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Religion, Conflict, and
Feminist Self-Fashioning
in Coming Out as Dalit and
Reading Lolita in Tehran

Ms. Irfana Parveen
Dr. Saburunnisa A

Abstract ) _ o _
: as the pursuit of secularization in India versus

'This article compares Yashica Dutt's memoir : private negotiation in Iran. Ultimately, the texts
Coming Out as Dalit (2019) with Azar Nafisi's : show that religious conflict goes beyond doctrine;
memoir Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003).Itlooks : it is also structural, ingrained in bureaucracies,
at how religious structures as of Hindu caste : neighborhoods, and personal relationships. They
ideology in India and Islamic theocracy in post- : illustrate how feminist narrative practices can
revolutionary Iran create conflict experienced, : create an ethical community that goes beyond
told, and resisted by women writers. Using : traditional beliefs.

postcolonial, feminist,and subaltern perspectives, :

the paper argues that both texts show religionasa : Keywords: religion, caste, Dalit, feminism,

source of power that operates through institutions, * postcolonial, subaltern, secularism, life-writing,

feelings, space, and daily habits. Dutt and Nafisi : comparative literature
use different strategies to shape their identities. Introduction: Religion as Social Infrastructure
Dutt's “coming out” redefines Dalit identity in :

response to caste-Hindu stigma that is accepted as Religious conviction in South Asian and
a religious order. Nafisi's literary salon promotes : Middle Eastern contexts is often discussed in
aesthetic disagreement against theocratic norms. : terms of belief, doctrine, and ritual. However,
Despite their different backgrounds, both authors : in both India and Iran, religious structures
turn reading and self-narration into ways to also play a crucial role. They influence access to
chaﬂenge pubhc opinions. This Comparison : education andjobs,regulate hOWpCOplC dress and
reveals similarities in how they face issues like move, and enforce control over borders whether
the control of women's bodies, surveillance, and @ national, communal, or personal. Yashica Dutt’s

exclusion. It also highlights differences, such : Coming Outas Dalit and Azar Nafisi's Reading
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Lolita in Tehran focus on women navigating :
¢ James likely act as both personal refuge and a way
: to critique patriarchy. In this context, religion

these structures. Dutt views caste as a religiously
determined system that reaches into modern
bureaucracies and markets. Nafisi writes from an
educational environment in an Islamic Republic
where law and morality are intertwined.

This article treats “religion” as a changing :

field, in line with Talal Asad’s idea of a “discursive

tradition” that is produced over time, rather than
nation intersect. Through close analysis, it can
texture of religious conflict and what strategies
demanded of them. The question over what kinds

becomes an ethical and political practice.

In India, the constitutional promise of
equality exists alongside the persistent caste
system, which has deep theological and cultural
roots. Dutt’s memoir enters a public discussion
where people often frame caste oppression as
“culture,” merit, or individual failure. She shows
how “upper-caste” dominance is hidden behind

supported by secular-liberal stories that view caste
as something from rural areas. Her account argues

organizations, and upscale neighborhoods. These
spaces ignore religious differences but reinforce
caste privilege through surnames, accents, and
social networks. Religion is not just about rituals

repulsion.

Nafisi writes about the period after the 1979
Revolution when Islam became the clear basis
of state power. The memoir details changes in

dress codes, university curriculums, and gender :
. a confession. It uses personal authority to reveal

segregation, highlighting how religious authority
affects daily life through constant observation
and approval. Yet, as Saba Mahmood points
out, religious devotion can also be empowering.
Nafisi’s students navigate and challenge norms,
creating small spaces for negotiation. The

memoir’s literary references of Nabokov, Austen,

: functions as law, symbol, and social atmosphere;
. it shapes the environment where “reading” turns
: into a political act.

