The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini

Settings:  

Significant portions of the story are told in flashback, so the action varies among several different settings.  In order of appearance in the story, they are:

San Francisco,  2001.  This is the U.S. in the months immediately before and after the September 11th attacks.

Kabul, 1975-80. The narrator also acknowledges events that go back to the mid-1960s, when he was born; for example, see page 13.  Other important events occur in the early 1970s; for example, see pages 30 and 44.  But the main events begin in winter of 1975, when he wins the kite tournament (chapters six and seven).  They continue with his 13th birthday party (summer of 1976; see page 93).   They culminate when he betrays his best friend shortly after the party (chapter nine, pages 104-9).   In 1980, the narrator and his father are forced to flee Afghanistan for Pakistan and then the U.S. in the wake of the Soviet invasion.  The dates of the Soviet invasion itself can be found on page 36.  The communist coup occurred in April 1978 and Russian tanks rolled into Kabul in December 1979.

Pakistan, 1981.  This is the part of the story that retells the escape from Afghanistan.  (See chapter ten.)

Fremont and San Francisco, California, 1980s and 1990s.  The narrator’s life as a young man in the U.S. is told in chapters eleven, twelve, thirteen, and fourteen.  

Peshawar, Pakistan, June 2001.    This is the narrator’s reunion with his father’s best friend, Rahim Khan (see chapters fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen).  

Afghanistan, 2001.  The climax of the action follows the narrator’s attempt to redeem his earlier act of betraying his best friend by rescuing his best friend’s orphan son from the Taliban, led by their old enemy Assef.  This covers chapters nineteen through twenty-two.

Peshawar and Islamabad, Pakistan, 2001.  The falling action involves the escape and recovery of the narrator and the suicide attempt of his friend’s son.  It covers chapters twenty-three through the first half of chapter twenty-five (to page 356).

San Francisco, August 2001 to March 2002.  The story ends where it began, coming full circle, and concludes with a scene that mimics the central event of the plot, a kite tournament—except that this kite tournament happens at an Afghan gathering in a park in Fremont, California instead of in Kabul.

A special note on setting and theme in The Kite Runner
For the most part in this course, we’ve derived statements of theme mainly from looking at central conflicts.  But any aspect of a story can become the basis for a statement of theme.  Sometimes, unusual and interesting statements of theme can be derived from looking at less closely studied variables, like setting.  In this case, an interesting statement of theme can be derived from looking at the contrast between the parts of the story that happen in Afghanistan and the parts that happen in America.   See the beginning of chapter eleven, when Amir explains the difference between his father’s love of the idea of America and his much less enthusiastic view of America itself.  This section of the book highlights an ironic inner conflict that focuses directly on setting.  Baba and Amir both feel it, but it’s especially troublesome to Baba.  

The problem is that while America is a much more peaceful place, with a greater emphasis on social equality and opportunity for newcomers, it’s also a place where meaningful family identities and traditions are lost.  Everyone’s alike, and money is the great common denominator.  No one lives in a beautiful villa and throws parties like a Sultan.  No one lives in a hut, either.  Everybody lives in a suburban house full of look-alike junk, with all houses and knick-knacks more or less the same. 

This is the only place where Baba could have acknowledged Hassan as a son, but it’s also a place where a spiritual man like Hassan would not have wanted to live.  For Amir, the good news is that no one in America cares that he’s a coward who betrayed his friend.  The bad news is that no one in America cares that he’s a coward who betrayed his friend.  In other words, no pain no gain.  Without the guilt and shame, there’s no chance for redemption.  America is a place where it’s easy to look and talk like a man, but hard to actually be one.  For most people, it’s hard to suffer enough to be a man here.  And there’s no sense of shame about anything.

What about a statement of theme like this?

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini tells the story of a young man who flees to America hoping to escape a great shame in his past.  What he finds is that without his past, his character is empty.  Without coming to terms with his past shame, he has no future.  He’s forced to return to the land of his birth to find what his friend Rahim Khan calls “a way to be good again.”   Only then can he finally go on with his life.

