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Abstract: literature has been a meticulous medium to project the human psyche,human feelings, desires and ambitions,
noticed and unnoticed societal activities in concrete form. A writer presents his or her oeuvre what he or she sees and
observes happening around the social atmosphere with a purpose and a prospect. Khalid Hosseini, the Afghan writer
being a mature writer puts his experiences, his observation and his views regarding societal norms and practices which
are mostly patriarchal. Violence against women is an age old practice and Afghan women are an integral part of it.
Since the position of Afghan society is vulnerable, the Afghan women have endured a tough existence as they came to
grips with a double subjugation in the form of patriarchal authority and the oppression emanating from the persistent
conditions of the conflict. This present paper studies the vital subject of Afghan women’s experience as narrated in A
Thousand Splendid Suns by Khalid Hosseini. The paper in the light of novel attempts to argue, how the patriarchal
subjugation and marginalization and persistent conditions of conflict have multiplied the oppression on women in
Afghanistan.

Keywords: Patriarchy, Oppression, Maltreatment, Subordinate, Women, Humiliation.

A Thousand Splendid Suns is a 2007 novel that has been published in 60 countries and translated into many
languages. This novel is worthy to be analyzed. It gives an overview of violence and the plight of two resilient
women in the environment of violence, massacre and bombardment has been brought into focus. It is actually
the external atmosphere of violence that hampers an internal life of people sociologically, psychologically,
economically and culturally. The purpose of this chapter is to present a painful story of two women, Mariam
and Laila who are dominated by their husband Rasheed to show the treatment of women and their bond which
is developed under this subjugating atmosphere. A sister like bond develops between them when they see each
other being tortured in the hands of Rasheed. Khalid Hosseini’s prime concern over here is to raise his voice
against injustice done to women and the need to love for saving the humanity to bring a change in the world.

Khalid Hosseini’s second novel is a significant narrative which brings to fore the predicament of Afghan
women and their lives in general and Mariam and Laila in particular over the past 40 years. Mariam was born
as an illegal child and was forced to marry Rasheed, an abusive husband at the age of 15. Rasheed is an ugly,
cruel man inside and out. Rasheed broke her spirit with his abuse and forced her to wear Burqa against her
wishes, while Laila is an attractive girl who lives just up the streat. She was born to educated, liberal parents
and enjoyed the freedoms Mariam was restricted from. During the wars of the 1980s and 1990s, a rocket
engulfed Laila’s home with her parents in it. This unexpected tragedy and her pregnancy force Laila to
become Rasheed’s second wife. After an initial rivalry, Mariam and Laila become best friends.

Khalid Hosseini says, “When I began writing A Thousand Splendid Suns, I found myself thinking about those
resilient women over and over. Though no one woman that I met in Kabul inspired either Laila or Mariam,
their voices, faces and their incredible stories were always with me, and a good part of my inspiration for this
novel came from their collective spirit.” During the Taliban rule, the way women were treated in Afghanistan,
was inhuman and undignified. Hosseini again says, “It is undeniable that the treatment of women in some
Muslim countries-including my own-has been dismal. The evidence is simply overwhelming. In Afghanistan
under the Taliban, women were denied education, the right to work, the right to move freely, access to
adequate healthcare, etc.”
The novel opens with an introduction of Mariam, an Afghan girl growing up in a small village on the outskirts
of Herat. She lives there with her mother, Nana, an embittered woman who is frequently resentful towards her
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daughter whom she bore out of wedlock. Mariam, at her home keeps herself busy with lessons in reading and
writing from Mullah Faizullah, an elderly kind-hearted cleric, who weekly visits Mariam’s rich and wealthy
father, Jalil. Mariam has heard of her father’s other wives and other children, who live with him at his
splendid home in Herat, but has never visited them due to the stigma of her being an illegitimate child. From
the opening page, the novel relentlessly exposes the injustices to which women are subjected. Mariam lives in
Kolba on the outskirts of Herat. Being the illegitimate daughter of an already thrice-married man, she is forced
to live in complete shame and secrecy. Since Mariam is Jalil’s illegitimate daughter begotten out of wedlock,
she cannot live with other siblings. Every Thursday, Jalil used to visit his daughter Mariam. Mariam on her
15th birthday, wishes to see Pinocchio at her father’s theatre as promised and when that wish is not fulfilled
she ends up visiting her father’s house in the town. As Jalil refuses to meet her, she is left with no option but
to sleep on the porch. Assuming that Mariam is not going to return home, Nana commits suicide. Mariam is
then taken to live in her father’s house where Jalil promptly marries her off to a shoemaker named Rasheed,
who is from Kabul and thirty years her senior. As Cynthia Cockburn examines:

