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Introduction

A growing Canadianwriter in Tamil, V.N. Giridharan, placesthe reader of
his short stories in the isolated Northern American dominated culture of
Canadaaswell asinthe struggling homeland soil in Sri Lanka. Hisexploration
of the effects of asylum-seeking as well as immigration in Canada on the
most vital and cherished components of traditional Tamil culture and Tamil
homeland of Sri Lanka—from where hehad movedto Toronto at avery early
age—ispervaded by wry irony and satire. Histreatment of character, however,
isnot without pathos and a prescription for cultural enervation and eventual
prevalence of translocal consciousness which is, as explored by
Sriskandarajah (2004), the consciousness of

linkages within the Si Lankan Tamil diaspora so that, despite being
numerically small and geographically dispersed, it has emerged as
a vocal and influential force in shaping political developments in
Sri Lanka. The diaspora’s economic, cultural, and political
importance in relation to the Tamil community in i Lanka has
also increased. (p. 496)

Further he succinctly demonstrates the causes behind the boom of these
literary and non-literary support by observing that

the coll ective self-identification of a diaspora asa distinct community
inatriadic relationship with host society and home society also has
political implications. Collectively, the diaspora community is
strategically positioned to engage in both immigrant politics (say,
to better its situation within the host society) and homeland politics
(say, to better the situation in the land | eft behind). Thelatter, aform

linkages within the of “trandocal” poalitical involvement, has come to be labeled as
Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora ‘long-distance nationalism’ (Anderson, 1998) or ‘diaspora

so that, despite being nationalism. (ibid. p.496)

numerically small and

geographically dispersed, These themes are perhaps more relevant today than ever before sincethe

it h""f e’"erSfd asa ‘{053/ Canadian Tamil population is undoubtedly better able now to empathize
and influential force in with certain tensions informing the migrant experience as V.N. Giridharan

shaping political L . . . . , .
developments in Sri Lanka depictsit. Perhaps his stories are the illustrations of Sollors’ description of
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the complex psychology of national and ethnic affiliation, “ethnicity ... isa
matter not of content, but of the importance that individuals ascribe to it”
(1986).

The short stories translated by Latha Ramakrishnan are under analysis
here. The writer is a novelist in Canada. He has his publications in Tamil
Nadu aswell. IndiraParthasarathy, apopular writer of Tamilnadu, had included
the story ‘ Co (w)untry Issue’ in the book titled ‘ Paniyum Panaiyum’ (‘ The
Snow and The Palmyra’). The Singapore Government had prescribed his
novel ‘Pondhu Paravaigal’ (Birds of burrow’) for the students of Tamil. In
addition, heisthe editor of aliterary website: pathivukal.com.

History of Sri Lankan Diaspora

The origin of the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora could be traced back to the
Northeast of Sri Lanka, called Ceylon during the colonial period. While Sri
Lanka stotal population (around 20 million) is differentiated along ethnic,
linguistic, religious, and regiondl lines, the Sri Lankan Tamilsareidentified as
adistinct community. However, itisinthe context of growing political conflict
in Sri Lankathat the formation of the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora numbering
around 7,00,000 should be seen. In the decades after independence, rivalry
between theisland’sminority Sri Lankan Tamilsand the Majority Sinhalese
became the source of intense violent confrontation. The Sinhalese perceived
the Tamils to have been a privileged minority during the colonia rule and
began to discriminate against the Tamils in the Sinhal ese-dominated state
apparatus. Several incidents of anti-Tamil violence, such asthe 1983 riotsin
the capital Colombo that resulted in the death of an estimated 3,000 Tamil
civilians, led to fear and anxiety among the Tamilsthat their human security
wasat stakein Sri Lanka. Consequently, theisland descended into a separatist
civil war between the Sri Lankan armed forces and several Tamil militant
groups, which turned much of the northeast into awar zone (Sriskandarajah,
2004). Initsfirst two decades, Sri Lanka’'s civil war claimed at |east 60,000
lives directly, and resulted in death, destruction and displacement in the
northeast. These insecure situations forced the Tamils to seek asylumsin
the West. Sriskandarajah (2004) says that it is likely, therefore, that onein
every four Sri Lankan Tamilsnow livesoutside Sri Lankaand that asmany as
onein every two Sri Lankan Tamils has been displaced.

