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ARTICLE INFO  ABSTRACT 

 
 

 The Pakistani diaspora in the United States confronts a range of 
challenges arising from the interplay of ethnicity, nationality, and 
religious identity. Central to these challenges is the task of reconciling 
deeply held religious beliefs with the prevailing norms and practices of 
American society. This study investigates the complexities of 
integrating religious faith into a culturally hybrid identity through the 
lens of Homi Bhabha’s theory of cultural hybridity. By analysing the 
novels Writing on the Forehead by Nafisa Haji and Where to Dream in 
a Blue Moon by Bina Shah, this research explores the dynamics of 
cultural convergence and its implications for diasporic communities. 
These works offer insights into how Pakistani immigrants navigate the 
tension between maintaining religious fidelity and adapting to new 
cultural contexts. The study reveals that while the process of 
hybridization presents significant challenges, it also offers 
opportunities for enriching religious experiences and fostering 
intercultural dialogue. The findings underscore the importance of 
understanding the nuanced interplay between traditional religious 
practices and the evolving cultural landscape of the diaspora. This 
research contributes to broader discussions on multiculturalism, 
religious pluralism, and social cohesion, highlighting the role of 
literature in depicting and addressing these complex issues. Future 
studies should further explore how hybrid identities develop over time 
and the impact of generational shifts within diasporic communities on 
religious and cultural integration. 

 

 

  

 
1. Introduction 

The term “diaspora”, originating from the Greek “dia speiro” (meaning dispersal), was first 
used by the historian Thucydides to describe the spread of Greek people. It refers to the 
movement of people with shared cultural values from their ancestral homelands to new 
locations (Tabassum, 2021). The Pakistani diaspora in the United States is a diverse and 
dynamic community that has significantly influenced various aspects of American society 
(Reed, 2011). This diaspora includes individuals from varied backgrounds, professions, and 
regions within Pakistan, forming a notable socio-cultural and economic presence in the U.S. 

English Education, Linguistics, and Literature Journal 

 

Vol. 3 (2), 2024 

https://jurnal.unupurwokerto.ac.id/index.php/educalitra/index 

ISSN 2809-5545 

 

Keywords: 
Cultural  hybridity,  religious 
identity,  Homi  Bhabha,  Nafisa 
Haji, immigrant experiences 
 
How to cite: 
Nadia, Bibi. & Doering, Ole. 
(2024). Diaspora, 
Maladjustment, and Hybridity 

in American and Pakistani 

Novels: A Comparative Study of 

Nafisa Haji and Bina Shah. 

English Education, Linguistics, 

and Literature Journal, 3 (2), 148 
– 161. 

mailto:oledoering@googlemail.com


Nadia, Bibi., and Doering, Ole. 

 

English Education, Linguistics, and Literature Journal, 3 (2), 2024  149 

Pakistani Americans, engaged in fields such as medicine, technology, academia, and 
entrepreneurship, along with artists, activists, and community leaders, have enriched the 
American cultural mosaic and contributed to its economic vitality. This community acts as a 
bridge between the United States and Pakistan, facilitating exchanges in trade, education, 
and diplomacy, while also adding to the multicultural fabric through their customs, cuisine, 
and artistic expressions(Philippon, 2021). Despite facing challenges like discrimination and 
pressures to assimilate, Pakistani Americans maintain a strong sense of identity and 
community, embracing their roles as global citizens in an interconnected world (Werbner, 
1996). 

The increasing trend of migration, driven by factors such as education, employment 
opportunities, and escape from conflict or natural disasters, poses acculturation challenges 
for migrants in host countries (Tabassum, 2021). These challenges are vividly depicted in 
literary works like Bina Shah's "Where to Dream in a Blue Moon" and Nafisa Haji's "Writing on 
the Forehead," which explore the complexities of diasporic life. For instance, Pakistani 
immigrants in the U.S. navigate the tension between preserving their cultural identity and 
adapting to American society (Mintz & Coontz, 1993). This process involves internal and external 
challenges, including language barriers, religious differences, and societal stereotypes, which 
complicate integration efforts. The generational divide further adds complexity, as younger 
Pakistani Americans balance their heritage with their American upbringing (Zaman, 2018). 

