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IMPACT OF CULTURE AND TRADITION ON THE CHARACTERS 
IN A THOUSAND SPLENDID SUNS: EXPLORING THE TENSION 

BETWEEN TRADITION AND MODERNITY, AND THE CONFLICT 
BETWEEN CULTURAL NORMS AND INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM.

Abstract:
This essay explores the impact of culture and tradition on the characters in Khalid 
Hosseini's A Thousand Splendid Suns. The essay examines the tension between tradition 
and modernity, the conflict between cultural norms and individual freedom, and the 
consequences of embracing or rejecting traditional values. The essay provides background 
information on Afghan culture and the influence of Islam on cultural traditions. It 
introduces key characters and their backgrounds and analyzes how cultural norms and 
traditions affect each character's life and choices. The essay also explores the significance 
of examining culture and tradition in the novel and reflects on the importance of promoting 
cultural understanding and tolerance in real-life contexts. Ultimately, the essay emphasizes 
the importance of recognizing and respecting diverse cultural beliefs and traditions and 
promoting empathy and understanding to create a more inclusive and equitable society.
Keywords: societal change, domestic sphere, tranditional values, modernity, resilience 

Introduction
A Thousand Splendid Suns, a novel by 
Khaled Hosseini, is a moving portrayal of 
life in Afghanistan during times of political 
turmoil and societal change. The novel is 
known for its vivid descriptions of Afghan 
culture and tradition, which play a central 
role in shaping the lives of the characters. 
In this essay, I will explore the impact of 
culture and tradition on the characters in 
A Thousand Splendid Suns. Specifically, I 
will examine the tension between tradition 

and modernity, as well as the conflict 
between cultural norms and individual 
freedom. By analyzing the experiences of 
key characters in the novel, I will show 
how culture and tradition shape their 
lives and choices, and how they navigate 
the tension between cultural expectations 
and their own desires. Ultimately, this 
essay will show how the novel illuminates 
the complex ways in which culture 
and tradition impact individual lives, 
and the importance of understanding 
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these dynamics for promoting cultural 
understanding and tolerance.

Importance of examining the role of 
culture and tradition in the novel:
In A Thousand Splendid Suns, Khaled 
Hosseini portrays the impact of Afghan 
culture and tradition on the lives of the 
characters, highlighting the tension 
between tradition and modernity and 
the conflict between cultural norms 
and individual freedom. Through the 
experiences of Mariam, Laila, and other 
key characters, the novel explores the ways 
in which cultural expectations shape their 
lives, limit their choices, and influence 
their relationships with others. 

Culture and tradition of Afghanistan:
As a rich and complex cultural history that 
is deeply rooted in religion, tradition, and 
community. Islam is the dominant religion 
in Afghanistan, and its influence can be 
seen in many aspects of daily life, from 
social norms to politics. Within Islam, 
there are different schools of thought and 
interpretations, which have contributed 
to the diverse and multifaceted nature of 
Afghan culture.

Traditional Afghan culture places a strong 
emphasis on family and community, 
with tight-knit social networks providing 
support and protection in the face 
of political instability and economic 
hardship. Gender roles are also deeply 
entrenched in Afghan culture, with men 
and women occupying distinct roles and 
responsibilities in society. For women, this 

often means being confined to the domestic 
sphere and having limited opportunities 
for education and employment.

Afghanistan has also experienced 
significant political and social change in 
recent decades, with the Soviet invasion in 
1979, followed by civil war and Taliban 
rule. These events have had a profound 
impact on Afghan society, disrupting 
traditional structures and practices and 
leading to displacement and violence. 
Against this backdrop, A Thousand 
Splendid Suns provides a powerful 
exploration of the ways in which Afghan 
culture and tradition shape the lives of its 
characters and the challenges they face 
in navigating a rapidly changing world. 
Islam has been a powerful force in shaping 
Afghan culture and tradition.