“The power imbalance of gender relations in most societies generates cultures of masculinity prone to
violence. These gender relations are like a linking thread, a kind of fuse, along which violence runs.”1

Mariam cannot withstand her defiance. She has to bow down before the rigid customs of her society as she is
reluctantly dragged into marrying with Rasheed. At the Islamic occasion of wedding (Nikka ceremony), the
Mullah without acknowledging Mariam’s consent, remarks, “All that remains now is the signing of the
contract.”(53) After she arrives, the seemingly sophisticated culture of Kabul with her husband Rasheed, she
finds it pretty difficult to stay with him. Rasheed starts dictating her. He starts exercising his powers of
patriarchy over Mariam. He tells Mariam in strict terms to wear burqa and avoid strangers, even their family
friends and guests. Mariam had never before worn burqa. Rasheed had to help her put it on. The padded
headpiece felt tight and heavy on her skull, and it was strange seeing the world through the mesh screen. She
practiced walking around her room in it and kept stepping on the hem and stumbling. She finds it very
suffocating and full of problems. But she has to yield in before Rasheed’s authority who tells her. “You will
get used to it, with time; I bet you will even like it.”(71)
Here Natasha Walter in her review of the novel describes that:

“It is a trauma to go to live with a complete stranger who insists that she must wear the burqa and hide
upstairs when visitors are present.” 2

Later on, he gives similar dictates to his second wife Laila. In giving strict dictates to his wives, Rasheed
falsely pretends of protecting their honour and integrity while indulging in limitless cruelty of abusing and
beating them regularly. Mariam, after rightfully protests against his second marriage, Rasheed openly boasts
of the practice of polygamy prevalent in the society when he tells her:

Don’t be so dramatic. It is a common thing and you know it. I have friends who have two, three, four wives.
Your own father had three. Besides, what I am doing now most men I know would have done long ago. You
know it is true. (P. No. 203)

While he is averse to the idea of his wife meeting strangers, Rasheed’s hypocrisy is revealed when Mariam
finds nude magazines lying hidden in his closet. At this, she wonders about the existing double standards
prevalent in the society. It is only the women who commit wrong; men simply can’t be wrong in this society.
She learns all this from her own experience as well as from her mother’s life. After Jalil’s illicit relationship
with Nana which results in the birth of Mariam, Jalil blames Nana and disowns her because his honour in the
society would be harmed. On this Nana tells Mariam as is evident from the text:

You know what he told his wives by the way of defence? That I forced myself on him.That it was my fault.
Didi? You see? This is what it means to be a woman in this world....Learn this now and learn it well, my
daughter: like a compass needle that points north, a man’s accusing finger always finds a woman. Always you
remember that, Mariam.(P. No. 7)

Hoseini clearly brings home a lesson about what the life is like for women in a society in which they are
valued only for reproduction. A women’s value in Afghanistan has often been measured by her ability to bear
children, specially boys. Mariam’s life with her husband is truly miserable as she fails to give birth to a son
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which results in Rasheed’s violent attitude towards her. In Kabul, Mariam becomes pregnant seven successive
times, but suffers repeated miscarriages. As a result Rasheed subjects Mariam to cruel acts of physical
punishment. Once she has suffered a series of miscarriages, her marriage becomes a prison:

Mariam was afraid. She lived in fear of his shifting moods, his volatile temperament, his insistence on steering
even mundane exchanges down a confrontational path that, on occasion, he would resolve with punches,
slaps, kicks and sometimes try to make amends for with polluted apologies and sometimes not. (P. No. 89)

Mariam observes the difference between women in the more prosperous areas of Kabul to those in her poor
neighbourhood; these women were modern Afghan women. These women mystified Mariam. They made her
aware of her own lowliness, her plain looks, her lack of aspirations, and her ignorance of so many things.

