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Dear All,. 

 

Many British and American reading groups voted for Khaled Hosseini's The Kite Runner as their favourite 

novel .Our Saint Georges group read it and we were very moved by the sensitive portrayal of a young boy living 

in Afghanistan. Millions of copies were sold all over the world. A Thousand Splendid Suns is already in the 

bestseller lists in Germany and elsewhere. Before recording some of our own comments I thought it would be 

interesting to share excerpts from an interview with Khaled Hosseini. 

 

By choosing A Thousand Splendid Suns we were intrigued to see if Hosseini had been able to recapture the 

magic and success of his first novel. A second novel is always a challenge.  

 

Q:  How had Hosseini responded to this challenge? 

 

In Hosseini's own words: 

 

KH: Well, when I was writing The Kite Runner, no one was waiting for it! The difficulty of writing a second 

novel is directly proportional to how successful the first novel was, it seems. For me, at the outset, there was a 

period of self-doubt and hesitation, as well as a recurring tendency to question and reassess my own literary 

capabilities and limitations. This was especially so when I was aware of the people out there who were eagerly 

awaiting the book: booksellers, my publisher, and of course, the reading public. This is both wonderful --- after 

all, you want your work to be anticipated --- and daunting --- your work is anticipated!  

 

Though I did experience some of these apprehensions --- as my wife will surely attest --- I gradually learned to 

view them as natural and not unique to me. And as I began to write, as the story picked up pace and I found 

myself immersed in the world of Mariam and Laila, these apprehensions vanished on their own. The 

developing story captured me and enabled me to tune out the background noise and get on with the business of 

inhabiting the world I was creating. 

 

Q:What had inspired Hosseini to write this novel? How had he started? 

 

KH: For me it always starts from a very personal, intimate place, about human connections, and then expands 

from there. What intrigued me about this new book were the hopes and dreams and disillusions of these two 

women, their inner lives, the specific circumstances that bring them together, their resolve to survive, and the 

fact that their relationship evolves into something meaningful and powerful, even as the world around them 

unravels and slips into chaos.  

 

But as I wrote, I witnessed the story expanding, becoming more ambitious page after page. I realized that 

telling the story of these two women without telling, in part, the story of Afghanistan from the 1970s to the 

post-9/11 era simply was not possible. The intimate and personal was intertwined inextricably with the broad 

and historical. And so the turmoil in Afghanistan and the country's tortured recent past slowly became more 

than mere backdrop. Gradually, Afghanistan itself --- and more specifically, Kabul --- became a character in 

this novel, 

 

Q: Why had he decided to write from a female point of view this time ?  

 

KH: I had been entertaining the idea of writing a story of Afghan women for some time after I'd finished 

writing The Kite Runner. That first novel was a male-dominated story. All the major characters, except 

perhaps for Amir's wife Soraya, were men. There was a whole facet of Afghan society which I hadn't touched on 

in The Kite Runner, an entire landscape that I felt was fertile with story ideas. After all, so much had 

happened to Afghan women in the last thirty years, particularly after the Soviets withdrew and factional 



fighting broke out.  

 

With the outbreak of civil war, women in Afghanistan were subjected to gender based human rights abuses, 

such as rape and forced marriage. They were used as spoils of war. They were abducted and sold into 

prostitution. When the Taliban came, they imposed inhumane restrictions on women, limiting their freedom of 

movement, expression, barring them from work and education, harassing them, humiliating them, beating 

them 

 

In the spring of 2003, I went to Kabul, and I recall seeing these burqa-clad women sitting at street corners, 

with four, five, six children, begging for change. I remember watching them walking in pairs up the street, 

trailed by their children in ragged clothes, and wondering how life had brought them to that point. What were 

their dreams, hopes, longings? Had they been in love? Who were their husbands? What had they lost, whom 

had they lost, in the wars that plagued Afghanistan for two decades? 

 

When I began writing A Thousand Splendid Suns, I found myself thinking about those resilient women over 

and over. Though no one woman that I met in Kabul inspired either Laila or Mariam, their voices, faces, and 

their incredible stories of survival were always with me, and a good part of my inspiration for this novel came 

from their collective spirit.  

 

Q: The Kite Runner was adopted by many reading groups, and by cities and communities as part of their public 

reading programmes. Why had that happened? What do people take away from Hosseini's stories?  

