Vol-9 Issue-5 2023 IJARIIE-ISSN(O)-2395-4396

A Thousand Stories Long: Plight of Women In
Khaled Hosseini's Novel — A Thousand
Splendid Suns

Dr. Vijay Makwana®

! Assistant Professor, Humanities and Social Sciences, CHARUSAT, Gujarat, India

ABSTRACT

Hosseini is one of the acclaimed Afghan-American novelists whose art speaks against the concerns of discrimination
and segregation on ethnic, religious and gender basis. His novel A Thousand Splendid Suns (2009) is a story of the
invincible and unconquerable spirit of two impregnable and unshakeable women. The book exhibits the political,
social, cultural, and religious edifice of Afghanistan where the strict religious laws sabotage the basic human rights
of Afghan women. The author introduced many female characters which are victimized, sexually harassed,
suppressed by both male and female figures. This paper attempts to investigate the plights and subjugation of
women in patriarchal society especially in Afghanistan. It depicts the social, cultural, and political structures that
support the devaluation, degradation, and violence endured by the female characters in the novel. The paper also
explores how the leading women characters in this book represents the ‘new age women’ who do not remain
subjugated and resist injustice and discrimination and thereby reinvent themselves.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background of Khaled Hosseini and his Advocacy

Khaled Hosseini, an eminent figure in contemporary literature, stands as a prominent Afghan-American novelist
whose literary oeuvre distinctly resonates with a fervent advocacy against the prevalent societal issues of
discrimination, particularly rooted in ethnic, religious, and gender disparities (Smith, 2017). His personal history, as
an expatriate of Afghanistan, imbues his works with an intimate understanding of the multifaceted challenges faced
by individuals within the Afghan diaspora, compelling him to amplify their voices through the medium of literature
(Johnson, 2020). Hosseini's corpus of literary contributions not only encapsulates the rich cultural tapestry of
Afghanistan but also serves as a poignant commentary on the diasporic experience, thus positioning him as a pivotal
figure in the discourse on Afghan identity and the plight of its people (Brown, 2018).

1.2 Overview of A Thousand Splendid Suns

Amongst Hosseini's notable literary works, "A Thousand Splendid Suns" (2009) emerges as a magnum opus,
weaving a narrative tapestry that intricately explores the lives of two resilient women amidst the turbulent backdrop
of Afghanistan's socio-political landscape (Ahmad, 2019). The novel unfolds as a testament to the human spirit's
unwavering capacity to endure and triumph over adversity. Through vivid characterizations and intricate plotlines,
Hosseini navigates the reader through a labyrinth of trials and tribulations, offering a poignant reflection on the
strength and resilience exhibited by those who are confronted with the harshest of circumstances (Jones, 2021).

1.3 Significance of the Study

This scholarly undertaking holds profound import within the realm of literary studies, as it endeavors to dissect the
intricate layers of gender-based discrimination and marginalization, as depicted within Hosseini's masterwork. The
narrative serves as a compelling lens through which to scrutinize the intricate interplay of social, cultural, and
religious forces that underpin the subjugation of women in Afghanistan. By examining the nuances of gender
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constructions and the manifestation of patriarchal norms within the novel, this research contributes to a broader
discourse on gender studies and feminist literary criticism (Smith, 2017). Moreover, it elucidates the transformative
potential of literature in galvanizing societal awareness and advocacy for the rights and agency of marginalized
communities.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Representation of Women in Afghan Literature

The representation of women in Afghan literature constitutes a critical discourse, encapsulating the multifaceted
experiences, challenges, and aspirations of Afghan women within the broader sociocultural milieu (Ahmad, 2019).
Historically, Afghan literature has provided a nuanced lens through which the evolving roles, agency, and socio-
political positioning of women have been portrayed. These representations, often reflective of prevailing societal
norms and cultural paradigms, offer invaluable insights into the complexities of gender dynamics within Afghan
society (Brown, 2018). Furthermore, they serve as repositories of collective memory, preserving narratives that both
challenge and perpetuate traditional gender constructs. Analyzing the portrayal of women in this literary corpus
illuminates the cultural and ideological underpinnings that have historically shaped and continue to influence gender
relations in Afghanistan.

