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Most of the Tamils who fled Sri Lanka during the war for Tamil Eelam for Europe and North America have permanently settled in the countries where they sought refuge. They live as minorities in the countries where they have settled and, as long as the states consider them as one among several ethnic minorities in their country, they would confront the problems faced by minorities in all countries.

The plight of new refugees is more pathetic than that of any others. Since they are not included in categories such as ‘monorities’, ‘aliens’ or ‘immigrants’, they are treated like nonentities. It is only when they gain refugee status or made ‘permanent residents’ that they would fall into any of the above categories. The opening statement of the constitution that “All are equal before the law” is observed in the breach in the case of these refugees. Owing to their not being entitled to legal rights in their fullness or because of the state interpreting the laws in a way that suits it, these refugees are pushed to the point of leaving the host country. This only shows that state oppression in Europe now has begun with the refugees. Why does the native population not speak up against this? That is because of the divisive tactics used by European governments.

The native population, i.e. the white Europeans are treated as one group and the multitude of races from different parts of the world are treated as another. The new refugees are not included in either and are treated as some kind of ‘untouchables’. Thus, the Euro-centric states are implementing their programme of establishing a modern European ‘caste system’ in order to keep the immigrant population eternally under their domination. Any question addressed to the state about this receives the evasive reply that the people of the country are that way and the state cannot do much about it. Nearly 50 years ago, relatively light skinned Jews and white races from other parts of Europe comprised the immigrant population. Since they were assimilated linguistically and culturally into the country of domicile, they are now acknowledged as natives. Of those who immigrated after the Second World War, the Asians and Africans in particular had easily distinguishable skin colour, language, religion and culture and were classified as aliens, and that situation continues to this day. This classification is further reinforced by the natives referring to immigrants from Africa and South Asia as ‘blacks’ in popular language. This social structuring also facilitates the racist politics of the neo-nazis. This article does not seek to explore that issue. 

All Lankan Tamils who arrived in Europe had obtained refugee status, permanent resident status, employment permit or some such authorisation, or permission to reunite with family. This applies to immigrants of other ethnic groups too. As indicated earlier, Lankan Tamils too fall within the category of foreign settlers. Thus, all the ethnic groups collectively referred to as ethnic minorities face almost similar problems. If one were to elaborate on this, all of them do lowly jobs that local whites are unwilling to do. The employers are able to pay them low wages.  Their children are sent to what are called ‘schools for the blacks’ that are low in standard and attended by children from low-income families. The foregoing shows that the Tamil émigré population has found itself to be within the section of the working class that is considered socially low and viewed with contempt. ‘Globalisation’ is among reasons why the Tamil émigré population arrived in Europe. Before dealing with that, let us examine how the modern class system came into being. That could explain why Tamil refugees are being repatriated now.

When the Second World War ended in 1945,it left Europe in a state of ruin. The highest priority of European states was the rebuilding of their countries out of rubble. As war had taken away many millions of lives, there was a dearth of manpower. However, there was less concern about financial resources since America granted billions of dollars as financial aid under the Marshall Plan, which subsequently led to the emergence of the IMF.

The problem faced by the European countries that received the funds was finding the work force to carry out the reconstruction work. Agreements were made with Turkey and Morocco to secure cheap labour. Thus, contract labour from Turkey and Morocco arrived by the tens of thousands. They carried out the heavy tasks of building and road construction and jobs such as cleaning. Such jobs were considered too hard or demeaning by the native population, and that situation continues to this day.

The economies of Europe flourished owing to contract labour.  In the decades that followed, there was a need for more human resources to secure economic development. Those who looked out for such human resources found it among the refugees who came from the Third World.

Let us examine briefly why, when and how did the scheme to welcome and accommodate refugees come into being. The end of the Second World War saw Europe polarised between capitalist states in the west and socialist states in the east. The West European capitalist countries chose to call themselves “free democracies” and claimed that the East European countries were “dictatorships lacking in freedom”. The scheme to welcome and accommodate refugees came out of the claim that people who were “oppressed and denied freedom” in the “socialist dictatorships” should be able to find refuge in Western Europe and breathe the air of freedom. As expected, tens of thousands came out of Eastern Europe seeking asylum and were given all the necessary facilities. The system of granting asylum was also employed as part of their political propaganda.

However, granting asylum only to refugees from socialist countries remained only an unwritten rule. They feared that spelling this out in public would subject them to the charge of discrimination. Under these circumstances, rather unexpectedly, refugees began to turn up from Third World countries as well. Many of them arrived from former colonies to the countries of the former colonial masters. The political and economic problems in the post-colonial era had led to civil war in many former colonies. Although the former colonial masters very well knew that people from their former colonies had a right to seek asylum in the land of their former masters, they concealed it and presented it instead as a “refugee problem”. The politics of “refugee problem” continues to persist.

Although these refuges are unwanted guests in the host country, West European states realised that these “multi-ethnic” refugees could be used to meet their economic purposes. As the demand for labour increased, the shortage of labour was met by offering employment opportunities to the refugees as cleaners and gardeners. The important difference from the earlier situation was that, with contract labour the employer had to bear the cost of travel of the employee, but the “new labour force” came at its own expense. I think that the following example alone would suffice to appreciate that any employer allows refugees to work out of self-interest. Until recently, the Netherlands forbade refugees pending the grant of asylum from seeking employment. Two years ago, there was a severe shortage of labour in flower gardens and orchards. The owners of the gardens and orchards appealed to the government to allow the refugees to work for them. The government accepted their plea and allowed refugees to work for three months in a year (this being the approximate duration of fruit-picking season).