Identity crisis

Canada has experienced the heaviest influx of immigrants with many
recent immigrants having come from the nations of Asia. These Asians are
typically faced with varying degrees of prejudice, resistance, and exclusion
from the dominant culture and must aso straggle to find a space for their
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ownindigenoustradition and ideology in the new home. These have become
increasingly prominent literary themes. The quest for self-definition and the
generational divide among members of first and second generation Tamil
immigrant families and communities have encouraged many to revisit the
homeland during the recent Ceasefire Agreement period (2002). R. Dharani
(2004), acriticwriting on V.N.Giridharan’sfiction hasthisto say:

Thereisan other group of writerswho represent the tenuous nature
of freedom of the Tamils and tend to reflect not only of the deep and
sturdy roots of their strugglein an alien land, but also of the growing
and deep felt need of Tamils, living as political refugees to go back
to their roots - in search of their own identity. Some had given
expression to this need in English. The literature of these peopleis
called ‘Pulam Peyarnthor Literature’ (the literature of the
expatriates).(www.geotamil.com/ctamils
R DHARANI_ON_VNGhtm)

V.N. Giridharan reveal sthe altered fiber of acommunity that hastried to
adhererigidly to thetraditional ideals of anidealized Tamil culturein aNorth
American nation that physically serves as home, yet remains insistently
alien. Recognizing the ambiguity of the boundaries of diaspora, he presents
the plight of the diasporawhich can not still feel ahomeland asaplace that
hasto beimagined by nurturing asense of communal distinctiveness, socially
though not geographically. Under these circumstances, the imagination of
“home”, however, does not have to take the shape of aparticular community
rooted in a particular sort of place, whereas modernist theories of nation
conceptualize nations as a particular community rooted in a specific place,
geography, or physical setting (Billig 1995).

Whenever the homeland people who have their relatives and friends in
theimmigrated countries contact them over the phoneor letter, theimmigrants
never fail to express emptiness, a sense of boredom resulting from the
mechanized life style and areservation to mingle with the host community
resisting assimilation into their socio-cultural framework. Though they
expressayearning to bein their mother land within their familiar social and
physical setting, their priority for personal, political and economic security
lures them to settle in these new lands.

The long-hour monotonous odd jobs and labors do not satisfy their
fundamental longings for socio-cultural identity. They are not able to find
themselvesapolitical identity intheir host countries. These aretheidentities
which can givefulfillment and complete meaning to their personal and social
life. As a result, their social conscience pushes them to see a wide gap
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between what they feel asa‘wild freedom’ in their new land and what their
kith and kin feel as a ‘wild fiefdom’ in the homeland. This gap creates a
vacuum in life in the west and instills a thrust to practice a long distance
nationalism and culture in their host land. It also persuades them to support
the political strugglefinancially and instillsin them amoral commitment to
the political resistancein their homeland.

Locating the story in the homeland context

Inthe short story An End and A Beginning, aunique turning point takes
place in the plot and theme which is very radical within the setting and the
context of the socio-cultural standards of the Tamil homeland in Sri Lanka.
The story is about two childhood friend-a young married woman Yamuna
living in Jaffnaand ayoung bachel or Rajendraworking in Colombo during
the relative calm period “after the exit of foreign battalions’. During the
conflict, peopleliving within theintensive conflict affected Northeast were
rarely alowed to travel to the southern Sri Lanka and those who travelled
would be either employees working in the public and private sector
establishments in the South, or traders or would-be migrants planning to
leave the country. It would them take years to pay avisit home. It is when
Rajendra comes back to his village in Jaffna from Colombo that, the story
unfolds: his childhood friend Yamuna, now married and amother of achild,
isfacing afamily crisis due to her becoming a sexually abused victim of a
soldier.
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Thiayagarajah, Yamuna s husband, unableto bear the shock of hiswife's
present state begins ‘treating her with utmost disdain and contempt at a
time when his support and companionship were needed by her the most’.
He abandons her. Rajendra cannot bear this atrocity:
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Rajendratakesaradical decision-adecisionwhich, heknows, everybody
would generally oppose, that is, to marry her.

Here, the interesting idea is that a diasporic writer fictionalizes the
traditional themes of chastity of women and sanctity of marriage from a
western radical point, in the setting of the Sri Lankan conflict. The writer
might have acquired thisradical thinking of marrying adivorced or abandoned
woman, especialy a mother, from his host county where this is taken for
granted. It is noted that among the Sri Lankan Tamils marrying a widowed
woman isan appreciable thing and many have exemplifiedit, but marrying an
abandoned and sexually abused mother in Sri Lankaisreally radical thinking!
But by making the character Rajendra, who is not a migrant but a native,
carry out thisradical act, thewriter locates histranslocal radicalist thinking
within the Sri Lankan society and through, the character, thewriter expresses
hisyearning for asocia transformation to take placein Sri Lanka.

