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Heroism and Tale Telling in Contemporary Afghan Literature
One might question to what extent a work written in English for a primarily American audience by an Afghan living in San Francisco can be said to be Afghan. Khaled Hosseini himself, in his 2003 novel, Kite Runner, raises the question of whether a member of the privileged class in Afghanistan can ever be said to be more than a tourist in his own country. Nevertheless, the overwhelmingly positive response from the Afghan community indicates that Kite Runner resonates, at least with Afghans in America, despite the fact that it depicts a privileged protagonist dogged by his own profound failures.


One factor that accounts for Kite Runner’s appeal to Westerners and Afghans alike is its formulation as a wonder tale, that perennial genre with which members of cultures the world over can identify. But beyond that, it incorporates the conventions of the Persian heroic epic. In this paper we will consider how these elements combine to constitute a tribute both tragic and hopeful to a nation whose fate has been much publicized in recent years. 

Kite Runner as Wonder Tale 

Vladimir Propp contends that all folk tales involved the same dramatis personae performing the same functions in the same order.
 We will begin, then by 

summarizing the basic events of Kite Runner and showing how they fit the Proppian structure. According to true Proppian formula, the book opens with an initial situation involving a single family, a scene of prosperity and the foreshadowing of villainy.
  Hosseini alerts us to the villainous act in the opening line of the novel: “I became what I am today at the age of twelve, on a frigid overcast day in the winter of 1975.”
 But he does not recount the act for another 60 pages. In the interim, the first-person narrator, Amir, describes his life in Kabul in the 1960s and ‘70s. Amir’s mother died in childbirth. His affluent father’s house is described in royal terms—some say it is the most beautiful in the city. Amir and his father, Baba (“Father”), are attended by a household servant, Ali, and his son, Hassan, who is just one year younger than Amir. Ali and Hassan are Hazara, members of a despised Mongol race whose history includes oppression, discrimination and enslavement. Hassan and Amir grow up together, as did their fathers before them. Hosseini describes Amir and Hassan’s almost idyllic boyhood, in which they play together, read books, watch Westerns in the cinema. However, the picture is marred (though Amir only gradually realizes it) by the obvious class differences between them; Amir doesn’t play with Hassan when his other friends are around; Amir at times taunt the illiterate Hassan for his ignorance; Hassan irons Amir’s clothes every morning while Amir eats the breakfast Hassan has prepared. Nevertheless, Hassan is devoted to Amir. 

The act of villainy occurs when a neighborhood bully rapes Hassan in an alley, causing harm to a member of the “family,”
 while Amir, hidden around a corner, stands by and does nothing. Amir attempts to conceal his treachery, only to discover the dreadful consequences of success. A week or so following the attack, he lies awake, tormented by his conscience. “I understood the nature of my new curse: I was going to get away with it.”

 
The next Proppian function does not occur for another 26 years. In the meantime, Amir can live neither with himself nor with Hassan. He begins by distancing himself from his boyhood friend, in spite of Hassan’s attempts to resurrect the friendship, and ends by planting damning evidence of theft in Ali and Hassan’s cottage. Baba is prepared to forgive, but Ali, who by this time has been apprised of all that has transpired, insists that he and Hassan are leaving; they can no longer stay. 

A five-year leap in the narrative here takes us to March 1981. Amir and his father flee Communist-ruled Afghanistan for America. Amir completes high school, goes to college, and eventually marries an Afghan woman named Soraya. A month later Baba dies of lung cancer. In the 15 years that follow, Amir becomes a successful novelist. But one day in 2001, Rahim Khan, an old family friend calls him from Pakistan, summoning him back to redeem his past. Rahim reveals that he knows Amir’s secret by telling him, “There is a way to be good again.” 

