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ABSTRACT

Shyam Selvadurai, in Funny Boy, and Timothy Mo, in The
Redundancy of Courage, break new ground in the portrayal of a
coming of age novel by choosing gay protagonists to tell their
own story. While there are stark differences between the two—
Selvadurai's is much younger and naive, while Mo's is worldly-
wise and a bit effete—the two books are important examples of
authors finding a new (and challenging) agent to demonstrate
that alterity has a voice in the building of nations in a postcoloni-
al age that cannot ignore cultural migration in the processes of
globalization.
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As we approached the millennium the postcolonial situation of
much of the world entailed an ongoing renegotiation of national iden-
tities. In the continuing process, local ethnic self-definition and asser-
tion often enough endangers the fragile unity that former colonizers
had imposed on large bodies of peoples who may have had more in
common geographically than culturally. In such cases, the old adage
that familiarity breeds contempt has time and again, in recent decades,
prompted civil wars that much of the colonizing world observes with
uncomprehending dismay and, frequently enough, with an almost
nostalgic remembrance of times past, when “we” knew how to define
“them.”

In the literature arising from these conflicts, a burgeoning de-
velopment that this essay will address is the role of an individual’s
sexuality in the process of national (or ethnic) self-actualization.
What are the chances for an individual to confront questions of sexual
identity and acceptable social role when the very forces that once
defined a world are called into question? To a western reader, this is a
central question that begins to be addressed in fascinating new ways
in such novels as Timothy Mo’s The Redundancy of Courage (1991)
and Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy (1995), where the protagonists
are coming to terms with their homosexuality. But what may strike
such a reader is the comparatively lesser role this focus seems to play
in novels of the “emerging world” than it most likely would if written
in America or Europe. Instead, the insistent questions for Selvadurai
and Mo are political, arising in one case from the Tamils and Sinhalese
of Sri Lanka in the 1970s, and in the other from the invasion of East
Timor by Indonesia in 1975. Why this may be so will lead the paper
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into a consideration of the colonizing nature of western schemas for
sexual liberation for men and women. How viable, such schemas
seem to imply, are local sexualities when the pace of cultural globali-
zation and financial interdependence increases? But the reverse side
of the coin offers an interesting set of questions, as well. What can the
west learn, for example, from less obvious and rigidly demarcated
sexual struggles that must contend with a chaotic and deracinating
political situation?

