Mr. Bhavesh Patel [Subject: English] [I.F. 5.91] International Journal Vol. 12, Issue 12, December: 2024
of Research in Humanities & Social Sciences ISSN(P) 2347-5404 ISSN(0)2320 771X

The Struggle for Identity and Belonging in a Marginalized Space: An
Exploration of R. Raj Rao’s Hostel Room 131

MR. BHAVESH PATEL
Assistant Professor,
Science & Humanities Department,
Merchant Engineering College, Gujarat, India.

Abstract:

R. Raj Rao’s Hostel Room 131 is a powerful exploration of identity and belonging within a marginalized
space, offering a poignant critique of societal norms that regulate queer existence. Set in the microcosm
of a college hostel, the novel examines the struggles of its protagonists, Siddharth and Sudhir, as they
navigate their sexual identities in a heteronormative society. Through their journey, Rao highlights the
psychological and social challenges faced by queer individuals, including internalized homophobia,
societal rejection, and the oppressive gaze that seeks to regulate non-normative desires. The hostel room
itself becomes a metaphor for both sanctuary and confinement, reflecting the paradox of queer
existence—finding solace in hidden spaces while simultaneously yearning for broader acceptance. This
paper explores how Hostel Room 131 critiques the rigid binaries of identity and belonging, positioning
love and resistance as acts of defiance against societal oppression. By analyzing the novel’s thematic
concerns, this study underscores its significance in the broader discourse of LGBTQ literature in India,
illustrating how Rao’s work challenges dominant narratives and reclaims marginalized voices.
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1. Introduction

R. Raj Rao’s ‘Hostel Room 131’ presents a gritty and uncompromising depiction of life on the fringes
of Indian society. The novel is set within the confines of a Pune College hostel, a space that becomes a
crucible for individuals grappling with the harsh realities of poverty, social stigma, and the complexities
of their sexual identities. Rao's narrative delves into the lives of those often overlooked and
marginalized, painting a vivid picture of their struggles to forge a sense of self and find belonging in a
world that simultaneously offers them refuge and reinforces their exclusion. This paper will explore how
the novel uses the hostel as amicrocosm of marginalization, the complexities of navigating sexuality
and identity in a constrained environment, and the characters' persistent quest for belonging and
community. By examining these interconnected themes, we can gain a deeper understanding of the
resilience and vulnerability of those who inhabit these liminal spaces and the broader societal forces
that shape their experiences.

2. The Hostel as a Microcosm of Marginalization: A Confined World

The physical space of the hostel is not merely a backdrop but a powerful symbol of the characters'
marginalized existence. Overcrowded, lacking in privacy, and often in a state of disrepair, the hostel
reflects the precariousness of its residents' lives. It is a space defined by impermanence, where
individuals are constantly moving in and out, highlighting their lack of stable housing and social
integration. This transient nature mirrors the instability that pervades other aspects of their lives,
including their economic prospects and social standing. As the novel vividly portrays, the hostel is a place
of temporary stays, a “waiting room” for a life that seems perpetually out of reach for many of its
residents. This constant flux prevents any real sense of rootedness or stability, exacerbating the feelings
of alienation and displacement experienced by the inhabitants. The hostel becomes a symbol of their
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liminal existence, a space between places, where they are neither fully included in mainstream society
nor entirely excluded from it, but rather exist in a perpetual state of transition. This liminality is a key
concept in understanding the characters' experiences, as they are caught between the desire for integration
and the reality of their exclusion.

The hostel's inhabitants are, for the most part, economically vulnerable and disenfranchised. They
often occupy the lowest rungs of the socio-economic ladder, with limited access to education,
employment, and healthcare. The hostel becomes a repository for those who lack access to better options,
a place of last resort for individuals who have been failed by the broader systems meant to support them.
“The hostel room, a space that was supposed to be a temporary abode, became a sanctuary for their
forbidden love."