Amir travels reluctantly to Pakistan, where he learns that Hassan is actually Baba’s son as well. Hassan and his wife have been killed by the Taliban, leaving their son, Sohrab, in an orphanage in Afghanistan. In this way, a misfortune occurs in the family;
 the misfortune is made known to the hero, with a request that he redress it;
 the hero agrees (again reluctantly) to counteraction;
 and the seeker hero leaves home.
 Amir sets off to find his nephew. In the course of his journey, he finds a donor and helper, Farid, who first tests him by verbally accusing him of being a traitor who has only returned to sell his estate and make off with the money, while the rest of the country continues to suffer.
 Farid, it so happens, is Amir’s taxi driver, and his Land Cruiser becomes the means by which Amir is transferred to the whereabouts of his object of search.
 The two go first to the orphanage, only to learn that Sohrab has been bought a month ago by the Taliban. When they find the Taliban chieftain who has taken Sohrab into custody, Amir discovers that he is none other than Assef, the neighborhood bully who raped Hassan, making his second appearance.
 In a spectacular if unlikely fight, Amir wins back his nephew. (The final shot, however, is made by Sohrab, who puts out the Talib’s eye with a slingshot.) Thus, the hero and villain engage in direct combat and the villain is defeated.
 In the process, Amir is severely wounded (branded), and Farid transports him, weaving in and out of consciousness, and Sohrab to a hospital in Peshawar, Pakistan.
 The initial misfortune is liquidated, in that Sohrab is safely in Amir and Farid’s care.
 Amir is pursued by the Taliban and rescued by Farid’s transferring him to Islamabad as soon as he is well enough to travel.
 At this point a difficult task is proposed to the hero.
 Amir, who has decided, with his wife, to try to adopt Sohrab, must find a way to get him a visa for the U.S. The task is resolved when a relative in America, a lawyer, says he can obtain a humanitarian visa for Sohrab.
 However, when Amir goes to tell Sohrab the good news, he discovers that Sohrab, in dismay at the prospect of being sent back to an orphanage, has attempted to commit suicide. He recovers and impassively agrees to go with Amir to America. But Hassan is so traumatized by all that has transpired that he neither smiles nor talks for the ensuing year. Amir tells us, “He didn’t so much live with us as occupy space.”
 

The novel closes not with a marriage, but with the formation—or the beginning of the formation—of a family.
 In a stunning reenactment of the kite-flying contest (discussed later in greater detail) that precedes Hassan’s rape, Amir and Sohrab fly kites together in Golden Gate Park, and something awakens in Sohrab. He smiles—just the faintest little bit—but Amir receives it as a sign of hope. 
 

Rostam the Warrior Hero

In order to illustrate the Persian nature of Kite Runner, we will digress briefly here to consider the classic Persian legend Rostam and Sohrab, which plays a prominent role in the novel. Rostam is immortalized in the Persian poet Abu’l-Qasem Ferdowsi’s Shahnamah (“Book of Kings”). Ferdowsi was a member of the landed gentry, and his epic is a mythic history of Iran, centered around the reigns of its kings. Although Ferdowsi transcribed this mythic history of Iran in the tenth century, it has its roots in ancient Indo-Iranian oral tradition.
 Every contemporary Persian—Afghan, Iranian and Tajik—knows and honors Rostam and the Shahnamah, suggesting that the values Rostam represents are still highly valued. 

The role of heroes in the Shahnamah is to serve the king. Although not the only hero of his kind, Rostam is the most prominent—the mightiest and the most well known. In the story of Rostam and Isfendiyar, Isfendiyar wants to take his father’s place on the throne of Iran. The king says that if Isfendiyar can bring Rostam before him bound, he can have the throne. Isfendiyar protests that “Thou sendest me forth in guile on this emprise, for verily no man hath stood against the might of Rostam.”
 When Isfendiyar appeals to Rostam to accompany him to his father’s court, Rostam agrees to all but the chains, saying, “No man hath beheld me fettered, neither shall any do so while I draw my breath.”
 Isfendiyar challenges Rostam to one-on-one combat. In the escalating hostilities, Isfendiyar attacks Rostam’s birth, suggesting he was sired by a demon who fed on garbage. Rostam, for his part, struggles with one of the many paradoxes that characterize the heroes of the Shahnamah:

If I suffer these chains it is a stain that cannot be wiped out, and I cannot outlive my dishonour, for men will mock at Rustem, who permitted a boy to lead him bound. Yet if I slay this youth, I do evil, for he is son unto the Shah, and my glory will be tarnished, for men will say I lifted my hand against a Kaianide. And there can arise no good out of this combat.
 