In the world of Selvadurai’s novel, the child protagonist, Arjie,
is oblivious to the larger historical backdrop against which his own
narrative is enacted. He is a member of the Tamil community, de-
scended from Hindu tea-plantation workers brought from India in the
19th century. His group is under increasing threat from the Buddhist
Sinhalese, who outnumber the Tamils almost five to one. Selvadurai
maintains an ironic distance from these harsh political facts as he
unfolds, on the one hand, the various manifestations of civil strife that
only later impinge on Arjie’s consciousness and, on the other hand,
demonstrates by way of analogy in Arjie’s life the forces involved in
the social construction of gender that mirror those in the world of
politics. The boy grows up in a rich and privileged family, even
though he soon finds that its wealth cannot insulate it from danger. In
that world the child has a great deal of freedom to define himself. As
a precursor to the political story, Arjie sees the world divided into two
camps, two “factions” that “struggled for power” (Selvadurai 3). But
these factions are not political; they are gendered—that of the boys,
and that of the girls. Arjie finds himself naturally drifting to the latter
camp, just as his female cousin Meena drifts to the boys’ camp. She
plays cricket; he plays “bride-bride,” in which dressing as the central
character becomes his reward for having imagined the role more
compellingly than any of the others in his group. “The primary at-
traction of the girls’ territory,” he writes, “was the potential for the
free play of fantasy” (3). Thus, the transgressive roles played by Arjie
and Meena arise from their freedom to create something “prior” to
canonized gender scripts. Sounding very much like the central char-
acter in Manuel Puig’s Kiss of the Spider Woman who, as a transves-
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tite imprisoned in Argentina by a repressive government passes the
time rehearsing plots of romantic films and casting himself as the
heroine, seven-year-old Arjie notes that he was “able to leave the
constraints of myself and ascend into another, more brilliant, more
beautiful self, a self to whom this day was dedicated, and around
whom the world, represented by my cousins putting flowers in my
hair, draping the palu, seemed to revolve. It was a self magnified, like
the goddesses of the Sinhalese and Tamil cinema, larger than life; and
like them, like the Malini Fonsekas and the Geetha Kumarasinghes, 1
was an icon, a graceful, benevolent, perfect being upon whom the
adoring eyes of the world rested” (4-5). His is clearly an egocentric
empowerment, one naively grounded in cultural images that transcend
both the politics that would soon engulf his family and the sexual
expectations that would soon snuff out his imagined freedom.
Significantly for the argument of this essay, Arjie’s lawless
world is shattered by the importation of Arjie’s female cousin, Tanuja,
who has returned from abroad and brought back with her a worldly
wisdom that insists on orderly categories and regulated identities. Her
arrival, he records, “marked the beginning of [his] exile from the
world I loved” (5). ““You're a pansy,” she said, her lips curling in
disgust. We looked at her blankly. ‘A faggot,” she said, her voice ris-
ing against our uncomprehending stares. ‘A sissy!” she shouted in
desperation. It was clear by this time,” he writes, “that these were
insults” (11). And this judgment gains greater. force when Arjie is
dragged, as it were, before his assembled larger family, who stare in
silence at the boy dressed as a bride. With some irony, Arjie notes
that “they gazed at [him] in amazement as if [he] had suddenly made
[him]self visible” (13). “It was clear to me that I had done something
wrong,” he writes, “but what it was I couldn’t comprehend” (17);
nonetheless, unconsciously mimicking the imposed role of the bride
he cannot be, he “picked up the edges of [his] veil and fled to the back
of the house” (14). Eventually, Tanuja erases Arjie’s transgression by
reasserting a comfortably binary view of sexual identity, taking up all
the roles to which Arjie had grown accustomed, “claiming for herself
the rituals [he] had so carefully invented and planned” (21). Agency



The Role of Sexuality in Nation-Building: 121

is stripped from him. When he is pushed across the frontier into the
boys’ camp and commanded to play cricket, he is emasculated in his
teammates’ eyes by having his rights as a batter taken from him.
Gradually, a future role in such a regulated society begins to materi-
alize before his eyes: “There would be the loneliness,” he writes. “I
would be caught between the boys’ and the girls’ worlds, not belong-
ing or wanted in either. I would have to think of things with which to
amuse myself, find ways to endure the lunches and teas when the
cousins would talk to one another about what they had done and what
they planned to do for the rest of the day” (39-40). He has already
been effectively sidelined, rendered a clownish cipher in his society;
categorized-as something /ess than a man, he is not one from whom a
serious role in the building up of the nation would be expected.
“Sidelined” by the others, he is constructed by his peers, in other
words, as queer.

One could imagine Timothy Mo’s novel, The Redundancy of
Courage, as a sequel to Selvadurai’s coming-of-age account, since
Mo’s protagonist is an adult gay male who has adjusted to his margi-
nalization by society. Furthermore, he has become machiavellian in
his chameleon-like ability to make accommodations with whatever
power currently has hegemony over his life. He literally makes ac-
commodations, in fact, since he buys, refurbishes and makes a hand-
some profit from a dilapidated hotel. In the novel the building stands
as a symbol of his attempt to find a symbiotic relationship with those
who cannot take him seriously, a building (and personal crisis) that
seem notably minor against the backdrop of a civil war, a backwater
waystation for the main players in life. Nonetheless, and almost defi-
antly, it is to this locus of personal struggle that our attention is di-
rected when Mo begins his narrative. Although Adolph Ng, the
novel’s protagonist, has long ago come to terms with his sexual ori-
entation, he is taking up the personal struggle where Arjie leaves off:
Mo has him reasserting himself as a participant in history, as a man
of responsibilities in the definition of the future. And by telling the
story of the war through the eyes of this marginalized man, sithouet-
ting him against a backdrop of the foibles of all the other participants
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across the political spectrum (as only a gay hotel proprietor may be
equipped to record), Mo renders nation-building notably ironic, and in
the process valorizes “person-building.”