In Bina Shah’s novels “Writing on the Forehead” and “Where to Dream in a Blue Moon”, 
cultural conflicts are a significant theme, particularly the struggle between tradition and 
modernity. The characters grapple with societal expectations while striving for individuality. 
For example, in "Writing on the Forehead," the protagonist Saira faces the rigid patriarchal 
norms of Pakistani society as they navigate their identity as a transgender individual 
(Stewart, 2012). In "Where to Dream in a Blue Moon," Asfer Karim struggles with her desires 
for independence within the constraints of familial and societal expectations (Werbner, 
1985). 

Homi Bhabha's theory of cultural hybridity provides a framework for understanding these 
cultural conflicts, suggesting that cultures are not fixed but constantly evolving through 
interactions (Jones, 2022; Kraidy, 2009a; Werbner, 2021). This theory highlights the potential 
for creating hybrid identities and practices, encouraging dialogue and mutual respect. 
However, within the Pakistani community, deeply ingrained conservatism and strict 
adherence to cultural norms can present significant challenges to cultural integration, 
particularly regarding religious beliefs(Kraidy, 2002). While cultural hybridity implies the 
blending of elements from different cultures, the steadfast nature of religious faith often 
resists amalgamation, preserving traditional values amid globalization and multiculturalism 
(Harbord, 2006). 

This study is crucial for understanding the nuanced experiences of the Pakistani diaspora in 
the United States, particularly through the lens of literature. By analyzing the works of Nafisa 
Haji and Bina Shah, this research highlights the unique challenges and opportunities faced by 
diasporic communities, offering insights into the broader themes of cultural identity, 
integration, and resilience (Twine et al., 2000). It also contributes to the discourse on cultural 
hybridity, providing a deeper understanding of how immigrant communities navigate the 
complex interplay between preserving their heritage and adapting to new cultural 



Nadia, Bibi., and Doering, Ole. 

 

English Education, Linguistics, and Literature Journal, 3 (2), 2024                                            150 

environments (Boyarin & Burrus, 2005; Dweik, 2022; Jaffe et al., 1999). This study not only enriches 
the field of diaspora and cultural studies but also fosters greater empathy and awareness in 
an increasingly globalized world, encouraging more inclusive and supportive policies and 
practices. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Introduction to Diasporic Literature 

Diasporic literature has emerged as a significant thread within the literary canon, intersecting 
with disciplines like history, social sciences, gender studies, and cultural studies. This genre 
often addresses conflicts between different cultures, settlement issues, and human and 
women’s rights, highlighting themes such as pluralism, sustained self-identities, and respect 
for all people. The dynamic nature of culture—constantly evolving and assimilating new 
values and practices—is a recurring theme in this literature. Scholars like Mack Dowell and 
Sharp argue that cultures are fluid and irregular social structures that undergo continuous 
change, reshaping identities over time (McDowell & Sharp, 2016). Liz Bondi emphasizes the 
explicit connection between identity and place, suggesting that cultural elements are not 
fixed but are shaped by changing environments and practices (Bondi, 1999, 2014). 

2.2. Cultural Hybridity and Identity 

The concept of cultural hybridity is central to understanding the assimilation and blending of 
cultural practices. As communities migrate in search of better opportunities, they adopt new 
practices from their host lands while retaining aspects of their heritage. This ongoing process 
of cultural assimilation and adaptation is fundamental to the development of global cultures. 
The idea that culture can neither be completely abandoned nor wholly adopted underlines 
the necessity of mutual understanding and tolerance. French anthropologist Jean-Loup 
Amselle’s work supports the notion that cultural boundaries are not rigid, but rather, culture 
is a continuous process (Dyck, 2007; Nursten, 2013). The complex nature of cultural hybridity, 
including its ambivalent and sometimes conflicting meanings, is highlighted in the works of 
various researchers, emphasizing that it is an inherent aspect of all cultures (Kraidy, 2002, 
2009b). 