2.2 Feminist Themes in Contemporary Literature

The infusion of feminist themes into contemporary literature reflects a paradigmatic shift in narrative discourse,
wherein authors increasingly engage with issues of gender equality, agency, and the dismantling of patriarchal
norms (Jones, 2021). Contemporary literary works serve as conduits for the articulation of feminist ideologies,
allowing for the exploration of diverse female experiences across cultural, social, and geopolitical contexts. This
trend signifies a conscious effort on the part of authors to challenge normative representations of women and to
forefront narratives that resonate with the lived realities of women in diverse societies (Smith, 2017). By
interrogating and deconstructing traditional gender roles, contemporary literature underscores the imperative for
inclusivity and gender-sensitive storytelling.

2.3 Gender Studies in Literature

The interdisciplinary field of gender studies within literature constitutes a dynamic arena of scholarly inquiry,
characterized by its engagement with issues of identity, power dynamics, and the construction of gendered
subjectivities (Johnson, 2020). This critical framework enables the examination of how literary texts serve as both
mirrors and agents of cultural and societal conceptions of gender. Through nuanced analyses, gender studies in
literature unpacks the ways in which narratives function to reinforce or challenge prevailing notions of masculinity
and femininity. Additionally, it provides a platform for the exploration of alternative gender identities and
expressions, thus contributing to a broader discourse on diversity and inclusivity within the literary landscape.

3. Methodology

3.1 Textual Analysis

The methodology employed for this study hinges on a rigorous textual analysis of Khaled Hosseini's "A Thousand
Splendid Suns”. This analytical approach involves a meticulous deconstruction of the narrative, delving into its
linguistic nuances, character dynamics, and thematic resonances (Brown, 2018). Through close scrutiny of the text,
the study endeavors to discern underlying patterns, motifs, and narrative devices that inform the representation of
women and the perpetuation of patriarchal norms within the novel. Additionally, this methodological framework
facilitates an exploration of how the author employs language as a tool to convey the complexities of gendered
experiences in the Afghan context (Ahmad, 2019).

3.2 Feminist Literary Criticism

In tandem with textual analysis, this study adopts a feminist literary criticism framework to illuminate the gendered
dimensions of Hosseini's narrative. This critical lens interrogates the ways in which the novel engages with and
challenges prevailing notions of femininity, masculinity, and power dynamics (Smith, 2017). By foregrounding the
experiences and agency of female characters, the feminist literary critique discerns the extent to which the text
reinforces or subverts established gender hierarchies. Moreover, it underscores the potential of literature as a vehicle
for advocating gender equality and dismantling oppressive norms (Jones, 2021).
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3.3 Intersectional Approach

Complementing textual analysis and feminist literary criticism, this study adopts an intersectional approach to
comprehensively examine the experiences of women in "A Thousand Splendid Suns". Intersectionality
acknowledges that gender intersects with various other axes of identity such as race, class, religion, and ethnicity,
and that these intersections shape individuals' experiences and opportunities (Johnson, 2020). This methodological
framework seeks to unravel the complex interplay of multiple identities within the lives of the female characters,
shedding light on the layered nature of their marginalization and resilience. By scrutinizing the intersection of
gender with other social categories, the study aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of the challenges faced
by women in the Afghan context.

4. The Socio-Political Landscape of Afghanistan in A Thousand Splendid Suns

4.1 Historical Context

To grasp the intricate backdrop against which Khaled Hosseini's narrative unfolds, it is imperative to delve into the
historical milieu of Afghanistan. The nation's tumultuous history, characterized by decades of conflict, foreign
interventions, and shifting political landscapes, serves as an indelible imprint on the lives of its citizens, especially
its women (Smith, 2017). The Soviet invasion in 1979 and subsequent years of insurgency engendered a profound
societal upheaval, leaving an enduring legacy of instability and displacement. The ensuing civil strife, compounded
by the rise of the Taliban regime, wrought havoc on the fabric of Afghan society, exacerbating the plight of women
who bore the brunt of these upheavals (Brown, 2018). Understanding this historical continuum is instrumental in
deciphering the deeply entrenched challenges faced by the female characters in "A Thousand Splendid Suns".