Like Tanuja in Funny Boy, Ng is a product of globalization. He
is, in fact, Mo’s representative of the migrant semi-intellectual (much
like Mo and Selvadurai, themselves)—ali three of them, men whose
technical citizenship in a particular country no longer has the pull that
it may once have had. Educated in a private high school in Macao,
and then at university in Toronto, Ng returns to Danu sufficiently
enamored of the west but not loved by it, now making a home in a
land that is no longer his home. He finds himself awkwardly situated
between nations—and, in the eyes of his peers, between sexes. As he
puts it: “I am a man of the modern world. The world of television, of
universities, of advertising, of instant communications, made me what
I am. It made me a citizen of the great world and it made me a misfit
for ever. I was offered the glorious things of that realm, and when I
was tempted and said: yes, give them to me, I was thrown down and
when I awoke I was abandoned and lay in a desolate place, yea, and
the air was full of the sound of wailing and the gnashing of teeth”
(24). The mocking self-aggrandizement, the western overtones of
John Bunyan (serving, one imagines, to endear him to his non-Asian
readers and to alert them to his sophistication) offer a thin veneer,
indeed, as he continues: “A sense of being in a dream settled over
me,” he writes, “my way of evading the struggle, minimising the dis-
appointment, much as it would three years later when the malais in-
vaded Danu. The reality of it, return to what I could only see as barba-
rism, the small, broken-down settlement at the back of beyond, only
came home to me as I got on to the small prop plane that took me
from Darwin to Danu. Then I felt numbed. I felt lost. It was not the
home-sickness I'd felt in LA four years before, when I’d been bewil-
dered and intimidated by uncertainty, the challenge of finding a niche,
making an identity for myself in a vast, strange, and complex society.
This was the sickness, the vertigo, and familiar nausea of knowing to
a certainty that there was no place for me in the simple community to
which I returned and that the man I aspired to be did not exist there.
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Could not . . . The futility of my existence was a daily mockery” (29,
48). In Toronto he had glimpsed not only his possible metropolitan
self, but specifically his free gay (and, perhaps, state-less) self. Back
in Danu he must not only renegotiate the terms of his sexuality, but of
his nationality, as well.

In the course of telling the story Ng insistently relegates his
sexuality (and his agency) to the lesser and inconsequential role that,
he initially seems to agree, is demanded by the more immediate needs
of those (real) men engaged in national self-definition. As proprietor
of the hotel, he observes the developing struggle between two forces:
the Amalgamationist party, made up principally of 50 or 60 malais
and favoring integration with the larger neighbor, and the much larger
FAKOUM. The latter had previously existed as the Independence
Party and, although it had had no unified political philosophy, had
been quickly branded as communist. A third small party, the Federa-
tionists, simply favored staying with the colonial power. Ng concludes
that the Amalgamationists are a fig-leaf for the invading malais, who
use them as a legitimating “indigenization” of invasion and conquest.
The reader judges that Ng’s sympathies are with FAKOUM, but this
is never completely settled. When one FAKOUM member complains
about in-fighting (“I don’t know what’s happening to us all, Adolph.
Why are we at each other’s throats? We’re all Danuese.”), Ng records
the following: “I refrained from saying that I was not, that I was a
Chinese, and treated as such, that I didn’t have a piece of the ac-
tion. . . . I wasn’t actually a party member—the bastards had an unof-
ficial Chinese exclusion policy” (58, 76). Thus, his alienation is
grounded not only in his sexuality but also in his ethnicity.

Adolph Ng undoubtedly begins as an alienated individual (“I
had been standing as if I was some privileged witness, outside the
events [ was observing” [Mo 4]), and seems to end up in a similarly
voyeuristic position (“I didn’t have a solid grasp of myself—I de-
pended on other people and surroundings to cue me. So I wandered
bizarrely, often with that feeling of standing outside myself as a sepa-
rate and dispassionate watcher, that I had experienced the day the
malais had invaded Danu” [406]). But the reader recognizes, perhaps
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before the character himself, that Ng has in fact changed. He may still
describe himself as “separate and dispassionate,” but at story’s end he
is more integrated, as if his own constitution, if not his nation’s, has
been written by events he has undergone and by the decisions he has
taken. He is now living “without the terror,” because “the invisible
writing, the lineaments of me, which had been there beneath the sur-
face all the time, became manifest. I accepted myself again” (406-
407). He is no more accepted by his society as a “manly” player, but
the self-acceptance is undeniable.

