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Abstract
This paper discusses how, through a compelling storytelling exercise, V.V. Ganeshananthan’s first 
novel Love Marriage succeeds in productively articulating a sense of Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic 
identity. The analysis focuses on the crucial issue of choice, which operates at different levels. 
Regarding authorship, Ganeshananthan, an American-born second-generation Sri Lankan 
Tamil, chooses to write a story that has not yet been told, and makes significant choices which 
necessarily impinge on the textual politics, namely problematizing the genre of her story to visit 
both history and memory from the area of fiction. Most significantly, the politics of choice are 
salient at an intradiegetic level, as the novel explores the ethical viability of the choices made by 
some of the main characters, namely two of the protagonist’s close relatives, who may see the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) as the only possibility to defend a political stance or, 
simply, to safeguard the dignity of living. Love Marriage also provides detailed insight of certain 
dynamics of this diasporic community, mostly articulated around the connections of marriage 
and family life. Finally, the analysis focuses on the political and emotional choices forced upon 
diasporic subjects, to conclude that these become more testing when it comes to members of 
the second generation.
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INTRODUCTION

Identities are constructed within different forms of cultural production in the 
public sphere (Hall), and this paper claims that, through a compelling storytelling 
exercise, V.V. Ganesananthan’s Love Marriage (2008) succeeds in productively 
articulating, and therefore constructing, a sense of diasporic identity for the Sri 
Lankan Tamil diasporic community. To argue this case, the narrative is read with a 
focus on the motif of choice, which, as shall be discussed, works at different levels. 

To begin with, in her successful attempt to put together the fragmented story 
of a Tamil family living in the diaspora after the parents left the island years ago, 
and to understand the political complexities that surround it, the author chooses 
to write a story that has not yet been told, and she makes significant choices 
when writing her story—like any author at work—regarding her materials and 
focalization. As is usually the case, and more so in this particular text, authorial 
choices impinge on the political fiber of the narrative. In this regard, I shall try to 
demonstrate that choice is purposefully problematized at different levels with the 
aim to avoid producing a partisan narrative. This does not mean that the story 
should not seriously problematize the political situation in Sri Lanka before and 
during war time, which forced so many thousands of people away.

Ethical choices are also salient at an intradiegetic level. Most spectacularly 
perhaps, Love Marriage explores the ethical viability of the choices some characters 
make to align ideologically with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE or 
Tamil Tigers) as the only way to defend a political stance or, simply, to safeguard 
the dignity of living. Together with this, the novel also reflects on the choice (or 
rather, the impossibility of choosing) to become an exile, and on the political and 
emotional choices left open to diasporic subjects, which become more testing 
when it comes to members of the second generation.

So far, no other Tamil Sri Lankan writer in English has reflected with such 
detail upon the political burden of diasporic subjects. Neither the first nor second 
generations of Sri Lankan Tamils in exile have been extensively documented at a 
fictional level in spite of the amount of sociological research about this diasporic 
community carried out since 1983 when a flux of Tamil asylum seekers started 
arriving in Canada and, in smaller numbers, the United States and other parts of 
the world. Like Ganeshananthan’s, other novels by diasporic Sri Lankans in North 
America denounce the brutality of war and its ravages. Such is the case of Nayomi 
Munaweera’s acclaimed Island of a Thousand Faces (2012), or Ru Freeman’s On Sal 
Mal Lane (2013). While Freeman’s work is set entirely in Colombo, Munaweera’s 
shares with Shyam Selvadurai’s The Hungry Ghosts (2014) a multilocal setting, the 
narrative moving to and fro between Sri Lanka and the American continent. The 
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war and its associated violence feature prominently in these works, but unlike 
Ganeshananthan’s, in these novels the matter of choice revolves mostly around 
the dichotomy of stay vs. return in/to either of the two poles of the diasporic 
experience. The war is the only setting of Anuk Arudpragasam’s The Story of a 
Brief Marriage (2016), a novel about the last days of the conflict and the heavy toll 
they took in human lives. Arudpragasam is a Tamil author at present based in New 
York, although he lived in Sri Lanka up to adult age. In the more recent The Boat 
People by Sharon Bala (2018), the focus is on asylum seekers who travel by sea and 
on their trouble to safely settle in Canada, but multilocality is visited again, and 
we also get intermittent glimpses of the difficulties meant for the lives of Tamils 
in the north of Sri Lanka during wartime. Love Marriage pioneered this corpus 
of Sri Lankan war narratives produced in the Americas, and is unique in its blend 
of elements and style.2 A considerable number of scholars have approached this 
work from different points of view, mostly connected to diaspora, identity, trauma 
and melancholia (Hamilton; Hewagama; Assif; Watkins; Niles). It bears repeating 
that the emphasis in my discussion is laid on the excruciating matter of political 
choices which impinge upon the members of the Sri Lankan Tamil community 
forced into exile. The anthropologist Sharika Thiranagam (2014) has explained in 
detail the mechanics through which a community as diverse as that of Sri Lankan 
Tamils in Canada sees itself coalesce around the centripetal force of LTTE and the 
difficulties to eschew this pressure. Love Marriage can be read as a literary attempt 
to take stock of the complexities of being a diasporic Sri Lankan Tamil, from the 
perspective of the second generation.

