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Abstract

This paper is a deconstructionist interpretation of Shyam Selvadurai's
Funny Boy. It investigates the social formation of gender norms
through the novel's adolescent protagonist, Arjie, and his identity
battle in a strict Sri Lankan Tamil society. The argument in the paper
is that gender as a social construct is effectively deconstructed by
Arjie, impelled by critical thinking ability and an identity crisis
pertaining to his age. The work serves as a critique of the
requirements of patriarchal society by emphasizing the experiences of
marginalized individuals, questioning traditional concepts of selthood
through a focus on individual will. Furthermore, the research
investigates the impact of the novel's postcolonial implication and
pertinent psychological theories on identity deconstruction.

Introduction

Identity crisis is a recurring concern in contemporary diasporic writing, with writers frequently
struggling to reconcile personal identity with enforced cultural conventions (Henderson, 2014).
In Shyam Selvadurai's Funny Boy (1994), a Bildungsroman set in Sri Lanka, this conflict is
shown through the eyes of a young boy, Arjie, whose battle with his burgeoning gay identity puts
him in direct contradiction to traditional gender stereotypes. This essay will argue that Selvadurai
uses a deconstructionist method to undermine the social conceptions of gender and identity,
presenting them as fluid and contingent rather than fixed and fundamental (Derrida, 1978:
Frable, 1997). The novel's narrative framework deconstructs societal conventions while also
empowering the marginalized by emphasizing human will and authenticity. This framework,
inherent to adolescence, allows Arjie to overcome the imposed "gender exile" and create his own
identity. This analysis will also look at how the psychological underpinnings of Arjie's
adolescent cognition and experiences, coupled with the postcolonial context, influences the
deconstruction of identity and the formation of his self.

Deconstructing Gender: Arjie's Flexible Identity and Adolescent Development

Arjie's willful transgression of gender norms is key to Funny Boy. From the beginning of the
narrative, he is shown as someone who defies gender stereotypes; he is drawn to typically
feminine pursuits, such as "bride-bride," and he exhibits an interest in makeup.. This early breach
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of gender expectations indicates the intrinsic volatility of these categories (Butler 1990). Rather
than accepting cultural conventions, Arjie actively attempts to create his identity on his own
terms, using his inner self rather than biological imperatives. This process is consistent with Erik
Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development, in which adolescents struggle with identity
and role confusion as they manage conflicting demands from their family and society. We see
Arjie initially portrayed as a boy uninterest in cricket (211), where the game, cricket is usually
meant for men. This highlights his initial difference from traditionally masculine roles.
Selvadurai undermines the masculine-feminine binary antagonism by employing
deconstructionist principles. Jacques Derrida (1978) stated that when examined closely, these
binary notions lack the substantial, stable meaning they purport to have (Cooper, 1989). Instead,
they are fluid and context-dependent. In the story, the "rules" of social engagement are arbitrary
creations imposed by those in authority, similar to how Arjie makes his own rules in his
childhood games. In response to his exclusion from "girl" activities, Arjie shows his ability to
challenge not only the conventional gender standards through the reworking of gender
performances but the established broader social structure. He states, In cricket, "the older and
better players always went first, with younger players just following" (26). The novel, thus,
challenges established societal structures. Also, the remark of Arjie exemplifies the developing
ability of a teenager to think abstractly and critically.

The Power Dynamics of Social Constraint and the Impact on Identity

Selvadurai's work provides a clear illustration of how power operates to shape our understanding
of gender. We see through Arjie's experiences how he navigates a social world packed with
predetermined expectations and firm boundaries, particularly within the confines of his family's
traditional Tamil home. Here, gender roles appear rigidly defined; women are meant to fulfill the
roles of mothers and wives, while men are assigned the positions of breadwinners and authority
figures, a dynamic described by Hooks in 1984. Accordingly, Arjie’s mother, Nalini, for
instance, often pushes her personal aspirations aside, kept almost invisible owing to the weight of
her prescribed gendered space in society. As Arjie's understanding of himself changes, his inner
sense of self clashes with rigid social rules, leading to an intensified feeling of unease, which is
typically the beginning of adolescence. Arjie’s father, Chelva, removes him from St.Gabriel's
school and admits him in The Victoria, citing that “The Academy will force you to become a
man” (210).

