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Abstract: 

Shyam Selvadurai's Funny Boy (1994) is a significant postcolonial novel that explores the 
intersections of gender, sexuality, ethnicity and identity in Sri Lankan society. Through the 
experiences of the protagonist Arjie Chelvaratnam, the novel examines the challenges faced by 
individuals who do not conform to traditional gender roles and heterosexual norms. Arjie's journey 
from childhood to adolescence reveals the social pressures that regulate gender expression and 
sexual behavior. The novel presents masculinity as a socially constructed ideal that often suppresses 
individuality and emotional freedom. It also portrays the awakening of same-sex desire and the 
difficulties of negotiating sexual identity in a conservative society. Furthermore, the narrative links 
personal struggles with broader ethnic tensions between the Tamil and Sinhalese communities, 
demonstrating how different forms of marginalization intersect. Through themes of resistance, self-
discovery and identity formation, Selvadurai critiques patriarchal structures and heteronormative 
expectations. This study analyzes the representation of gender and sexuality in Funny Boy and 
explores how the novel challenges dominant social norms. By examining Arjie's experiences, the 
paper highlights the complexities of growing up as a queer individual within a society shaped by 
patriarchy, cultural traditions and ethnic conflict. Ultimately, Funny Boy emerges as a powerful 
narrative of self-expression and resistance against oppressive social structures. 
Keywords: Gender, sexuality, resistance, masculinity, self-discovery, patriarchy, self-expression. 
Introduction: 

Shyam Selvadurai's Funny Boy is a semi-autobiographical novel set in Sri Lanka during a 
period of growing ethnic conflict. The novel follows the life of Arjie Chelvaratnam, a young Tamil 
boy whose interests and behavior differ from conventional expectations of masculinity. From 
childhood, Arjie faces criticism and exclusion because he prefers activities associated with girls 
rather than boys. As he grows older, he begins to understand his sexual identity and confronts the 
restrictions imposed by family, society and culture. 

The novel is divided into six interconnected stories that trace Arjie's development from 
innocence to self-awareness. Through his experiences, Selvadurai explores issues of gender 
nonconformity, homosexuality, patriarchy and social control. The narrative challenges rigid 
definitions of masculinity and femininity while exposing the discrimination faced by individuals 
who deviate from accepted norms. 

At the same time, Funny Boy situates personal identity within the larger context of ethnic 
conflict in Sri Lanka. The protagonist's struggles with sexuality parallel the political tensions 
between Tamils and Sinhalese, suggesting that social systems often marginalize those who are 
perceived as different. Selvadurai's work has received critical acclaim for bringing queer 
experiences into South Asian literature and for offering a nuanced portrayal of identity formation. 

This study investigates how gender and sexuality are represented in Funny Boy and 
examines the ways in which the novel critiques patriarchal and heteronormative structures while 
celebrating individual self-discovery. 
Research Objectives:  
The objectives of this paper are: 

1. To examine the representation of gender nonconformity in Funny Boy. 
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2. To analyze the social construction of masculinity and its influence on individual identity. 
3. To explore the portrayal of sexual awakening and same-sex desire in the novel. 
4. To evaluate the impact of patriarchy on gender and sexual expression. 
5. To assess the significance of self-discovery in the development of Arjie's identity. 
6. To explore how Selvadurai challenges traditional notions of gender and sexuality through 

literary narrative. 
Methodology: 

This study adopts a qualitative and textual approach to analyze Shyam Selvadurai's Funny 
Boy. The research is primarily based on close reading and thematic analysis of the novel. Key 
themes such as gender identity, masculinity, sexuality, patriarchy and resistance are examined 
through textual evidence and character development. 

The study also employs queer theory and gender studies as its theoretical framework. 
Concepts developed by scholars such as Judith Butler and Michel Foucault are used to understand 
the social construction of gender and sexuality. Queer theory helps analyze how Arjie's experiences 
challenge heteronormative assumptions and fixed categories of identity. 

In addition, relevant secondary sources including journal articles, books and literary 
criticism are consulted to provide scholarly perspectives on the novel. These sources assist in 
understanding the cultural and historical context of Sri Lanka and the significance of queer 
representation in postcolonial literature. 

The research focuses on interpreting the experiences of Arjie and other characters to identify 
how social norms shape personal identity. Attention is also given to the relationship between 
sexuality and ethnicity within the broader political context of Sri Lanka. 

Through textual analysis and theoretical interpretation, the study aims to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of gender and sexuality in Funny Boy and demonstrate how the novel 
challenges dominant social structures. 
Literature Review: 

Scholars have widely recognized Funny Boy as a landmark text in South Asian queer 
literature. Critics argue that the novel offers one of the earliest and most powerful representations 
of homosexual identity in a South Asian context. Many studies focus on Arjie's gender 
nonconformity and the social pressures that seek to regulate his behavior. 

