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ABSTRACT
Background and Purpose: This study delves into the portrayal of gender equality and women's
empowerment in Khaled Hosseini's novel, A Thousand Splendid Suns, within the context of Afghan
society. Recognizing the significance of literature as a mirror reflecting societal realities, this research
aims to explore the multifaceted experiences of female protagonists navigating oppressive patriarchal

structures and uncover the complexities of gender inequality and women's agency depicted in the novel.

Methodology: Employing thematic analysis, | conducted an in-depth examination of character
dynamics, societal norms, and narrative elements present in A Thousand Splendid Suns. Through a
systematic exploration of themes and patterns within the text, the study elucidates the nuanced
complexities of gender discrimination and women's resilience in the face of adversity. Data collection
involves close reading and interpretation of the novel, supplemented by theoretical engagement with
relevant literature on gender studies and Afghan society. The qualitative approach allows for a rich

exploration of the experiences and perspectives of female characters within the narrative context.

Findings: The findings of the analysis illuminate the pervasive discrimination, violence, and systemic
oppression faced by Afghan women as depicted in the novel. Characters like Mariam and Laila
exemplify the intersectionality of gender with other axes of oppression, such as class and ethnicity,
highlighting the interconnected nature of social hierarchies. Despite the challenges they face, female

characters demonstrate resilience and determination in challenging societal norms and asserting their
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autonomy. The narrative underscores the transformative power of education as a catalyst for women's

empowerment, inspiring others to advocate for systemic change and justice.

Contributions: This study contributes to a deeper understanding of gender dynamics and societal
challenges prevalent in Afghan culture by scrutinizing the complexities of gender portrayal in literature.
By shedding light on the struggles and triumphs of female characters, the research underscores the
importance of promoting gender equality and women's empowerment as fundamental principles of
social justice and human rights. Ultimately, A Thousand Splendid Suns serves as a powerful testament
to the enduring human spirit and the transformative potential of solidarity in the face of oppression and

adversity.

Keywords: Oppressive male dominance, Khaled Hosseini, gender equality, women’s empowerment, A
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Afghanistan, situated at the crossroads of Asia, has long been a theatre of conflict and social
transformation. Its tumultuous history, marked by invasions, wars, and political upheavals, has
profoundly shaped the lives of its people, particularly its women. In the realm of literature,
Afghan women have often been portrayed through a narrow lens, characterized by victimhood
and oppression. However, Khaled Hosseini's novel A Thousand Splendid Suns challenges these
stereotypes by offering a nuanced portrayal of Afghan women as resilient, courageous, and
empowered individuals. Against the backdrop of war and societal upheaval, the novel
represents the complexities of gender dynamics, shedding light on the discrimination and
oppression faced by women in Afghan society. By exploring the intersecting themes of gender
equality and women's empowerment, this study seeks to deepen our understanding of the
experiences of Afghan women and their struggles for autonomy and dignity.

Middle Eastern women, particularly Afghan women, are frequently misrepresented as
weak, abused, and oppressed subjects. Beyond the stereotypical image of Afghan women in
Western media as meek and in need of empowerment and freedom, those outside these nations
are unaware of the journey these women took from bondage to emancipation, as well as from

awakening to determination (Imran & Ismail, 2022).
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Khaled Hosseini, born in 1965 in Kabul, Afghanistan, provides a unique perspective on
the Afghan experience through his upbringing and literary contributions. His journey from
Kabul to California, coupled with his background in medicine, provides a multifaceted lens
through which to explore the complexities of Afghan society and the experiences of its women.
Hosseini's seminal work, The Kite Runner, published in 2003, marked the beginning of his
exploration into Afghan culture and the lives of its inhabitants (YYawari, 2011).

Hosseini's novels, including his second major work, A Thousand Splendid Suns,
challenge conventional narratives surrounding Afghan women. Rather than portraying them
solely as victims, Hosseini's characters embody strength, resilience, and agency in the face of
adversity (Naik & Tiwari, 2017). Through the lives of characters like Mariam and Laila,
Hosseini offers a nuanced exploration of gender dynamics in Afghan society, shedding light
on the discrimination and oppression faced by women before, during, and after periods of
conflict.

As we scrutinize the themes of gender dynamics and societal challenges, it becomes
apparent that Hosseini's work serves as a powerful catalyst for dialogue and reflection on these
pressing issues. By examining the struggles and triumphs of his female protagonists, we gain
insight into the broader challenges facing women in Afghanistan and beyond.

This introduction sets the stage for a comprehensive exploration of gender dynamics
and societal challenges in Hosseini's A Thousand Splendid Suns. Through thematic analysis
and close examination of his characters' experiences, we aim to deepen our understanding of

the complex interplay between patriarchy, power, and agency in Afghan society.

1.1 An Overview of A Thousand Splendid Sun
Khaled Hosseini's A Thousand Splendid Suns is a poignant narrative that intricately weaves
together the lives of its characters against the backdrop of war-torn Afghanistan. Through the
lens of his protagonists Mariam and Laila, Hosseini offers a profound exploration of gender
dynamics, resilience, and agency amidst the pervasive oppression of patriarchal structures.
Scholars and literary critics have extensively analyzed Hosseini's work, delving into its themes
of feminism, activism, and the human spirit's capacity to endure and resist adversity.

Mariam and Laila, the novel's central characters, represent two generations of Afghan
women whose lives intersect in unexpected ways. Mariam, born out of wedlock to a servant
and a wealthy businessman, faces marginalization and mistreatment from a young age due to

her illegitimate status. Despite her circumstances, Mariam exhibits remarkable resilience and
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determination, embodying the strength of character that defines many Afghan women enduring
similar hardships (Ramkumar & Suba, 2019).

The two major female protagonists Mariam and Laila face marginalization in the novel
due to Afghani patriarchy which driven by hegemonic power, which affects familial and social
relations, as evidenced by Mariam's inability to speak up in her family. She endures and obeys
injustices, losing freedom and suffering abuse by husband Rasheed after marriage. Mariam's
repeated miscarriages made Rasheed more alienated and angrier, further worsening her
situation. Laila had no choice but to enter the fate of marriage like other Afghan women. Under
patriarchal system, men's values are the only standards and women are seen as irrational,
making them ineligible for intellectual activities (Ma, 2021).

