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Abstract  

 This essay uses The Kite Runner, a well-known novel written by Khaled 

Hosseini in 2003, to analyse what is missing in the novel. Much of the previous research has 

discussed Hosseini and the main characters' roles as well as the important part of the settings 

to discover unseen messages. However, only one has analysed the novel through a gender 

perspective. This essay analyses the meaning behind the absent mothers and the present 

fathers through the use of Hélène Cixous’ view of women in literature and Hisham Sharabi’s 

theory of neopatriarchy. This paper argues that The Kite Runner intends to replace 

motherhood with fatherhood through the absence of mothers (and women) and the presence of 

fathers (and men), to strengthen patriarchy. The novel shows that women are unnecessary 

through their absence, which the characters of Soraya (who is infertile), Sanaubar (who is 

absent but returns and dies “again”) and Sofia (who is dead) demonstrates. In order for the 

woman to be present, she must be imperfect and if she is absent, the man claims both 

fatherhood and motherhood. Also, the novel uses male characters such as Hassan and Sohrab 

to make them feminised in order to need salvation and form the idea that those in need of 

rescue (in this case they are rape victims) can only occur to women or feminised men. Thus, 

this novel not only excludes women but also strengthen patriarchy and male dominance. This 

essay intends to contribute within the field of English literature, but further research is needed 

to demonstrate and make visible of gender inequality and (male) dominance.  

Key words: gender (roles), neopatriarchy, exclusion.  
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1. Introduction  

In today’s society, gender studies are an expanding research field with a focus 

on homosexuality, heterosexuality and gender identity and queerness, amongst others. It tends 

to cover much of a human’s (or a subject’s) everyday life with a focus on sex, sexuality, 

femininity and masculinity (Cranny-Francis, Waring, Kirkby, Stavropoulos, 1-2). I have 

chosen to write a literary essay with a focus on gender in the semi-autobiographical novel The 

Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini (2003).  

The previous research of The Kite Runner discusses multiple aspects, themes 

and motifs of the novel such as the meaning of the setting (Afghanistan and Kabul) and the 

roles of the main characters, Hassan and Amir. However, at the same time, some things have 

neither been discovered nor discussed. Only one has evaluated the novel with a gender 

perspective, which focuses on how traditional gender roles can be (re)produced in an Arab 

context through the novel. However, this essay intends to focus on the absence of women in 

the novel. This essay’s main research question was to ask and answer what the absent mothers 

and women indicate through the philosophical view of Hélène Cixous’ theory of the exclusion 

of women in literature and Hisham Sharabi’s view of neopatriarchy. Thus, the purpose of this 

essay and the theoretical statement is that The Kite Runner intends to replace motherhood 

with fatherhood, through the absence of mothers (and women) and the presence of fathers 

(and men), to strengthen patriarchy. 

In addition, at the end of this essay, there will be a discussion about the use of 

The Kite Runner for didactical purposes. Not only do I aim to contribute to research within the 

field of English literature through examining gender relations in the novel, but also how in 

didactical purposes, education in Upper Secondary school can benefit using the book. 

1.1 The Kite Runner: a brief summary   

The Kite Runner is told by Amir who grows up in a luxurious mansion in Kabul, 

Afghanistan, with his father, Baba, who belongs to the wealthier group of Pashtuns. They 

have two servants, Ali and his son Hassan, who belong to the Hazaras, a less privileged ethnic 

group in Afghanistan. Amir and Hassan become best friends and play with each other every 

day, especially with kites, which is a very famous sport in Kabul; the two boys even compete 

in kite-tournaments. Their difference in background and wealth is most apparent when Amir 

goes to school to learn how to read and write while Hassan stays home to clean and do chores. 

Amir tends to make fun of Hassan for not being intelligent, but when Amir comes home, they 
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always play with each other. Their relationship is based on Hassan’s admiration and 

undevoted love to Amir, and Amir’s longing for attention which he finds in Hassan (and not 

in Baba). Amir sees his father as his role model, someone whom he tries to make proud all the 

time. However, Amir feels that he is a disappointment to him. 

The (first) climax occurs when Hassan and Amir argue with three other boys, 

Assef, Kamal and Wali. After Amir wins the kite-tournament (which makes Baba very proud 

for the first time), Hassan runs down an alley to collect the winning kite but finds himself 

trapped by Assef and the other boys. When Amir notices that Hassan has not come back yet, 

he runs after him and finds Hassan arguing with the boys over the kite. Not being able to 

defend himself, Hassan is beaten and raped by Assef while Amir is watching. Amir runs away 

and they later meet up and pretend that nothing happened, even though blood is running 

visibly down Hassan’s leg. Consumed by guilt, Amir makes Hassan and Ali leave the house 

by accusing Hassan of stealing, which Hassan does not deny, knowing this is best for all of 

them. Some years later, in 1981, the Soviet Union invades Afghanistan and Baba and Amir 

must flee to America. In America, Baba and Amir do not live the wealthy life they 

experienced in Kabul and they struggle with work and school. Shortly after, Amir meets 

Soraya, the daughter of Baba’s friend General Taheri. When Baba is diagnosed with cancer, 

he tells General Taheri that his last wish is that Amir and Soraya get married and he gives 

them their blessing. After their marriage, Baba passes away and for the first time in Amir’s 

life, he is without his father. However, Amir becomes a successful author as he always dreamt 

of becoming. Years into his marriage with Soraya, they try to conceive but unsuccessfully.  

The situation in Afghanistan is not getting better either, although the Soviet 

Union is driven out of the country. Amir finds out about the horrors of the Taliban and is 

asked to travel back to Afghanistan where Baba’s friend, Rahim Khan, is waiting for him 

(who is also dying). Upon his arrival, Amir witnesses the consequences of the Soviet Union’s 

invasion and the Taliban’s destruction of Kabul. Rahim Khan calls him to Afghanistan to tell 

him that he had lived at the mansion for a while with Hassan, his wife Farzana and Sanaubar 

(Hassan’s mother). Sanaubar helps Farzana give birth to their son Sohrab but soon later, 

Sanaubar dies in her sleep. However, Sohrab is sent to an orphanage after Hassan and Farzana 

are executed by the Taliban. Amir feels devastated thinking about his childhood friend’s fate 

when Rahim Khan asks Amir to find Sohrab because he is his nephew: Baba is Hassan’s 

biological father. He also tells Amir that saving Sohrab is a chance “to be good again,” 

referring to the moment when Hassan was raped and Amir accused him of stealing, which 
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Rahim Khan knows everything about. Amir has lived with his guilt for over 20 years, running 

away from everything and being cowardly, just like the day Hassan was raped and Amir did 

nothing about it. He finally decides to save Sohrab with the help of a friend called Farid who 

might know something about Sohrab’s whereabouts. Amir and Farid learn that a Taliban took 

Sohrab out of the orphanage, which turns out to be Assef, the boy who raped Hassan.  

Amir feels that this is his destiny: to fight Assef and save Sohrab. Assef brings 

out Sohrab, who is wearing a dress and makeup and has clearly been physically and sexually 

abused. With the help of Sohrab, Amir wins the fight against Assef and escapes. He decides to 

adopt Sohrab and Soraya is overjoyed. However, because Sohrab’s birth parents are dead, he 

does not have a birth certificate of him and death certificate of his parents which impedes 

adoption. When Sohrab finds out that he most likely will end up in an orphanage again, he 

tries to commit suicide. Luckily, Amir finds him at the right moment and saves Sohrab’s life. 

After the suicide attempt, Amir tells Sohrab that he will not go back to the orphanage because 

the solution is to come back with him to America. At the end of the novel, Sohrab is still very 

traumatised, trusts no one and does not like to speak at all. The novel ends with Amir and 

Sohrab playing with kites, just like Hassan and Amir used to do, and for the first time in a 

while, Amir sees that Sohrab is happy.  

2. Historical Context  

David Jeffress points out that The Kite Runner was the first novel about 

Afghanistan published in post-9/11 America in 2003 (389). The novel is a semi-

autobiography due to the protagonist Amir’s similarities to the author himself, Khaled 

Hosseini. Hosseini was born in pre-war Afghanistan but was forced to find refuge in America 

after the Soviet Union invaded the country. He was fifteen at the time they moved to America 

and returned to Afghanistan when he was 38 years old. He worked as a doctor for about ten 

years until he published The Kite Runner, which became a success. His other successful books 

include A Thousand Splendid Suns (2007) and And the Mountains Echoed (2013) and he now 

works full time as an author (Hosseini, 1003).  