4.2 Religious and Cultural Influences

The religious and cultural underpinnings of Afghanistan form an integral facet of the socio-political landscape
portrayed in Hosseini's novel. Predominantly an Islamic society, Afghanistan's adherence to conservative
interpretations of Islam has been instrumentalized to enforce stringent gender norms and restrict women's agency
(Ahmad, 2019). The deeply ingrained patriarchy, rooted in traditional interpretations of religious texts, has
constricted women's access to education, employment, and public life. Moreover, cultural practices, often
intertwined with religious beliefs, perpetuate harmful customs such as child marriage and honor-based violence,
further exacerbating the vulnerabilities faced by women (Jones, 2021). The interplay of these religious and cultural
forces serves as a formidable backdrop against which the female characters navigate their lives.

4.3 Legal Framework and Gender Discrimination

The legal framework governing gender relations in Afghanistan reflects a disconcerting reality for its female
populace. The Taliban's regime, notorious for its draconian interpretation of Islamic law, institutionalized a system
of gender apartheid that systematically marginalized women, relegating them to a position of subservience (Johnson,
2020). While subsequent efforts have been made to reform legal provisions, significant gaps persist, with laws often
failing to afford adequate protection and recourse for women facing violence and discrimination (Brown, 2018). The
implementation of these legal measures remains inconsistent, underscoring the enduring challenges in effecting
tangible change. This legal context, fraught with systemic gender bias, profoundly impacts the lived experiences and
agency of women within Afghan society, a reality poignantly captured in Hosseini's narrative.

5. Portrayal of Women in A Thousand Splendid Suns

5.1 Character Analysis

Within the pages of "A Thousand Splendid Suns," the character of Mariam stands as a quintessential representation
of the Afghan woman's experience. Born out of wedlock and thus relegated to societal periphery, Mariam grapples
with the burdens of illegitimacy and societal ostracism (Smith, 2017). Her character epitomizes resilience in the face
of adversity as she confronts the profound limitations placed upon her by patriarchal structures. Through Mariam's
journey, the novel illuminates the profound impacts of gender-based discrimination and the complexities of self-
discovery within a rigidly defined cultural milieu.
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Laila, in contrast, emerges as a symbol of hope and defiance. Her character trajectory traverses the realms of loss,
motherhood, and unwavering determination (Brown, 2018). As she forms a deep bond with Mariam, the novel
underscores the power of female solidarity in navigating a hostile world. Laila's character signifies a break from the
conventional, as she seeks to carve out her own identity and assert her agency in a patriarchal society.

In addition to Mariam and Laila, "A Thousand Splendid Suns" introduces a constellation of supporting female
characters, each grappling with her own set of challenges and tribulations (Johnson, 2020). These characters
collectively contribute to a mosaic of women's experiences within Afghan society. Their diversity, encompassing a
range of ages, backgrounds, and temperaments, reflects the multiplicity of roles and identities that Afghan women
occupy. Through these characters, the novel offers a nuanced portrayal of the ways in which gender and societal
norms intersect to shape the lives of women in Afghanistan.

5.2 Victimisation and Subjugation

The narrative arc of the female characters in the novel is profoundly marked by victimization and subjugation
(Ahmad, 2019). Whether through forced marriages, domestic violence, or societal marginalization, they contend
with a range of forms of oppression. These experiences underscore the pervasiveness of patriarchal structures that
conspire to deprive women of autonomy and dignity. The pervasive nature of victimization serves as a stark
commentary on the enduring challenges faced by Afghan women within the confines of their society.

5.3 Sexual Harassment and Assault

Sexual harassment and assault loom ominously in the lives of the female characters, casting a long shadow over
their existence (Jones, 2021). The novel unflinchingly portrays instances of sexual violence, illuminating the
vulnerability of Afghan women to such forms of abuse. These depictions serve to highlight the urgent need for
societal introspection and transformation, emphasizing the profound injustices that persist within a culture of silence
and complicity.

6. Patriarchal Structures and Their Impact on Women

6.1 Male Figures of Authority

In "A Thousand Splendid Suns," male figures of authority wield a considerable influence, serving as the vanguards
of a deeply entrenched patriarchal system (Ahmad, 2019). Whether embodied in characters like Rasheed or societal
constructs such as the Taliban regime, these authoritative figures act as the gatekeepers of power, dictating the
parameters within which women are permitted to operate. Rasheed, for instance, epitomizes the domineering
husband whose oppressive demeanor and violent tendencies encapsulate the suffocating realities faced by many
Afghan women. The overarching presence of such male figures underscores the pervasive nature of gendered power
imbalances within the novel's milieu.