Laila, on the other hand, grows up in a more privileged household but faces her own
set of challenges as she navigates the complexities of love, loss, and survival in a war-torn
country. Her journey intertwines with Mariam's, leading to a deep bond forged through shared
struggles and mutual support. Together, Mariam and Laila challenge patriarchal norms and
assert their autonomy in the face of adversity, offering readers a glimpse into the resilience and
tenacity of Afghan women (Aiman et al., 2022).

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

Understanding the historical and cultural backdrop of Afghanistan is crucial for grasping the
themes and characters depicted in A Thousand Splendid Suns. This review will analyze research
that delves into the novel's importance within Afghanistan's intricate socio-cultural and
historical context, highlighting its reflection of broader societal issues in the country.

This review, furthermore, explores the pivotal themes of gender dynamics and societal
challenges in literature, which profoundly influence the narratives of many works. These
themes reflect both overt and subtle societal influences on how individuals interact and behave
based on their gender. While literature has long mirrored these gendered realities,
comprehensive exploration of gender dynamics within social systems is a relatively recent
development. These dynamics encompass the roles, behaviors, and identities assigned to
individuals, often leading to disparities in power and societal hierarchies. Throughout history,
women have often been depicted as passive victims of these dynamics, their aspirations
suppressed by rigid societal expectations. Specifically, this review examines how the novel
explores and challenges these gender norms, presenting nuanced portrayals of gender roles,
narratives of struggle for autonomy, and depictions of women's resilience in patriarchal

societies.
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Through an examination of pertinent research, this literature review aims to illuminate
how A Thousand Splendid Suns not only mirrors Afghanistan's historical and cultural milieu
but also contributes significantly to discussions on women's rights and social justice. By
situating the novel within Afghanistan's socio-political context and juxtaposing it with other
literary works tackling similar themes, this review seeks to underscore the novel's influence

and significance in advocating for gender equality and human rights.

2.1 Historical and Cultural Context of Afghanistan

The historical and cultural context of Afghanistan is crucial in understanding the novel, which
is set in Afghanistan. The studies published on the novel, for example (Yasin et al., 2021) and
(Ghilzai & Shahnaz, 2023), reflect the social and cultural significance of the novel in the
context of Afghanistan and address the social perspective of the work.

Afghanistan has had a tumultuous recent past. In the last three decades, the country has
been occupied by Soviet troops and US-led international forces, and in the years in between
has been ruled by militant groups, including the infamously oppressive Taliban (Zubair, 2021).

Throughout the changing political landscape of Afghanistan in the last fifty years,
women have been campaigning for their rights and made some gains but the issue has also
been exploited by different groups for political gain, sometimes being improved but often being
abused. Under the Taliban, for example, women and girls were discriminated against in many
ways. The Taliban enforced their version of Islamic Sharia law. Women and girls were banned
from going to school, working, leaving the house without a male chaperone, accessing
healthcare, and being involved in politics or speaking publicly. For these reasons A Thousand
Splendid Suns was written to explore and highlight the plight of women in Afghanistan,
providing a voice to their struggles and resilience amidst decades of conflict and societal
constraints. It can be argued that Hosseini wrote the novel to underline several topics. One aim
of the novel is to raise awareness about the harsh realities faced by Afghan women, including
domestic violence, forced marriages, and the oppressive societal norms that limit their freedom
and opportunities (Khan, 2017).

The Charter of the United Nations emphasized the desire to reaffirm faith in
fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of
men and women, and in nations large and small. The opportunity to live and not face
discrimination is the essence of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Countries working
on upholding international human rights have examined women's human rights in the global

context to understand how women's rights are not separable from the broader human rights
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regime. This was declared by the United Nations, "the human rights of women and of the girl-
child are an inalienable, integral, and indivisible part of universal human rights”.

A Thousand Splendid Suns is rich in imagery, both detailed and visual. The descriptions
are so clear, short, and effective that they are more able to evoke my emotions than long-winded
passages about, for example, the poverty-stricken villagers (Rahman et al., 2024).

Women around the world have experienced the uneven balance of power between the
sexes (Algaryoutia & Ismailb, 2019). This disparity in power has had a tragic impact on the
lives of women. Afghan American Khaled Hosseini's novels help readers to gain confidence in
the ability of Afghan women. In Hosseini's A Thousand Splendid Suns, the readers discover the
tragic lives of Mariam and Laila, women in earlier ages than the Taliban. Embedded within the
lives of these Afghan women are the socioeconomic and cultural attitudes and relations that
entrapped them in horrid lives. This lesson will enable students to understand the multifaceted
dimensions of how women were treated within Afghan society. This knowledge will empower
them to grasp the depth of raw courage Mariam and Laila portrayed and how much courage is

needed to secure and maintain human rights denied to Afghan women.

2.2 Gender Dynamics and Women's Agency in Literature
Gender, as a social construct, implicitly and explicitly shapes every aspect of society,
influencing interactions and behaviors since childhood (Azmi et al., 2021). Gender roles have
been the focus of numerous researchers across various disciplines for many years. Men and
women are frequently defined by their roles, with distinct representations. Men are typically
depicted as masculine, strong, and independent, while women are often portrayed as feminine,
graceful, and gentle (Azmi et al., 2016). Our world abounds in gender dynamics, and the
literary and legal texts reflect this reality. However, literature has only recently begun to
contemplate the full extent of gender dynamics in social systems (Kenny & Donnelly, 2020).
Gender dynamics define how culture and society create and modify roles, behaviors, and
identities of male and female persons, and how these attributes constitute relations of power,
domination, and subordination between various social actors. This term refers to the pivotal
ideas which sociology uses to explore, analyze, and theorize social relations and how such
relationships influence and are influenced by features ascribed to sexes and genders. Many
literary works use gender dynamics as their themes (Kenny & Donnelly, 2020).

