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This study presents a comparative analysis of migrant experiences 

and the construction of identity in contemporary Pakistani and 

Afghanistani novels, with a focus on how displacement, exile, and 

migration shape individual and collective subjectivities. Drawing 

upon postcolonial and diasporic theoretical frameworks, the 

research examines the ways in which authors from both nations 

depict the emotional, cultural, and social challenges faced by 

migrants navigating unfamiliar landscapes while negotiating ties 

to their homeland. Through close textual analysis, the study 

explores themes of alienation, belonging, nostalgia, and resilience, 

highlighting similarities and differences in narrative strategies, 

character development, and socio-political commentary. The 

findings suggest that while both Pakistani and Afghanistani 

literature foreground the psychological and cultural consequences 

of migration, variations in historical context, political instability, 

and social structures influence the representation of identity and 

exile. This research contributes to comparative South Asian 

literary studies by elucidating how fiction engages with 

displacement and the fluidity of identity, offering insights into the 

shared and divergent experiences of migrants across Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. 
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Introduction 

Migration and exile have long been central themes in world literature, reflecting not only the 

physical movement of peoples across borders but also the psychological and cultural 

transformations that accompany displacement. In the South Asian context, Pakistani and 

Afghanistani societies have experienced significant waves of migration due to political 

upheaval, war, economic instability, and border conflicts. These historical and social realities 
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have given rise to rich literary representations that explore how exile reshapes identity, 

belonging, and self-perception. 

Pakistani literature has increasingly engaged with themes of diaspora, home, and identity, 

particularly as writers respond to global migration trends and the lived experiences of 

individuals straddling multiple cultural spaces. Research on Pakistani fiction highlights how 

diaspora narratives illustrate longing, belonging, and the struggle to establish a sense of home 

in foreign lands (Kifayatullah et al., 2023). Such works reveal the emotional and existential 

dimensions of migration, where characters grapple with nostalgia, alienation, and hybrid 

identities shaped by encounters with host cultures.  

In parallel, Afghan literary production—shaped by decades of conflict, foreign invasion, and 

mass displacement—offers compelling explorations of exile and identity. Scholars note that 

Afghan refugee narratives, particularly in Pashto and Dari literatures, foreground themes of 

belonging, loss, and cultural negotiation as displaced populations navigate life in foreign 

environments, including Pakistan, Iran, Europe, and North America (Dinakhel & Farid, 

2023). Moreover, literary analyses of Afghan authors such as Maryam Mahboob show how 

the experience of exile influences gendered subjectivities and social status in diaspora 

contexts, indicating a complex interplay between identity, social positioning, and cultural 

adaptation.  

Comparative literary studies underscore that migrant experiences in fiction are not merely 

about physical displacement but are deeply intertwined with identity formation, cultural 

memory, and socio-political contexts. Research on migrant literature more broadly suggests 

that characters in exile often negotiate between attachments to their homeland and pressures 

to assimilate into new cultural environments, resulting in hybrid identities that challenge 

fixed notions of self and belonging.  

Despite the rich corpus of both Pakistani and Afghan diaspora narratives, there remains a 

notable gap in comparative analyses that juxtapose how novels from both countries represent 

migrant experiences and identity transformations. While individual studies analyze Pakistani 

diasporic fiction or Afghan refugee literature separately, there is limited scholarship that 

systematically compares these literatures to highlight shared motifs, divergent cultural 

frameworks, and the broader implications of migration on identity construction. This research 

aims to address that gap by examining selected Pakistani and Afghanistani novels to reveal 

how literary portrayals of exile articulate the complexities of identity in transnational 

contexts. 

Statement of the Problem 

Migration and exile are central concerns in South Asian literature, particularly in Pakistani 

and Afghanistani novels that portray the socio-political realities shaping displacement. While 

both literatures address the experiences of migrants—ranging from forced displacement due 

to war and political instability to voluntary economic migration—there is limited research 

examining how identity is negotiated and reconstructed across these narratives. Previous 

studies often focus on either Pakistani or Afghan literature in isolation, with minimal 

comparative analysis that explores similarities, differences, and shared cultural motifs. 

