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study guide the breadwinner questions and answers This comprehensive guide is
designed to help students and readers deeply understand Deborah Ellis's
powerful novel, "The Breadwinner." We will explore key characters, plot
points, themes, and historical context through a detailed question-and-answer
format. This resource aims to provide clarity on the challenges faced by
Parvana and her family in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, offering insights
into their resilience and the human cost of oppression. Whether you are
preparing for an exam, writing an essay, or simply seeking a richer
appreciation of the story, this study guide equips you with the knowledge to
effectively analyze and discuss "The Breadrunner."
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Character Analysis: Key Figures in the Story

Plot Breakdown: Major Events and Turning Points
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Introduction to "The Breadwinner" by Deborah
Ellis

"The Breadwinner" by Deborah Ellis is a poignant and vital novel that sheds
light on the harsh realities faced by children in Afghanistan under Taliban
rule. The story centers on eleven-year-old Parvana, a girl whose life is
irrevocably altered by the oppressive regime. When her father is arrested,
Parvana must take on the role of the breadwinner for her family, a dangerous
undertaking for a girl in a society that severely restricts women's freedoms.
This study guide delves into the heart of the novel, providing a thorough
examination of its characters, narrative, and profound themes, all presented
through an accessible question-and-answer format to enhance understanding and
facilitate deeper engagement with Parvana's extraordinary journey.



Understanding the Setting: Taliban-Controlled
Afghanistan in "The Breadwinner"

The novel is vividly set in Kabul, Afghanistan, during the period when the
Taliban exerted strict control over the country. This oppressive environment
forms the backdrop against which the characters struggle for survival and
dignity. Understanding the historical and social context of this era is
crucial to grasping the immense challenges faced by the protagonists.

The Taliban Regime and its Impact on Daily Life

The Taliban implemented a fundamentalist interpretation of Islamic law,
imposing severe restrictions on daily life, particularly for women and girls.
These restrictions included prohibitions on education for girls, bans on
women working outside the home, and the enforced wearing of the burga. The
regime's policies created an atmosphere of fear and scarcity, impacting
everything from access to food and medicine to the ability to move freely
within society.

Life in Kabul Under the Taliban

Kabul, once a vibrant city, was transformed into a place of fear and
destruction. Bombings and ongoing conflict were common, leading to widespread
destruction of infrastructure and a desperate shortage of resources. The
constant presence of Taliban soldiers enforced their brutal laws, making any
deviation punishable by severe consequences. This environment is meticulously
depicted in the novel, highlighting the constant threat and uncertainty that
permeated every aspect of existence.

Social and Cultural Norms in the Novel

Ellis's portrayal of Afghan society under the Taliban reveals a complex
interplay of traditional cultural norms and the new, imposed laws. While the
Taliban enforced extreme measures, the novel also shows instances of
community support and the enduring spirit of the Afghan people. The story
emphasizes the devastating impact of the regime's attempts to erase women
from public life and the resilience shown by individuals and families in the
face of such adversity.

Character Analysis: Key Figures in "The
Breadwinner"

The characters in "The Breadwinner" are central to the story's emotional
impact and thematic depth. Each individual's journey reflects the broader



struggles and hopes of the Afghan people during this tumultuous period.

Parvana: The Protagonist's Transformation

Parvana is an eleven-year-old girl who transforms from a shy, observant child
into a brave and resourceful young woman. Her father's arrest forces her to
disguise herself as a boy, "Ayan," to earn money and support her family. This
transformation is not just physical; it's a profound journey of self-
discovery and resilience. We witness her courage grow as she navigates the
dangers of Kabul, her intelligence in managing family affairs, and her
unwavering hope for a better future. Her experiences highlight the theme of
identity and the sacrifices made for family.

Father: The Scholar and Family Patriarch

Parvana's father is a former teacher and a well-respected member of the
community. He is characterized by his love for books and his intellectual
curiosity, which he instills in Parvana. His arrest by the Taliban is the
catalyst for Parvana's drastic change. His absence leaves a void not only in
his family but also in the community he served. His eventual fate and
Parvana's memories of him serve as a source of inspiration and a symbol of
lost intellectual freedom.

Mother: Resilience in the Face of Adversity

Parvana's mother, Fatana, is a former journalist who suffers greatly from the
loss of her husband and the oppressive conditions. She struggles with despair
and depression but finds strength in her love for her children and her
determination to survive. Her health deteriorates due to the harsh
conditions, and her reliance on Parvana underscores the young girl's burden.
Her character exemplifies the quiet strength and enduring spirit of women in
Afghanistan.