 

KH: The Kite Runner is multi-layered, in that it provides readers with cultural, religious, political, historical, 

and literary points to discuss. But I suspect that also part of the reason it is popular with book groups is that it 

is a very human story. Because the themes of friendship, betrayal, guilt, redemption, and the uneasy love 

between fathers and sons are universal and not specifically Afghan, the book has reached across cultural, 

racial, religious, and gender gaps to resonate with readers of various backgrounds. I think people respond to 

the emotions in this book.  

 

There is also, of course, international interest in Afghanistan, given the events of 9/11 and the war on terror. 

For many readers, this book is really the first window into that culture. So there is also a curiosity about that 

country, which this book addresses to some extent.  

Q:What does Hosseini believe can be done about the oppression of women in Afghanistan? 

 

 KH: I believe change needs to come from within, that is, from a Muslim society's own fabric. In Afghanistan, I 

think it is essential for its future that those more moderate elements who support women's rights be 

empowered. Barring that, the prospects for success are grim. I am always revolted when Islamic leaders, from 

Afghanistan or elsewhere, deny the very existence of female oppression, avoid the issue by pointing to 

examples of what they view as Western mistreatment of women, or even worse, justify the oppression of 

women on the basis of notions derived from Sharia law.  

 

I hope that twenty-first-century Islamic leaders can unshackle themselves from antiquated ideas about gender 

roles and open themselves to a more moderate and progressive approach. I realize that this may sound naive, 

especially in a country such as Afghanistan, where staunch Islamists still hold sway and look to silence 

moderate voices. Nevertheless, I think it is the only way that true change can come about, from within Islamic 

societies themselves. 

 

Q:Where did the title come from? 

 

KH: It comes from a poem about Kabul by Saib-e-Tabrizi, a seventeenth-century Persian poet, who wrote it 

after a visit to the city left him deeply impressed. I was searching for English translations of poems about 

Kabul, for use in a scene where a character bemoans leaving his beloved city, when I found this particular 



verse. I realized that I had found not only the right line for the scene, but also an evocative title in the phrase 

"a thousand splendid suns," which appears in the next-to-last stanza. The poem was translated from Farsi by 

Dr. Josephine Davis.  

 

 

In our own words----Our Impressions of A Thousand Splendid Suns 

 

" I felt very involved from the beginning-all those cruelties that the women had to endure- I was deeply drawn 

into the horror of their situation" 

 

"The tyranny of the men in Afghanistan was terribly depressing- very shocking." 

 

" It was so tragic that I had to stop reading for a couple of days before I could cope again with being able to read 

on." 

 

"I learnt a lot about Afghanistan- Hosseini brought the plight of women very close- he managed to describe the 

most cruel scenes without being melodramatic. This made them more powerful." 

 

" Hosseini does too much thinking for his reader- he states the obvious too often." 

 

" What touched me was Hosseini's ability to write so well about normal people- I felt very connected to them 

and suffered with them." 

 

" The strongest part for me was chapter 20 where Laila's mother has to cope with grief at the loss of her two 

sons. Hosseini describes beautifully how and why she changes." 

 

" For me it was too sentimental at times- bordering on the kitsch." 

 

" I was drawn into the history of Afghanistan from the inside- how it is for people living there at the time of 

war." 

 

"The outstanding quality of the book is its compassion. Hosseini's desire to express the suffering of his people." 

 

"I felt Hosseini was in touch with what's going on - violence is a big problem in our world. Many women are 

being abused and are suffering here in Germany too." 

 

" Hosseini can create an atmosphere using very few words. This aspect of his writing is very effective." 

 

"It's always been a puzzle to me how arranged marriages can work- in the beginning Rasheed tried to give 

Mariam time to adjust to the situation- he did not force himself on her. He was not totally bad - just a weak 

character." 

 

" Rasheed was also a victim of his upbringing. He felt his loss of status keenly when Mariam was unable to give 

him a child. This did not justify his cruelty in any way but it helped me to understand his frustration. He also 

lost status when his business was destroyed by bombs. The man is expected to provide well for his wife and 

family. The home is where the women have some power and the man's power is focused more in the workplace." 

 

"I have to say that this is still the case in most Western households!" 

 

" I was very grateful to have read the book. It taught me a lot about Afghan history. I had never really thought 

very much about how it effected the life of people there." 

 



"I thoroughly enjoyed it and thank goodness for the happy ending!" 

