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Abstract: 

Manu Joseph’s fiction provides an incisive portrayal of interpersonal relationships against 

the backdrop of contemporary Indian society. This paper examines boy-girl relationships in 

Serious Men (2010) and The Illicit Happiness of Other People (2012), highlighting how love, 

intimacy, and friendship are mediated by social hierarchies, family expectations and cultural 

norms. In Serious Men, Ayyan and Indu’s indirect emotional connections reveal class-

conscious barriers and constrained social mobility, demonstrating how personal desires often 

conflict with societal expectations. In The Illicit Happiness of Other People, Neil and 

Rachel’s adolescent interactions foreground emotional vulnerability, moral ambiguity, and 

alienation, reflecting middle-class urban anxieties. Applying sociological and psychological 

theories such as Goffman’s Presentation of Self, Freud’s psychoanalytic approach, and 

Feminist theory, the study explores how Joseph’s characters negotiate identity, agency, and 

intimacy. The analysis argues that Joseph exposes the fragility of modern romantic bonds 

and the tension between affection and alienation in the Indian socio-cultural milieu. 
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Introduction: 

Manu Joseph’s novels stand out for their exploration of contemporary Indian society, 

combining social critique with nuanced character studies. While much of his work addresses 

political corruption, social hierarchies, and ethical dilemmas, he also subtly explores 

personal relationships, particularly boy-girl interactions. These relationships are rarely 
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idealized; they are framed by family pressures, caste, class, and urban anxiety, reflecting 

broader societal trends. By focusing on Serious Men and The Illicit Happiness of Other 

People, this paper investigates how Joseph presents romantic and platonic bonds as complex 

negotiations between desire and societal expectation, revealing the tension between intimacy 

and alienation. 

 

This study employs Erving Goffman’s Presentation of Self, Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, 

and Feminist theory as analytical lenses. Goffman helps examine how characters perform 

identities in social contexts, especially in courtship and peer interaction. Freud’s concepts of 

desire, repression, and conflict illuminate inner emotional struggles, particularly in 

adolescent relationships. Feminist theory is applied to assess gendered power dynamics and 

societal expectations shaping boy-girl interactions. Together, these frameworks reveal how 

Joseph’s characters navigate emotional complexity within social constraints, highlighting 

broader cultural anxieties around love and intimacy in contemporary India. 

 

Serious Men foregrounds the life of Ayyan, a Dalit scientific assistant in Mumbai, whose 

professional aspirations mask deep personal insecurities. Boy-girl relationships are indirectly 

depicted through his son, Adi, and his interactions with peers. Indu, a minor character, 

represents aspirational middle-class femininity, whose subtle interactions with Adi 

underscore social barriers, class consciousness, and emotional hesitation. The narrative 

illustrates how societal hierarchy impacts even casual romantic inclinations, making 

affection a mediated and fragile experience rather than spontaneous or egalitarian. 

 

Psychological Underpinnings in Serious Men: Freudian theory is particularly useful in 

understanding suppressed desires and anxieties in Serious Men. Ayyan’s and Adi’s 

relationships are colored by ambition, guilt, and fear of social disapproval. The tension 

between personal desire and societal expectation reflects Freud’s notion of repression: 

affection and intimacy are often sublimated into socially permissible forms, resulting in 

emotional distance. Goffman’s framework further elucidates how characters perform 

socially acceptable roles during interactions, masking genuine emotional impulses. 

 

Gender and Power in Serious Men: Feminist theory highlights the unequal distribution of 

agency in Ayyan’s household and social circle. Female characters like Indu negotiate their 

emotions carefully, constrained by social norms and patriarchal expectations. Male 

characters, particularly Ayyan, exert control over both professional and personal domains, 

subtly influencing relationships between younger males and females. The resultant tension 
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underscores Joseph’s critique of how power dynamics shape even intimate, ostensibly 

personal relationships. 

 

Boy-Girl Relationships in The Illicit Happiness of Other People: In the Illicit Happiness of 

Other People, adolescent boy-girl interactions are central. Neil, a young boy coping with 

grief, interacts with peers such as Rachel, whose complex emotional responses highlight 

vulnerability and alienation. The novel foregrounds moral ambiguity and emotional 

turbulence; friendships and budding romances are intertwined with curiosity, insecurity, and 

societal pressures. Joseph portrays affection as tentative and fraught with risk, reflecting the 

fragility of adolescent emotional life. 