Nooria: Parvana's Sister and Mentor

Nooria is Parvana's older sister, who is educated and intelligent. She
initially resents Parvana's close relationship with their father and her own
limited opportunities. However, as the story progresses, Nooria becomes a
crucial support system for Parvana, especially after their father's arrest.
Her own dreams of education and a future beyond the Taliban's restrictions
highlight the broader aspirations of young Afghan women. Her eventual
departure to Pakistan for a new life with her mother represents a bittersweet
hope.



Other Key Characters

The novel features several other significant characters who contribute to the
narrative and its themes:

e Ali: Parvana's younger brother, who is ill and requires constant care.
His vulnerability emphasizes the family's precarious situation.

e Mother of Conditions: An elderly woman who lives next to the family,
offering wisdom and support to Parvana. She represents the older
generation and their experiences.

» Kavess: A young boy Parvana meets while disguised as Ayan. He becomes a
friend and confidante, showcasing the possibility of connection and
camaraderie even in dire circumstances.

e Shahrazad: A young woman sold into marriage, whose story Parvana learns
about, highlighting the tragic consequences of poverty and desperation.

Plot Breakdown: Major Events and Turning Points
in "The Breadwinner"

The plot of "The Breadwinner" is a compelling narrative of survival,
sacrifice, and the unwavering pursuit of hope. It follows Parvana's
remarkable journey through a series of challenging events.

The Arrest of Father

The story begins with the arrest of Parvana's father by the Taliban. He 1is
taken away for questioning, leaving the family without their primary provider
and a source of hope. This event triggers Parvana's transformation and forces
her to consider drastic measures to support her family.

Parvana's Disguise as a Boy

Recognizing the impossibility of a girl earning money or even safely leaving
the house alone, Parvana shaves her head and dons her deceased brother's
clothes to disquise herself as a boy named Ayan. This disquise is crucial for
her survival and her ability to work and buy food for her family. The act of
becoming Ayan allows her to move through public spaces and interact with the
world in ways that Parvana could not.



Life as a Breadwinner

As Ayan, Parvana faces numerous dangers and challenges. She works at the
marketplace, reading and writing letters for illiterate people, and selling
goods. She learns to navigate the complex social dynamics of the marketplace,
dealing with various individuals, some kind and others dangerous. This period
is marked by constant fear of discovery and the immense pressure of providing
for her family's basic needs.

The Search for Father

Despite the risks, Parvana and her mother are determined to find her father.
They embark on dangerous missions, searching for him in prisons and
government buildings. These attempts highlight the family's desperation and
their unwavering love for him. The efforts to locate him underscore the
uncertainty and lack of information prevalent under the Taliban regime.

Nooria's Marriage and Departure

As the family's situation becomes increasingly desperate, Nooria is married
off to a young man from a distant village. This marriage, though providing a
potential escape from immediate hardship, also signifies a loss for Parvana.
Later, her mother, Nooria, and the younger children, decide to travel to
Pakistan for safety and opportunity, leaving Parvana behind to continue
earning money for their eventual reunion or to support herself.

Parvana's Rescue of Father

In a dramatic turn of events, Parvana discovers her father imprisoned in the
notorious "dark prison." She bravely orchestrates his rescue, demonstrating

immense courage and resourcefulness. This reunion is a significant emotional
high point in the novel, showcasing the strength of their bond.

The Reunion and Future Hopes

The novel concludes with Parvana, her father, and her younger brother
reunited. While the future remains uncertain, their reunion offers a sense of
hope and continuity. The family faces the task of rebuilding their lives and
finding a safe haven, but they are together, and their spirit of resilience
remains unbroken. The ending suggests that even in the darkest of times, love
and determination can pave the way for a brighter tomorrow.



Thematic Exploration: Resilience, Hope, and
Identity in "The Breadwinner"

Deborah Ellis masterfully weaves several profound themes throughout "The
Breadwinner," making it a story that resonates deeply with readers. These
themes offer valuable insights into the human condition under extreme duress.

Resilience of the Human Spirit

The most prominent theme is the remarkable resilience of the human spirit.
Parvana, her family, and the people of Kabul demonstrate an extraordinary
capacity to endure unimaginable hardships. Despite poverty, violence, and
oppression, they find ways to survive, to connect with each other, and to
maintain a sense of dignity. Parvana's transformation into Ayan is a powerful
symbol of this resilience, as she adapts to her circumstances and finds inner
strength.

