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Abstract: Queer theory emerged out of traditional gay/lesbian studies during the 1980s as a body of 

criticism on issues of gender, sexuality and subjectivity. It aims to break down binaries such as “gay” or 

“straight” and rejects any stereotypical notion on the idea of one’s sexuality, emphasizing the fact that 

prescribed notions of sexuality are socially constructed. Dating back to the 1980s and 1990s, Teresa De 

Lauretis, Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick arranged much for the conceptual base for this 

emerging field. It has gradually developed into a significant area of gender studies. 

The present paper seeks to compare Shyam Shelvadurai’s Funny Boy and Hanif Kureishi’s My Beautiful 

Launderette on grounds of queerness exhibited by the central characters of the texts. It will also attempt to 

make a queer reading of both the texts and seek to analyze how both differ being set in different times and 

contexts. 
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The aim of this paper is to make a comparative study of  Shyam Shelvadurai’s Funny Boy and 

Hanif Kureishi’s My Beautiful Launderette on the ground of queer identities of the major characters of 

both the texts in relation to the prevailing conditions of their times. 

Annamarie Jagose, an LGBT academic and writer of fictional works, in the introduction to her 

book  Queer Theory, states that once the term “queer” was, at best, slang for homosexual, at worst, a term 

of homophobic abuse but in the recent years “queer” has come to be used differently, sometimes as an 

umbrella term for a coalition of culturally marginal sexual self-identitfications and at other times to 

describe a nascent theoretical model which has developed out of more traditional lesbian and gay studies. 

Hans Bertens in Literary Theory: The Basics states that according to Queer Theory there is no “natural” 

sexuality – a status traditionally accorded to heterosexuality – and that there is no stable relationship 

accorded between biological sexuality, gender, and sexual desire. Casting its net wider than gay or lesbian 
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criticism, it has strong interest in everything that contributes to the destabilization of accepted sexual 

categories, even categories such as “gay” and “lesbian”. 

“Queer” can be regarded both as continuity and also a break with the notion of gayness. “Queer” 

separated from “gay” when gay ideals aligned with assimilation and conservatism, while queer coincided 

with a radical approach. The emergence of Queer Theory can be traced back to the 1980s and 1990s 

where it emerged from the significant outbursts of gay/lesbian/political/cultural activities. Queer Theory 

critically examines the way power works to institutionalize and legitimate certain forms of expressions of 

sexuality and gender while stigmatizing others. It predicates that all sexual behavior and sexual 

expression, all concepts linking such to prescribed, associated identities, and their categorization into 

“normal” or “deviant” sexualities or gender, are constructed socially and generate modes of social 

meaning. Whereas gay/lesbian studies focused its inquiries into natural and unnatural behavior with 

respect to homosexual behavior, queer theory expands its focus to encompass any kind of sexual activity 

or identity that falls into the normative and deviant categories. In her Queer Theory, Annamaria Jagose 

further writes that resisting the model of stability - which claims heterosexuality as its origin, when it is 

more properly its effect - queer focuses on “mismatches” between sex, gender and desire. Institutionally, 

queer has been associated most prominently with bisexual, lesbian and gay subjects, but its analytic 

framework also includes such topics as cross-dressing, intersexuality, gender-corrective surgery. 

Shyam Shelvadurai’s Funny Boy (1994) presents us the character of Arjun Chelvaratnam, better 

known as Arjie whose bittersweet passage to maturity and sexual awakening is set against escalating 

political tensions in Sri Lanka leading up to the 1983 riots between the Singhalese and the Tamils. Hanif 

Kureishi’s My Beautiful Landerette (1986), on the other hand, presents us the characters of Omar and 

Johny in London during the 1980s. Both the texts show the treatment of the queers in two different place 

and context. 

Arjie’s homosexual relationship with Shehan, his classmate, does not end of a positive note for 

them having to separate due to the on-going riots between the Tamils and Singhalese. Though their 

relationship is seen transgressing the norms of heteronormativity in the society, they are bound to separate 

due to the ethnic tension prevailing during that time. As such the issue of ethnicity becomes very 

important in relation to the question of queer identity in the text. However, My Beautiful Launderette is 

seen ending on a note of positivity and optimism, where Omar and Johny’s relationship is seen 

transgressing not only prescribed sexual norms of the society but also ethnic and racial norms as Omar 

was a Pakistani immigrant in London while Johny a native Englishman. Through the characters of Omar 

and Johny we see London’s two most disparate groups uniting : The Brown and the White, the rising 

entrepreneurial middle class and the working class, the native and the immigrant. 
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Selvadurai begins Funny Boy by introducing us to a game of “bride-bride” involving Arjie and 

his cousins. Arjie cross dresses as bride in the game which itself becomes very problematic. As a child 

and young adult, he displays “certain tendencies” (162), as his father calls them, that defy accepted norms 

