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Abstract 

This paper explores Cultural Translation and Gender Politics in The Breadwinner by Deborah Ellis, examining 

how the novel represents Afghan society through the lens of cross-cultural narration and gendered oppression. Set 

during the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, the narrative presents the struggles of a young girl forced to disguise 

herself as a boy in order to survive within a rigidly patriarchal system. The study investigates how cultural 

experiences are translated for a global readership and how such translation shapes perceptions of Afghan women, 

Islam, and political conflict. Through the framework of cultural translation and gender theory, the paper analyzes 

the power dynamics embedded in representation, questioning who speaks for whom and how authority is 

constructed in transnational storytelling. While the novel raises awareness about gender injustice and political 

repression, it also participates in broader discourses that mediate Eastern realities for Western audiences. By 

applying a critical perspective, this study highlights the intersections of language, ideology, and gender politics 

in the construction of cultural narratives within contemporary children’s literature. 

Keywords: Cultural Translation, Gender Politics, Taliban Regime, Representation, Transnational Literature, 

Critical Discourse Analysis. 

Introduction 

Literature often serves as a medium through which cultures are represented, interpreted, and translated for wider 

audiences. In the context of global literature, narratives about conflict zones and marginalized communities 

frequently shape readers’ understanding of unfamiliar societies. One such example is The Breadwinner, written 

by Deborah Ellis, which portrays the struggles of Afghan women and children during the rule of the Taliban. 

Published in 2000, the novel gained international recognition for its powerful depiction of life under oppressive 

political and social conditions. The story follows Parvana, a young Afghan girl who disguises herself as a boy in 

order to work and support her family after her father is arrested. Through Parvana’s experiences, the novel reveals 

the harsh realities faced by women under strict patriarchal laws. 

However, the narrative also raises important questions about cultural representation and translation. Since the 

novel is written by a Western author for an international readership, it inevitably mediates Afghan culture through 

a particular interpretive lens. This process can be understood through the concept of cultural translation, which 

involves interpreting and representing cultural experiences across linguistic and ideological boundaries. This 

paper examines how The Breadwinner represents Afghan society through cultural translation and how gender 



 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2026, No.1 

March 2026 

ISSN 2229-3388 

 

 

Available online at https://www.psvmkendra.com  879 

politics are embedded within its narrative structure. By applying critical discourse analysis and gender theory, the 

study explores the power dynamics that shape the representation of Afghan women in transnational literature. 

 

Objectives Of The Study 

The objectives of this study are: 

  To examine the representation of Afghan culture in The Breadwinner. 

  To analyze gender oppression and patriarchy depicted in the novel. 

  To explore the concept of cultural translation in transnational storytelling. 

  To investigate how gender politics influence the narrative representation of Afghan women. 

 

Methodology 

This research adopts a qualitative analytical approach based on literary criticism and cultural theory. The study 

uses textual analysis to examine key themes and representations within The Breadwinner. 

The theoretical framework includes: 

  Cultural Translation Theory 

  Gender Theory and Feminist Criticism 

  Critical Discourse Analysis\ 

By applying these theoretical perspectives, the study evaluates how cultural experiences and gender relations are 

represented and interpreted in the narrative. 

 

Cultural Translation In Transnational Literature 

Cultural translation refers to the process through which cultural meanings are interpreted and conveyed across 

different social and linguistic contexts. In literature, this concept becomes particularly relevant when authors 

depict cultures different from their own. In The Breadwinner, Afghan society is translated for a global readership 

unfamiliar with its historical and cultural complexities. The narrative simplifies certain cultural practices and 

political realities to make them accessible to young readers. This process has both positive and negative 

implications. On one hand, cultural translation helps raise awareness about social injustice and human rights 

issues. On the other hand, it risks reinforcing simplified or stereotypical representations of non-Western societies. 

The novel therefore operates within a complex space where cultural realities are interpreted through narrative 

strategies designed to engage international audiences. 

 

Representation Of Afghan Society 

The novel portrays Afghan society during a period of political instability and social control. Under the Taliban 

regime, strict laws severely restricted women’s mobility, education, and employment opportunities. Through 
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Parvana’s experiences, the narrative illustrates the impact of these restrictions on everyday life. Women are not 

allowed to leave their homes without a male guardian, and girls are prohibited from attending school. These 

conditions create a social environment where women must rely on male family members for survival. When 

Parvana’s father is imprisoned, the family faces economic hardship, forcing Parvana to disguise herself as a boy. 

The novel thus highlights the intersection between political authority and gender oppression in Afghan society. 

 

Gender Politics And Patriarchy 

Gender politics plays a central role in the narrative of The Breadwinner. The novel depicts how patriarchal 

structures limit women’s freedom and autonomy. Parvana’s transformation into a boy symbolizes both resistance 

and survival. By adopting a male identity, she gains access to public spaces and economic opportunities denied to 

women. This act reveals the deeply gendered nature of social power within the society portrayed in the novel. The 

story also presents other female characters who struggle against oppression in different ways. Parvana’s mother 

experiences psychological trauma due to the restrictions imposed on women, while her sister dreams of education 

and freedom. Through these characters, the novel emphasizes the resilience and strength of Afghan women despite 

systemic discrimination. 

 

Children’s Literature And Political Narrative 

Although The Breadwinner is categorized as children’s literature, it addresses complex political and social issues. 

The narrative introduces young readers to themes such as war, poverty, and gender inequality. By presenting these 

issues through the perspective of a child protagonist, the novel creates an emotional connection between readers 

and the characters. This storytelling strategy makes difficult subjects accessible while maintaining the narrative’s 

moral and educational purpose. However, scholars have also argued that such narratives may simplify political 

conflicts and cultural realities for the sake of readability. The representation of Afghan society may therefore 

reflect both genuine concern for social justice and the narrative expectations of Western readers. 

 

Cultural Representation And Power 

The representation of marginalized cultures in literature is often shaped by questions of power and authority. Who 

has the right to represent a culture? Whose voices are amplified, and whose experiences are interpreted by 

outsiders? In The Breadwinner, the author’s role as a cultural mediator becomes significant. While the novel draws 

attention to the struggles of Afghan women, it also frames these experiences within a narrative structure accessible 

to Western audiences. This dynamic illustrates the politics of cultural representation in global literature. Cultural 

translation is not merely a linguistic process but also an ideological one, involving choices about which aspects 

of culture are emphasized or simplified. 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Critical discourse analysis examines how language and narrative structures reflect power relations within society. 

In the case of The Breadwinner, the narrative discourse highlights themes of oppression, resilience, and survival. 

The language used to describe the  
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Taliban regime emphasizes authoritarian control and gender discrimination. At the same time, the story 

foregrounds the courage and determination of young girls like Parvana. This contrast between oppression and 

resistance creates a narrative framework that encourages readers to empathize with the characters while critically 

reflecting on social injustice. 

 

Conclusion 

Cultural translation and gender politics play a crucial role in shaping the narrative of The Breadwinner. The novel 

provides a powerful portrayal of the struggles faced by Afghan women under oppressive political conditions while 

simultaneously translating these experiences for an international readership. Through the character of Parvana, 

the story illustrates the resilience and agency of young girls who challenge patriarchal restrictions in order to 

survive. At the same time, the novel raises important questions about the ethics of cultural representation in 

transnational literature. While The Breadwinner successfully raises awareness about gender injustice and political 

repression, it also demonstrates how cultural narratives are shaped by global literary markets and audience 

expectations. Ultimately, the novel highlights the importance of critically examining how stories about 

marginalized communities are told, translated, and interpreted in contemporary literature. 
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