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ABSTRACT
This qualitative study examines the subjective experiences of social integration among female
students belonging to "nouveau modern" backgrounds at the International Islamic University
Islamabad (lIUl). Employing a qualitative research strategy, the study examined how such
students navigate identity, belonging, and social adjustmentina traditional academic
environment. Based onin-depth interviews with 22 self-identified progressive/modern [lUI

students, the study thematically coded data regarding peer relationships, cultural
negotiation, symbolic consumption, and media influence. The research findings identify
tension between social conformity to institutional standards and the articulation of

real selves, with problems of  class discrimination, peer exclusion, and social conformity to
dominant cultural signifier such as dress, dress codes, language, and way of life. This study
contributes to the ongoing debate about cultural hybridity, social conformity, and identity
formation in Pakistani higher education, calling for academically diverse spaces
that recognize and value socio-cultural diversity.

Keywords: Cultural Adaptation, Social Integration, Conformist, Code Switching, Hybrid
Identity, Visual Modernity, Symbolic Consumption, Linguistic Blending.

Introduction

Kawwa chala hans ki chal, apni chal bhi bhil gaya (Urdu proverb)

This proverb, translated as "The crow attempted to walk like a swan, but lost its own method
of walking," encapsulates the profound idea that when individuals blindly emulate others
without a solid understanding of themselves and the precise circumstances of their
emulation, they not only fail to truly represent the emulated culture but also lose themselves
in the process. This notion is particularly pertinent to the context of "nouveau modern"
students at the International Islamic University Islamabad (llUlI), whose subjective
experiences of social integration are the focus of this qualitative study.

The proliferating group of students from "nouveau modern" backgrounds, characterized by
their recent upward socio-economic movement, offers a rich perspective through which to
study the complex dynamic between changing socio-cultural expectations and the malleable
construction of identity within the university environment. This study investigates the
everyday experiences of such students to reveal an active negotiation of multiple dimensions
of social integration, such as behavioral, physical appearance, and communication
adaptations. We contend that these changes are not merely indexical performances of
superficial assimilation but strategic interactions with an unfamiliar social space, motivated
by a fundamental need for membership and the alleviation of perceived socio-economic
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differences. But this search for integration is occasionally disrupted by experiences with
persistent socio-economic prejudices and stereotypes, highlighting entrenched issues of
inequality in the academic setting. In an effort to fully understand these processes, this
research will consider social integration between IIUl's "nouveau modern" students and how
they negotiate identity through appearance, language, and behavior.

Our study indicates that the construction of hybrid identities in these students is a
creative mixing of heritage and global influences theyget exposed to. Such negotiation of
cultural displacement provides evidence for the growing interconnectedness of cultural
landscapes and subverts essentialist accounts of identity, highlighting its fluid and dynamic
character in an era of globalization. The symbolic consumption, and even visual markers of
modernity and status, further illustrate how identity is affirmatively stated and negotiated
through material goods and the inescapable presence of global media. Given this, the study
further seeks to analyze how socio-economic status and peer networks influence these hybrid
identities, and to examine how globalization and digital media contribute to their identity
expressions.

Peer processes of network are essential, though complex, to "nouveau modern" students'
social integration and identity formation. Shared lifestyle ideals can create social bonding, but
also inadvertently result in exclusion from peers who are not adhering to the newest trends.
This highlights the pervasive power of peer processes and the essential desire for belonging.
Lastly, these students' linguistic environment, generally defined as code-switching between
English and heritage languages, describes a multifaceted dynamic between language and
cultural accommodation. Though implying hybridity and facilitating communication, this
aspect also leads us to raise serious questions about the potential for linguistic erosion and its
implications for cultural heritage. This research rigorously examines these linked appearances
as constitutive aspects of a key socio-cultural negotiation within the specific setting of the
university.