How this self-acceptance comes about, and what it means, offers
a complex and somewhat contradictory view of the protagonist. In the
course of the novel, after all, Ng changes sides more than once. Most
of the time the choice seems to be out of his hands, as he is captured
by one side or the other and made to serve its purposes. But serve
them he does, and he serves them well. Near the end of the book he
must make a choice of supporting a FAKOUM member or of pro-
tecting the life of the son of the military ruler in whose home he is
currently serving: he makes the pragmatic choice, shooting and kill-
ing his former compatriot in FAKOUM and thereby branding himself
in his own mind as a traitor. But what he has done, in fact, is to
choose himself, having decided long before that neither side much
cares for him, for his ethnicity, or for his “perverse” sexuality.

Whereas Selvadurai allegorizes the Sinhalese / Tamil divide as a
gendered question of boys’ territory against the girls’, Mo echoes the
Indonesian / East Timor conflict by utilizing a protagonist and narra-
tor who is similarly divided against himself, and similarly at odds
with the definitions of self that are unconsciously imposed upon him
by the surrounding society. The fact that both writers choose gay nar-
rators is notable and still unusual in portrayals of the Asian world. But
they are doubly marginalized by their race: Arjie, as a Tamil, and
Adolph Ng, as a Chinese are hated minorities. Both men only gradu-
ally come to terms with this objectification. Stereotyped as soon as he
takes over the failing hotel as a “typical” representative of his race,
Ng writes that “Up till then I'd had no place in the society of Danu. |
was uncategorisable. . . Now I had found an identity, a place in the
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little society of Danu. It was not quite what I had desired, but there
was no question that was how I was seen. I was a Chinese entrepre-
neur with capital. I was an exploiter. I was a provider of work. I was a
parasite. I was hated. I was to be appeased. I was vulnerable. I was
powerful” (51). Remarkably, Adolph Ng shares this contempt for the
Chinese, though he does so in his typically bemused (and perhaps gay)
way: “I had arrived in the Chinese quarter,” he writes; “that is, the
district of the stores and repair shops. It was thronged with people,
almost all of my own race. They didn’t want to leave their businesses
unattended, were far more conscious of the risk of looting by the Da-
nuese than of any threat posed by the invader. They—we—had been
the ones who’d had the most to lose by Independence. Most Chinese
didn’t give a damn about politics, independence or dependency, it was
all one and the same to them. Except that the colonial regime offered
peace and stability, the given framework in which they could prosper
without worrying about big things” (7). The politics are irrelevant, it
seems, not only because Ng’s sexuality allows him no mature role in
society, but also because his race puts him in much the same position.
But from Ng’s point of view, if not that of the malais, the ethnicity is
likewise not an issue—his sexuality transcends even this demarcation.
As we shall see, much the same is true for the protagonist in Sel-
vadurai’s novel.