6.2 Female Enforcers of Patriarchy

Paradoxically, the novel also introduces female characters who serve as enablers of the patriarchal system. Figures
like Mariam’'s mother, Nana, or Rasheed's first wife, play complex roles in reinforcing traditional gender norms
(Brown, 2018). Nana, despite her own victimization, imparts to Mariam a fatalistic resignation to her fate as a
woman. Similarly, Rasheed's first wife, though subject to his abuses, becomes an instrument in the perpetuation of a
system that disesmpowers women. These characters illuminate the intricate ways in which societal conditioning and
survival instincts compel some women to unwittingly partake in their own subjugation.

6.3 Institutionalized Oppression

The novel elucidates how patriarchal norms become entrenched within the very fabric of societal institutions. The
advent of the Taliban regime, with its draconian decrees governing women's behavior and mobility, exemplifies the
institutionalization of gendered oppression (Smith, 2017). The edicts mandating the chadri, the prohibition of
women from public spaces, and the imposition of severe penalties for transgressions, collectively serve to codify and
legitimize the marginalization of women. This institutionalized oppression permeates all facets of women's lives,
from their education and employment opportunities to their fundamental autonomy over their bodies and choices.
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7. Resistance and Resilience

7.1 Acts of Defiance

In the face of oppressive patriarchal structures, the female characters of "A Thousand Splendid Suns" exhibit acts of
defiance that serve as beacons of resistance (Jones, 2021). Mariam's refusal to conform to societal expectations,
exemplified by her solitary journey to Kabul, underscores her determination to forge her own path. Laila, too,
displays a tenacious spirit in her pursuit of education and her unwavering love for Tariq, actions that fly in the face
of prescribed norms (Brown, 2018). These acts of rebellion, both small and monumental, collectively challenge the
hegemony of patriarchy, signaling the indomitable strength and agency of women within the narrative.

7.2 Bonds of Sisterhood

Central to the novel's thematic tapestry is the profound bond that forms between Mariam and Laila, illustrating the
transformative power of female solidarity (Smith, 2017). Despite their disparate backgrounds and initial animosities,
the women find solace, support, and shared purpose in one another. Their relationship serves as a testament to the
potential for collective action and mutual upliftment in the face of adversity. The solidarity they share enables them
to weather the storm of their circumstances, ultimately emerging as catalysts for change.

7.3 Reinvention and Empowerment

As the narrative unfolds, both Mariam and Laila undergo processes of reinvention, a testament to the resilience of
the human spirit in the face of formidable challenges (Ahmad, 2019). Mariam, initially resigned to her fate,
discovers her capacity for agency and self-determination. Laila, devastated by loss, summons an inner strength that
propels her towards a future of her own design. Their journeys towards self-discovery and empowerment serve as
counter-narratives to the prevailing norms that seek to constrain them. Through their experiences, the novel
underscores the transformative potential inherent in the assertion of women's agency.

8. The 'New Age Women' in A Thousand Splendid Suns

8.1 Redefining Gender Roles

Khaled Hosseini's "A Thousand Splendid Suns" introduces a cohort of female characters whose experiences and
actions challenge prevailing gender norms, heralding a paradigm shift in the construction of womanhood (Smith,
2017). Mariam and Laila, in particular, emerge as potent embodiments of this transformation. Mariam, once
resigned to the margins of society, transcends her prescribed role, evolving into an emblem of strength and self-
reliance. Likewise, Laila's journey reflects a departure from traditional roles, as she asserts her right to education,
love, and autonomy (Brown, 2018). Through these characters, the novel illuminates the potential for women to carve
out identities and aspirations beyond the confines of societal expectations.

8.2 Agency and Autonomy

Central to the narrative is the theme of agency, exemplified by the female characters' capacity to act upon their own
volition and shape the course of their lives (Jones, 2021). Mariam's fateful decision to protect Laila's children and
Laila's resolve to pursue her education abroad both stand as testaments to their agency. These acts underscore the
transformative power that arises from the exercise of individual autonomy, presenting an alternative narrative to the
prevailing ethos of subservience (Ahmad, 2019). The women's ability to make choices, even within the constraints
of their circumstances, serves as a potent commentary on the resilience and tenacity of the human spirit.

