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Khalid Hosseini’s novel, The Kite Runner, has been hailed as a brilliant, sensitive, and powerful story.  The narrative begins in Afghanistan during the 70’s when the country moved from a monarchy to a republic.  As the Russians moved into Afghanistan in 1979, the story follows Afghan immigrants to California and then returns to Afghanistan in 2001 where the impact of both the Russian rule and then the Taliban are described.  While the warp of the novel is recent Afghan history, the woof is the story of the intersection of three lives: Baba, a wealthy Pashtun Sunni entrepreneur, his son Amir and his servant’s son Hassan, a Hazara Shi’a.  Their lives weave a tale with universal themes of love, honor, guilt, fear, and redemption.   
The novel can be divided into three sections.  In the first part the basic nature of the characters comes to life.  The second part of the novel focuses on the immigrant Afghan community in the San Jose area and the narrator, Amir’s growing maturity.  In the third section, Amir returns to Afghanistan in search of redemption for the sins of his youth.

Amir, the narrator, is a sensitive, unathletic child who, much to his father’s distress, would rather read a book than win a sports contest.  Amir’s father, Baba, is described as bear-like man, over six feet tall with brown curly hair and a thick beard, who loves competition and seems to have no fears.  Baba is frustrated by how different he and Amir are.  “. . . he’s always buried in those books or shuffling around the house like he’s lost in some dream,” Baba complains to his friend and colleague Rahim Khan.  Khan laughs, “Children aren’t coloring books.  You don’t get to fill them in with your favorite colors.”  Amir’s young life is dominated by his seeking his father’s approval and love.  “With me as the glaring exception, my father molded the world around him to his liking.  The problem, of course is that Baba saw the world in black and white.  And he got to decide what was black and what was white.”   Amir tells us in the first few pages of the book, “Lore has it that Baba wrestled a black bear with his bare hands. I have imagined Baba’s wrestling match countless times, even dreamed about it. And in those dreams, I can never tell Baba from the bear.”  This dream alludes to the father-son tension that Amir wrestles with as he longs for his father’s acceptance.  When Hassan, the servant’s son and Amir’s childhood companion is eleven, Baba had a surgeon repair his hare lip. “I wished I too had some kind of scar that would beget Baba’s sympathy.  It wasn’t fair,” Amir states.  The evolution of this father-son relationship becomes one of the dominant themes of the book.
Hassan, the servant Ali’s son, is a year younger than Amir.  Both boys are motherless.  Amir’s mother, a university professor in Farsi literature, died when he was born.  Hassan’s mother went off with a performing troupe a week after her son was born with a hare lip.  Hassan is Amir’s athletic playmate and adoring acolyte.  “Hassan never denied me anything.  And he was deadly with his slingshot.” Hassan defends Amir from the neighborhood bullies so often that Baba is concerned that Amir won’t know how to stand up for himself.  
While Amir and Hassan grow up together during their first twelve years, Hassan is from the minority Hazara tribe, and the servant who serves Amir his breakfast and helps his father clean Baba’s house and prepare meals.  “In the end,” Amir tells us, “I was Sunni and he was Shi’a, and nothing was ever going to change that. Nothing. . . .But we were kids who learned to crawl together, and no history, ethnicity, society, or religion was going to change that either. . .Never mind that we taught each other to ride a bicycle with no hands. . .that we spent entire winters flying kites, running kites.”  Because of Hassan is a servant and a member of a minority tribe, Amir is ambiguous about his friendship, especially when the neighborhood bullies taunt Hassan as only a Hazara. “I never thought of Hassan and me as friends.  Not in the usual way.”    Amir uses this kind of thinking to excuse his fear and inability to defend Hassan from the cruelty of others.
Hassan was illiterate, a fact that was part of his minority status, Hazara were servants, after all.  Afternoons, when Amir came home from school he would read to Hassan in an old cemetery under a pomegranate tree.  Hassan’s favorite story from a 10th century epic of Persian heroes, was Rostam and Sohrab.  Rostam mortally wounds his nemesis, Sohrab, only to discover that he is his long lost son.  Dying, Sohrab says “. . . I appealed unto thy heart in vain, and now is the time gone for meeting. . .”  Hassan later named his son Sohrab.