The impact of culture and tradition on 
the characters in A Thousand Splendid 
Suns:
A Thousand Splendid Suns portrays the 
impact of Afghan culture and tradition 
on the lives of its characters, particularly 
Mariam and Laila. For Mariam, cultural 
expectations and traditional gender roles 
confine her to a life of isolation and 
subjugation. Her illegitimate birth makes 
her an outcast, and her father’s rejection 
reinforces her low status in society. She 
is forced to marry Rasheed, an older man 
who treats her cruelly and uses violence 
to maintain control over her. Mariam’s 
experience reflects the way in which 
traditional Afghan culture can limit 
women’s opportunities and subject them 
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to violence and abuse.

For Laila, cultural expectations also play 
a significant role in shaping her life, 
but in different ways. She is raised in a 
more liberal and educated household, 
which allows her to dream of a future 
beyond marriage and children. However, 
the realities of life under Taliban rule 
force her to confront the limitations 
placed on her gender. Her experiences of 
war, displacement, and loss lead her to 
marry Rasheed as a means of survival, 
demonstrating the way in which cultural 
expectations can constrain individual 
agency.

Throughout the novel, the tension between 
tradition and modernity is a recurring 
theme, as characters navigate changing 
societal expectations and norms. Mariam’s 
tragic fate is partly due to her inability to 
adapt to these changing norms, whereas 
Laila is able to find a measure of agency 
and independence by negotiating the 
tensions between tradition and modernity. 
However, the novel also shows that this 
negotiation is not always possible, as 
characters are shaped and constrained by 
their cultural context in complex and often 
devastating ways.

The impact of culture and tradition on 
the characters in A Thousand Splendid 
Suns:
A Thousand Splendid Suns, a novel by 
Khaled Hosseini, is a moving portrayal of 
life in Afghanistan during times of political 
turmoil and societal change. The novel is 

known for its vivid descriptions of Afghan 
culture and tradition, which play a central 
role in shaping the lives of the characters. 
In this essay, I will explore the impact of 
culture and tradition on the characters in 
A Thousand Splendid Suns. Specifically, I 
will examine the tension between tradition 
and modernity, as well as the conflict 
between cultural norms and individual 
freedom. By analyzing the experiences of 
key characters in the novel, I will show 
how culture and tradition shape their 
lives and choices, and how they navigate 
the tension between cultural expectations 
and their own desires. Ultimately, this 
essay will show how the novel illuminates 
the complex ways in which culture 
and tradition impact individual lives, 
and the importance of understanding 
these dynamics for promoting cultural 
understanding and tolerance.

Introduction of key characters and their 
backgrounds:
A Thousand Splendid Suns follows the 
lives of two women, Mariam and Laila, 
as they navigate the complexities of life 
in Afghanistan. Mariam is a young girl 
growing up in a small village outside of 
Herat, while Laila is born and raised in 
Kabul. Despite their different backgrounds 
and experiences, both women are shaped 
by the cultural expectations and traditions 
of their country.

Mariam’s life is defined by her illegitimacy, 
as she is born out of wedlock to a wealthy 
businessman and his housekeeper. Rejected 
by her father and forced to live with her 



International Journal of Maktabah Jafariyah	     [  4  ]    

mother in a small shack on the outskirts 
of town, Mariam is isolated from society 
and denied the opportunity for education 
or social mobility. She is eventually forced 
into marriage with Rasheed, a violent and 
abusive man who keeps her under his 
control through fear and intimidation.

Laila, on the other hand, grows up in a 
more privileged household in Kabul, with 
parents who value education and modern 
values. However, her life is disrupted by 
war and political instability, and she is 
forced to confront the limitations placed 
on women in Afghan society. After losing 
her parents and becoming pregnant by her 
childhood friend Tariq, she is forced to 
marry Rasheed as a means of survival.

