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 The country of Afghanistan has always been subjected to invasions, plundering and great political upheavals. 

The world powers have always tried to have a stake in ‘the Heart of Asia’ as Afghanistan is generally known. 

Afghanistan has been considered as an unofficial ‘forbidden city’ and consequently been subjected to lot of prying and 

inquisitiveness. Post the 9/11 episode, Afghanistan has also earned the ire and hatred of the West. However, after the 

ousting of the Taliban, and the restoration of country to some orderliness Afghanistan is now transformed into an 

interesting cast study for academicians of all branches. Experts are eager to explore the socio-political, literal, economic, 

cultural, geographical and historical and a whole assortment of other aspects of Afghanistan. Khaled Hosseini’s opera 

omnia provide a scope of holistic study of all the aspects through its kaleidoscopic narrative. The thematic concerns are 

many and an exhaustive analysis of all of them would be too ambitious for this thesis. However, the major thematic 

concerns of his novels have been explored in the following pages. 

Khaled Hosseini’s oeuvre would always be known and distinguished for the predominant theme of family 

inherent at its core. His works have the encyclopaedic quality about the typical family life and the predominantly familial 

feelings that create the drama of a family life. However, it is to be noted that Hosseini rarely talks of a normal family, 

without any secrets or history of tribulations. The families may be dwelling in any part of the world, yet they are not 

shown blissfully happy. Some grief, some guilt, some confession and some tragedy are always gnawing at their 

existence. Hosseini’s concept of family is quite different as is normally perceived. As Ernest Hemmingway mentions in 

his An Old Newsman Writes: 

“All good books are alike in that they are truer than if they really happened and after you are finished reading one you 

will feel that it all happened to you, and afterwards it belongs to you”( Morgan, 44). 

 Prior to the seventeenth century there was no term that could validate a group of people who related by blood 

or marriage. In the late seventeenth century the term ‘family’ was accepted as the referential collective noun for parents 

and their children, but it was the privilege of European families only. An inquiry into the etymology of the term informs 

that the root word is taken from Latin word familia which means household and the term famulus which means servant. 

However, family today is not confined to being a mere word, but of late it has developed into a sociological, political 

and an economic concept.  

 The ‘family’ as a unit has become a matter of much consequence and reflection for scholars and artists the world 

over. Sociologists consider it to be the building block of society; economists graph its numbers to set the market trends, 

while as a political entity it serves to define the expectations of citizens from their government. However, an artist 

combines all the aspects that a family has to it to create a masterpiece with layers of multiple meanings for 

interpretations. Khaled Hosseini is one such writer, who has explored the nuances of family life and a reading between 

the lines of his three novels, reveals a story captured from an insider’s lens with multiple hidden cameras.  

 Hosseini hails from an educated and affluent Afghan family. His father was in service of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Afghanistan and mother was a teacher of Farsi at the largest high school for girls in Kabul. He was the eldest 
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of five siblings and had a happy and normal family life. However, the families in his novels are not happy and at the 

most bear an appearance of normalcy.  

 Hosseini’s oeuvre may not be abundant in numbers yet, for he has written only three novels so far, but it certainly 

is rich in content and subject matter. The Kite Runner, considered to be the first Afghan novel written in English, tells 

the story of Amir, the narrator-protagonist, whom Hosseini has developed in likeness to his own life and character. 

Anthony Hope in his novel The Prisoner of Zenda says, “Good families are generally worse than any others” (Morgan 

102), and this is something that rings true for Amir’s family. His grandfather dispenses off prejudiced justice to the 

killers of two people in an accident, by letting them get away with a short period of detention for this hefty crime. The 

victims were from the Hazara community hence inconsequential. However, the truth is that the family is destroyed and 

the victims leave behind a survivor- Ali. Ali is ‘adopted’ as a servant by Mr Ghazi as an act of benevolence. Ali is 

brought up as a servant and chaperone for Baba, the son of his benefactor. It is surprising that Ali gets infected with 

polio virus while Baba is hale and hearty. This indicates some lapse either in the care and attention towards Ali or the 

physical frailty of Ali, both having to do with his status quo of an orphan. Nevertheless, Baba considers Ali a part of his 

family for when he chides Amir while planting tulips he reminisces:    

I grew up with Ali…. My father took him in; he loved him like his own son. Forty years Ali’s been with 

my family. Forty goddamn years. And you think I’m just going to throw him out… And Hassan’s not 

going anywhere, do you understand? (Hosseini, Kite Runner 78). 