Hosseini began to write The Kite Runner in the spring of 2001, right before the 

attack on the Twin Towers in September. Because Hosseini was born in Afghanistan, he 

could educate Western readers about Afghanistan (Aubry 25). Afghanistan has over 20 ethnic 

groups of which the largest ones are Pashtuns, Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazaras (in that order 

because of the unequal power relations between them) (Shahi 720). The novel brings up the 
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former (and last) King of Afghanistan, Zahir Shah, who was a Pashtun and ruled for more 

than two decades until he was defeated by his cousin, Daoud Khan, in 1973. He became 

Afghanistan’s first president and ruled until 1978 until the Communist party took over. 

However, the Soviet Union invaded in 1979 and fought US-trained mujahideen guerrillas 

(jihad fighters) but was defeated. After they were chased out, Afghanistan became an Islamic 

State with the Taliban (violent extremists) and the Communist parties fighting each other in 

which the Taliban took the power of the country in 1996. Because this is an ultra-conservative 

group, they imposed strict religious laws in Afghanistan such as the Shari’a (Islamic law) 

(Kakar 1).  

After 9/11, America declared “war on terrorism” and invaded Afghanistan (and, 

in 2003, Iraq) which led to the fall of the Taliban. However, as Deepshikha Shahi states, the 

war on terrorism has intensified since 9/11 (723). Ever since the Soviet Union’s invasion in 

1979, Afghanistan has been in the midst of war and terror, including after the U.S. invasion 

and the Taliban Regime’s fall. At the end of 2003, a new Afghan constitution was created 

which formed a basis for democratic values and government rules of law. Because of these 

laws, the first presidential elections were held in 2004 (Hamid Karzai was elected) and basic 

notions of human and women’s rights started to form, which has led to several female 

presidential candidates. However, despite the many important democratic achievements the 

government and the country have made, there is still corruption and violence which threaten 

the democracy (Shah 23).  

The Kite Runner ends right after the events of 9/11, which Amir briefly 

describes happening, but does not emphasize. The book does not focus on 9/11 but the events 

before, yet 9/11 shook the whole world. Marc Boucai discusses if there is a reason why 

Hosseini did not mention it as much as other writers did. A lot of other literary texts, movies 

and media publications have had a strong focus on 9/11 but the fact that Hosseini chose to not 

write about it a lot more in The Kite Runner tells its reader that the main focus of the novel is 

not violence or terrorism. On the contrary, Amir ends his story in a way that is far from 

themes of evil, but rather happiness, redemption and love. The novel ends with the main 

characters being back in America and not in Afghanistan, as the place for happiness and love 

can only be achieved in America and not in a place like the Middle East (22).  

 

 



7 

 

3. Previous research  

The discussions and analyses of The Kite Runner focus mostly on historical, 

political, societal and ethical themes and discourses. In this section of previous research, I will 

examine some of the sources that have analysed the novel through different perspectives. 

First, Alla Ivanchikova discusses the invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviet military in 1979 

through the way Hosseini describes these events in the novel. Ivanchikova argues that the 

novel tries to justify U.S. interventionism and neo-colonial ambitions by not addressing them 

at all (200). Likewise, Boucai argues that the novel blames the Soviet Union for Kabul’s 

destruction and leaves out how America funded Muslim fundamentalist forces to fight the 

Soviet military. These events led to 9/11 and many innocent lives were taken (65). 

Ivanchikova also criticizes how Hosseini describes Afghanistan as a third world nation with 

no political culture or history of its own. Afghanistan is described with no agency but is only 

seen as a pawn or a victim (205).  

When Amir describes pre-war Kabul as a beautiful and peaceful place, he does 

so from his father’s Westernised and wealthy mansion. Because of this, Ivanchikova argues 

that Amir and Baba are an allegory of the inequality between the ethnic races. Racism is 

depicted as the main problem in pre-Soviet Kabul which shows through Amir and Hassan’s 

relationship, between a servant Hazara and a wealthy Pashtun (Ivanchikova 201). According 

to Ivanchikova, Hassan is a symbol of the country itself and Assef, the blonde blue-eyed boy 

who is a fan of Hitler and believes in the expurgation of Hazaras, is the representation of the 

“villain” (the Soviet or/and the East). Hassan’s rape can be interpreted as the invasion of 

Afghanistan by the Soviet Union. Hassan stands for the city, he is “good”, yet passive, which 

makes him unable to fight the invaders. The fate of Kabul is connected to Hassan’s fate, 

which is shown through his rape as an allegorical representation of what the country suffers 

(203). In contrast to Ivanchikova, Boucai discusses how literature can lead to certain racism 

being revised where Amir becomes the “good secular, educational and artistic immigrant” 

(67). This kind of racial formation can be seen as a type of whiteness that is not about skin 

colour, but the fact that the person has taken on Western autonomous subjectivity and values 

of freedom and democracy. With Amir being the hero to redeem himself, Hassan is the one 

who must be saved by someone who is “Westernised” (Boucai 66). 

Furthermore, Janette Edwards discusses how some of the reviews and comments 

on Hosseini’s work criticize him for being inauthentic (5). This kind of critique is based on 

Hosseini not having the authority or the knowledge to write about the historical events in 
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Afghanistan because he escaped when only a child. Thus, he is writing about events and 

stories he does not know about, based on what he has heard about them (Edwards 6). Unlike 

Ivanchikova, Edwards also brings up the rape of Hassan but more like Boucai, she criticises 

the act itself and those involved. In other words, those involved are the Hazaras, the victims, 

and Pashtuns, the perpetrators, which is based on real rival tribes with ethnic tensions. Thus, 

Hosseini does not consider the tensions between the tribes and Hazaras connection to 

exclusion and otherness. Hosseini describes the novel as a story of forgiveness and love, that 

denounces violence and hatred, which Western readers also state that they enjoy the novel. 

Despite this, he fails to see the outcomes of depicting rival tribes in such way (Edwards 7).   

Boucai describes The Kite Runner as a coming-of-age novel that also has a focus 

on sexuality, and in this case, it is the rape scene but also Amir’s way to redemption (when he 

saves Sohrab). The novel reproduces a system of “the bad Muslims” and “bad guys” which 

are related to terror and barbarism. They produce the idea that being a sexual abuser, or being 

a terrorist, is pathological. Hosseini portrays how yesterday’s bullies are potentially 

tomorrow’s terrorists or Taliban leaders (such as Assef). Additionally, Boucai asserts, if a 

child is raped, especially in the Middle East, it must be rescued and saved by (American) 

notions of democracy and freedom (69). The separation of good from bad subjects can be 

seen in Amir, from being a “bad” Afghan boy to a “good” (Afghan)-American that saves an 

Afghan boy. This heroic act has a purpose of not only making him less of a coward but more 

of a man who deserves to be an American, the right kind who saves innocent brown boys 

from “bad Muslims” (often men) (Boucai 72).  

Like Boucai, David Jefferess discusses how Amir’s need “to be good again” can 

be interpreted as the will to be recognised as a human. Amir’s healing process can be seen as 

a way to conform to Western values such as liberalism and democracy (390). Jefferess argues 

that this shift shows a supremacy of nation, race and religion which marks the ideology of 

being “modern” as a framework of being “human” and thus, not being modern (i.e. like the 

West) refers to not knowing how to be human (i.e. the Other/Middle East) (391). Stephen 

Chan discusses how Amir becomes more American than Afghan and thus, Westernised. He 

shows that this semi-autobiography is divided into two parts, the first being of childhood 

memories and loss and the second “is all Hollywood” (830). According to Chan, the first half 

of the novel is perhaps nostalgic, full of integrity and themes of diaspora (for example, their 

escape from Afghanistan to America). The other half of the novel consists of the blonde 

European childhood enemy who becomes the blond Taliban leader, Assef. Amir, representing 
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America, is forced to fight Assef, who represents nothing Islamic but is the exponent of 

Islamic fundamentalism and at the same time, is described as a blonde European. Thus, 

Hosseini’s hero Amir becomes an Americanised Afghan who rescues an Afghan boy to raise 

him in America. Chan states that:  

America is the primary, persistent, ubiquitous reference point. Western 

audiences loved these ostensibly and superficially Islamic heroes because 

they were in fact Westernised, Americanised, more ‘us’ than ‘them’, more 

Metropolitan than Other. They were the Other that we would wish the Other 

to be (830-831).  

