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ABSTRACT

A Fine Balance presents a compelling examination of social hierarchy and its pervasive influence on human lives in India during
the Emergency (1975-77). The novel explores the intersections of caste, class, gender, and political power, demonstrating how
these hierarchical structures dictate opportunities, relationships, and individual destinies. Through the experiences of central
characters— Ishvar and Omprakash, tailors from a lower caste; Dina Dalal, a middle-class widow; and Maneck, a young student
from a privileged background—Mistry illustrates the systemic oppression, economic vulnerability, and social marginalization
inherent in Indian society. Themes of exploitation, inequality, interdependence, and resilience are central to the narrative, revealing
both the challenges imposed by hierarchy and the human capacity to endure and adapt. Mistry employs literary techniques such as
realism, symbolism, detailed characterization, and omniscient narration to provide an immersive and nuanced depiction of societal
stratification. The novel’s relevance extends to contemporary society, highlighting enduring caste, class, and gender disparities
and encouraging empathy, awareness, and critical reflection on social norms. Overall, A Fine Balance serves as both a literary
masterpiece and a social critique, emphasizing the moral and human implications of hierarchical structures while celebrating
resilience and solidarity in the face of systemic injustice.
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1. INTRODUCTION

A Fine Balance is widely regarded as one of the most
compelling works of contemporary Indian literature, offering
an unflinching portrayal of human resilience and suffering
amidst social and political turmoil. Published in 1995, the
novel is set against the backdrop of India during the Emergency
(1975-77), a period marked by widespread political unrest,
authoritarian governance, and social upheaval. Rohinton Mistry
crafts a narrative that explores the lives of ordinary individuals
caught in the machinery of systemic oppression, revealing the
complex interplay of caste, class, and political power. The
historical context of the Emergency is central to the story, as it
allows Mistry to examine not only personal tragedies but also
the larger socio-political forces that shape and constrain human
lives. The Emergency provides a lens through which the novel
highlights government-imposed curfews, forced sterilizations,
corruption, and police brutality, making it both a historical and
moral commentary on the abuse of power.

The general themes of A Fine Balance are multifaceted
but revolve predominantly around human suffering, social
inequality, and the struggle for dignity. The novel examines the
entrenched caste system, which dictates not only social status
but also access to opportunities, livelihoods, and personal
freedoms. Poverty is portrayed not merely as an economic
condition but as a pervasive force that limits choices and
amplifies vulnerability. Political oppression, particularly
during the Emergency, intersects with social hierarchies to
create a climate where injustice, exploitation, and violence are
routine. Through the experiences of characters like Ishvar and

Omprakash, tailors from a lower caste; Dina Dalal, a widow
navigating social and financial instability; and Maneck, a
young student from a relatively privileged background, Mistry
explores how these themes manifest in everyday life, shaping
relationships, aspirations, and survival strategies.

To understand the novel fully, it is essential to grasp the
concept of social hierarchy, which is central to the narrative.
Social hierarchy refers to the stratification of individuals and
groups in society based on factors such as caste, class, gender,
occupation, and access to resources. In the Indian context,
this hierarchy is historically rooted in the caste system, which
categorizes people into rigid social groups with distinct
privileges and restrictions. Class distinctions, often intertwined
with caste, further influence wealth, occupation, and lifestyle,
creating layers of inequality. Gender operates as another axis of
hierarchy, imposing societal norms and limitations on women’s
autonomy, mobility, and decision-making power. Occupation,
particularly for marginalized groups, is often dictated by caste
and family lineage, reinforcing social divisions and perpetuating
cycles of poverty and subjugation.

Understanding social hierarchy is vital for interpreting A Fine
Balance because it illuminates the mechanisms through which
power and privilege operate in the characters’ lives. The novel
demonstrates that social position is not merely a backdrop but
a determinant of opportunity, safety, and dignity. By examining
how caste, class, and gender intersect with political structures,
readers can appreciate the profound impact of hierarchy on
human experience, as well as the courage, resilience, and
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solidarity required to navigate such a stratified society. Mistry’s
work thus serves not only as a literary achievement but also
as a nuanced social critique, challenging readers to confront
systemic inequalities and empathize with those who bear their
weight.