Selvadurai critiques patriarchal structures and the harsh social norms they impose by
focusing on the experiences of female characters such as Nalini and Radha, Arjie's aunt. Radha's
problems, in particular, demonstrate the constraints imposed on women, as her personal choices
are constrained by social and cultural standards. The novel also draws in a multifaceted portrayal
of gender and ethnicity, for example. Radha’s connection with Anil, a Sinhalese male, is not well
received by the society in which she lives. Selvadurai demonstrates how all these social
institutions and structures are based on arbitrary standards rather than permanent truths, which is
consistent with Foucault's (1977) theory of power and speech. These oppressive experiences, in
turn, nourish Arjie's growing critical consciousness.

Arjie and Shehan: Divergent Queer Identities and Psychological Development

In the novel, the figure of Shehan complicates the identity question. Shehan does not apologize
for his gay orientation, although Arjie is first worried about his same-sex attraction. This
juxtaposition emphasizes the flexibility and variety of self-construction. Shehan represents the
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narrator's repressed impulses, and serves as the catalyst for Arjie's sexual awakening. Shehan
also acts as a deconstructive voice. On his relationship with Shehan, the narrator realizes that his
internalized gender beliefs are just social constructs. His sound authenticity towards his queer
identity is a stark contrast with that of the main character. Selvadurai emphasizes that individuals
must fight the societal frames enforced on them. Arjie feels content in "holding up the Victoria
Academy for ridicule" by getting a source of power from Shehan (242). Shehan’s self-assurance
is in stark contrast to Arjie’s initial turmoil and suggests different approaches to managing
identity. Shehan tells Arjie to act like he is "normal" but also states that he is no different from
him (265), illustrating that the idea of one true way to experience queerness is a misconception.

A Psychological Analysis of the Exilic Experience, Postcolonial Setting, and Postmodern
Self

The novel places the protagonists' plight against the greater context of Sri Lankan civil unrest,
with the ethnic struggle between Sinhalese and Tamil populations resulting in both physical and
psychological exile. This increases the already high levels of tension generated by gender and
sexuality. Political turbulence strengthens the view that imposed societal systems, such as those
based on gender, ethnicity, or class, are essentially unstable and can be reversed (Said 1993).
Furthermore, the postcolonial setting shapes identity as people confront the history of colonial
power and its impact on social structures. According to Marcia (1966), this condition increases
the experience of dislocation and contributes to the adolescent's demand for belonging and
identity. For example, Arjie struggles to fit in with his own Tamil society because of his queer
identity. This is evident in his dream where he is unable to understand his own mother tongue
“every time Shehan spoke” in “Tamil” (242).

Funny Boy represents a postmodern worldview, emphasizing ego fragmentation and the
absence of solid, fundamental facts (Lyotard, 1984). The narrative highlights Derrida's (1978)
concept of the "absent center," which states that meaning is not formed from a fixed point.
Arjie's quest becomes an investigation into how the self is constantly formed within a complex
social context. Selvadurai promotes individuality and self-construction, claiming that people are
not defined by their circumstances and may actively design their own life while rejecting
mainstream cultural forces. Arjie's ultimate awareness that he had stepped "beyond his (father's)
hand" by having a gay sexual encounter with Shehan demonstrates his personal agency and
ability to question and transcend the confines of social and familial constructs (262). Thus, the
novel features adolescence as a process of testing and rebuilding one's own self.

Conclusion

In Shyam Selvadurai's Funny Boy, the psychosocial development of its young character, Arjie,
renders him the cognitive ability to dismantle traditional concepts of identity, which are socially
prescribed. It presents gender as a fluid construct molded by societal factors rather than a fixed
essence. The narrative exposes the inherent fragility and vulnerability of the imposed patriarchal
and postcolonial frameworks. By actively rejecting conventional norms and embracing his queer
identity, Arjie demonstrates that selthood is a dynamic place of personal action, rather than a
static condition. Funny Boy eventually confirms our ability to overcome adversity, urging a
critical reevaluation of harsh society standards and a conscious building of self.
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