It can be argued that throughout the vast expanse of literary history, the portrayal and
depiction of women in society has played a pivotal role in shaping and reflecting the very

essence of literary works. An undeniable truth emerges as women are often presented as tragic
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victims, helplessly caught in the tangled web of passivity, devoid of their own unique 'voice'
or aspirations, merely awaiting their inevitable heartache. It becomes apparent that women are
expected to patiently endure, awaiting the defining actions of the men that surround them.
Regrettably, the woman's role is consistently relegated to a mere support system for their male
counterparts, their identities shaped and defined solely by the confines imposed by society,
devoid of any consideration for their intrinsic qualities .Tragically, their individuality is
continually eroded, their psyche systematically battered, relentlessly coerced into conforming
to a predefined set of behavioral norms, forcibly coexisting within the rigid boundaries dictated
by societal ideals (Slakoff & Brennan, 2023).

To discern gender dynamics in social systems, we dissect attitudes and behaviors
dispersed throughout several literary works. A series of physical, personal or relational gender
dynamics and geographic gender dynamics, spread in a female-protagonist book, might
predispose female readers to favor the book. Such literary works could possibly also elicit
tension between an author's story complexity objectives and a reader's implied position on
gender dynamics (Morgenroth & Ryan, 2021).

Discerning gender dynamics in social systems through literature involves analyzing the
attitudes, behaviors, and interactions of characters within various texts. There are several
notable literary works that tackled such topics, for example, Shakespeare's Plays (e.g.,
Macbeth, Othello, Twelfth Night). In these plays, readers can see how Shakespeare often
portrays gender roles as rigid and socially enforced, but he also highlights characters who
subvert these roles. Lady Macbeth's ambition and manipulation challenge the traditional
passive female role, while Viola in Twelfth Night cross-dresses and assumes a male role to
navigate society. In terms of gender dynamics, these plays illustrate how societal expectations
shape individual behaviors and relationships. Female characters who defy norms often face
severe consequences, reflecting the tension between individual desires and social constraints.
Such dynamics and Women's Agency are also visible in Charlotte Bronté's Jane Eyre. This
novel presents a strong, independent female protagonist who seeks equality and self-respect in
her relationships. Jane Eyre's moral and spiritual strength contrasts with the submissive roles
expected of women. Also, Bronté explores themes of autonomy, identity, and the struggle
against oppressive social norms. The relationship between Jane and Mr. Rochester evolves
from one of inequality to mutual respect, challenging traditional gender roles.

Examining gender dynamics and women's agency in A Thousand Splendid Suns
alongside Shakespeare's plays (such as Macbeth, Othello, and Twelfth Night) reveals several

thematic similarities, despite their differing cultural and historical contexts. Both sets of works
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explore the constraints imposed on women by societal norms and the ways in which female
characters navigate and resist these limitations. For example, in terms of Societal Constraints
and Expectations, A Thousand Splendid Suns highlights the oppressive conditions women face
under patriarchal societal norms, particularly under the Taliban regime. Mariam and Laila, the
main female characters, endure physical and emotional abuse, severe restrictions on their
freedom, and societal expectations that prioritize their roles as wives and mothers over their
individuality. Similarly, in plays like Macbeth and Othello, women are also subject to societal
constraints. Lady Macbeth is expected to be subservient but defies these expectations by
wielding significant influence over her husband. Desdemona in Othello faces accusations and
violence due to her perceived disobedience. In Twelfth Night, Viola subverts gender norms by
disguising herself as a man to navigate society.

Despite the similarities between A Thousand Splendid Suns and other literary works,
the novel tackles a theme that is rarely discussed in literature that is Representations of
Motherhood. The age of the mothers discussed in the novel contrasts the optimal time for
bearing children. While motherhood is considered the noblest of Afghan callings, the age range
of Mariam through the more affluent wives of Jalil demonstrates that producing children is a
requirement regardless of the emotional quotient involved in a marriage or the financial
capability of caring for a child. To marry a woman, the Afghan culture dictated that she be
young, quiet, and destitute. Bearing children is evidence that a wife fulfills her patriarchal
duties and is actively contributing to society. No consideration is given to whether the family
can afford to clothe and feed the increasing number of children. At the opposite end of the
prophecy spectrum is the childless woman, whose inability to carry on the family line and
demonstrate her reproductive worthiness involves her in psychological manipulations or worse.
The options available to the poor and childless man are restrictive by offering him few personal
choices about the future. Reading A Thousand Splendid Suns means being constantly reminded
of familial and maternal connections and the effect that these relationships have on the

psychological welfare of Afghan women.

2.3 Review of Related Studies

A Thousand Splendid Suns portrays the struggles of women within a patriarchal society,
whether in their homes or in public spaces. The female characters depicted in the novel face
domestic and societal violence but demonstrate resilience by contemplating both conventional
and unconventional methods to combat patriarchal oppression and seek freedom. Mariam, in

particular, embodies the journey from subjugation to empowerment, evolving from a
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submissive and marginalized figure to one who asserts her agency and challenges patriarchal
norms with the support of Laila. This transformation underscores the novel's critique of
patriarchal ideologies that relegate women to passive roles. Through their bond, Mariam and
Laila defy societal expectations and empower each other to challenge and ultimately transcend
the constraints imposed by male dominance and societal norms (Yasin et al., 2021).

Zubair (2021), points out that A Thousand Splendid Suns vividly portrays Afghanistan's
tumultuous history in his novels. It seamlessly weaves together the narratives of Mariam and
Laila, two women grappling with profound challenges amidst Afghanistan's turbulent backdrop
spanning three decades. Hosseini juxtaposes their lives with the evolving conditions in
Afghanistan, exploring how their experiences reflect broader cultural, historical, and traditional
dynamics, particularly the pervasive influence of patriarchy. His novel explores Afghanistan,
land rich in diverse heritage, historical monuments, and stunning landscapes, which later faced
distortion due to the radical influence of the Taliban and foreign invasions. Hosseini’s narrative
in A Thousand Splendid Suns vividly portrays the impact of the Taliban's strict religious laws,
exemplified by Mariam being forced to wear a burga by Rashid. Through complex characters,
the novel critiques the hypocrisy of those who enforced these laws while committing atrocities.
It offers a compelling illustration of Afghanistan’s shift from a relatively liberal society to one
dominated by extremism and oppressive reforms. In A Thousand Splendid Suns, Afghan
women endure profound suffering under radical rule. The lives of Mariam and Laila vividly
depict their struggles and resilience within a patriarchal society. Hosseini portrays these
protagonists as heroic figures battling depression amid a male-dominated world shaped by
extremism. The novel underscores how women in Afghanistan faced not only the ravages of
war and invasion but also pervasive gender inequality, lack of freedom, and systematic abuse
including rape and forced marriages without consent. Positioned as subordinate to men,
characters like Mariam, Aziza, Laila, and Nana embody the collective plight of Afghan women,
balancing survival with resistance against oppressive societal norms.