The homosexuality in both books remains a questionable ploy,
not because it is unlikely or unnecessary for the telling of the tale but
because what might be described by Western readers as its timidity
could serve to further marginalize the homosexual characters. For
Selvadurai this is less true. After all, his book ends just as the issue
might become uncomfortable for readers, for the author, and for the
character himself, who is quite young, still maturing and coming to
terms with himself. (Nonetheless, the novel’s comparatively tame
treatment of sexual situations raised hackles in the Sri Lankan press
and was condemned as immoral.) In Mo’s novel, on the other hand,
there seems less “excuse” for the fact that the narrator never falls in
love. There is more than a hint of infatuation with the man he ends up
killing, but the only sexual encounters in the 400 pages of text are
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peripheral, flitting by without development or apparent significance
in the protagonist’s life. In fact, those that are mentioned are appar-
ently pedophilic or sleazy: “She liked me, I think. . . . Once, we kissed
but some of her thin brown hair got into my mouth. I wasn’t that in-
terested and I think she was being kind. Afterwards I went to the
men’s room at the railway station and had a shorter but more satis-
factory encounter with a Turkish cab-driver. Do I startle you?” (28).
The quick description of furtive encounters followed by the coy sug-
gestion that the reader will think Ng has been a naughty boy happens
several times in the novel. It is as if Ng wishes occasionally to prove
to the reader that it is not just the prissy observations and the attention
to how things look that stereotypically mark the protagonist as a ho-
mosexual, but that he actually has some sort of sexual life. Like
Scheherazade, Ng thereby defers his narrative while seducing us and
pushing us away, remaining incontrovertibly queer. But not, appar-
ently, gay—by which I would mean an adult who, in asserting that he
had again “accepted” himself, also showed some interest in and abil-
ity to carry on a loving relationship with a man.

Such an agenda seems to be beyond the scope of Mo’s novel,
and there is no point in wishing he had written a different book. After
all, Mo takes pains to put his protagonist through other rites of pas-
sage to move him from an ironic and distant observation of life to a
fairly convincing greater participation in, and commitment to, the life
(dominated by heterosexuals) that is carried on around him. Early on,
we see Ng as somewhat effeminate (“I took deep breaths, inflating a
puny chest” he writes. “I decided I'd have to do some weight-lifting,
like the boys in my magazines” [59]). Despite the campy self-
deprecation, Ng eventually leads troops into battle, teaching them to
lay booby-traps against the enemy. Typically, he belittles the activity
as simply a fit of peak: “I liked the spite,” he tells the reader. “Spite is
for the weak and T knew myself to be weak. It was clever, and I was
cleverer than the enemy. By far. In the most dramatic way it was a
reminder to them of my existence. And I was in danger of forgetting
who I was. It was a craft—mining, booby-trapping—that was pecu-
liarly Chinese” (168). He refers to the Chinese as “my countrymen,”
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offering his race (rather than his sexuality) as the explanation for his
apparently uncharacteristic macho behavior.

This suggests the possibility that Mo is offering the reader an
unreliable narrator who, for reasons that may appear more clearly to
non-Western readers, cannot embrace and affirm a sexuality that is
branded with the taint of Western decadence; that Ng is waving the
red flag of his Chinese ancestry as a distraction from what might oth-
erwise jump off the page. After all, although Ng has every reason to
distance himself from both political factions, he steps out of character
(the self-serving pragmatic character that his narrative repeatedly
insists upon) and strangely volunteers to lay the mines. He wishes to
step outside politics, but it seems he does not wish to remove himself
from the individual who is leading this particular faction. In fact,
when he first introduces the reader to Osvaldo Oliveira, to whom he
devotes an entire chapter, he makes some strangely contradictory
observations: “Ridiculous, I shall be the first to admit, but I felt there
was a bond between us, however tenuous”—so he tells us, as if read-
ing from the script of a soap opera. But in the next breath he assures
us that it isn’t what we’re thinking: “in case you are wondering, no, [
was not sexually attracted to him, although I was subject to his mag-
netism as much as anyone else. . . . I hope that I don’t sound like some
swoony girl. . . . Like so many natural or born leaders, it was his con-
trol over himself which allowed him to command others. . . . But I
think I got a glimmer, believe it or not, out of the corner of Osvaldo’s
eye” (60-63). “Control over himself” (and, perhaps, over Ng), as if
the narrator sees this as the highest attribute that one might attain—
and, presumably, one that Ng has practiced much of his own life. And,
after establishing beyond the shadow of a doubt that he will do any-
thing to avoid getting involved with politics, Ng nonetheless volun-
teers his services as a mine-layer, endangering his life in apparent
romantic service of a doomed cause.

