SP Publications
International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal, Volume 8, Special Issue-2: 2026
ISSN: 2581-8333 | Impact Factor: 8.337(SJIF)

Character Representation in Literary Texts and Women’s Empowerment: From
Vulnerability to Agency

'Shaikh Ishrat Sultana Abdul Rauf

Research Scholar, Swami Ramanand Teeth Marathwada University, Nanded, Maharashtra
’Dr Meera Muralidhar Nakade

Associate Professor, Department of English, Shri Yogananda Swami College, Basmatnagar
3Dr. Asra Shaheen

Independent Researcher

Abstract

Literature has always functioned as a powerful medium for reflecting and shaping
social realities. Among its many concerns, the representation of women occupies a central
place, as literary readers often mirror succeeding gender ideologies while also challenging
systems of inequality. Women followed several customs rules and regulations. Traditionally,
female characters were portrayed-as submissive, disciplined, obedient, emotionally
dependent, and restricted to domestic spaces, strengthening patriarchal models-and
restricting female agency. Such portrayals contributed to the normalisation of women's rights
marginalisation in society. From a feminist perspective Simon de Beauvoir says that
womanhood is socially constructed and historically conditioned by patriarchy, rather than
biologically determined (Beauvoir 26)

With the current emergence of feminist opinion and modern literary movements,
women’s representation in literature has undergone a significant-modification. Modern
narratives increasingly portray women as self-aware individuals skilled in resistance, ethical
decision-making, and self-determination. This paper examines the growing-representation of
women in literary texts with particular reference to the novels of Khaled Hosseini. His female
characters—Mariam, Laila, Soraya, and Nila—are situated within overpowering socio-
political contexts, yet they gradually proclaim moral strength, resilience, and agency her
opposition represents modern womanhood rooted in choice rather than submission.

The study further relates literary empowerment with modern social ambitions,
especially India’s Mission Shakti programme, which focuses on women’s safety, dignity,
and empowerment. Aligned with the International Women’s Day theme “Rights. Equality.
Empowerment.”, "There is no limit to what we, as women, can accomplish.” Michelle
Obama (2016) This statement highlights the transformative potential of women’s agency
when social, educational, and institutional barriers are eliminated. The paper contends that
women’s empowerment is both a narrative transformation within literature and a practical
process supported by institutional, digital, and social frameworks.

Keywords: Women’s empowerment, feminist literature, character representation, mission
shakti, cybercrime
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Introduction

Literature functions both as a reflection of society and as a critical space for
questioning social-rankings. The portrayal of women in literary texts reveals dominant
cultural beliefs about gender roles, strength relations, and moral responsibility. For centuries,
women were depicted primarily as obedient daughters, devoted wives, or silent sufferers
whose identities were defined by patriarchal expectations. Such representations of inequality
presented women’s dependence as natural and unavoidable.

The rise of feminist movements in the twentieth century challenged these restrictive
portrayals. Feminist writers and analysts questioned gender stereotypes and demanded
acclaim for women’s backgrounds, voices, and autonomy. As a result, modern literature
increasingly represents women as complicated individuals who resist oppression and arrange
their individualities within restrictive social domains.

In the twenty-first century, the speech on women’s empowerment has expanded to
include digital rights, cyber safety, and online presentation. The global observance of
International Women’s Day highlights these adaptations through the theme “Rights.
Equality. Empowerment.”, which resonates strongly with feminist literary foregrounding
women’s battles for dignity, justice, and self-realisation.

Objectives of the Study
The objectives of the present study are
1. Toexamine the representation of women in literary texts.
2. To analyse women’s empowerment in the novels of Khaled Hosseini.

3. To explore the relationship between literary agency and social initiatives such as
Mission Shakti.

4. To identify challenges related to women’s safety, cybercrime, and empowerment in
contemporary society.

Research Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative and analytical skills approach. Feminist and
postcolonial theoretical frameworks are involved in interpreting specified literary texts.
Primary sources include Khaled Hosseini’s novels, while secondary sources consist of
feminist criticism, scholarly articles, and official government documents related to Mission
Shakti. Close textual examinations are employed to investigate character development,
record of voice, and themes of oppression, opposition, and empowerment.

Women as Vulnerable Figures in Traditional Literature

In traditional literary histories, women existed as idealistic yet prohibited within
strict social roles. They were valued for qualities such as obedience, patience, and sacrifice,
while liberation and self-expression were discouraged. Victorian literature often confined
women to domestic spaces, characterising them as morally superior but. Classical and
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imaginary narratives similarly promoted women’s suffering as a symbol of virtue and
honour.

Feminist critics claim that such explanations reinforce patriarchal superiority by submitting
women’s obediences natural and desirable (1). Literature thus shaped social attitudes that
limited women’s psychological, emotional, and social freedom.

