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Abstract

This paper explores Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance as
a compelling example of social realism, delving into its
intricate depiction of hope and despair. Set against the
turbulent backdrop of the Indian Emergency (1975-
1977), Mistry’s narrative unflinchingly examines the lives
of marginalized individuals, exposing systemic
injustices, caste discrimination, and the brutal impacts
of state policies. Drawing on key critical perspectives
and historical contexts™, the study highlights how
Mistry’s characters, despite enduring personal and
social upheavals, find fleeting moments of solidarity
and resilience. rich descriptions, rotating points of view
and an intertwining of personal and historical events,
Mistry creates a complex portrait of human resilience
and fragility. It contends that A Fine Balance is as much
the quintessence of social realism as a complex text
that enriches a socio-political lenses on the oscillations
of hope and despair in post-independence Indian
society, both in its literature 3.

Keywords : Rohinton Mistry, A Fine Balance, social
realism, hope, despair, Indian Emergency, caste
oppression, systemic inequality, resilience, human
dignity.
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Introduction
Rohinton Mistry, one of the most
important  writers to emerge in
contemporary Indian literature, has
been hailed for the way he stories
encompass elaborate socio-political
realities. Among his many works, A Fine
Balance is a supreme marriage of
historical understanding and literary
genius®. The novel not only records the
plight of ordinary people but
interrogates the resilience of the human
spirit against systemic oppression.
Against the backdrop of the Indian
Emergency (1975-1977), Mistry’s work
grapples with hope and despair in a
terrain of political turmoil, caste
hierarchies and economic injustice.
Through the course of this
research paper, | want to explore to
what extent Mistry’'s novels, and
especially A Fine Balance, use social
realism as an artistic device to highlight
the heavy realities of Indian society.
Through the lived experiences of
marginalized people, Mistry lays bare
the stunning inequality embedded in
the country’s social and political fabric®.
His work transcends documentation to
offer an abidingly sympathetic vision of
human stasis and connection. This
article investigates his novel’s thematic
significant, representation of human
character, narrational devices, especially
the balance between despair and hope,
and argues that Mistry, despite
portraying the harsh reality of systemic
injustice, adds an optimistic note
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through projection of small vyet
powerful acts of resistance that shape
our life in general.

Historical and Social Context

The Indian Emergency (1975-1977) is
among the most tempestuous phases in
the country’s post-independence
history. Proclaimed by Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi, the
suspended
repressed political opposition, and
granted broad state control over civil

Emergency

democratic  procedures,

liberties’. The official rationale was that
it would maintain national stability, but
disproportionately
impacted the marginalized. Forced

its enactment

sterilizations, mass evictions and
aggressive slum clearances upended
the lives of millions. For millions, the
Emergency became the face of systemic
revealing the deep
inequities entrenched in Indian society.

Mistry’s work reflects this era’s
lived experiences, highlighting the
quotidian struggles of people who were
the ones actually affected by these
political decisions® Even less-known and
farther removed in time, the novel A
Fine Balance not only methodically
captures the immediate effects of the
Emergency but also the trajectory of
social  implications.
personal stories within this historical
backdrop, Mistry illustrates the tenacity
of individuals operating within a
systemic milieu permeated by caste

oppression,

Contextualising

oppression, economic inequality, and
the misuse of the arms of the state®.
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On a wider register, Mistry’s
writing engages with the concerns of
diasporic literature that often shifts the
focus of analysis from the social frame
of reference within the country to those
far from home, experiencing the
nostalgia of displacement, and at times
of..."home” itself® As part of the Indian
diaspora, Mistry writes with a double
consciousness, grounded where the
subcontinent meets the realities of the
global literary world". His depiction of
the Emergency, then, is not merely an
exercise in accounting but, rather, a
meditation on the way such moments
reverberate across national borders. In
these narratives, Mistry encourages
readers to reflect on the palimpsestic
quality of the long shadow the
Emergency cast on the totality of the
social and helped undo the texture that
made the nation™
Defining Social Realism in Literature
Social realism is a literary approach that
attempts to capture the lives of
average people in their social,
economic, and political settings. Social
realism is, however, to be contrasted
with  romanticized or fantastical
narratives as it does not shy away from
reality, nor is it intended to distance
readers from the actual conditions
encountered by real people, especially
the working class, often with an
awareness of systemic injustices®.
Though it began as a reaction to
industrialization  and  the  social
inequities it spurred, the school of
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social  realism itself transformed
throughout history and across national
conditions.

Social realism in literature, by
virtue of its focus on the human
condition in a society fraught with
challenges and contradictions, has
played a significant role in the
emergence of Indian English literature,
which is rooted in the dual realities of
colonization and caste and the post-
independence turmoil (14). This is
illustrated in Mistry’s works. With his
keen eye for minutiae and unflinching
portrayals of suffering, he grounds his
characters in a context of mass
oppression and human endurance. His
narratives are not escapist, but rather
reflective and examine the nature of the
realities in which they exist, forcing
their reader to encounter the brutalities
of these realities while also finding
instances of hope and camaraderie that
might emerge from even the most
bleak situation®.