Generally for the homesick immigrants, their countrywomen embody the
fidelity and acceptance that elude them in ahostile new land. This nostalgia
drives them to create aromanticized ideal of these women onto which they
project their memories of and desirefor their homeland. But in thisstory, the
writer sees his homeland’s victimized woman from a new perspective of
radical reform.

Locating the story in the diasporic Context

‘Co(w)untry Issue' isastory about acharacter called Ponnaiya, who, on
hisway to get hisvehicle serviced, seesacow fighting for itsfreedomin the
middle of themain road. It has escaped from the nearest slaughterhouse and
isnow blocking theroad. Someincluding the slaughterhouse men aretrying
to chase it away from the road. Ponnaiyais really astonished to watch the
cow fight to get away from these people and to be free. This evokes the
memory of his own native land, where his people are treated in the same
manner. Here the cow struggles for its freedom from its slaughterers and
wantsto go back whereit liveswith itsfamily. The choice for the cow isto
oppose the crowd or be put into the slaughterhouse again. Ponnaiyafinds it
a heart-rending because he too has witnessed its pathetic situation and
empathizeswith the cow:
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Hewantsto buy the cow and takeit to hisown apartment, but knowsthat
would beimpossible. Further, heidentifieshislifeinthelivingissimilar with
the present plight of the cow. He realizes that he cannot help it in thisland,
which is not really ‘his'. If it had been Jaffna, he could tie the cow in the
backyard thus saving it from these slaughterers, but it is not possiblein his
narrow apartment. At last, the tragedy comesto an end when the cow is shot
withatranquilliser and taken to the daughterhouse again. Ever after, Ponnaiya
feels strongly for the cow. Its determined fight for freedom makes him vow
not to eat meat in future as he had done while in Sri Lanka. There is a
symbolic allusionto the oppressive forces of the Sri Lankan mgjoritarianism
and the indifferent attitude of the International Community towards the
Tamil’splight:
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Further the spread of daughterhousesalludesto theincreasein oppressive
violent forces on the globein variousforms: on ethnic, colour, and religious
lines. The narrator reveals that the diasporic community has a necessity to
accept and adapt to these forces in the globe:
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The story ‘Manhole' unfolds the tragic tale of the life of most of the
refugees who live in the manholes. There are two characters-an Indian
Refugee, and a Nigerian taxi-driver, who is happy to address himself as
‘chief’.
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The pain of living away from the homeland is reflected in a different
perspective, which includes the blacks, and the Indians in addition to Sri
Lankan Tamils. The empathy shown mutually among themisreally heartening.
What binds them together is the identity crisis of living as refugees doing
odd jobs. They were well off in their country with social respect and they
found somemeaning inlife over there. The mysterious Sami (saint) sitting on
the manhole, looking sarcastically at the Parliament building, is an apt
description of symbolic value, decrying the significance it has to *‘the real
natives of Canada and the callous disregard for the refugees settled in the
country politicaly, culturally, and economically.
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The refugees have to find their own ways of survival in the distant
wealthy land which alienates them individually and collectively, not
recognizing or valuing their identities at all levels-human, familial, social,
political, cultural and economic ‘living and being’ in Canada. Wit and humour
are displayed in the native white Canadians calling everybody-no matter
which part of South Asia they come from-‘Indians’. This mere over-
generdized, indifferent naming suppressesor hidesthediversity of linguistic,
ethnic, national, religious and social identitiesthey have. At last, Sami dies
in the manholeitself in isolation, devoid of any respect and meaning either
for his living or for his dying. Only the refugees feel pity for the fellow-
refugees, nobody else. The story winds up with a paradoxical juxtaposition
of the glowing light of the Ontario Parliament building with that of the
darkness of the manhole.
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Thestory ‘Husband’ further illustratesthe condition of migrant labourers
doing odd and ordinary jobsin these lands of hope and prosperity. In acode
language they have evolved among themselves, ‘playing guitar’ means
‘washing the dishes' in a restaurant. Here the dish-washer recalls his
friendship with Greeks, before coming to the restaurant. He identifies his
Tamil peoplewith the Greeksin talking about their past glory. The narrator is
now exposed to the vagaries of winter in Toronto. This strange and extreme
physical climatic conditioniscompared with thefigurative climate of conflict
in his homeland. He beginsto think of hishomeland nostalgically.