Ghilzai and Shahnaz (2023), explored the concept of subaltern identity within the
postcolonial context of Afghanistan in A Thousand Splendid Suns. It follows the intertwined
lives of Mariam and Laila, two Afghan women who confront various forms of oppression due
to their gender in post-Taliban Afghanistan. The narrative vividly portrays their struggles,
including limited access to education, employment, autonomy, and legal rights, depicting their
relentless efforts to resist societal constraints. Hosseini critically examines how these women
navigate through societal norms that silence and marginalize them, particularly in the aftermath

of political upheavals and under the authoritarian rule of local powers. The novel challenges
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the notion of subalternity as it pertains to Afghan women, illustrating their resilience and
agency in the face of adversity. Themes of sacrifice, repentance, difference, marginalization,
and agency permeate the narrative. Mariam and Laila's stories reveal how they negotiate their
identities as women within a patriarchal framework, yet also assert their individuality and
strength through acts of defiance and resistance. Despite being marginalized and oppressed,
they find ways to reclaim their voices and challenge the dominant norms imposed upon them.
Through their narratives, Hosseini gives voice to the subaltern characters, shedding light on
their struggles, aspirations, and resilience. The novel underscores the complexity of identity
and the ways in which individuals, particularly women, navigate societal structures to assert
their agency and seek liberation from oppressive systems, offering a poignant portrayal of
women's struggles and their enduring quest for autonomy and dignity in a rapidly changing
socio-political landscape.

Hosseini's portrayal of Mariam and Laila's experiences sheds light on the pervasive
sexism and violence endured by Afghan women, providing a vivid depiction of their struggles
for equality and rights. The novel exposes the multifaceted oppression faced by women in
patriarchal cultures, ranging from forced marriages to economic and psychological exploitation
(Munir et al., 2020). Through the lens of his characters, Hosseini highlights the systemic nature
of gender discrimination and the urgent need for societal change (Niyamat et al., 2023).

In the same vein, Hammood (2023) argues that A Thousand Splendid Suns sheds light
on men's perspectives towards women, revealing the flaws of the patriarchal system in
Afghanistan. It highlights the bravery of female characters who resist and revolt against
oppression, examining the awakening spirit among women who struggle for liberation.
Depicted as inferior and excluded from mainstream society, these women challenge societal
norms through their courage and tenacity. The novel aims to provoke men to reconsider their
beliefs and view women as equals, envisioning a societal transformation driven by women's
steadfast fight for freedom.

The existing studies on A Thousand Splendid Suns present two distinct focuses: while
the first set of analyses (i.e. Yasin et al., 2021; Zubair, 2021) delves into the personal journeys
and transformations of protagonists Mariam and Laila within the patriarchal confines of
Afghanistan, emphasizing themes of gender equality, empowerment, and resistance through
individual agency, the second set (i.e. Ghilzai & Shahnaz, 2023; Munir et al., 2020; Niyamat
et al., 2023; Hammood, 2023) widens the scope to critique broader socio-political contexts.
These studies explore how the novel portrays systemic gender discrimination, subaltern

identity, and the transformative potential of education amidst Afghanistan's tumultuous history,
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offering a deeper analysis of the novel's socio-political implications and its commentary on
patriarchal structures within Afghan society.

While various studies have individually addressed themes such as gender equality,
women's empowerment, intersectionality in gender dynamics, agency amidst adversity, the
transformative power of education, and critiques of patriarchal structures in A Thousand
Splendid Suns, no single study has comprehensively integrated all six themes into one cohesive
analysis. This gap underscores the need for a holistic examination that encompasses the
intricate interplay of these themes, providing a more nuanced understanding of the novel's

portrayal of Afghan women's struggles and resilience.

3.0 METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a descriptive qualitative approach, providing a detailed description and
analysis of phenomena without necessarily quantifying them. Descriptive qualitative research
employs words or descriptions to convey and understand a research topic (Nassaji, 2015) . The
rationale for choosing this approach lies in its suitability for exploring complex themes and
narratives present in literary works, such as Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns. Given the
richness of the novel's content and the depth of its characters' experiences, a qualitative method
allows for a nuanced examination of the text's themes, motifs, and character dynamics.

Thematic analysis was selected as the analytical approach for this research. Thematic
analysis is a qualitative technique used for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or
themes within a data collection (Nowell et al., 2017). This method offers a comprehensive
understanding of various themes through interpretations, encompassing both implicit and
explicit ideas (Alhojailan & Ibrahim, 2012). By employing thematic analysis, this study seeks
to uncover the underlying themes related to gender equality, women's empowerment, and
oppressive male dominance present in A Thousand Splendid Suns.

Data for this study was collected through a close reading approach of Hosseini's 2008
novel, A Thousand Splendid Suns, published by the Penguin Group. The novel consists of 253
pages divided into 51 chapters across four sections. Close reading involves a careful and
detailed analysis of the text to identify patterns, motifs, and underlying meanings. Each chapter
was scrutinized to extract relevant excerpts and passages that contribute to the understanding
of the research themes.

To ensure the reliability of the findings, multiple readings of the novel were conducted,
allowing for a comprehensive exploration of its content. Additionally, researcher reflexivity

was maintained throughout the data collection and analysis process. Reflexivity involves

500



Journal of Nusantara Studies 2024, Vol 9(2) 490-513 ISSN 0127-9386 (Online)
http://dx.doi.org/10.24200/jonus.vol9iss2pp490-513

acknowledging the researcher's biases, perspectives, and preconceptions that may influence the
interpretation of the data (Finlay, 2002). By reflecting on the researcher's own positionality and
its potential impact on the analysis, efforts were made to mitigate biases and ensure the rigor
and validity of the study.

