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ABSTRACT 

Nadia Hashimi, an Afghanistan-American transnational / diasporic writer whose parents are from Afghanistan. One 

Half from the East (2016), A House Without Windows (2016) and The Pearl that Broke Its Shell (2014) tell the 

struggles of women and girl children in Afghanistan. A patriarchal society like Afghanistan where women have no 

freedom. The present essay deciphers the changing identities of women characters in different scenarios where 

patriarchal society is held responsible whether it is the age-old custom of Bacha Posh or the subordination of women 

in the third world country like Afghanistan. Women are always considered to be the inferior sex who always remain as 

supplementary to men. This status is worsened in the underdeveloped countries. In two of these novels, Hashimi 

depicts how preteen girls are changed as boy by the societal factors and how they are used in the hands of patriarchy 

and how it affects their status in patriarchal society and psyche in both the roles of boy as well as girls. The present 

study adopts an Feministic and Gender approach. 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Overview 

Afghanistan has always been in lights among 

news and media coverage where the status of 

women has always remained at a lower 

standard. This is also a tumultuous country due 

to Taliban‘s power coercion on the Hazaras 

and Tajiks. Pashtuns took Afghanistan as their 

own land where the word itself connotes the 

meaning of Afghan + stan means the place of 

Pashtuns. Women in the coercive powers of 

Taliban can not walk freely and unable to run 

the errands outside their home boundaries 

where they should be accompanied by the 

close male member of family. Otherwise, they 

will be humiliated and persecuted publicly and 

sometime by pelting stones till death.  

Nadia Hashimi is an Afghanistan-American 

diaspora / Transnational writer whose father 

belonged originally from Afghanistan. She 

went to Afghanistan when she was a successful 

pediatrician in USA. She saw the customs, 

rituals and life ways very minutely there. She 

was so moved by seeing the marginalized 

status of women in this society of Afghanistan 

that she started writing on women issues in 

Afghanistan.  Three of hers bestselling 

novels—The Pearl that Broke Its Shell, When 

the Moon Is Low, and A House Without 

Windows discuss various burning issues of 

Muslim women of Afghan Society. These 

women live in harsh and conservative 

conditions. The Islam religion advocates the 

freedom, gender equality and equal social 

status for women. Theses equal gender 

positions and emancipation of women are 

written their religious texts—Hadith and 

Quran, and Islamic feminists encourage 

probing to the Taliban fundamentalist regimes 

and patriarchal norms of traditional society. 

There is always arguments between Islamic 

feminists with egalitarian ideology as per 

Quran and conservative patriarchs are still 

argue that ―gender asymmetries are ‗divinely 

ordained‘". These feminists‘ critique 

patriarchal, sexist and misogynistic 

interpretations of Islam of Hadith and Quran. 

The Bacha Posh practice also probes both 

boundaries over Afghan women. Hashimi 

narrates the long custom of Bacha Posh in 

Afghan society through her texts- The Pearl 

that Broke its Shell and One Half from the 

East. The Pearl that Broke its Shell showcases 

the tales of two women from two different 

generations; Shekiba is grandmother of 

Rahima. But nothing has changed since that 

generation as the custom of crossdressing is 

always there in families. Islamic scholar Asma 

Barlas opines Badran's point of view, 

―discussing the difference between secular 

feminists and Islamic feminism and in 

countries where Muslims make up 98% of the 

population, it is not possible to avoid engaging 

‗its basic beliefs.‘‖  

237-242 

mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:1hasshahjahan@gmail.com
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu
mailto:2priyanka.chaudhary@jaipur.manipal.edu


Vidyabharati International Interdisciplinary Research Journal 12(2)                                ISSN 2319-4979 

 

June 2021                                                                      238                                                          www.viirj.org 

Fatima Seedat, a South African Muslim 

scholar viewpoint on Islamic feminism in her 

essay, ―Feminism, and Islamic Feminism: 

Between Inadequacy and Inevitability,‖ that it 

should not be separated from the feministic 

stances, but it should be inclusive worldwide. 