Mistry’s interest in social realism
is both thematic and formal. His novels
employ colloquial language, extensive
character development, and a focus on
significant minutiae to invite readers
into the lived experiences of his
characters. In doing so, he links
personal struggles with larger systemic
issues, turning social realism into not
just a backdrop to the story but one of
its driving forces™. In this way, social
realism in literature—and in Mistry’s
works especially—serves to hold a
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mirror to real life while also
problematizing the systems that
structuralize the inequality depicted.
Themes of Hope and Despair in A Fine
Balance

Despair : The theme of despair runs
through A Fine Balance, most
prominently reflected in the stark socio-
political conditions the characters live
under. The Emergency’s policies forced
sterilizations, homes being demolished,
and state-sponsored violence" create an
all-consuming sense of fear and
helplessness. Two low-caste tailors,
Ishvar and Omprakash, endure brutal
exploitation and systematic humiliation.
Their attempts to escape to the city for
a better life ultimately only lead to
worsened suffering, in the form of
physical disfigurement and social
ostracism, for the castes whose lives are
bound by this cycle of poverty and
subjugation, showing how caste makes
victims of both the oppressed and the
oppressor®®, As someone determined
to live with dignity as a widow, Dina
faces her own despair: economic
hardship, societal pressure and the risk
of being displaced from her home.
These personal tragedies overlap with
larger societal forces that show the
extent to which structural inequalities
deprive people of control over their
own destinies.”

Mistry’s tale also serves to
underscore how the exploitation of the
powerless undergirds the privileges of
the powerful. The landlords profiting
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out of caste oppression, the
enforcing
quotas, the Money Lenders, who remain

immune from the whirlwind of the

bureaucrats sterilization

Emergency, all differ from the novel’s
protagonists. It certainly deepens the
doom that we associate with a society
in which justice and equity are stranger
and stranger. The abyss is not just
personal; it is systemic, historical and
indicative of the unchecked imbalances
that characterize the milieu of India,
among the many in this time®2,

Hope : Though despair seems to reign
over much of the story, A Fine Balance
also displays instances of hope and
resilience, of which the heart for small
acts of kindness is part The friendship
that develops between Dina, Ishvar, Om
and Maneck is a rare ray of unity in an
otherwise fragmented world. While
their connections with each other are
fraught with challenges, the bond that
they forge becomes what sustains them
in times of crises. Dina’s will to be
independent, against the odds, is a
testament to the human spirit's
determination to survive. Likewise, the
tailors’ resilience in the face of caste
oppression embodies a subtle
resistance to the system that attempts
to repress them?=,

Mistry also weaves moments
into the narrative where characters
experience meaning from everyday
acts of care and connection. For every
stolen moment of joy, there are shared
meals, small acts of generosity and

A Half-Yearly Peer Reviewed and Refereed Research Journal of Arts, Humanity & Social Sciences Page | 101



Shodhaamrit

laughter between strangers. This
contrast reminds us that even in a world
associated with pain and injustice,
people can establish pockets of warmth
and belonging. Those moments of hope
don’'t negate the despair, but they are a
counterbalance, suggesting that while
the macro-structures may remain
oppressive, individuals  still  have
avenues through which they can assert
their humanity.

Balancing Hope and Despair

Mistry’s depiction of hope and despair
is not onedimensional or reductive. He
avoids the temptation to provide an
idealistic resolution, giving a more
ambivalent view of human experience
instead. The despair experienced by the
characters is relentless, but their
instances of hope and connection imply
that suffering, even if unavoidable, is
not the only thing we can do; resilience
and solidarity exist too*?%. In doing so,
she constructs a narrative that serves as
both a critique of systemic injustice and
a celebration of the indomitable human
spirit, juxtaposing these themes in each
short story. This tension keeps A Fine
Balance a bracing, even defiant
examination of life’s ugly absurdities, a
work that discovers in even the most
cynical of iterations — any soul, even
one worn and fraying at the edges —
reams of lines and pages still left
unwritten and unsullied with the stains
of cruelty.
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Techniques of Social Realism in
Mistry’s Writing
authentic, unprocessed quality that
makes up the very notion of social
realism, Rohinton Mistry's uses a
number of diverse literary techniques.
At the core of his practice is a focus on
thorough, often unflinching portrayals
of daily life. Mistry does not shrink from
depicting the hard facts of his
characters’ lives, be the grime and
thrum of city pavements, the brutalizing
injustice of workplace conditions or the
cruel humiliations of caste and class

: To puncture this

hierarchieSZG.By setting his narratives in
these concrete, often savage specifics,
Mistry guarantees that readers are
placed in the lived reality of those he
writes about, bringing the political
home and the personal into the political.