Examining B.R.Ambedkar’s critique of

¢ caste and analysing Asad’s tradition, and
P T dor ol q : feminist accounts of embodiment and voice
cing timeless. In this context, gendet, €1ass, an : allows us to see religious conflict as a struggle

) : over recognition as a full person. Prominent
be analyzed how these authors narrate the lived : 5 P

: Dalit scholars like Gopal Guru and Kancha
they deploy to refuse the forms of subjectivity Tlaiah highlight th,e harm't}}at disqualifies I?aht
: speech. Postcolonial feminists, such as Spivak
of counter-publics emerge when reading itself : f‘md C‘h‘andr? T'fdp ade Mohanty, caution against
: idealizing “voice” without questioning the
: systems that make it valid. Michael Warner’s
: idea of counter-publics sheds light on how both
memoirs create alternative spaces—journalistic
: and educational—where marginalized individuals
: can reshape their identity and desires. Both books
are memoirs, but their structures reflect different
: contexts. Dutt shares a coming-out story that
e 2 - .~ ¢ intertwines her personal history with reporting,
the illusion of a casteless middle class, a belief legal details, and critiques of media. This form
: rejects the notion of caste as merely “family
: » .
that caste affects English-medium schools, media back‘ground. Inst.ead, It serves as a c‘:ountf:r—
. archive, documenting everyday exclusions like
housing discrimination, classroom humiliation,
: and newsroom gatekeeping that are often missing
: from official records. Nafisi writes a pedagogical
: memoir centered on a group of women students

in temples; it creates a system of hierarchy that : ‘
influences personal connections and feelings of who gather at her home to read Western literature
: that the state has banned or monitored. This
. salon-style format emphasizes shared intimacy

: against the public call for purity, allowing for a

collective re-imagining of self.

In both, memoirs are a method rather than

: power dynamics and challenges dominant
: institutions like patriarchy in one case and
¢ the moral state in the other. Religious conflict
: frequently appears on the body through clothing,

* hair, skin, or demeanor. In Nafisi’s narrative, the

By, G @pamiufeir
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veil serves as both law and symbol. Its enforcement
in classrooms highlights the state's control over
women's modesty. Characters discuss compliance
not just as belief but as survival strategies and
acts of solidarity. The nuance is important: some
women wear the veil as an expression of faith,

negotiation. Nafisi avoids simplifying the veil as

becomes a battleground between state education
and personal freedom.

Dutt's conflict revolves less around a specific
garment and more around how bodies are
interpreted through caste-signifying traits:
names, dialects, food, neighborhoods, and

common theme. Nafisi's university classroom
“morality guardians.” In contrast, her private
heterotopia, where banned texts are shared and

new identities are explored. In Dutt’s accounts

of Delhi and Bombay, geography reveals caste

dynamics: housing and rental opportunities signal
: justification. However, the memoir reveals flaws:
some administrators stretch the rules, students
: embrace irony, and families create safe spaces.
: 'The state’s moral totality relies on everyday
: compliance, yet it remains incomplete. Literature
. exposes these flaws by offering words for mixed

Reading Lolita in Tehran, surveillance is officially  : teelings and rebellion. In Nafisi’s salon, desire

structured. In both instances, space carries moral : (;1es on an aesthetic and erotic dimension.

one's acceptance. Housing societies and human
resources offices act as secular exclusionary sites,
with their rules reflecting scriptural hierarchies
without directly citing scripture. Surveillance in
Coming Out as Dalit is informal, carried out by
gatekeepers who seek surnames or references. In

weight, and movement relies on compliance.

Nafisi’s reading lists, which include Nabokov,

Austen, and Fitzgerald, face criticism for being

centered on the West, but her memoir shows
consent and coercion within a regime that claims
complete moral authority. Austen’s courtship

obligation. Literature becomes a refuge and a tool
for examining theocratic narratives.

: in English-language media. She questions
: journalism’s claim to “objectivity”and reveals how
: newsroom cultures perpetuate upper-caste norms.
. In this context, the canon consists not of a reading
: list but of accepted topics and discussions that
. exclude caste as trivial or “negative.” By asserting
others use it as a shield, and some see it as a the significance of Dalit experience to national
: modernity, Dutt reshapes the understanding of

mere oppression. Instead, she illustrates how it public discourse.

