
 
 A THOUSAND SPLENDID SUNS 

Vocabulary 
 
harami: a bastard 
kolba: a mud hut or shack 
jinn: a class of spirits, lower than the angels, capable of 
appearing in human and animal forms and influencing 
humankind for either good or evil.  
dil: The heart. 
kinchini:  A derogatory term meaning 'whore.' 
shahnai: flute 
dohol: drums 
Gul Daman: village on steep hill, 2 km. north of Heart 
tandoor: clay oven 
shalqam: stew with turnip, spinach sabzi, cauliflower with 
ginger 
kichiri: rice 
dishlemeh: a religious leader, teacher, or scholar 
arbab: leader 
akhund: title used by tribal leaders 
namaz: daily prayers 
def-beh: Symbol in Farsi 
she: Symbol in Farsi 
tasbeth:  rosary 
Allah: Islamic God 
tahamul: to endure 
arbab: a Persian word that means "boss," "master," and 
"landlord 
mashallah: "Praise God." 
Ittifaq-Islam: Herat's newspaper 
aneh: you see 
hijab: veiling. 
gari: a kind of carriage 
Dokhtar: a kind of title 
matryoshka: a kind of doll from Russian 
Sabzi: vegetable dish with spices 
aush soup: soup with noodles, meat, vegetables, tomato 
broth, and yogurt, usually served with mint as a garnish. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ayat: sign or miracle, usually referring to verses of the 
Koran. 
fahmidi:   understand 
khastegar:  a suitor  
Kandahar: Second-largest city in Afghanistan, located in 
the southern part of the country. 
Farsi: Modern Iranian language of Iran and western 
Afghanistan. 
moochi: shoe repairman. 
mullah: title of respect for a person learned in sacred law. 
Kabul: Capital and largest city of Afghanistan. 
tajik: a local person  
nikka: wedding 
agha: Mister; great lord 
tabreek: congratulations 
tashakor: thank you 
wallah o billah: never a moment’s rest 
salaam: hello 
hamshira: sister 
sofrah: a table prepared or set for eating a meal 
daal: lentils 
burqa: women's outer garment that fully covers them 
logari: a kind of music 
poostin: coat with a fur collar 
Ramadan: the ninth month of the Muslim year, during 
which strict fasting is observed from sunrise to sunset 
iftar: the meal eaten by Muslims after sunset during 
Ramadan 
Eid Mubarak: “Happy Festival” 
Chaman: a town in Afghanistan 
hamam: a bathhouse 
kofr: sacrilege 
bebakhsh: forgiveness 
chup ko: shut up 
 

 

 

 



 
I. Part One Chapters 1-15 
 
1. The novel opens with a curse word, uttered in frustration by Mariam’s mother, when Mariam breaks a 
treasured heirloom. What does Mariam’s memory of this suggest about her sense of herself and her 
relationship with her mother? How does this opening set the tone for the novel? 
 
2. Based on Nana’s and Mariam’s experiences, what can you infer about the lives of women in Afghanistan 
in the sixties? Why does Nana forbid Mariam to go to school? What does Nana want for her and Mariam? 
Is Nana’s goal realistic?  
 
3.Jalil, Mariam’s father, is a complex character. Does he love his daughter? How does he show his love? 
How does he show that he does not fully recognize her as his daughter? Why does he treat her as he 
does? 
 
4.Why does Mariam ask her father to take her to the cinema for her fifteenth birthday present? What 
does she want? 
 
5.Is Mariam right to feel guilt about the suicide death of her mother? 
 
6.What is the motive of Jalil’s wives in finding a suitor for Mariam? Why does Jalil go along with them in 
this plan? 
 
7. Why does Mariam finally say “yes” in the marriage ceremony to Rasheed? What does Mariam realize 
about her father? How does that make her feel? Does this explain why she goes along with the marriage 
to Rasheed? 
 
8.The beginning of Mariam’s marriage to Rasheed seems to promise happiness. What are signs that this 
may be short-lived?  
 
9.How does Rasheed feel about the Westernization of Afghanistan? What shows his ambivalence?  
 
10.What are Rasheed’s reasons for making Mariam wear a burqa, and what do they tell us about his ideas 
about his role as a husband and man as well as his expectations for Mariam?  
 
11.Mariam learns some of her husband’s history when she looks inside the drawers in his room. Why 
does she rationalize what she sees?  
 
12.Why does Rasheed want a boy? How might life have been different for the family if Mariam could have 
had a baby? 
 
13.Why does Rasheed become abusive? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Part Two Chapters 16-26 
 
1. In this section we are introduced to nine-year-old Laila and her family. What were Laila’s parents like 
when they were young? How have they changed? What is undermining their relationship? How does their 
relationship affect Laila? 
 
 
2.Why does Laila feel such a strong attachment to her father? 
 
3.Why does Laila’s father believe in the importance of education for women? 
 
4.What is wrong with Laila’s mother? 
 
5.Laila’s friend, Tariq, lost one leg to a land mine explosion when he was five. How does Tariq deal with 
his disability? What does his behavior suggest about his character? 
 