THE SRI LANKAN TAMIL DIASPORA

The Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora is largely a result of the Sri Lankan civil conflict, 
and it precipitated after the attacks against the Tamil community which took place 
island-wide in July 1983 (Sriskandarajah). Hence, it has been variously termed a 

“conflict diaspora” (Pragasam), a “victim diaspora” (Cohen), and an “asylum diaspora” 
(Ashutosh 197). Since 1983 till the turn of the twentieth century, Sri Lankan Tamils 
made up the largest category of people applying for asylum in Canada, where a 
special provision was opened by the Government to admit them (Ashutosh). Thus, 
most Sri Lankan Tamils arrived in Canada largely as political refugees, later on 
bringing their relatives through family reunification programs. These post-1983 
refugees were not just English-educated middle classes like those that had arrived 
earlier in smaller numbers (among them the narrator’s parents), but came from all 
walks of life.
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In the relatively short span of time that a significant section of the Sri Lankan 
Tamil diaspora has lived in Canada, particularly Toronto, it has succeeded in 
creating a notable number of institutions and networks, among which there are 
community newspapers in Tamil and English, radio and television stations, Tamil 
business networks, Home Village Associations, among others. These organizations 
provide social, psychological, economic, and cultural capital to the community 
members (Sriskandarajah). Notwithstanding this support, living in diaspora is 
bound to mean deep changes in the social structure of any people. And, as Chelva 
Kanaganayakam remarked,3 this change is all the more traumatic in a people who, 
having lived in an essentially monocultural society, see the need to adapt themselves 
to living in Toronto, one of the most multicultural cities in the world. The specificity 
of a diaspora living so concentrated in a city has been termed “diasporicity” by 
sociologist Rudramoorthy Cheran, for whom this concept refers to “a cityscape 
[which acts] as a spatial entity conducive for sustaining diasporas” (159). Cheran’s 
definition of diasporicity emphasizes the contingency of diasporic configurations 
as related to location, time and identity:

When the city becomes a multifaceted global space, diasporas, region, city, nation, 
states and ethnicity overlap, interact and sometimes share an uneasy coexistence. This 
uneasy coexistence produces unique experiences and imaginaries, creates institutions 
and awareness, and mobilizes communities. . . . Diasporicity does not signify the 
origins of the community. . . . Rather, I use the term to capture an “enunciation” and an 
entanglement of ethnicity, cityscape and marginality simultaneously in a transnational 
moment and space. Diasporicity is not only a process, an element of identity, but also a 
location signifying changing relations. (“Citizens” 159)

This “entanglement” of “changing relations” suggests that, like any diasporic 
community, immigrant Sri Lankan Tamils adapt variously to their new life in Toronto, 
in a process that has been termed ‘segmented assimilation’ (Portes and Rumbaut, 
qtd. in Hall), and points towards anti-essentialist views of the community. Regarding 
this “segmented” and multifaceted assimilation, an interesting insight into the ways 
in which health matters can become a source of intercultural misunderstanding, 
prompting different reactions from diasporic subjects, is provided by Joseph 
A. Chandrakanthan in the article “When Two Cultures Collide at the Bedside: 
Religio-Cultural Value Conflicts and Medico-Ethical Decision-Making Among the 
Tamil Community in Canada” (2007), where the author discusses the problems 
immigrant Tamils in Toronto often meet when falling ill or in the last stages of their 
lives. Tamil speakers who do not know English must rely on their native language 
in order to understand concepts that do not exist in Tamil, whereas in turn Tamil 
contains medical concepts which, because of the climate and other conditions, 
are redundant in the Canadian context. Straight translation between the two 
languages, thus, does not work in the diasporic setting, and the only possibility 
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left for immigrant Tamils to understand the technical terms surrounding their 
illness is through paraphrase or description of the illness in question. This example 
offers a particularly fitting illustration of the alienation diasporic subjects may 
feel in different areas. In circumstances such as these, the notion of segmented 
assimilation gains particular relevance, as different subjects react differently, more 
or less creatively and productively, to these types of constrictions.