This could lead to a plot summary if you aren’t careful, so you’d have to focus on the ironic aspects of this situation and take a deeper look at Amir’s character.

Other more specific settings are highly symbolic and will be discussed under “symbolism.”

Main characters 

Amir.  The narrator, Amir, tells the story of his life from his own birth in the mid nineteen-sixties to his rescue and adoption of his best friend’s son, in 2001.  An ethnic Pashtun with an influential father, he begins life in an upper-class home in a wealthy neighborhood called Wazir Akbar Khan in Kabul.  He lives with his father but not with his mother, who died giving birth to him.  Other important figures in his childhood include a father-and-son pair of ethnic Hazara servants, Hassan and Ali, and his father’s business partner, Rahim Khan.  Another influential character is an older boy named Assef who develops as the story’s central villain, both in 1975 and then again in 2001.  

Hassan.  Hassan is a Hazara servant boy, one year younger than Amir and Amir’s best friend.  One of the central revelations of the story is that Hassan is also Amir’s half-brother.  This is not revealed to Amir until after Hassan’s death, at the conclusion of chapter seventeen (see pages 222-3).  This is possible only because Amir’s father slept with the wife of Ali, Hassan’s father, who was known to be sterile.

Baba.  He’s the head of the household where both boys live.  He’s also the father of both Amir and Hassan, although Hassan never learns this.  Therefore Baba’s also the grandfather of Sohrab, the boy Amir later rescues.  The central ironic revelation of the story, finally stated outright on page 359, is that Hassan was not only Baba’s son, but Baba’s favorite son—the only one who had all of Baba’s best characteristics, like bravery and kindness.  This is especially significant when you consider that Amir and his wife can’t have children.   What it means is that in saving Sohrab, Amir has not only symbolically saved his dead friend, but also his own father’s bloodline and heritage.  

Ali.  Ali is Hassan’s father.  Growing up with Baba, he was Baba’s best friend just as Hassan is Amir’s best friend until 1975.  This suggests something that is never stated outright—that the story of Amir and Hassan is an old one that may even be perpetuated throughout the generations.  In that case, it’s worth mentioning that the pairing of a legitimate son and a disenfranchised illegitimate son of a patriarch is one of the central themes of both the Bible and the Koran.  It finds its best-known expression in the story of Abraham, Isaac, and Ishmael.  In the Koran, Isaac is the legitimate son—the equivalent of Amir—but Ishmael, Abraham’s illegitimate son by a servant woman, is the son who’s best loved—the equivalent of Hassan.  

Rahim Khan.  An understanding uncle type figure, he’s Baba’s business partner.  He befriends Amir and encourages his writing talent.  In 1986, four years before Sohrab is born, Rahim Khan rescues Hassan from a refugee town, bringing him back with his wife to Wazir Akbar Khan.   There Sohrab is born in 1980.   Therefore, it’s Rahim Khan who sets up the adoption of Sohrab by Amir in the conclusion.  Rahim Kahn is also the only one who’s finally able to tell Amir his father’s secrets.  Behind the scenes, he engineers the adoption of Sohrab by lying to Amir, telling him that he’s found a place for Sohrab in a children’s refugee center in Pakistan.  But the refugee center turns out to be non-existent, leaving Amir with no choice but to assume responsibility for Sohrab himself.  Rahim Khan’s motives are unclear, but seem more closely related to his feelings for Baba than for Amir.  (At least that’s my view.)

