
 1 

About the booké 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
About the Author é 
http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=aut

h73  
 
 

ñWith a compassionate realism 

and narrative sweep that recall 
the work of Charles Dickens, 

this magni ficent novel captures 
all the cruelty and corruption, 

dignity and heroism, of India. 
The time is 1975. The place is 

an unnamed city by the sea. 
The government has just 

declared a State of Emergency, 
in whose upheavals four 

strangers -- a spirited widow, a 
yo ung student uprooted from 

his idyllic hill station, and two 

tailors who have fled the caste 
violence of their native village ð

will be thrust together, forced to 
share one cramped apartment 

and an uncertain future.  
 

As the characters move from 
distrust to fr iendship and from 

friendship to love, A Fine 
Balance creates an enduring 

panorama of the human spirit in 
an inhuman state.ò 
 

ñRohinton Mistry was born in Bombay (now Mumbai), India in 1952. 
He graduated with a degree in Mathematics from the University of 

Bombay in 1974, and emigrated to Canada with his wife the 
following year, settling in Toronto, where he worked as a bank clerk, 

studying English and Philosophy part - time at the University of 
Toronto and completing his second degree in 1982.  

 
Mistry wrote h is first short story, 'One Sunday', in 1983, winning 
First Prize in the Canadian Hart House Literary Contest (an award he 
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His early stories were published in a number of 

Canadian ma gazines, and his short -story collection, 
Tales from Firozsha Baag, was first published in 
Canada in 1987 (later published in the UK in 1992). 

He is the author of three novels: Such a Long Journey  
(1991), the story of a Bombay bank clerk who 
unwittingly bec omes involved in a fraud committed by 
the government, which won the Commonwealth 

Writers Prize (Overall Winner, Best Book), A Fine 
Balance  (1996), set during the State of Emergency in 
India in the 1970s, and Family Matters  (2002), which 

tells the story of an elderly Parsi widower living in 
Bombay with his step -children. Such a Long Journey  
and A Fine Balance  were both shortlisted in previous 

years for the Booker Prize for Fiction, and Family 
Matters  was shortlisted for the 2002 Man Booker Prize 
for Fiction. ò 
 

Reviews  
 
Kirkus Reviews  

ñFrom the Toronto-based Mistry (Such a Long 
Journey, 1991), a splendid tale of contemporary India 
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that, in chronicling the sufferings of outcasts and 
innocents trying to survive in the ``State of Internal 

Emergency'' of the 1970s , grapples with the great 
question of how to live in the face of death and 
despair. Though Mistry is too fine a writer to indulge 
in polemics, this second novel is also a quietly 

passionate indictment of a corrupt and ineluctably 
cruel society. India under  Indira Gandhi has become a 
country ruled by thugs who maim and kill for money 

and power. The four protagonists (all victims of the 
times) are: Dina, 40 - ish, poor and widowed after only 
three years of marriage; Maneck, the son of an old 

school friend of Di na's; and two tailors, Ishvar and his 
nephew Om, members of the Untouchable caste. For a 
few months, this unlikely quartet share a tranquil 
happiness in a nameless city -- a city of squalid streets 

teeming with beggars, where politicians, in the name 
of prog ress, abuse the poor and the powerless. Dina, 
whose dreams of attending college ended when her 

father died, is now trying to support herself with 
seamstress work; Maneck, a tenderhearted boy, has 
been sent to college because the family business is 

failing;  and the two tailors find work with Dina. 
Though the four survive encounters with various 
thugs and are saved from disaster by a quirky 

character known as the Beggarmaster, the times are 

not propitious for happiness. On a visit back home, 
Om and Ishvar are  forcibly sterilized; Maneck, 
devastated by the murder of an activist classmate, 

goes abroad. But Dina and the tailors, who have 
learned ``to maintain a fine balance between hope 
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and despair,'' keep going. A sweeping story, in a 
thoroughly Indian setting, that combines Dickens's 

vivid sympathy for the poor with Solzhenitsyn's 
controlled outrage, celebrating both the resilience of 
the human spirit and the searing heartbreak of failed 
dreams.ò 

 
 
Review Excerpted f rom BlogCritics  Magazine   

(http://blogcritics.org/archives/2003/06/06/145356.p
hp )  
ñDave Eggers can joke about it, but heartbreaking 

works of staggering genius are still produced, and "A 
Fine Balance" by Rohinton Mistry is one. Tha t's my 
humble opinion, anyway. Why, you ask. What makes 
this a work of art, a genuinely moving experience? I 

don't know, but for two weeks and 600 pages, I lived 
in India in the 1970s. I ate chapatis cooked by a 
skinny teenager in a small apartment. Thanks  to the 

independent spirit and vision of my father, I learned a 
trade, sewing, that I could use to escape the cruel 
slavery of my village's caste system. I felt the crack of 

the police officer's truncheon against my elderly skull, 
not just the violence but  the cold, impersonal nature 
of the injustice. I watched in horror as men with great 

power, and my Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, directed 

acts of violence safe in the knowledge that they could 
escape justice (in this world).  I lived it all through 
four m ain characters, and a rich panoply of supporting 

players.  These four ï a single woman on her own, a 
college student, and an uncle and his nephew 
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struggling with poverty in a big city ð have little in 
common, except an independent streak. They don't 

believ e in passive acceptance of their intended lot in 
lifeéò 
 
 

Review Excerpted from Time Magazine  
(http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,
257164,00.html )  

ñFor some read ers, the final 200 pages of two - time 
Booker Prize nominee Rohinton Mistry's 1995 novel A 
Fine Balance  were an out -of -body reading experience. 

You forgot the day of the week. You forgot where you 
were. Interruptions were waved off impatiently. The 
only soun d that registered was the breaking of your 
heart. As one harrowing scene followed another, you 

silently pleaded with the author to spare his 
characters. They had already suffered so much. They 
deserved even an Indian long shot at happiness.   It 

was not to be, for balance had been lost, both in the 
Bombay of Indira Gandhi's 1975 Emergency and in 
Mistry's fearsome vision of the city where he was born 

and raised. When a novelist of his caliber despairs at 
human cruelty, the results are often annihilating.  . .ò 
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