2. SOCIAL HIERARCHY IN INDIA AS DEPICTED IN
THE NOVEL

In A Fine Balance, social hierarchy is a pervasive force that
shapes every aspect of life, from occupation to personal
relationships. Mistry portrays India as a society deeply divided
along the lines of caste, class, and gender, illustrating how
these divisions limit individual freedom and reinforce systemic
inequalities. Through his vivid characters and realistic settings,
the novel exposes the cruelty and arbitrariness of social
stratification, making the reader acutely aware of how hierarchy
dictates both opportunities and limitations.

Caste System and Its Influence

The caste system is central to the social hierarchy depicted in
the novel. Caste determines not only the type of work a person
can pursue but also their social standing and access to basic
human dignity. Ishvar and Omprakash, tailors from a lower
caste, exemplify the rigid constraints imposed by caste. Despite
their skills and aspirations, they face social prejudice, limited
economic opportunities, and systemic barriers that prevent
upward mobility. Their relationships with others are also
mediated by caste norms—friendships, marriages, and even
daily interactions are shaped by the fear of social retribution
or ostracism. Mistry demonstrates that caste is not merely a
historical or cultural backdrop; it actively dictates the trajectory
of individual lives and reinforces societal inequalities.

Class Differences

Alongside caste, economic class further stratifies society.
Characters such as Dina Dalal, a middle-class widow, occupy
a different social space compared to Ishvar and Omprakash,
yet they too are constrained by economic realities. Dina’s
relative financial stability allows her some independence, but
she remains vulnerable to societal judgment and the whims
of her tenants and neighbours. The economic divide between
wealthier and poorer characters highlights how poverty limits
dignity, agency, and choices. The novel portrays poverty not
only as a lack of material resources but as a condition that
exposes individuals to exploitation, insecurity, and social
marginalization, intensifying the hierarchical divide.

Gender and Social Status

Gender operates as another axis of hierarchy in the novel.
Women, regardless of caste or class, face social constraints
that restrict autonomy and personal freedom. Dina Dalal’s
struggle as a widow illustrates these limitations: she must
navigate a male-dominated society while maintaining financial
and social independence. Social norms dictate her behaviour,
interactions, and even living arrangements, reinforcing the
subordinate position of women within the hierarchy. Through
Dina, Mistry emphasizes that gender intersects with caste and
class to compound oppression, showing that social status is

multidimensional and deeply interwoven.

Political Hierarchy and Bureaucracy

The novel also critiques political hierarchy and bureaucracy,
particularly during the Emergency period. Government
corruption, arbitrary arrests, forced sterilizations, and police
brutality illustrate how political power is exercised to reinforce
social oppression. The interaction between political authority
and existing social hierarchies exacerbates the vulnerability
of marginalized groups, while those with economic or caste
privileges may find ways to navigate or exploit the system.
Mistry’s depiction of bureaucracy shows that hierarchical
structures are not limited to social or cultural traditions—they
are institutionalized, shaping the lives of ordinary citizens
through coercion and fear.

In summary, A Fine Balance presents social hierarchy as a multi-
layered phenomenon encompassing caste, class, gender, and
political power. Each layer interacts with the others, dictating
the opportunities, relationships, and survival strategies of the
characters. By examining these hierarchies, the novel offers
a profound commentary on the structural inequalities that
continue to shape society, emphasizing both the injustice of
oppression and the resilience of human spirit.

3. IMPACT OF
CHARACTERS

In A Fine Balance, social hierarchy profoundly shapes the
experiences, choices, and destinies of the central characters.
Mistry uses their lives to illustrate how caste, class, gender,
and political power intersect to limit opportunities, dictate
social interactions, and impose constraints that are often
insurmountable. Each character’s struggles and adaptations
reveal the pervasive influence of hierarchical structures on
human dignity and personal ambition.

SOCIAL HIERARCHY ON

Ishvar and Omprakash, a master-and-apprentice tailoring duo
from a lower caste, are emblematic of the constraints imposed
by the caste system. Their life trajectories are dominated by
caste-based discrimination and economic vulnerability. Despite
possessing exceptional tailoring skills and a desire for self-
improvement, they are continually restricted by societal norms
that assign occupations and social standing based on birth. Their
aspiration for education and a better livelihood is constantly
thwarted, not by lack of talent, but by entrenched social
barriers and limited access to resources. Even simple attempts
to improve their living conditions or expand their business are
met with suspicion, prejudice, or outright hostility, highlighting
how social hierarchy perpetuates cycles of marginalization and
poverty.