of the ways men and women are expected to behave. Arjie is rudely disciplined for wanting to play the 

role of a bride. His cousin Tanuja (Her Fatness), even at a young age is aware of the gender roles within 

the Sri Lankan society, She says, “The groom cannot help with the cooking.. Because grooms don’t do 

that.”(31) The pleasure Arjie takes in playing the bride is a matter of shame and grave consternation for 

his parents and other family members too. His uncle, Cyril, recognizes this and warns his parents “looks 

like you have a funny one here” (14) Likewise, his father too is worried that “If he turns out funny like 

that Rankotwera boy, if he turns out to be the laughing stock of Colombo” (14) it will be there fault for 

not looking into his funny behavior early in age. However the word “funny” for Arjie becomes something 

whose significance he does not fully understand but can sense nonetheless has a shameful connotation. He 

says, 

It was clear to me that I had done something wrong, but what it was I couldn’t 

comprehend. The word ‘funny’ as I understood it meant either humorous or strange, as in 

the expression ‘that’s funny.’ Neither of these fitted the sense in which my father had 

used the word, for there had been a hint of disgust in his tone. (Selvadurai 17) 

After being caught playing the role of a bride, he is further restricted from seeing his mother 

getting dressed, something to which he had easy access before that incident. It shocks him when his 

mother refused to open the door and asked him to go away. He is also forced to play cricket with the other 

boys. When he asks the reason for not being allowed to play with the girls, his mother tells him that he 

was a big boy then and that big boys “must” play with other boys, highlighting the ingrained notion of 

prescribed sexual norms in the mind of Arjie’s mother. His father even prevents him from reading books 

like Little Women, because he considers it to be a “girl’s book, a book that twelve-year-old boys should 

not be reading”(109) As such Peter Berry in The Beginning Theory, mentions Eve Kosofsky Sedgwik, 

one of the foundational proponent of Queer Theory, who in her book Epistemology of the Closet writes 

that, “coming out of the closet” (openly revealing one’s gay or lesbian sexual orientation) is not a single 

absolute act. Gayness may be openly declared to family and friends. Degrees of concealment and 

openness co-exist in the same lives. Nor will sexual orientation alone usually make a person a complete 

outsider, and therefore all innocent of all patriarchal or exploitative taint. 

Before Arjie is even aware of the repercussions of his “tendencies” or any un-stereotypical gender 

implications he may have, they are discouraged by his family. However, playing with the boy children 

proves equally problematic because his “girlie-boy” (25) status separates him from the possibility of 
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being either a boy or a girl. Within these early episodes, his exclusion from both the boys and girls 

suggest that Arjie himself inhabits some third space in between these two, but that third space is merely 

described as funny and never named. He laments “I would be caught between the boys’ and girls’ worlds, 

not belonging or wanted in either” (39) after being excluded from playing from both the sides.  

Things complicate further when Arjie and Shehan’s relationship begin to flourish and it is only 

after Arjie meets Shehan, he comes to term with his own sexual orientation. When Arjie is being sent to 

the new school, The Queen Victoria Academy, his father explains him that “The academy will force you 

to become a man” (210), to his questions about why his school is being changed. It is in this new school 

that Arjie comes across Shehan, the boy who had long hair and used hair clips to pin his hair up. Arjie’s 

gradual friendship with him begins to trouble Arjie’s brother Diggy for he was aware of the fact that 

Shehan was a homosexual. He warns Arjie saying “You better watch out for him. You don’t want to 

become associated with him” (231) because he did not want Arjie “to become like him” (231), denying 

the fact that it was not something under Arjie’s control. He further explains that Shehan gets physically 

intimate with the head prefect during free periods, much to the dismay of Arjie, who finds it difficult to 

believe it. After their first kiss, Arjie is left confused for he could not understand the implication of that 

act. Later at night in his bed, when he rewinds  the entire incident he realizes that he not only liked the 

kiss but was also eager to experience it again in all its detail and sensation, marking the very point where 

Arjie slowly becomes aware of his queer identity. After making love in the garage of Arjie’s house, he is 

however overcome by the feeling of guilt and remorse against Shehan for having being warned by his 

family since childhood that it was not normal to have tendencies different from the ones expected of a 

particular sex. Towards the end when he is finally able to accept his homosexual identity he realizes that 

whatever happened in the garage was not wrong for how could loving Shehan be bad. However he is 

aware of the consequences of their relationship and that if his parents or anybody else discovered it, he 

would be in great trouble. He thinks about Radha Aunty and Jegan who in their own way experienced 

injustice and wonders how some people got to decide what is wrong and right, just or unjust, how it was 

only in the hands of the powerful to decide that. He thinks if it is possible for people like him and Shehan 

to be powerful but cannot find an answer to that question. Thus towards the end it seen that their 

relationship breaks off for them being less powerful in comparison to the people they had to deal with. 