Both Mariam and Laila are shaped 
by their experiences of gender-based 
violence, displacement, and loss. They 
are also subject to the expectations and 
norms of their culture, which limit their 
opportunities and choices. However, they 
also demonstrate resilience on the culture 
of Afghanistan.

Choices:
Mariam and Laila's lives are both deeply 
affected by cultural norms and traditions 
in Afghanistan. Mariam is forced into a 
loveless marriage with Rasheed, a man 
much older than her, because it is the 
cultural expectation for women to marry 
and have children. Mariam's inability to 
bear a son for Rasheed also puts her at risk 
of abuse and abandonment, highlighting 
the patriarchal nature of Afghan society 

where a son is seen as more valuable than 
a daughter. Mariam is also expected to be 
subservient and obedient to her husband, 
which makes it difficult for her to resist 
his violence and abuse.

Laila, on the other hand, initially rebels 
against cultural norms by pursuing 
education and a career, much to the 
disapproval of her conservative father. 
However, the onset of war and her 
eventual marriage to Rasheed reveal the 
limitations of her choices as a woman in 
Afghan society. Laila is forced to conform 
to traditional gender roles as a wife and 
mother, and is denied the opportunity to 
pursue her dreams.

Throughout the novel, Hosseini 
highlights the tension between tradition 
and modernity, as well as the conflict 
between cultural norms and individual 
freedom. Mariam and Laila's experiences 
demonstrate the ways in which cultural 
norms and traditions can limit women's 
choices and opportunities, and perpetuate 
gender inequality. However, the novel also 
portrays the resilience and strength of these 
women in the face of adversity, as they 
challenge and resist these expectations 
in their own ways. A Thousand Splendid 
Suns offers a poignant portrayal of the 
impact of cultural norms and traditions 
on individuals in Afghan society. Mariam 
and Laila's experiences highlight the 
limitations and dangers of gender-based 
violence and patriarchal expectations, 
while also showing the ways in which 
women can resist and overcome these 



International Journal of Maktabah Jafariyah	     [  5  ]    

challenges. Through their stories, the 
novel provides a powerful commentary 
on the need for cultural change and the 
importance of individual agency and 
empowerment.

Tension between tradition and 
modernity in the novel:
Thousand Splendid Suns explores the 
tension between tradition and modernity 
in Afghan society, as characters grapple 
with the clash between traditional 
cultural values and the modernization and 
globalization of the country. This tension 
is particularly evident in the character 
of Laila, who represents the younger 
generation of Afghans who are more 
exposed to Western values and ideas.

Laila's pursuit of education and career 
aspirations demonstrate her desire for a 
more modern and progressive lifestyle, 
while her love for Tariq, a childhood 
friend, challenges the traditional cultural 
expectation that marriages should be 
arranged and between people of similar 
social status. The onset of war, however, 
forces Laila to confront the harsh realities 
of Afghan society, and the limitations 
placed on women.

On the other hand, Mariam represents 
an older generation that is more steeped 
in traditional cultural values. Mariam is 
expected to be obedient and subservient to 
her husband, Rasheed, and to bear children 
for him. Her inability to bear a son, and 
the subsequent violence and abuse she 
experiences, demonstrate the patriarchal 

nature of Afghan society and the traditional 
expectations placed on women.

The tension between tradition and 
modernity is also evident in the portrayal 
of Kabul, which is undergoing rapid 
modernization and globalization, but 
is still rooted in traditional values and 
customs. Hosseini portrays this tension 
through the contrast between the modern 
architecture of Kabul and the traditional 
mud houses of Mariam's village.

Through the tension between tradition 
and modernity, Hosseini highlights the 
complexities of Afghan society, and the 
challenges of reconciling traditional 
cultural values with the pressures of 
globalization and modernization. The 
novel suggests that while there is value in 
preserving cultural traditions, there is also 
a need for cultural change and progress, 
particularly in the area of gender equality. 
The tension between tradition and 
modernity is a central theme in A Thousand 
Splendid Suns, as characters navigate the 
clash between traditional cultural values 
and the pressures of globalization and 
modernization. The novel highlights 
the complexities of Afghan society, and 
suggests that progress and change must be 
balanced with an appreciation of cultural 
traditions and values.