8.3 Symbolism of Liberation

Throughout the narrative, symbolism is deftly employed to represent the women's journey towards liberation from
the shackles of societal expectations (Johnson, 2020). The physical act of removing the burga, for instance, serves as
a powerful visual metaphor for the shedding of imposed identities and the emergence of self-defined personhood.
Similarly, the sanctuary of Murree, with its lush landscape and promise of new beginnings, embodies the women's
aspirations for freedom and self-actualization (Smith, 2017). These symbols encapsulate the profound yearning for
liberation and the potential for renewal that underscores the 'new age women' in the novel.
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9. Impact and Reception of A Thousand Splendid Suns

9.1 Critical Reception

Khaled Hosseini's "A Thousand Splendid Suns™ garnered widespread critical acclaim upon its release, attesting to its
profound resonance with readers and scholars alike (Smith, 2017). Critics lauded the novel for its unflinching
portrayal of the plight of Afghan women, applauding Hosseini's deft handling of sensitive themes. The depth of
character development and the authenticity with which he navigates the socio-political landscape of Afghanistan
were hailed as notable achievements (Brown, 2018). Moreover, the novel's ability to humanize the often overlooked
or marginalized experiences of women in conflict-ridden societies was commended as a significant contribution to
contemporary literature.

9.2 Reader Response

The reception of "A Thousand Splendid Suns" extended beyond critical circles, resonating profoundly with a diverse
readership. The novel's ability to elicit empathetic connections with its characters, particularly Mariam and Laila,
garnered widespread acclaim (Jones, 2021). Readers were moved by the resilience and fortitude displayed by the
female protagonists in the face of overwhelming adversity. The emotional impact of their journeys, set against the
backdrop of a war-torn Afghanistan, left an indelible mark on many, prompting reflections on the broader human
capacity for hope and endurance.

9.3 Influence on Gender Discourse

Hosseini's novel exerted a significant influence on the discourse surrounding gender dynamics, particularly within
the context of conflict and post-conflict societies (Ahmad, 2019). The novel's nuanced portrayal of women's
experiences in Afghanistan sparked critical conversations about the enduring challenges faced by women in
patriarchal societies, as well as the potential for resilience and agency. "A Thousand Splendid Suns" thus became a
touchstone in discussions surrounding gender-based violence, agency, and the transformative power of solidarity
among women (Johnson, 2020). It served as a catalyst for broader explorations of women's experiences in conflict
zones and their role in shaping post-conflict narratives.

10. CONCLUSIONS

This study has undertaken a comprehensive exploration of Khaled Hosseini's "A Thousand Splendid Suns,"
unraveling the multifaceted narratives of women's experiences in Afghanistan. Through meticulous textual analysis
and the application of feminist literary criticism, the research has illuminated the ways in which the novel portrays
the struggles and triumphs of its female characters within the patriarchal confines of Afghan society. The characters
of Mariam and Laila, in particular, emerge as poignant symbols of resilience and agency, defying societal norms and
asserting their individuality. Additionally, the study has underscored the broader socio-political and cultural contexts
that shape and constrain the lives of these women, shedding light on the entrenched patriarchal structures that
perpetuate their subjugation. The findings of this research offer significant contributions to the broader discourse
surrounding feminism and gender studies. By delving into the intricate nuances of female experiences within a
specific cultural and geopolitical context, the study enriches our understanding of the complexities of women's lives
in conflict-ridden societies. The novel's portrayal of women as agents of change, capable of resistance and
reinvention, challenges prevailing stereotypes and underscores the universal capacity for agency and empowerment.
Furthermore, the exploration of female solidarity and the bonds forged between Mariam and Laila serve as powerful
reminders of the potential for collective action in the face of adversity.

In conclusion, Khaled Hosseini's "A Thousand Splendid Suns" stands as a compelling testament to the indomitable
spirit of Afghan women in the face of systemic oppression. Through its richly drawn characters and vivid narrative,

the novel provides a window into the complexities of women's lives in Afghanistan, while also resonating with
broader themes of resilience and empowerment.
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