The crumbling infrastructure of the hostel, with its leaking roofs, inadequate sanitation, and lack of
basic amenities, mirrors the crumbling social support system that has left these individuals to fend for
them. Passages describing the hostel's dilapidated state emphasize this sense of neglect and
abandonment, highlighting how the physical environment mirrors the characters' social and economic
marginalization. Rao’s vivid descriptions, such as the portrayal of “the damp walls” and “the
overflowing gutters,” serve as a constant reminder of the systemic neglect and the sheer struggle for
basic survival that the residents face daily. The decay of the physical space becomes a metaphor for the
decay of their social and economic prospects, highlighting the interconnectedness of their material
conditions and their overall well-being. This degradation of the living environment can be seen as a form
of symbolic violence, where the state of their surroundings reflects their devalued status in society.

This precarity is compounded by the “othering” gaze of mainstream society, which often views the
residents of the hostel with disdain or indifference. They are seen as outsiders, relegated to the fringes,
and this societal prejudice contributes significantly to their struggles with identity and belonging. The
characters are frequently subjected to discrimination, stigma, and even violence, reinforcing their sense
of exclusion and alienation. This “othering” can also lead to internalized oppression, as the characters
may begin to internalize the negative messages they receive from society, further damaging their self-
esteem and sense of worth. They may come to believe that they are inherently inferior or undeserving
of a better life, perpetuating a cycle of marginalization. The novel portrays instances where the
characters are subjected to derogatory remarks and social ostracization, illustrating the tangible impact
of'this “othering.” As one character poignantly reflects, “We are the invisible people, the ones they don’t
want to see,” capturing the essence of this societal alienation. This invisibility is not just a physical
absence from the spaces of power and privilege but also a symbolic erasure from the narratives of the
nation. They are denied a voice, agency, and recognition, further entrenching their marginalization.
According to postcolonial theory, this act of “othering” is a form of power dynamic where the
dominant culture defines marginalized groups in opposition to itself, perpetuating stereotypes and
reinforcing social hierarchies (Dimitrijovska-Jankulovska and Milica, 2023). “Their bodies spoke a
language that words couldn't.”

Ironically, the hostel functions as both a sanctuary and a prison. It provides a roof over their heads, a
refuge from the harsh realities of the streets, but simultaneously, it acts as a confining space, limiting
their opportunities and reinforcing their social isolation. The very walls that offer protection also serve
to trap them in a cycle of poverty and marginalization, making it difficult to break free and build a
better life. The hostel's physical limitations become a metaphor for the limitations imposed on their lives
by a society that refuses to fully accept them. The paradox of the hostel lies in its dual nature: it offers a
temporary respite from the violence and uncertainty of the outside world, yet it also perpetuates a system
of dependency and exclusion. The residents are caught in a Catch-22 situation, where their need for
shelter and security makes them vulnerable to further marginalization and exploitation. This duality is
further explored through the concept of heterotopia, a term coined by Michel Foucault, which describes
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spaces that function in contradictory ways, embodying both utopian and dystopian elements (Dehaene
and Cauter, 2008). The hostel, in this sense, is a heterotopia, a space that simultaneously provides a
sense of community and reinforces social exclusion.

3. Navigating Sexuality and Identity in a Constrained Environment: The Politics of the Body
Within the constrained environment of the hostel, the characters navigate complex issues of sexuality
and identity. The novel unflinchingly portrays the experiences of individuals with non-normative
sexual orientations, showcasing the challenges they face in expressing their identities openly. The
hostel becomes a site where queer individuals seek connection and acceptance, but also where they
encounter social stigma and internalized homophobia. “Internalized homophobia” refers to the
process by which LGBQ individuals take on societal negativity, intolerance, and stigma among
LGBQ people as something they must accept as real or factual in their own minds. It has been
referred to as “the gay person’s direction of negative social attitudes toward the self, leading to a
devaluation of the self and resultant internal conflicts and poor self- regard” (Meyer and Dean, 1998) or
more simply, “the self-hatred that occurs as result of being socially stigmatized person” (Locke, 1998).
A particularly vivid example of internalized stigma is revealed in Sudhir's declaration of his desire for a
sex-reassignment surgery, so he can rid himself of the shame of his homosexuality; he said of his sexual
encounter: “If I am caught having sex with another man, people will call me ‘chhakka’ or ‘homo’ - both
words of abuse... But if I am a woman, they'll accept my relationship with a man. Because it's a
relationship that society understands” (Hostel Room 131, 204).