 Baba’s feeling of kinship towards Ali however does not stop him from staining the latter’s ‘nang namoos’ 

(honour and pride). After his wife dies in childbirth, Baba sleeps with Sanaubar, the exceptionally beautiful and 

irresistible wife of Ali. Sanaubar delivers a boy Hassan and elopes with a band of gypsies. Hassan repeats the history of 

the life and position that his father had in Baba’s household. Remembering their years of infancy, Amir remembers their 

first words; “And, under the same roof, we spoke our first words. Mine was Baba. His was Amir. My name” (Hosseini, 

Kite Runner 10). Amir and Hassan are childhood companions and playmates. Hassan is whole-heartedly devoted 

towards Amir; while the latter considers him only a commodity. Hassan is a servant, entertainment package, body guard, 

audience and scapegoat- all in one for Amir. While for Hassan, Amir is a friend after his own heart. Hassan has that 

unstinting love and loyalty for Amir, which he retains intact till his death. He makes innumerable sacrifices and 

compromises throughout his life for Amir and ends up being assassinated trying to safeguard latter’s house for him. 

 Amir blames himself for the death of his mother, who had died in childbirth. He feels that his father too blames 

him for the death of latter’s beloved wife, and thus does not love his son. Baba, on his part is unable to come to terms 

with the fact that Amir is an individual in his own right. Amir, is a sort of prodigal son for Baba and as he divulges to 

Rahim Khan, he feels that, “There is something missing in that boy… A boy who won’t stand up for himself becomes 

a man who won’t stand up to anything” (Hosseini, Kite Runner 20). Amir is so guilt ridden for being a disappointment 

to his father in every way that he is ready to sacrifice anything and everything to gain his father’s admiration. This 

obsession of his leads him to offer Hassan as the price for his father’s praise. But as soon as he has committed this 

treachery with his only true friend, he comprehends the hefty price he is paying for something which will become 

worthless for him. The eulogizing of his father that comes to him due to the violation of honour and body of Hassan are 

mere words to Amir. This act robs him of every iota of self-respect, pride and peace that Amir had and tortures him to 

the extent of turning him into an insomniac. The Kite Runner shows how the pressures of the family, lead adolescent 

kids to commit unimaginable horrific deeds which plague them for quite long time afterwards.  

 The consequences of keeping secrets within families and the havoc they can play are revealed when Amir comes 

to visit Rahim Khan. Rahim Khan is the dearest friend of Baba is the first person Amir befriends from the adult world. 

He is also the father-figure for Amir, as he is the one except Hassan, who understands and endorses the talent of the 

story-teller within Amir. He divulges the buried past of Baba and the true lineage of Hassan and thereby acts as the 

reuniting factor in Baba’s family. He confesses to Amir that he knew all along about the rape of Hassan and Amir’s part 

in the scene and thus he said, “There’s a way to be good again”. Rahim Khan is the catalyst which leads to the reunion 

of Sohrab and Amir. By conveying the letters and the story of Hassan of all the lost years, Rahim Khan does what 

Hassan was never able to accomplish- to make Amir realise the stretching and unending extent of Hassan’s love, loyalty 

and devotion towards him. It is only after Rahim Khan’s confessions that Amir resolves to go and find Sohrab.  

 The sacrifices one needs to make in order to appease the family and hold up the ‘family name’ are explained to 

Amir by Rahim Khan when the latter relates his tragic history. Rahim Khan had to forgo the only woman he ever loved, 

because she was a Hazara and marrying her would have brought immitigable shame to Rahim Khan’s family. This 

narration may be considered as a preparation of background for justifying Baba’s reluctance to acknowledge his son 

Hassan, whom he had fathered on Sanaubar, a Hazara woman.  

 The debt and responsibilities one has towards one’s family name and reputation also obliges one to have an 

access to certain privileges and rights. Baba had been born into one of the most reputed of families- the son of a judge, 

renowned as the ‘toophan agha’, benefactor of an orphanage, successful businessman and an eminent Pashtun. 

Encumbered with all these decorations he had not the courage and the heart to lose it all to a wild impulsive act of 

acknowledging his illegitimate son. Sanaubar was a Hazara woman and it would have been a shame and pollution for a 
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Pashtun to have had been intimate with her. As Rahim Khan defends his and Baba’s conduct at Amir’s outrage, “It was 

a shameful situation. People would talk. All that a man had back then, all that he was, was his honor, his name, and if 

people talked…. We couldn’t tell anyone, surely you can see that” (Hosseini, Kite Runner 195). 

 Amir and Hassan both had been the sons of Baba, still the badge of legitimacy gave Amir all the privileges- he 

was respected, had a good schooling, went to America, and could marry Soraya. The importance of the family name is 

vividly brought out when Amir and Baba go for the ceremony of ‘lafz’- the ceremony of “giving word”. Baba initiates 

the ceremony being the boy’s father, and proposes thus: 

General Sahib, Khanum Jamila jan…. You are … honourable people… from distinguished families and 

… proud lineage. I come with nothing but the utmost ihtiram… and the highest regards for you, your 

family names, and the memory …of your ancestors…. (Hosseini 147) 

 Hassan on the other hand has no such family name baggage to carry. As a result of this dearth he is treated as a 

servant, he has no formal schooling, and despite his many talents largely remains a side kick for Amir. Hassan is 

maltreated once for his loyalty towards Amir, and eventually gets killed too for the same reason.  