Researcher Tariq Jazeel’s “Because Pigs Can Fly: Sexuality, Race and the Geographies of 
Difference in Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy” is one of the most influential studies of gender and 
sexuality in Funny Boy. Here he exposes how queer identity and ethnic difference intersect within 
Sri Lankan social space. He also explains the influence of domestic and educational spaces on 
regulating sexuality and masculine behaviour.  Rahul k. Gairola writes a paper on “Limp Wrists, 
Inflamatory Punches: Violence, Masculinity and Queer Sexuality in Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny 
Boy.” It is an important contribution to queer postcolonial studies and South Asian literary criticism. 
Here he explains how Arjie’s experiences expose the fragility of normative masculinity and the 
violence embedded within the patriarchal social structure.  Marta G. Acosta, in the article “Class, 
Gender, Race and Construction of Masculinity in Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy” argues that 
masculinity is not natural but socially constructed through class, creed, race and gender norms. 
Other scholars examine the novel through queer theory, highlighting how it destabilizes binary 
distinctions between masculine and feminine identities. 

Several studies also explore the relationship between sexuality and ethnicity. Critics note 
that the discrimination faced by Arjie mirrors the marginalization experienced by the Tamil 
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community in Sri Lanka. This parallel suggests that systems of exclusion operate across both 
personal and political spheres. 

Postcolonial scholars have analyzed how Funny Boy connects private identity with national 
conflict. They argue that the novel demonstrates how social and political structures influence 
individual experiences. Feminist critics further examine the role of patriarchy in controlling both 
women and queer individuals. 

Overall, existing scholarship identifies Funny Boy as an important text that challenges 
dominant ideologies and expands discussions of gender, sexuality and identity in postcolonial 
literature. 
Gender Nonconformity and Childhood Identity: 

Gender nonconformity is one of the central themes in Funny Boy. From an early age, Arjie 
demonstrates interests that differ from conventional expectations of boys. He enjoys playing "bride-
bride" with girls and prefers imaginative activities rather than masculine games. These behaviors 
lead family members to label him as a "funny boy," a term that reflects social disapproval. 

Arjie's childhood experiences reveal how society imposes rigid gender roles. Adults 
constantly attempt to correct his behavior and encourage him to act like a "proper" boy. His father, 
in particular, worries that Arjie's actions threaten traditional notions of masculinity. Consequently, 
Arjie experiences feelings of confusion and isolation. 

Despite these pressures, Arjie gradually becomes aware of his individuality. His resistance 
to prescribed gender roles reflects an early form of self-expression. The novel portrays childhood 
as a critical stage in identity formation, where social expectations clash with personal desires. 

Selvadurai challenges the assumption that gender is natural and fixed. Instead, the novel 
suggests that gender roles are socially constructed and enforced through family and cultural 
institutions. Through Arjie's experiences, Funny Boy exposes the difficulties faced by children who 
do not conform to traditional gender norms and highlights the importance of accepting diverse 
identities. 
The Construction of Masculinity: 

In Funny Boy, masculinity is presented as a social construct maintained through cultural 
expectations and family pressure. The male characters in the novel are expected to display strength, 
authority and heterosexual behavior. These qualities define what society considers a "real man." 

Arjie's father embodies conventional masculinity and expects his son to conform to these 
standards. He discourages feminine behavior and attempts to shape Arjie into a traditionally 
masculine figure. Similarly, schools and social institutions reinforce gender norms by rewarding 
aggressive and competitive behavior among boys. 

The novel demonstrates that masculinity is not an inherent quality but a performance 
regulated by society. Arjie's inability or unwillingness to meet these expectations results in criticism 
and exclusion. His experiences reveal how restrictive masculine ideals can suppress individuality 
and emotional expression. 

Selvadurai critiques the rigid nature of patriarchal masculinity by showing its harmful 
effects on both men and women. The pressure to conform limits personal freedom and creates 
divisions between acceptable and unacceptable identities. Through Arjie's resistance, the novel 
challenges dominant definitions of manhood and advocates for more inclusive understandings of 
gender. 
Sexual Awakening: 
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Arjie's sexual awakening is a significant aspect of his journey toward self-discovery. As he 
enters adolescence, he begins to experience attraction toward other boys, particularly Shehan Soyza. 
This relationship marks a turning point in Arjie's understanding of his sexuality. 

The friendship between Arjie and Shehan develops into emotional and romantic intimacy. 
Through this connection, Arjie gains confidence and begins to accept his feelings. However, their 
relationship exists within a society that condemns homosexuality and promotes heterosexual norms. 

Selvadurai portrays sexual awakening as both liberating and challenging. Arjie's experiences 
provide him with a deeper understanding of himself, yet they also expose him to social risks and 
discrimination. His growing awareness of desire forces him to confront societal expectations 
regarding gender and sexuality. 