To a great extent Love Marriage unfolds, precisely, in the area of medical care. 
The father of the main character and narrator is a medical doctor, a heart expert, and 
this is played out through the novel as a powerful metaphor for the deep emotional 
investment the narrative entails. Together with this, the heart of the novel (to 
extend the metaphor) is the account of the last months of life and the death from 
cancer of the narrator’s uncle, Kumaran, a former member of the LTTE who is 
accepted in Canada as a political refugee at that stage in his life. Kumaran must 
have arrived in Canada before 2006, because this was the year when the Canadian 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper declared the LTTE a terrorist organization. This 
declaration occurred immediately after the release of the Human Rights Watch 
report “Funding the ‘Final War’: LTTE Intimidation and Extortion in the Tamil 
Diaspora” (2006), where the LTTE were incriminated in acts of vandalism against 
Tamils who refused to make donations to the cause of war, both in Toronto and 
back in Sri Lanka. Thus, we can infer that most probably Kumaran would not have 
been accepted in Canada after that year.

Love Marriage was published in 2008, when the war in Sri Lanka was reaching 
its tragic end, and when the situation had become untenable for Tamil civilians 
in the north of the island. The war would finish the following year after terrible 
bloodshed and slaughter (see Harris and Weiss for documented discussions of 
the war’s end; see also Subramanian 246 ff). The agonizing character of Kumaran, 
thus, remains open to interpretation as a metaphor either for the depleted forces 
of LTTE at the time when the novel was being written, or, more generally, for the 
exhaustion of the Tamil civilian population in Sri Lanka after several decades of 
living at war. Obviously, the situation can also be read as a humanitarian call for an 
end to hostilities, which would come soon, at a very high price.

PROBLEMATIZING CHOICE: MARRIAGE, AUTHORSHIP, GENRE

Love Marriage focuses on marriages and families. The issue of choice cannot be 
obviated here, since precisely the qualification “love marriage” is a reminder that, 
in Asian societies, marriage has traditionally been an arranged affair—though at 
present it is being replaced by other options with which it coexists (Diamond-Smith 
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et al.). In the novel, the two traditional categories of arranged marriage versus 
love marriage are problematized: early in the narrative, Yalini’s parents manage 
to make their marriage, which originates in love, pass for an arranged marriage, 
as social custom would have it. Yalini describes this sort of compromise between 
the two extremes as a “self-arranged marriage.” This conflation is in tune with the 
will to blur strict boundaries governing the narrative. Quite a few other aspects 
are problematized in the course of the story. Among them, an excluding sense of 
belonging or, more specifically, the sense of belonging in either Sri Lanka or Canada. 
This “either-or” predicament is replaced, as befits a quintessentially diasporic 
narrative, with a sense of belonging simultaneously to both. Another boundary 
which is blurred is the ethical judgement of the decision, on the part of characters, 
to either praise or condemn the altogether questionable procedures of the LTTE. 
On these matters, the dividing line is not clear: it is impossible to discern whether 
the characters feel Tamil Sri Lankan or Canadian/American, as they abide by both 
identity markers simultaneously, and it is also impossible to glorify or condemn 
Kumaran, the former Tamil Tiger soldier, since his actions, while probably terrible, 
could perhaps find partial justification in the need to counter a political regime of 
terror.

Marriage thus works effectively as a metaphor. A love marriage implies choice, 
a type of union one is free to choose, and for which one remains responsible. As 
the novel illustrates in detail, like arranged marriages, a love marriage can take 
different forms, and as Ganeshananthan explains, it also has a lot of “grey zones” 
(Pais). The question of choice and of “gray areas” connects with the matter of the 
novel’s political allegiance, and correlates, again, with the lack of any definitive 
judgment about the political situation openly expressed by Yalini, the narrator and 
main character. The message seems to be that gray zones are prominent when it 
comes to judging a life and judging a political and ethical choice like the one made 
by Yalini’s uncle. In an interview, Ganeshananthan has emphasized that the matter 
of choice is very much the clue behind her writing: As she explains, her protagonist 