Hosseini tells us about the suffering of one more woman namely Naghma, whom Mariam meets in the Taliban
prison. She was lured into eloping by a Mullah’s son, but after they were arrested, they were put to trial, the
man who testifies against Naghma blaming her for seduction. The Taliban, leaving aside all the norms of
justice take his account to be true and set him free while sending Naghma to prison for five years where she
finds that most of her cellmates were in prison for the common offense of running away from home. The
miseries of women do not end here. After completing her sentence, when Naghma is released from prison she
is stabbed by her father who believed that his daughter had brought shame on the family.  All this serves to
reinforce the dubious and hollow nature of codes of honour formulated by the male society for its women in
Afghanistan.

In the novel, women appear to share their part in the male hegemony. They internalise and essentialise views
of the differences in human beings as embedded in the patriarchy dominated culture. Nana’s various
utterances seem to underline this essentialist view. She tells Mariam, “It is our lot in life, Mariam. Women
like us. We endure. It is all we have. Do you understand? Besides, they will laugh at you in school. They will.
They will cal you harami. They will say the most terrible things about you. I won’t have it....And no more talk
about school. You are all I have. I won’t lose you to them. Look at me. No more talk about school. ” (P No.
18) Mariam herself reflects grimly, “As a reminder of how women like us suffer, how quietly we endure all
that falls upon us.” (P No. 90)
Mariam, in the beginning of the novel expresses great urge for going to school. She even gets consent from
her friend and mentor, the elderly Mullah Faizullah but her mother Nana finds no purpose of education or
schooling a girl. She even scolds Mariam for even thinking about education:

What is there to learn? ... What is the sense of schooling a girl like you? It is like shining a spittoon. And you
will learn nothing of value in those schools. There is only one, only one skill a woman like you and me needs
in life, and they don’t teach it in school. Look at me... only one skill. And it is this: tahamul. Endure. (P No.
18)

At the time of Mariam’s marriage, when Mariam refuses to marry the forty years old man Rasheed by saying,
“I don’t want this. Don’t make me this”, Jalil’s wives, in ironical terms, tell her to act rationally by accepting
the marriage: “Now be reasonable, Mariam. You can’t spend the rest of your life here. Don’t you want a life
of your own? You have to move on.”(P No. 47) this seems reflective of the set space and roles assigned to
women in the patriarchal order.

The prolonged era of conflict and violence in Afghanistan seems to have aggravated the gender inequality and
women’s subordination because the conflict is rooted in structures which are exclusively defined by males.
After the fall of Communists in Afghanistan, the Jehadi Warlords, and later, the Taliban, articulated identities
which were highly masculinised in which women suffered immense oppression. Taliban, in particular,
patronized patriarchal practice as a marker of national culture. They imposed harsh norms of female propriety.
As a result, acts of violence were committed against women who were seen as not complying with this norm
of female modesty. Since the Taliban carried out these activities at the official level, an environment was
formented in which violence on women spread across the whole society. During the long phases of violence
and lawlessness in Afghanistan, when it was grappling with the violent struggle against the Soviets, followed
by a civil war among the different Jihadi and Ethnic Warlords, and lastly, the surge of Taliban, there was a
sharp increase in the acts of violence in which women were subjected to rapes, kidnappings, deaths and other
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acts of physical assault. Elaborating on the pathetic situations of Afghan women during this violent period in
Afghanistan’s history, in his postscript to the novel, Khalid Hosseini himself recalls, “Women were abducted
and sold as slaves, forced into marriage to militia commanders, forced into prostitution, and raped, a crime
particularly heinous and unforgivable that was used to intimidate families who were opposed to one faction or
another.” (P No. 411) Scholars like Rita Manchanda and Anuradha Chenoy argue about conflict zones
offering a facilitating environment for gender violence of all sorts. Manchanda points out:

“Cultural violence against women gets magnified as conflict promotes macho values which legitimize
misogyny because of the demobilization of male combatants in large numbers and also, try to compensate for
their loss of power by exercising greater control over women.” 3