Drawing on proven sociological and psychological theory, including social identity theory,
communication accommodation theory, and globalization theory, the purpose of this study is
to offer a rich and analytical description of the difficulties and coping strategies encountered
by students from "nouveau modern" backgrounds in adapting to higher education complexity
and in building their identities in a new, evolving socio-cultural environment. The research
therefore addresses critical questions such as: How do "nouveau modern" students at IlUI
experience social integration within a culturally conservative context? How do they negotiate
identity through their behavior, language, appearance, and social interaction? And how do
symbolic behaviors and cultural hybridity influence their social mobility and sense of
belonging in 1IUI? Ultimately, the study adds to our understanding of social mobility, identity
building, and the politics of exclusion and inclusion in modern academic environments,
providing insightful contributions to the wider debate on cultural hybridity, social conformity,
and the construction of identity in Pakistani higher education. It focuses on greater inclusive
academic spaces that recognize and cater to socio-cultural diversity.

The context of the Study

The construction of hybrid identities among students reflects the innovative fusion of local
tradition and international influences (Hall,1992). This is contrary to essentialist views of
identity, highlighting the processual and dynamic character of identity in a time of
globalization. The sensation of "being caught between two worlds" captures the experience
of moving through cross-pressuring cultural domains. Students construct this duality as
strength, in line with Bhabha's (1994) theory of hybridity and the "third space," in which
blended identities are formed. This view contradicts static identifications of identity, as
posited by Hall (1990), underlining its nature of fluidity in an age of globalization.

Cultural Adaptation and Social Comparison
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The fact that students observed initially altering their ways of behaving and looking to fit into
the social scene highlights an active approach to adjustment to a new setting. The
acculturation theory (Berry, 1997) underlines such an adjustment with implications, implying
a purposeful adjustment to social norms as opposed to conformity. The use of new clothing
and new technology, fueled by social comparison (Festinger, 1954) and the need to be
accepted by their peers (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007; Hogg, 2000), are active efforts to
create membership and diminish perceived differences. The desire articulated for acceptance
in terms of their current selves, and not past socio-economic status, is indicative of a quest
for redefined social identity— a crucial concept in social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1979)—and a repudiation of possible stigmatization (Goffman, 1963).

Experiences with Cultural Relativism and Prejudice

Judgment and stereotyping by socio-economic status indicate the ongoing difficulties in
attaining true cultural relativism within the university. The sense of arrogance or alienation
brought on by family wealth demonstrates the strength of social prejudice and stereotyping
(Allport, 1954), based on simplistic categorization (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This negative
naming, a kind of social stigma (Goffman, 1963), is contrary to the ideals of understanding
multicultural  backgrounds. The identified "unspoken divide" reflects current social
stratification (Kraus & Keltner, 2009), preventing genuine connections and promoting
segregation. Exclusion from contributing because of assumptions regarding one's history
reflects the harmful impacts of in-group bias (Allport, 1954) on fair interaction.

Symbolic Consumption and Media Influence

The embracement of symbolic consumption, more importantly through visual symbols of
modernity like technology and fashion (Veblen, 1899; Baudrillard, 1998), again shows how
identity is highly expressed and negotiated. Such material selections tend to be guided by
global media fashions (Livingstone, 2008; McCracken, 1988), which impress on students'
definitions of modernity and status. Students tend to take cues from social media
(McCracken, 1988; Kim & Ko, 2012), though this is ethically problematic with regards to
cultural appropriation (Scafidi, 2005; Rocamora & Smelik, 2016). Identifying brands with
prestige reflects Veblen's (1899) theory of conspicuous consumption, whereby goods convey
status over utility. Global technology and media serve as drivers in determining lifestyles and
ambitions. The convergence of online identities with Western standards (Chou & Edge, 2012)
and the widening horizons through media such as Instagram (Livingstone, 2008) exhibit the
massive influence of digital media.

Peer Networks and Linguistic Blending

Peer networks have a central but multifaceted role in the formation of identity and social
integration (Harris, 1995; Brown, 2007). Although common lifestyle preferences can promote
cohesion, they might result in the exclusion of nonconforming individuals, revealing the
strong impact of peer processes on belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Also, the linguistic
behavior of such students, which involves code-switching between Urdu and English (Garcia,
2009; Alhazmi, 2016), indicates the convergence of cultural hybridity and communication.
Although it allows for social accommodation, it questions linguistic erosion and its future
effect on cultural heritage (Fishman, 2001; Grosjean, 1989).