Fatema Mernissi, a prominent Islamic feminist 

thinker and she is also a Moroccan writer and 

sociologist. In her book titled, Beyond the Veil, 

Mernissi highlights oppression of Muslim 

women, gendered demarcations at inside and 

outside home sphere, identity in Muslim 

Society and sexual ideology. Mernissi also 

contended in her book The Veil and the Male 

Elite that the clampdown of the rights of 

women in Muslim society ―is the result of 

political motivation and its consequent 

manipulative interpretation of hadith, which 

runs counter to the egalitarian Islamic 

community of men and women envisioned by 

Muhammad.‖ Mernissi argued that being 

"silent and obedient" which is considered the 

standard for good Muslim woman has no 

match with the message of Islam. 

Fundamentalist powers like Taliban and 

Muslim men, as per her opinion, misinterpret 

the holy texts like the Quran to continue their 

patriarchal structure ―in order to prevent 

women from sexual liberation; thus, enforcing 

justification of strict veiling and limiting their 

rights.‖  

Taliban regime, Mujahideen and strict norms 

marginalize all women, and they were left with 

seldom liberty. The custom of Bacha Posh is 

majorly narrated in the plots of Hashimi‘s 

novels. Boys are considered to be the superior 

sex in Afghanistan like many other 

conservative and developing nations. The 

sonless families are pitied by others by making 

them understand who will take care of them in 

their old age. Thus, the sonless family adopts 

this practice and clad the youngest girl as boy 

till her puberty age. No such custom is visible 

to boys. They are free and valued over girls.  

The Pearl That Broke Its Shell examines 

important crises of Afghanistan like child 

marriage, political immorality and upheavals, 

brutality against women, and gender 

imbalance. The child bride suffers many health 

issues like early pregnancy and death during 

childbirth. Cross-dressing as a custom of 

Bacha Posh deciphers gender roles that 

represents despicable position of the female 

body in a sociocultural space in Afghan 

society. Bacha Posh girls experienced the 

gender dysphoria due to the inconsistency in 

the middle of biological sex and the masculine 

gender role provided for the time being by the 

society. This was forced transvestitism which 

developed confusion in their minds about the 

real role which they want to live in future. 

Gender, according to poststructuralists, ―is a 

text which needs context specific endless 

performance in order to recognition of 

gender.‖ ―Masculinity is not a fixed entity 

embedded in the body or personality traits of 

individuals. Masculinities are configurations of 

practice that are accomplished in social action 

and, therefore, can differ according to the 

gender relations in a particular social 

setting.‖ (Connell and Messerschmidt 836). 

Bacha Posh is a consequence of unbending 

patriarchy. In this custom, the relationship 

between the social system and the body takes 

place where baffling notions of sexuality and 

gender identity arise. The rigid religious and 

political affirmations that have led to unequal 

gender relations and ‗hegemonic masculinity‘.  

The regimes of Mujahideens (1992-1996) and 

the Taliban (1996-2001 and till now) 

legitimizes the subordination of women by 

setting oppressive state apparatus in Afghan 

society. The Taliban is a hegemonic 

masculinity which does not allow women‘s 

access to the public space without 

accompanied by a male member of the family. 

Economic earning is only associated with the 

sons where women do not have any access. 

Women‘s sole responsibility is to bear sons 

and please their husbands. A husband is free to 

remarry if her wife is unable to bear son.  

Women always live in unstable time where 

their life partner is not their own and the 

relation is conditional. 

The lack of space for women and their 

oppression led to the start of Bacha Posh 

practice.  This is nothing but masking gender 

roles. The freedom of dominant gender entices 

girls for emancipation.  Rather, it creates a 

despicable position of the female body in a 

socio-cultural space. In both the novels Bacha 

Posh exposes the vulnerability of woman‘s 

body. Nadia Hashimi has woven the plot of her   

two novels on the age-old tradition of 



Vidyabharati International Interdisciplinary Research Journal 12(2)                                ISSN 2319-4979 

 

June 2021                                                                      239                                                          www.viirj.org 

Afghanistan. Obayda, in One Half from the 

East, has to shift from Kabul to her native 

village when her father lost his legs in a bomb 

blast. Obayda was forced to be a Bacha posh, 

named Obayd by her aunt making claims that a 

boy in the family will bring good luck and a 

son in her mother next pregnancy. 