2.3. Religious Identity and Hybridity 

Religion is often the most resistant aspect of culture to hybridization. While cultural practices 
can blend and evolve, religious beliefs tend to remain steadfast. Imene Ajala notes that 
Muslim youth often navigate hybrid identities, particularly in their dress and self-expression, 
without compromising their core religious values. This contrasts with some Western societies 
where religious practices have blended, creating new, hybrid forms of spirituality (Almaneea, 
2022; Ann Humes, 2010). The persistence of strong religious identity among Muslims, 
particularly in maintaining faith practices, underscores the challenges of religious 
hybridization in diasporic contexts (Seligman et al., 2001). While some scholars suggest that 
there is potential for religious diffusion at certain levels, others highlight the difficulties, 
particularly within the Islamic faith, which maintains strict adherence to traditional practices 
and beliefs (R. M. M. Al Areqi, 2016, 2022; R. Al Areqi, 2017). 
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2.4. Challenges in Cultural and Religious Integration 

Pakistani immigrants in the United States often face significant challenges in preserving their 
cultural and religious identities. The fear of losing national and cultural identity amidst a 
backdrop of increasing transnationalism and multiculturalism is a common concern. This is 
particularly evident in the context of the growing need to balance traditional practices with 
the demands of a globalized world (R. M. M. Al Areqi, 2018; Al-Areqi et al., 2023; R. M. M. Al Areqi & 

Bahji, 2014). Issues such as racism, discrimination, and the stereotyping of immigrant students 
further complicate integration, as noted by Aneela Amir (Ajala, 2017). The Islamic perspective 
on cultural hybridization, especially regarding religious practices and identities, often resists 
integration with other cultural elements, reflecting a broader reluctance to embrace 
intentional hybridity (Werbner, 2013, 2023; Werbner & Werbner, 2021). 

2.5. Comparative Perspectives on Cultural Practices 

Comparative studies highlight the differences in cultural practices between Pakistani and 
American societies. In Pakistan, societal norms are deeply rooted in Islam, which shapes daily 
life, gender roles, and family structures (de la Torre, 2021; Mehta & Bondi, 1999). In contrast, 
American society is characterized by religious diversity, individualism, and a strong emphasis 
on personal freedom and equality (Cupito, 2002; Werbner & Werbner, 2020). These cultural 
differences create a complex landscape for Pakistani immigrants, who must navigate 
between maintaining their cultural and religious identities and integrating into American 
society. 

2.6. The Importance of Understanding Hybridity 

Understanding cultural and religious hybridity is crucial for fostering tolerance and 
integration in increasingly diverse societies. The sensitivity of religious elements to 
hybridization, as explored in various studies, highlights the challenges and opportunities for 
creating more inclusive communities (Spurles & Werbner, 2006; Werbner, 2000b). The literature 
underscores the need for continued exploration of these themes, particularly in the context 
of diasporic experiences, to better understand the complexities of identity, culture, and 
religion in a globalized world (Hooks, 2014). 

3.  Research Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore the complexities of cultural 
hybridity and religious identity within the Pakistani diaspora in the United States. By 
analyzing literary works by Nafisa Haji and Bina Shah, the research seeks to understand how 
these authors depict the experiences of Pakistani immigrants, focusing on the challenges and 
adaptations associated with cultural and religious integration. 

