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  Khaled Hosseini was born in Kabul, but his family fled Afghanistan for America in 1978 after the Soviet invasion. Whilst in America, Hosseini obtained a medical degree and began writing alongside his work in 2001. The Kite Runner was Hosseini’s first novel, for which he was awarded the Boeke Prize and the Alex Award, amongst others. His next novel, A Thousand Splendid Suns (2007) was a New York Times best seller for 103 weeks, whilst And The Mountains Echoed (2013) similarly appeared as number one on the Times list. His novels are all partly set in Afghanistan, and give voice to Afghan protagonists. Hosseini’s novels have been described as the “saddest of stories” (Memmott, 2004: para. 13), whereby he intertwines painful and compelling narratives with accurate historical events, stressing the effects of large-scale conflict and international politics on individual lives.


  A THOUSAND SPLENDID SUNS


  HISTORICAL FICTION


  
    	Genre: novel


    	Reference edition: Hosseini, K. (2007) A Thousand Splendid Suns. London: Bloomsbury.


    	1st edition: 2007


    	Themes: love, pain, conflict, history, war, marriage, violence, mother-daughter love, sacrifice

  


  Within A Thousand Splendid Suns, Hosseini focuses on the lives of two women, Mariam and Laila. The first section of the novel takes us through Mariam’s youth and her marriage at just 15 years old to a man named Rasheed. In part two, Hosseini turns to Laila’s youth nearly two decades later. When Laila’s family are all killed in the war, she is taken in and cared for by Mariam and Rasheed. As Laila later marries Rasheed, the lives of Mariam and Laila intertwine and they develop a bond as close as that of mother and daughter. Whilst The Kite Runner is a “father and son story set exclusively in the world of men”, with A Thousand Splendid Suns, Hosseini sought to tell the “inner lives of two struggling Afghan women” (Hosseini, 2007: 409): as they endure the conflict within their domestic lives as well as the war around them, Hosseini demonstrates how mother-daughter bonds move both women to acts of complete selflessness.


  SUMMARY


  MARIAM’S CHILDHOOD


  The first part of the novel focuses on Mariam’s childhood. When she is five years old, her mother calls her a “harami” (p. 3), which means an illegitimate child. Mariam’s father Jalil visits her for one to two hours every Thursday, and is always full of affection for Mariam and gives her lots of presents. We then learn that Jalil has “three wives and […] nine legitimate children” (p. 5), and owns a cinema, as well as land and other stores. Nana (Mariam’s mother) used to work for Jalil as a housekeeper, until they had an affair and Nana fell pregnant; she was subsequently thrown out of the house. We are introduced to Mullah Faizullah, who teaches Mariam parts of the Koran: when Mariam and Mullah Faizullah ask Nana if she can go to school, Nana refuses and tells Mariam that she must only learn to “endure” (p. 18).


  In “the spring of 1974” (p. 25), Mariam turns 15. Mariam asks her father if she can go and see a new cartoon that is on in Jalil’s cinema, but he becomes uncomfortable and refuses. Away from Nana, Mariam asks him again, and this time he tells her to meet him outside the house tomorrow. When Nana learns of Mariam and Jalil’s plan, she calls Mariam ungrateful and says she will “die if you go” (p. 27). On her birthday, Mariam waits outside for Jalil, who does not arrive, so she decides to walk to Herat instead. When she is not allowed to enter her father’s house, she spends the night outside. She later sees her father watching her from the window but he still refuses her entry. When Mariam gets home, she finds that Nana has hanged herself. Mariam then goes to live with her father, who arranges for her to marry a man named Rasheed. We learn that Rasheed’s first wife and son have both died. They marry the next day.