―Make Obayda into a boy. With her as a son, 

she will bring good luck to your home. You‘ll 

see your husband cheer up. Then you plan for 

another baby in the family. Having a bacha 

posh at home brings boy energy into your 

household. The next baby that comes will be a 

boy. And once you have a real son, watch what 

happens. Your husband will come back to life. 

I‘ve seen this work in the families around us. 

It‘s not magic—it‘s just how it is. And that‘s 

when Obayda can go back to being a girl.‖ 

(Hashimi, 2016: 14). contradictory position. 

Rainbow myth. Bacha Posh is a custom where 

feminine body faces the complexities of 

psychosocial normative behavior of patriarchal 

society. This tradition leads to the non-

conformity between cross-dressed girls‘ 

female body and the masculine gender role. 

Female body in a dysfunctional society lives in 

a perplexed state.  

―If it is a boy, I‘m finished. My parents will 

have the son they need and my work as a 

bacha posh will be complete‖ (2016: 60). 

Rahima‘s mother asks her to change her ways 

like boys which was exactly opposite of the 

earlier teachings of modesty and obedience by 

her mother. This was an entirely changed 

psychosocial expectation for Rahima. 

―Listen, Rahim-jan. You should be out with 

the boys, playing. That‘s what boys do— do 

you understand what I‘m saying?‖ … 

… ―Yes Madar-jan, but sometimes I just don‘t 

want to. They… they push each other a lot.‖ 

―Then push back.‖ 

I was surprised by her advice but the look on 

her face told me she was serious. Here sat my 

mother telling me the exact opposite of what 

she‘d always said. I would have to toughen 

up.‖ (68) 

Bacha Posh custom is not providing liberty to 

girls from subjugation, but it further subjugates 

them. A House Without Windows (2016) is also 

the portrayal of rigid patriarchy, honor, and a 

male dominated justice system. It is the tale of 

the female characters-- Zeba, Gulnaz, Latifa, 

Mezghan, Bibi Shireen, Sitara, Meena, and 

Aneesa who struggle to demand autonomy and 

social justice. Patriarchy, as per Kate Millet, is 

a political institution. Millet (1970:77) opines:  

―Women to be aware of their situation both in 

the society and at home, to form their self-

consciousness as women, to demand their 

equality with men and to obtain their 

autonomy. The resistance is the one way to 

achieve equality, dignity, and rights.‖ 

It is only the women and children who suffer 

due to the conflict of people in Afghanistan. 

Khaled Hosseini depicts the racial and ethnic 

discrimination against Hazaras and women in 

his masterpiece—The Kite Runner and A 

Thousand Splendid Suns. Obayda, in One Half 

from the East, was living happily with her 

siblings and parents in Kabul. But, due to her 

family‘s movement from Kabul to a village, 

she is forced to adopt the ways of a Bacha 

Posh to support her family. Since, a sonless 

family has no option but to own this custom to 

run the errands in social space and to 

accompany their women in public places. 

Rahima and Obayda first learnt the ways of a 

good girl/woman till the age of eight, and 

when they were forced to adopt the ways of 

Baha Posh and expected to learn the ways of a 

boy, they were baffled and perplexed about 

their existence. When they reached puberty, 

they were married off to the warlords and 

supposed to be modest, obedient, and 

submissive partners. This was really a strange 

metamorphosis that happened to their lives. 

The condition of women is the worst in 

Afghanistan where Taliban regime is the main 

regulatory force. Rahima and Obayda were 

married to the already married elderly 

husbands who want only sons as a result of this 

marriage.  