His relationship with Osvaldo, imagined or not, becomes quite
complex in Ng’s mind as the insurgency comes sputteringly to a halt
and its leaders are executed or captured by the malais. Ng is called in .
to identify the leaders of the movement, and Osvaldo, seeing what 1s
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about to happen, admits his identity so that Ng need not betray him.
Then, in a final act of defiance, Osvaldo grabs Rebus, the leader of
the malais who is interrogating him, and explodes a grenade that kills
both men. In reflecting on the action, Ng writes with the same fervor
that one heard in Manuel Puig’s jailed homosexual who also devel-
oped a political sense when he fell in love with a revolutionary. Ng
writes: “Bound, starved, beaten, [Osvaldo] was still the master of
himself. That was his primary motive. But final though the action was,
it was no abdication either. [Osvaldo] thought of the future which no
longer contained him but which he could still control. He knew what
happened to men and women whose notion of themselves had become
degraded; he’d seen how traitors worked with a special spite, with a
fury that was reserved for themselves as they twisted the knife in the
wound. He didn’t want to waste yet another that way; he didn’t want
to make me a betrayer; he wanted to keep me, as far as he still could.
And so he made it easy for me. He denounced himself. And if in the
flamboyance of the act, the studied casualness of the greeting, he
found a certain bitter amusement, why, he was still able to relish an
irony and a situation. That was Osvaldo Oliveira and his greatness”
(388-89). Ng transforms Osvaldo’s dying act of defiance into a Lie-
bestod, seeing in Osvaldo exactly what he most admires in himself:
the ability to relish the irony of a situation. He has queered the revo-
lutionary.

In his suggestion that Osvaldo did not want Ng to be further
“degraded,” the protagonist, consciously or not, is using the political
act metonymically: he is making a plea for his own visibility as a full
adult, homosexual though he may be, and as someone who has meant
something to someone inarguably valorized in indigenous society—as
if a marriage, of sorts, has taken place not only between Adolph and
Osvaldo, but metaphorically between a Chinese member of society
and an indigenous citizen. In the process, Timothy Mo suggests the
indigenous acceptance of the love that (still) dares not speak its own
name,

In Funny Boy something similar is attempted, and with similarly
truncated results. Like Adolph Ng, Arjie’s ethnicity is complicated.
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He is angrily identified by the Sinhalese as unmistakably Tamil, yet
Arjie thinks this is arbitrary and meaningless. “I didn’t even speak
Tamil,” he protests (Selvadurai 216). His painful political conscious-
ness follows upon, and greatly complicates, his sexual awakening.
When he has a homosexual experience with a Sinhalese friend called
Shehan, it is only in retrospect that the meaning of the act, in soci-
ety’s eyes, gradually manifests itself: “Then the meaning of what
Diggy [another friend] had said hit me,” he writes, “and a realization
began to take shape in my mind. A fact so startling that it made my
head spin just to think about it. The difference within me that I some-
times felt I had, that had brought me so much confusion, whatever
this difference, it was shared by Shehan. I felt amazed that a normal
thing—like my friendship with Shehan—could have such powerful
and hidden possibilities. I found myself thinking about that moment
Shehan had kissed me and also of how he had lain on his bed, waiting
for me to carry something through. I now knew that the kiss was
somehow connected to what we had in common, and Shehan had
known this all along” (256).

In their next encounter the protagonist is apparently a bit more
courageous, though Selvadurai has him drift off into unconsciousness
rather than allow him to become explicit in his account of what hap-
pens between them. In fact, the protagonist subsequently allows soci-
ety’s full condemnation of his actions to define what he thinks of
himself, even though it had seemed a natural action at the time. “Now
I understood my father’s concern,” he writes, “why there had been
such worry in his voice whenever he talked about me. He had been
right to try to protect me from what he feared was inside me, but he
had failed. What I had done in the garage had moved me beyond his
hand. . . . Now I wished I had never invited [Shehan], never set eyes
on him” (262-63). In a remarkably short time, however, Arjie makes
an about-face: “Shehan had not debased me,” he writes, “or degraded
me, but rather had offered me his love. And I had scorned it” (269).