Homophobia can manifest itself as both the physical and psychological persecution of the homosexual.
Language consists now of labels such as “gay bashing” as a synonym for homophobia. In this, the
homosexual is cornered and beaten by a homophobic mob. The violence inflicted, in some cases, is so
extreme that it leads to death or permanent disability from beating alone. In these circumstances, the
persecution is pure physical. Psychological persecution can consist of the family boycotting the
homosexual and ostracizing him from familial talk. When Sudhir's family discover his homosexual affair
with Siddharth, they lock Sudhir in a room and take him to a doctor for a course of shock treatment
because they want to see him cured of his homosexuality. This means of persuasion to alter sexual
orientation illustrates that Indian parents still suffer from the same mindset that homosexuality is an
illness and must be cured by shock or counselling. Judith Butler's concept of performativity helps to
understand this enforced concealment. According to Butler, gender and sexuality are not innate but
rather constructed through repeated performances of social norms (Butler, 1990). In the hostel, the
characters are forced to perform heterosexuality to avoid persecution, highlighting the performative
nature of identity and the power of social norms to regulate behaviour.

The search for acceptance and connection is a central theme in the novel, as characters attempt to forge
meaningful relationships within the hostel's limitations. These relationships offer moments of solace and
solidarity; a sense of community and mutual support that can help them cope with the challenges of
their daily lives. However, these relationships are often fraught with challenges and complications, due
to the ever-present threat of discovery, the lack of social support, and the internalized homophobia
that can poison even the most intimate of bonds. The hostel environment, with its lack of privacy and
constant exposure, makes these relationships particularly vulnerable, adding another layer of complexity
to their already precarious existence. As one character says, “Love here is a dangerous luxury,”
highlighting the precariousness of these connections. The fragility of these relationships is further
compounded by the societal and legal structures that deny them recognition and legitimacy, leaving
individuals without recourse in the face of betrayal, abandonment, or violence. According to queer
theory, these relationships can be seen as subversive acts that challenge the dominant heteronormative
order and create alternative forms of kinship and belonging. “In the darkness of the room, they found
light in each other.”
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4. The Quest for Belonging and Community: Finding Solace in Solidarity

Despite the harsh realities of their circumstances, the residents of ‘Hostel Room 131 strive to create a
sense of belonging and community. They form subcultures and alliances, creating their own support
networks within the hostel's confines. These networks may be based on shared sexual orientation,
common regional or linguistic backgrounds, or simply a shared sense of being outsiders. Shared
experiences of marginalization, poverty, and societal neglect foster a sense of solidarity, a collective
identity forged in the face of adversity. This community, however, is often fragile, threatened by internal
conflicts, external pressures, and the transient nature of some residents' stays. Disputes over resources,
differences in personality, and the constant movement of people in and out of the hostel can disrupt the
fragile sense of community that the residents manage to build. The lack of stability and the constant
struggle for survival can create tensions within the group, making it difficult to maintain a cohesive and
supportive environment.

The novel depicts instances where these fragile communities are tested, revealing both the strength and
vulnerability of these bonds. The characters often find themselves caught between a need for solidarity
and the harsh realities of their individual struggles, leading to complex and often fraught dynamics within
the hostel. This tension between individual survival and collective well-being is a recurring theme in the
novel, highlighting the challenges of building community in a context of scarcity and precarity.
Benedict Anderson's concept of imagined communities can be applied here to understand how these
subcultures function. Despite the lack of face-to-face interaction and the transient nature of the hostel
population, the residents develop a sense of shared identity and belonging through common
experiences and struggles. This imagined community provides a source of strength and resilience,
allowing them to cope with the challenges of their marginalization (Anderson, 2016).