The debut novel The Pearl that Broke its Shell 

is giving a voice to the silenced voices to the 

marginalized women of Afghan society. Male 

centric society where women‘s innumerable 

responsibilities are neglected. Women are 

merely puppets in the hands of men. Instead of 

victimization of Rahima and Obayda, their 

carving for better life and spiritual strength is 

seen throughout the narrative. Rahima and her 

great great grandmother Shekiba, though 

generation apart, are the sufferers of this 

custom as they are struggling for their own 
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identity in the midst of adversities. Rahima 

says, ―men can do whatever they want with 

women‖. Rahima‘s husband Abdul Khaliq 

takes her as a servant whose sole duty is to do 

house chores like cleaning utensils, moping, 

washing clothes and cooking. She is a 

commodity for her husband and mother-in-

law. 

―What am I supposed to do? Clearly, this is 

what Allah has chosen as their naseeb -Oh, the 

hell with naseeb! Naseeb is what people blame 

for everything they can‘t fix. ―(Hashimi,139) 

Rahima‘a mother believes in fate and prays to 

Allah to save her daughters. Khala Shaima, on 

the other hand, is a brave lady. Khala Shaima 

narrates the tale of Shekiba to Rahima which 

gives strength to Rahima for being confident. 

Rahima and her all four sisters were never sent 

to school. Their father and mother want to give 

birth to a son. Her father says, ―Why do we 

have a house full of girls. Not one, not two; but 

five of them.‖ 

What a strange idea where men want their 

women to be safeguarded by men in social 

space, but these men allow their teenage 

daughter to embrace the ways of a boy‘s 

freedom.  

After marriage, the sole responsibility of each 

girl is to bear sons who will bring forth the 

family‘s name. All of these characters, whether 

Rahima, Shekiba, Obayda, Rahima‘s mother 

are suffering domestic violence. Rahima 

relentless resistance can be seen in these lines: 

―I was a little girl and then I wasn‘t.  

I was a bacha posh and then I wasn‘t.  

I was a daughter and then I wasn‘t.  

I was a mother and then I wasn‘t.‖ (Hashimi, 

385) 

Rahima at her in-laws‘ house saw the political 

participation of some women and she was 

hopeful that the political involvement will 

improve the fate of women in future. She was 

seeing women‘s active participation in 

parliament but later she observed that these 

women have no voice of their own, but they 

are merely puppets whose strings are there in 

the hands of their husbands. Women like 

Hamida and Sufia even though their outlook is 

modern, but they are controlled by men in 

decision making. Badriya is an apt example 

who nodes in everything what Abdul Khaliq 

says to her.  

When Rahima finds a shelter woman home 

with the help of Ms. Franklin, she met many 

women there and they were all living in 

wretched condition. All women characters 

Rahima, Benafsha, Madarjan, Parwin, Shekiba, 

and Kala Shaima suffered hardships. As 

Hashimi says in an interview: 

―I see Rahima and Shekiba as every woman 

when I read Rumi‘s lines, the sea is Rahima‘s 

inner voice, expansive and powerful, 

beckoning her to break free and realize her 

potential. We all need to mind that voice that 

lives within, that tells us to want better for 

ourselves, to not throw up our hands in 

defeat.‖ (Interview, July 29, 2014).  

The critical condition of women that is 

portrayed by Nadia Hashimi‘s in three novels, 

reflect the reason only the undefeatable and 

misguided patrilineal society. The Afghan 

government also advocated the welfare rules 

for women when the Taliban regime was 

exterminated in 1990.  However, the 

fundamentalist Taliban approach sparked the 

men‘s will to subordinate and oppress women. 

Women, as per Taliban, were only allowed to 

read Quran.  