The Emergence of Empowered Women in Modern Literature

Modern and recent literature reflects a strong shift in the representation of women.
Female characters increasingly appear as people who question authority, challenge social
models, and assert independence. Empowerment in modern literature is associated with
education, economic independence, emotional awareness, and solidarity among women (2).
These developments similarity-broader social changes brought about by feminist
movements, legal reforms, and women’s participation in public life. Literature not only
reflects these changes but also motivates critical attention with problems of gender justice
and equality.

Women in Khaled Hosseini’s Fiction: From Suffering to Strength

Khaled Hosseini’s novels are important for their sensitive explanation of women
living under painful patriarchal and political pressure. His narratives expose women’s
suffering while highlighting their strength and moral courage.

A Thousand Splendid Suns

In A Thousand Splendid Suns, Mariam’s life is shaped by social stigma and
emotional neglect. The character Maryam's forced marriage to Rasheed subjects her to
continuous abuse, reflecting domestic patriarchy (3). Laila, though educated and hopeful,
becomes vulnerable due to war and political fluctuation. The emotional bond between
Mariam and Laila transforms vulnerability into collective strength. Mariam’s final act of
killing Rasheed to save Laila represents ethical resistance, while Laila’s later role as a teacher
symbolises empowerment through education.

The Kite Runner

In The Kite Runner, Soraya challenges patriarchal expectations by openly admitting
her past. Her refusal to remain silent reflects self-respect and moral courage within a
traditional cultural framework (4).

And the Mountains Echoed

In And the Mountains Echoed, Nila Wahdati rejects conventional domestic roles and
asserts her identity through artistic expression. Her character affirms a woman’s right to
emotional independence and self-definition (5).

Analysis and Theoretical Discussion

Hosseini’s portrayal of women aligns closely with feminist theoretical perspectives.
Mariam’s oppression reflects domestic patriarchy, while Laila’s restricted freedom under
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Taliban rule illustrates how political systems intensify gender inequality. Mariam’s final act
represents agency within oppression, where empowerment emerges through moral choice
rather than absolute freedom (6).

The novels also reflect intersectional feminism, showing how women’s oppression
is shaped by gender, war, class, and political instability. Hosseini challenges stereotypes of
passive victimhood and presents women as active moral agents.

Findings

1. Literature plays a crucial role in shaping perceptions of women’s empowerment.
A clear shift from passivity to agency is evident in modern literary representation.
Hosseini’s female characters demonstrate resilience, solidarity, and moral strength.
Female solidarity transforms vulnerability into empowerment.
Education and self-expression are central to women’s empowerment.
Literary empowerment aligns with real-world success stories of women.
Government initiatives strengthen practical empowerment.

Empowerment is both a narrative and an institutional process.
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Digital safety and cyber awareness are essential dimensions of contemporary
empowerment.

Real-World Validation of Literary Empowerment

Literary empowerment gains deeper meaning when validated by real-world
examples. Malala Yousafzai’s struggle for education reflects literary themes of resistance
and intellectual courage. Oprah Winfrey’s journey from trauma to global influence mirrors
narratives of transformation through resilience.

In India, Mary Kom’s rise from economic hardship to international sporting success
reflects perseverance, while Droupadi Murmu’s ascent to the Presidency represents political
empowerment emerging from marginalised backgrounds. These examples confirm that
empowerment is achievable across diverse social contexts.

Linking Literary Empowerment with Mission Shakti

Mission Shakti, launched by the Government of India, aims to strengthen women’s
safety and empowerment through coordinated schemes such as One Stop Centres, Women
Helplines, Shakti Sadan, Sakhi Niwas, Mission Poshan 2.0, and Anti-Human Trafficking
Units (7). These initiatives translate literary ideals of empowerment into institutional support
systems.
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Challenges to Women’s Empowerment: Cybercrime and Digital Threats

Despite progress, women continue to face domestic violence, sexual harassment,
trafficking, and cybercrime. In the digital age, cybercrime—including online harassment,
cyberstalking, image-based abuse, and financial fraud—has intensified women’s
vulnerability. Fear of stigma and lack of digital awareness often discourage reporting.

From a feminist perspective, cybercrime represents the extension of patriarchal control into
virtual spaces. Empowerment in the twenty-first century therefore requires social reform,
legal protection, digital literacy, and cyber safety.

Conclusion

Women’s empowerment is an evolving journey reflected in both literary
representation and social policy. Khaled Hosseini’s novels portray women who transform
suffering into strength through resilience, solidarity, and ethical courage. Initiatives such as
Mission Shakti institutionalise these ideals by providing safety, support, and opportunity.

In the contemporary context, empowerment must also include digital dignity and cyber
safety. In the spirit of “Rights. Equality. Empowerment.”, this study affirms that genuine
empowerment emerges when literary imagination, social action, and institutional
responsibility work together.
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