Dina Dalal, a middle-class widow, experiences social hierarchy
differently but no less acutely. While her relative economic
stability offers some independence, she is still vulnerable to
societal judgment and the rigid expectations of her social circle.
Her dependence on tenants and neighbours for companionship
and financial sustenance illustrates how even the middle class is
constrained by social norms. Dina’s struggles reflect the subtle
but persistent ways that hierarchy shapes behaviour, dictating
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what is socially acceptable, safe, or possible for women in her
position. Her life demonstrates that economic security does not
fully protect one from the pressures of social conventions and
hierarchical expectations.

Maneck, a young student from a comparatively privileged
background, provides another perspective on the effects of
social hierarchy. Initially insulated from the harsh realities
of caste and class divisions, his exposure to the struggles of
Ishvar, Omprakash, and Dina forces him to confront the
systemic inequalities that govern Indian society. This collision
between his idealism and the harsh social realities challenges
his perceptions and highlights the pervasive nature of social
hierarchy. Maneck’s journey illustrates that privilege can
provide comfort and opportunity, but awareness of societal
inequalities brings moral responsibility and emotional conflict.

In sum, the characters in A Fine Balance experience social
hierarchy in profoundly different ways, shaped by caste, class,
gender, and political context. Mistry shows that hierarchy is not
merely a backdrop but an active force that dictates opportunities,
imposes limitations, and influences personal relationships.
Through these characters, the novel underscores the pervasive,
often cruel impact of social structures on individual lives, while
also highlighting resilience, solidarity, and the struggle for
dignity in the face of systemic oppression.

4. THEMES RELATED TO SOCIAL HIERARCHY

A Fine Balance explores several interrelated themes that stem
directly from the social hierarchy of Indian society. Through
the lived experiences of his characters, Mistry reveals how
caste, class, and gender inequalities create a web of oppression,
exploitation, and injustice, while also highlighting human
resilience and the bonds that form across social divisions.

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the systemic
oppression and exploitation faced by marginalized individuals.
Characters such as Ishvar and Omprakash endure forced labour,
arbitrary violence, and economic exploitation, all consequences
of their low caste and social standing. Bribery, corruption, and
police harassment are depicted as routine mechanisms through
which those in power maintain control and reinforce hierarchy.
Mistry illustrates that oppression is not merely a personal
misfortune but a structural reality embedded in society and
political systems. The suffering of his characters is both a result
of social prejudice and institutionalized power, emphasizing the
harsh consequences of hierarchy for the powerless.

While hierarchy often divides, Mistry also shows that survival
frequently depends on interdependence and solidarity.
Characters from different social strata form bonds that
transcend societal divisions, creating networks of mutual
support. Dina Dalal’s household, which brings together herself,
Ishvar, Omprakash, and Maneck, becomes a microcosm of
cooperation and shared resilience. Through these relationships,
Mistry suggests that while social hierarchy imposes restrictions,
human compassion and empathy can challenge divisions
and foster survival in adverse circumstances. The theme of
interdependence underscores the idea that community and

International Educational Applied Scientific Research Journal [[EASRIJ]

solidarity are essential for resisting the isolating and oppressive
effects of social stratification.

A Fine Balance highlights the pervasive nature of inequality
and its profound impact on human dignity. From the entrenched
caste system to gender bias and economic disparities, the
novel portrays a society in which opportunity and justice are
unequally distributed. The stark contrast between the lives of
the wealthy and the poor, the privileged and the marginalized,
exposes the moral and ethical failures of hierarchical structures.
By presenting these inequalities through personal stories,
Mistry humanizes the consequences of injustice, making it
clear that hierarchy is not an abstract concept but a lived reality
that shapes identity, freedom, and hope.

In essence, the themes of oppression, interdependence, and
inequality are interwoven throughout the novel, revealing
both the destructive and relational aspects of social hierarchy.
Mistry’s nuanced depiction serves as a critique of societal
structures while also celebrating human resilience, highlighting
the tension between systemic injustice and the enduring strength
of personal bonds and solidarity.

5. LITERARY TECHNIQUES DEPICTING SOCIAL
HIERARCHY

Rohinton Mistry employs a variety of literary techniques
in A Fine Balance to vividly portray social hierarchy and its
pervasive influence on human life. These techniques allow
readers to engage deeply with the characters’ struggles and
to understand the structural forces shaping Indian society
during the Emergency. Mistry’s narrative is notable for its
realism, symbolism, nuanced characterization, and the use of
an omniscient perspective, all of which contribute to a rich,
multilayered depiction of hierarchical structures.

