
 

  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. Painted Hands is a novel about contemporary Muslim women in America. What preconceptions 

about Muslim women did you have before you read the book? How did the novel reinforce or 

challenge those assumptions? 

2. At the beginning of the book, Amra and Zainab’s friend Rukan announces her engagement to a 

non-Muslim man. Were you surprised at how controversial this decision was with her parents? 

Have you or anyone you know married someone from a different faith? If so, were there any 

issues?  
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

About the book: 
 
Muslim bad girl Zainab Mir has just landed a job working for a post-feminist, Republican Senate candidate. Her 
best friend Amra Abbas is about to make partner at a top Boston law firm. Together they’ve thwarted 
proposal-slinging aunties, cultural expectations, and the occasional bigot to succeed in their careers. What 
they didn’t count on? Unlikely men and geopolitical firestorms. 
 
When a handsome childhood friend reappears, Amra makes choices that Zainab considers so 1950s—choices 
that involve the perfect Banarasi silk dress and a four-bedroom house in the suburbs. After hiding her long 
work hours during their courtship, Amra struggles to balance her demanding job and her unexpectedly 
traditional new husband. 
 
Zainab has her own problems. She generates controversy in the Muslim community with a suggestive 
magazine spread and friendship with a gay reporter. Her rising profile also inflames neocons like Chase 
Holland, the talk radio host who attacks her religion publicly but privately falls for her hard. When the political 
fallout from a terrorist attempt jeopardizes Zainab's job and protests surrounding a woman-led Muslim prayer 
service lead to violence, Amra and Zainab must decide what they’re willing to risk for their principles, their 
friendship, and love. 
 
Jennifer Zobair's Painted Hands is The Namesake meets Sex and the City, an engaging and provocative debut 
novel about friendship and the love lives of American Muslim women. 
 



 

3. In a traditional arranged marriage, often the bride and groom have spent very little time 

together and are chosen for each other by relatives. Amra’s marriage is a much more modern 

take on this concept. Single people in America often lament how difficult it is to “meet 

someone” after college or graduate school. Do you see any benefits to a traditional arranged 

marriage? What about Amra’s more modern version? 

4. Throughout the novel, Amra struggles to balance her husband and her demanding career. Could 

she have handled things better? What about Mateen? Do you think their problems were similar 

to or different from those faced by other married couples? 

5. The importance of the mother-daughter relationship figures prominently in the book. Discuss 

the role Amra’s mother plays in her life, and how the absence of a mother affects Zainab. 

6. At times in the book, Chase engages in anti-Muslim bigotry. If you were Zainab, could you have 

dated or fallen in love with him? Discuss whether he sufficiently redeems himself by the end of 

the novel. 

7. Hayden struggles with body image issues in the book and spends a lot of effort trying to live up 

to western standards of beauty, including being thin. Traditional Muslim women are expected to 

cover most of their bodies and sometimes their hair. Do you think one standard is more 

oppressive for women?  

8. Chase and Taj Fareed debate the issue of forced registration for Muslims in America. Who had 

the better argument? Are there any parallels to the Japanese Internment or the Civil Rights 

struggles of African Americans in this country?  

9. Do you see any significance to the story’s Boston setting? What about the visit Zainab and Taj 

make to the witch museum in Salem? How do the themes of religious persecution and guilt by 

association figure into the novel? 

10. After the terrorist attempt on Fenway Park, Zainab is forced to decide whether to issue a public 

condemnation. Do you agree with her decision? Do you think Muslims need to speak out more 

about violence committed by other Muslims? Should members of other faiths or groups do the 

same? 

11. Zainab and Chase both had traumatic childhoods. Discuss how their shared loss of a parent 

helped or hindered their relationship. 

 

 

 

 



 

12. Discuss the choices Hayden makes in the novel. In what ways is she a sympathetic character?  

Did you gain or lose respect for her by the end of the story? What do you think the future holds 

for her? 

13. What do you think happens between Zainab and Chase after the book ends? What about Amra 

and Mateen? Which couple do you think has the best chance of being together in five or ten 

years? 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Want to learn more about Jennifer Zobair and her novels? 
Visit her at www.JenniferZobair.com 

Or follow her on Twitter! 

Twitter.com/jazobair 
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