  MARIAM’S MISERABLE MARRIAGE


  For the first few days of her marriage to Rasheed, Mariam stays cooped up in her room in fear of her husband. After a few days, he orders her to “start behaving like a wife” (p. 63). Rasheed gives her a burqa to wear when she leaves the house, and also buys her a silk shawl that Mariam regards as a “true gift” compared to her father’s “halfhearted tokens of penance” (p. 75). That night, Mariam and Rasheed have sex. One day, Mariam searches Rasheed’s room and finds a gun, pornographic magazines, and pictures of his wife and son. Mariam falls pregnant and they organise a party in celebration; however, before they get the chance to celebrate, Mariam has a miscarriage.


  In 1978, Mariam turns 19, and the reader learns that she has gone through six pregnancies, all of which have ended with a miscarriage. Rasheed turns cruel, hating Mariam because she has not given him a baby boy. The first part of the novel ends with Rasheed complaining about the rice that Mariam has apparently overcooked. He then forces a handful of pebbles into her mouth and forces her to chew, claiming, “now you know what your rice tastes like” (p. 103).


  LAILA’S CHILDHOOD


  The narrative shifts to Laila’s story, beginning in Kabul in the spring of 1978. Laila is nine years old. We learn that her best friend Tariq is away for a 13-day trip with his parents, meaning that Laila is very grumpy because she misses him. After 13 days, Tariq does not come back, and it is a few weeks before he returns. Laila’s family are informed that Laila’s brothers, Ahmad and Noor, have died in the war. Laila’s mother is distraught and refuses to leave her bed. One night when Laila goes into her mother’s room, she admits to Laila “I haven’t been much of a mother to you” (p. 141).


  In April 1988, Laila’s father comes home with the news that the Soviets are withdrawing from Afghanistan, but are leaving a “puppet president” (p. 151) in place. The narrative then jumps forward from January 1989, when the last of the Soviet forces leave Kabul, to 1992, when the Soviet Union “crumbled with astonishing swiftness” (p. 157). In Kabul, the Soviet puppet government falls to the Mujahideen rebels, and the whole town celebrates. That night, Laila and Tariq go to the same party, and she gets jealous of the attention he is receiving from other girls. They sneak out of the party to a more private area, but then witness a violent fight between different ethnic groups. Hosseini makes it clear that these tensions reflect the political climate within the Mujahideen, different subsets of which are preparing for war with each other: “the Mujahideen, armed to the teeth but now lacking a common enemy, had now found the enemy in each other” (p. 169).


  War breaks out, putting innocent civilians like Laila in danger. She does not go anywhere without Tariq. One day, Tariq tells Laila that he has bought a gun so that he will be able to protect her. The two then share their first kiss. In August 1992, Tariq tells Laila he is leaving to go to Pakistan with his family. Laila is distraught, and knowing that they may never see each other again, they have sex. Tariq then asks Laila to marry her, but she cannot bring herself to leave her father. Tariq promises that he will come back for her. A few weeks later, Laila’s family decide to leave Afghanistan; however, as they are packing up the car, a rocket hits the house and Laila’s parents are killed. The second part of the novel ends with Laila’s faint awareness that she is being cared for by two people.


  TWO NARRATIVES COMBINE


  The reader learns it is Mariam and Rasheed who nurse Laila back to health, having found her stuck under the rubble. Miraculously, Laila manages to escape with “relatively minor injuries” (p. 195). One day, a man named Abdul Sharif visits Laila to inform her that Tariq died in an intensive care unit in Pakistan. Laila continues to stay at Rasheed’s house, and Mariam soon realises that he means to marry her. Laila instantly agrees, and the reader realises it is because she is pregnant with Tariq’s child. They marry soon after. Laila’s marriage to Rasheed is a source of tension between the two women, as Mariam accuses Laila of stealing her husband. In the spring of 1993, Laila gives birth to a baby girl named Aziza. The birth of a girl causes Rasheed and Laila to fight continuously, and one night Mariam finds Laila and Aziza sleeping on the floor downstairs. As Aziza awakes, Mariam plays with her for the first time. A few days later, Mariam leaves a pile of baby clothes for Laila outside her room, and the two women soon bond over a cup of chai tea.