Overall, the methodology employed in this research enables a rigorous and in-depth
exploration of the themes present in A Thousand Splendid Suns, offering valuable insights into

the novel's portrayal of gender dynamics, empowerment, and oppression.

4.0 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This study scrutinizes the intricate themes of gender dynamics and societal challenges as
depicted in A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini. Through a meticulous analysis of
character dynamics, societal norms, and narrative elements, the study unravels the complexities
of gender dynamics within Afghan society. Aimed at providing a comprehensive understanding
of these themes, the study identified six main findings that emerge prominently throughout the

narrative.

4.1 Gender Equality

The novel meticulously examines the layers of gender dynamics within Afghan society,
shedding light on the pervasive gender disparities that women like Mariam and Laila navigate.
One central theme is the portrayal of gender inequality and its consequences on female
characters' lives. This Gender Equality is very clear in the Societal Blame and Responsibility
for Mariam's Miscarriages. Mariam's plight, particularly regarding Rasheed's unjust blame for
her miscarriages, illustrates the societal tendency to hold women accountable for natural
occurrences beyond their control. In this regard, this blame is very clear in Rasheed’s tone, and
his refusal to bury the baby.

When Mariam asks for Rasheed’s permission over the proper burial to forget the
miscarried baby, Rasheed reacts with offensive words “What for? It’s idiotic” (Hosseini, p.
94). This encapsulates the entrenched gender norms and power dynamics within Afghan
patriarchal society, highlighting the dismissal of women's emotional needs and coping
mechanisms as trivial or foolish. This response not only marginalizes the female character's
voice but also reinforces male authority and traditional masculine stoicism, which discourages
emotional expression. Despite this, the female character's willingness to voice her needs

represents a subtle form of resistance and assertion of agency. Through such interactions,
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Hosseini critiques the oppressive structures that stifle women's voices and underscores the
resilience and empowerment of women navigating these challenges.

Mariam's desire for a therapeutic action to cope with grief or trauma, reflecting a more
expressive approach to emotional well-being “It would make me feel better, I think (Hosseini,
p. 99). This highlights a woman's attempt to assert her emotional needs and seek comfort in a
patriarchal society that often dismisses such expressions. Despite the prevailing norms that
trivialize women's emotional experiences, this quote represents a moment of subtle resistance
and the assertion of her agency. Hosseini uses this interaction to illustrate the broader themes
of resilience and the struggle for recognition of women's voices within oppressive cultural
structures.

When Mariam asks for Rasheed’s permission over the proper burial to forget the
miscarried baby, Rasheed reacts with offensive words “Then you do it,” he said sharply. “I've
already buried one son. | won't bury another. Now, if you don't mind, I'm trying to listen.”
(Hosseini, p. 94). The dialogue reveals a moment of tension and conflict within their
relationship. The male character's response, “Then you do it,” suggests a refusal to comply with
the suggestion, accompanied by a tone of irritation or impatience, indicated by the phrase “he
said sharply.” Furthermore, his statement “I've already buried one son. I won't bury another”
reveals a deep-seated emotional burden and perhaps a fear of further loss or tragedy. This
sentiment underscores the character's vulnerability and the weight of past traumas. The final
part of the quote, “Now, if you don't mind, I'm trying to listen,” indicates a desire to focus on
something else, suggesting a reluctance to engage further in the conversation or to address the
underlying issues being raised. Overall, this passage encapsulates themes of grief, emotional
strain, and interpersonal conflict within the novel's larger narrative.

The narrative vividly captures the nuances of gendered power dynamics, revealing how
male dominance manifests in various forms of oppression and control over women's lives.
Rasheed's abusive behavior towards Mariam highlights the systemic violence inflicted upon
women within familial settings, emphasizing the toxic masculinity prevalent in Afghan society
(Hosseini, p. 61). Furthermore, societal norms perpetuate the subjugation of women, as
reflected in the saying “a man's accusing finger always finds a woman,” (Hosseini, p. 7)
underscoring the structural inequalities privileging men at the expense of women's rights and
agency.

Moreover, the novel emphasizes the significance of education as a tool for challenging
gender norms and empowering women. Characters like Mariam and Laila defy traditional

expectations by expressing a desire for education and self-improvement, advocating for
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systemic change to dismantle patriarchal structures and promote gender equality. Mariam
desire to go to university instead of being forced to marry is clear in this quotation “It did not
escape Mariam that no mention was made of her half-sisters Saideh or Naheed, both her own
age, both students in the Mehri School in Herat, both with plans to enroll in Kabul University.
Fifteen, evidently, was not a good, solid marrying age for them.” (Hosseini, p. 32). Mariam
reflects on the absence of mention of her half-sisters Saideh and Naheed. Despite being the
same age as Mariam, both girls are notably excluded from discussions about marriage
prospects, contrasting with societal norms where girls of their age would typically be
considered eligible for marriage. The reference to their enrollment in school and aspirations to
attend university underscores their desire for education and independence, which are often at
odds with traditional expectations for young women in Afghan society. This passage highlights
themes of gender inequality and the limitations imposed on women's opportunities and

autonomy based on societal expectations and norms.

4.2 Women’s Empowerment

Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns intricately integrates the theme of women's
empowerment through the lived experiences and transformative actions of its protagonists,
Mariam and Laila. These characters' journeys from oppression to agency provide a critical lens
for exploring gender dynamics within Afghan society.

Laila's journey toward empowerment is marked by her vocal defiance and decisive
actions. When Laila declares, “Then I'll go by myself," Laila said. "You can't stop me,
Rasheed” (Hosseini, p. 192), she challenges Rasheed’s authoritarian control over her. This
statement is pivotal as it signifies Laila's refusal to be dominated and her determination to take
control of her own life. Similarly, her command, “We'll leave in half an hour” (Hosseini, p.
55), illustrates her proactive approach in planning an escape from her oppressive environment.
These quotes highlight Laila's growing autonomy and her willingness to assert her will, despite
the risks involved.