Assef.  The chief antagonist, he’s a half-Pashtun, half-German boy who seems to have been born with a mean streak.  In the first half of the book, he’s a natural bully and an admirer of Adolf Hitler.   He rapes Hassan in front of Amir and later taunts Amir about it (see pages 38-43, 70-9, 95-7).  In the climax of the story, he has matured into a powerful embodiment of evil.  In chapters nineteen through twenty-two, he kidnaps and rapes Sohrab just the way he raped Hassan.  Then he defies Amir to rescue the boy.  He also stones a woman to death in public.  Ironically he’s described as dressed in white, wearing sunglasses, and looking like John Lennon (see pages 271 & 275).  Why would a devil figure be dressed in white, the color of peace and innocence, and costumed to look like John Lennon, a famous 1970s spokesman for peace?  Asking that question is like asking why a man would stone women and rape little boys in the name of the Koran.  This is the whole point with Assef; he’s the exact reversal of the word of God.  In the Christian tradition, the sacred ritual of devil-worshippers is a perverse reversal of Christian worship called the Black Mass.  The best way to understand Assef is that he’s a Muslim equivalent of this ritual—a kind of walking Black Mass.  

Farid.  I almost forgot Farid.  He’s Amir’s driver in Afghanistan.  He’s significant because of the way his view of Amir changes during the course of their association.  This is a signal to the reader that the Amir who returns to Afghanistan in 2001 is not the same man who left in 1980.

General Taheri.  I almost forgot him too.  He’s Amir’s father-in-law.  He’s something of an unattractive character and seems to embody the sense of entitlement seen in many members of Afghanistan’s Pashtun ruling class.  For example, he refuses to work in the U.S., taking welfare instead because an ordinary job would be beneath him.

Sohrab.  Hassan’s son, later rescued and adopted by Amir.

The Gals.  Sorry, ladies; this is not a story in which women play a significant part.  But rather than bemoaning this fact, we’d do well to understand why the near-absence of women in this story is tied to the story’s themes.  Again and again, we see that women are influential chiefly through their absence.  Women are everywhere thwarted in their desire to be mothers in this story.  As a result, in many ways, The Kite Runner is a story about what a world without mothers would be like.

Sofia Akrami.  This is Baba’s wife and Amir’s mother, who dies giving birth to him.  Had she lived, Baba would probably never have committed adultery with Sanaubar, Hassan’s mother, and Hassan would never have been born.

Sanaubar.  Hassan’s mother, she’s a gypsy-like figure who appears briefly on pages 7-10 and isn’t seen again until pages 209-11.  First a beautiful gypsy and then a hideous witch, she delivers Sohrab, and therefore facilitates Amir’s redemption.  Despite being witch-like, she’s a foreshadowing of that redemption herself because of the way she redeems her own negligence as a mother.  

Farzana.  Hassan’s wife; Sohrab’s mother.  Like Hassan, she’s shot to death defending him.

Soraya Taheri.  Amir’s lovely but barren wife.

Jamila Taheri.  Amir’s mother-in-law.  Of all the significant women in the story, she’s the only one who actually gets to raise her own child.  But in her case the pleasure is spoiled by her daughter’s moral transgression, at least until Amir rescues them both.

Homaira.  Rahim Khan never married, and on pages 98-100, we learn why.  He had the misfortune to fall in love with a Hazara girl named Homaira, and his father banished her.  Apparently he never got over the shock of this loss, and it may give him a further reason for special attachment to Hassan and Sohrab.  

Most important conflicts

Man vs. man:

Amir vs. Baba

Amir vs. Assef

Hassan vs. Assef

Amir vs. Hassan

Hassan vs. Amir

Amir vs. Rahim Khan

Amir vs.  Farid

Amir vs. General Taheri

Amir vs. Soraya

Man vs. society:

Baba & Rahim Khan vs. the mullahs

Baba & Rahim Khan vs. the Parchamis (communists)

Amir & Hassan vs. Assef, Wali, & Kamal

The Pashtuns vs. the Hazara

The Afghanis vs. the Roussis (Russians)

The Afghanis vs. the Taliban

Assef vs. humanity

Baba vs. America and the Americans (pages 125-31)

Man vs.  nature:

Amir vs. the Khyber Pass (see pages 110-11; 228-9)

Amir & Kamal vs. the fuel tanker (pages 121-4)

Man vs. self:

Baba vs. himself over his shame & his love of Hassan

Amir vs. himself over his shame & his love of Hassan

Amir vs. himself over the value of his stories

Rahim Khan vs. himself over how much and when to tell Amir about his past

Baba vs. himself over not loving Amir enough

Amir vs. himself over his cowardice

Amir vs. himself over his jealousy of Hassan

Soraya vs. herself about her past

Amir vs. himself over tricking Sohrab

Sohrab vs. himself over his moral identity

Some statements of theme connected to these conflicts

 Amir vs. Hassan; Amir vs. Baba; Amir vs. self over his jealousy of Hassan:

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us how a father’s disappointment in his son can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, leading the son to do ever more shameful things to win a love he deserves less and less.