In the city of Kabul, the intense battles force the closure of all businesses in the city, Rasheed is rendered
jobless forcing him to stay passive at home. His frustration grows more and more. They have no food, no
money which results Rasheed sends Aziza to an orphanage and it bears in his ever increasing physical assaults
on Mariam and Laila. Both the women are just scared by his extended presence at home. Then after, both of
them are subjected to frequent domestic abuse. After one dreadful beating, Laila reflects that before life with
Rasheed, she would never have believed that a human body could withstand this much beating. They both
endure degradation, starvation and brutality at the hands of their husband until they are forced to take up a
desperate, joint struggle of running away from Rasheed and leave the Kabul forever but their plan fails as they
are caught at the bus station. While trying to escape from their autocratic and bullying husband, Mariam and
Laila are escorted back to their home by a police officer who despite the ladies’ pleadings turns deaf ear
towards them and does not let them go and cites the law which requires the ladies to be returned to their
husband. The police officer is not at all moved by Laila’s explanation of endangering the women’s lives.
Instead he replies what a man does in his home and in his business. He remains unpersuaded by Laila’s
protests and adds, “As a matter of policy, we do not interfere with private family matters hamshira.” Once
again, they become a victim to domestic violence as Rasheed beats them severely and is almost on the verge
of killing Aziza. After an escape by the women is foiled, Rasheed grows increasingly hostile and even
frenzied. The aggressive reaction of Rasheed to his wives attempts to abandon him only exacerbated their
sufferings.

Hosseini has portrayed the suffering undergone by the people of Afghanistan through his novel. The novel
shows terror and fear that was generated in the Afghan people during the conflicts between different factions
and later during the Talibanisation of Afghanistan. The lives of women were ruined during the harsh rule of
Taliban, as in the case with Aisha, eighteen years old girl who was punished for running away from her
husband’s house. Aryn Baker wrote an article, in which he says about Aisha:
“Taliban pounded on the door just before midnight, demanding that Aisha, be punished for running away from
her husband’s house. They dragged her to a mountain clearing near her village in the southern Afghan
province, ignoring her protests that her in –laws had been abusive, that she had no choice but to escape. As a
result of which Aisha’s brother-in-law held her down while her husband pulled out a knife first he sliced of
her ears. Then, he started on her nose. Aisha passed out from her pain but awoke soon after, choking on her
own blood. The men had left her on mountain side to die.”4

This bizarre ghastly event that took place in 2009 and it makes clear that there has been no change in the
condition of women in the country Afghanistan.

Religious dictums were misinterpreted by the violent Taliban regime to further strengthen the oppressive
practices on women. Women in Afghanistan consequently, suffered a lot during the Taliban rule. As described
in the novel, the Taliban frequently carry out executions, flogging and stoning of women who are accused of
defying their strict orders. As we have seen one such victim is Mariam herself. Laila is also beaten many a
time for venturing out without a male companion and sometimes on other grounds. Once Rasheed, Laila and
Mariam in the kitchen were discussing a complaint registered by a customer against Rasheed’s being lazy
which results long waits at the restaurant. Laila out of innocence said, “You were probably out back napping
or smoking.” At this Rasheed gets up pummelling her chest, her head, her belly with fists, tearing her hair,
throwing her to the wall. Aziza was shrieking and pulling at his shirt; Zalmai was screaming too, trying to get
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him off his mother. At this, Rasheed shoved the children aside, pushed Laila to the ground, and began kicking
her. Mariam threw herself on Laila. Then after he went on kicking Mariam now, spittle flying from his mouth,
looking at her with a murderous intent and still kicking her until he couldn’t anymore.
During Mariam’s trial, a young Talib questions her whether she had committed the crime of killing her
husband or not. Mariam proudly confesses her crime of killing Rasheed. The following statements given by
the judge are a clear indication of the attitude of Muslim men towards women:

“I wonder, God has made us differently, you women and us men. Our brains are different. You are not able to
think we can. Western doctors and their science have proven this. This is why we require only one male
witness but two female ones.” (P No 355)
In almost sarcastic terms, the Taliban claims that they are doing all this for the sake of God. They are simply
unfazed about the inhuman treatment they mete out to the women of Afghanistan. However, Taliban are not
the only ones to be blamed for their oppression on women. In most of the instances, it was a pre-existing
feature of the Afghan society well before the takeover of Taliban. In the post script to the novel, Hosseini
writes, “Life was a struggle for some women in Afghanistan well before the Taliban but it became all but
unbearable with the outbreak of factional war, anarchy and extremism. In many ways, that is when disaster
really struck.” (P No 410)
Strict Islamic laws were reinstated an Afghanistan during the Taliban rule. The instructions issued to women
reveal the astonishing injustice done on women as is evident from the novel:

Attention women:

 You will stay inside your homes at all times. It is not proper for women to wander aimlessly about the
streets. If you go outside, you must be accompanied by a Mahram, a male relative. If you are caught alone
on the street, you will be beaten and sent home.