Furthermore, despite rich depictions of alienation, nostalgia, and cultural adaptation, existing 

scholarship rarely examines how these literary works articulate the intersection of personal, 

social, and political dimensions of identity in the context of exile. This study aims to fill this 
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gap by providing a comparative analysis of migrant experiences in Pakistani and 

Afghanistani novels, highlighting how literary narratives construct, challenge, and redefine 

identity in the face of displacement. 

Research Questions 

The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do Pakistani and Afghanistani novels depict the experiences of exile and 

migration, particularly in relation to social, political, and cultural challenges? 

2. In what ways do characters in these novels negotiate and reconstruct their identities in 

response to displacement and cultural transitions? 

3. What similarities and differences can be observed between Pakistani and Afghanistani 

literary portrayals of migrant experiences and identity formation? 

Significance of the Study 

This research holds significance on multiple levels: 

1. Literary Significance: By undertaking a comparative analysis, the study contributes to 

South Asian literary scholarship, offering insight into the thematic and narrative 

strategies employed by Pakistani and Afghanistani authors to depict migration and 

identity. 

2. Sociocultural Significance: The study highlights how literature reflects the lived 

realities of displaced populations, providing nuanced understanding of cultural 

adaptation, alienation, and resilience in migrant communities. 

3. Academic Contribution: It addresses a gap in comparative research on South Asian 

diaspora narratives, offering a framework for future studies exploring cross-border 

migration, identity, and cultural negotiation. 

4. Policy and Educational Relevance: Insights from the study can inform discussions on 

migration, refugee experiences, and cultural integration, serving as a resource for 

educators, policymakers, and researchers interested in the social and psychological 

dimensions of displacement. 

Literature Review 

Migration and Exile in South Asian Literature 

Migration and exile are recurring themes in South Asian literature, often reflecting historical, 

social, and political disruptions. According to Kifayatullah and Jalal (2023), literature 

emerging from Pakistan frequently addresses the psychological, cultural, and social 

challenges faced by migrants in diasporic spaces. Characters in these narratives navigate the 

tension between attachment to their homeland and pressures to assimilate into new 

environments, resulting in complex and hybrid identities. Similarly, Afghan literary 

production, shaped by decades of conflict and displacement, foregrounds the lived 

experiences of refugees, highlighting issues of belonging, nostalgia, and identity formation 

(Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). In both contexts, exile is not only a physical displacement but also 

an emotional and cultural negotiation, influencing how characters perceive themselves and 

others. 
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Identity Construction in Migrant Narratives 

Scholars argue that identity in exile is fluid, negotiated, and context-dependent. Crenshaw’s 

(1989) intersectionality framework suggests that social categories, such as gender, ethnicity, 

and class, intersect to shape individuals’ experiences of oppression and empowerment. 

Applying this perspective to literature, migrant characters often experience multiple layers of 

social pressures that influence their self-conception. For instance, Pakistani diasporic fiction 

frequently portrays characters negotiating between traditional family expectations and 

Western cultural influences, resulting in hybridized or fragmented identities (Kifayatullah et 

al., 2023). In Afghan narratives, identity is similarly shaped by socio-political instability, 

with displacement reinforcing the tension between cultural memory and contemporary 

adaptation (Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). 

Feminist and Gendered Perspectives in Migration Literature 

Feminist scholarship highlights the gendered dimensions of exile and migration. Female 

migrants face unique challenges, including restrictions on mobility, social surveillance, and 

negotiation of patriarchal norms in both home and host societies. Maryam Mahboob’s works, 

for example, demonstrate how Afghan women in exile navigate the constraints of both 

tradition and displacement, asserting agency in subtle and overt ways (Dinakhel & Farid, 

2023). Similarly, Pakistani novels often depict female characters balancing personal 

aspirations with familial and cultural expectations, revealing the intersection of gender, 

displacement, and identity (Kifayatullah et al., 2023). Feminist literary criticism, therefore, 

provides essential tools for understanding the layered experiences of women migrants and the 

ways in which literature gives voice to their struggles. 

Comparative Approaches to Migrant Literature 

Comparative studies of Pakistani and Afghanistani literature remain limited, though existing 

research emphasizes both shared and divergent themes. Common motifs include: 

 Alienation and Nostalgia: Characters experience a sense of loss for their homeland 

and difficulty integrating into host societies (Kifayatullah & Jalal, 2023). 