3.2. Data Collection 

3.2.1 Primary Sources 

The primary data for this research comprises two novels: "Writing on the Forehead" by Nafisa 
Haji and "Where to Dream in a Blue" by Bina Shah. These texts were selected for their 
thematic relevance and representation of diasporic experiences, particularly in terms of 
cultural conflict, identity negotiation, and religious adherence (Cohen et al., 2007). 
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3.2.2. Secondary Sources 

Secondary data includes scholarly articles, critical essays, and existing literature on diasporic 
studies, cultural hybridity, and religious identity. This body of literature provides a theoretical 
framework and contextual background, supporting the analysis of the primary texts. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

The analysis was conducted using a thematic approach, focusing on identifying and 
interpreting key themes related to cultural hybridity, religious identity, and the immigrant 
experience (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This involved close reading and coding of the texts to 
extract relevant themes, followed by comparative analysis to identify commonalities and 
differences in the representation of these themes. 

3.3.1. Thematic Coding 

The thematic coding process included: 

 Identification of Key Themes: Themes such as cultural conflict, identity negotiation, and 
religious adherence were identified based on initial readings of the texts and existing 
literature. 

 Textual Analysis: The novels were analyzed for textual evidence supporting these themes, 
including character actions, dialogues, and narrative descriptions. 

 Comparative Analysis: Comparisons were made between the two novels to explore how 
different authors portray similar experiences, highlighting any divergent perspectives or 
unique insights. 

3.4. Theoretical Framework 

Homi Bhabha's theory of cultural hybridity serves as the primary theoretical framework for 
this study. This theory provides a lens through which the fluid and evolving nature of cultural 
identities can be examined, particularly in the context of diasporic communities. Additionally, 
insights from postcolonial theory and cultural studies inform the analysis, offering a broader 
context for understanding the interplay between culture, identity, and power. 

3.5. Ethical Considerations 

Given that the research is primarily text-based, ethical considerations are minimal. However, 
the study ensures respectful and accurate representation of cultural and religious themes, 
avoiding any potential misinterpretation or bias. All secondary sources are properly cited to 
acknowledge original contributions and maintain academic integrity. 

3.6. Limitations 

The study's scope is limited to the selected literary works and may not fully encompass the 
diverse experiences of the Pakistani diaspora. The focus on English-language texts also limits 
the representation of diasporic literature to those works accessible to an English-speaking 
audience. Additionally, the thematic approach may not capture the full complexity of the 
novels, which could benefit from a broader methodological framework. 
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4.  Findings and Discussion 

4.1. Challenges in Hybridization 

One of the primary challenges in hybridization lies in the doctrinal rigidity and deeply 
ingrained practices that define Pakistani religious identity. Predominantly Islamic, Pakistani 
religious traditions often maintain specific theological boundaries and cultural practices that 
may contrast sharply with those of other religions (Werbner, 1999a, 2000a, 2018). This 
divergence can foster resistance to hybridization, as there is a prevalent concern among 
adherents about the potential dilution or erosion of their religious identity and core values. 
Historical experiences, socio-political factors, and the global context of Islamophobia further 
exacerbate this cautious approach towards religious integration, particularly when 
interacting with religions that possess different theological foundations (Dawar et al., 2021). 

The generational divide within the Pakistani-American community adds another layer of 
complexity (Atik, 2015; Mitchell, 2006). Older generations may adhere more strictly to 
traditional practices, while younger generations, who grow up in a multicultural American 
context, might adopt more flexible or syncretic approaches. This internal community 
dynamic reflects broader societal debates on maintaining religious purity versus embracing 
cultural pluralism (Allen et al., 2017; Negrão, 2008). 

Another significant challenge is the internal diversity within the Pakistani diaspora itself. The 
community is not monolithic; it includes various sects, such as Sunni, Shia, and Ahmadi 
Muslims, each with its unique interpretations and practices (Leigh & Coontz, 1994; Pieterse, 
1994). This intra-community diversity can complicate efforts to present a unified front in 
interfaith dialogues or cultural exchanges, as different subgroups may prioritize different 
aspects of their religious identity (Bondi, 1992). 