Mariam’s transformation is powerfully conveyed through her courageous confrontation
with Rasheed. The description of her physical struggle—“Mariam clawed at him. She beat at
his chest. ... Mariam grabbed the shovel ... and Mariam knew then the futility, maybe even the
irresponsibility, of not finishing this” (Hosseini, p. 210)—captures her shift from a passive
sufferer to an active agent of change. This moment is critical in understanding Mariam's
empowerment as it represents her conscious decision to resist and end the cycle of abuse. The

culmination of this transformation is depicted in, “And so Mariam raised the shovel high ... this
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was the first time that she was deciding the course of her own life” (Hosseini, p. 211). This
quote underscores Mariam's newfound agency and her ability to shape her destiny, even at
great personal cost.

These pivotal moments in the narrative are not just personal victories but also broader
commentaries on the potential for women to challenge and disrupt patriarchal norms. Laila’s
assertiveness and Mariam’s decisive actions serve as exemplars of how women, even within
restrictive socio-cultural contexts, can reclaim their agency and enact significant changes in
their lives. This analysis situates Hosseini’s work within the broader discourse on gender
dynamics, highlighting how literature can reflect and challenge societal norms. The
empowerment of Laila and Mariam is emblematic of the broader struggle for gender equality,
providing insights into the mechanisms through which women can resist and overcome
systemic oppression.

Khaled Hosseini's A Thousand Splendid Suns provides a rich narrative that highlights
the resilience and fortitude of Afghan women through its protagonists, Mariam and Laila. The
novel underscores their strength and capacity to endure and overcome adversity, reflecting
broader themes of women's agency and gender dynamics in Afghan society.

One significant moment in the novel is when Laila expresses her wish for her deceased
parents to witness the changes in her life: “Laila wishes Mammy and Babi were alive to see
these changes” (Hosseini, p. 247). This sentiment reveals Laila's reflective nature and her desire
for validation and approval from her parents. It also underscores her recognition of the progress
she has made despite the traumatic past, symbolizing her enduring hope and resilience.

Laila's physical defiance against Rasheed, illustrated by the quote “Then Laila punched
him” (Hosseini, p. 178), is a powerful depiction of her resistance to oppression. This act of
self-defense is not only a moment of personal empowerment but also a broader statement
against the systemic violence and subjugation women face. It signifies a critical turning point
where Laila asserts her agency, challenging the traditional gender norms that seek to confine
her.

The description of Laila's inner strength—*“this little girl will be a woman who will
make small demands on life, ... something deep in her core, that neither Rasheed nor the Taliban
will be able to break” (Hosseini, p. 242)—emphasizes the inherent resilience within her
character. This quote encapsulates the idea that despite external pressures and adversities, Laila
possesses an unbreakable spirit. It highlights the novel’s theme that true strength lies in the

ability to endure and maintain one's integrity and hope even in the face of relentless oppression.
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Furthermore, Laila's decision to embrace hope rather than resentment is captured
poignantly: “But Laila has decided that she will not be crippled by resentment ... Laila has
moved on. Because in the end she knows that's all she can do is hope” (Hosseini, p. 248). This
resolution to move forward and focus on hope rather than being consumed by past grievances
reflects a mature and pragmatic approach to life. It underscores the novel's message about the
importance of hope and resilience as mechanisms for survival and empowerment in a
challenging socio-political context.

These quotes collectively illustrate the resilience and fortitude of Mariam and Laila,
which are central to understanding the dynamics of gender and agency in the novel. Their
experiences and actions reflect broader themes of resistance and empowerment, challenging
traditional gender roles and highlighting the capacity of women to assert their agency even in
oppressive environments. This analysis situates A Thousand Splendid Suns within the context
of recent studies on gender dynamics and women's agency in Afghan society, contributing to
the ongoing discourse on the role of literature in illuminating and challenging societal norms.
By providing a nuanced portrayal of women's struggles and resilience, Hosseini's novel adds a
valuable perspective to the existing body of knowledge on gender and agency in Afghanistan,

emphasizing the transformative power of hope and defiance against systemic oppression.

4.3 Intersectionality in Gender Dynamics

In addition to the overarching themes of gender equality and women's empowerment, the novel
also explores the intersectionality of gender dynamics with other forms of oppression, such as
class and ethnicity. Mariam's character, for instance, embodies the intersectional challenges
faced by Afghan women from marginalized backgrounds. The novel delves into the complex
intersections of gender and legitimacy through the character of Mariam, whose identity is
profoundly shaped by societal norms and familial dynamics in Afghanistan. Mariam’s early
realization of her marginalized status elucidates in “Later, when she was older, Mariam did
understand. It was the way Nana uttered the word—not so much saying it as spitting it at her—
that made Mariam feel the full sting of it. She understood then what Nana meant, that a harami
was an unwanted thing; that she, Mariam, was an illegitimate person who would never have
legitimate claim to the things other people had, things such as love, family, home, acceptance”
(Hosseini, p. 4). The term "harami," delivered with disdain by Mariam’s mother, Nana,
epitomizes Mariam’s societal rejection as a result of her illegitimate birth. This label not only
underscores the patriarchal values that prioritize lineage and family honor in Afghan society

but also highlights how Mariam’s gender intersects with her illegitimacy to intensify her
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exclusion from social and familial structures. This intersectional analysis illuminates the
systemic barriers that constrain Mariam’s agency and opportunities, illustrating broader themes
of gender discrimination and social hierarchy prevalent in the novel. Moreover, the emotional
and psychological impact of being labeled "harami™ underscores the internalized stigma and
societal expectations that shape Mariam’s self-perception and life trajectory. By examining
Mariam’s experiences through an intersectional lens, this analysis contributes to a deeper
understanding of how gender and legitimacy intersect to perpetuate inequality and
marginalization within cultural contexts like Afghanistan.