The novel treats same-sex attraction with sensitivity and complexity. Rather than portraying 
homosexuality as abnormal, Selvadurai presents it as a natural aspect of human identity. Arjie's 
journey reflects the difficulties faced by queer individuals seeking acceptance in conservative 
societies while emphasizing the importance of authenticity and self-recognition. 
Heteronormativity and Social Control: 

Heteronormativity operates as a powerful force throughout Funny Boy. Society assumes that 
heterosexuality is the only acceptable form of sexuality and structures social institutions 
accordingly. Individuals who deviate from this norm face scrutiny and punishment. 

Arjie encounters heteronormative expectations in his family, school and community. Adults 
attempt to regulate his behavior and discourage actions associated with femininity. These efforts 
reflect broader social mechanisms that enforce conformity. 

The novel demonstrates how heteronormativity functions as a form of social control. It 
shapes ideas about gender, relationships and identity while marginalizing those who do not fit 
established norms. Arjie's experiences reveal the emotional consequences of living under constant 
surveillance and judgment. 
Selvadurai critiques these oppressive structures by highlighting their impact on personal freedom. 
Through Arjie's resistance, the novel questions the legitimacy of social norms that restrict individual 
expression and advocates for greater acceptance of diversity. 
Sexuality and Ethnicity: One of the unique features of Funny Boy is its connection between 
sexuality and ethnicity. Arjie's personal struggles occur against the backdrop of increasing tensions 
between Tamil and Sinhalese communities in Sri Lanka. 

The discrimination faced by Arjie because of his sexuality parallels the marginalization 
experienced by Tamils because of their ethnic identity. Both forms of exclusion are based on 
difference and are maintained through systems of power. The novel suggests that society often fears 
and suppresses those who challenge dominant norms. 

The relationship between Arjie and Shehan further complicates issues of identity because it 
develops within a politically divided society. Their friendship transcends social boundaries and 
demonstrates the possibility of human connection beyond ethnic and cultural divisions. 

By linking sexuality and ethnicity, Selvadurai broadens the novel's critique of oppression. 
He shows that personal and political identities are interconnected and that struggles for acceptance 
often occur across multiple dimensions of experience. 
Gender, Power and Patriarchy: 

Patriarchy plays a central role in shaping the social environment of Funny Boy. Male 
authority dominates family and community life, determining acceptable behavior for both men and 
women. Patriarchal values reinforce traditional gender roles and discourage alternative identities. 
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Arjie's experiences illustrate how patriarchy regulates sexuality and gender expression. His 
father's concern about masculinity reflects broader social anxieties regarding deviation from 
established norms. Women in the novel also face restrictions imposed by patriarchal expectations. 

The novel reveals that patriarchy functions through both direct authority and cultural beliefs. 
Individuals internalize these values and participate in enforcing social norms. As a result, systems 
of power become deeply embedded in everyday life. 

Selvadurai critiques patriarchal structures by exposing their limitations and injustices. 
Through characters who challenge social expectations, the novel suggests the possibility of more 
equitable and inclusive forms of identity and relationships. 
Resistance and Self-Discovery: Resistance and self-discovery are central to Arjie's development. 
Despite social pressures, he gradually learns to embrace aspects of himself that society rejects. His 
refusal to completely conform represents a form of personal resistance. 

Arjie's relationship with Shehan provides emotional support and helps him understand his 
identity. Through friendship and love, he discovers alternative ways of being that challenge 
dominant norms. These experiences contribute to his growing sense of self-worth. 

The novel portrays resistance not as open rebellion but as everyday acts of self-expression 
and authenticity. Arjie's journey demonstrates that identity formation often involves negotiating 
between personal desires and social expectations. 

Selvadurai presents self-discovery as an empowering process that enables individuals to 
challenge oppressive structures. Although Arjie's future remains uncertain, his growing self-
awareness suggests hope and resilience in the face of discrimination. 
Conclusion: 

Funny Boy is a powerful exploration of gender, sexuality, identity and social oppression. 
Through Arjie's experiences, Shyam Selvadurai challenges traditional definitions of masculinity 
and exposes the limitations of heteronormative and patriarchal structures. The novel demonstrates 
how gender and sexuality are socially constructed and regulated through family, education and 
culture. 

By connecting personal identity with ethnic conflict, Selvadurai highlights the multiple 
forms of marginalization that shape individual lives. Arjie's journey from childhood confusion to 
self-awareness illustrates the importance of resistance, acceptance and self-discovery. 

Ultimately, Funny Boy remains a significant contribution to queer and postcolonial 
literature. Its portrayal of diverse identities encourages readers to question social norms and 
recognize the value of individuality, freedom and human dignity. 
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