes if you are in the house, they would strap
you with the furniture to a chair or something and they would burn the house. Some of my
dad’s friends passed away like that. They put them on a burning tyre because they’ve got
nothing to do with the Government or the Tigers, it’s because you’re Tamil. You suffer and

die, even children.!® (Bairavan)

The juxtaposition of living peacefully among Sinhalese people, ‘we didn’t have any problem
with anyone,” and being targeted by Sinhala mobs on multiple occasions, ‘we lost the house,
they burnt the house and only because we were Tamil,” highlighted another dimension of the
civil war: class.'® In Bairavan’s memories of these riots, there is a clear distinction between
Sinhala mobs who attacked the family house and Sinhala neighbours and school peers who
were not the ‘problem’. He recalled that for Sinhala mobs it was easy to attack Tamils,

‘burning houses was like burning paper, it’s easy for them.’

There were Sinhalese people from the bush area they were uneducated and they were going
through the villages and finding Tamil houses and burning and killing and all that and then
we found out that they were doing it so we were hiding in another Sinhalese family’s house —
one of my dad’s friend’s house so we actually saw our house burning down. They’re not the
people from the village, these are people from the bush. They wanted us to stay but my dad
wanted to leave, there was nothing left.

The sugarcane industry where Bairavan’s father worked expanded in 1986 under the

liberalisation policy that gave his father greater control of the plantations. However,
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successive violent bursts in the region made it difficult for Tamils like Bairavan’s father to

continue their livelihoods:

He was one of the heads in the factory and they didn’t like him being there because he was

Tamil because these Sinhalese guys didn’t want to work under him.

The East, like Jaffna in the North, can be understood as articulations of complex social
relations. The overlapping social relations with Sinhalese people was a key theme in
Bairavan’s memories. Connections with Sinhalese people is itself formed through a longer
history of Sinhalese settlement in the East. On the other hand, he identified having ‘Sinhalese
friends’ at school while stressing that ‘even children’ died in Sinhala attacks against Tamils.
At first, Sinhalese ‘mobs’ who attacked were different to the friends who saved his family
from death however the impossibility of living amongst them emerged when he turned the
attention to his father’s work colleagues: ‘they didn’t like him being there’. The dislocation
between social interactions with Sinhalese people in various contexts of school, work and
neighbours in the East, is at least potentially falling into a generalised observation:
interviewees had constructed their Tamil childhoods as almost impossible subjects of
belonging in Sri Lanka. Throughout the 1990s, violent clashes targeting Tamil militants,
Government forces, Sinhala civilians and Tamil civilians turned the East into conflict-ridden
territory comparable to the North.2%® During the period, 6,000 young Tamil people went
missing or disappeared.!°®

Soon after riots destroyed their house, Bairavan and his family moved to Colombo where the
family was separated due to visa application processes; his parents went to Switzerland and
he arrived in Australia as an unaccompanied refugee minor in 1996. Bairavan, like several
interviewees, overshadowed his hardships in Sri Lanka by highlighting the successes in
Australia in his professional and personal life — as a Tamil. In arriving in Australia with
eighty-three US dollars, Bairavan relished the opportunities and supports given to him by the
Government and various organisations. His survival and resilience are key tropes in his life
stories. However, the theme of conflict in his homeland remains a key memory when he
explained, ‘I do a lot of charity work and support the people there. Over there the war is

finished but the problem is still there.’

Colombo and the Tamil Massacre in 1983
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| interviewed nine Tamils who were born and lived in Colombo under distinct circumstances
that were different to Tamils from the North and in some ways to Tamils from the East: they
lived in multi-ethnic neighbourhoods, attended private and/or English language schools, at
least one parent had speaking knowledge of Sinhalese, none of them recalled travelling to the
North or East and they knew very little about Tamil-only places. Colombo is the capital city
of Sri Lanka and forms part of the majority Sinhalese heartland; it is also home to high
numbers of Tamils who had been living there throughout the 20™ century.®” Tamils in
Colombo were mainly public servants, clerks and professionals.'®® Sri Lanka’s national
census in 1981 reflected the mixed ethnic demographic of Colombo: 78% Sinhala, 11.1%
Tamil (Indian and Sri Lankan Tamils), 8.3% Muslim.*%® Growing up in Colombo in the mid-
20" century, political scientist Ambalavaner Sivanandan described the cultural-religious-
social plurality of the place as a type of ‘mess’: at home, he would pray to Hindu gods and
sing thevarams (holy songs), and at school, he learned Catholicism. Hindus, Buddhists, and
Catholics went to each other’s temples.'’® However, it was more than a cultural contradiction,
for a slum culture was juxtaposed with riches — the place was ‘disjointed’, ‘disorganic’, in
terms of both culture and class, a systemic contradiction in many ways.!"* Sivanandan’s
experiences and observations of Colombo were amplified in meaning when the island
subsequently disintegrated into social and political turmoil in the 1980s and constituted

defining moments in the lives of all Tamils living in Sri Lanka and overseas.1’2

Targeting the Tamil business and entrepreneurial class the Tamil massacre in 1983 had

affected all Tamil occupied areas on the island.*”® In public discourse, the massacre was
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described by some as a Holocaust!’* and genocide.*” On Saturday 23 July 1983 the LTTE
militants detonated a roadside bomb, attacked and killed around thirteen Government army
men, in response to the killing of one their founding members and second-in-command,
Charles Anthony alongside several LTTE soldiers.}’® The Sri Lankan Government returned
the dead bodies of their soldiers to Colombo, where Sinhala citizens were outraged by the
deaths. Beginning on Sunday 24" July 1983 Sinhala militants and mobs, backed by the
Government, launched a pogrom against Tamils in Colombo that lasted several weeks.!”’
Violent attacks by Sinhala mobs ripped through whole areas of Colombo that specifically
targeted Tamil households and businesses, and up to 3, 000 Tamil people died.*’® In initial
stages, eyewitness accounts revealed that Government police and army joined the riots
against Tamils.1’® Some Tamils fled North, some stayed in hiding with the help of
neighbours, more than 150,000 Tamil civilians fled the island seeking asylum in other

countries including 30, 000 people who fled to India.

Interviewees from Colombo stated that up until July 1983 they had not been exposed to the
civil war, some were unaware that there