Furthermore, the intersectionality of gender and class is evident in the contrasting
experiences of Mariam and Laila. While Mariam grows up in poverty and faces societal scorn
as a result of her illegitimacy, Laila enjoys relative privilege as the daughter of an educated,
middle-class family. However, both women ultimately confront the oppressive forces of
patriarchy, highlighting how gender-based discrimination transcends class boundaries and
affects women from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. In depicting the pervasive impact
of domestic abuse, Hosseini writes, “It wasn't easy tolerating him talking this way to her, to
bear his scorn, his ridicule, his insults, ... Now Mariam dreaded the sound of him coming
home... no matter what she did to please him, no matter how thoroughly she submitted to his
wants and demands, it wasn't enough” (Hosseini, p. 64). This vividly portrays the psychological
and emotional toll on Mariam, underscoring the cyclical nature of abuse and dissatisfaction
within her marriage to Rasheed. Despite Mariam’s efforts to conform and meet Rasheed’s
expectations, her submission and compliance are met with persistent degradation, highlighting
the entrenched power imbalance and rigid gender roles prevalent in Afghan society.

Moreover, Rasheed’s assertion “A woman’s face is her husband’s business only”
(Hosseini, p. 64) reflects the patriarchal control over women’s bodies and identities,
emphasizing the erasure of individual agency and the expectation that women conform to male-
defined standards of behavior and appearance. This exemplifies the systemic suppression of
women’s voices and self-expression within familial and societal contexts, perpetuating the
subjugation of women to paternalistic authority and societal expectations.

Furthermore, Laila’s disillusionment following her marriage to Rasheed is poignantly
conveyed in “Laila passed that winter of 1992 sweeping the house, scrubbing the pumpkin-
colored walls of the bedroom she shared with Rasheed, washing clothes outside in a big copper
lagoon” (Hosseini, p. 145). This depiction underscores the stark contrast between Laila’s
youthful aspirations and the grim reality of her domestic confinement and unfulfilled dreams.

Her mundane household chores symbolize the loss of personal autonomy and the erosion of
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her aspirations for education and independence, reflecting the constraints imposed upon
women'’s lives in traditional Afghan households.

Additionally, Hosseini highlights Laila’s strategic use of the burqa as a shield against
societal judgment and scrutiny, “Still, she found some comfort in the anonymity that the burqa
provided. She wouldn't be recognized this way if she ran into an old acquaintance of hers. She
wouldn't have to watch the surprise in their eyes, or the pity or the glee, at how far she had
fallen, at how her lofty aspirations had been dashed” (Hosseini, p. 146). This reveals the
complex ways in which Afghan women negotiate visibility and identity within a patriarchal
society, navigating the tensions between personal agency and societal expectations. Laila’s
adoption of the burqa reflects a pragmatic response to protect herself from public judgment and
preserve a semblance of anonymity amidst personal disappointment and societal pressures.

By addressing the intersectionality of gender with other axes of oppression, A Thousand
Splendid Suns offers a nuanced portrayal of women's experiences in Afghanistan, enriching
our understanding of the complex interplay between gender, class, ethnicity, and power

dynamics.

4.4 Agency Amidst Adversity: Resistance and Resilience

Another key finding of this study is the resilience and agency demonstrated by female
characters in the face of adversity. Despite enduring profound hardships and systemic
oppression, Mariam and Laila refuse to be passive victims of their circumstances. Instead, they
actively resist patriarchal violence and assert their autonomy, demonstrating agency in shaping
their own destinies.

Hosseini's novel A Thousand Splendid Suns intricately portrays the profound agency,
resistance, and resilience exhibited by its female protagonists, Mariam and Laila, amidst
pervasive adversity in Afghanistan. Mariam’s courageous act of self-sacrifice to protect Laila
and her children exemplifies the profound lengths to which women will go to safeguard loved
ones and assert their agency in hostile environments. Hosseini vividly describes Mariam's
confrontation with Rasheed, where she “clawed at him. She beat at his chest. She hurled herself
against him...” (Hosseini, p. 210), illustrating her defiance against domestic violence and her
determination to shield Laila from harm. This scene underscores Mariam's agency in asserting
control over her fate and challenging patriarchal oppression.

Similarly, Laila’s journey reflects the transformative power of female agency in
overcoming adversity. Hosseini portrays Laila’s determination to escape Rasheed’s abusive

household and carve out a better future for herself and her children, asserting, “This little girl
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will be a woman who will make small demands on life... something deep in her core, that
neither Rasheed nor the Taliban will be able to break” (Hosseini, p. 242). This highlights
Laila’s resilience and her refusal to be defined by societal expectations, emphasizing her
agency in shaping her own destiny despite formidable obstacles.

Moreover, the novel underscores the importance of solidarity and collective action
among women in resisting oppression and effecting social change. The bond between Mariam
and Laila serves as a pivotal source of strength and mutual support, enabling them to confront
shared adversities and pursue common aspirations. As depicted in the novel, “Laila began to
laugh, and Mariam joined in” (Hosseini, p. 162), their laughter amidst hardship symbolizes
their resilience and camaraderie. Their solidarity not only empowers them individually but also
inspires others to join their fight for justice and equality, illustrating the transformative
potential of collective action in challenging patriarchal norms and reshaping societal structures.

Through the experiences of Mariam and Laila, A Thousand Splendid Suns offers a
profound exploration of agency amidst adversity, highlighting how women navigate and resist
systemic oppression with resilience, solidarity, and determination. These themes contribute to
a nuanced understanding of gender dynamics, resilience, and the enduring quest for autonomy
and dignity within cultural contexts shaped by patriarchal constraints.

Overall, the portrayal of agency amidst adversity underscores the resilience and
strength of Afghan women, offering a powerful testament to their capacity to effect change and
shape their own destinies despite the formidable obstacles they face.

4.5 Transformative Power of Education

Education emerges as a transformative catalyst, enabling women to challenge entrenched
gender norms, broaden their opportunities, and assert their rights. Both Mariam and Laila
recognize the pivotal role of education in transcending their constrained circumstances and
pursuing their aspirations, despite societal expectations and familial pressures. For instance,
Mariam expresses her longing for formal education when she tells her father, "Mariam told
him that she wished she would be allowed to go to school™ (Hosseini, p. 13). Similarly, Laila's
academic achievements, symbolized by her attainment of the awal numra certificate for
academic excellence, underscore her commitment to intellectual and personal growth despite
the societal constraints imposed upon Afghan women (Hosseini, p. 72). Through these
narratives, the novel portrays education as a powerful tool for empowerment, enabling women
like Mariam and Laila to challenge traditional gender roles, expand their horizons, and pursue

independence in a patriarchal society marked by pervasive inequality.
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Laila's father, in particular, serves as a progressive advocate for his daughter's
education, defying traditional gender roles and investing in her future “Marriage can wait,
education cannot You're a very, very bright girl. Truly, you are. You can be anything you want,
Laila I know this about you. And I also know that when this war is over, Afghanistan is going
to need you as much as its men, maybe even more. Because a society has no chance of success
if its women are uneducated, Laila No chance” (Hosseini, p. 72). His unwavering support for
Laila's education reflects the transformative potential of education in fostering women's
empowerment and challenging patriarchal structures.