“has to ask herself what it means for her family to have gone through what it’s gone 
through, and for her uncle to have done what he has done. All this love and all 
these disagreements and different choices co-exist. She has to determine where 
she fits” (Pais). On the other hand, Kumaran has, according to the author, different 
quandaries: “Does he regret what he’s done? What does his arrival mean for his 
family? How can he shape his daughter’s fate? What kind of person is he going 
to be publicly? Privately?” Eventually, in the story, “one decides how she is going 
to live, and the other decides how he is going to die” (Pais). So when it comes to 
love marriage and to political conflict, it is all a matter of choices and decisions; a 
question of whom and what you decide to love or abide by—if given the chance.
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Together with foregrounding the weight of marriage, the novel shows how the 
social life of diasporic Tamil communities, following the pattern of the original 
home, is arranged around the node of the family. After they see themselves 
scattered around the globe, Tamil families keep connected “by telephone lines and 
carefully written aerograms” (Ganeshananthan, Love Marriage 4), while marriage 
remains paramount in their new world. In these communities, the individual, the 
married couple and the relatives appear as contiguous to one another. As we read, 

“the rule is that all families begin with a marriage. And the other way round” (4), 
and as Yalini’s father puts it: “You don’t marry a person . . . you marry a family” (4). 
Later on, Yalini reflects: “We are composed of those around us. Everyone’s life is 
like a garden of relatives” (56).

Yalini recalls that her father and mother went to the west, years before 1983, as a 
way to eschew violence and so that they didn’t have to take sides in the impending 
conflict (54). Yet she now realizes she has to position herself, because the war “is 
also hers.” While Yalini speaks from a Tamil perspective, she manages to keep a 
relatively detached position. In her tale there is certain incrimination of the Sri 
Lankan Government’s policies affecting the Tamil community, but the Tamil Tigers’ 
brutalities are not exonerated. Eventually, the novel succeeds in exposing the 
systematic injustices suffered by Tamils for decades, and which may justify some 
type of reaction —although, again, there is neither explicit nor implicit justification 
of violence in the novel. And Yalini presents her own generation as being at the 
receiving end of that complex reality, to which they are forced to respond with 
specific political choices. This they do in different ways, as will be discussed later 
on.

Regarding the choice of genre, at first instance, this narrative would seem to 
qualify as postmemory. As formulated by Marianne Hirsch, postmemory describes 

“the relationship that the generation after those who witnessed cultural or collective 
trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before, experiences that they 
‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they 
grew up” (106). On deeper consideration, though, although it is a reconstructing 
quest, Love Marriage is not a postmemory document, since the trauma of the 
former generation has also been experienced by the younger one: 1983 marks the 
beginning of the arrival in Canada of high numbers of Tamil refugees from Sri 
Lanka, and, like Yalini, who was symbolically born in 1983, the second generation 
grew up in Canada yet constantly heard news about the war back in Sri Lanka 
on the radio, on television, and in family conversations. Postmemory operates on 
a reconstruction of memory based on traces, on silences. Yalini, by contrast, is 
not an inheritor of silences—only. Besides this childhood exposure to media and 
family conversations, she is the also the recipient of the story of the conflict that 
her agonizing uncle puts together for her, which she assembles with the scattered 
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stories that she is told by other members of her family. To these accounts she adds, 
importantly, her own experience and her personal memory of the traumatic events 
themselves, since besides growing up hearing news and discussions about the 
conflict, she travelled to Sri Lanka as a child. In conclusion, then, Love Marriage 
does not seem to constitute postmemory strictu senso. What genre is it? At one 
point, we read the following exchange between the narrator and her mother:

 
Why are you writing that down?
For history. To know, I say.
There’s no need to keep an old grudge, my mother says.
I’m not keeping the grudge, I protest. I’m just recording it.
They do not understand this: history. Cure the future by knowing the past. (243)

 This conversation shows that the wish to revise and inscribe history with a 
view to healing the past and the future is part of the author’s agenda, as it is of her 
narrator’s. As it happens with many other works of literature, this novel inscribes 
memory into history, and it does so through the language of fiction. 