By stating this, Chan emphasizes how an American author like Hosseini tries to 

depict how great America is through making Amir the good American hero and Assef – the 

representation of the worst kind of villain, the Taliban (832). Like Chan, Matthew Miller 

demonstrates how the novel is a story about friendship and childhood but is filled with 

stereotypes about the Islamic world and Islam itself (2). This is what Miller calls “new 

Orientalism,” which he defines as to thematically focus on a public phobia of Islam such as 

women’s oppression and extremists. Both the novel and the movie display and recapitulate a 

new way to interpret the “white man’s (or rather the West’s) burden” through a combination 

of a “Westernization of goodness” and an “Islamisation of evil” (3). Also, Miller criticises 

Hosseini for taking part in this “new Orientalism” which provides only a small space for 

discussion of the unavoidable war between the West and the Middle East. This reproduction 

of literary texts and media leads to a world where its spectators will view the West as good 

and the Middle East as bad (Miller 1).  

Although much has been said about symbols and allegories regarding the novel 

that can (re)produce stereotypes about certain domains (for example, race), only Mujad 

Didien Afandi brings up gender. Afandi claims that throughout the novel, there is certain 

patriarchal masculinity in the way Hosseini describes the Afghan men as being over the 

women (3). The men are superior to women, which is shown by the way Hosseini depicts 

Baba and General Taheri. These two men, amongst others, are the family’s leaders and 

represents the patriarchal systems of Afghanistan (Afandi 12-13). Another example is the 

conflicts between the Pashtuns and the Hazaras. According to Afandi, the Pashtuns consider 

Hazara women as properties which shows through Sanaubar. She is described as a cheap 



10 

 

woman who sells her body, but to not bring dishonour to her family, her father sells her to Ali. 

Thus, she loses control of her life and becomes submissive (11).  

The previous evaluations of this novel bring up the inferior role of Afghanistan 

in contrast to America’s superior position, as well as the main characters’ meaning to the 

novel (for example, Hassan representing Afghanistan and Amir the U.S.). However, it is 

interesting that very few critics have discussed the novel through a gender perspective and 

thus, much is left to be discovered. Through the perspective of gender, and gender roles, 

hidden symbols and other notions can rise to the surface as well as the contribution to 

research within this field of English literature.  

4. Theoretical framework  

4.1 Hélène Cixous’ theory  

I have chosen to do a literary analysis of The Kite Runner using Hisham 

Sharabi’s sociological theory of neopatriarchy (1988) and Hélène Cixous philosophical theory 

of writing out and excluding women in literature (1986). I intend to use these theories to 

assume a gender perspective where I will first, describe Cixous’ theory and then, 

neopatriarchy. Lastly, I will elucidate how I will use these theories in my analysis of the 

novel. 

According to Kari Friestad, the French writer and philosopher Hélène Cixous 

were motivated in her research and in the canon of writing by the dominance of masculine 

perspectives. She created a new kind of discourse (écriture féminine) intending to 

communicate a female perspective and thus, “writing woman” (woman writing woman) (1). 

Through writing, the woman can return to her body that was detached from her, which Cixous 

sees writing as an act of vocalizing women. Thus, her intention was not to write feminine 

texts within the masculine discourse but with a difference in language, to challenge the 

institutional masculine writing (Friestad 2). Friestad states that Cixous’ theories and thoughts 

originate from a critique of Sigmund Freud’s theories of the female being exclusively in 

relation to males (3). Furthermore, Freud’s idea in the concept of the Oedipus complex is that 

the girl (who is castrated) is inferior, which he connects being castrated as a source of shame. 

Instead, the male child develops sexually while the female child envies him for what she does 

not have, creating the idea of the woman as inferior to the phallus and the phallus as a 

privileged metaphor to the body (Friestad 3-4). Friestad suggests that Cixous reacted to the 

inferior place of the woman in writing and objected to the Freudian labelling of “lack” with 
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“woman,” she instead proposes the notion of dual sexuality in each person (11). Cixous 

argued that nothing is “fixed” because of your gender and that expression can fluctuate; an 

example is when a traditionally male or female perceived attribute is expressed in the opposite 

sex (Friestad 12). 

Freud often chose myths that assign women in negative or weaker roles, in 

which these myths also bring up the woman, the body and the concept of the law of the Father 

(originally from Christian thought and the concept of myths). The body includes both the 

woman and the mother: of the child that is connected to the mother’s body but is associated 

with the law of the Father. However, Cixous critiques these Freudian ideas about the mother 

and explores the connection of the mother’s body to the myth of a mother goddess, which 

contrasts with a Western perspective where the paternal authority figure is dominant (Friestad 

8-9). Through these ideas of the woman and the body, Cixous establishes within the canon of 

English literature and writing a new kind of gender discourse. She intends to show that 

writing is limited but can evolve to represent both sexes (equally) and thus, move from 

institutional male domination (Friestad 5 & 13). 

Cixous’ text The Newly Born Woman was published first in 1975 in France, but 

the first English translation published in 1986. This text is described as a breakthrough within 

the modern feminist movement. Cixous explores women’s position in literature to understand 

what is hidden and suppressed in culture and history (Sellers 37). Cixous’ philosophical 

theory describes how literature writes out and excludes women as either dead, absent or 

missing. The fact that the woman is absent is vital for the construction of a good mother or a 

good woman. In this sense, hierarchy is key to understanding the underlying forces of male 

dominance and privilege. The underlying intentions of the woman being absent is a 

precondition for patriarchy to be upheld and proceed smoothly. 

 Cixous’ theory builds on the idea that the absence of the mother and the woman 

makes her desirable. The mother is not thought of, not even in a philosophical way, and if she 

is unthought of, then she does not belong to anyone. Philosophical discourse enables us to 

produce and think about binary oppositions such as passivity and activity. These binary 

oppositions are complex and stand on a basis of inequality, thus, one part is more privileged 

than the other and can never be equal. In this case, the man uses oppositions of 

activity/passivity to sustain himself. Women tend to be associated with passivity in the 

philosophical paradigms of family and kinship structures. If one examines authority or 

hierarchy, it will lead back to the father and the male, and to “be” someone important is to be 
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a man. Thus, the notion of “being” entail there being no need for a woman or a mother but as 

long as there is a father, a man with some trait of motherliness, the mother is passive or does 

not exist at all (Cixous 65). Cixous states that the woman is neither together with the father 

nor does she belong to the father – they are not a couple and do not make an opposition of 

husband/wife, father/mother because the father makes it with the son. The father intends to 

make the son belong to him and remove the mother because she is not needed in the eyes of 

the father (64).  

So, if there is no mother, what happens to maternity? What is the role of 

paternity? The father becomes both the mother and the father. However, even though she does 

not exist, there has to be something left of her. This kind of subjectivity relies on the 

separation of the image of the mother and the mother herself: there is no physical body of the 

mother present, but there is a small part of her left, which is the vital part (maternity), under 

the control of the father, which Cixous describes as:  

The father desires to be (at) the origin. Back to the father. (…) Philosophy 

is constructed on the premise of woman’s abasement. Subordination of the 

feminine to the masculine order, which gives the appearance of being the 

condition for the machinery’s functioning (65).  

Cixous describes literature as being intertwined with the philosophical and the 

phallocentric, which stands for male dominance. The masculine structure is now seen as 

something natural or eternal and the female is desirable because she is passive. The man loves 

her because she is not there, she is not present. Her absence is what he loves about her, 

otherwise, the woman is a threat to the man. What if she starts to do better than him, or what 

if she is present and forces him to acknowledge her? The man must always be more than the 

woman, he must always be at the beginning and it must always end with him. Thus, writing 

her out of the story is the required way to make her desirable. She becomes a part of the story 

by not being there physically, maybe not even mentally. Hence, the removal of her voice is 

essential to the story (Cixous 67).  