A Thousand Splendid Suns portrays 
characters who grapple with the conflict 
between traditional and modern values, 
as they navigate the changing cultural 
landscape of Afghanistan. Some characters 
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embrace traditional values, while others 
reject them, and the consequences of their 
choices are explored throughout the novel.

Mariam, for example, is raised in a 
traditional household and is expected to be 
subservient to her husband. She embraces 
these traditional values and strives to be 
the perfect wife to Rasheed, despite his 
abuse and violence towards her. Mariam 
believes that she must endure her suffering 
and sacrifices herself for her family, even 
when it goes against her own desires and 
aspirations.

On the other hand, Laila is a character who 
challenges traditional values and embraces 
modernity. She pursues an education and 
career aspirations, falls in love with Tariq, 
and rejects the traditional expectations 
of arranged marriages and subservient 
roles for women. Laila's rejection of 
traditional values and her pursuit of a 
more modern lifestyle, however, comes 
with consequences. She faces violence 
and danger during the war, and is forced to 
confront the limitations placed on women 
in Afghan society.

The character of Rasheed also exemplifies 
the conflict between traditional and 
modern values. He is a traditional man who 
values the role of women as subservient 
wives and mothers, and who is threatened 
by the changing cultural landscape of 
Afghanistan. He feels that Laila's pursuit of 
education and career aspirations is a threat 
to his authority and dominance over her, 
and he responds with violence and abuse.

In contrast, the character of Tariq 
represents a more modern and progressive 
view of Afghan society. He is accepting 
of Laila's desire for education and career 
aspirations, and encourages her to pursue 
her dreams. He challenges the traditional 
expectations of arranged marriages and 
the role of women in Afghan society.

Throughout the novel, characters struggle 
with the conflict between traditional and 
modern values, and the consequences 
of their choices. Mariam's adherence to 
traditional values leads to her suffering 
and sacrifice, while Laila's rejection of 
traditional values comes with danger and 
challenges. The novel suggests that while 
traditional values are important, they 
must be balanced with an appreciation 
for progress and change in Afghan 
society.A Thousand Splendid Suns 
portrays characters who grapple with the 
conflict between traditional and modern 
values, as they navigate the changing 
cultural landscape of Afghanistan. The 
novel suggests that the consequences of 
embracing or rejecting traditional values 
must be carefully considered, and that 
progress and change in Afghan society 
must be balanced with an appreciation for 
cultural traditions and values.

Characters navigate this tension and 
the consequences of their choices:
In the novel, characters are forced to 
navigate the tension between traditional 
and modern values, as they attempt 
to make choices that align with their 
personal desires and aspirations. Mariam, 
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for example, is a character who struggles 
with the expectations placed on her as a 
woman in Afghan society. She is raised 
to believe that her primary role is to be a 
subservient wife and mother, and that her 
needs and desires are secondary to those 
of her husband and family. However, as 
the novel progresses, Mariam begins to 
question these traditional expectations, and 
to assert her own desires and aspirations.

Mariam's attempts to assert her 
independence, however, come with 
consequences. She is punished and abused 
by Rasheed for her defiance, and ultimately 
sacrifices herself to protect her family. 
Mariam's story illustrates the difficult 
choices that women in Afghan society face, 
as they attempt to balance the expectations 
placed on them by traditional values with 
their own personal desires and aspirations. 
Similarly, Laila also faces difficult choices 
as she attempts to navigate the tension 
between tradition and modernity. She is a 
character who embraces modern values, 
such as education and career aspirations, 
but also must confront the limitations 
placed on women in Afghan society. 
Laila's pursuit of these values ultimately 
leads to danger and violence during the 
war, as she is forced to confront the reality 
of the patriarchal society she lives in.