Research settings

Methods

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to comprehensively capture students'
subjective experiences of dealing with social integration. This methodology was chosen
because it enables a detailed examination of personal perceptions, meanings, and
interpretations of integration within the university setting.

Participants and Sampling

The study population comprised 22 female students currently enrolled at the International
Islamic University Islamabad (llUl). These participants identified themselves as "nouveau
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modern" students, hailing from more modern, progressive, or diversified social and cultural
backgrounds, and potentially experiencing unique challenges in adjusting to the university's
sociocultural setting. The sample size was determined based on data saturation principles,
with a slightly more extensive sample obtained due to time and resource limitations. As the
study was exploratory in nature, a non-probability sampling technique was employed.
Specifically, a purposive sampling technique was used to select individuals who were most
likely to provide rich and insightful perspectives on the researched phenomenon. The
inclusion criteria for participants were: students who identified themselves as belonging to
contemporary or new-style socio-cultural backgrounds; students currently at llUl to ensure a
culturally situated analysis; and individuals willing to openly discuss their social integration
experience at l1UI.

Data Collection and Analysis

In-depth interviews were used to gather data. Then, topic analysis was used to assess the
collected content. To reveal repeated themes, patterns, and sub-themes concerning the
experience of social integration, the verbatim interviews' transcriptions were extensively
coded. This method gave in-depth insight into [lUl's "nouveau modern" students' conception
of identity and belonging in the academic environment.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical integrity was given prime importance in the course of the research process.
Participants were provided with full informed consent, and this included comprehensive
information regarding the reason for the study, voluntary participation, any risks, and
confidentiality protection. In order to maintain anonymity, pseudonyms were employed in
the data during the study, and all identifiable personal information was deleted during the
analysis period. Participants were also clearly told that they were free to withdraw from the
study at any moment and without penalty. With the possibility of emotional sensitiveness in
answering issues regarding identity, membership, or exclusion, the researcher ensured the
interviews were conducted in a safe and sensitive environment. Moreover, information
regarding counseling services was provided to participants in case of any emotional struggle
after the discussions.

Research results and discussion

The research findings reveal the fine-grained socio-cultural negotiations that "nouveau
modern" lHul students perform in negotiating between the conflicting demands of
institutional norms, peer cultures, and self-declared identity projects.
The research illuminates in stark detail how students employ strategic adaptation, hybrid

identity construction, and symbolic consumptionin orderto negotiate membership in a
conservative academic environment.

Managing Cultural Adaptation

As per research, students who belong to "nouveau modern" backgrounds purposefully adjust
their behavior, dressing, and style of communication to become socially integrated in lUI.
One student described such adjustment process as below: "When | first came here, | noticed
that people were dressing more modernly. | began dressing more contemporary so that |
might feel more attached to people”. This response indicates the strategic nature of
acculturation, wherein students deliberately modify visible markers of identity to fit
perceived institutional norms (Berry, 1997). Pressure to fit in is not limited to apparel but also
extends to material items, as indicated by another respondent: "At first, | felt somewhat odd
with my phone. Everybody had the newest ones, so | ultimately decided to upgrade so that |
would not feel as odd". Such conduct represents the application of social comparison theory
(Festinger, 1954) in real-life peer interactions, whereby individuals use material items as
markers of group membership.

The psychological facets of such an adaptation arise from participants' accounts of self-
presentation. One student observed: "I've certainly learned to pay closer attention to how |
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communicate and what | say in order to stay out of trouble". This strategic self-monitoring
(Snyder, 1974) illustrates the mental effort involved in managing socio-cultural differences,
especially communication styles. The imposer's strategic adaptation of self-presentation fits
with theory of communication accommodation (Giles, Coupland, & Coupland, 1991), in which
linguistic convergence is used as a social approbation strategy. Notably, however, these
adjustments are not superficial but involve what one respondent characterized as "being
accepted for who | am now, without my background being a constant point of discussion or
judgment"”, a moving articulation of the wish to get beyond ascribed social categories (Tajfel
& Turner, 1979) and stigmatization (Goffman, 1963).