Furthermore, the novel portrays education as a catalyst for social change, empowering
women to advocate for their rights and challenge entrenched inequalities. Through their pursuit
of education, Mariam and Laila become agents of change, inspiring other women to assert their
autonomy and demand equality,” Mariam is never very far. She is here, in these walls they've
repainted, in the trees they've planted, ..., mostly, Mariam is in Laila's own heart, where she
shines with the bursting radiance of a thousand suns (Hosseini, p. 250).

Overall, the transformative power of education emerges as a central theme in A
Thousand Splendid Suns, highlighting its role in empowering women to resist oppression,

pursue their aspirations, and effect positive change in society.

4.6 Critique of Patriarchal Structures

The novel presents a trenchant critique of patriarchal structures and the pervasive oppression
of women within Afghan society. Through its portrayal of characters like Rasheed and the
experiences of Mariam, Laila, and other female protagonists, the novel exposes the profound
impact of patriarchal norms on women's lives. Rasheed's abusive behavior towards his wives
exemplifies the systemic violence and control exerted by men over women. As depicted in the
text, “no matter what she did to please him, no matter how thoroughly she submitted to his
wants and demands, it wasn't enough” (Hosseini, p. 64), highlighting the futility and
dehumanizing nature of Mariam's efforts to conform to societal expectations. Moreover, the
statement “a man's accusing finger always finds a woman” (Hosseini, p. 7) encapsulates the
pervasive blame and scrutiny directed towards women in Afghan society, reinforcing gender
inequalities and justifying male dominance. Additionally, the dismissal of female education is
underscored by the quote, “What's the sense schooling a girl like you? It's like shining a
spittoon. And you'll learn nothing of value in those schools” (Hosseini, p. 13), illustrating the
entrenched belief in limiting women's intellectual and personal development. Hosseini's

narrative thus serves as a poignant critique of the societal structures that perpetuate gender
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discrimination and constrain women's agency, urging readers to confront and challenge these
enduring inequalities.

Moreover, the narrative of Hosseini's A Thousand Splendid Suns challenges entrenched
gender roles and societal expectations that confine women to subordinate positions within both
the familial and societal frameworks. Characters such as Mariam and Laila actively resist the
roles assigned to them as passive victims, demonstrating agency and defying patriarchal norms.
Hosseini illustrates this defiance through moments where Mariam is viewed with reverence by
other women, as evidenced by the statement, “The women eyed her with a reverent, almost
awestruck, expression” (Hosseini, p. 219). Mariam's yearning for more in her final moments
reflects her rejection of a fate resigned to victimhood, symbolizing her quest for autonomy and
dignity. Similarly, Laila’s decision to embrace resilience and move forward for the sake of
herself, Tariq, and her children signifies her refusal to be defined solely by her past or societal
expectations, depicted in the statement, “And so Laila has resigned herself to moving on. For
her own sake, for Tariq's, for her children's” (Hosseini, p. 265). These narratives underscore
the novel's broader critique of patriarchal structures, emphasizing the characters' ongoing
struggle against societal constraints and their determination to shape their own destinies amidst
adversity.

By critiquing patriarchal structures and amplifying the voices of marginalized women,
A Thousand Splendid Suns calls attention to the urgent need for gender equality and women's
empowerment in Afghanistan and beyond. The novel serves as a powerful testament to the
resilience, strength, and inherent dignity of women, offering a compelling vision of a more just

and equitable society.

5.0 CONCLUSION
A Thousand Splendid Suns offers a poignant exploration of the struggles faced by women in
Afghanistan, presenting a narrative that is both heart-wrenching and hopeful. Despite the
pervasive hardships and injustices, they endure, the resilience displayed by the female
protagonists serves as a beacon of hope amidst despair. The novel opens with a stark portrayal
of traditional Afghan society, vividly depicting the discrimination and abuse suffered by
characters like Mariam, whose life is marked by tragedy and oppression. Through her forced
marriage to Rashid and the subsequent arrival of Laila, the narrative unfolds a tale of
interconnected lives and shared struggles for liberation.

As the story progresses, the intertwined journeys of Mariam and Laila lead to moments

of resistance and empowerment, culminating in acts of defiance against their oppressors. Laila's
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decision to leave with her daughter Aziza and Mariam represents a pivotal moment of agency
and liberation, symbolizing the courage and determination of women to forge their own paths
despite the odds stacked against them. Mariam's ultimate sacrifice in defense of Laila
underscores the strength of their bond and the lengths to which they will go to protect each
other.

Moreover, the novel's exploration of intersectionality highlights the complex interplay
between gender, class, and ethnicity, enriching our understanding of the challenges faced by
Afghan women from diverse backgrounds. The transformative power of education emerges as
a central theme, empowering women to challenge societal norms and advocate for their rights.
Through their pursuit of education, Mariam and Laila become agents of change, inspiring
others to join their fight for justice and equality.

Through its evocative storytelling, A Thousand Splendid Suns sheds light on the harsh
realities faced by Afghan women during times of conflict and upheaval. The novel serves as a
powerful reminder of the resilience and tenacity of the human spirit, offering a message of hope
that even in the darkest of times, there remains the possibility for redemption and renewal. As
readers journey through the lives of Mariam and Laila, they are confronted with the urgent
need for societal reform and the importance of advocating for gender equality and women's
rights.

In conclusion, A Thousand Splendid Suns leaves a lasting impression, challenging
readers to confront the injustices faced by women in Afghanistan while also inspiring hope for
a brighter future. It is a testament to the strength of the human spirit and the transformative

power of solidarity and resilience in the face of adversity.
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