  Mariam and Laila develop a mother-daughter relationship and begin to share their stories with one another. Laila tells Mariam that she plans to escape to Pakistan with Aziza, and asks Mariam to accompany them. However, on the day of their escape they are caught by the police and forced back to Rasheed, who beats Mariam and locks Laila and Aziza in a room without food or drink. The narrative then jumps to September 1996, when Afghanistan has been taken over by the Taliban. Although the fighting has stopped, the Taliban has implemented highly restrictive laws on society. Laila then falls pregnant with Rasheed’s child, and nine months later undergoes an emergency Caesarean section to give birth to a baby boy named Zalmai.


  In the year 2000, Kabul is in the midst of a three-year drought, and that summer Rasheed’s shop burns to the ground. They become desperate for money, and the following year are forced to send Aziza to an orphanage because they cannot afford to care for her. One day, Rasheed agrees to take Laila, Mariam and Zalmai to the orphanage, and on their return Laila sees Tariq standing outside her door. When Laila and Tariq talk, we find out that he went to a refugee camp in Pakistan after escaping Kabul, where his father died and his mother became very ill. In an attempt to get money, Tariq agreed to a drug-smuggling operation, but was caught and sent to prison for seven years. Laila tells Tariq about Aziza. That night, Zalmai ignorantly tells Rasheed about Tariq’s visit, and he begins to strangle Laila. Fearing that he means to kill her, Mariam hits Rasheed in the temple with a shovel and he dies. The next morning, Mariam tells Laila that she must leave Kabul with Tariq and her children, while Mariam will take the punishment. Mariam is sent to prison and soon after executed.


  LAILA’S HAPPY MARRIAGE


  Having escaped Kabul, Laila and Tariq marry and live in Murree. They soon learn that, following 9/11, the United States has declared war on Afghanistan. The narrative then jumps to 2002, when Afghanistan is beginning to stabilize. Subsequently, Laila tells Tariq that she wishes to return to Kabul. Prior to this, however, Laila wishes to pass through Mariam’s hometown, Herat. Whilst there, she meets Mariam’s tutor’s son Hamza, who tells her that Mullah Faizullah has passed away. They then visit Mariam’s old house, and afterwards Hamza gives Laila a tin box that Jalil hoped would be passed to Mariam at some point. Inside the box is a copy of Pinocchio, a letter of apology to Mariam from Jalil, and Mariam’s inheritance. Back in Kabul, Laila uses this money to fund the orphanage. The novel ends with Laila’s realisation that she is pregnant with another child, and her affirmation that if it is a girl, she will be named after Mariam.


  CHARACTER STUDY


  MARIAM


  Mariam was born in Herat in 1959, and the first thing the reader learns about her is that she is an illegitimate child. Her mother calls her “a clumsy little harami” (p. 4). Hosseini makes it clear that whilst at five years old she does not understand what this means, in adulthood she realises its significance, for as an “illegitimate person” she “would never have legitimate claim to the things other people had, such as love, family, home, acceptance” (ibid.). As such, in the first part of the novel Mariam is treated with little love by her father. For example, when she visits Jalil at his house in Herat, he first pretends that he is not in and then refuses her entry:


  “The face was there for an instant, a flash, but long enough. Long enough for Mariam to see the eyes widen, the mouth open. Then it snapped away from view. A hand appeared and frantically pulled at a cord. The curtains fell shut.” (p. 34)


  This episode signals Jalil’s panic at the fact that Mariam has seen him within the house even though he is pretending that he is not in. However, the way “the curtains fell shut” literally reflects how he closes the door on Mariam, and thus denies her the unconditional, unashamed parental love he gives to his other children. During her childhood, Mariam is thus plagued by her father’s adultery – “she was the walking, breathing embodiment of their shame” (p. 48) – and such disgrace follows her into
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