Even if on the level of being a queer relationship it had succeeded to an extent, on the level of being an 

inter-ethnic relationship it had failed.  

Coming to My Beautiful Launderette, set in the Thatcher era of England, we are presented with 

the characters of Omar and Johny who exhibit queer identities. When one considers the characters of 

Omar and Johny, both are expected to play the prescribed gender roles. But by engaging in a homosexual 
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relationship, they defy the stereotypes of both Pakistani and English culture. In the UK, the Thatcher 

government had created Section 28 of the Local Government Act, making it illegal for local authorities to 

support anything that might promote homosexual relationships as a viable alternative to heterosexual 

family life. But Omar and Johny are seen transgressing both on the level of conforming to gender and 

sexual roles and also on the level of their class and racial identities. The launderette act as a utopic space 

in which the dominant norms associated with gender, sexuality, class and race are destabilized. The two 

men rekindle their teenage relationship when they are alone together in the launderette. It is illustrative of 

how they escaped the ethical and moral boundaries imposed upon them both by the society as well as 

Omar’s family. When they are left alone in the launderette, they are able to surpass Omar’s family’s 

cultural expectation of a heterosexual arranged marriage between Omar and Nasser’s daughter Tania. 

Similarly, Johny is able to detach himself from his group of resentful white working class peers and form 

a relationship with the supposed “other” – the son of a Pakistani immigrant. In the scene following the 

opening of the launderette, we see Omar and Johny getting physically intimate in the back room, but also 

at the same time being careful so that no one sees them. Their relationship like the launderette, demands 

hard work and commitment through adversity, symbolized by their secretive relationship, which only 

allows them to show affection for each other in darkness, outside “the real world”. The dominant 

discourse on “correct” model of sexuality foregrounds the importance of spatiality in the screenplay. It is 

in these spaces, which are hidden and dark, that the less dominant form of sexuality finds form and 

expression. When Nasser asks Omar to marry Tania, he could not outrightly reject it due to societal 

norms, though in the back of his mind he never had any intention of marrying her. We also have the 

relationship of Rachel and Nasser which is transgressive for it being a relationship which a man maintains 

outside his marriage. Rachel is seen breaking the stereotype of the conventional other woman. She has her 

dignity intact when confronted by Nasser’s daughter Tania and tells her that they are from different 

generations and classes and that she is dependent on Nasser for her livelihood. However we see this 

relationship breaking off and Rachel leaving Nasser as she realizes that it would be hard for both of them 

to go against the society and its norms which she would be one who will have to take larger part of the 

blame in their relationship. As such Omar and Johny’s relationship stands out among the rest because 

their act of continuing their relationship can be seen as an act of defying societal norms and constructs. 

To conclude, though we see that queer identities were looked down upon both in South Asia and 

England during the 1980s, Funny Boy and My Beautiful Launderette differ from each other in that we see 

a transgressive homosexual relationship not being able to flourish further due to being in the confines of a 

society where homosexuality was still considered a taboo and during a time when Sri Lanka was marked 

by communal riots between the Tamils and Singhalese. On the other hand we see a relationship involving 

two homosexuals in England, prospering despite it being interracial. Hence, Arjie, being a Tamil and 
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Shehan being a Singhalese come to the realization at the end that their relationship would not be able to 

surpass those conflicts between their respective ethnic identities. Funny Boy ends with Arjie and his 

family leaving for Canada, after their house is being burnt due to the on-going conflict. Arjie’s meeting 

Shehan for the last time is contrasted with the sights of his burnt down house making him further realize 

the improbability of a future of their relationship. Thus when Arjie returns from meeting Shehan for the 

last time he could still smell his particular odor in his body, which lingered on him after they made love. 

Both had abruptly withdrawn from each other for both dreaded their parting and for fear of pain. This 

scene is immediately contrasted with Arjie passing by their house that had been burnt down. He sits on 

the verandah steps of his house crying, 

I sat on the verandah steps and wept for the loss of my home, for loss of everything that I    held 

to be precious. I tried to muffle the sound of weeping, but my voice cried out loudly as if it were 

the only weapon I had against those who destroyed my life. (Selvadurai 311) 

My Beautiful Laundette ends in a scene where we see Omar and Johny getting physically 

intimate. Johny had been badly beaten up by Genghis when he attempted to stop Genghis and Salim 

getting into a fight. While the fight between Genghis and Salim still implicate the conflict between the 

different races in England, the immediate scene that follows involving Omar and Johny show the prospect 

of the union of two different cultures through love. Even if Johny hesitates when Omar says that he will 

wash him, Omar tells him how he sees him beautiful despite him being dirty and bruised indicating that 

he loved him despite their racial differences. We see that the play ends with both of them washing each 

other in the sink in the back of the launderette, meaning their love had transcended all boundaries of the 

society related to racial differences, and also most importantly prescribed notions of sexuality. 
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