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Discussion Guide 

• How would you describe this book in 1-2 sentences to a friend? If you had to 
identify 1-2 themes that the book explores, what would they be?  

• What were your thoughts on women serving in the military before reading Sand 
Queen?  

 1. What are your thoughts on women serving in the military after reading 
Sand Queen? 

• What do you imagine when you picture a good soldier? What are your ideas about 
the role that a good soldier will serve in a warzone?  

 1. How does the book define a good soldier? 
 2. Are there conflicts between the idea of a good soldier and our cultural 

expectations about what it means to be a “good man”? How about a 
“good woman”? (Suggested passage: 103-106) 

• How do Kate’s reasons for entering the military align with her experiences in Iraq?  
 1. What was Kate’s mission in Iraq? How clear was that mission for Kate? 
 2. What might it mean for a service member if they enlist in order to 

defend American values, and then have an experience like Kate’s? How 
would this feel? What options did Kate have for dealing with her feelings 
about this experience? 

• How do women interact with one another in Sand Queen?  How do men interact 
with one another? How do women interact with men?    

• Does the book have a hero? Does the book have a villain?  
 1. Should “war novels” have clear villains?  

• How are Iraqis represented in the book? (suggested passage: 87-92) 
 1. How are those in the camp/prison represented?  
 2. How are civilians represented? 
 3. What are some similarities or differences between Kate and Naema?  
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 4. Do any of these similarities or differences challenge your 
preconceptions?  

• Do the characters in the book seem realistic? Are the male soldiers in the book 
presented fairly? Are the female soldiers presented fairly? What about 
Tyler? Or the female EEO officer?   

• Identify a scene or detail that jumped out at you, or stayed with you, from your 
reading. What about this scene caught your attention? 

 1. Suggested passages: the vulture (172-173) or the walk to Jimmy’s 
(260-262)  

• How is vulnerability portrayed in the book? (Naema 168-170) 
 1. How is suffering portrayed in the book? (Kate 260-261)  

• An incredible number of tragedies occur within the life of this one soldier.  
 1. Did you find this to be realistic? Does fiction need to be realistic?  

• Helen Benedict’s work as a journalist – and particularly on sexual harassment and 
assault in the military – clearly informs her novels. What does she want her 
readers to understand about war from this novel?  

 1. Why do we write or read fiction? What can fiction do that non-fiction 
can’t do? 

 2. What question would you ask the author?  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Further readings on women in war:  

 1. Rule Number Two: Lessons I Learned in a Combat Hospital, Heidi Squier Kraft 

 2. Love My Rifle More Than You, Kayla Williams  

 3. To War With Whitaker: Wartime Diaries of the Countess of Ranfurly, 1939-1945, 
Hermione Ranfurly  

 4. Shoot like a Girl: One Woman’s Dramatic Fight in Afghanistan and On the Home 
Front, Mary Jennings Hegar 