STORYING HISTORY

Indeed, the whole historical sequence which climaxed in the outbreak of the civil 
war in 1983 is revised on its pages. This historical revision begins with allusions 
to the colonial past and the moment when the British left, a time “full of promise” 
(Love Marriage 97) when unfortunately the approach of conflict was soon sensed 
(105). Only a few years afterwards, in 1956, the Sinhala Only Act was introduced 
(84), a law intended to boost the social privilege of Sinhalese and disadvantage the 
Tamils (87–88). After two years of Tamil objections, thanks to the Bandanaraike-
Chelvaganayagam Pact, the Tamil Language Act was introduced in 1958, which fell 
into immediate oblivion after the reactionary riots it triggered. The novel evokes 
these terrible times for the Tamils, who were brutally attacked in the streets and in 
their very homes (120), often set on fire. At this point there is mention of the only 
positive aspect of this doleful situation, which was the fact that many Sinhalese 
families helped their Tamil neighbors and friends, hiding them in their own homes 
(a situation which would repeat itself in 1983). After these tragic riots, the novel 
also recollects further governmental policies which caused increasing discontent 
among the Tamil population in independent Sri Lanka, such as the introduction 
of university quotas and subsequent marginalization of Tamil youth regarding 
academic opportunities. In the novel, these are seen to obstruct Yalini’s father’s 
access to reading for a degree in medicine (80) and, later on, his professional 
promotion. On one occasion, Murali (Yalini’s father) had to write a government 
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exam so as to be placed at a government hospital. Following the policies installed 
by the Sinhala Only Act, he was required to write the exam in Sinhalese, and 
although he could speak the language, he felt blocked and could not write down a 
single word in the exam. This episode would decide Murali’s migratory fate (and 
indirectly, Yalini’s second generation diasporic identity), since at that point he 
decided he would leave for good and “not take another test in Sinhalese” (88).

These marginalizing policies would trigger the emergence of the LTTE4 out 
of a need to “fight against a government that shelled, starved, and tortured its 
own citizens” (19). The guerrilla movement would become more radical later on, 
because of the national policies, but also because “in the 1970s, people everywhere 
were becoming radicals, even in America” (49). The text also recollects the Tamil 
conference held in Jaffna in 1974, disapproved of by the country’s authorities because 
of political suspicions, and where Sinhalese policemen started firing at Tamil 
participants in cold blood (119). Together with the burning of the Jaffna library (23), 
where thousands of centuries-old Tamil manuscripts were destroyed in a tragic 
case of libricide (Cheran, “Poetry” 211), that episode incensed the atmosphere still 
more. Tension would reach a climax in the riots of July 1983, a month which has 
gone down in history as “Black July” (Love Marriage 18). It was a time of terror, 
where Tamil civilians, as had happened in 1958, were terrorized, taken away from 
their homes, which were torched as they had been twenty-five years before, and 
eventually murdered. Camps were eventually opened by the government in order 
to protect the already massacred Tamil population (127–128), in the form of schools 
habilitated for Tamils to find refuge until the hordes were placated.

These attacks would be followed by years of combat, guerrilla warfare, incertitude 
and sorrow (100). Yalini’s maternal great-grandfather would be abducted and 
assassinated in this period. Black July had inaugurated a time of still pervasive 
darkness and numerous massacres. Of these years, the novel revises the bombing 
of the Sri Lankan Airlines fleet at Colombo airport in 2001 and the expulsion of 
the Indian Peace keeping force from the country (49). Meanwhile, on the other 
side of the world, Canada opened doors to Tamils after 1983 (92), and they were 
accepted as political refugees in big numbers, as already discussed—a policy which 
according to the novel the US refused to adopt (37). Yalini was born in the US 
because her parents had left Sri Lanka years before the conflict started. If they had 
made this decision after Black July, probably they would have ended up living not 
in the US but in suburban Toronto, where they need to move temporarily in order 
to look after Kumaran, the long-lost brother who made the choice to fight for the 
cause of the oppressed Tamils.

This quick survey of the historical events storied by the novel shows that 
Ganeshananthan juggles across genres to produce a fictional exercise which is 
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simultaneously historical, memoristic, and memorialistic. The author has stated 
that she aspires to become the living memory of her people: “My grief will not 
destroy me. In some times and places, we are given the space to build our memorials. 
Perhaps in others, we must learn to become them, even as we go on” (“Politics”). As 
David Lowenthal (1986) claims, in fiction, history is buttressed with the support of 
affect and emotion, and it is thus more effectively conveyed.