4.2 Hisham Sharabi’s view of neopatriarchy  

While Cixous discusses women in literature in philosophical terms, Sharabi’s 

sociological analysis of neopatriarchy intends to provoke. He was a Palestinian activist and 

thinker who aimed to criticize, challenge and argue against Arab society. Sharabi states that: 
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My aim is not just to catalogue the different attributes of neopatriarchal 

society/culture, but to contribute to its dismantling, by suggesting different 

perspectives of analysis and a different vocabulary which other Arab critics 

may find useful in deconstructing neopatriarchy as a total cultural 

phenomenon (9).  

Thus, Sharabi’s intention with identifying a neopatriarchal paradigm is to, on the 

one hand, criticise Arab society for its traditional and patriarchal structures and, on the other, 

challenge it in the hopes of it becoming more humane and independent (10). Neopatriarchy 

derives from two terms and structures: patriarchy and modernity.1 He describes a patriarchal 

society as a form of a traditional and conservative one which rest on a basis of a male 

hierarchy and dominance (2). He defines modernity as a Westernised European breakthrough 

and development from conservatism and traditionalism. Within the neopatriarchal paradigm, 

these two terms are intertwined in a mix of traditional and modernized patriarchy. What 

Sharabi hoped for was that modernity would, at last, break down the societal structures of 

patriarchy (3-4). However, Sharabi states that modernity is a mode of being and should 

influence culture, the individual’s lifestyle and even existence (10). In other words, Sharabi 

was a strong believer of how modernity can help the individual reach fulfilment and 

independence, as well as how society can become progressive. He positioned himself against 

traditionalism and conservatism which he saw as being naïve and non-scientific (5). Sharabi 

describes neopatriarchy as a political and cultural society because it undergoes economic and 

financial changes and expansions, but still does not break its patriarchal societal structures. 

Sharabi denotes this as a societal “modernization” because it can be shown through the 

increase of economic, financial and industrial assets. At the same time, the forms of patriarchy 

are not weakened but rather modernised and thus, strengthened. These patriarchal structures 

are embedded in cultural systems and kinship (often tied to religion) and are not removed 

despite the modern forms of industrialisation (Haghighat 86).  

The cultural and societal structure of kinship is shown through the dominance of 

the Father (patriarchy) and a focus on the family which characterise neopatriarchal society. An 

important aspect is that the relationship between a father and the son is socially based on force 

and ritual (Sharabi 7-8). Neopatriarchy as a sociological paradigm is a broad theory, which 

                                                           
1 Sharabi based his arguments of neopatriarchy on modernity as the ultimate solution for progression, much like 

the West, where modernity is as important as democratization. However, he argued that while Arab society 

might change externally (economical and financial), the internal notions such as women’s right and gender 

equality is more difficult to affect. 
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touches on almost every aspect of societal structures, including gender. Sharabi refers to the 

role of the family when discussing the role of the man and the woman. Through the 

perspective of the family, the father is the head of the household (he is both the economic 

provider and “ruler”) and the male is seen as being above the female (Sharabi 31). The 

problems regarding women’s role in the neopatriarchal society are connected to the degraded 

position of women where the problems are often related to legal issues and religion. Sharabi 

argues that the neopatriarchal Arab society is a male-oriented one that tends to allocate power 

and privilege to men at the expense of the female (32).  

Arlene Stein argues that the neopatriarchal vision of the “perfect” family is the 

strict father who represents moral authority. At the same time, the father dominates the 

household, the woman/mother and the children through discipline. Without wanting to be 

“too” patriarchal or “too” authoritarian, the fathers’ position themselves as compassionate 

protectors with male dominance which they justify as their given right and duty. These 

concepts of men’s dominance over women and women’s subservience to men have led to a 

“gentler” neopatriarchal understanding and an emphasis on stronger gender differentiation 

within the family. Through neopatriarchy, women’s inequality in contrast to men is neither 

discussed nor challenged. Instead, the focus lies on emphasizing the male’s position and the 

heterosexual marriage that must not be questioned (617). In turn, this makes him a more 

compassionate and stronger father and “keeps homosexuality in check” (Stein 604). There is a 

fear of homosexuality because it threatens femininities and masculinities, namely, women 

being women and men being men. Hegemonic masculinity deals with social and cultural 

dominance over women but also men’s control and dominance over other men. This is not 

viewed as homosexuality but rather manlier men trying to underline their power over less 

manly men through using cultural, sexual and psychological means (Stein 603). 

The social relations within a neopatriarchal family can be understood through 

notions of domination, authority, dependency and heteronomy (obedience and 

submissiveness), not only between a husband and a wife but also between a father and his 

child. However, the attitudes and views of parenthood and authority are ambivalent. On one 

hand, the child is submissive and takes orders from a superior (often an older man). On the 

other hand, this acceptance of orders is built on a combination of respect, fear and affection 

(Sharabi 43). Sharabi argues that this shows that the Arab-neopatriarchal family (re)produce 

values and norms to uphold heteronomy, heteronomous individuals and non-modern 

patriarchal authority (45). He also focuses on how the individual is denied an identity and 
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personality because of the power-dynamic relationship within a father-dominated family. For 

example, the child must become obedient and answer to those above him such as the father or 

an uncle. The child is always compared to others to emphasize his failure, which leads to low 

self-esteem and a negative self-image and, in worst cases, it can go as far as self-punishment 

(Sharabi 41). Systems of “domination-subordination” and “superiority-inferiority” exist 

within family structures (a father and his son) and between the male and the female. As stated 

before, the problems of the neopatriarchal views of women’s inequality and the father’s 

dominance put women in an inferior state by them being dominating culturally, economically 

and socially. Neopatriarchy, in this sense, must be upheld as men’s right of superiority over 

women, as well as the right to even use physical punishment to disobedient wives (Masoud, 

Jamal & Nugent 1561).  

I am aware that both Sharabi’s comments of neopatriarchy and Cixous’ text is 

from the 1980s. Although these two theories are a bit older, their logic and model of gender 

roles are still useful for the purpose of this essay and the novel. The difference between these 

two is that Cixous’ theory describes a more general, historical issue that is still extensively 

influential. However, neopatriarchy is part of a specific, historical moment, in which Sharabi 

is commenting to provoke. In addition, Cixous’ theory works as the main one while the 

neopatriarchal view of gender is seen as a complementary one. Cixous’ philosophical theory 

enables me to reveal what is missing in the novel, which is the women and the mothers. This 

philosophical theory analyses and understands the exclusion of the woman as dead, absent or 

missing. However, neopatriarchy focuses on the roles of the female and male as well as the 

importance of kinship and family. Thus, the neopatriarchal view of gender is used in addition 

to Cixous’ philosophical theory. I will use both Cixous’ theory and a neopatriarchal view of 

gender to reveal and reach an understanding of the meaning behind the absent mothers (and 

women) and the present fathers (and men) in The Kite Runner.  

I am also conscious of two things when choosing neopatriarchy as a part of the 

theoretical framework and the analysis. Firstly, neopatriarchy has its main focus on Arab 

society, although my purpose is not to put emphasise an Arab society or context, and 

secondly, neopatriarchy is a huge theory that describes and evaluates an entire society. My 

intention is not to include neopatriarchy in its whole but only to use the part of neopatriarchy 

that focuses on gender to work as a complement to Cixous’ theory. From a gender 

perspective, the similarities between Sharabi’s comments of neopatriarchy and Cixous’ theory 

are their ability to unveil the position of the woman. In this case, Cixous’ theory demonstrates 
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the exclusion of women in literature while neopatriarchy describes a woman’s inferior 

position to the man (husbands or sons). With this, I use Cixous’ philosophical theory to 

clarify the usage of the sociological theory of neopatriarchy which, in turn, makes these 

theories an appropriate framework to analyse the novel with. Additionally, I am also aware of 

Sharabi’s analysis of neopatriarchy being the kind of work that Cixous opposes to. In other 

words, the phallocentric patriarchy that characterises neopatriarchy is something that Cixous 

might distance herself from. However, I choose both of these theories because they offer 

insight that are valid to the research question and ultimately, the thesis statement. These 

theories allow me to understand the effect of this novel and how gender is depicted in the 

book. Also, these theories suggest that further research can be needed and offer a way of 

asking questions.   