 

"I found it an excellent read. But I got so involved with Mariam that I didn't like the second part when she 

seemed to have disappeared. I was delighted when she was brought back into the story."" 

 

" The way two women from such different backgrounds came to find themselves in the same situation and yet 

formed such a close friendship, was well drawn." 

 

" I was intrigued to discover how a woman feels wearing a burqa. I was persuaded to see that being able to be 

invisible and feeling protected can sometimes be positive advantages." 

 

" I tried on a burqa once. A friend had lived in Kabul and brought one back with her. It felt very hot and 

scratchy and restrictive and I was aware that no-one could see my eyes behind the grill. I could only see ahead 

of me and not to either side." 

 

" Western culture can easily be perceived as decadent.Girls can dress leaving very little to the imagination. But 

I defend any woman's right to dress how she wants."  

 

" To a devout Muslim I'm sure aspects of our culture can seem  totally unacceptable- eg single parent 

teenagers, drunken raves, little respect for parents and older people and God." 

  

 "To us, the freedom of the individual to choose his or her way of life is a basic human right."   

 

"  A Thousand Splendid Suns was amost too unbearable to read- I was so shocked by the cruelty of the Taliban 

and the effects of war." 

 

" I loved the book and couldn't put it down. Most of all I liked the historical background and the depiction of life 

under the Taliban. It made me appreciate being a woman in Europe. I  have tended to take my freedom for 

granted. I won't in future." 

 

" Hosseini has tremendous descriptive skills- I could smell and taste the atmosphere of Kabul." 

 

"I was a bit disappointed. I liked The Kite Runner much more. I assume The Kite Runner was more 

autobiographical. The weakness of A Thousand Splendid Suns for me was that I didn't think Hosseini 

understood women very well." 

 

"I totally disagree. I thought that he had got inside women's heads brilliantly. I empathised with Mariam and 

Laila. They were very convincing female characters." 

 

" I liked A Thousand Splendid Suns much more than The Kite Runner. Being a woman, I was much more 

connected to the characters." 

 

" Mariam had adored her father but as his illegitimate daughter she had few rights. She learnt from her 

mother at an early age that women had to "endure." She didn't expect very much from life and was able to 

make very few decisions of her own. Her final decision to sacrifice herself and protect Laila, was unbearably 

moving." 

 

"Mariam's father Jalil must have loved her to have visited her every week. He didn't have to do that." 

 

"Mariam's father didn't love her- how could he have left her to sleep outside his house on the street?" 

 

"Many fathers just abandon their children. At least Jalil took an interest in her." 



 

"Mariam's father was frightened of losing his position in society- like Rasheed. But he did try to compensate by 

writing her a letter of apology and by leaving Mariam some money and the tape of Pinocchio- which she had 

wanted to see in his cinema for her birthday. But it was all too late." 

 

" Mariam at first felt threatened by Laila. She was worried Rasheed would throw her out especially if Laila 

was able to give him a son. The only thing she had was the security of her home- even though Rasheed had 

been beating her for years- she feared life without him. She had no means of earning money. " 

 

" Both women were treated cruelly by Rasheed. But it is the love shown by Laila's baby daughter to Mariam 

that first brings them together Mariam has never experienced unconditional love before." 

 

"Mariam and Laila become firm friends and develop a  close mother/ daughter bond. Their quiet moments 

together alone and with the children become very precious " 

 

" For me the relationship between Laila and her father was the most touching. Laila's father believed in her 

education and encouraged her to make something of her life. And after all the traumatic experiences that Laila 

experienced- she returns to Kabul to rebuild the orphanage her own daughter had had to live in. She uses 

Mariam's money in a way that she would have approved of. Mariam's spirit lives on through Laila and Aziza.." 

 

" Rasheed's son Zalmai was a complete pain- he was made to feel like a king and persuaded to spy on his own 

mother.As the only son he was spoilt to death. I longed for him to be bumped off!" 

 

"Laila feared that she would not be able to love Zalmai as much as she loved her daughter Aziza. Tariq was 

Aziza's father. Rasheed was Zalmai's father.How could she love the son of a man who had been so cruel to her? 

But her fears were unfounded.  She does love Zalmai  very much." 

 

"Laila's bravery as a mother was immense. Love gave her courage. She was prepared to risk being beaten just 

for visiting her daughter at the orphanage . She had to go out on to the streets on her own, which was forbidden. 