In the end, Rostam kills Isfendiyar with the aid of supernatural creature. Rostam mourns the fallen hero, but lays the blame on his father, the king.

In “Manliness in Persian Literature,” Arley Loewen asserts that renown—a good name—is the determining quality of Persian heroism.
 One may well possess all the other essential qualities of a hero, but unless the news of them is spread abroad, they are worthless. In fact, Loewen cites examples of heroes who committed ignoble acts in order to obtain a “good name.”
 In one way or another, however, those who resort to treachery to triumph over their enemies always pay a price.
 

But how does a hero obtain a good name? Ancestry is important. Rostam was descended from a line of renowned heroes. But these heroes must also display (among other virtues) magnanimity, capacity for vengeance, supremacy, loyalty, generosity, valor in battle and truthfulness. In addition, Hanaway notes that the Shahnamah is a poem of action, and the men who figure in it are aggressive in their fighting and feasting. “They never flag in their pursuit of personal honor and glory.”

One of the most well known Rostam tales is Rostam and Sohrab. In this father-son story, Rostam goes hunting, loses his horse to thieves and is lured into a Turkish city in pursuit of him. The king of the city offers him hospitality, and in the night the king’s daughter, Tahmineh, is drawn irresistibly to the room of this renowned warrior. Rostam and Tahmineh appeal to the king for permission to wed, and the ceremony, it seems, is performed on the spot. The next day, however, Rostam’s horse is found, and Rostam is on his way. Nine months later, Tahmineh bears a son, Sohrab, whose stature and strength rival Rostam’s, even in childhood. His reputation spreads although his ancestry remains a secret. Sohrab, knowing himself to be the son of Rostam, sets off for Iran with an army in search of his father. When they meet the army of Iran, Sohrab challenges the shah to one-on-one combat. The shah sends Rostam, and before commencing Sohrab demands to know Rostam’s identity. Rostam, however, refuses to disclose his name, reasoning that if Sohrab does not know he is Rostam, Sohrab will be cowed by the thought that another yet stronger and mightier than he exists in the Iranian camp. On the third day, having elicited divine help, Rostam deals the death blow to Sohrab, and as he expires, Sohrab declares, “My father [will] draw thee forth from thy hiding-place, and avenge my death upon thee when he shall learn that the earth is become my bed. For my father is Rustem the Pahliva [champion], and it shall be told unto him how that Sohrab his son perished in the quest after his face.”

Rostam, of course, is devastated and bitterly mourns his loss. He burns his tent, armor, saddle and all his royal trappings and gives Sohrab a royal burial. 


In the end, Rostam’s pride leads to his demise. He perishes at the hands of his treacherous brother, who tells him, “Thou hast caused many to perish by the sword; it is meet that thou shouldst perish by it thyself.”

Elements of Rostam and Sohrab in Kite Runner
Hosseini draws our attention to the Shahnamah by referring to it repeatedly throughout the novel. It is Hassan’s favorite book, and the story of Rostam and Sohrab his favorite story. Baba is the very image of the Persian hero. He is vigorous, competitive, valiant, generous and charismatic. He was a champion soccer player in his youth. He loves hunting and cars, and he throws a big party nearly every weekend. It is rumored that he once wrestled a bear with his bare hands. He gives loans and refuses repayment. He builds an orphanage from his own funds, insisting on designing it himself, even though he has no experience as an architect. 

However, Baba, too, sacrifices his son to his glory. He denies Amir his affection, at least in part because Amir is nothing like him. He prefers books to soccer and doesn’t stand up for himself when the neighbors bully him. Baba laments to his friend, Rahim Khan, “There is something missing in that boy.”