A hallmark of Mistry’s technique
is his multi-faceted character
development. Instead of flattening his
protagonists into mere symbols or
stereotypes, he portrays them as
complex human beings with specific
fears, desires, and moral challenges?.
Through personal struggle it gives the
readers an intimate lens to the larger
societal forces in play. Ishvar and
Omprakash, for instance, represent the
systemic caste
embedded in Indian society, but their
personalities, choices and relationships
make sure that they arent ever mere
abstractions. Mistry offers a foundation
for understanding why this is so by
depicting the lives of everyday people,

discrimination
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rather than historical figures or political
leaders, and drawing attention to the
grassroots level, where social and
economic inequalities are felt most
poignantly.

Mistry also employs several
narrative devices to create illusion
around his work. His varying vantage
points offer a wide-angle view of the
society being shaped, revealing how
different strata of people absorb, live
through and react to the same
historical events®. By intertwining
personal
events, Mistry highlights the larger
socio-political
characters’ lives and emphasizes the
interconnectedness of personal and
systemic struggles. This method is most
pronounced in A Fine Balance so
painfully so that the names of its
characters
interchangeable; the individuals’ private
dichotomies become through the

narratives  with historical

dimensions of his

become almost

narrative entirely interwoven with the
broader cataclysms of the Emergency —
historical forces that penetrate and
shape individual fates.

At last, Mistry uses humor and
irony to leaven the bleakness of what
he’s dealing with. Moments of dark
humor, frequently borne of the
characters’ absurdities and
contradictions, offset suffering in his
novels®. Not only does this add a layer
of novel excitement to the story itself, it
captures a true spirit of resilience in the
human soul; that somehow, amidst it
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all, people manage to smile, tolerate
and move forward. The equal measure
of light and shade is the mark of social
realism, making sure the depiction of
hardship isn't blanded or obliterated.

Broader Implications of Mistry’s Social
Realism : Mistry’s works transcend their
immediate historical context, imparting
insights that reverberate for readers of
all generations and geographies. A Fine
Balance: Through its depiction of the
political and social stratifications that
have existed during the Indian
Emergency, A Fine Balance brings to
light challenges associated with
systemic inequality, social stratification
and political corruption in the face of

power, with implications firmly rooted

in  modern society3°. Mistry invites
readers to examine the interplay
between past and present in their own
lives and in society, as he delves deep
into caste atrocities, economic
struggles, and state acts of violence.
Mistry’s interest in social realism
also enhances the field of diasporic
literature. Written from a perspective
informed by his own experience as an
Indian-born Canadian, he connects local
and global understandings of Indian
society®. This dual lens work does not
only widen the audience for him but
situates his narratives in a wider, more
inclusive literary tradition. In this sense
Mistry’s novels become a useful avenue
to study the complexities of identity
and cultural exchange

migration?®,

through
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Moreover, Mistry’s imprint on
Indian English fiction highlights the
ability of literature as an instrument for
social criticism. His raw and honest
difficult
circumstances of life forces readers to

representation of  the

face uncomfortable realizations about
the subjective nature of existence®, as
well as the realities of suffering and the
human toll of political and social
collapse®. This abiding relevance means
that Mistry’s social realism continues to
serve as a touchstone in conversations
around equity, resilience and the
impact of literature in spurring social
progress. Consequently, his work
remains a site of critical conversation
and academic investigation®.
Conclusion : He uses social realism) so
effectively in A Fine Balance that he
achieves a delicate yet deep balance
between hope and despair. By
examining the lives of regular people
throughout the Indian Emergency, he
demonstrates how systemic injustices,
caste-based oppression and economic
hardships shape their realities. However,
amid this intricate tapestry of despair,
he also threads moments of resilience,
compassion, and solidarity,
demonstrating how humanity endures
even in the face of the worst tragedies.
Mistry’s rich depictions of life’s
daily battles, his complete and subtle
character analyses, and his ability to
weave personal and historical stories
together make a subtle but stinging
critique of social injustices. His frequent
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reconciliation of dark themes with
moments of hope serves not only to
deepen the reader’s insight into the
human state, but also, at least implicitly,
demonstrates the lasting vitality of
social realism as a literary mode .

This paper has discussed the
major themes, styles and implications of
the work of Mistry. By exploring the
historical context of his work, defining
his methods of social realism, and
considering the themes of hope and
despair in his work, we come to
understand that Mistry’s fiction extends
beyond the historical period in which it
was written to tell a timeless story of
resilience and a commitment to human
dignity. Such comparisons could be
further explored in future research to
juxtapose Mistry’s social realism to that
of his Indian-English colleagues or
examine how the historical events he
examines shape the way these events
are conveyed in future literature. A Fine
Balance is a work of art that will always
be relevant in any generation because
of its timelessness, its ability to
challenge readers to question their own
lives in the context of the world and
those around them Ultimately, A Fine
Balance remains a powerful testament
to the potential of literature to reflect,
critique, and inspire change within
society .
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