4.2. Opportunities for Interfaith Dialogue 

Despite these challenges, the American sociocultural landscape offers a unique opportunity 
for interfaith dialogue and cultural exchange. The United States, with its constitutional 
commitment to religious freedom and its diverse religious population, provides a fertile 
environment for exploring commonalities among different faiths (Alexandra Pitacho et al., 
2019; Kukathas, 2001; Seligman et al., 2001). For Pakistani immigrants and their 
descendants, engaging in interfaith dialogues with practitioners of Christianity, Judaism, 
Buddhism, and Hinduism can lead to a deeper understanding of other religious traditions and 
a reevaluation of their own beliefs and practices (Esack et al., 2023; Werbner, 2010). 

Such dialogues can be instrumental in dispelling misconceptions, reducing prejudice, and 
fostering a culture of mutual respect. They also provide a platform for Pakistani-Americans 
to share their religious perspectives, thereby enriching the broader discourse on faith in the 
United States (Werbner, 1998, 1999c). 

Moreover, these dialogues often reveal shared values such as compassion, community 
service, and the importance of family, which can serve as common ground for building 
relationships (Werbner, 1999b). These shared values can become focal points around which 
communities can unite, despite theological differences, and work towards common societal 
goals, such as social justice, poverty alleviation, and environmental sustainability (Marwan 
and Kraidy, 2017; Hyams, 2003; Werbner, 1997). 
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4.3. Mechanisms for Hybridization 

Effective hybridization requires thoughtful and respectful mechanisms to facilitate 
interaction and mutual understanding among diverse religious communities. Kraidy (2009a) 
proposed several key initiatives that can aid this process: 

 Interfaith Dialogue Programs: These programs create structured environments where 
individuals from different religious backgrounds can engage in open and respectful 
discussions about their beliefs, practices, and values. Such dialogues are crucial for 
breaking down stereotypes and building trust. 

 Cultural Exchange Initiatives: Festivals, joint community service projects, and educational 
workshops offer practical opportunities for different religious groups to collaborate. These 
activities not only highlight shared values but also celebrate diversity, fostering a sense of 
community and shared humanity. 

 Educational Endeavors: Integrating comparative religion studies into educational curricula 
can play a significant role in fostering an inclusive mindset among younger generations. 
This educational approach encourages students to appreciate the richness of diverse 
religious traditions and prepares them to engage constructively in a pluralistic society. 

 Media representation plays a crucial role in shaping perceptions and attitudes towards 
different religious communities. Positive portrayals of Pakistani Muslims and other 
minority religions in American media can help counter stereotypes and promote a more 
nuanced understanding of these groups. Media outlets and social media platforms can be 
used to share stories of interfaith cooperation and cultural hybridity, highlighting 
successful examples of communities working together. 

4.4. Impact on Pakistani Religious Identity 

The process of hybridization, when conducted with sensitivity and respect, has the potential 
to enrich the religious experiences of Pakistani communities in America. It allows for the 
preservation of fundamental religious values while also embracing the cultural diversity of 
the American religious landscape. This integration can lead to a more nuanced and enriched 
expression of Pakistani religious identity, one that acknowledges and incorporates the 
diversity of experiences and practices found in a multicultural context (Lindisfarne et al., 
2002). 

The hybridization of Pakistani religious culture in America does not necessarily mean the 
erosion of traditional practices. Instead, it can result in a dynamic interplay where core 
religious beliefs are retained, but their expression evolves in response to new cultural 
contexts. This adaptation can foster a sense of belonging and participation in the broader 
American societal framework, contributing to a more harmonious coexistence (Miller, 2012). 

Moreover, the Pakistani-American experience of religious hybridization offers valuable 
insights into the broader dynamics of cultural integration and identity negotiation in a 
globalized world. As these communities navigate the complexities of maintaining their 
religious identity in a pluralistic society, they contribute to the ongoing dialogue about the 
nature of cultural and religious identity in contemporary settings (Sumai et al., 2017). 
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The journey toward a more inclusive and hybrid religious culture in America is a complex yet 
enriching process. It requires a delicate balance between preserving the essence of diverse 
religious identities and embracing the opportunities for dialogue and integration. As 
Pakistani religious culture continues to evolve in this context, it not only enriches the lives of 
individuals within these communities but also adds to the diverse mosaic of American 
religious and cultural life, promoting a spirit of unity in diversity (Werbner, 1999a). 