 

Psychological Insights in The Illicit Happiness of Other People: Freudian analysis reveals 

the impact of trauma and suppressed emotions on adolescent interactions. Neil’s grief over 

his mother’s death mediates his responses to affection and conflict, while Rachel’s guarded 

behavior reflects anxiety and internalized societal expectations. Emotional repression, guilt, 

and projection shape the way characters navigate intimacy, illustrating the complex interplay 

between personal desire and social conditioning in boy-girl relationships. 

 

Social Performance and Identity: Goffman’s notion of social performance is evident in both 

novels. In Serious Men, characters like Adi adapt their behavior to conform to class and caste 

expectations, performing socially acceptable emotional roles. In The Illicit Happiness of 

Other People, adolescent characters perform normative roles in school, family, and peer 

groups, carefully managing how their desires and emotions are perceived. Joseph illustrates 

that intimacy often exists in tension with social visibility and reputation, leading to alienation 

despite the presence of affection. 

 

Cultural and Societal Context: Joseph situates boy-girl relationships within broader Indian 

social and cultural frameworks. Urban middle-class anxieties, familial surveillance, and 

social hierarchies constrain the expression of intimacy. Affection, therefore, is often 

mediated or stifled, resulting in a pattern of alienation. Joseph’s novels suggest that the 

fragility of romantic and platonic relationships is a symptom of broader social pressures, 

highlighting the intersection of personal emotions and collective expectations in 

contemporary Indian society. 

 

Miss Laila, Armed and Dangerous: Boy–Girl Relationships and Social Context: Miss Laila, 

Armed and Dangerousis a satirical thriller that combines political critique with sharp 

character observations, set against contemporary India’s socio‑political climate. The novel 
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centers on multiple narrative threads — including an Intelligence Bureau agent, Mukundan, 

and a suspected Muslim couple on the run — but also foregrounds relationships shaped by 

gender, autonomy, and social tension. While the novel is not primarily a romance in the 

conventional sense, it presents complex emotional and social dynamics between male and 

female characters that reflect broader societal pressures. 

 

Character Dynamics and Relationship Themes: One of the central male–female pairs in the 

narrative involves Jamal and Laila, a Muslim couple whose journey becomes the focus of an 

intelligence surveillance operation. Jamal’s decision to pick up Laila and travel with her 

unsettles the authorities, suggesting both trust and intimacy under socio‑political strain their 

bond is interpreted through suspicion rather than affection by the state apparatus. Their 

relationship, though not heavily dramatized in romantic terms, points to gendered 

vulnerability and the politicization of personal connections in contemporary India. 

([Complete Review][1]) 

 

AkhilaIyer, another key female character, offers a different gendered perspective: though not 

part of a conventional boy–girl romantic storyline, her interactions and internal reflections 

about love, male desire, and emotional isolation highlight how women navigate relationships 

and societal expectations. Her musings about what women seek in men — and the nature of 

affection — suggest a critique of romantic idealization and the social framing of 

relationships. ([Hindustan Times][2]) 

 

Social and Political Mediation of Relationship: Joseph situates these character interactions 

within a world where political paranoia, institutional mistrust, and social stereotypes shape 

personal bonds. The suspicion around Laila and Jamal’s relationship reveals how intimacy 

is often interpreted through the lens of fear and ideology rather than mutual affection. At the 

same time, Akhila’s internal dialogue about men, women, and connection shows how social 

commentary and personal experience intersect in understanding gendered emotional lives. 

([Hindustan Times][3]) 

 

Conclusion  

Manu Joseph’s fiction offers a nuanced exploration of boy-girl relationships, revealing a 

tension between emotional desire and social constraint. Serious Men and The Illicit 

Happiness of Other People depict affection as fragile and often mediated by class, gender, 

and moral expectations. By applying Goffman, Freud, and Feminist theory, this paper 

demonstrates that these relationships are simultaneously per formative, psychologically 

complex, and culturally constrained. Joseph’s work underscores the alienating effects of 
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societal pressure on personal intimacy, revealing that modern Indian youth navigate love, 

desire, and friendship in a landscape fraught with emotional and social challenges. His novels 

illuminate the broader realities of contemporary urban India, highlighting the gap between 

private affection and public expectation. Although love and romance are not the central focus 

of Miss Laila, Armed and Dangerous, Manu Joseph uses the interactions between male and 

female characters to expose the complexity of affection under socio‑political pressures. 

Relationships in the novel are mediated by suspicion, power structures, and cultural 

narratives, making personal intimacy a site of broader social commentary rather than just 

emotional expression. 
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