 Hosseini draws a striking contrast between father-son relationships by setting two such relationships within the 

same house. The affluent masters are the struggling to love exemplified by the duo of Baba and Amir, whereas the loyal 

and compromised servants- Hassan and Ali, seem tied to each other by an understanding that needs no words for 

expression. This is an issue of reflection which Hosseini puts forth- what is more important for the strength of a 

relationship: the material comforts or the love and understanding. This is a debate which has acquired universal status.  

 The great tragedies of the world have always shared the emotion of “feeling of guilt”. This feeling has made the 

downfall of the character appear so tragic and led to the arousal of pity and fear, termed as catharsis by Aristotle. This 

guilt is due to an action committed by an otherwise ‘ideal’ persona, which leads him to his downfall. This tragic flaw, 

or Hamartia is an act of despotism, which he does in a moment of impulse owing to his capacity of being in a powerful 

situation and the act is oppressive and cruel. Khaled Hosseini’s narrative in his novels traverse the path to their 

denouement through many tragic incidents which pass the post of despotism leading to the arousal and sustenance of 

guilt which in turn provokes the victimizer to perform redemptive actions. 

 The Kite Runner deals with the despotic actions of the protagonist, the resultant guilt and his redemptive 

attempts. Amir tramples upon his servant-friend to gain his father’s approbation. Amir’s despotic actions are splattered 

throughout the narrative. Amir is educated while Hassan is denied the right to education as a punishment for being born 

a Hazara. However, he loves listening to stories which he requests Amir reads out to him. However, Amir does take 

advantage of Hassan’s weakness and plays pranks at the expense of the latter. He remembers his sadistic delight as he 

recounts an incident. 

My favourite part of reading to Hassan was when we came across a big word that he didn’t know. I’d 

tease him, expose his ignorance… 

‘Imbecile’. It means smart, intelligent. I’ll use it in a sentence for you. ‘When it comes to words, Hassan 

is an imbecile” (Hosseini, Kite Runner 25). 

 The D-day for Amir brings the nightmare of his life. Amir offers up Hassan at the sacrificial alter and is granted 

his father’s high opinion as the reward. He lets Aseef rape Hassan, and later instead of apologizing to Hassan for his 

cowardice, he takes over the kite from him and heads to his home to declare his conquest to Baba. Amir does everything 

to get away from Hassan yet is unable to suppress his guilt. Lewis et al. in Handbook of Emotion discuss the general 

concept of guilt, which is that “guilt produced when individuals evaluate their behaviour as failure but focus on the 

specific features or actions of the self that led to the failure”.  Amir’s failure to stand up to the tenets of friendship is 

worsened by Hassan’s unwavering and staunch loyalty towards him. Although Hassan had spied Amir in the alley and 

suffered the knowledge of his betrayal, he forgives latter and hopes to restore the happy times of their friendship. 

Contrary to Amir’s anticipations: 

“I don’t know what I’ve done, Amir agha. I wish you’d tell me. I don’t know why we don’t play 

anymore… You can tell me, I’ll stop doing it”.  

“I’ll tell you what I want you to stop doing…. I want you to stop harassing me. I want you to go away,” 

I snapped (Hosseini, Kite Runner 77). 

 Amir keeps trying to distance himself from Hassan. He feels that getting away from Hassan would mean that 

he would be able to dodge past his guilt. He demeans himself to inhuman levels and does not shirk from pelting Hassan 

with pomegranates to trigger his reaction. However the reaction from Hassan in answer to this insult is: 

Then Hassan did pick up a pomegranate. He walked toward me. He opened it and crushed it against his 

own forehead. “There,” he croaked, red dripping down his face like blood. “Are you satisfied? Do you 

feel better?” …. I let the tears break free, rocked back and forth on my knees. “What am I going to do 

with you, Hassan? What am I going to do with you?” But by the time the tears had dried up and I 

trudged down the hill, I knew the answer to that question (Hosseini, Kite Runner 81). 

Amir touches the lowest levels of the debasement of his character when he plants the watch and money under 

Hassan’s mattress and implicates Hassan of committing the theft. Hassan comprehends the whole situation and keeping 
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up with his friends arrangement, accepts the charge. Thereafter, he quits the house with his father and leave for Hazarajat. 