 You will not under any circumstance, show your face. You will cover with burqa when outside. If you do
not, you will be severely beaten.

 Cosmetics are forbidden.
 Jewelry is forbidden.
 You will not wear charming cloths.
 You will not speak unless spoken to.
 You will not make eye contact with men.
 You will not laugh in public. If you do, you will be beaten.
 You will not paint your nails. If you do, you will lose a finger.
 Girls are forbidden from attending school. All school for girls will be closed immediately.
 Women are forbidden from working.
 If you are found guilty of adultery, you will be stoned to death. Listen. Listen well. Obey. Allah-u-Akbar.

(P No 270)

Here in the novel A Thousand Splendid Suns, it can be seen, that the husband wife relationship gets
distorted, and father-daughter relationship takes a sour turn. But a sister like bond develops between Laila and
Mariam, the wives of Rasheed. They are ready to sacrifice happiness and life for each other. Mariam
sacrifices her own life and happiness in order to save Laila’s happiness. So, in this context , Hosseini’s novel
A Thousand Splendid Suns constitutes matrix of violence, love and sacrifice.

The two women in a novel A Thousand Splendid Suns are interlinked through a tragic twist of
circumstances. However, because of the low status assigned to women in the Afghan society, their decisions
are made for them. Mariam must marry Rasheed because her unfeeling father and his wives force Mariam to
do so. Her acceptance is merely a formality. Laila must marry Rasheed as she is orphaned and also pregnant
with Tariq’s child. Furthermore, women are not allowed to travel alone or to go to work and thus Laila does
not have any other course to choose than to marry Rasheed. Hosseini has explicitly dedicated himself to
examining the condition of women especially that of Laila. Laila may be the beloved daughter of her father
but her brothers get all the attention of their mother. Laila is completely forgotten by her mother in her grief
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for the loss of her sons. Although Mariam lives in poverty but she has the love of her mother. Both women’s
lives change for the worst when they get connected to a brutal shoemaker Rasheed through marriage.

Actually, Mariam’s problems are related to her mother, father and her husband. Problems like she was
treated roughly, not allowed to go to school and prohibited to play with her peers are related to her mother.
She was treated badly without responsibility and ignoring her by allowing his three wives married her with a
forty-year old widower are problems caused by her father and problems related to her husband are that she
was tortured tragically after losing her pregnancy and being in a polygamy. All these problems together led
her to an existential vacuum. Mariam’s existential vacuum is manifested in the state feeling of boredom,
emptiness, apathy, and dissatisfaction. But Mariam had strong spirituality that made her easily solve her
complicated problems as well as her existential vacuum. Mariam, with her freedom of will, and her will to
meaning, she could definitely find the meaning of life through three values i.e. experiential values, creative
values and attitudinal values.

Mariam’s spirituality was seen in her conscience. Her conscience related to human (habluminannas) is
reflected by her positive thinking to human, kindness, sympathy, patience and obedience to her parents and
her husband. Mariam’s conscience related to God (habluminallah) is found in her positive thinking to God and
in her strong faith. Thus, by having creative, experiential and attitudinal values, Mariam could find her
meaning of life. She was satisfied because her life was beneficial to others. To sum up, Mariam had a big
sacrifice even in death she finds the meaning of life.

Thus one may conclude in the light of analysis of the novel A Thousand Splendid Suns that in
Afghanistan the prolonged conditions of conflict have brought adverse impacts on its women by exacerbating
the patriarchal oppression on them which result, they had to undergo unbounded pain and suffering which in
Hosseini’s own words, “has been matched by very few groups in recent world history.” So, Hosseini through
his narrative endeavours to provide voice to Afghan women by bringing their suffering to fore.
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