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BOOKCLUB-IN-A-BOX
Readers and Leaders Guide
Each Bookclub-in-a-Box guide is clearly and effectively organized to give
you information and ideas for a lively discussion, as well as to present the
major highlights of the novel. The format, with a Table of Contents, allows
you to pick and choose the specific points you wish to talk about. It does
not have to be used in any prescribed order. In fact, it is meant to support,
not determine, your discussion.

You Choose What to Use.
You may find that some information is repeated in more than one section
and may be cross-referenced so as to provide insight on the same idea from
different angles.

The guide is formatted to give you extra space to make your own notes.

How to Begin
Relax and look forward to enjoying your bookclub.

With Bookclub-in-a-Box as your behind the scenes support, there is little
for you to do in the way of preparation.

Some readers like to review the guide after reading the novel; some before.
Either way, the guide is all you will need as a companion for your discus-
sion. You may find that the guide’s interpretation, information, and back-
ground have sparked other ideas not included.

Having read the novel and armed with Bookclub-in-a-Box, you will be well
prepared to lead or guide or listen to the discussion at hand.

Lastly, if you need some more ‘hands-on’ support, feel free to contact us.
(See Contact Information)

What to Look For
Each Bookclub-in-a-Box guide is divided into easy-to-use sections, which
include points on characters, themes, writing style and structure, literary or
historical background, author information, and other pertinent features
unique to the novel being discussed. These may vary slightly from guide to
guide.
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INTERPRETATION OF EACH NOVEL REFLECTS THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE

BOOKCLUB-IN-A-BOX TEAM.

Do We Need to Agree?
THE ANSWER TO THIS QUESTION IS NO.

If we have sparked a discussion or a debate on certain points, then we are
happy. We invite you to share your group’s alternative findings and experi-
ences with us. You can respond on-line at our website or contact us through
our Contact Information. We would love to hear from you.

Discussion Starters
There are as many ways to begin a bookclub discussion as there are mem-
bers in your group. If you are an experienced group, you will already have
your favorite ways to begin. If you are a newly formed group or a group
looking for new ideas, here are some suggestions.

Ask for people’s impressions of the novel. (This will give you some idea
about which parts of the unit to focus on.)

• Identify a favorite or major character.

• Identify a favorite or major idea.

• Begin with a powerful or pertinent quote. (not necessarily from the
novel)

• Discuss the historical information of the novel. (not applicable to all
novels)

• If this author is familiar to the group, discuss the range of his/her
work and where this novel stands in that range.

• Use the discussion topics and questions in the Bookclub-in-a-Box
guide.

If you have further suggestions for discussion starters, be sure to share
them with us and we will share them with others.

Above All, Enjoy Yourselves
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INTRODUCTION

Suggested Beginnings

1. Life is always a balancing act, whether it is in the extreme instances
depicted by Mistry or in our own less urgent situations.

Discuss how each of the characters in this book finds balance. Why does
Maneck fail at maintaining a balance of dignity, independence, and hope?

2. No one in the story remains whole; everyone is somehow maimed or dis-
membered. These horrors resonate on both the personal and national
levels. Nearly thirty years after its partition and independence, India con-
tinued to suffer from regional, religious, and economic divisions.

What is Mistry suggesting about India’s general welfare in 1975? Has the
situation changed?

notes
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3. The title of Mistry’s third novel, Family Matters, suggests one of his
ongoing preoccupations, evident even in A Fine Balance. Dina, Maneck,
Ishvar, and Om sew together a family from their disparate lives.

Compare the family unit in India in 1975 to the one in North America
today.

4. The role of women is an important issue in the novel. Dina struggles to
maintain her independence as a woman. Her adult life in the city is con-
trasted with her childhood under Nusswan’s control and with the lives of
many other women, some of whom are only casually mentioned in the
novel.

Consider the position of strong independent women in a patriarchal
society generally and in this novel specifically.

5. Everything and everyone in this novel gets recycled in some way. No
scrap of tissue goes unused, whether it is salvaged for Dina’s sanitary nap-
kins, or for a quilt, or whether it is hair that is collected and resold. Body
parts are commodified and recycled into the economic marketplace. People
too are commodified: when they are maimed or damaged, Beggarmaster
finds new uses for them as beggars.

How does the idea of recycling contribute to the setting and atmosphere in
the novel? As citizens of a prosperous nation, we are used to a “dispos-
able” culture. Discuss the cultural and value differences between our own
and other societies.

More points to consider
1. Mistry uses his characters to discuss the caste system. Those higher in
the caste seem removed from those beneath them and are unable to see the
details and the pain of their lives.

Is this ignorance or prejudice or both?
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2. Each character faces his or her destiny either by accepting it or succumb-
ing to it.

What is Mistry saying about fate and destiny?

3. Mistry’s vision of an ideally balanced family (nation) is to have power
and rights shared equally by gender and caste. He uses the image of Dina,
Maneck, and the tailors working in their tiny flat as a framework for this
vision.

Is this vision possible in India, given the way that the social structure of
the society has historically evolved?

4. Given Roopa’s social status, should readers be shocked or surprised by
Roopa’s statement? “My son does not sew for your kind.” (p.153)

Discuss this statement in relation to the possibility and reality of real
future change.

Novel Quickline

Set in 1975 after Indira Gandhi has declared a state of emergency in India,
A Fine Balance unites four characters, each of whom has suffered a loss.
Dina Dalal’s husband dies on their third wedding anniversary. In order to
preserve her own independence, she takes a job as a supervisor for a cloth-
ing-export factory. The two tailors she hires, Ishvar and Omprakash, have
come to the city in search of work after their homes have been destroyed.
At the same time, Dina opens her home to a boarder, the young Maneck
Kohlah, whose family still suffers the repercussions of having lost their
lands in the 1947 partition. National politics intrude at every turn in these
characters’ lives, despite their own attempts to disengage themselves from
all things political.
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