 Resilience and Adaptation: Migrants develop coping strategies to negotiate social, 

cultural, and political challenges (Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). 

 Hybrid Identities: Exile fosters the creation of multiple, overlapping identities shaped 

by cross-cultural experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Differences often arise due to historical and socio-political contexts. Afghanistani literature is 

heavily influenced by war, Taliban rule, and refugee crises, which directly impact depictions 

of migration and identity. Pakistani literature, while also addressing political unrest, 

frequently explores economic migration and global diaspora experiences, emphasizing 

identity formation in multicultural settings (Kifayatullah et al., 2023). These distinctions 

highlight the need for comparative analyses to uncover nuanced insights into regional migrant 

experiences. 

Gaps in the Literature 

Despite extensive scholarship on individual national literatures, there are notable gaps: 



Panacea Journal of Linguistics and Literature (PJLL) Volume 4, Number 2, 2025 

46 
 

1. Lack of Comparative Studies: Few studies systematically compare Pakistani and 

Afghanistani novels to highlight convergences and divergences in migrant 

experiences. 

2. Limited Focus on Identity Formation: While migration is well-documented, research 

often neglects the complex processes through which migrants reconstruct identity in 

literature. 

3. Gender and Intersectionality Underexplored: Although feminist approaches exist, 

there is limited engagement with intersectional frameworks that consider gender, 

ethnicity, and socio-political factors simultaneously. 

Addressing these gaps, this study aims to provide a comparative literary analysis that 

examines how exile influences identity construction in both Pakistani and Afghanistani 

narratives. 

The literature indicates that Pakistani and Afghanistani novels explore migration as a 

multidimensional experience affecting identity, belonging, and social integration. While 

shared themes of nostalgia, alienation, and resilience exist, divergences in historical, political, 

and cultural contexts shape distinct portrayals of migrant experiences. By combining feminist 

and postcolonial perspectives, the study contributes to a comparative understanding of exile 

and identity in South Asian literature, highlighting the ways in which authors articulate both 

the challenges and agency of displaced populations. 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design using comparative textual analysis to 

examine the construction of identity and migrant experiences in contemporary Pakistani and 

Afghanistani novels. The qualitative approach is appropriate because it allows for an in-depth 

exploration of narrative techniques, thematic elements, and character portrayals in literary 

texts (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The comparative design enables the researcher to 

highlight both shared and divergent experiences of migrants, influenced by socio-political, 

cultural, and historical contexts in Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

Data Sources 

1. Primary Sources: Selected contemporary novels from Pakistan and Afghanistan that 

focus on migration, exile, and identity formation. Examples may include: 

o Pakistani novels addressing internal migration or diaspora experiences. 

o Afghanistani novels reflecting displacement due to war, political instability, or 

exile. 

2. Secondary Sources: Scholarly articles, books, and journals on postcolonial studies, 

diasporic literature, South Asian migration, and identity theory, providing critical 

insights into contextual and theoretical perspectives. 

Sampling Procedure 

 Purposive sampling is employed to select novels that explicitly address migration, 

exile, and identity construction, ensuring relevance to the research objectives. 

 Selection criteria include: 
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1. Representation of migrant experiences. 

2. Exploration of identity negotiation in diasporic or displaced contexts. 

3. Publication in the contemporary period to reflect current socio-political 

realities. 

Data Collection Procedure 

The study follows a systematic procedure: 

1. Textual Reading: All selected novels are read thoroughly to identify passages related 

to displacement, exile, alienation, belonging, nostalgia, and resilience. 

2. Extraction of Excerpts: Key excerpts illustrating migrant experiences, identity 

struggles, and cultural negotiations are highlighted. 

3. Categorization of Themes: Textual excerpts are coded under thematic categories, such 

as emotional challenges, cultural adaptation, social marginalization, and identity 

reconstruction. 

4. Comparative Analysis: Similarities and differences in themes, narrative strategies, and 

character development are analyzed across Pakistani and Afghanistani novels. 

Data Analysis 

The study employs qualitative thematic and comparative analysis: 

 Thematic Analysis: Identify recurrent themes of alienation, belonging, nostalgia, 

resilience, and identity negotiation across novels. 