The deceptive patriarchal Afghan society 

justifies their dominance over women in the 

light of misinterpretation of Quran. In verse 

thirty-four men are put on a higher rank by 

stating, ―Qur‘an adjudges the role of husband 

as a preserver and sustainer of his married 

woman‘s life and the way he ought to manage 

the infidelity.‖ Some fundamentalists define it 

as a justification of domestic violence. Some 

staunch believers of Islam interpret Quran on 

seeing their own benefits. Explication of 

religious text is the male version to satisfy 

their hunger of dominance. Whenever some 

bold women try to show resistance, they 

consistently encounter social dishonor, social 

isolation and forced eviction from their 

families. Women take it as their fate, destiny 

and Naseesb and gradually start developing a 

cognitive procedure as their space in the 

society. Women are assumed to amuse men, 

―She was created to be the toy of man, his 

rattle, and it must jingle in his ears whenever 

dismissing reasons he chooses to be amused‖ 

(Wollstonecraft: 1792). Rahima belongs to a 

family where having sons are considered to be 

a matter of prestige and girl-filled families are 
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looked down on. "Why do we have a house 

full of girls, not one, not two, but five of 

them‖.  

There is a myth, folktale or legend in 

Afghanistan that walking or passing under a 

rainbow can turn a girl in to a boy and a boy 

into a girl. Being a Bacha Posh Rahima, 

Shekiba, and Obayda start feeling the freedom 

of a boy like playing cricket and football, 

going to the market, attending school. Obayda 

became dear to her mother and father, and she 

was served chicken pieces, but her other sisters 

were given curry. She now started liking the 

ways of boys and never wanted to be a girl 

now. Thus, she wanted to change her 

biological sex by passing through the rainbow 

so that she can enjoy the emancipation and 

liberty of the opposite sex. Bride price is 

another thing that is prevalent in Afghanistan. 

Rahima is sold out by her opium-addicted 

father as an object to elderly (already married 

thrice) Abdul Khaliq at the cost of bride price. 

The bride price is a certain amount of money 

that is given by the husband to girl‘s father as a 

reimbursement.  Rahima is married off to 

warlord Abdul Khaliq and she is his fourth 

wife and thus becomes the sufferer of 

polygamy. Her life became more wretched 

after Bacha Posh, and it was an absolute 

desolation as after marriage she was in 

complete control of her husband. She says, As 

Rahima puts it: "Men can do whatever they 

want with women‖. ―A girl by herself! What 

dishonor this could bring to their family‖. Girls 

are sold out as artifacts to pay off family‘s 

debts. Their existence and identity are entirely 

in the hands of men.  

Another concept is that of constituting g harem 

in the palace where women are kept whose 

sole purpose is to please kings by making 

physical relations.  

As the title suggests The Peral that Broke its 

Shell, where the key women characters—

Rahima and Shekiba try to break the shackles 

of the hardcore perennial society. Mothers 

constantly teach their daughter since their 

childhood that they have to obey men in their 

lives. Mary Wollstonecraft says in her famous 

book, The Vindication of Rights of Women,  

―Women are told from their infancy and taught 

by the example of their mothers that a little 

knowledge of human weakness, justly termed 

cunning, the softness of temper 'outward' 

obedience and scrupulous attention to a puerile 

kind of property, will obtain for then the 

protection of man.‖  (1792: 23).  

Rahima‘s mother pray to Allah to take care of 

all her three daughters.  

―What am I supposed to do? Clearly, this is 

what Allah has chosen as their Naseeb -oh, the 

hell with Naseeb! Naseeb is what people blame 

for everything they can't fix." (Hashimi, 139) 

Khala Shaima is a dauntless character who 

shows resistance against the societal codes. 

She rebuked the Mullah once in front of all 

men when he was misinterpreting the Quranic 

verses and she called them spineless 

patricentric society. She motivated the girls 

and advocated the importance of girl 

education.  

Thus, we can conclude that women education 

is essential in a patriarchal society as education 

can help in removing social stigma, social evils 

and patriarchal norms. The writings of Nadia 

Hashimi are similar in theme, subject matter 

and condition of women and children to that of 

her contemporary writer Afghan American 

Khaled Hosseini. Hosseini‘s The Kite Runner 

also shows the atrocities of Pashtuns against 

Hazaras and Tajiks and women who are living 

a peripheral status. Ethnic discrimination is the 

center of description for Taliban rise. A 

Thousand Splendid Suns narrates the tale of 

status of women through the character of 

Mariam and Laila. Women resistance and 

resilience, gender relation and female 

sufferings are the main themes. 
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