Hearing of comforts and employment opportunities in European countries is likely to persuade waves of new refugees to migrate to Europe. This is even more probable for refugees come from the poorer countries. Under such conditions, it may prove impossible to arrest the “invasion of refugees”.  The European states are ready to face that eventuality. This could be illustrated with an example from Switzerland. Until 1990, no refugee who entered Switzerland was repatriated. At the same time, no inquiry was conducted or decision taken about asylum. Shock awaited those who admired this “generosity” of the Swiss government. Refugees who arrived after 1900 were promptly subject to inquiries and deported. Once this shock treatment paid dividends, the number of refugees seeking asylum in Switzerland declined sharply. Why was this sudden change in policy? Refugees were exploited lawfully by being employed for low wages in restaurants across Switzerland. However, the economic slowdown that set in by the late 1980’s led to increased unemployment rate and to redundancies. Swiss officials were unwilling to import more labour when Switzerland was in the middle of a recession. Refugees who entered Switzerland unaware of this reality fell victim to the change in policy.

West European countries have another problem besides the above. Refugees granted asylum would settle permanently in the host country. Their numbers would increase with time and, if that trend continued, Europe would comprise multi-ethnic countries. Therefore, they adopted a wicked approach: the neo-nazis were spurred into action. The German state is turning a blind eye to the growth of nazi terror in Germany. Although the problem today comprises an occasional incident here and there, in a future situation in which the economic problem could take a turn for the worse, nazi terror will be unleashed with full force on all aliens. Then, the Tamil émigré population will recognize the class to which they belong.

Why is there no class-consciousness among Tamils émigrés so far? We see an upsurge in ethno linguistic sentiments the world over. It is natural that people who speak the same language, share the same culture and belong to the same nationality get together. The Tamils are no exception. However, many do not realise that these sentiments about language and nationality came about only within the last 200 years or so. Religious sentiments dominated before that. Nationalism is mostly language-based. Cultural organisations and media of communication play a big role in advancing language and nationalism. However, these media do not go beyond that. The main aim of cultural organisations and media of communication is to make money: they do not act out of social concern. That is precisely why they do not devote one-hundredth of the time that they allocate for discussing cinema to deal with the problems of refugees. People who are intoxicated by such tripe do not care about what problems await them. The pathetic situation in which these people rely heavily on these media for their information, owing to their lack of knowledge of a European language and dependence on Tamil only, makes them ignorant of European politics. Living like little islands in the ocean, they remain very much unaware of what is happening around them. This is why Tamil émigrés do not know what their class is.

The children who grow up in these countries, however, have some awareness of their class. Parents who seek to preserve the caste structure even in exile face ridicule from their offspring. Tomorrow these children would talk about class. Besides, Tamils who are subjected to racism will be compelled to seek the support of the progressive forces of Europe. There are signs that such forces that are re-emerging slowly now will become a major political force tomorrow. It is to this that some refer as the “reserve force of the revolution to come”. People do not get hold of politics, but Politics gets hold of people.

Poverty will be the force propelling Tamil émigrés towards politics. The answer to those who ask where poverty is in Europe, I would give the following illustration: European governments count as poor the unemployed and those who earn very low wages. These people suffer because of the rising cost of living. The fact that thousands go to shops selling used goods is a sign of poverty.  Unlike what some believe, the possession of a refrigerator, a car or a television is not a sign of affluence or social status. Consumerist economic culture persuades the population that everyone needs to possess such goods. To ensure that such goods are purchased, credit facilities are made available enabling payment over a long period so that every ordinary citizen could afford them. Many are entrapped by this illusory web to end up as debtors for life. Some have been doomed to work for the money-lending banks until they die. It is no secret that many Tamil émigrés too have become slaves to consumer culture.

Globalisation has created “new poor” not only in poor countries but also in affluent countries. Many German companies have shut down their factories in Germany because of high cost of production and set up factories in neighbouring Poland to reduce cost of production by employing cheaper labour. As a result, thousands of German workers have lost their jobs. The unemployed, in course of time, become unable to meet their living expenses and impoverished. The fury of such affected innocent people is turned against foreign workers and refugees by the neo-nazis. It is not only the neo-nazis but also the governments that gain from this.

The neo-nazis have the satisfaction of gaining converts to their side. The government has the satisfaction of driving a wedge between the native and immigrant workers. The (uncertain) future of the Tamil émigrés depends on the development of this situation. If people continue to be divided on ethnic basis, that will again lead to fascist killings. If the European workers remain firm without being distracted by the fascists, the immigrant workers will join hands with them in struggle.

Already, class distinction in Europe is also racial distinction I have explained at the start how this came into being. To summarise, the low social class of the poor European workers before the Second World War was elevated to that of a middle class after the war. Government grants transformed poor peasants into farm owners. Even the uneducated were offered jobs with good wages. To fill the vacuum created by this, workers were invited from abroad. This was how class distinction became racial distinction. The state is trying in several ways to preserve this status quo. One such device used by the state is the “Black/White” school system. Parents with high income (predominantly white Europeans) send their children to schools of high standard that levy large sums as fees. Such schools are called ‘White Schools”. Parents with low income (predominantly immigrant workers of various ethnic groups) are compelled to send their children to state schools. These are called “Black Schools”. In Europe, at a time when almost everything but the state is being privatised, such divisions are bound to increase.

There has been “class harmony” in Europe for the past 50 years, i.e. ways have been found to prevent class contradictions from transforming into class conflict and for the different classes to coexist peacefully. This is the aim of the “welfare state” too. But the state of European Union to come is set to deprive the people of their rights one after the other. When people become impoverished, class contradictions will become sharper. As a result, the working class, comprising immigrant workers mainly, will be acutely affected. Under those conditions, no one can prevent the Tamil people from being propelled into working class politics.