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us what happens when a father and son never talk about what bothers them most.  Their differences become reconcilable only in death.

Amir vs. Assef; Amir vs. himself over his cowardice:

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that a man doesn’t become a man by winning fights; he becomes a man by being willing to fight, even when he’s certain to lose.

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that a brave man is not a man who has no fear; he’s a man who’s conquered his fear.

Assef vs. humanity:

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that some of the world’s most evil tyrants are just boyish bullies who were never stopped.

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that a veneer of political and religious difference often obscures what wars are really about.  They’re really about who can get away with rape, plunder, and murder.  

Amir vs. self over his shame and love of Hassan; Amir vs. Soraya

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that only a man who has known shame himself can truly forgive others.

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that love is the source of all courage, and those who won’t defend those they love don’t really love them.

Amir vs. self over his shame and love of Hassan; Amir vs. Soraya; Hassan vs. Amir:

In The Kite Runner, Khaled Hosseini shows us that the purest love is one that forgives the deepest sin.

Note:  This last statement of theme is of particular interest because it’s echoed by many smaller stories within the larger frame tale.  For example, it’s echoed by the story of Sanaubar, Hassan’s mother.  It’s also echoed by the story “Rostam and Sohrab” from the Shanamah (see page 29).  It’s also echoed by Amir’s final decision to forgive his father (see page 359).

Some basic elements of irony:

The illegitimate son (Hassan) is the son Baba best loves.

Rahim Khan loves Amir more than Baba does.  And he’s the only one of the two men who can see Amir’s talent.

Amir’s decision to repudiate Hassan, his best friend, is partly a result of his desire to appease Assef, his worst enemy.

Amir can’t have children of his own; his only child is the adopted son of Hassan.

Although Hassan is nearly illiterate and Amir is highly educated, the only letter between the two men is written by Hassan, not Amir.

Hassan was betrayed by Amir, not the other way around; yet it’s Hassan who renews contact, not Amir.

Hassan’s life is the one most scarred by misfortune, yet he’s the one with the deepest belief in God.  

Hassan’s life is the one most scarred by misfortune, yet he’s the one with the kindest nature.

Amir was acknowledged and accepted by his real father, whereas Hassan was not.  But instead of making him stronger, Amir’s close contact with his father has made him weaker.  

Amir takes no joy in his life of privilege and rich presents (see pages 101-2).  But Hassan likes his simple bare hut (page 58).

Hassan begins life with a fractured lip, which is then repaired; in contrast, Amir starts life with his mouth intact and has it split by Assef.  (The broken upper lip is also a symbol—of what?)

Hassan stops smiling when he gets his hare lip surgically fixed (page 47)

The most evil person in the story (Assef) is the one leading an organized religious movement (the Taliban).  From what we know of him, he’s a disciple not of Mohammed—after all, he’s obviously ignoring important precepts of the Koran—but of Hitler.

Earlier in the story, Assef goes to Amir’s special birthday celebrating his emergence into manhood, whereas Hassan merely serves drinks at this party.  Also: at this party Baba holds Assef up to Amir as a model of the young man Baba would like Amir to become.  Of course he wouldn’t do this if he had any idea who Assef really is or what he will become.