Experiences with Cultural Relativism

The evidence exposes entrenched socio-economic prejudices that make integration difficult.
Several participants recounted being subjected to discriminatory assumptions, with one of
them reporting: "I've certainly felt that some people assume I'm arrogant or out of touch just
because of my family's wealth". This instance illustrates the triggering of negative stereotypes
(Allport, 1954) on the basis of perceived class position, where economic advantage serves as
a sign of moral failing. The institutional expression of these biases produces what another
participant described as "an unspoken divide between students who are seen as 'rich' and
those who aren't,” mirroring the micro-level functioning of social stratification (Kraus &
Keltner, 2009) in academic contexts.

These perceptions have implications for scholarly engagement, with one respondent
clarifying: "I've had experiences where my ideas or opinions in class were ignored, and |
sensed it was due to people making assumptions about where | came from". This testimony
illustrates how in-group bias (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) limits intellectual discourse when
contributions by out-group members are invalidated on the basis of socio-economic signifiers.
The annoyance with this type of generalization was expressed by another participant: "It irks
me when individuals make general statements concerning individuals who hail from wealthy
families". Every individual's experiences are unique, "This observation highlights the conflict
between categorical thinking (Allport, 1954) and complicated individual realities which are
resistant to overly simplistic socio-economic categorization".

Hybrid Identity and Cultural Displacement

Members expressed intricate negotiations of identity that correspond to the theoretical
notion of the "third space" (Bhabha, 1994). One of the respondents spoke about feeling
"Between two worlds attracted to the liberty and individuality available through global
cultural currents, yet constrained by the deeply ingrained expectation of Pakistani society".
This borderland creates what the participant defined as "confusion and a split identity,"
demonstrating the psychological burden of cultural hybridization when conflicting value
systems are unresolved. The experience of the respondent reflects the identity struggles that
are documented in postcolonial literature, especially Mohsin Hamid's portrayal of flexible
identities in globalized environments.

In contrast, a few of the participants constructed hybridity as a self-empowering strategy. As
one of the students described: "Instead of viewing it as a conflict, | see it as a way of building
a special, hybrid identity that respects my cultural heritage but connects with international
views". This positive reconstruction of the self-corresponds to Hall's (1990) theoretical
construction of identity as an ongoing process and not an inherent entity. The participants’
account registers agency in the formation of identity, such that the "pull between tradition
and modernity" is instead "an active space for self-definition" and not one of anxiety.

Visual Modernity and Symbolic Consumption

Fashion proved a major context of identity negotiation, with participants showing differing
degrees of critical reflexivity with regard to consumption practices. One respondent
mentioned uncritical take-up: "Social media is my first port of call for fashion inspiration. |
hardly ever think about the deeper cultural meanings in the brands that | follow". This account
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represents McCracken's (1988) theory of meaning transfer, in which products gain culture as
they are represented through advertising and the mass media. The subject's emphasis on
"projecting modernity and social prestige" via dress decisions is consistent with Veblen's
(1899) original construction of conspicuous consumption as status display.

Other participants had more reflexive consumption tendencies. As another respondent
commented: "I'm becoming more conscious of the ways in which brands can take on cultural
references without naming them. More education is required to instill greater cultural
awareness in fashion consumption”. This consciousness of cultural appropriation (Scafidi,
2005) infers learning critical media literacy, yet the participant admitted still engaging in
trend consumerism. The conflict between aesthetic desire and ethical consideration parallels
wider concerns in fashion studies regarding the potentiality of ethical consumption within
capitalism.

Technology, Media Influence, and Western Ideals

The disruptive effect of digital media on identity creation arose predictably throughout
interviews. One respondent mentioned extensive media influence: "My lifestyle and fashion
choices are greatly affected by social media, particularly Western influencer content, which |
equate with global relevance and modernity". This quote reflects what Chou and Edge (2012)
refer to as internalized mediated ideals, whereby constant exposure redefines personal style
and desire. The subject's connection of Western content to "modernity" certainly indicates
the symbolic power of Western cultural exports in postcolonial environments to last. The vast
possibilities of digital spaces were observed by another respondent: "Spaces like Instagram
and YouTube have opened up my world, enabling me to sample styles and behaviors | would
not have experienced otherwise". This is paralleled by Livingstone's (2008) description of
digital media as windows to different identities and ways of life. But the interviewee’s
account also suggests a displacement of national cultural references by globalized digital
content—a process with mixed implications for preserving culture in the digital era.