The Enduring Power of Hope

Hope is a flickering but persistent flame throughout the novel. Even in the
bleakest moments, characters cling to the hope of a better future, for their
families, and for their country. Parvana's dreams of returning to school, her
father's stories of a free Afghanistan, and the simple act of sharing a meal
all represent the enduring power of hope. This theme is crucial for
understanding how individuals can persevere when faced with overwhelming
adversity.

Identity and Transformation

The novel deeply explores the theme of identity, particularly through
Parvana's dual existence as both Parvana and Ayan. Her disquise forces her to
confront societal expectations and her own sense of self. The questions of
who she is, what she is capable of, and how she will define herself are
central to her journey. The experiences as Ayan allow her to discover hidden
strengths and capabilities she never knew she possessed, leading to a
profound personal transformation.

The Impact of Oppression on Women and Children

"The Breadwinner" vividly illustrates the devastating consequences of
political and religious oppression, especially on women and children. The
Taliban's policies strip away fundamental rights, limiting opportunities and
creating an environment of fear and deprivation. The story highlights the
silencing of women's voices, the denial of education to girls, and the
profound impact on family structures. It serves as a powerful indictment of



such oppressive regimes.

The Importance of Education and Knowledge

Education and knowledge are presented as beacons of hope and tools for
empowerment. Parvana's father, a former teacher, instills a love of learning
in his children. Parvana's ability to read and write as Ayan becomes a vital
skill, not just for survival but for connection and understanding. The novel
implicitly argues that restricting education is a means of controlling and
oppressing a population, while knowledge offers a path to liberation.

Literary Devices and Symbolism in "The
Breadwinner"

Deborah Ellis employs various literary devices and symbols to enrich the
narrative and convey her message effectively.

Symbolism of the Burga

The burga, a garment that completely conceals women, is a powerful symbol of
the oppression and invisibility imposed on women under the Taliban. It
represents the loss of identity, freedom, and individuality. Parvana's own
experience of wearing it, and later her father's explanation of its
significance, underscores its multifaceted meaning.

The Marketplace as a Microcosm

The marketplace serves as a microcosm of Afghan society under the Taliban. It
is a place of commerce, but also of information exchange, danger, and social
interaction. Parvana, as Ayan, navigates this space, learning about the world
and the people within it. The marketplace is where she experiences the harsh
realities of life but also finds opportunities and forms connections.

Foreshadowing

Ellis uses foreshadowing to hint at future events and build suspense. For
instance, the initial descriptions of the Taliban's brutality and the
disappearance of individuals create an atmosphere of unease, foreshadowing
the arrest of Parvana's father and the subsequent challenges the family will
face.



Imagery

Vivid imagery is used to paint a picture of the desolate and war-torn
landscape of Kabul, as well as the emotional states of the characters.
Descriptions of dust, rubble, and the fear in people's eyes contribute to the
novel's powerful realism and emotional impact.

Questions and Answers for Deeper Comprehension
of "The Breadwinner"

This section provides direct answers to common questions about the novel,
helping to solidify understanding of its plot, characters, and themes.

Ql: What is the main reason Parvana disguises
herself as a boy?

Al: Parvana disquises herself as a boy, "Ayan," because her father has been
arrested by the Taliban, and her family is starving. In the Taliban regime,
it is extremely dangerous and forbidden for women and girls to go out
unaccompanied or to work. By posing as a boy, Parvana can earn money by
reading and writing for illiterate people in the marketplace, thus providing
food and essential supplies for her family.

Q2: Who is the "Mother of Conditions," and what is
her significance?

A2: The "Mother of Conditions" is an elderly, wise woman who lives next door
to Parvana's family. She has experienced much in her life and offers guidance
and support to Parvana. Her stories and advice, often delivered through
metaphors and parables, help Parvana understand the complexities of her
situation and maintain her spirit. She represents the wisdom of the older
generation and the enduring human connection that transcends hardship.

Q3: What happens to Parvana's father?

A3: Parvana's father is arrested by the Taliban for allegedly sharing
forbidden reading materials. He is imprisoned and subjected to harsh
treatment. Parvana eventually discovers him in the "dark prison" and, with
the help of others, manages to rescue him. His rescue is a pivotal moment,
reuniting the family and providing a glimmer of hope.