In addition, there are many other small ironies in individual scenes throughout the story.  These are significant even though they affect only one scene.  Here are two examples:

Chapter Seven, page 74:  While he’s watching the rape of Hassan, many memories and dreams go through Amir’s head.  One is a memory of the two boys visiting a fortune teller together.  The old man is so disturbed by the fortune he reads in Hassan’s palm that he puts the coin back in Hassan’s hand and refuses to tell Hassan his future.  Then he reaches for Amir’s hand.  But because the fortune teller has implied that Hassan has no future, Amir refuses to hear his own.  The irony here is that Amir thinks this is a noble gesture on his part; he doesn’t realize how closely linked his own future really is to Hassan’s.  If Hassan has no future, Amir doesn’t either, because Sohrab is the redemption and future of them both, and of Baba as well.

Chapter Ten, page 124:  Amir fears that he’s not strong enough to survive the fumes in the oil tanker that nearly choke him.  Actually it’s Kamal, one of Assef’s lackeys, who’s really the weak one who dies.

Symbolism

Let me give just a few examples, including some objects and elements of the natural environment that can be followed throughout the story in several different scenes.

One way of understanding what symbols mean is to find a good dream interpretation guide.  When I looked up two of the key symbols in the pivotal scene in Kite Runner, the definitions in my dream dictionary, Betty Bethards’ The Dream Book, were revealing.  

“KITE     Freedom to soar; spiritual power awareness; childlike awareness.”

“SNOW    Purity, truth, peace. . .Untouched, virgin snow signifies new beginnings, a fresh start, a new look at your world.”

That Hosseini was aware of these meanings is clear from the nature of his descriptions.  For example, see page 60:  “The streets glistened with fresh snow and the sky was a blameless blue.”  

Hosseini goes on to describe this scene in ways that clearly show this day, this moment, to be the pinnacle of Amir’s happiness, and the perfect expression of the place modern Afghanistan might have become.  “I had never seen so many people on our street,” Amir says.  Later in this paragraph, on page 61, a symbolic minor character is introduced.  His name is Ahmad Zahir, a musician who had “revolutionized Afghan music and outraged the purists by adding electric guitars, drums, and horns to the traditional tabla and harmonium; on stage or at parties, he shirked the austere and nearly morose stance of older singers and actually smiled when he sang—sometimes even at women.”  

Ahmad Zahir appears twice more in this story.  At the top of page 95, he performs at Amir’s thirteenth birthday party.  And somewhere in the final chapters—I couldn’t find the page when I looked—it’s revealed that he was shot on the streets of Afghanistan by the Taliban, presumably because his music was considered sinful.

Two other reprised symbols are the pomegranate tree and the slingshot.  Both of these are biblical (I assume also Koranic) references.  

The weapon of choice of both Hassan and Sohrab, the slingshot was made famous because it was the weapon King David used, as a boy, to defeat the giant enemy warrior Goliath.  The slingshot is the weapon of choice of the pure, noble-hearted child fighting against a monster.  You may recall, there’s also a Goliath (that is a monster) in the story.  See the beginning of Chapter Seven, pages 59-61.  

The pomegranate tree is the tree of the knowledge of good and evil from the Garden of Eden.  This is quite clear if you look at its three main scenes:  on pages 27-8, 91-3, and 264.  

Going back to the most conspicuous symbol, we can ask a question not only about the significance of the kite itself, but about why the book is called The Kite Runner, not The Kite Flyer or The Kite Fighter.  The answer is partly because Amir never runs the kites down, and Hassan never flies them or fights them.  The novel isn’t really about Amir, even though he narrates it.  It’s about Hassan.  More specifically, it’s a tribute to Hassan.  

But the answer also runs deeper.  First of all, kite-flying is the most spiritual thing anyone does in this book.  This is clear if you read pages 62-3 and page 65.  Yet even though everything to do with the kites is spiritual, flying kites and fighting kites are different kinds of acts from running a falling kite.  And running a falling kite is something only Hassan can do, because only Hassan can tell where they will drift and fall (see pages 52-3).  Whatever “running a kite” means, it’s connected to a spiritual awareness that, throughout the novel, only Hassan has—until the very end, that is.  In the concluding scene, Amir takes Hassan’s place, swapping a life as the privileged son—the kite fighter and flyer—for a life as the dutiful, spiritual son—the kite runner.  