I could hardly read this section.without becoming tearful. It was too unjust and painful. Having to leave her 

daughter behind, being punished by the Taliban just because she had wanted to see her daughter, reminded 

me of other grave injustices to women in repressive Islamic states eg the flogging of rape victims, the stoning to 

death for adultery" 

 

" Mariam's bravery surpassed Laila's. She gave up her life to protect the ones she loved. She approached her 

execution with the knowledge that she had at last loved and  been loved.back." 

 

" In the West all religions are accepted and allowed to worship in their own way.eg Muslim schools are allowed 

in Britain. But this is not reciprocated in strict Islamic countries. Christians are not permitted to worship 

where they can be seen by Muslims..No wonder there is a growing clash between these two civilisations." 

 

" I enjoyed the history lesson but Hosseini was condescending to women.The women were too accepting of their 

fate." 

 

"I don't agree at all. I thought Hosseini was very successful  in showing  how women are oppressed in 

Afghanistan. The women proved  to have more inner strength than the men." 

 

"It was not a book you could enjoy- it was too predictable- everything got worse and worse. There was too much 

misery for me." 

 

" This book has had a profound effect on my life. I work for Amnesty International . Now I feel even more of a 

connection with the people I'm writing letters for. A very powerful read." 



 

"Not a great work of literature- but a very good story- I couldn't wait to find out what would happen." 

 

"I think Hosseini's aim is to reach out to as many people as possible to tell Afghanistan's story . I hope lots of 

people will read it and that it changes their perception." 

 

" Hosseini aimed the novel too much at the American market. The ending is too optimistic -that the Allied 

intervention in Afghanistan will have improved life for the Afghan people. Change has to come from within.." 

 

"I totally understood just how oppressed those women in Afghanistan are. I come from South Africa where I 

couldn't even sit on the same beach as a white person."  

 

"For generations and generations those women had no role models. Even in the West it is still a man's world." 

 

" It was a terrible shock when Mariam's mother hanged herself. . Mariam's soul was broken at this point. 

Mariam had to live with the guilt of this her whole life. She had very low self esteem and didn't feel she 

deserved a better life." 

 

" Not all of the male characters were weak and unkind. Tariq was brave and loyal and supportive- but even he 

had a physical weakness-   he had only one leg.  

Mullah Faizullah- the elderly Koran tutor- taught Mariam to read and write and to find comfort in the Koran's 

words. He was a marvellous character. He was her only true friend in her childhood." 

 

"We puzzled over why owning parakeets is forbidden under Taliban law. Perhaps they would speak out-"Down 

with the Taliban!" 

 

" The Taliban bans everything joyous and creative and fun. Any artistic expression is seen as dangerous.We 

observed that all fundamentalist faiths are very strict including the more extreme Christian sects who ban 

dancing etc." 

 

" The book gives us strength because it shows people can endure almost anything if they are loved and draw on 

that love to sustain them." 

 

" A Thousand Splendid Suns gives you a picture of the real people behind the news." 

 

Of course I've had to make a selection of comments from four different discussions. So much more could be said 

about such a moving book. I have to draw the line somewhere but I believe these comments are representative . 

Such an emotional read prompted raw emotion too and made me realise leading discussions on such a sensitive 

subject hadn't been an easy task. Most of us had found A Thousand Splendid Suns a worthwhile read but a 

painful experience too. 

 

Hosseini expresses below his wish that we come away from A Thousand Splendid Suns feeling an empathy for 

Afghans, especially Afghan women. Following our discussions, I am convinced that he has succeeded in this 

aim : 

 

KH: Purely as a writer, I hope that readers discover in this novel the same things that I look for when I read 

fiction: a story that transports, characters who engage, and a sense of illumination, of having been transformed 

somehow by the experiences of the characters. I hope that readers respond to the emotions of this story, that 

despite vast cultural differences, they identify with Mariam and Laila and their dreams and ordinary hopes 

and day-to-day struggle to survive.  

 

As an Afghan, I would like readers to walk away with a sense of empathy for Afghans, and more specifically for 



Afghan women, on whom the effects of war and extremism have been devastating. I hope this novel brings 

depth, nuance, and emotional subtext to the familiar image of the burqa-clad woman walking down a dusty 

street  

 

Thank you to everyone for such fascinating discussions. Hope to see you in December. 

 

GOOD READING! 

 

Jan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