After this estrangement, it is not long before Amir and his father have to evacuate not only the house but their motherland 

itself and flee for their dear lives. Amir often placates his conscience’s voice by arguing that Hassan being a Hazara and 

a servant is inconsequential and hence may be treated according to his moods and wishes.  

Kenneth Burke explains the tripartite structure of guilt. Guilt-Purification-Redemption is the nodal points of 

this triangle. He elucidates further that: 

Living in a society offers a complete set of values in which people can find themselves and measure 

success and failure, or good and evil yet people are incapable in keeping all the commandments so the 

result is “ broken laws, concomitant guilt and a need of purgation” (Kuypers,168). 

 Amir’s culpability is lessened with their migration and goes in a dormant phase but it is not dead. A phone call 

from Rahim Khan ending with the sentence, “There’s a way to be good again”, is sufficient to uncork the bottle of 

memories and Amir cannot suppress the urge to return to Rahim Khan. The revelations of Rahim Khan are the 

judgemental sentences that make Amir discern the true magnitude of his actions. Tipsy with the impulse of atonement, 

Amir sets on the pursuit of Soharab, Hassan’s son and his nephew. He is battered up by Aseef, and Amir is rescued by 

Sohrab, instead of being the other way round. Amir brings Sohrab to United States and acknowledges him as his nephew. 

A lopsided smile on Sohrab’s lips provides him with the hope and satisfaction of being absolved from his sins.  

 Amir’s intentions and efforts for making up for his behaviour as a child are earnest and sincere. Yet the question 

arises as to the extent to which this redemption can really give him a clean chit. Rahim Khan’s disclosures make it 

absolutely clear that Amir is responsible for the sins of his father as well, and must pay for them. Hassan is dead, and 

thus Amir can only hope for a partial acquittal by caring and loving Hassan’s son Sohrab.  

Hosseini may be called ‘a family man’ as the theme of family as well as its dimensions remains the major vein 

in his novels, and continue to preoccupy. His treatment of the theme reveals that it is an issue which is very close to his 

heart. Hosseini recreates the ambience of a family home in his novels which is quite different from the home of the 

childhood of the western readers. He imbues his family with values and code of conduct which is typical of an eastern 

household. The father is the patriarch whose authority cannot be questioned. The mother is the docile slave figure who 

has an undying well of time, love and affection for her children. The power play between the relationships which every 

family can identify with has been neatly cartographed in his works. Hosseini creates an aura of the ‘Orient’ and goes on 

to contrast with the ‘Occident’, when his characters migrate to distant lands and their lives take an unmediated turn. He 

shows how the values, viewpoints and the rapport between the people changes when one has to adopt to a culture not 

indigenous to one’s own.  

Hosseini has always been the epicentre of a storm brewing around the legitimacy of Afghanistan and the 

interpretations of the religion of Islam as presented in his works. Hosseini has also been at loggerheads with his 

proximate community, who like him are the exiles of war. He accepts the charge but counterpoints that he is accused of 

portraying Afghanistan in an unfavourable light but not for giving a false image of Afghanistan. Hosseini’s novels 

present the tenets of Islam as well as the faction groups championing them in a very dictatorial light. In the Kite Runner, 

when a young Amir tells his father of the teachings of his religious instructor, Baba’s response is:  

I see you’ve confused what you’re learning in school with actual education,…. Do you know what your 

father thinks about sin?... Then I’ll tell you,… You’ll never learn anything of value from those bearded 

idiots….I mean all of them. Piss on the beards of all those self-righteous monkeys…. They do nothing 

but thumb their prayer beads and recite a book written in a tongue they don’t even understand….God 

help us all if Afghanistan ever falls into their hands (Hosseini, Kite Runner 15). 

The dialogue makes amply clear Hosseini’s contrasting and even ‘blasphemous’ image of the clergy of Islam 

and his aversion to the fanatic take on religion. Yet Hosseini seems to be in two states of mind, as he seems to be 

devotional and religious follower of Islam yet not a practicing Muslim. When Sohrab makes an attempt at suicide to 

escape being sent to an orphanage, Amir prays for him in the hospital and seems to remember the fragments of his 

learning: 

I throw my makeshift jai-namaz, my prayer rug on the floor and I get on my knees, lower my forehead 

to the ground, my tears soaking through the sheet. I bow to the west. Then I remember I haven’t prayed 

for over fifteen years. I have long forgotten the words. But it doesn’t matter, I will utter those few words 

I still remember: La illaha il Allah, Muhammad u rasul ullah. There is no God but Allah and 

Muhammad is His messenger. I see now that Baba was wrong, there is God, there always has been 

(Hosseini, Kite Runner 301). 

The aforementioned realisation may seem a desperate man’s resort to religion, but it is a milestone in the path of Amir’s 

redemption, his assertion of his own belief, which he had doubted due to the antithetical dictates of his father. 
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