6.Laila enjoys spending time with Tariq’s family. How and why does her family differ from Tariq’s? 
 
7.How is Laila’s family affected by the deaths of their two sons? How do you understand Laila’s reaction? 
 
8.What is the role of religion in the novel? Does it give consolation to the characters? 
 
9.Why were Laila’s brothers fighting? What are the motives for the rebels fighting against the 
Communists?  
 
10.Why does Laila’s father take her to see the two Buddhas at Bamiyan? Later these statues are destroyed 
by the Taliban. Why? 
 
11.Why does Laila’s father stay with his wife? How and why are the mother’s and father’s dreams 
different? 
 
12.On his and Laila’s outing, Laila’s father relaxes, re-reading Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. Why 
does the novel resonate with the father? 
 
13.In what ways is Laila like her mother, and in what ways is she like her father? 
 
14. How does the relationship of Laila and Tariq change? 
 
15. What is the impact of the Soviet withdrawal on the citizens of Kabul? 
 
16. What finally convinces Laila’s mother to leave Kabul?   
 
17.How do Laila’s feelings about leaving Kabul contrast with her parents’ feelings? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



III. Part Three Chapters 27-47 
 
1.Rasheed digs Laila out of the rubble of the explosion that kills her mother and father and takes her into 
his home. Does his behavior seem unusual? What are his motives for taking care of Laila?  
 
2.How has U.S. foreign policy led to the continuing chaos in Afghanistan? 
 
3.Why does Laila agree to marry Rasheed, a sixty-year-old man, even when she considered the act 
dishonorable? 
 
4.Why does Rasheed demand total submission from the two women? 
 
5. Why does Mariam blame Laila for marrying Rasheed? Why does she see Laila as a competitor for 
Rasheed? 
 
6.How has the death of his son affected Rasheed? 
 
7.Why does Rasheed continue to taunt Mariam when he has absolute control over her? 
 
8.What effect does wearing a burqa have on Laila? 
 
9.What are Mariam’s changing feelings as Rasheed becomes more upset with Laila?  
 
10.What is the significance of Mariam and Laila having tea together? 
 
11.How is the violence in the streets of Kabul parallel to the violence in Rasheed’s home? 
 
12. Mariam and Laila ask a young man for help when they are trying to leave Kabul. Why does he betray 
them to the soldiers? 
 
13. Why has Rasheed become so cruel to Mariam and Laila? How has the breakdown of society, as a result 
of the war, allowed this to happen? 
 
14.How does the presence of the Taliban in Kabul affect Rasheed and Laila differently? 
 
15.Why does Laila not go through with aborting Rasheed’s baby? 
 
16.What does Mariam come to understand about motherhood? 
 
17.How is Laila’s son being educated in the male-dominated culture of the Taliban? How does Zalmai 
show that he is following his father’s example in how he responds to Laila and Mariam? How is Laila’s 
daughter taught to conform to the role laid out for women? 
 
18.What is it about the movie Titanic that is so interesting to the people of Kabul? 
 
19.Why does Laila confront Rasheed with his inability to keep a job when she risks being beaten by him? 
 
20.How does Mariam feel when she finds out that her father tried to visit her when he was dying and that 
she refused to see him? 
 



21.What does the suffering that Laila endures to visit her daughter in the orphanage say about the 
Taliban’s effect on society? 
 
22.How is Aziza changing in the orphanage? 
 
23.Is Mariam justified in killing Rasheed? How is the act of murder a kind of fulfillment for Mariam? 
 
24. After the murder of Rasheed, how has the relationship between Mariam and Laila changed? 
 
25.How will Laila’s lying to her son affect him when he realizes the truth? 
 
26.What enables Mariam to have the courage to bring about Laila’s escape from Rasheed’s home? 
 
27.Why does Mariam request to have no visitors when she is put in prison? 
 
28.What is ironic in what the judge says to Mariam about carrying out God’s laws? 
 
29.How does Mariam show that she has grown into a woman of strong character before her death? 
 
30. How does Mariam find peace before she dies? 
 
Part Four Chapters 48-51 
 
1. How does Laila’s life in Murree contrast with her life in Kabul? 
 
2.Is Laila’s expectation that Zalmai will learn to accept his father’s absence realistic? 
 
3.Will Laila’s nightmares about her life in Kabul ever cease? What is the worst thing that happened to her 
there? 
 
4.Why is Laila afraid to hope for peace in Afghanistan? 
 
5. What forces compel Laila to return to Afghanistan? 
 
6. Why does Laila want to visit the home where Mariam had lived as a girl? 
 
7. How does Mariam’s father’s letter show his character? Does it redeem him in some way? In what ways 
is it ironic? 
 
8. What is fitting about Laila’s return to Kabul and her work at the orphanage?  
 
9. How do the drawings by the children in the orphanage express their experiences? How do they show 
the contrast between the time when Aziza was there and the present time in the novel? 
 
10. How has Mariam become a symbol of Kabul for Laila? 
 
 
 