Peer Networks and Lifestyle-Based Grouping

Social patterns of affiliation indicated lifestyle-driven tribalism in students. One participant
noted: "Friend groups in our college tend to be based on common lifestyle choices, for
example, fashion, gadgets, and being on social media". This transition from conventional
kinship or geographical affiliations to consumption-driven affiliations is mirrored in wider
global youth culture (Brown, 2007). The students observed this made it challenging "for those
with more conventional tastes to fit in," demonstrating how taste as a process becomes a
tool of social exclusion and inclusion (Bourdieu, 1984). The affective impact of non-
conformity was poignantly illustrated by another respondent: “I've felt like I've been left out
in social situations because | don't keep up with the current trends or go to trendy events, and
it’s made me feel isolated". Such an experience confirms Baumeister and Leary's (1995)
theory of our fundamental human need to belong, revealing how emerging youth cultures
organize consumption patterns as membership qualifications in society. The confinement of
the participant accentuates psychological costs when institution spaces are unable to develop
inclusive social infrastructures over commercialized peer cultures.

Linguistic Blending and Cultural Hybridity

The language practice of members proved complex negotiations of cultural identity. One
interviewee explained typical code-switching: "Using English is generally being tought well
educated and modern". Such animpressionis in line with Alhazmi's (2016) research on
English as a cosmopolitan marker of identity in multilingual discourse. But the informant also
admitted "having difficulty describing fully intricate ideas in either language,’ explaining
Grosjean’s (1989) semilingualism by excessive code-switching. Another commentator
provided generational concerns: "Repeated code-switching is resulting in progressive loss  of
mother language skills among new generation". This posting is aligned with  Fishman's
(2001) cautions regarding language shift, whereby prestige languages surround heritage
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languages in informal contexts. The ambivalence of the author to the acknowledgment of
English's  social capital andlamentingthe erasure of  Urdu represents the postcolonial
multilingualism's contradictory nature, wherein linguistic mix is a motivation for
communication but an obstacle to language transmission from one generation to the next.

Negotiating Tradition and Modernity

Language use by participants also showed complex negotiations of cultural identity. One
participant clarified common code-switching: "Using English usually being seen as well-
educated and modern." This account is in line with Alhazmi's  (2016) study of English as a
cosmopolitan sign of identity in multilingual communication. The respondent, however, also
admitted "struggling to explain fully complicated ideas in either language,’ explaining
Grosjean’s  (1989)  semilingualism phenomenon  of excessive code  switching. One of the
commenters had generational grievances: "Repeated code-switching is causing gradual loss of
mother language skills among new generation". This comment aligns with Fishman's (2001)
alerts  regarding language  shift, where prestige  language envelops heritage  languages in

casual contexts. The writer's hesitation to acknowledge English's social capital
and lament the loss of Urdu reflects the conflicting nature of postcolonial multilingualism,
where linguistic blending is a catalyst for communication
but a barrier to language transmission from one generation to the next.

Discussion

The consequences of this research illuminate the subtle socio-cultural bargaining that
"nouveau modern" students at IlUl engage in as they construct and negotiate the conflicting
expectations of institutional norms, peer cultures, and their own identity projects. The study
graphically accounts for how these students employ strategic adaptation, hybrid identity
construction, and symbolic consumption as means to negotiate a sense of belonging in a
culturally conservative academic environment. One overriding dynamic that is apparent is the
tension between conformity to external forces and negotiation of individual authenticity.
Students strategically term their behavior, appearance, and communication styles in order to
minimize social distance as they attempt to preserve their authentic identity.
Yet these moves are frequently undermined by entrenched socio-economic prejudices,
whereby class-based stereotypes result in only partial inclusion within the university
environment. Members often described being subjected to discriminatory presumption and
experiencing an "unspoken divide" due to perceived family affluence, which discouraged the
creation of authentic relationships and even resulted in their concepts being disallowed in
scholarly  discussions.  This illustrates how in-group prejudice and oversimplified
categorization can contribute to unjust interaction and create social segregation.

