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Abstract

Critical criminology locates the root causes of crime within the unequal distribution
of power in society. Gender-based approaches, as a major strand of critical
criminology, examine how gender influences patterns of offending, punishment,
and responses from the criminal justice system. This study seeks to explore gender-
focused criminological theories through an analytical reading of the novel A
Thousand Splendid Suns. To achieve a deeper understanding of the text, the study
employs a qualitative content analysis methodology. The findings reveal that crimes
against women in the novel are socially constructed mechanisms designed to
enforce gender domination. Crimes committed by powerful actors—those
occupying positions of authority and trust—are largely ignored, while offenses
committed by marginalized individuals, particularly women, are met with zero
tolerance. The Taliban regime in the novel criminalizes certain female customs and,
through the criminalization of culture, creates conditions conducive to acts of
resistance-based deviance. Furthermore, the cultural imperatives surrounding honor
and the control of female behavior give rise to honor killings and domestic violence,
which become normalized within the social fabric. Women's criminality in this
context emerges as a byproduct of economic dependency, cultural pressure, and
patriarchal hegemony. As such, effective prevention strategies for women's
offending must address structural reform and cultural sanitization.

Keywords: gender-based criminology, A Thousand Splendid Suns, patriarchal
hegemony, literary criminology.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The intersection of criminology and literature has only recently gained attention
among researchers. This emerging field, often referred to as literary criminology,
examines the representation of crime in literature—particularly in fiction. Fiction
can contribute to our understanding of social phenomena such as crime and social
harm, and provide insights into their causes, prevention, and control. Analyzing
novels from a criminological perspective allows for a more nuanced understanding
of the relationship between power, culture, gender, and crime. Works of fiction that
focus on structural violence, state crimes, the criminalization of marginalized
groups, and ethnic, racial, or gender-based discrimination help uncover the hidden
dynamics of crime as experienced by victims, offenders, and institutions of power.
This field aligns closely with critical criminology, which emphasizes the social
construction of crime and insists that crime must be understood in relation to cultural,
economic, political, and historical conditions.

Khaled Hosseini’s novel A Thousand Splendid Suns, written in a realist style,
reflects the history and suffering of war-torn Afghanistan. This study seeks to answer
the following questions: Which laws and traditions that lead to women’s offending
and victimization are represented in the novel? What gender-based criminological
perspectives emerge in the narrative? How do laws, traditions, and structures of
power contribute to women’s victimization and criminalization? Can these
perspectives be explained through gender-based criminological theories? Finally,
how do gender inequalities contribute to social control and the restriction of
women’s freedoms?

Method

This article employs qualitative content analysis to examine instances of critical
criminology in A Thousand Splendid Suns. Content analysis is well-suited to the
study of large volumes of text within a particular context and allows the researcher
to code and categorize data in order to test the validity of theoretical frameworks.
After initial coding, the data were grouped based on similarities and differences, and
categories were constructed accordingly.

Results

The research findings, based on qualitative content analysis will be examined under
the following categories: law as a tool of male domination and the social construction
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of crime; the institutionalization of violence against women, including honor
killings; imposed gender roles and unequal structures as the foundation of women’s
offending; and, finally,discriminatory structures in criminalization and the justice
system.

The novel "A Thousand Splendid Suns" clearly illustrates a social constructionist
view of crime, showing that in a society where the crimes of the powerful go
unpunished, it is only women’s deviant behaviors that are met with severe sanctions.
Women suffer domestic violence, physical abuse, sexual assault, and honor killings
at the hands of men, yet these acts are not criminalized; instead, women’s resistance
against such violence is criminalized, reinforcing patriarchal hegemony.

Culture itself becomes criminalized under Taliban rule. The Taliban prohibit
women from pursuing education, prevent them from leaving the house and ban
activities such as watching films, singing dancing, and even painting. In response to
this form of criminalization, resistant crimes emerge as acts of defiance against
power and imposed restrictions. The exploitation of women is justified through
ideological institutions, which prevent women from recognizing their own
subjugation. Within this system, women engage in behaviors that deviate from
patriarchal expectations and are therefore labeled as offenders, though in reality they
are victims of structural pressures. Forced and underage marriages, portrayed in the
novel as socially accepted practices, can be conceptualized in gender-based
criminology as forms of modern slavery and exploitation of women.

The novel "A Thousand Splendid Suns" further depicts how women are
systematically victimized by both government policies and the criminal justice
system. Police indifference to sexual victimization and violence against women
discourages reporting and perpetuates a cycle of violence normalized within society.
Women'’s offending, in turn, often arises from economic dependency, continuous
exposure to violence, and eventual acts of retaliation.

Conclusion

In "A Thousand Splendid Suns", crime is not merely a violation of the law but a
product of structures of domination and repression. What counts as crime is defined
by the interests of those in power, while harms against marginalized women remain
invisible. Through criminal law, powerful groups institutionalize behavioral patterns
that secure their dominance. The novel demonstrates how criminal justice becomes
a tool of power, shaping definitions of crime to serve the interests of a particular
class of actants.
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Honor killings, widely represented in the novel, exemplify how crime and
violence are legitimized under the guise of culture, turning cultural norms into
breeding grounds for violence. Preventing such crimes requires transforming cultural
norms through education and public awareness. At the same time, the Taliban’s
criminalization of cultural practices—such as art and national identity—constitutes
a state crime, a grave injustice with no available forum for accountability.
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1. Literary Criminology.

2. Imaginative Criminology.

3. Criminology and Literature.

4. Narrative Criminology in Literature.
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1. Resistant Crimes.
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1. Gender Socialization.
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