DOCUMENTING DIASPORA

Through the recollection of those family and community memories, Yalini 
manages to conflate the present reality in the American continent with past events 
in Sri Lanka. Thus, as announced before, besides transgressing genre borders 
the narrative also problematizes spatial and temporal boundaries, conflating in a 
single account the here and there, Toronto and Jaffna, and the present and past in 
both places, to produce what turns out to be, as stated before, a quintessentially 
diasporic story. Not by chance, the name Yalini means “Jaffna music,” symbolically 
legitimating the narrator to act as the community’s spokesperson. Yalini seems 
endowed with the mission “to confront and understand the links between conflict, 
the displacement and forced migration of civilians, their journey into diaspora and 
the resulting nature of a particular diaspora consciousness” (Pragasam 12). It is not 
a coincidence that the protagonist should be born on a day in late July 1983, which 
makes her the child par excellence of this diaspora: “And as I entered this new world, 
my parents’ old one was being destroyed” (Love Marriage 17), she explains. This 
connects the novel with Midnight’s Children, where Saleem Sinai is symbolically 
born on 15 August 1947. Salman Rushdie has argued that in Midnight’s Children his 
attempt was “to chart a new aesthetic map of his birth country” (Mendes 281), since 
‘“[o]ne of the things you have to do with countries [and diasporas] is to draw maps 
of them’; after providing the reader with these imaginative maps, writers can then 
‘put [themselves] on the map.’” As explained in the introduction, Love Marriage was 
the first narrative account of the Tamil Sri Lankan diaspora, hence my claim that 
this text fulfils the same function for the Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic community 
and for the writers who have set out to write it down after Ganeshananthan, as 
Midnight’s Children did at the time. Furthermore, the coincidence of the dates of 
the war’s opening and Yalini’s birth provides this narrative with an epic dimension, 
much like Rushdie’s foundational work.

The features of diaspora as analyzed by scholars take vivid form in Love Marriage. 
We read about the early moments of the community in the host country, when Sri 
Lankan Tamil asylum seekers would be left “with nothing” at the Canadian border 
by their US-based relatives, so that they could be accepted as refugees by Canadian 
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authorities. We also read about the steady flow of asylum seekers slowly enlarging 
the community (Love Marriage 127)—and proving, in their desperate flight, that 
Yalini’s parents had made the right choice when deciding to leave the island years 
before. The text references the recurrent pattern of the loss of social status which 
often stigmatizes the refugee (as well as the migrant more generally). Among other 
stories, Love Marriage reports the archetypically diasporic one of Aunt Kalyani, 
who having lost her family in different parts of the world, now “floats between 
countries and relatives, a nomad. . . . not a permanent part of anyone’s life” (129). 
It thus reflects the continuous movement, travel, and sense of fleeting identities 
which often characterize the lives of any transnational or diasporic community that 
has likewise been noted by Clifford, Cohen, Quayson and Daswani, among many 
others. This idea is captured in the following lines from the novel: “In the terminals 
of the great cities of the world, we hold passport, but not countries. We move freely 
with one another. We pay taxes to no one. We arrive, we depart. We collect the 
detritus of our lives from baggage carrousels . . .” (Love Marriage 31). 

In diaspora, putative families carry out essential social functions, as is the 
case with the elders of the New York Tamil community organizing the marriage 
of Yalini’s parents (which, as was explained above, was actually decided by the 
spouses-to-be). Thus, diaspora networks, theorized by Basch and Glick-Schiller 
(2010) among others, replace or coexist with blood connections scattered around 
the world. For instance, when Yalini and her parents are given the sad news of the 
2004 tsunami by a neighbor, a parallel network of communications has already 
been established worldwide: “By the time the car rounded the first corner away 
from the house, my relatives in Australia had called my relatives in Germany, who 
called my relatives in France, who called my relatives in England and Canada” (27).

Another aspect which has received attention in the study of diasporas is that of 
affects, which as Steven Vertovec has discussed, gain extraordinary dimensions in 
this condition (8). This is illustrated in Yalini’s mother’s deep emotion and her sobs 
when receiving her long-lost brother at Toronto airport, or when, long ago, she got 
to know her mother-in-law for the first time after years of marriage, something 
which also happened at an airport, in London this time (35). For a conflict/victim/
asylum diaspora like that of Sri Lankan Tamils, return is not only impossible in the 
figurative sense that Rushdie claimed (1991), but in a very tangible and forbidding 
sense (Quayson 132). And it frequently mixes with a strong sense of nostalgia and 
homesickness (Mishra 7; Cho 19), which add to an endemic sense of loneliness only 
partially tempered through family (consanguineous or putative) or community 
affections. The necessarily unfulfilled “homing desire” famously defined by Avtar 
Brah in her study Cartographies of Desire, condemns diasporic subjects to conflate 
two spaces in their mind, a complexity which is often reproduced in the inhabited 
spaces. About the time when Yalini, still living in the US, leaves her parents’ home 
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to attend university, she writes: “I left their war-torn house in our peaceful country” 
(Love Marriage 23).

According to Lowenthal, “three sources provide past knowledge: memory, 
history, and relics” (292). Relics feature in the novel in different ways. Many things 
have been lost; for instance, at home there are no other pictures of the past but 
those of Yalini’s childhood (36). Vani, her mother, still mourns the loss of her family 
photographs in 1983, when her family house in Jaffna was set on fire (129). And those 
relics which have survived are dearly cherished. In America, Yalini’s grandfather’s 
memorial book, malaranjali, has become a precious jewel (65). And by the end of 
the narrative, Yalini lovingly receives her grandmother’s necklace from the hands 
of her daughterless aunt Kalyani. Thus, some scattered family relics still circulate 
in the global circuits of the diaspora, inviting the younger members to feel part of 
the continuity of family connections.