An illustrative even occurs when Baba and Amir are fleeing the country. The truck they are in is stopped by a Russian soldier who demands a half hour with a young wife, also in the truck with them, as his price for letting the vehicle pass. Baba stands and defies the soldier. Amir protests internally, “Do you always have to be the hero?” What he says is, “Baba, sit down, please. … I think he really means to shoot you.”

Baba turns on him. “Haven’t I taught you anything?”
 

On the other hand, Baba expresses unusual affection for Hassan, inspiring jealousy in Amir. However, Amir does not know that Hassan is his half brother, born to Ali’s wife, who ran off with a troupe of dancers soon after Hassan’s birth. In some ways, Hassan is more like Baba than Amir. In spite of his slight build, he stands up for Amir in street fights, where Amir merely hangs his head. He runs faster, is more coordinated, can shoot a slingshot with deadly accuracy. When he and Amir fly their kite in the yearly kite flying contest, Hassan is always first among the “kite runners” who chase after the kites that have been cut down. He can identify the kite’s point of descent with almost supernatural foreknowledge. 

As it turns out, Hassan is the real hero of the story (the “kite runner” of the title). The aforementioned rape occurs while Hassan is protecting the kite he has “run” for Amir. It is Amir’s prize, the last kite to fall (his is the champion kite) in the yearly contest, representing the triumph by which he hopes to win Baba’s favor. Amir’s failure to intervene on Hassan’s behalf is in part due to cowardice, but more because he is afraid of losing the prize that will win the coveted affection Baba has always denied him. 

Hassan plays the heroic warrior in Amir’s service (whose name means “king). (Indeed, we are told that Amir’s mother came from royal lineage; Baba called her his princess). When Hassan takes off to chase the fallen kite, Amir charges him, “Come back with it!” Hassan stops and delivers the unforgettable line: “For you, a thousand times over!”
 He sacrifices himself for Amir’s sake, proving he possesses the requisite quality of loyalty. 

Amir, however, not only fails to show equal loyalty, but also fails to avenge his fallen comrade until his final battle with Assef 26 years later. Loewen tells us that a Persian hero was bound by honor to avenge his kin or comrade.
 This is illustrated by Sohrab’s declaration to Rostam that Sohrab’s father will avenge his death. 

In addition to these thematic parallels, many overt references are made in the story to the Shahnamah. Amir imagines delivering the prize kite to his father: “I’d make a grand entrance, a hero, prized trophy in my bloodied hands. Heads would turn and eyes would lock. Rostam and Sohrab sizing each other up.”
 Hassan and Ali give Amir a new illustrated copy of the Shahnamah for his 13th birthday, after the kite-flying incident and just before the stealing accusation. When Amir first meets Soraya, his future wife, he compares her to Tahmineh, the Turkish princess who becomes Sohrab’s mother. We learn that Hassan read to Sohrab from the Shahnamah and that Sohrab’s favorite part, of course was the story of his namesake. Later, when Sohrab is recovering from his suicide attempt, Amir, too, reads to him in the hospital from the Shahnamah. 

Irony—Twists in the Wonder Tale and the Heroic Ideal

Early in the novel Amir writes his first short story. It is about a poor but happy man who learns that if he cries into a particular cup, his tears will turn into pearls. The more wealth he obtains, the more he wants, so he invents ways to make himself sad so he can gain more wealth. When Amir reads his story to Rahim Khan, Rahim gives Amir a letter, in which he has written, “The most impressive thing about your story is that it has irony. You may not even know what that word means. But you will someday. It is something that some writers reach for their entire careers and never attain. You have achieved it with your first story.”
 Hosseini, too, has achieved it in his first novel. The irony manifests itself in the ways that Hosseini exploits the flaws in the traditional Persian hero and reapportions the villainy in the wonder tale formula. 