5. Analysis  

In this part of the essay, I will support and argue for my thesis statement using 

the previous research and the theoretical approach. The thesis statement is that The Kite 

Runner intends to replace motherhood with fatherhood, through the absence of mothers (and 

women) and the presence of fathers (and men), to strengthen patriarchy. I will use both the 

neopatriarchal view of gender according to Sharabi and Cixous’ theory of the removal of 

women in literature by incorporating them in the close reading of The Kite Runner.  

5.1 Maternity replaced by paternity  

 The readers of this novel get to follow Amir as firstly, a young boy, and 

secondly, a grown man. The narration tends to focus on Amir’s surroundings and his 

emotions. The novel uses Amir’s voice to describe his father, Hassan and all the other men in 

a very detailed way by emphasizing their movements, how and what they say. However, the 

same does not apply to women. The text tends to only comment on the women’s movement 

and position, which is often their presence at their home (often in the kitchen) and that they 

are nervous, especially around their men or sons. One example is Assef’s mother: “His 

mother, Tanya, was a small, nervous woman who smiled and blinked a lot. (…) she smiled, 

unconvincingly, and blinked. I wondered if Baba had noticed. (…) their son frightened them” 

(Hosseini 89). The novel’s attentive description of Assef’s mother, a nervous and scared 

woman, is very much like the way it describes other women such as Soraya’s mother: a strong 
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woman who lives in the shadow of her husband.2 This way of narrating and describing 

women, when only focusing on their frightened faces without them being able to utter a word, 

is a reproducing system of writing out and excluding women in literature. Thus, the novel 

does not give the woman a chance of participating. Despite her presence, she is not allowed to 

be presented through her own words, only by mere descriptions.  

Furthermore, the novel describes how Hassan and Amir were fed from the same 

breasts, which can be interpreted as they were feeding and nurtured from the same mother. 

Women’s breasts can be seen as a symbol of femininity, which the woman uses to provide 

food for her children, which, in turn, is connected with motherliness and maternity. It is the 

ultimate image of a mother feeding her child with her own body, after giving birth to it. 

However, the philosophical logic of how women are excluded in literature through death or 

being missing, signifies that the man can become both the father and the mother. Cixous 

describes this kind of patriarchy as a replacement of the matriarchal structure. Fatherhood is 

much like fiction; it seeks to find root and nest in reality and truth. Because men have created 

the image of the perfect fathers for themselves, they have also taken control over women’s 

fruit as their own (Cixous 100). In this case, women’s fruit is using their body to give birth 

and then nurture their children through their breasts. Men have for centuries claimed to be 

God. Something that does not physically exist, something invisible, but is worshipped, feared 

and loved. The woman is guarded by men and thus, belong to the men (Cixous 101). The 

novel’s “mothers,” Amir’s and Hassan’s, are mentioned, briefly, but they exist only because 

the present men have decided to. Her body exists but it is not even hers, it belongs to her 

husband’s and the fathers. According to Cixous, she portrays this as:  

(…) the sons stop being sons of mothers and become sons of fathers. (…) 

What is a mother? On one side there is mother, belly, milk. The bond 

passing through flesh, blood and milk, through the life debt. What is owed 

to her? A debate begins over sperm and milk: does she provide food only, 

or does she also provide a germ? Who begins? (103). 

The child will eventually cast his mother aside and realise who his (because it 

often involves a son) “truth” of life is, hence, the father. The mother is the one who only gives 

birth, but the father must be the one to be there from the beginning and the blood-tie between 

                                                           
2 Soraya’s mother is her daughter’s support but in the present of her husband, she is rarely given the chance to 

speak.  
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the father and the child becomes much stronger than the mother’s milk and flesh. The text 

presents Hassan’s mother, Sanaubar, as a woman who does not care about Hassan because she 

only delivers Hassan and refuses to even hold him: “(…) and just five days later, she was 

gone” (Hosseini 10). The novel describes her as leaving Hassan and thus, presents an idea of 

her leaving maternal instincts and motherhood behind. Who is left to take the responsibility? 

Baba and Ali. The text is thus, creating the notion of these men as both the fathers and the 

mothers. However, that was not the last of Sanaubar because the novel makes her return at the 

end. When Rahim Khan tells Amir about how Hassan and his wife stayed at the mansion, he 

also tells him that Hassan’s wife had a miscarriage but became pregnant again. At that time, 

Sanaubar returns to Hassan, and the only description the novel gives is of her appearance: 

Beneath it, we found a toothless woman with stringy graying hair and sores 

on her arms. (…) But the worst of it was her face. Someone had taken a 

knife to it. (…) You never saw her Amir, but in her youth, she was a vision. 

She had a dimpled smile and a walk that drove men crazy… and now… 

(Hosseini 194).  

 The novel uses a man, Rahim Khan, to describe how Sanaubar looks like before 

and what she looks like now, stating it is a shame how her beauty changed. No other 

explanation of, for example, Sanaubar as a person is presented, only the fact that she was once 

desirable and beautiful and now she is not anymore. What becomes of a woman if she does 

not have an attractive physical appearance? Cixous’ states that a woman must be beautiful, 

but that it is her absence that makes her desirable within patriarchy. The novel make Sanaubar 

return to the story exactly at the right moment, which is when Hassan’s wife gives birth to 

Sohrab, and: “it was Sanaubar who delivered Hassan’s son that winter” (Hosseini 195). It is as 

if her only purpose coming back is to fulfil the woman’s destiny of conceiving children and 

then disappear. Furthermore, the text shows how Sanaubar nurses and take care of Sohrab as 

if he was her son. And then “one morning, she did not wake up. She looked calm, at peace, 

like she did not mind dying” (Hosseini 196). Once again, the exclusion of women through 

death occurs right when the mothers are not needed anymore. This is a way for the text to 

uphold and reproduce the exclusion of women but also of a patriarchal concept that mothers 

only deliver children to then disappear for the fathers to (stay) dominant.  

Later, the plot reveals how Sohrab is found and saved by Amir but that he is 

worried that he is starting to forget the faces of his parents. “I looked in the front pocket of my 
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coat. Found the Polaroid snapshot of Hassan and Sohrab. ‘Here,’ I said” (Hosseini 291). The 

text reveals that Amir gives Sohrab a picture of Sohrab’s family, which only include Hassan 

and him but not Farzana or Sanaubar as if they never existed or needed to exist. The text 

indicates that the family’s most important members are the father and the sons and that there 

are no mothers present or even a need for them to exist.  

What about Amir and his mother? In the novel, Baba’s wife, Sofia, was called 

“my princess” (Hosseini 15), but she dies right after giving birth to Amir, creating a sense of 

guilt for “killing” the father’s beloved princess (Hosseini 18). Not once does the novel refers 

to Sofia as an individual or as Amir’s mother but always as “his father’s wife” or by “Baba’s 

princess.” This can be interpreted as a way for the text to produce the idea that the wife 

belongs to the husband and nothing more.  However, the concept of how Hassan and Amir are 

feeding on the same breasts cannot be about their mothers because of their absence. Instead, 

the text refers to the present men, Baba and Ali:  

Then he would remind us that there was a brotherhood between people who 

had fed from the same breasts, a kinship that not even time could break. 

Hassan and I fed from the same breasts. We took our first steps on the same 

lawn in the same yard. And, under the same roof, we spoke our first words. 

Mine was Baba. His was Amir (Hosseini 10-11).  

In this context, the use of the word “first” is a description of how it all began, 

the origin, which is with the father(s). Thus, this novel re-creates the female breasts into the 

breasts of the man, making him the provider of not only sperm but also milk, belly and flesh. 

This also replaces the woman for the man and creates the idea that there is no need for a 

mother or a woman to create a child and a life. The only one who is essential in the creation of 

a child and life is the father and hence, the man. This suggests that the mother and the woman 

are neither important nor necessary. The text speaks of brotherhood and kinship that starts 

because of the food from the same breasts and then mentions that the first thing to say and do 

when entering this world starts with Baba, the father, and with Amir, the brother and the son. 