SECOND-GENERATION CHOICES

This “continuity of connections,” and the different forms of belonging and of 
political commitment that the various members of the first and second generation 
of the community decide on, refer again to the matter of choice. Love Marriage 
maps the experience of the Sri Lankan Tamil community in diaspora incorporating 
the experience of both the first and second generations.

Benedict Anderson (1994) coined the expression “long distance nationalists” to 
name the implication of diaspora subjects in the political life of the home country, 
a reality which is obviously present in the diasporic community in question: “There 
is a man who lives here in Toronto . . . He does a lot of work for Eelam” (Love 
Marriage 43). This aspect cannot be overlooked, as it is known that substantial 
LTTE funding came from the Tamil diaspora (Wayland 421 ff) This is reflected in 
the narrative, which openly acknowledges that financial support for the Tigers is 
raised in Toronto, and more particularly Scarborough. This area is considered in 
the novel as “Tamil land” (Love Marriage 38), streets where Tamil children play and 
which are seen with suspicion by mainstream Canadians: “It was not Sri Lanka, but 
it was the next best thing: full of Tamil people, as close to Tamil country as most 
of us might ever get” (149). This Torontonian counterpart to the historical revision 
of events in Jaffna that we have seen, provides illustration of Cheran’s concept 
of “diasporicity,” that is, the notion of the city as a space capable of hosting and 
nurturing diasporas with their multiple and varying social segments.
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Those suburban areas of Toronto where Sri Lankan Tamils concentrate 
are inhabited by the present and the past, by survival and memory. Thus, 
demonstrations occur periodically, when, as Yalini explains, “each year finishing 
83” (40) community members take out to the streets to commemorate Black July. 
These demonstrations evince political and emotional alignment with the country 
of origin, yet the level of implication of each member of the diasporic community 
is surely different, if attending, again, to segmented assimilation. In regard to these 
demonstrations, Michael Ignatieff has remarked that it is easier to participate in 
conflict from afar (Pragasam 229), and as we read in the novel, “anger always goes 
somewhere” (140). Later on, not very long after the novel was published, the brutal 
end of the war came about, and with it, the political signification of bigger portions 
of the diasporic community, also from the second generation (Amarasingam, “A 
History” 19).

Whereas through her narrative Yalini is trying to find a viable articulation for 
her own problematized sense of belonging, and decide on her options, her cousin 
Janani has clearer views from the beginning. Janani is Kumaran’s daughter, and 
having grown in Jaffna, she arrives in Canada to accompany her dying father. This 
young woman, whose mother was a Tamil Tiger like her father, functions as Yalini’s 
foil, in the sense that, being the same age, the two cousins’ sense of identity and 
political allegiance is different (Thuiarajah). Whereas Yalini needs to negotiate how 
she positions herself with regard to a number of questions—the war in Sri Lanka, 
her uncle Kumaran, the labors of fundraising for the cause, and her own place 
within the community—Janani’s options are clear, and in this way, she decides to 
marry wealthy Suthan, the son of a businessman who is known for his opaque 
activities connected to fundraising for the Tigers. Janani’s choice to marry Suthan 
is a way of keeping the memory of her parents alive and of granting continuity to 
their political project, if from diaspora, where she has to live after her father’s death. 
This option means for her the possibility to go on living for the political cause that 
had taken the life of her mother, and of “giving her support for the world she has 
left” (Love Marriage 47).

The conflict has produced scars which are still very fresh, and the differences 
between the two ethnic communities confronted in the war, Sinhalese and Tamils, 
are not settled in diaspora; rather, they are magnified. Lalitha, one of Yalini’s friends, 
is a Sinhalese, and she won’t visit Kumaran because her own father was killed by the 
LTTE. Later on, the Tamil Centre is bombed in an anonymous attack. This happens 
immediately before Janani and Suthan’s wedding, which suggests admonition for 
their political choices.