Despite the challenges and consequences 
that come with navigating the tension 
between tradition and modernity, characters 
in the novel ultimately find ways to assert 
their own desires and aspirations. For 
example, Laila's friendship with Mariam 

and her love for Tariq help her to navigate 
the challenges of a patriarchal society 
and to assert her own agency. Similarly, 
Mariam's sacrifice for her family and her 
relationship with Laila help her to assert her 
own desires and to challenge the traditional 
expectations placed on women. A Thousand 
Splendid Suns portrays characters who 
must navigate the tension between tradition 
and modernity, as they attempt to assert 
their own desires and aspirations. The 
novel suggests that the consequences 
of these choices can be severe, but that 
characters are ultimately able to find ways 
to assert their agency and challenge the 
traditional expectations placed on them. 
Through the stories of Mariam and Laila, 
the novel offers a complex and nuanced 
portrayal of the challenges faced by women 
in Afghan society, and the ways in which 
they navigate the tension between tradition 
and modernity.

Significance of examining culture and 
tradition in the novel Reflection on the 
importance of understanding the impact 
of culture and tradition on individuals and 
society.

Examining the impact of culture and 
tradition on the characters in A Thousand 
Splendid Suns is significant because 
it allows us to better understand the 
complexities of Afghan society and the 
challenges faced by individuals within 
that society. The novel portrays a society 
in which traditional values are deeply 
ingrained and often reinforced by violence 
and oppression. However, it also depicts 
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characters who struggle to assert their own 
desires and aspirations, and who find ways 
to challenge the traditional expectations 
placed on them.

Understanding the impact of culture 
and tradition on individuals and society 
is important because it allows us to 
recognize and challenge oppressive 
systems and structures. It helps us to see 
how cultural norms and traditions can 
limit individual agency and perpetuate 
inequalities, particularly for women and 
other marginalized groups. By examining 
the experiences of characters in A 
Thousand Splendid Suns, we gain insight 
into the ways in which cultural norms and 
traditions can shape individuals' lives and 
choices, and the consequences that result.

Furthermore, understanding the impact of 
culture and tradition is crucial for building 
empathy and understanding across cultures. 
The novel provides a window into Afghan 
culture and tradition, and by examining 
it, we gain a deeper appreciation for 
the complexities of the society and the 
challenges faced by its individuals. This can 
help to bridge cultural divides and foster 
greater understanding and empathy between 
people of different backgrounds. Examining 
the impact of culture and tradition in A 
Thousand Splendid Suns is significant 
because it helps us to better understand 
the complexities of Afghan society, the 
challenges faced by individuals within that 
society, and the ways in which cultural 
norms and traditions can shape individual 
lives and choices. It is important for building 

empathy and understanding across cultures, 
and for recognizing and challenging 
oppressive systems and structures.

Conclusion: 
The examination of cultural norms and 
their impact on individual lives in A 
Thousand Splendid Suns reveals the 
complex interplay between tradition and 
modernity, and the struggle for individual 
agency in the face of oppressive cultural 
norms. We have seen the consequences 
of characters who embrace or reject 
traditional values, and the challenges 
they face in reconciling their desires with 
societal expectations.

Furthermore, we have discussed the 
significance of examining cultural norms 
and traditions in the novel, including 
the importance of understanding their 
impact on individuals and society, 
building empathy and understanding 
across cultures, and promoting cultural 
understanding and tolerance. the 
examination of cultural norms and their 
impact on individual lives in A Thousand 
Splendid Suns sheds light on the broader 
societal issues related to cultural clashes 
and conflicts, the harmful consequences 
of rigid adherence to traditional norms, 
and the need to recognize and respect 
diverse cultural beliefs and traditions. It 
underscores the importance of promoting 
empathy and understanding to create a 
more inclusive and equitable society, 
and the significance of understanding 
and challenging oppressive systems and 
structures.
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