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Synopsis

The Breadwinner brings to life an issue that has recently exploded in the international media &#151;
the reality of life under the Taliban. Young Parvana lives with her family in one room of a
bombed-out apartment building in Kabul, Afghanistan. Because he has a foreign education, her
father is arrested by the Taliban, the religious group that controls the country. Since women cannot
appear in public unless covered head to toe, or go to school, or work outside the home, the family
becomes increasingly desperate until Parvana conceives a plan. She cuts her hair and disguises
herself as a boy to earn money for her family. Parvanad ™s determination to survive is the force
that drives this novel set against the backdrop of an intolerable situation brought about by war and
religious fanaticism. Deborah Ellis spent several months talking with women and girls in Afghan
refugee camps in Pakistan and Russia. This suspenseful, timely novel is the result of those
encounters. Royalties from the sale of The Breadwinner will go toward educating Afghan girls in
Pakistani refugee camps. &#147;...a potent portrait of life in contemporary Afghanistan, showing

that powerful heroines can survive even in the most oppressive ... conditions.a « &#151; Booklist
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Customer Reviews

Since the Taliban took over Afghanistan, 11-year-old Parvana has rarely been outdoors. Barred

from attending school, shopping at the market, or even playing in the streets of Kabul, the heroine of



Deborah Ellis’s engrossing children’s novel The Breadwinner is trapped inside her family’s
one-room home. That is, until the Taliban hauls away her father and Parvana realizes that it's up to
her to become the "breadwinner" and disguise herself as a boy to support her mother, two sisters,
and baby brother. Set in the early years of the Taliban regime, this topical novel for middle readers
explores the harsh realities of life for girls and women in modern-day Afghanistan. A political activist
whose first book for children, Looking for X, dealt with poverty in Toronto, Ellis based The
Breadwinner on the true-life stories of women in Afghan refugee camps. In the wily Parvana, Ellis
creates a character to whom North American children will have no difficulty relating. The daughter of
university-educated parents, Parvana is thoroughly westernized in her outlook and responses. A
pint-sized version of Offred from Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’'s Tale, Parvana conceals her
critique of the repressive Muslim state behind the veil of her chador. Although the dialogue is
occasionally stilted and the ending disappointingly sketchy, The Breadwinner is essential reading for
any child curious about ordinary Afghans. Like so many books and movies on the subject, it is also
eerily prophetic. "Maybe someone should drop a big bomb on the country and start again," says a
friend of Parvana’s. "They’ve tried that,” Parvana said, ’It only made things worse.”™ (Ages 9 to 12)

--Lisa Alward

Ellis (Looking for X) bases her contemporary novel on refugee stories about the oppressive rule of
Afghanistan by the Taliban. Eleven-year-old Parvana must masquerade as a boy to gain access to
the outside world and support her dwindling family. Parvana’s brother was killed years earlier by a
land mine explosion and, for much of the story, her father is imprisoned, leaving only her mother,
older sister and two very young siblings. The Taliban laws require women to sheathe themselves
fully and ban girls from attending school or going out unescorted; thus, Parvana’s disguise provides
her a measure of freedom and the means to support her family by providing a reading service for
illiterates. There are some sympathetic moments, as when Parvana sees the effect on her mother
when she wears her dead brother’s clothes and realizes, while reading a letter for a recently
widowed Taliban soldier, that even the enemy can have feelings. However, the story’s tensions
sometimes seem forced (e.g., Parvana’s own fear of stepping on land mines). In addition, the
narrative voice often feels removed "After the Soviets left, the people who had been shooting at the
Soviets decided they wanted to keep shooting at something, so they shot at each other" taking on a
tone more akin to a disquisition than compelling fiction. However, the topical issues introduced,
coupled with this strong heroine, will make this novel of interest to many conscientious teens. Ages

10-12. (Apr.) Women for Women in Afghanistan, dedicated to the education of Afghan girls in



refugee camps in Pakistan.Copyright 2001 Cahners Business Information, Inc.