 Narrative Analysis: Examine how plot structure, character arcs, and literary devices 

depict migrant experiences. 

 Comparative Analysis: Compare how historical, political, and social contexts in 

Pakistan and Afghanistan influence representations of displacement and identity 

formation. 

The analysis focuses on both individual experiences of migrants and broader socio-cultural 

implications, highlighting the interplay between personal identity and collective belonging. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research draws upon a postcolonial and diasporic theoretical framework to analyze 

migrant experiences and identity in literature: 

1. Postcolonial Theory: Examines the effects of colonial history, political instability, and 

social hierarchies on individuals and communities, particularly regarding 

displacement, exile, and marginalization (Said, 1978; Bhabha, 1994). This framework 

allows the researcher to situate migrant narratives within broader historical and socio-

political contexts. 

2. Diaspora and Identity Theory: Focuses on how migrants negotiate cultural, social, and 

emotional ties between their homeland and new environments, highlighting themes of 

alienation, belonging, nostalgia, and resilience (Hall, 1990; Brah, 1996). Diasporic 

theory helps analyze the fluidity and reconstruction of identity in literature that 

portrays displacement. 
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By combining postcolonial and diasporic perspectives, the study investigates both the 

structural forces shaping migration and the personal, emotional, and cultural dimensions of 

identity, offering a nuanced comparative lens for Pakistani and Afghanistani literature. 

Data Analysis  

Alienation and Nostalgia 

"I wanted to live in Karachi, but Karachi was a city of strangers. My memories clung to 

Lahore like a second skin, reminding me that I no longer belonged here." (Shamsie, 2010, p. 

45) 

"Mariam longed for the house in Herat where her mother had once sung. Every street of 

Kabul reminded her of what was lost." (Hosseini, 2007, p. 72) 

Both excerpts reflect emotional alienation and nostalgia, central to migrant experiences. In 

Kartography, the protagonist’s displacement within Pakistan illustrates internalized cultural 

and spatial dislocation, while in A Thousand Splendid Suns, Mariam’s longing is tied to 

forced exile and historical conflict. These passages demonstrate how literature foregrounds 

psychological impacts of migration, showing that identity is shaped not only by new spaces 

but also by attachment to the homeland (Kifayatullah & Jalal, 2023). 

Negotiation of Identity 

"In London, I had to explain who I was at every turn—Pakistani, Sindhi, Muslim. Each label 

felt both mine and imposed, shaping a self I was only beginning to understand." (Shamsie, 

2010, p. 102) 

"As a refugee in Pakistan, Laila learned to mask her Afghan accent, to blend in with children 

who had never known her homeland. Yet inside, her heart clung to Kabul." (Hosseini, 2007, 

p. 158) 

These excerpts illustrate the hybridization of identity in exile. Characters experience tension 

between self-perception and societal labels, negotiating belonging in host cultures while 

maintaining attachment to origin. This aligns with postcolonial and diasporic theory, which 

emphasizes identity as fluid and reconstructed in response to migration pressures (Crenshaw, 

1989; Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). 

Gendered Dimensions of Exile 

"She walked the streets cautiously, aware that being a woman made every step in a foreign 

city more complicated." (Shamsie, 2010, p. 88) 

"Mariam knew that her gender marked her as powerless. In refugee camps, every decision, 

every movement was constrained by men and society." (Hosseini, 2007, p. 91) 

Exile and displacement are experienced differently across genders. Female characters 

navigate patriarchal restrictions compounded by migration. The excerpts highlight that 

women face dual oppression: structural constraints due to social norms and challenges 
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imposed by displacement. Feminist literary analysis emphasizes the importance of 

recognizing these intersectional vulnerabilities (Mahboob, 2010). 

Resilience and Adaptation 

"I learned to navigate London’s streets and accents, to carve a place for myself. I would not 

let distance erase me." (Shamsie, 2010, p. 119) 

"Even in the camps, Laila found ways to study, to dream, and to help others. She would not 

allow exile to define her entirely." (Hosseini, 2007, p. 202) 

Both novels portray resilience in the face of displacement. Characters actively adapt to new 

circumstances, asserting agency to retain a sense of self. This aligns with theories on migrant 

narratives, where literature emphasizes both vulnerability and empowerment, showing that 

exile can catalyze personal growth and identity reconstruction (Kifayatullah & Jalal, 2023; 

Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). 

