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Abstract 

Trauma is one of the foremost themes of contemporary literature. People with history of trauma are often 

to develop low self-esteem as well as high helping tendencies. This paper aims to prove these ideas applying 

in Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns comparing the two female characters Mariam and Laila. 

Mariam is an unwanted child who longed for love and acceptance from the day of birth till death. She has 

been rejected by her own family members. She heeded to the pessimistic tone even from her mother with 

the reference of harami. She has been discouraged in all her endeavour being a female. The researcher takes 

the character Mariam for his analysis to find out the interconnectedness of trauma, self-esteem and helping 

tendencies 
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The reflection of life is revealed either directly or indirectly through various medium. The success of the 

author rests on the portrayal of his / her experiences in writing. However, the literariness nourishes the 

reader with elevation of ideas, it also induces one to explore the unspoken elements of the work. Theories 
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help one to read a work in their lights to cherish the hidden aspects of it. Besides reading, it essentially 

prove the notions the reader discovers with its concepts scientifically. A text has multiple layers which is 

liable to various interpretations. Considering the claims of theories, the researcher applies the trauma theory 

in Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid Suns to explore the traumatic notion. A Thousand Splendid Suns 

was published in 2007. This is the second novel of Khaled Hosseini which brought him the academic credit 

of a writer followed by the novel The Kite Runner. The novel A Thousand Splendid Suns was Inspired by 

a 2003 trip to Kabul, Afghanistan, the author's place of birth. The story centres on the lives of two Afghan 

women, their families, friendships, and hopes for the future, set against a backdrop of three decades of 

political strife. A Thousand Splendid Suns is a breath-taking story set against the volatile events of 

Afghanistan's last thirty years - from the Soviet invasion to the reign of the Taliban to post-Taliban 

rebuilding - that puts the violence, fear, hope, and faith of this country in intimate, human terms This paper 

aims to find out the interconnectedness of trauma, self-esteem and helping tendencies.  

Objectives of the study 

 To explore the connection between the self-esteem and trauma 

 To find out the connection between helping tendencies and trauma. 

 To compare the effects of trauma with characters Mariam and Laila in A Thousand Splendid Suns. 

Trauma theory is one of the contemporary theories that aims to look into the experience of an individual in 

individual and in a collective manner. Trauma is a principal theme among the contemporary novel which 

evolved mainly after the World War II. Trauma theory is an interdisciplinary area which blends psychology 

and humanities. Trauma theory is important in literary criticism and theory for its analysis of the 

representation in language, and the role of memory in shaping individual and cultural identities. Trauma 

theory takes those fundamentals into as its the central concerns that define the field of trauma studies. It 

analyses the relationship between trauma and mental illness of an individual. Trauma can be caused by 

overwhelming negative events that leaves a lasting impact on the person’s mental and emotional stability. 

The cause of trauma is could be physical and violent in nature added to that it also can be psychological. 

Psychologists identify rape, bulling, domestic violence, natural disasters, severe illness or injury, the death 

of a loved one, witnessing an act of violence, negation, avoidance as the common source of trauma. 

According to Jon G. Allen, the leading psychologist, the victim of trauma’s action is conditioned by the 

90% past event and 10%  of his / her present. The experience of an individual from society, culture, 

tradition, parents, friends and near and dear ones is a prime factor to form ones psyche. Thus, it is essential 

to classify people into two categories i.e. an individual with a history of trauma or with no history of trauma.  

The researcher targets to trace the interconnectedness of childhood trauma, self esteem and helping 

tendency. The researcher fixes his ideas on the hypothesis,  

Is there a connection among trauma, self-esteem and helping tendencies?. Does history of trauma in 

an individual predict helping tendencies? 
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As per the findings of Adrina B. Joseph, the research scholar, the history of childhood trauma predicts low 

selfesteem and helping tendencies. He had conducted the research with the sample of 149. The out come 

of research supported the hypothesis explaining the connection among trauma and self esteem and trauma 

and helping tendencies. 

The researcher would aspire to apply this finding in the works of Khaled Hosseini’s A Thousand Splendid 

Suns specifically on the two female protagonists Mariam and Laila.  Self esteem and helping others are 

essential to maintain relationship with others. Positive self esteem is a nurtured by positive environment. 

In the story of A thousand Splendid Suns Khaled Hosseini portrayed two characters from a same society 

but varies in nurturing self esteem. Mariam, the illegitimate child who is often refereed as harami by her 

mother Nana.  

The term harami  depicts  a bad note on a persons’ upbringing. It means illegitimate child. Mariam psyche 

is fragmented with the term harami. Mariam is an illegitimate girl who was longing for parental love from 

the beginning of the novel. The absence of her father as well as emotionally damaged mother make her a 

victim of long relationship. The unfulfilled passion for recognition as well as the rejection of people would 

leave the glimpse of the history of trauma in her psyche. On the contrary Laila the other female character 

of the novel is described in whom there is no history of trauma. Laila is physically beautiful. The parental 

love and the healthy environment are very well described by the author that are vital in forming of optimistic 

psyche. Hosseini gives April coup of 1978 as the date of birth of Laila whereas it is left out for Mariam. 

Laila is given with a name “Inquilabi Girl,”, meaning “Revolutionary Girl.” This name happens to have 

deeper meaning regarding Laila’s personality. The social scientists believe that names produce a Dorian 

Gray effect, influencing personality how we perceived and even physical appearance. Psychologist believe 

that there’s a relationship between internals and externals, a back and forth that shapes us. Our physical 

traits in turn impact how other people perceive us , which again affect how we feel and see ourselves and 

so on and so forth. The incidents happened in between those girls made the researcher to compare them in 

terms of trauma, selfesteem and helping tendency. One could derive a conclusion Mariam faced history of 

trauma from childhood contrary to that Laila who had no history of trauma. 