Q4: Why does Nooria get married, and what is
Parvana's reaction?

A4: Nooria is married off to a young man from a distant village because the
family is facing extreme poverty and hardship. Her mother believes this
marriage will provide Nooria with some security and a better chance in life.
Parvana is initially upset by the marriage because she will miss Nooria, and
it means another separation. However, she also understands the necessity of
the decision for her sister's survival and future well-being.

Q5: What does Parvana do to earn money as Ayan?

A5: As Ayan, Parvana works in the marketplace. Her primary occupation is
reading and writing letters for illiterate individuals who cannot communicate
with loved ones or conduct official business. She also helps her father, and
later her family, by selling goods like potatoes and bread, and by performing
other odd jobs. Her ability to read and write is her most valuable asset.

Q6: What is the significance of the bone shards
Parvana collects?

A6: Parvana collects bone shards from the marketplace and buries them. This
act symbolizes her attempts to bring order and remembrance to the chaos and
violence surrounding her. It is a ritualistic way of acknowledging the lives
lost and finding a small sense of agency in a world where so much is beyond
her control. The bone shards can also be seen as fragments of shattered lives
and communities.

Q7: How does the novel end, and what does it suggest
about the future?

A7: The novel ends with Parvana reuniting with her father and her brother
Ali. Her mother and Nooria have traveled to Pakistan. While they are
reunited, their future is uncertain, and they face the challenge of
rebuilding their lives in a war-torn country. The ending emphasizes the
enduring strength of family bonds and the persistent hope for a better
future, even amidst immense difficulties. It suggests that survival and
rebuilding are ongoing processes.

Historical Context and Real-World Connections
of "The Breadwinner"

"The Breadwinner" is deeply rooted in the historical realities of Afghanistan
under Taliban rule, offering a lens through which to understand a significant



period in modern history.

The Rise of the Taliban

The Taliban emerged in the early 1990s in Afghanistan, capitalizing on the
chaos and instability following the withdrawal of Soviet forces and the
subsequent civil war. They promised to restore order and enforce their strict
interpretation of Islamic law. Their rise to power marked a period of
profound change and hardship for the Afghan people.

The Impact of the Soviet-Afghan War

The protracted Soviet-Afghan War (1979-1989) left Afghanistan devastated. The
conflict resulted in widespread destruction, displacement of millions, and
the proliferation of weapons and warlords. The conditions created by this war
provided fertile ground for the rise of extremist groups like the Taliban.

Women's Rights Under the Taliban

The Taliban regime systematically stripped women of their rights. Women were
banned from education, employment, and public life. They were required to
wear the burga and were subjected to severe restrictions on movement and
social interaction. The novel powerfully illustrates the impact of these
policies on individual lives and the fabric of society.

Modern-Day Parallels and Global Refugee Crises

The experiences of Parvana and her family are echoed in the lives of
countless individuals around the world facing conflict, persecution, and
displacement. The novel serves as a reminder of the ongoing global refugee
crises and the profound human cost of war and extremism. It highlights the
universal themes of courage, resilience, and the fundamental human need for
safety and dignity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary conflict Parvana faces in 'The
Breadwinner'?

Parvana's primary conflict is her struggle to survive and provide for her
family after her father is arrested by the Taliban. This forces her to
disguise herself as a boy to earn money and navigate the oppressive
restrictions placed on women in Afghanistan.



Who is Malalial and what is her significance in the
story?

Malalial is an elder woman in Parvana's neighborhood who had her leg blown
off by a landmine. She represents the resilience of the Afghan people and the
lasting impact of war. She also acts as a symbol of hope and courage for
Parvana.

What does the 'breadwinner' symbolize in the novel?

The 'breadwinner' symbolizes the responsibility and burden of providing for
one's family, especially in times of extreme hardship. For Parvana, it
represents her forced transition into a role she wouldn't have otherwise had
to take on.

How does Parvana's relationship with her father
evolve throughout the story?

Initially, Parvana is close to her father and learns from him. After his
arrest, her desire to free him becomes a driving force. Her father's belief
in her strength and education empowers her, and her efforts to support him
solidify their bond even in his absence.

What are some of the key challenges faced by women
and girls under the Taliban regime depicted in the
novel?

The novel highlights the severe restrictions on women, including the ban on
education, the requirement to be accompanied by a male relative when going
out, and the brutal punishment for perceived infractions. Parvana's disguise
is a direct response to these oppressive laws.