This leaves no room for the mother or the woman to be present which removes her from the 

story. Through a neopatriarchal lens, gender roles are clear and not ambivalent. In this 

context, one can see that the exclusion of the woman is a way to keep the woman out of 

power and thus, leaving more space to the men and fathers.  
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Cixous asks, what makes a woman feminine? What makes her a woman? The 

part of her that a man cannot be or have. Namely, he cannot give life the way she can. He can 

neither conceive nor create life within him the way a woman can. So, what if you remove that 

part of her, what then? Who or what does she become? (110). Cixous writes: “If you are a 

woman, you will resemble ideal woman; and you will obey the imperatives that mark your 

line. You will channel your desires, you will address them where, how and to whom it is 

proper. You will honor the laws” (113). The man loves the women because she lets him, she 

accommodates in a way that she knows will make him love her. To be loved back by the man, 

the woman must live up to the expectations that only she can: to carry and give a child to the 

man. Her fate is already set in advance because she is a woman (Cixous 114). This ask a 

rather important question: what if she cannot conceive a child? She is stripped away of the 

only thing she is supposed to do and only she can do which asks another question: what is left 

of her and hence, who will save her or make her a woman again? Cixous argues that the 

woman’s inability to conceive children is the ultimate signifier of maternal loss. This makes 

one think of two things: firstly, it produces a system of the woman as in need of a (manly) 

saviour and secondly, an idea of her presence in literature as weak or incomplete. The man 

must become her saviour because the woman’s presence is imperfect or unfinished and thus, 

she is imperfect. Otherwise, there is no room for the woman to be written about, because her 

absence makes her desirable, hence, if she is a part of the story, she cannot be perfect (or 

“normal”) (115).  

With Cixous thoughts about motherhood and maternity, the novel portrays how 

Amir marries a woman called Soraya and after a couple of years, they realise that it is very 

difficult for Soraya to become pregnant. After fifteen years of marriage, they are still not able 

to conceive. After several visits at the doctor to undergo tests and trying to find an answer, the 

text explains that Amir “passed with flying colors” (Hosseini 170), leaving Soraya left to be 

examined and create the idea that it is her “fault” for her infertility. The novel also states that 

because she is a woman, her examinations are much more extensive, but that there is no 

explanation for her infertility. The text gives room for Amir to describes his emotions, 

however, Soraya’s voice does not exist but rather the novel gives way for Amir to express the 

feeling:  

And I could almost feel the emptiness in Soraya’s womb, like it was a 

living, breathing thing. It had seeped into our marriage, that emptiness, into 

our laughs, and our lovemaking. And late at night, in the darkness of our 
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room, I’d feel it rising from Soraya and settling between us. Sleeping 

between us. Like a newborn child (Hosseini 174).  

 Not only have Soraya’s voice and emotions been written out, but the ability to 

conceive has been stripped away. This quote speaks of the woman’s womb as empty and that 

infertility can be seen as a virus: it destroys the marriage. The novel shows that Amir had no 

problem during the examination, which can make the readers shift their focus on Soraya to 

either “blame” or put the suspicion on. Later when the novel describes how Amir flies to 

Afghanistan to save Sohrab, he does the honourable gesture of finding the solution for his 

wife and himself: he adopts Sohrab. Thus, making him the protagonist and the hero for the 

novel. The novel’s second climax unfolds when Amir fights Assef, saves Sohrab and then 

becomes the legal parent. These heroic acts, all carried out by the man, produces the idea that 

there is no need for a woman. The text allows the man to give birth instead of the woman 

when Amir saves and adopts Sohrab. Even though Soraya is present in the story, her 

incapability of conceiving writes her out of it because she fails to live up as a woman and a 

mother. The solution is, however, brought by the man, Amir, who becomes what Baba was 

and became: both the father and the mother. Thus, the novel replaces the woman and makes 

her unnecessary and unimportant to the story. This can also be viewed as the man’s way to 

figure out how to be at the origin without physically giving birth and, at the same time, 

exclude the woman.  

5.2 The neopatriarchal position of the present men  

 The logic of neopatriarchy, through a gender perspective, focuses on family 

structures with an emphasis on the man’s (strong) position. In this context, the man must and 

needs to be superior over the woman to fit into this system of inequality that is constantly 

reproduced, which is embedded in cultural and religious discourses. In this passage, I will 

divide the analysis into two different aspects. First, the novel’s present fathers and children 

(Amir, Baba, General Taheri and Soraya) and second, how the events around Assef, Hassan 

and Sohrab can be interpreted. I aim to show that this novel upholds a neopatriarchal view of 

gender inequality, excluding women and strengthen patriarchy.  

5.2.1 The fathers and their children: Baba and Amir & General Taheri and Soraya  

One of the characterizations of a neopatriarchal family is the relationship 

between the father and the son which is mostly based on fear of and respect for the father. 

Even though the main character of the novel is Amir, most of its focus is on the father, Baba. 
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Baba is the man that Amir fears and loves at the same time, which is very common in the 

neopatriarchal family: “What is it, Amir? Baba said, (…). His glare made my throat feel dry. I 

cleared it and told him I’d written a story” (Hosseini 29). This quote describes how the son 

fears his father but at the same time, the feelings of love and hate exist: “Most days I 

worshipped Baba with an intensity approaching the religious. But right then, I wished I could 

open my veins and drain his cursed blood from my body” (Hosseini 30). The son’s self-

esteem is very low in the presence of his father and while there is love for the father, there is 

also hatred, which often develops into a sense of guilt. This kind of self-punishment can be 

seen in the main character way of comparing the father with another male role model: “I sat 

on my bed and wished Rahim Khan had been my father. Then I thought of Baba and his great 

big chest and how good it felt when he held me against it (…). I was overcome with such 

sudden guilt that I bolted to the bathroom and vomited in the sink” (Hosseini 30). This kind of 

power-dynamic relationship between the father and his son lies in the fear of disappointing 

the superiority of the family. The son is constantly making an effort to make his father proud 

of him because if he does not succeed and violates his father’s will, he no longer has a right to 

utter anything and becomes a nonentity. This will lead to the son’s effort to earn his father’s 

forgiveness, but only by submitting to the will of his father (Sharabi 47).  

The bond between the father and the son changes throughout the novel. It started 

by understanding the son’s desperate attempts to seek the father’s love. However, once they 

came to America and the son grows up, he slowly understands that the relationship with the 

father is not based on love, but more of a power-relationship:  

With me as the glaring exception, my father molded the world around him 

to his liking. The problem, of course, was that Baba saw the world in black 

and white. And he got to decide what was black and what was white. You 

can’t love a person who lives that way without fearing him too. Maybe even 

hating him a little (Hosseini 15).  

The father is described as the one in charge, not only of the surrounding but also 

the way the father wishes for his son: to be a man. The father is not satisfied with the son, 

which shows clearly by the way he tries to shape the son the way he desires. Baba, meaning 

literary “Father” in Arabic, is the powerful, wealthy man who can be seen as the 

representations for the wealthy patriarchy. In this sense, Baba can be interpreted as a human 

form of the patriarchal structures of the neopatriarchal society, ruling with both fear and 
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admiration, which dominates the son’s social and psychological life. These systems uphold 

gender inequality within neopatriarchy, which Cixous explains as the hierarchal binary 

oppositions of superior/inferior. This refers to the relationship between a man and a woman as 

well as between men, as we can see with the father and the son: Baba and Amir (63).  

 While Amir and Baba exemplify how the relationship between a father and his 

son should be from a neopatriarchal view, and thus, how they uphold systems of 

superior/inferior, General Taheri and Soraya also argue for it. The novel depicts their 

relationship as Soraya being afraid of her father and under the dominance of him. The 

romance between Soraya and Amir start with them wanting to spend time with each other, 

despite the nasty rumour the novel builds up about her. Every time Amir meets up with 

Soraya, her father is there to control the situation:  

(…) because suddenly her smile vanished. The color dropped from her face, 

and her eyes fixed on something behind me. I turned around. Came face-to-

face with General Taheri. (…) He moved past me, toward the booth. (…) 

the other hand extended toward Soraya. She gave him the pages. (…) He 

dropped the rolled pages in the garbage can (Hosseini 140).  

 The novel explains that Soraya stares in fear at General Taheri and control her 

indirectly. He reaches his hand towards her and she gives him Amir’s story without hesitation. 

Furthermore, the relationship between the father and the daughter is also based on power: 

“The general did not approve of women drinking alcohol, and Soraya didn’t drink in his 

presence” (Hosseini 168). Obviously, the daughter respects the father’s will because the 

commandments are being obeyed. The same applies for the father, Baba, and the son, Amir. 