(https://athousandsplendidsunsemma.weebly.com/index.html) 

Mariam’s insecurity is very well understood by her self description. She herself identifies with dark hair 

and skin, with a long face. On the other hand, Laila is portrayed with good personality who is physically 

described as a beautiful girl with green eyes, blonde curly hair and high cheekbones. Laila is able to relate 

with people. It projects the notion of no history of trauma in Laila. 

The anxiety of Mariam originates from her mother Nana. She often refers her as an unwanted child. Nana 

once states that schooling a girl like Mariam is useless. Mariam’s psyche is engulfed with the pessimistic 

ideas of oneself and helped anxiety to creep in. The mother recurrently imposes the fragility of female and 

reminded her that Mariam will not be going any where with life due to the fact that she is female. In 

comparison with Mariam Laila is independent and faces a positive vibration from the environment. Her 

father Bai loves her very much and takes pride in her intelligence and maturity that are beyond her age. 

Laila’s confidence is gained by the positive encouragements from the surrounding. Babi ensures Laila that 
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she will make an impact in the world she lives in. “You’re a very, very bright girl. Truly you are. You can 

be anything you want, Laila. I know this about you. And I also know that when this war is over, Afghanistan 

is going to need you as much as its men, maybe even more.” 

https://athousandsplendidsunsemma.weebly.com/index.html  in spite of Laila’s confidence and 

independent one could also trace her vulnerable side. The researcher puts forth sufficient incidents to 

stabilize the impact of trauma in a character and no history of trauma in the other. The childhood experience 

and the bringing up are inevitable to form one’s psyche. Having proved the history of trauma in Mariam 

and no history of trauma in Laila the researcher would aspire to identify the connection between the self 

esteem and the helping tendencies with the following questions. 

1. There is a positive relationship between reports of previous trauma and helping behaviors. 

It is expected that people with more incidents of trauma will be more likely to engage in 

helping behaviors;  

2. there will be a negative relationship between reports of previous trauma and self-esteem. 

Specifically, researchers expect more incidents of trauma to be associated with a lower 

score on a measure of self-esteem;  

Researches explore the relation between the trauma exposure and the frequency of helping tendencies. 

According to Frazier Findings suggest that the more traumatic events an individual experienced, the more 

likely one would report engaging in helping behaviors. Similarly, those who experienced recent traumatic 

events indicated more daily occurrences of helping. suggest that individuals who experienced trauma were 

more likely to report engaging in helping behaviors because of the association between prosocial behaviors 

and greater well-being. Frazier et al. (2012) Nelson Goff, Crow, Reisbig, and Hamilton (2007) suggest 

that people who have experienced a traumatic event report lower self-esteem and less 

relationship satisfaction than those who have not experienced a traumatic event. 

The life of Mariam, the unwanted child in the eyes of everyone was forced to develop a lower self 

esteem. She longs for approval from the day of birth till death. The term harami, which blindly 

expressed that she has no claim in love, family  and acceptance. Her father meets her once in a 

week spending few hours. Being a female, she has not lived her life but survived due to traits of 

the society which chokes her freedom in terms of religions, customs and  tradition. The power of 

positive encouragement was prevented in her whole life. Mariam failed to reject the negative 

commence of people rather she observed everything into her mind and brood over. She faced a 

chain of problems. She instantly takes the blame on her that she was the reason for the death of 

her mother.  

Mariam’s low self esteem is grown when she faces the rejection from her father Jalil and his wives. 

Human mind always long for acceptance. The rejection grows a low self esteem in the mind of 

Mariam. The tragic of Mariam prolongs even after her marriage with Rasheed from whom she 

received no love and acceptance. The low self esteem is very well expressed by her own mouth 

after the miscarriage. She calls that incident ‘undeserved blessings’. Treacherous daughters did not 
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deserve to be mothers and this was just punishment.” (pg. 93) This quote exemplifies the stress that still 

plagues Mariam, and that the containment of her new life has not given her an opportunity to grow away 

the grief and guilt she faces. 

The incidents strongly witness that Mariam is the victim of trauma, a child who longed for love and 

acceptance and who was identified as an unwanted thing. Having proved the trauma stricken personality of 

Mariam the researcher tries to find out the relationship between trauma and low self esteem and trauma and 

helping tendencies.  

Researches conducted on  the people who were low self esteem and helping tendencies reveals that people 

with low self esteem have more helping tendencies than people with normal self esteem. For instance, they 

were ready to close the door, fetching the key from the floor. Mariam the traumatic character expresses her 

helping tendencies at the end of the novel. She values Laila’s role as her mother. People with trauma haunt 

long for love and attachment. Psychology explains that people with low self esteem long for acceptance. 

There fore the attachment and trust on people basically more. Mariam keeps Laila’s love as precious and 

the attachment of her is precious. She does not want to lose Laila. Hence, she kills Rasheed with a shovel. 

The incident explains two motivations. One born out of a new sense of self-worth and one born out of 

selfless love. Mariam’s public execution indicates the highest form of helping tendency.  

 

Mariam is the protagonist of the novel who has the history of trauma from her childhood. She develops a 

low self esteem and faced life miserable. She formed herself with no self worth but longed for acceptance 

and love from people. The trauma and the low self esteem hold her to keep Laila precious that made her to 

determine to save Laila by killing Jalil with unconditional love. She was ready to sacrifice her life for the 

sake of Laila. This could be looked at the highest form of love and helping tendencies. Hence it is concluded 

that people with history of trauma develops low self esteem consequently the helping tendency of them is 

higher than the people with no history of trauma. 
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