Describe the significance of the burqa in 'The
Breadwinner'.

The burga is a symbol of the oppression of women under the Taliban. It
obscures their identity and limits their freedom of movement and expression.
Parvana's need to wear it as a girl, and then her liberation from it when
disguised as a boy, underscores its restrictive nature.

What role does storytelling play in 'The
Breadwinner'?

Storytelling, particularly through Parvana's father and later her own
imagination, serves as a crucial coping mechanism and a source of hope.
Stories offer an escape from harsh realities and preserve cultural heritage,
reminding the characters of a life beyond the current oppression.



How does Mrs. Weera contribute to the narrative of
'The Breadwinner'?

Mrs. Weera, a former teacher, is a strong and resourceful character who
supports Parvana and her family. She represents female solidarity and acts as
a mentor and advocate for women's rights, even in the face of danger. She is
instrumental in their plans to escape.

What is the ultimate message or theme conveyed by
'The Breadwinner'?

The novel's central themes revolve around resilience, courage, family, hope,
and the devastating impact of war and oppression. It highlights the strength
of the human spirit, particularly that of young people, in overcoming
adversity and fighting for a better future.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to study guide questions and answers for The
Breadwinner, along with their descriptions:

1. Understanding Parvana: A Comprehensive Study Guide

This guide offers in-depth analysis of the characters and plot of The
Breadwinner. It provides a wealth of practice questions covering key themes,
vocabulary, and historical context, accompanied by detailed, well-reasoned
answers. Readers will find valuable insights into Parvana's journey and the
societal challenges she faces.

2. The Breadwinner Exam Prep: Essential Questions and Answers

Designed for students preparing for tests on The Breadwinner, this book
focuses on the most crucial elements of the novel. It presents targeted
guestions that address major plot points, character motivations, and thematic
significance. The accompanying answers are concise and informative, helping
students quickly identify and solidify their understanding of the material.

3. Decoding Afghanistan: A Thematic Study of The Breadwinner

This study guide delves into the complex themes present in The Breadwinner,
such as resilience, identity, and the impact of war. It features thought-
provoking questions that encourage critical thinking and essay writing, with
answers that explore the deeper meanings within the narrative. The book aims
to enhance comprehension of the novel's social and political backdrop.

4. Character Analysis for The Breadwinner: Questions and Solutions
Focusing specifically on the intricate character development in The
Breadwinner, this resource provides detailed examinations of Parvana, her
family, and other significant figures. It includes a range of analytical
questions designed to probe character traits, relationships, and their
evolution throughout the story. The provided solutions offer a clear



understanding of character arcs and their importance.

5. Plot and Pacing: A Breakdown of The Breadwinner

This study aid dissects the plot structure and narrative pacing of The
Breadwinner, ensuring readers grasp the sequence of events and their impact.
It offers questions that test comprehension of key plot developments and
their consequences, along with answers that clarify the unfolding story. This
book is ideal for those who want to master the narrative flow of the novel.

6. The Breadwinner's World: Historical and Cultural Context Explained

Explore the historical and cultural setting of The Breadwinner with this
comprehensive study guide. It presents questions that connect the novel's
events to real-world historical circumstances in Afghanistan, and the answers
provide crucial background information. This book helps readers understand
the significance of the setting to Parvana's experiences.

7. Literary Devices in The Breadwinner: A Question & Answer Approach

This guide focuses on identifying and analyzing the literary techniques
employed by Deborah Ellis in The Breadwinner. It features questions that
highlight the use of symbolism, metaphor, and other devices, with answers
that explain their contribution to the novel's meaning and impact. Mastering
these elements will deepen a reader's appreciation of the author's craft.

8. Essay Essentials: Crafting Arguments for The Breadwinner

For students needing to write essays on The Breadwinner, this book provides a
strong foundation. It offers sample essay questions that cover a range of
analytical prompts and presents meticulously crafted answers that demonstrate
effective argumentation and evidence-based support. This resource is
invaluable for developing strong writing skills related to the novel.

9. Vocabulary and Meaning: Unlocking The Breadwinner

This study guide assists readers in understanding the specific vocabulary and
nuances of language used in The Breadwinner. It includes quizzes and
exercises focusing on challenging words and phrases, with clear explanations
and contextual examples in the answers. This book ensures that no aspect of
the novel's language will be a barrier to comprehension.
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