The emotional dissonance quickly moves the protagonist to raise
the larger political and ethical question that Adloph Ng never con-
sciously presented to us: “How was it that some people got to decide
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what was correct or not, just or unjust? It had to do with who was in
charge; everything had to do with who held power and who didn’t. . . .
Was it not possible for people like Shehan and me to be powerful
t00?” (274). The answer Arjie comes to, similar to many homosexuals
in adolescence, is in the negative, and the next step is the embrace of
marginalization as a lifestyle: “I was no longer a part of my family in
the same way,” he writes. “I now inhabited a world they didn’t under-
stand and into which they couldn’t follow me” (284-85). This, as we
have seen, is the same alienated world that Ng inhabited, but from
which he takes significant steps to reshape by assuming an agency
that will force others to see him in a more respectful manner.

As is fitting in a novel of adolescence, the political turmoil
against which Selvadurai tells his story is only hinted at occasionally.
But if the relationship with Shehan marks the emotional climax of the
novel, the Sinhalese burning to the ground of Arjie’s home marks the
political, underscoring the national crisis swirling around the two
adolescents. Significantly, Selvadurai has the two story lines intersect
at this very point. Arjie has known Shehan for seven months; follow-
ing the burning, Shehan comes for a visit. “He was trying to cheer me
up,” Arjie writes, “and as I listened to him talk, something occurred to
me that I had never really been conscious of before—Shehan was
Sinhalese and I was not. This awareness did not change my feelings
for him, it was simply there, like a thin translucent screen through
which I watched him” (302). The levels of naivete are shown to dis-
solve slowly for young Arjie—first the sexual, then the emotional,
and finally the political. But their effect seems almost a harbinger for
Adolph Ng’s guarded cynicism. Arjie is anything but cynical throug-
hout the entire story, but at its end he has emotionally stepped back
from his Sinhalese boyfriend enough to “watch him” through this
translucent screen. When, a few days later, he and his family leave Sri
Lanka for safer climes, he moves into sarcasm, noting that the thiev-
ing Sinhalese had even stripped the flowers from the trees. “These
araliya flowers,” he writes, “would probably be offered to some god
as a pooja by the very people who had plucked them, in order to in-
crease their chances of a better life in the next birth” (311). The loss
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of innocence, it seems, is complete—and the “loss” of Shehan is
hardly acknowledged. Arjie’s account ends about where Adolph’s
begins.

Both novels seem to be legitimate examples of Frederic Jame-
son’s notion of national allegories, which he defines as follows:
«“What all third-world cultural productions have in common, and what
distinguishes them radically from analogous cultural forms in the first
world [is that] all third-world texts are necessarily . . . allegorical, and
in a very specific way: they are to be read as what I will call national
allegories, even when, or I should say particularly when, their forms
develop out of predominantly western machineries of representation,
such as the novel . . . . The story of the private individual destiny is
always an allegory of the embattled structure of the public . . . culture
and society” (67). While there can be no denying the criticism made
by Aijaz Ahmad that such an interpretation is overly universalizing,
one suspects that the choice of narrators in these two novels makes
them, at least, good representatives of the theory—for, beyond the
claims that can be made for the novels as cries for personal freedom
amidst the threatened hegemony of any political juggernaut, the indi-
vidual narrators seem especially appropriate as symbols for the na-
tions in which they are living, nations in which self-definition is the
issue at stake, and in which one faction of the body politic cannot
comfortably accept the demands of the other faction.

Thus, for example, it is not only the sexual life of Adoph Ng that
causes him to feel out of place; it is his emotional life in general.
Many times throughout the book he finds tears welling up in his eyes,
only to be followed by an assurance to the reader that this emotional-
ism was not his true (manly? Indonesian?) self (“And then something
strange happened,” Ng writes, when a female compatriot is killed in
the line of duty. “My eyes filmed, the moisture pooled, and a tear ran
down my cheek, just one. Which was weird, because I didn’t feel at
all sad but only concerned for myself. It would appear the body is
nobler than the mind, its chemistry more simple” [303]). Like his
country, “tearing” itself to pieces in both senses, Ng seems at odds
with his body. The tears seem in no way weird; indeed, the failure to
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acknowledge emotion is the truly disturbing denial that well serves
both the sexually marginalized in their self-preservation and, per-
versely, the military regimes that force themselves to enact brutal
scenarios,