The ethical positioning of second-generation diasporic subjects is, in different 
ways, more nuanced than that of migrants or refugees themselves. In this regard, 
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Annupiriyah Sriskandarajah makes a significant distinction between the first and 
the second generation:

[F]irst generation members when made to feel othered look back nostalgically to a 
home where they felt they belonged, they can escape to this place if only imaginatively. 
However, second generation members who have grown up in this “Othering space” have 
no place to return, they are made to feel they belong neither here nor there. (23)

That is to say, second-generation diasporic subjects experience a more pressing need 
than the first generation to find steady forms of belonging given the in-betweenness 
which characterizes their lives (Amarasingam; Langwald 95). Paradoxically, this 
search is marked by indeterminacy, as “the process by which the second-generation 
members of the diaspora determine their national allegiances is dynamic and is 
constantly shifting” (Thuiarajah 148–149). In the case of this particular conflict/
victim/asylum diaspora, where emotional and political allegiances—or the lack 
of them—gain extraordinary relevance, it can be claimed that this process of 
adjustment also applies to first-generation diasporic subjects. The complexity of 
the conflict and its transnational ramifications make choice a hardly expendable 
matter for all the implicated parts.

Ultimately, each generation creates its own form of ethnic identity (Portes 150), 
which is not simply the maintenance of the one formed by the previous generation 
but one that is “uniquely constructed” (Sriskandarajah 23). More emphatically 
than their parents, second-generation members of the diaspora inhabit a space of 
cultural hybridity in which they are obliged to choose their sites of belonging and 
identity markers. For them, hybridity is not necessarily happy or easy-going. Rather, 
it always contains tensions, either articulated or latent, which each individual 
needs to negotiate and legitimate in the social and political sphere (Radhakrishnan 
314). This is what Yalini, Janani, Suthan, and their friend Rajie need to do, each 
in her or his own way, about matters over which, paradoxically, they don’t bear 
any responsibility: “Don’t be sorry. We didn’t do this, this stupid war, this stupid 
fighting. They did this. Your uncle, and the Sinhalese politicians” (Love Marriage 
146).

CONCLUSION

As alluded to earlier, Chandrakanthan refers to the children of Tamil refugees when 
proposing that “it is common practice among [the] majority of Tamil families to use 
their children as interpreters for parents or grandparents” (144). As he explains, in 
the ambit of health care this practice is not considered as recommendable or even 
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acceptable, since it frequently foregrounds family conflict or misunderstandings. 
These ethical precautions, coherent in the world of health care, contrast with 
the limitless possibilities to incorporate divergent views made feasible by fiction. 
Through the narrative of her fictional alter ego Yalini, Ganeshananthan succeeds 
in conciliating the different views and positions of different family members and 
generations. Seen from this perspective, Love Marriage reads as a performative act 
of translation. With the historical, memoristic, and memorialistic overtones traced 
in this paper, it translates into fiction the emotions and political dilemmas of a whole 
diasporic community from the perspective of a member of the second generation 
(a young woman who, ironically, does not speak Tamil). Thus, Ganeshananthan’s 
opera prima succeeds in integrating the complex political entanglements and 
segmentation of diasporic realities into a narrative flagging a conciliatory sense 
of Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic identity. As Marita Eastmond argues, “narratives . . . 
can tell us something about how social actors from a particular social position and 
cultural vantage point, make sense of their world” (250). Such is the function of this 
novel, pregnant with historical insight, which constitutes the pioneer legitimation 
of a Sri Lankan Tamil diasporic identity expressed in fictional terms.

Choice features strongly in the novel, to begin with, from the perspective of the 
author, who through making specific choices in her writing succeeds in creating 
an inclusive narrative where choices are problematized yet laid bare in their 
full complexity, and who, on the other hand, chooses to write specifically about 
choices within the community. Choice is also relevant from the perspective of the 
characters themselves, who are compelled to choose their allegiances pondering 
the emotional and political imperatives of their subject position. After all, choice 
is primarily an individual prerogative, although it often ends up impinging on the 
varying configurations of community life. As one scholar has put it, “it is in the 
realm of the personal that diaspora conviction finds itself” (Pragasam 13).
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Notes

1.	 This article is part of the research project Rhizomatic Communities: Myths of Belonging in 
the Indian Ocean World (PGC2018-095648-B-I00), financed by the Spanish Ministry 
of Science, Innovation and Universities. The author also wishes to acknowledge the 
Marburg Centre for Canadian Studies at Phillips Universität Marburg (Germany) and its 
director Professor Martin Kuester, for support during this research.

2.	 Mary Anne Mohanraj’s short story cycle Bodies in Motion (2005) should also be kept 
in mind here, even if it deals with war only laterally if compared to the rest of works 
surveyed in the paragraph.

3.	 Personal conversation, Toronto 2013. See also Kanaganayakam 2007.
4.	 This was only one of several armed groups which emerged in this period and context, but 

they ended up being absorbed or eliminated by it.
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