
the breadwinner by deborah ellis
The Breadwinner is a poignant novel by Deborah Ellis that explores the
struggles of a young Afghan girl living under Taliban rule. Set against the
backdrop of a war-torn Afghanistan, the book provides a window into the life
of Parvana, an eleven-year-old girl who must navigate the harsh realities of
her environment to support her family. This article delves into the key
themes, characters, and cultural context of the novel, shedding light on the
resilience of women and children in the face of adversity.

Overview of the Novel

Published in 2000, The Breadwinner is part of a trilogy that includes
Parvana's Journey and Mud City. The story begins in Kabul, where Parvana
lives with her family. When her father is arrested by the Taliban, Parvana is
forced to assume the role of the breadwinner, disguising herself as a boy in
order to work and provide for her family. The narrative unfolds as Parvana
encounters various challenges, revealing the resilience and strength of women
in a patriarchal society.

Main Themes

The novel addresses several important themes that resonate with readers and
provide insight into the socio-political climate of Afghanistan.

Gender Roles and Identity

One of the central themes in The Breadwinner is the rigid gender roles
enforced by the Taliban. In a society where women are stripped of their
rights, Parvana's transformation into a boy is a powerful commentary on
identity and survival. The story illustrates how gender dictates the
opportunities available to individuals and highlights the lengths to which
Parvana must go to protect her family.

Family and Sacrifice

Family is a recurring motif throughout the novel. Parvana's determination to
support her family showcases the importance of familial bonds and the
sacrifices that individuals make for their loved ones. The narrative
emphasizes that love and loyalty can drive one to defy societal norms,
illustrating how Parvana's resilience stems from her deep commitment to her



family.

War and Its Impact

The backdrop of war serves as a constant reminder of the harsh realities
faced by the characters. The novel does not shy away from depicting the
violence and fear that permeate everyday life in Afghanistan. Through
Parvana's experiences, readers gain insight into the psychological and
emotional toll of war on children and families, emphasizing the need for
peace and stability.

Character Analysis

Deborah Ellis crafts a compelling cast of characters who each contribute to
the themes of the story.

Parvana

Parvana is the protagonist whose strength and bravery drive the narrative.
Initially portrayed as a typical young girl, her character evolves as she
confronts the challenges of her environment. Parvana's journey from innocence
to maturity highlights her resourcefulness and determination to protect her
family. Her ability to adapt to her circumstances demonstrates the resilience
of young girls in oppressive situations.

Mother

Parvana's mother represents the struggles of women under Taliban rule.
Initially portrayed as a defeated figure, she gradually finds her own
strength as the story progresses. Her relationship with Parvana is pivotal,
as it underscores the emotional bonds that sustain them during difficult
times. The mother’s character illustrates the theme of resilience, as she
learns to navigate her new reality alongside her daughter.

Father

Parvana's father is a symbol of hope and wisdom. Though he is imprisoned
early in the story, his teachings and values continue to guide Parvana. His
character serves as a reminder of the importance of education and integrity,
providing Parvana with the moral compass she needs to navigate her
challenges.



Shauzia

Shauzia, Parvana's friend, adds another dimension to the narrative. Like
Parvana, Shauzia disguises herself as a boy to work and support her family.
Their friendship symbolizes solidarity among girls and the shared struggles
they face. Shauzia's character also highlights the different paths that girls
may take in their quest for freedom and survival.

Cultural Context

Understanding the cultural context of The Breadwinner is essential for
appreciating its themes and characters.

Life Under the Taliban

The Taliban regime, which took control of Afghanistan in the late 1990s,
enforced strict interpretations of Islamic law. Women were banned from public
life, denied education, and subjected to harsh punishments. The Breadwinner
vividly depicts the fear and oppression experienced by women and children
during this time, providing readers with a realistic portrayal of life under
such a regime.

The Importance of Education

Education is a recurring theme in the novel, representing both hope and a
pathway to freedom. Parvana's father, an educator, instills in her the value
of knowledge, which becomes a source of strength for her as she navigates her
challenges. The novel underscores the importance of education for girls,
reflecting the broader global conversation about women's rights and access to
learning.

Impact and Reception

The Breadwinner has received widespread acclaim since its publication. It has
been recognized for its powerful storytelling and its ability to shed light
on the struggles of Afghan women and children. The novel has won several
awards and has been translated into multiple languages, reaching a global
audience.



Adaptations

In 2017, The Breadwinner was adapted into an animated film directed by Nora
Twomey. The film received critical acclaim and was nominated for an Academy
Award for Best Animated Feature. The adaptation brought the story to a new
audience, further emphasizing the importance of Parvana's journey and the
resilience of women in the face of adversity.

Conclusion

The Breadwinner by Deborah Ellis is more than just a coming-of-age story; it
is a powerful testament to the resilience of girls and women living in
oppressive conditions. Through Parvana's journey, readers are invited to
reflect on the importance of family, identity, and education, as well as the
impact of war on innocent lives. The novel serves as a reminder of the
strength found in hope and the unwavering spirit of those who dare to defy
the odds. As such, it remains a vital piece of literature that continues to
resonate with readers around the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Breadwinner' by
Deborah Ellis?
The main theme of 'The Breadwinner' is the struggle for survival and the
resilience of women in oppressive societies, particularly in the context of
Afghanistan under Taliban rule.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Breadwinner' and what
challenges does she face?
The protagonist is Parvana, an 11-year-old girl who must disguise herself as
a boy to support her family after her father is arrested by the Taliban.

How does 'The Breadwinner' portray the impact of war
on children?
The novel illustrates the harsh realities of war on children by depicting
Parvana's loss of childhood, the fear and trauma experienced by her family,
and the challenges they face in their daily lives.



What role does education play in 'The Breadwinner'?
Education is a significant theme in the book, highlighting its importance for
empowerment and change, as Parvana yearns for an education but faces numerous
obstacles due to societal restrictions.

How does Deborah Ellis use symbolism in 'The
Breadwinner'?
Ellis uses symbolism through various elements, such as Parvana's haircut
symbolizing her transformation and the loss of her identity, as well as the
burqa representing oppression and the struggle for freedom.

What is the significance of Parvana's relationship
with her family in the story?
Parvana's relationship with her family underscores the themes of love,
sacrifice, and support, demonstrating how they rely on each other to endure
the hardships imposed by their circumstances.

In what ways does 'The Breadwinner' highlight gender
inequality?
The book highlights gender inequality by showing the restrictions placed on
women and girls in Afghanistan, illustrating how Parvana's journey challenges
societal norms and advocates for women's rights.

What are some of the cultural aspects depicted in
'The Breadwinner'?
The novel portrays various cultural aspects of Afghan life, including
traditional customs, family roles, and the impact of religion on daily
activities, providing a rich context for the characters' experiences.

How has 'The Breadwinner' been received by readers
and critics?
The book has been well-received, praised for its poignant storytelling,
realistic depiction of life in Afghanistan, and its ability to raise
awareness about the struggles faced by women and children in conflict zones.
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