As mentioned above, the Shahnamah presents us with flawed heroes. According to Amin Banani, one of the primary sources of the tragedy in the Shahnamah is the increasing penetration of evil into the hearts and minds of the Iranian kings and heroes.
 Rostam’s demise results from his own pride and determination to win at all costs; one price he must pay is his son, the other is his own life.


However, given that the primary aim of the Persian hero is a good name, to have such a character as Amir, who commits serious breeches of conduct and openly confesses them, in the role of protagonist is essentially un-Afghan. Before the kite flying contest Hassan has a dream about a monster in the lake. In his dream, Amir swims out into the lake to prove to everyone that there is not monster. But after Amir’s whole world has changed, on the night when he grasps the dismal truth that he is going to get away with his deception, Amir tells himself Hassan was wrong. “There was a monster in the lake. It had grabbed Hassan by the ankles, dragged him to the murky bottom. I was that monster.”
 


As has already been noted, Hassan displays the virtues of a true hero: loyalty, truthfulness, valor. But he does not appear to be concerned about obtaining a good name. In fact, he even confesses to thievery in order to protect Amir. Amir tells us that everyone knows Hassan never lies, and if Hassan had denied the charge, Baba would have believed Hassan over Amir. Hassan never tries to assert himself, and Amir even suspects him of intentionally losing at cards. He seems to possess a selfless devotion that desires nothing for himself but Amir’s friendship, and he is heartbroken, not so much by Amir’s failure to defend him, as by Amir’s subsequent alienation of him. Years later, shortly before his death, in a letter delivered to Amir by Rahim, Hassan writes: “I dream that someday you will return to Kabul to revisit the land of our childhood. If you do, you will find an old faithful friend waiting for you.”
 (Hosseini 191)


Furthermore, in Hassan, Hosseini makes a hero of a Hazara of illegitimate birth. Hassan seems to possess an untouchable manliness that transcends race, class, circumstances and the regard of others. In “Sex Role Reversals, Sex Changes, and Transvestite Disguise in the Oral Tradition of a Conservative Muslim Community in Afghanistan,” Margaret Mills tells us that in the folk stories she encountered, homosexual rape seemed to equate with a gender shift, a sort of emasculation.
 Later, when Amir and Baba are fleeing Afghanistan, one of their fellow travelers is one of the accomplices in the attack who, himself, has fallen victim to homosexual rape. Amir is shocked at his appearance. “He had withered—there was simply no other word for it. His eyes gave me a hollow look and no recognition at all registered in them. His shoulders hunched and his cheeks sagged like they were too tired to cling to the bone beneath.”
 In the course of the journey, the young man falls victim to fumes in the gas tanker in which the victims are smuggled across the border. 

Not so Hassan. He seems to possess a purity that rises above all physical contamination and oppression. When, in Pakistan years later, Rahim shows Amir a picture of the grown-up Hassan, the man in the picture is dressed in white and green (the Muslim color of purity). He exudes self-assuredness and ease in his stance, his posture, his smile. “One might have concluded that this was a man who thought the world had been good to him.”

Rostam’s honor will not allow him to be bound. He would not be able to live it down. Hassan, however, rises above debasement of every kind. 

In the end, Hassan is shot in the street by the Taliban, who accuse him of wrongfully inhabiting the home he and Amir grew up in. (Rahim has been living in it all these years, but leaves Hassan in charge while he goes to Pakistan to seek treatment for terminal cancer).Unlike Rostam, this low-born Hazara dies because of his unswerving loyalty to his “king.”


Another ironic element concerns the wonder tale nature of Kite Runner. While Assef is thoroughly and undeniably the villain, the fault for the harm to Hassan also lies with Baba and Amir. Amir has placed desire to please his father above the demands of loyalty. Baba has driven Amir to desperation by denying him affection based on a narrow definition of manliness. Additionally, Baba’s sins set the scene for the crime. Amir knows that the bullies have not troubled him much in the past because of his parentage. Hassan has the same status, but no one knows it because Baba will not jeopardize his good name.