There are practical limits to such allegories, though, as Rajiva
Wijesinha points out. “What Timothy Mo’s narrative makes clear to
us,” he writes, “is that identity is a construct, subject like any other
construct to modification. . . . [Adolph’s] individual identity tran-
scends the various adjustments it has to make. With regard to the na-
tion, however, no such complacency is possible” (28-29). Nonetheless
Wijesinha goes on to point out that the novel “presents a nationalistic
movement that is dominated by mestizos, those of mixed blood” (30),
thereby demonstrating that there is an “absence of absolutes with re-
gard to identity” (31). So how does a postcolonial nation define its
identity if its citizens are endlessly deferring their own?

In this regard another allegorical parallel suggests itself in the
choice of a homosexual to represent the “voice” of this shifting defi-
nition of self. “I can accommodate myself to anything,” Ng tells the
reader (124). This is certainly true: at one point he is the camp doctor
(307); later, he remarks that he “was officially the gardener, but had
come to fulfill also roles of secretary, comptroller of household,
translator, interpreter, and stool-pigeon” (318). In short, he fulfills
many of the roles of a fully enfleshed society, as if Mo wishes to have
him infiltrate all factions and social strata. And, by the way, he does
so as a homosexual. Even at novel’s end, when Ng has escaped to
Brazil in an apparent attempt to redefine himself, he finds, as Wije-
sinha seems to imply (31), that he brings not only his sexuality but
also his former nation with him: “If thought I could unmake my old
self so easily I was a fool. I could not terminate Adolph Ng so con-
veniently. I was trying to accomplish within my own small person
what the malais hadn’t been able to do to a nation. An identity and a
history cannot be obliterated with a switch of a name or the stroke of
a pen. I arrived in the vastness of a new country as what I thought a
tabula rasa but there was writing underneath, the coded determinants
of what I was and always would be inscribed in (what shall we say?)

H
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acetic acid or lemon juice which gradually browned and showed in
the revealing action of sunlight” (406). Finally, nation has defined
him as fully as have his sexuality and his race—but, queerly, only
when he had attempted to renounce that nation.

The “gradual browning” of queer writing is one of the interest-
ing developments that these two books exemplify. In his strong read-
ing of Funny Boy, R. Raj Rao argues against the application of
Jameson to gay novels, noting that “homosexuality can never assume
allegorical proportions.” He suggests that such novels “are validated
instead by some feminist theories, especially Kate Millett’s that sees
the personal as the political” (Rao 124). But one wonders whether or
not the distinction must be so stark. We have seen that the lives of
these two narrators remain their own creations, so to speak, since they
have no self-affirming models of acceptability in their societies that
allow them to be, at once, openly gay and masculine men of impor-
tance and social commitment. Nonetheless, each becomes politicized
by his personal struggle as a sexual being, certainly, but also by his
positioning within the national political struggle, even if both charac-
ters ultimately leave their native lands. We have seen that Ng, at any
rate, brings his “nation” with him to Brazil. While agreeing with Rao
that Selvadurai—and, for that matter, Mo—are writing novels against
“the male fanatical self” (117), we may discern in the choice of such
narrators by writers who share many experiences analogous to those
of their characters the politicizing of homosexuality as a symbol for
new ways of building the nation. It is true, so far, that such new
imaginings may be directed most compellingly at western or expatri-
ate audiences, as Wijesinha suggests in Breaking Bounds. But this
situation is changing. In the ground breaking collection of gay and
lesbian writings entitled 4 Lotus of Another Color, Rakesh Ratti as-
serts that “homosexuality is as native to the Indian subcontinent as
heterosexuality and cannot be dismissed as a Western import” (13;
see also Jackson). The need for Ratti to make such an assertion em-
phasizes that novelists know full well that their personal politics have
become an increasingly disruptive voice in nation building. Sexuality
is a tool, a central feature of Selvadurai’s and Mo’s response to the
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politics they skewer. We gays and lesbians are not as invisible as one
may have once wished, they seem to be proclaiming, and we are de-
fining nations even as we define ourselves.
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