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Translating Taboo: Homosexuality and Violence in Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy 
and Sugathapala de Silva’s Amutu Ilandariya 

 
Shyam Selvadurai’s debut novel Funny Boy (1994) has achieved cult-status 

among readers of Sri Lankan English literature despite its highly taboo subject matter. Its 
two key themes, homosexuality and violence against Tamils in Sri Lanka, remain 
controversial and surrounded by silence. In Sri Lanka, positive representations of 
homosexuality remain marginal in mainstream literature. Literary representations of 
Sinhalese mob-violence, a recurrent theme in the novel, are negligible in the Sinhala 
literary scene. In 2002, the veteran translator and dramatist Sugathapala de Silva 
published a Sinhalese translation of the novel Funny Boy titled “Amutu Ilandariya,”  
introducing the novel to Sinhalese readers. Like its English counterpart, the Sinhalese 
translation too seems to be enjoying widespread popularity, and readers seem to remain 
unperturbed by its controversial material. Theories that emphasize the analogy between 
postcolonial writing and translation consider translation as an act of “carry over” (the 
literal meaning of translation) as applying to both postcolonial writing and translation 
theory. But this theory does not anticipate the challenges of translating a postcolonial text 
rooted in local culture, but written in a local variety of English, Standard Sri Lankan 
English. Amutu Ilandariya is an intra-national, but inter-racial and inter-class translation, 
and the main challenge for the translator is working out the language in which the taboos 
surrounding sexual and racial identity can be rendered in a native language. Drawing on 
Walter Benjamin’s key insight that the core principle of translation is the kinship between 
languages rather the communication of meaning, this paper argues that the translation of 
taboo remains a fruitful site to examine the way two languages within a local culture 
negotiate strategies to circumvent political and sexual prohibitions. The kinship here lies  
in the intention on the part of both texts to translate unspeakable sites of violent silencing. 
In doing so, unlike typical postcolonial translations that aim at carrying over meaning 
from one text or culture to another, Funny Boy and its Sinhalese translation Amutu 
Ilandariya together expand the capacity of both languages, Sinhalese and Standard Sri 
Lankan English, to name the unnamable. 