Thoughts: | honestly can’'t walk two feet without being stopped and having this book recommended
to me. This went on for about three years before | finally had enough of this and purchased the
Breadwinner. And boy, am | glad | did. No one is more up for female rights than | am (I’'ve probably
written about a thousand female empowerment stories), and so this book instantly appealed to me. |
loved | Am Malala, so hearing that this was in the same vein was immensely exciting.The
Breadwinner is the kind of book that really anyone can read. Your age doesn’t necessarily matter,
since this book is written in a way that can transcend from eight to sixty year olds. But the writing
wasn’t what made this book impressive; the sheer character of Parvana herself, and the story she
takes us along, is completely mindblowing. Sometimes, | had to stop myself and reread a section
because it thrust me into disbelief. The things women had to go through under the rule of the
Taliban - and STILL have to go through -.... it's just heartbreaking. This book serves not only to
make us, as kids, aware of this difficult topic, but also spurs us to want to get involved. | was
completely gripped the entire time while reading this book, and by the end of it, | was speechless.
While, at some points, this is not the most engaging book per se, it is still a fascinating story that

kids of all ages will enjoy.

| bought this for our pre-teen daughter as it was her summer required reading. | wanted to read it
first, and did. In one sitting. Staying up until 2 a.m. to get to the end because | was entranced and
emotionally invested in the story. | was disappointed that it ended so soon, but gratefully discovered
later that there is apparently a series. We will be getting them all! My daughter has thoroughly
enjoyed it too and | hope it has impressed upon her additional reasons to be grateful that we live the
life we live, in the country we live in.Having said that, | will note that | thought | was going to hate the
book based on the foreward that was in the book. It was far too political, left-leaning, and smacked
of the blatant cultural political correctness "Kool-Aid" that is being forced down our throats over the

past few years. Glad | went past that and gave the book a chance....
Inspiring, heartbreaking and gripping. Parvana’s story brings a level of insight and humanity to the
struggles of living under the Taliban, and Ellis’s writing is clear enough that 5th grader could read it.

| had only read it for a class assignment, but now | need to read the rest of the series!

For a children’s book, this novel depicts some graphic violence and descriptions.



The Breadwinner by Deobrah Ellis is about an Afghanistan family that was very affluent prior to all of
the wars that have revenged the country for years. Parvana, a young lady, masquerades as a boy
as a means of survival for her family and herself after her father is thrown into prison by the Taliban.
In this emotionally engaging story you will live the life of a little girl that is forced to be The
Breadwinner for her family. This is the first book in a trilogy that will allow the young reader to
connect with the Parvana on a childA¢A A™s level, but will also challenge them to understand the
hardships that millions of Afghan children have been and continue to be forced to endure. This book
shows the vast differences of accepted societal norms among countries of the world. In the 21st
century it is difficult to understand how female women and children can continued to be viewed as
possessions of men. In the western regions of the world this type of behavior is taboo and not
discussed even though it still goes on. However, in the some regions of the world this is accepted
and acknowledged practices. In The Breadwinner, Ellis has managed to capture the life of one

young lady that reflects the true life of millions of other children.

This is the most wonderful story. | cry each time | read it. | read it to 4th graders for two years and
they LOVED this book. Each time we ended a chapter, they’d groan and shout, "Can we
PLEEEEASE read another chapter?!" We studied Afghanistan and, to a basic degree, the Taliban
as we read Parvana’s heartbreaking and inspiring story. We compared Parvana’s life to our own,
marking all of the differences and similarities throughout the story.l used this as a basis for our "My
World and Theirs" project, in which the students researched another culture and did a report on it,
comparing their life to the lives of those in the other culture. This year, I'm reading it with 6th graders
and I'm looking forward to the higher-level thinking we’ll be able to do.| do warn that it has some
graphic violence on the part of the Taliban, and the themes are mature and very sad. For this
reason, | read the story out loud instead of the students having their own copies. | want to be able to
guide them through those parts of the story so they can get the most out of it, rather than being
afraid or upset while they read it alone. | like them to hear it from me because it is very emotional
and | want to experience that with them.Overall, this is a phenomenal book and | recommend it to
anyone of an appropriate age, probably at least 4th grade. Teachers, take note! Your students will

be hanging on the edges of their seats.

Moving and accurate depiction of what happens to the women left behind in war. Great for fourth

through seventh graders.



| read this book for one of my elementary literacy classes and fell in love with it. The story is one of
trials, sorrow, and strength. | think it's a great book for students to read so they can realize that life
is very different outside of the US. It gives them perspective on what happens in other parts of the

world. Wonderful book.
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