Blerny pLovent STl Glsmemig (5L sm&s HirrevrGLo
BITL (R Blewevewro &resr. m7L(F)  Blewevewo &7 Ger
Te)CeVTeOTUID Gt gt QAL Ly cOUSEGEIL). 9He0rIT)ST 60T
LAy FGemenr @, mrL’ (5 Blemevenro ol Bd Gt B
OGS Bl QLiayLd G ifleyser  yens e SuiTES
GBS/ FUD. TGO LY 156 LGN IT IR Fn sl GNHITGOOTLY. (V5
TG (56907621697, YONLFHIT: Gl FensHmeVBLD SybrTayeund L143)

The story also focuses on the suspicion of the narrator about his wife.
Thispointsto the psychologically and culturally torn situation of immigrant
mal e refugeeswhose spouses, whilebeingillegally smuggled in, are, many a
time, sexually harassed or abused by the agents of the illegal human
trafficking. This creates suspicions among the males who are continue to
map their cultural identity exclusively onto the chastity of women and thus,
hesitateto marry non-Tamils. Ironicaly, thistoo forcesthemto morally support
thecultural revival, one of the many offshoots of the Tamil nationalist struggle
inSri Lanka

Inthe story The Homeless, the narrator encounters a bushy moustached
middle aged South African man, Clarkewho holdsaplastic container with a
label written as ‘Clarke for Toronto Mayor’. The man is determined to
contest the election of Toronto Mayor though he is homeless and dwells on
the streets. This surprises the narrator and, on further inquiry, the South
African reveals the secondary treatment the refugees get here. By winning
the election, he hopes to fight for the emancipation of the refugees in the
city. The narrator, amused at hisdecision, compares hissaying to alunatic’'s
statement taken from afictional Sri Lankan comic story, but finally realizes
his worth. “Though Toronto city is bustling with activities, the narrator
perceives it in chaos’. Thus, he aienates himself from this immediate
environment and viewsthe brave albeit poor Clarke asarebel fighting against
the injustice meted out to them. The narrator identifies his social
homelessness with Clarke's physical homelessness. Clarke's determination
to fight back symbolizes the Tamils determination to fight back in their
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homeland. In the past he had been a drug seller and a pimp but now heisa
changed man. He says:
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Like Clarke, he too yearns for achangein thelife style of the diasporic
community! It symbolizes athrust for altered socio-cultural and translocal
political practicesin Canada. The narrator says:
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Here, heisstruck by both the positives and the negatives of the city life
inthe West. The diversity of human identity seemsto himreally adiversion
from a real life purpose for people like him-the asylum seekers. The
development seemsto him a subtle discrimination against the powerless, the
landless, the homeless, and thejobless. In thisstory, thewriter insistson the
concerns of thediasporic literary writers addressing theissues of the land of
settlement relating to the diasporic community as being apart from the
concerns of traditional immigrant literature, which has become suspect
precisely through its tendency to reinvent “nationalism” in order “to
substantiate politically motivated feelings of peoplehood” (Sollors, 1986).

In the story titled Mice, the narrator encounters the problems of
cockroachesin hisapartment first, and later, when he moveswith hisfamily
to another apartment, he encountersthe problems of rats. To pacify hiswife,
who complains about this, and to safeguard his child, he tries to catch the
mice using mousetraps. One day, he stealthily watches the movement of a
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mouse and its attempts at reaching the food at the dining table by working
hard to climb the table. Philosophically, he reflects and wonders at its
determination, speed and hard work in attaining its objective. This story
bearsmany symbolic alusionsto the Sri Lankan Tamil conflict and therevival
of their language and culture. Hiswife symbolizestherevival of their language
and culture in Canada; for, the narrator says:
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HGLD GLYBT@UD, L1 I5)
Hefindsasimilarity between the struggle of the mouse and the struggle
of the Tamil refugees in Canada to establish themselves and that of the
Tamilsin Sri Lanka. Hereflects:
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While describing the struggle of the mouse, he uses many conflict terms
to alude to the struggle of the Tamils: unbearable troubles, attaining the
grace to accept defeat and valiantly moving over, untold agonies, added to
our woes, to find some solution to this burning problem, to meet in the
battlefield, various strategies awarded for victory in warfare, to know about
our enemies, Themorewegather val uableinformation about them theeasier their
capture could be. Hewonders at the constant, repeated struggle of the mouse:

FevCevewer s/ &Her apumFuUded Gloypsiusenr_wevrLb.
<L wiTLon) GLITHVTLD. YSDHTE B BT LPLIDSIcOUIS
FN LD avesmeuss G GLirel) Glssirin_afebemsv. ()&
Gyl Gleor_seLbaveons b)) He06r55/F CFTIBLOGMGONT 25/
BT QpupFeow S GBrL_gEsTetr CLTSdTn). ()5S
Fetrerc5 5y 2 UNA DS BTHT 67 5BMGOT Bl FGOT LO/T 60T
oy rsGnl! (Groprrg 38)



unless identity politics can
transcend the nation,
escaping the bounds of the
homeland, the radicalism of
the challenge to old images
and narratives is critically
constrained within the
assumption of nationalism
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The short story ‘“Where are you from?' dealswith the critical issue of
political alienation. The immediate question the ‘native’ White Canadians
theimmediate question ask whenever they meet asylum-seekersis, “Where
areyou from?’ Here too, the narrator, ataxi owner cum driver, encounters
two ‘ natives' asking this question. The narrator, now aCanadian citizenina
legal sense-it hasbeenten yearssince he camefrom Sri Lanka-issickened by
this socio-culturally painful question, which reminds him of the bitter truth
that theimmigrantsdon’t belong to thisland. He does counteract the natives
by asking them the same question, for they too came here as settlers some
centuries ago. However, while attempting to reveal the bias of the ‘ natives
towards the non-natives in terms of the land of origin, the writer also wants
to reveal another hard fact-that the recently settled asylum seekers too are
biased because they ask the same question when they meet afellow immigrant
from Sri Lanka; thus exposing the fact that they do not identify themselves
with theland in which they have settled. Thewriter might indeed bewarning
usthat “unlessidentity politics can transcend the nation, escaping the bounds
of the homeland, theradicalism of the challengeto oldimagesand narratives
iscritically constrained within the assumption of nationalism” (Gilroy, 1993).

Conclusion

Thehard, indigestiblefact isthat after having experienced discriminatory
treatment on ethnic and racist linesin Sri Lanka, this Srilankan Tamil diaspora
faces the same treatment again not only on ethnic and racist grounds but
also on colour lines. Thisisthe underlying causefor their positiveaswell as
negative translocal political practices. On the whole, these prevalent
conditionsin Canadahave madethem feel culturally and politically alienated
and induce them to engage in translocal nationalist practices which give
vent to their pent up, suppressed feeling. However, the characters portrayed
in these stories are located neither “here” nor “there” but in an increasingly
hybrid space. Therefore, V.N. Giridharan’s work is an instance of the new
“intermittent timeand interstitial space” inliterary studies (Bhabha,1990).

Diasporic literary writing, therefore, has been amedium of relief for these
culturally alienated. Theliterary writerstoo practisethistrand ocal nationalism
throughtheir creativework. V.N. Giridharan's (2004) statement on hisliterary
career provides an appropriate conclusion to the arguments of this paper:

TS LfLd GUmnThS @Hwalel) GTMIIABLD BlereVemLOsO6N t/Ld
Y CHFLOWILD 6TLOS BITL (BT LT FG T SO  GOLOUILOT S
CORYSG/D TGO LIGOL_LILJFHET TP/ GOT.  (QetTemiLs LfevLd
i 67108 B LS e gpenmennss GliTmyssaseortTes)
LIULDGN T BT (B SLpaSIDSLD LINSSIT Slerer ey HehHG
oo _ufel) s nn’ (B) 05 s GNNFBSG nTLLE S Bl S/D



yowGluwr s HreH&
GYalnG Leddls
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eI @@ ol
Slflemig ourpsems
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B)ssemeueomudleniflsd
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Uly & lement SememuLd, Lsuid
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BlewevenLo.  (9)&FenagpenmuIear/e) BITEOID SR/ 6T D
UOBUIGY 676075 LI6O_L I 56D LV G5607 LIS Fsmsorsemen L,
LyVLd Qi Bl (BF oV BleweVenLoS 6T UL
GIEHAIN 16005 6T607607/T6Y) B /7% LPLUNT S MBI F S eoror
GuIGHTL S/ LeVLD QLmiihdy) eTEpLd @walesr wpsGluLorear
LA FGemear. LpvLh GLuning eelGlanTurasisLd e7E)i GIMETeirGpLd
APSHGUNDITGOT LT EGI6o060T. [BITCOGTIL) 6TLD BeORULPGODULILD (Q)EIE
G eVSHV6V. (6TGoT S HeOFIHGT, Y NIFHT: FyseoBm6r5Ld
Goypr@l, L1 7)
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