The findings of this study suggest several avenues for future research and community 
initiatives. Further exploration into the lived experiences of younger generations of Pakistani-
Americans could provide deeper insights into how hybrid identities are negotiated and 
maintained over time. Additionally, studying the role of digital spaces and social media in 
facilitating interfaith dialogue and cultural exchange could uncover new methods of fostering 
community engagement (Zaman, 2018). 

Community leaders and policymakers should consider these findings when designing 
programs aimed at promoting cultural integration and religious tolerance. By supporting 
interfaith initiatives and educational programs, they can help build a more inclusive society 
where diversity is celebrated, and hybrid identities are recognized as a valuable aspect of the 
cultural landscape (Amselle, 2010; Bonnet, 2003; Heise, 2014). 

Overall, the hybridization of religious and cultural identities among Pakistani-Americans is an 
evolving phenomenon that reflects broader trends in globalization and cultural exchange. It 
offers a unique lens through which to examine the complexities of identity, belonging, and 
community in a diverse and interconnected world (Davidson & Bondi, 2004; Helbrecht, 2011; 
Werbner, 2006). 

5.  Conclusion and Implication 

This study contributes significantly to our understanding of the integration of religious faith 
practices within the context of American culture, particularly as experienced by the Pakistani 
diaspora. By exploring the dynamics of cultural convergence among Pakistani Americans, 
this research highlights the complex interplay between religious identity and cultural 
adaptation. It underscores the importance of acknowledging the multifaceted nature of 
identity formation within diasporic communities and offers insights into how religious 
practices can be both preserved and adapted in a multicultural environment. 

The findings reveal that while Pakistani Americans face considerable challenges in 
reconciling their religious practices with American cultural norms, there are also substantial 
opportunities for enriching their religious experiences through hybridization. The tension 
between maintaining religious purity and engaging with diverse cultural practices creates a 
nuanced landscape where hybrid identities can emerge. This process involves navigating 
doctrinal rigidity and socio-cultural norms while embracing the pluralistic and inclusive 
environment of America. 

One of the critical implications of this study is the need for a more nuanced understanding of 
the interplay between tribal customs and religious practices. The perceived incompatibility 
between Islamic teachings and certain cultural practices highlights the necessity for 
comprehensive research that distinguishes between these elements. Future studies should 
focus on clarifying these distinctions and exploring how religious and cultural identities can 
coexist harmoniously without compromising core beliefs. 



Nadia, Bibi., and Doering, Ole. 

 

English Education, Linguistics, and Literature Journal, 3 (2), 2024                                            156 

Additionally, the study emphasizes the importance of fostering interfaith dialogue, cultural 
exchange, and educational initiatives to bridge gaps between different religious 
communities. Such efforts can promote mutual respect and understanding, paving the way 
for a more inclusive and harmonious society. By facilitating these interactions, Pakistani 
Americans and their counterparts from other faiths can collaborate to address common 
challenges and celebrate shared values. 

Future research should investigate the long-term effects of cultural hybridization on religious 
identity, examining how ongoing interactions between diverse religious traditions shape and 
redefine individual and collective practices. It would be valuable to explore the experiences 
of younger generations within diasporic communities, who may approach cultural and 
religious integration differently from their predecessors. This could provide insights into the 
evolving nature of religious identity in a globalized world. 

This study contributes to the broader discourse on multiculturalism, religious pluralism, and 
social cohesion by highlighting the dynamic and evolving nature of religious practices within 
diasporic communities. As Pakistani Americans continue to navigate their cultural and 
religious landscapes, they contribute to the rich tapestry of American religious life, 
embodying a spirit of unity in diversity. Further research in this area will enhance our 
understanding of how diverse religious and cultural identities can be preserved and adapted 
in an increasingly interconnected world. 
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