However, the difference between the children, Amir and Soraya, is that Amir has a voice in 

throughout the story, which is clearly used to speak against his father when needed. Yet the 

daughter cannot. They are both children of powerful men, yet the novel claims that Amir is: 

“lucky to win the generic lottery that determined his sex” (Hosseini, 137). As for the 

daughter, who is not as lucky because she is a woman, the novel explains that she must 

always strive for her “life goal,” which is to find a husband (160). The novel describes Amir 

and Soraya’s wedding as the happiest moment of the story, for both the newlyweds, but also 

for Soraya’s mother:   
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Because I had rid her heart of its greatest malady. I had relieved her of the 

greatest fear of every Afghan mother: that no honorable khastegar3 would 

ask for her daughter’s hand. That her daughter would age alone, 

husbandless, childless. Every woman needed a husband. Even if he did 

silence the song in her (Hosseini 164).  

 The novel sees marriage as a salvation for the woman and as a must within 

neopatriarchal systems of family structures. However, at the same time, this literature also 

depicts marriage as the ending of the woman by stating that it can “silence the song in her.” 

This can somewhat be seen as a sacrifice of the woman because if she is not married, her life 

and destiny cannot be fulfilled: she must belong to someone and hence, conceive. Thus, the 

man “saves” her by exercising his male privilege, which is a way to uphold patriarchy and 

strengthen the woman’s inferior role in contrast to the man.  

5.2.2 Assef, Hassan and Sohrab  

Throughout the novel, we get to follow narration of Amir and the memories of 

Hassan and him as children. This novel has two major climaxes, which is described as the 

turning point in Amir’s life, and these are depicted as when Hassan is raped, and Amir saves 

Sohrab. As the subheading reveals, the main characters of these incidents are Hassan, Assef 

and Sohrab. 

When analysing the novel, one can reflect on the events and what and why these 

occurred. There are a lot of characters in this novel, yet Hassan and Sohrab are the ones that 

are victims of rape. From the beginning to the ending of this story, the novel describes Hassan 

as being too nice: “That was the thing with Hassan. He was so goddamn pure, you felt like a 

phony around him” (Hosseini 54). The text indicates that Hassan is not only nice but also 

pure. However, Hassan is not only “too” nice but can also be naïve: “And that’s the thing 

about people who mean everything they say. They think everyone else does it too” (Hosseini 

51). Although the view of Hassan can be seen as too nice and naïve, the novel does not depict 

him as weak or cowardly. It seems that whatever the text expresses about Hassan, whether it 

is his character or his stable relationship with Baba, he is a better person and acts accordingly 

in comparison to Amir. Hassan is even described as being a better kite runner than Amir. The 

text’s descriptions of Hassan lead to the depiction of Amir’s jealously because Amir is seen as 

half the man that Hassan is. However, these descriptions of Hassan as being “too nice” and 
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“naïve” is also seen from another perspective: they connect to certain feminine traits and 

being like a woman. Although Hassan is written as someone who stands up for both himself 

and Amir, he is still as kind-hearted and naïve as women can also be, according to the novel: 

“I was the smart one. Hassan couldn’t read a first first-grade textbook, but he’d read me 

plenty. That was a little unsettling, but also sort of comfortable to have someone who always 

knew what you needed, like a mother” (Hosseini 58).  

Furthermore, the novel explains that not only does Amir feel jealous of Hassan, 

but also frustration because of the fact that Hassan, much like a woman or at least a feminised 

boy, is braver and better than the manlier Amir. This description of Amir and Hassan can 

make one think that they are a couple, a man and a woman in a relationship, a father and a 

mother. In this case, the man, Amir, is weaker than the woman, Hassan. The text also shows 

how Hassan stands up for Amir when they get bullied by Assef, the blue-eyed boy who sees 

Hitler as a role model (which the text uses to make Assef the villain without a doubt). Not 

only is Hassan described with feminine traits, but he has now also suffered the ultimate 

sacrifice for Amir’s sake: being raped by Assef. The novel makes Hassan feminised and 

characterise him with feminine traits in order to “justify” him being sexually abused, and the 

rape scene is something that weakens Hassan as a man and strengthens him being feminised 

or more like a woman. From a neopatriarchal view of gender, a man must always be 

physically and mentally stronger than the woman in order to fit the image of the man being 

the woman’s protector. In many ways, the novel is being structured just that way: Hassan, 

who is braver than Amir, is seen much like a woman or very feminine, which does not fit in 

the structures of patriarchy. A feminised man cannot be braver or stronger than a much 

manlier man. That is why the text describes that it is Hassan who is being raped and not Amir. 

However, what must happen to make Amir claim his title and privilege as a man? Hassan 

must die to make Amir understand his purpose of life: to save Hassan’s son. For Amir to 

claim his manhood and become the hero, the novel sacrifices Hassan (who can be seen as a 

woman) and gives Amir a second chance with Sohrab.  

The novel shows that Amir could not save Hassan and thus, not take the chance 

of becoming the man he should be, and so, he decides to save Sohrab. Amir must face the 

(obvious) villain, which is the Taliban, and the childhood enemy, Assef. The event unfolds as 

Amir approaches Assef and demands Sohrab’s releasement. The novel explains that Assef 

captures Sohrab after killing Hassan and his wife and makes Sohrab his prisoner. The first 

time Amir sees Sohrab, he is described as:  
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Behind him, a boy dressed in a loose, sapphire blue pirhan-tumban4 

followed. The resemblance was breathtaking. The boy had his father’s 

round moon face (…) his eyes darkened with mascara, and his cheeks 

glowed with an unnatural red. When he stopped in the middle of the room, 

the bells strapped around his ankles stopped jingling. (…) Sohrab danced in 

a circle, eyes closed, danced until the music stopped. (…) The man’s hand 

slipped up and down the boy’s belly (…) He brushed his lips against 

Sohrab’s ear (Hosseini 257-258).  

 We get to know a lot in this passage. Firstly, that the text describes Sohrab as 

very much like his father with the same round face. However, something is not quite right. 

Sohrab is described as a little girl who is wearing a dress, mascara and rouge to colour his 

cheeks. This signifies that he is not viewed as a boy or a man but has become a girl or a 

woman. Not only does Sohrab look like Hassan but he also transforms as a girl just like 

Hassan was transformed to a feminised man. Secondly, Sohrab is wearing jingle bells around 

his ankles and is forced to dance by the Taliban. This also intensifies the image of him as a 

woman, a little girl, and not a man (or at least as either a courtesan or dancer). Thirdly, the 

Taliban, who is Assef, pulls him closer to him when the music stops and inappropriately 

touches him, rubs his hands all over Sohrab and kisses him on his face. Thus, the novel 

explains that Assef makes Sohrab suffer the same way that Hassan did: rape and being 

sexually abused.  

The text also explains that Assef views this as neither wrong nor as 

homosexuality but argues that it is his given right to make the Hazara’s suffer this way. Assef 

went after Hassan at first and is now tormenting Sohrab. Much like the feminised Hassan, 

who is portrayed with characteristics as a woman, Sohrab is also described in the same way. 

Not by his personality, but by his looks, which resembles a woman. This way of writing the 

biological men with characteristics of a woman, like Sohrab and Hassan, is because they are 

written imperfect, much like women usually are. By this, I refer to what both Sohrab and 

Hassan endure and suffer. The story makes it clear that they both need saving, but because 

Hassan is dead and thus, has been written out of the story, only Sohrab is left. What is 

interesting is that they are also portrayed as women, which automatically makes them in need 

of a saviour, namely, Amir, the man.  

                                                           
4 A traditional Afghani dress for women.  
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6. Conclusion  

The Kite Runner is a nostalgic novel and a semi-autobiography filled with 

cultural and historical events: the war and violence in Afghanistan and between other forces, 

as well as child- and adulthood memories and heroes and villains. It is a novel of both reality-

based events but also a fictional story. This novel enables scholars to analyse it in different 

ways and through diverse theories and perspectives such as Orientalism, the role of the setting 

(Afghanistan and America), the role of the author (Hosseini), the role of the “villains” (the 

Taliban and the Soviet Union). However, something is missing in the analysis of this novel, 

namely, the roles and relations of women and men. Through a gender perspective, I am able 

to understand the roles of the women and the men that are either present or absent in the story. 