The complex negotiations of identity among students often map onto the theoretical
construct of a "third space" (Bhabha, 1994). Whereas some students reported feeling
"between two worlds,” torn and suffering from a "split identity" because of unresolved
conflicting value systems, other students rearticulated this hybridity as an empowering
strategy. This constructive re-interpretation is in harmony with Hall's (1990) perspective on
identity as a continuous, dynamic process and not a fixed state, reflecting agency in defining
oneself in the face of tension between tradition and modernity.

Material culture, particularly technology and fashion, serves as a significant arena for identity
work. While some participants exhibited an uncritical adoption of trends, primarily influenced
by social media and geared towards "projecting modernity and social prestige" (consistent
with Veblen's (1899) conspicuous consumption), others demonstrated a more reflexive
awareness of cultural appropriation. This conflict between aesthetic desire and ethical
consideration mirrors broader concerns within fashion studies. Digital media, driven by
Western influencer content, profoundly shapes lifestyle and fashion choices, often equated
with global relevance and modernity. This constant exposure contributes to internalized
mediated ideals (Chou & Edge, 2012) and broadens horizons (Livingstone, 2008), though it
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also suggests a potential displacement of national cultural references by globalized digital
content.

Peer networks are increasingly structured around lifestyle markers such as fashion, gadgets,
and social media presence, rather than conventional affiliations. This lifestyle-driven tribalism
can create new pathways for belonging but concurrently generates new forms of exclusion,
making it challenging for those with more conventional tastes to integrate. The affective
impact of non-conformity, leading to feelings of social isolation, powerfully confirms the
fundamental human need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and highlights the
psychological costs incurred when institutional spaces fail to foster inclusive social
infrastructures over commercialized peer cultures.

Linguistic blending, specifically code-switching between English and Urdu, reveals the micro-
process of cultural transformation. While using English is often perceived as a sign of being
"well-educated and modern" (Alhazmi, 2016) and facilitates communication, participants also
expressed struggling to fully articulate complex ideas in either language, consistent with
Grosjean's (1989) concept of semilingualism. Concerns were also raised about a gradual loss
of mother language skills among the younger generation, resonating with Fishman's (2001)
warnings about language shift. This postcolonial multilingualism paradox highlights how
linguistic hybridity, although facilitating communication, may be compromising linguistic
depth and intergenerational transmission.

Throughout all these spheres, learners are constantly negotiating between tradition and the
modern world, creating individual strategies for negotiating global aspirations and cultural
continuity. This negotiation tends to be in the form of "selective modernization" a conscious
uptake of global norms but preservation of core traditional values and is a testament to an
agential nature that refutes narratives of passive Westernization in global youth cultures.
These findings directly feed into broader theoretical discussions about the formation of
identities in globalizing societies. The study finally determines that there is an evident need
for institutional policy to help advance socio-cultural diversity and proactively attempt to
minimize the exclusionary effects of class-based prejudice and commercialized peer cultures
within university campuses.

Conclusion

This research sheds light on the intricate socio-cultural negotiations made by "nouveau
modern" female students at IlUl as they negotiate between contradictory demands of
institutional expectations, peer cultures, and their developing identities. Our results show
that these students utilize strategic adaptation, develop hybrid identities, and practice
symbolic consumption to construct a sense of belongingness within a culturally conservative
higher education setting. The central dynamic seen is an ongoing tension between conformity
to society and the articulation of true self, usually complicated by deeply held socio-economic
prejudices that prevent complete inclusion. The study highlights the ways cultural hybridity,
brought about by global media and lifestyle-centered peer networks, informs identity
construction and social relations. As enabling communication, code switching provokes very
serious questions regarding language preservation. Ultimately, these students are actively
navigating tradition and modernity, giving evidence of an agential method of balancing global
dreams with cultural continuity. This research provides a major contribution to learning about
the formation of identity, social mobility, and the processes of inclusion and exclusion in the
contexts of globalizing universities, and uncompromisingly promotes institutional policy
supporting socio-cultural diversity and actively combating class bias and commercialized peer
culture.
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