Amir toys with Hassan’s illiterate status, defining words in ways that belittled his companion.  But it is Hassan who leads Amir to discover his talent for writing.  While pretending to read to Hassan, Amir makes up a story that Hassan applauds enthusiastically.  When Amir took his first story to Baba, his father “feigned interest. . . The air grew heavy, damp, almost solid.  I was breathing bricks. . . As always, it was Rahim Khan, Baba’s business partner and friend, who rescued me. . . May I have it, Amir jan:  Baba hardly ever use the term of endearment jan when he addressed me.”
Kites and kite flying were the one love Amir shared with his father.  “Baba and I lived in the same house, but in different spheres of existence.  Kites were the one paper-thin slice of intersection between those spheres.  ‘Afghans are an independent people,’ we are told.  Afghans cherish custom but abhor rules.  And so it was with kite fighting.  The rules were simple: No rules.  Fly your kite.  Cut the opponents. Good luck.  For kite runners the most coveted prize was the last fallen kite of a winter tournament.  It was a trophy of honor. . . Hassan was the greatest kite runner.  It was downright eerie the way he got to the spot the kite would land before the kite did, as if he had some sort of inner compass.”
Thus the scene is set for the kite tournament that will change Amir’s life.  Baba has casually suggested that he thought Amir would win the kite tournament. “I was going to win, and I was going to run that last kite. . . then maybe my life as a ghost in this house would finally be over. . . And maybe, just maybe, I would finally be pardoned for killing my mother.”  
When the boys are about to enter the competition, Amir, fearing failure on a big scale, thinks of not entering the fight.  Hassan then reassures him saying, “Remember, Amir agha.  There’s no monster, just a beautiful day.”  But of course there is a monster, Assef, the neighborhood bully who fought with brass knuckles.  Amir watches as Hassan is raped as payment or punishment for the blue kite.  The last kite downed.  Amir knows that he “could step into that alley, stand up for Hassan—the way he’d stood up for me all those times in the past—and accept whatever would happen to me.  Or I could run.”  Later Amir recognized himself as the monster in Hassan’s dream.
In March of ‘81, the second section of the story unfolds.   Amir and Baba escape Afghanistan in a harrowing trip to Pakistan and then on to America.  During that trip, Amir begins to mature.  “My eyes returned to our suitcases.  They made me sad for Baba.  After everything he’d built, planned, fought for, fretted over, dreamed of, this was the summation of his life: one disappointing son and two suitcases.”  
The pair settled in Fremont, California, and Baba worked as a gas station attendant to put Amir through school.  At Amir’s graduation from high school, Baba “. . .curled his arm around my neck, and gave me a single kiss. ‘I am moftakhir, Amir’, he said.  Proud.  His eyes gleamed when he said that and I liked being on the receiving end of that look.”  But Amir stood his ground when he told his father of his plans to major in creative writing.  “I didn’t want to sacrifice for Baba anymore.  The last time I had done that, I had damned myself.”

In the summer of ’84 Baba and Amir join the Afghan community in working the  Sunday flea market in San Jose.  Here the community connected, sharing food, family news, and discussions of the Russians in Afghanistan.  “The only thing that flowed more than tea in those aisles was Afghan gossip.  The flea market was where you sipped green tea with almonds kolchas, and learned whose daughter had broken off an engagement and run off with her American boyfriend, who used to be Parchami—a communist—in Kabul, and who had bought a house with under-the-table money while still on welfare.”  Here Amir meets his future wife, the daughter of a decorated general in Kabul who waits to be called back to his country.  Baba’s last gift to Amir is to support Amir though the Afghan engagement and marriage rituals, upholding his Afghan honor. 
After 15 years of marriage, Amir is summoned to Pakistan by Rahim Khan, his father’s old business partner.  Thus begins the third part of the novel.  To come there is a way to be good again.  Here in Pakistan, Amir finds Rahim Khan dying. After Amir and Baba left Kabul, Rahim Khan had stayed in his partner’s house, but was lonesome.  He had gone to Hazarajat to find Hassan.  He persuaded Hassan and his wife to return to Kabul with him.  Hassan, who had been taught to read and write by an old professor, had left a letter for Amir describing his family and wishing Amir well.  After reading the letter Rahim Khan tells Amir that he must find Sohrab, Hassan’s son.  Furthermore, Amir and Hassan were brothers.  Amir implodes at this news.  “When I was little [Baba] looked me straight in the eyes and said, there is only one sin. And  that is theft. . .When you tell a lie, you steal someone’s right to truth.  . .And now 15 years after I’d buried him, I was learning that Baba had been a thief. . .he’d stolen from me the right to know I had a brother, from Hassan his identity, and from Ali his honor.”  Amir realized that Rahim Khan had summoned him to atone for Baba’s sins as well as his own.

Thus begins Amir’s search through decimated, demoralized and poverty- stricken Kabul for Sohrab, Hassan’s son.  Finding Sohrab in the hands of the Taliban leader, his old nemesis, Assef, Amir enters into one-on-one combat to secure the boy’s freedom.  At this point the story enters into some plot twists, according to the New York Times reviewer, “better suited to a folktale than a modern novel. But in the end we’re won over by Amir’s compassion and his determination to atone for his youthful cowardice”.
Amir laughs as he is being battered.  “My body was broken. . .but I felt healed”. And much later when he brings Sohrab home to America, he explains to his father-in-law that Sohrab is his nephew.  “And one more

thing, General Sahib, You will never again refer to him as ‘Hazara boy’ in my presence.  He has a name and it’s Sohrab.”  Through his broken body, and his new-found nephew, Amir had found his lost courage.
Questions for Discussion

1.  How would you classify this novel: a drama, fictional biography, other?

2.  Compare the Afghanistan Amir finds in 2001 to Dickensian London.

3.  Compare Orhan Pamuk’s novel Snow to The Kite Runner.

4.  Which of the minor characters did you find most memorable, and why?

5.  Contrast the way the novel portrays Afghanistan and Pakistan with how that part of the world is covered in the news media.
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