Ambedkar saw caste as a division of labor

: imposed by religion. Dutt builds on this idea by
: explaining how "meritocracy" acts like a secular
. belief system, making privilege seem earned.
¢ Affirmative action highlights the conflict between
school backgrounds. Spatialization is another : :che -revered concept of merit and cons'?tutlonal
: justice. She points out micro-aggressions and
is depicted as a battleground watched over by : 1ns:t%t1-1t1onal barriers, such a§ §loubts about
. abilities, casual slurs, and hiring methods
: : : « » . . .
apartment becomes an alternative space, or : disguised as “fit.” Here, religion continues
: to shape a morality that fuels disgust and
. entitlement. Nafisi’s theocracy mixes morality and

: law more directly. The university controls women’s

dress, speech, and behavior using religious law as

: Female desire becomes a lens that questions
. theocratic claims to represent everyone.

Both writers struggle with issues concerning

T ) : representation. Dutt argues for the place of
their significance in her context. The complex : e . . e
. _ ) . specific lived experiences of Dalit women within
ethics of Lolita help students navigate themes of : . L .
: the frameworks of Dalit politics and Indian

feminism. And Nafisi, writing in English for

. . . : an international audience, has been critiqued
stories serve as tests for exploring choice and :

: for perpetuating Western liberal narratives
: concerning Iran. To counter these critiques,

: Nafisi emphasizes the multiplicity of her

Dutt’s crucial textual moment is the act of : gtudents as well as her own social location. An

« . » . . o, . . .
coming out,”which means naming Dalit identity * ethical interpretation that compares each text

By, Qo @paiufsir
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situates them as partial, strategic, and infused

If frameworks of purity logics sustain religious :
conflict, the memoirs propose counter hospitality : 2. Asad, Talal. Genealogies of Religion:
logics. Dutt's coming out narrative brings readers :
into the Dalit world that the dominant order :
seeks to silence. Nafisi's salon provides attention
: 3. Dutt, Yashica. Coming Out as Dalit. Aleph
constitutes a hospitality of attention. Danger :
becomes education, and in both cases, hospitality :

: 4. Guru, Gopal, and Sundar Sarukkai. The

is not simply sentiment. It is the frameworks of :

to discordant voices and forbidden plots, which

rooms, schedules, reading lists, and the rituals :

which sustain alternative ways of life.

Conclusion: Religion Beyond Orthodoxy— 5. TIlaiah , Kancha. Why I Am Not a Hindu.

Remapping Community
Coming Out as Dalit and Reading Lolita

not limited to a dispute over a verse or a veil. :
Rather, it determines the management of life ) ) o
opportunities; where one can live, what one can : 7. Nafisi, Azar. Reading Lolita in Tehran: A
study, whom one can love, and how one can
8. Nussbaum, Martha C. The Clash Within:

as sacred order secular “merit,” demands silence :
from the injured. Her memoir breaks that :

speak. Dutt illustrates how caste, naturalized

silence, reclaiming the dignity of naming. Nafisi : . ) «
illustrates how %heocra%ict}rlnorality sieks to : 9. Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. *Can the
monopolize meaning; her salon resists by opening
interpretive space where literature empowers
women to articulate desire and critique the :
world. The two dresses propose that feminist : . _ _
narrative acts of coming out, curating a room, 10. Warner, Michael. Publics and Counterpublics.
and reading against the grain convert private :
suffering to shared understanding. Thus, religion :
is not fully oppressive or fully redeeming; itisa :
living tradition that can be refused, reinterpreted,
and rerouted toward justice. The work still to :
be done in India’s lacerated secular democracy :
and Iran’s lively public sphere is not limited to :
doctrinal dispute; it is the building and defense :
of the fragile counter-public where dignity is :
not conditional upon purity, and community :

measured by the breadth of hospitality it can offer.
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