Cultural and Social Negotiation 

"In conversations, I was constantly translating my culture, explaining our traditions, and 

sometimes defending who I was." (Shamsie, 2010, p. 134) 

"At school, Laila felt torn between the world she left behind and the one she had entered. She 

learned to adapt her speech, her manners, and even her thoughts." (Hosseini, 2007, p. 178) 

Both novels depict migrants engaging in cultural negotiation. Identity is constructed through 

continuous adaptation, as characters balance retention of homeland traditions with 

assimilation into host societies. These experiences highlight the complex interplay of culture, 

memory, and social interaction in shaping migrant identity (Crenshaw, 1989; Kifayatullah & 

Jalal, 2023). 

Summary of Findings 

1. Alienation and Nostalgia: Migrants experience emotional dislocation tied to loss of 

homeland. 

2. Hybrid Identity: Exile necessitates the negotiation of selfhood in response to host 

society pressures. 

3. Gendered Challenges: Women face intersectional vulnerabilities in migration 

contexts. 

4. Resilience and Agency: Characters adapt and assert autonomy despite displacement. 

5. Cultural Negotiation: Identity is continuously reconstructed through engagement 

with both homeland and host culture. 

A comparative reading of Pakistani and Afghanistani novels demonstrates that exile 

profoundly impacts identity formation, shaped by socio-cultural, political, and gendered 

factors. Literature offers a lens to explore how migrants navigate alienation, negotiate hybrid 

identities, and exercise resilience, emphasizing the psychological, cultural, and social 

dimensions of displacement. Both Kamila Shamsie and Khaled Hosseini portray migrants as 

complex, adaptive, and agentic, challenging simplistic notions of victimhood and illustrating 

the multidimensionality of identity in exile. 
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Discussion 

The analysis of selected Pakistani and Afghanistani novels, particularly Kartography by 

Kamila Shamsie and A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini, reveals several critical 

insights into the experiences of exile and the construction of identity in literary narratives. 

The findings indicate that migration, displacement, and exile are not merely physical 

phenomena but are deeply intertwined with emotional, cultural, and social dimensions of 

identity. 

Alienation and Nostalgia as Central Themes 

Both Pakistani and Afghanistani novels foreground the emotional consequences of exile. 

Characters experience alienation and nostalgia as they negotiate life in unfamiliar settings. In 

Shamsie’s work, displacement within national and international contexts reflects a sense of 

liminality, whereas in Hosseini’s narrative, forced exile due to war highlights trauma and 

loss. This confirms previous scholarship emphasizing that migrant literature explores 

psychological and cultural dislocation, revealing the inner conflicts that shape identity in 

exile (Kifayatullah & Jalal, 2023; Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). 

Identity Negotiation and Hybridization 

The study demonstrates that identity in exile is fluid, hybrid, and continuously negotiated. 

Characters in both literatures must reconcile attachments to their homeland with pressures to 

adapt to host cultures. This negotiation often results in hybridized identities, reflecting both 

cultural retention and adaptation. These findings align with Crenshaw’s (1989) 

intersectionality framework, showing that identity in exile is constructed at the intersection of 

cultural, social, and political forces. The comparative analysis highlights that while Pakistani 

migrants navigate multicultural urban spaces, Afghanistani characters often negotiate identity 

under conditions of forced displacement, refugee status, and prolonged instability. 

Gendered Experiences of Migration 

A key finding of the study is the gendered nature of exile, where female characters face 

unique vulnerabilities due to patriarchal norms in both home and host societies. Shamsie and 

Hosseini portray women negotiating social surveillance, restrictions on mobility, and limited 

agency, yet simultaneously exercising resilience and subtle forms of empowerment. This 

demonstrates that feminist literary perspectives are essential for understanding migrant 

experiences, as women’s struggles and strategies for adaptation are both culturally and 

socially mediated (Mahboob, 2010). 