When Amir learns the truth from Rahim in Pakistan, he is irate. Rahim pleads with him to understand. “Please think, Amir jan. 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.”

Why a Hero Tale?

On the surface, it is not so profound or surprising to observe that Hosseini has written, in essence, a wonder tale. Fairytales, if Propp is right, are basic to the human psyche, with timeless appeal. But a closer look reveals that storytelling as a motif plays an integral role in the novel, giving added significance to the underlying structure. Amir is a writer, and his storytelling begins one day when, while reading to Hassan, he departs from the written page and makes up his own story. When he stops, Hassan applauds and declares, “That was the best story you’ve read me in a long time.”
 (Hosseini 26). That night, Amir writes the ironic pearl story. Later, after the attack on Hassan, Amir finds solace in books and writing. For his 13th birthday, Rahim gives him a blank leather-bound book in which to write his stories. 

When Amir finishes high school in America and plans to go to college, he informs Baba that he intends to study creative writing. Baba disdainfully asks whether they pay for stories. But Amir is determined not to sacrifice for Baba this time. His first novel is a father-son story, and by the time Rahim summons Amir to Pakistan, he is already a successful author.


Oral storytelling turns up as well, most notably as gossip. Growing up, Amir constantly hears stories from friends, relatives, acquaintances, about Baba’s prowess, his strength, his courage, his generosity. When Baba throws a thirteenth birthday bash for Amir, Amir reports that “I had to greet each of the guests personally—Baba made sure of that; no one was going to gossip the next day about how he’d raised a son with no manners.”


Years later, when Amir begins to strike up an acquaintance with Soraya at the weekly San Jose swap meet, where both families have established booths in the Afghan corner of the flea market, Soraya’s father warns Amir to adhere to Afghan propriety. “It’s my duty to remind you that you are among peers in this flea market. … You see, everyone here is a storyteller.”

Telling the truth, knowing and being known, are also aspects of storytelling in Kite Runner. The night that Amir lies awake and realizes he is the monster in the lake, he is in a room full of sleeping relatives, including Baba. He says to the darkness, “I watched Hassan get raped.” No one responds. “A part of me was hoping someone would wake up and hear, so I wouldn’t have to live with this lie anymore.”
 Later, when Ali tells Baba that he and Hassan are leaving, Amir realized Ali knows everything. “Strangely, I was glad that someone knew me for who I really was; I was tired of pretending.”

Before Soraya and Amir get engaged, Soraya confesses to Amir that she once ran off with a man to whom she wasn’t married, shaming her parents and bringing a stroke on her mother. She feels that she owes Amir the truth before they marry and is afraid he will change his mind. But Amir knows that he has no grounds to hold Soraya’s past against her. He envies Soraya’s deliverance from her secret and almost reveals his own, but cannot bring himself to do it. 

Fifteen years later, after Amir has retrieved Sohrab from the clutches of the Taliban and has decided to take him back to America with him, he tells Soraya everything on the telephone: about Hassan parentage, the incident in the alley, the years of deception. “As I spoke, I felt something lifting off my chest.”
 

From that point on, Amir shuns deception. Back in America, Soraya’s father demands to know what he will tell people when they ask why “a Hazara boy” is living with his daughter. Amir responds matter-of-factly:

“You see, General Sahib, my father slept with his servant’s wife. She bore him a son named Hassan. Hassan is dead no. That boy sleeping on the couch is Hassan’s son. He’s my nephew. That’s what you tell people when they ask.” 

They were all staring at me.

“And one more thing, General Sahib,” I said. “You will never again refer to him as ‘Hazara boy’ in my presence. He has a name and it’s Sohrab.”

He has a name—a good name—the name of a champion. 

In this novel, Amir is giving Hassan a name. A Persian hero is no hero unless someone tells his story. Ironically, he cannot Hassan’s story without revealing his own shame, and in so doing, he also frees himself of his past. Ostensibly, the redemptive narrative moment occurs when Amir atones for his former cowardice by sacrificing himself in battle with Assef for Hassan’s son. But we contend that the more significant act of redemption is the writing of a story that awards to Hassan his true status as a timeless hero.