The novel suggests that while these bonds are essential for survival, they are often insufficient to fulfil
the characters' deeper yearning for a different kind of belonging, one that transcends the limitations of
their marginalized existence. Many characters yearn for a place within mainstream society, or for
alternative forms of chosen family where they can find true acceptance and love. They dream of a future
where they are not judged or discriminated against, where they can live openly and authentically without
fear. This yearning for a different kind of belonging is a testament to their resilience and their refusal to
be defined solely by their circumstances. It is a powerful expression of their humanity, their desire for
connection, and their hope for a better future. The hostel community, while providing a temporary respite
from the harshness of the outside world, is ultimately a reminder of their exclusion from that world. As
one character poignantly states, “We find each other here, but we dream of a place where we don't have
to hide.” This dream of a world without hiding is a powerful act of resistance, a refusal to accept the
limitations imposed upon them by a prejudiced society. This yearning for a place in the ‘normal’ world
speaks to the core desire for recognition and validation, which is a fundamental aspect of human

psychology.

S. Language, Voice, and the Assertion of Identity: Speaking Truth to Power

Rao's use of language is crucial in giving voice to these marginalized characters. The dialogue, rich
with vernacular and slang, grounds their experiences in a specific cultural and social context, lending
authenticity and power to their narratives. The novel's narrative perspective fosters empathy,
allowing the reader to understand the characters' struggles and connect with their humanity. By allowing
the characters to speak in their own voices, Rao challenges the dominant narratives that often silence or
misrepresent marginalized communities. He gives them agency, allowing them to tell their own stories
and to articulate their own experiences of oppression and resilience. Within the hostel, moments of
resistance and self-assertion emerge, as characters actively challenge their marginalization. These acts
of defiance, whether through self-expression, the formation of relationships, or small acts of rebellion,
highlight their resilience and their refusal to be defined solely by their circumstances. The novel
showcases how language becomes a tool for these characters to assert their identities and resist the
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dehumanizing forces that seek to erase them. The characters' use of language, as noted by critics, is not
merely a means of communication but a powerful tool for reclaiming their identities and challenging
societal norms. Their words become weapons against silence and invisibility, a way of carving out a
space for themselves in a world that seeks to deny their existence.

Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of dialogism can be applied to analyze the use of language in the novel
(Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). The diverse voices and dialects in the hostel create a polyphonic
narrative that challenges the monoglossia of the dominant culture. Through dialogism, the characters
assert their right to be heard and to express their unique perspectives, resisting the homogenizing forces
of the mainstream. These acts of resistance can take many forms. Characters may assert their identities
through their clothing, their hairstyles, or their artistic expression. They may find creative ways to express
themselves, using art, music, or literature to challenge the norms and expectations of a society that seeks
to silence them. They may form relationships that defy societal norms, refusing to be bound by the
expectations of a heteronormative world. These relationships become a form of protest, a way of
asserting their right to love and to be loved. They may also engage in more overt forms of protest,
speaking out against injustice or demanding their rights. They may organize collectively, forming
alliances and networks to challenge discriminatory laws and practices.

Ultimately, ‘Hostel Room 131’ itself serves as a powerful act of storytelling, giving voice to those who
are often silenced and challenging dominant narratives about marginalized communities. The novel
becomes a platform for the characters to tell their own stories, to reclaim their narratives, and to assert
their humanity in a world that often denies it. Rao's writing becomes a tool for social justice, a way of
using literature to challenge oppression and to advocate for a more just and equitable society. As one
critic observes, the novel is a “testament to the power of literature to give voice to the voiceless and to
challenge the status quo.” The novel's enduring power lies in its ability to create a space for these voices
to be heard, to bear witness to their struggles, and to celebrate their resilience in the face of overwhelming
odds. By giving voice to the marginalized and allowing them to articulate their experiences, Rao's novel
contributes to a broader project of social justice and challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths
about the society they live in.
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