The research question focuses on what kind of message the absence of mothers and the 

presence of fathers aim to convey. The chosen theories are Hélène Cixous’ views of the 

exclusion of women in literature and Hisham Sharabi’s comments on a neopatriarchal view of 

gender, which supports this essay’s thesis statement: The Kite Runner intends to replace 

motherhood with fatherhood, through the absence of mothers (and women) and the presence 

of fathers (and men), to strengthen patriarchy. 

In my analysis, I make it clear how this novel excludes women by being 

missing, dead or absent. Women cannot be a part of the story and must disappear. This is 

clearly shown in the way the novel describes the absence of Amir and Hassan’s mothers who 

dies when conceiving or gone missing. However, this literature brings back Hassan’s mother, 

Sanaubar, to fulfil her “duty” as a mother, which is to deliver a boy and nurture him. The 

woman, who is described as unattractive and loses her beauty, is only left with her ability to 

raise children and conceiving. To exclude her “again” from the story, after she has fulfilled 

her role as a woman, she must die, as seen with the case of Sanaubar. Another example is the 

role of Sofia, who did not get a part in the story but is briefly mentioned. Thus, the text 

reproduces the idea of the mothers as unnecessary and absent.  

The only present woman in the novel is Soraya who is, unfortunately, infertile. 

She is stripped away of the ability to conceive children, but the novel brings a solution: Amir, 

her husband, the man and the hero, is the one with the solution: he adopts Sohrab. Through 

Amir, is becomes evident that the novel makes Soraya infertile to need saving and then, create 

the perfect opportunity for the man, Amir, to become the hero and saves both Soraya and 

Sohrab. Thus, through the logic of Cixous’ philosophical theory in which the man takes the 

place of the woman and excludes her, the novel makes Amir both the mother and the father. 
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Through the logic of neopatriarchy, this indicates that gender roles aim to strengthen the 

man’s hierarchy and patriarchy to be superior over the woman by either making her 

completely absent (dead or missing) or imperfectly present (Soraya being infertile and the 

invisible presence of General Taheri’s wife).  

As mentioned earlier, Cixous argues that if one is in need of saving, one must be 

a woman. She states that a man cannot save another man but to reproduce the system of 

excluding women in literature, it has to be a woman that needs rescuing. The novel’s rape 

scenes of Hassan and Sohrab are an example of women who need saving and men claiming 

the superior position in the patriarchal system. This is due to the fact that both Hassan and 

Sohrab are not described as men or at least, as traditionally characteristically men. Instead, 

Hassan is described as too nice and too naïve to be seen as manly and is viewed as a 

feminised man. However, Sohrab is not characteristically described as a feminised boy but is 

instead looking like a woman outwardly because he is wearing a dress, make-up and dances 

like a woman. I argue that the novel forms Hassan and Sohrab into women or feminised men 

in order to validate them being sexually abused. This then, validate for the fact that Hassan 

was killed and thus, excluded from the novel and that Sohrab needs saving, much like women. 

The novel intends to reproduce the notion of excluding women or making them in need of 

saving. However, because there are no present women in the novel, two men are being 

reconstructed into unmanly, feminised men, which justify why they are being excluded and in 

need of saving.  

The analysis of the novel that supports my claim is evident in the way the novel 

recreates the characters from men to female to exclude them and make them in need of 

saving. Moreover, the text itself describes a neopatriarchal view of gender and family 

structure through the characters of Amir, Baba, General Taheri and Soraya. Lastly, the absent 

women and mothers show that the novel aims to reproduce this notion of women as both 

unnecessary and unwanted as seen with the absent mothers, Sofia and Sanaubar. Although the 

character of Soraya is present, the novel makes her imperfect due to infertility, which is the 

only way to let her be present in the story. To reproduce the idea of excluding women in 

literature, the man must be the hero as see with the character of Amir becoming both the 

father and the mother. While Soraya is present, the novel makes sure she is either imperfect 

(infertile) or not a mother by making the man both the father and the mother and thus, 

producing the idea of him being at the origin. To conclude, this novel replaces motherhood 
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with fatherhood through the absence of women and strengthen patriarchy through the 

presence of men.  

I suggest that further investigation is needed to raise awareness of women’s 

exclusion in literature in both educational purposes but also in the field of English literature. I 

do not claim that all literature excludes women. However, I purpose that one should continue 

to analyse other novels and literature using Cixous’ theory and Sharabi’s theory of 

neopatriarchy (amongst others) to unveil notions that defy democratic values and is constantly 

reproduced (consciously or unconsciously) in society. I am certain that we, as fellow citizens, 

can start by raising awareness about certain domains in society that threatens democracy, such 

as racism and inequality, and that is why my investigation is of importance.  

7. Discussion: a didactical approach  

 Education and school (in Sweden and other countries) are supposed to include 

everyone (referring to “En skola för alla”5). Teachers and educators have the main 

responsibility to include everybody in the classroom with an education that consists of 

diversity. According to Kevin Kumashiro, education should be for and about the Other, 

working from feminist, critical, multicultural, queer perspectives, amongst other, to not 

neglect those that are marginalised or not a part of a majority in society (31). He argues that 

the majority is the White male who is masculine and heterosexual, from either middle- or 

upper-class (37). Education must try to include all people, students of colour, students with 

unemployed family members, females and males that are not stereotypically feminine or 

masculine, students who are viewed as queer and many more (Kumashiro 34). So, I ask: can I 

use The Kite Runner as teaching material to make education contain diversity and 

multiculturalism?  

 To make education as diverse as possible by using this novel, critical thinking 

should be in focus for both the teacher and the students to be aware of the different ways to 

use the book. There is a possibility to teach about Afghanistan’s culture and history where the 

focus can be on the Soviet Union, the Taliban Regime and America’s invasion and 

interference. However, one should not only bring up war and violence but also its people, the 

different ethnic groups (Pashtuns and Hazaras) as well as traditions and culture. That way, 

education about an unfamiliar “third world” country can be more nuanced and varied, to avoid 

the risk of reproducing stereotypes and prejudices. One can also use this novel to teach about 

                                                           
5 The Swedish schools’ basic principle of equal education 
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identity and diaspora by looking at the author Hosseini and Amir’s journey from one country 

(which include different culture, traditions and language) to another. Amir and Baba’s 

struggle from one life to another can be used to raise awareness amongst the students about 

the struggles and challenges one can face as a refugee or an immigrant. Today, most Swedish 

schools are multicultural and by using Amir’s (and Hosseini’s) story, it can benefit one’s 

understanding of the Other (in the hope to break down the notions of “them” and “us”).  

 This novel seems to be reproducing notions such as (neo)patriarchy through the 

present men and the absent women, that the West is more progressive than the East, that 

women need saving (from men that are “Westernised”) and that the main character found his 

redemption only by adopting Westernised notions of freedom. To avoid the idea that the East 

oppresses women is very difficult because that is the case in this novel through the view of 

neopatriarchy. However, by using critical pedagogy, one can also teach about the role of the 

West. For example, use documentaries such as “Reel Bad Arabs” by Dr Jack Shaheen where 

he discusses how American cinema and Hollywood intends to degrade Arabs and create 

stereotypical images of them being terrorists, gun-wielding sinister and women-oppressors. 

These reproducing images have led to the naturalize of prejudicial, narrow views of Arab and 

Arab culture. Education can benefit from this type of critical thinking because one can 

challenge and examine sources such as cinema and literature to visualise the reproduction of 

prejudice and stereotypes. This enables students to consider the East (or “the Other”) in 

different ways than negative. On the contrary, educate about diversity and the richness of 

multiple cultures and their history.  

 What this essay shows is the way women have been excluded in the novel and 

especially how fatherhood has replaced motherhood, which can be interpreted as a way to 

strengthen patriarchy. I believe that if one is to teach this novel, it is the teachers’ 

responsibility to highlight every aspect of it (not only teach about the West/East) and not be 

afraid to reproduce certain ideas about women’s position and patriarchy in Arab society. One 

should instead focus on what the novel’s intention are and thus, discuss with the students 

about the meaning behind the absence of women and the presence of men. 
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