Tribute to a Nation 

There is one final level on which Kite Runner can be approached. It is not merely the story of a family, but of a nation. Baba represents the flawed Persian hero, and Hassan and Amir can be viewed as his bifurcated self—Hassan the ideal and Amir the flawed. At the beginning of the novel, Amir tells us that “to me, the face of Afghanistan is that of a boy with thin-boned frame, a shaved head, and low-set ears, a boy with a Chinese doll face perpetually lit by a harelipped smile.”
 This sentence may be in part a jab at those who would say that Afghanistan belongs to the Pashtuns and/or the Tajiks—but not the Hazaras. It is certainly an expression of affection and nostalgia for the past. But it can also be interpreted on the symbolic level described above.


Sexuality plays a prominent role in Kite Runner: adultery, rape, homosexual rape, pedophilia, transvestitism. At first glance this might be interpreted as merely a concession to Western audience appeal. However, Mills’ research reveals that sexuality plays a prominent and metaphorical role in Afghan folktales. In one particular story-telling session, Mills identified a proliferation of vulgarity as veiled messages to a regional Communist leader in the audience.
 The remainder of her book goes on to detail these messages, which include themes of oppression, just and unjust rulers, loyalty, honor and social responsibility. It seems that a similar contention could be made for the sexual aggression and delinquency in Kite Runner. In this novel we receive a picture of a nation both victimized from without by aggressors and torn from within by profound and tragic defects. 


When Amir returns to Kabul in search of Sohrab, he is shocked by the changes. Everywhere he sees nothing but rubble and beggars. When he visits the home he grew up in, he comments, “Like so much else in Kabul, my father’s house was the picture of fallen splendor.”


The Shahnamah, too, laments Iran’s former splendor, written in the wake of the Arab and Turkic conquests of Iran. Banani writes, “The overriding tragic fact of the poet’s life is that the glory of which he sings is no more.”
 

When Sohrab is in the hospital recovering from his suicide attempt, he tells Amir he wants his old life back. 

Your old life, I thought. My old life too. I played in the same yard, Sohrab. I lived in the same house. But the grass is dead and a stranger’s jeep is parked in the driveway of our house, pissing oil all over the asphalt. Our old life is gone, Sohrab, and everyone in it is either dead or dying.


Kite Runner is a lament for what used to be and can never be regained. That is not to say that Afghanistan is without hope. On the contrary, Hosseini’s use of the wonder tale genre, perhaps more than any overt statement in the narrative, gives us hope, because we know that in such a tale, the hero lives happily ever after. Amir tells us, “If someone were to ask me today whether the story of Hassan, Sohrab, and me ends with happiness, I wouldn’t know what to say. … Does anybody’s? … I wouldn’t know how to answer that question. Despite the matter of last Sunday’s tiny miracle.”


Nevertheless, despite the haunting question hanging in our minds, Hosseini chooses to end on the note of the miracle. Amir recounts how he and Soraya took Sohrab to the park for the Persian New Year festival on the first day of spring. Amir buys a kite and begins to fly it. At first Sohrab shows no interest, but then he follows Amir and joins him. Amir tells Sohrab how Hassan had been the best kite runner in the city. Another kite closes in, and, with the distant past echoing in his memory, Amir cuts it down. When he looks down at Sohrab, he sees the faintest hint of a smile. He asks Sohrab, “Do you want me to run that kite for you?” When Sohrab gives an almost imperceptible nod, Amir answers with, “For you, a thousand times over.”


Is this the declaration of a devoted patriot far from his country—a country wounded and traumatized, like Sohrab? It is, nevertheless, a country with the blood of warriors running in its veins. In Sohrab, the son of heroes flawed and ideal, we receive a hint—just the faintest hint—of hope for recovery.    
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