Resilience and Agency in Exile 

Despite challenges, characters exhibit remarkable resilience and agency. In both literatures, 

adaptation, learning, and self-assertion allow migrants to maintain a sense of self amid 

dislocation. This highlights literature’s role in illustrating the transformative potential of 

exile, suggesting that displacement can foster personal growth, self-awareness, and identity 

reconstruction. This supports previous research indicating that migrant narratives often 

balance vulnerability with empowerment, emphasizing the multidimensionality of exile 

(Kifayatullah & Jalal, 2023). 
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Cultural Negotiation and Social Integration 

Both novels depict migrants engaging in cultural negotiation, balancing the preservation of 

homeland identity with integration into new social environments. Pakistani migrants often 

confront multicultural urban settings, negotiating language, customs, and societal 

expectations, while Afghanistani migrants navigate refugee camps and host societies with 

varying degrees of acceptance. These experiences underscore the importance of social and 

cultural context in shaping how migrant identities are constructed and perceived, reinforcing 

the need for comparative literary analysis to understand regional similarities and differences 

(Dinakhel & Farid, 2023). 

Contribution to Comparative South Asian Literary Studies 

The findings demonstrate that Pakistani and Afghanistani literature share thematic concerns 

of displacement, identity, and resilience, yet differ in historical and sociopolitical contexts. 

Pakistani novels often explore voluntary or urban migration, focusing on cultural hybridity 

and diaspora, whereas Afghanistani novels emphasize forced displacement and the trauma of 

war. This comparative approach enriches South Asian literary studies by highlighting how 

literature can both reflect and critique the experiences of displaced populations across 

national boundaries. 

Conclusion of Discussion 

In sum, the comparative analysis of Pakistani and Afghanistani novels confirms that exile 

profoundly shapes identity, influencing emotional, cultural, and social dimensions of 

migrants’ lives. Alienation, hybridization, gendered experiences, and resilience emerge as 

central themes in these narratives. The study underscores the value of feminist and 

postcolonial perspectives in analyzing migrant literature, showing that literary texts not only 

depict the struggles of displacement but also highlight agency, adaptation, and cultural 

negotiation. This discussion affirms that comparative literary analysis provides a nuanced 

understanding of migrant experiences, offering insights into both shared and divergent 

realities across South Asian contexts. 

Conclusion 

This study examined the experiences of exile and the construction of identity in Pakistani and 

Afghanistani novels, with a focus on how displacement, migration, and sociopolitical 

instability shape individual and collective subjectivities. Through a comparative literary 

analysis of selected texts, including Kamila Shamsie’s Kartography and Khaled Hosseini’s A 

Thousand Splendid Suns, several key conclusions emerge. 

First, both Pakistani and Afghanistani novels depict alienation and nostalgia as central 

experiences of migrants. Characters grapple with the emotional consequences of 

displacement, illustrating that exile extends beyond physical movement to encompass 

psychological and cultural dimensions. 

Second, identity in exile is shown to be fluid and hybrid, negotiated between attachments to 

the homeland and pressures to assimilate into host societies. Pakistani narratives often 

emphasize voluntary or urban migration, highlighting multicultural adaptation, whereas 

Afghanistani literature foregrounds forced displacement due to war and political instability. 
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Despite these contextual differences, both literatures reveal how migration reshapes self-

perception, belonging, and social identity. 

Third, the study underscores the gendered dimensions of exile, showing that women face 

compounded challenges due to patriarchal norms while simultaneously exhibiting resilience 

and agency. Characters’ negotiation of mobility, social roles, and personal aspirations 

highlights the intersection of gender, displacement, and cultural expectation, confirming the 

importance of feminist literary approaches in understanding migrant narratives. 

Finally, the findings demonstrate that literature functions as a lens to explore resilience, 

adaptation, and cultural negotiation, providing insight into how migrants reconstruct identity 

amidst adversity. Comparative analysis reveals both shared experiences—such as alienation, 

hybrid identity formation, and adaptation—and divergent socio-political influences, 

emphasizing the value of cross-border studies in South Asian literary scholarship. 

In conclusion, Pakistani and Afghanistani novels collectively illustrate that exile is a 

multidimensional experience, shaping identity in complex ways. These narratives highlight 

the psychological, social, and cultural realities of migration while emphasizing human 

agency, resilience, and the ongoing negotiation of selfhood in transnational contexts. 
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