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(THE JAFFNA TAMILS
IN PREWAR MALAYA

THE MYTH OF THE RETURN

Il R. RAJA KRISHNAN, KUALA LUMPUR

ooking back in retrospect at the early

Jaffna Tamils in Malaya who had been
torn from the moorings of an agrarian social
order and had become highly mobile spatially,
socially and intellectually, one is bound to
note enviously their emergence both as a
distinct ethnic group and a successful middle
class community. Deriving their success as a
result of the scarcity of English educated
personnel among the dominant ethnic group
in Malaya, the Jaffnese who included a wide
range of better educated people found them-
selves a new focus of identification as govern-
ment servants. Most of them were integrated
around and dependent upon this enterprise
which they dominated in pre-war Malaya. It
was through this avenue that they assumed a
middle class status.

As an educated middle class community,
they gave particular importance to the acqui-
sition of English education and as a migrant
community upheld their cultural heritage and
ethnic identity. The provision of an English
education became the social responsibility of
Jaffna parents to their children which assisted

the community to attain a middle class statuusm,

with its concomitant characteristics of a
successful career, respectability and indepen-
dence, financially and psychologically. They
posed no social problems to the other ethnic
groups nor the British, crime and deviance in
the community was Ilterally absent and the
British officers had great respect for the
Jaffnese, The moral commitment and social
responsibility rooted in their cultural tradi-
tion not only kept them in the right path but
also gave them the vitality to struggle for
achievement. The family provided them with
the affection and the education for self-
improvement -while the community leaders
who had great convictions and objectives
started organisations to provide facilities for
cultural and material improvement of the
individual. Through organisational activities
they brought to the community the awareness
and appreciation of cultural origin and of a
commitment to the primary group. Their
leaders and parents, too, infused in them the
conviction to. attain success because these
early immigrants had a definite ideal, not only
to make a success out of every individual
Jaffnese but explicitly to provide a founda-

%E.[())n upon which to build an ideal Jaffnese
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society, albeit temporarily, within the frame-
work of a Malayan nation.

Despite the various advantages they had
in Malaya, the early Jaffnese nurtured a desire
to return to their homeland. To them their
attachment to their birthplace was so strong
thata writer on Jaffna history, C. Rasanayagam,
remarked that “Go where he may in search of
wealth and live where he may for the time
being, even in the fairest and the most favour-
ed of lands he feels himself but a sojourner;
and sooner or later he follows his heart back
to home, to spend his last days in those well-
remembered spots and among the friends of
his earliest love’. This myth of return, that is,
migration being undertaken to raise the im-
migrant family’s socio-economic status back
home and not for the immigrant’s immediate
gratifications in the receiving country explains
many characteristics of this people. Due to
the firm intention of returning home to enjoy
the fruits of their labour the feeling of be-
longingness to the Jaffna village where they
were born overwhelmed them. Village unions
were founded in Malaya and financial support
for the welfare of these villages were chan-
nelled through these unions. This, in turn,
engendered a commitment to preserve their
separate and distinct ethnic identity. .

In the pursuance of their personal goals
as a middle class ethnic community in Malaya,
they mainly depended for greater job oppor-
tunities on the acceptance of the British
officials and not so much on the goodwill of
the host community. As such they did not
find it desirable to decrease the impact of
their ethnic stigma and did not find the
necessity to deny parochial ethnic allegiances.
In ~fact they undertook conscious efforts to
heighten ethnic solidarity so as to maintain
their distinct identity. Their identification
with their own ethnic group served as a source
of emotional security in an unfamiliar social
situation in Malaya. It was common to find
during this period particularly strong ad-
herence to traditional forms of behaviour and
cultural patterns as a means of attaining a
measure of continuity with the past in a new
situation and environment. There was intensi-
fied interaction with members of their own
group and together with adherence to tradi-
tional cultural forms drew the boundaries

with other ethnic groups more distinctly and
increased their visibility as a separate ethnic
group.

The participation of the Jaffnese in
their own socio-cultural activities and their
patronage of ethnic institutions reduced the
chances of establishing interpersonal relations
across ethnic boundaries. The use of their
own dialect when they met fellow Jaffnese
with whom they exchanged news about deve-
lopments in Ceylon or Jaffna, in particular,
reminded the immigrants of their common
past, their cultural characteristics, their motive
for migration and their distinct identity. The
fact that they always nurtured a desire to
return to Jaffna on retirement reminded them
of a responsibility to preserve ethnic purity
through strict observance of cultural norms.
Though the relationships within the Jaffnese
community was based on religion, village
residence and caste, providing a diffused sense
of identification, its members engaged in few
relationships with non-Jaffnese in which
strong bonds of solidarity were likely to arise.
Ethnocentric attitudes among them was at its
height of observance.

Particularly at the social level, the Jaff-
nese observed caution in their interaction
with outsiders. Though ethnocentric attitudes
in marriage contractions shifted from cross-
cousin preferential alliances to caste and
village, it never went beyond intraethnic
limits. This was because these early Jaffnese
always viewed intermarriage more as a threat
than an opportunity. They were never assimi-
lationist in orientation. In fact as a survivalist
minority they experienced the threat of inter-
marriage both on a collective as well as on an
individual basis. On a collective basis inter-
marriage menaced the continuity of the group
while in its individual aspect it menaced the
continuity of generations within the family. It
was this desire on the part of Jaffnese not to
intermarry, not even with the Indian Tamils
with whom -they shared physical, linguistic
and cultural similarities, which makes this
aspect of the relationship between the Jaffna
Tamils and Indian Tamils so significant, and
in some respects so poignant.

The feelings about their identity, their
desire to maintain their group and their strong

25L|g|'_||_|85L'D



www.padippakam.com

communal tradition which all helped them to
create a subcommunal structure elaborate
with organisations to assist the community was
present. As a result there was a community of
sentiment and association which served as a
prime focus of the individual’s social attach-
ments. These Jaffnese depended heavily on
each individual to remain Jaffnese and to pass
on their identity to their children. This sort
of concern over their identity was present
among any group that migrated to a different
country or environment. Often migrant groups
try to achieve a kind of integration in the new
society, but without losing a certain identity
as a group. But these Jaffna Tamils, in ex-
pressing their cultural separateness, did not
surrender to any degree of integration or
assimilation as they were conscious of theijr
different destiny as sojourners. Their family
ties and close constant contacts with thejr
homeland defeated possibilities of even partial
assimilation into the larger Indian community,
not to speak of the host community. Thus
the Jaffna Tamil migrant spent a major
portion of his life striving in Malaya for

economic betterment and higher social
status, but the full enjoyment and final
achievement of his objective was to be in his
place of origin. For the early Jaffnese the
myth of return superseded other considera-
tions.

However the desire to return is not
always realised since social, economic and
political developments both in the country
of origin and the receiving country during
the period of sojourn, which brought direct
implication on their lives, made them re-
consider their decision to return. A lafge
number domiciled in Malaya but continued
to preserve their separate identity either by
reorganising their own traditional customs or
by developing new customs under traditional
symbols or by using traditional norms and
ideologies to enhance the group’s distinctive-
ness. This distinct identity is not acquired in
isolation but in the course of their interaction
with other ethnic groups and participation in
mainstream activities and development in
Malaya.
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