Realism

Realism is one of the primary techniques Mistry uses to depict
social hierarchy. The novel presents a detailed and unflinching
portrayal of urban slums, small towns, and rural villages,
capturing the everyday hardships of lower-caste individuals
and impoverished communities. Through vivid descriptions of
cramped living conditions, labour-intensive occupations, and
the scarcity of basic resources, Mistry immerses the reader in
the social realities of marginalized groups. The novel’s realistic
portrayal underscores the systemic barriers faced by characters
such as Ishvar and Omprakash, emphasizing how caste, class,
and economic status shape life trajectories in a society governed
by hierarchical norms.

Symbolism

Symbolism in A Fine Balance reinforces the distinctions between
social strata and highlights the subtle ways hierarchy manifests
in daily life. Clothing, housing, and food serve as markers of
social status, revealing both privilege and deprivation. For
instance, the quality and condition of a character’s home or the
clothes they wear signal their position in the social hierarchy,
while access to certain foods or amenities underscores economic
disparities. Mistry’s use of these symbols allows readers to
perceive social distinctions visually and experientially, making
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hierarchy tangible rather than abstract.

Characterization

Mistry’s characters are crafted as embodiments of hierarchical
struggles, representing different intersections of caste, class,
gender, and political power. Ishvar and Omprakash symbolize
the vulnerabilities of the lower caste, Dina Dalal reflects
middle-class anxieties, and Maneck embodies the relative
security of privilege coupled with exposure to social inequities.
By developing characters who are deeply affected by social
structures, Mistry not only humanizes systemic oppression but
also provides a lens through which readers can examine the
impact of hierarchy on choices, relationships, and aspirations.
Characterization thus becomes a crucial tool for exploring both
the personal and societal dimensions of inequality.

Narrative Perspective

The novel’s omniscient narrative perspective enables Mistry to
provide insight into multiple layers of society simultaneously.
The narrator moves seamlessly between the perspectives of
different characters, revealing their inner thoughts, emotions,
and struggles while also situating them within broader social,
economic, and political contexts. This narrative technique
allows readers to perceive the interconnectedness of hierarchical
forces and their influence on individual lives. By juxtaposing
personal experiences with societal structures, the omniscient
perspective deepens the reader’s understanding of how social
hierarchy operates at both micro and macro levels.

Overall, Mistry’s use of realism, symbolism, characterization,
and omniscient narration collectively enriches the depiction of
social hierarchy in A Fine Balance. These techniques not only
illuminate the systemic inequalities shaping the characters’
lives but also foster empathy and critical awareness in readers,
making the novel both a literary masterpiece and a powerful
social commentary.

6. RELEVANCE TO CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
Although A Fine Balance is set during the Emergency of
1975-717, its depiction of social hierarchy continues to resonate
strongly in modern India. The novel’s exploration of caste,
class, and gender inequalities reveals patterns of systemic
oppression that persist today. Despite legislative and social
reforms, caste-based discrimination and economic disparities
remain widespread in various forms, affecting access to
education, employment, and social mobility. Gender inequality
similarly continues to shape women’s lives, influencing their
autonomy, safety, and societal expectations. By highlighting
these enduring inequities, Mistry’s work provides a lens
through which contemporary readers can reflect on the ongoing
impact of hierarchical structures in Indian society.

The novel also offers valuable lessons that extend beyond
its historical context. By presenting the personal stories
of characters navigating oppression, poverty, and social
marginalization, Mistry fosters empathy and deepens readers’
awareness of inequality. The struggles of Ishvar, Omprakash,
Dina, and Maneck encourage reflection on how social
hierarchies constrain human potential and dignity. Furthermore,

the novel critiques the ways in which power, privilege, and
bureaucracy perpetuate injustice, prompting readers to question
and challenge existing social norms. In this way, A Fine Balance
serves not only as a literary exploration of human resilience but
also as a moral and social commentary, encouraging vigilance,
compassion, and advocacy for a more equitable society.

In essence, the relevance of Mistry’s novel lies in its enduring
ability to illuminate the social structures that govern human
life. It reminds contemporary readers that hierarchy is not
merely a historical phenomenon but a living reality that shapes
opportunities, relationships, and social justice. By engaging
with the novel, individuals can develop both critical insight
and empathetic understanding, recognizing the importance
of addressing inequality and fostering solidarity across social
divisions in today’s world.

7. CONCLUSION

A Fine Balance offers a profound exploration of social
hierarchy and its pervasive impact on human lives. Through
the experiences of characters such as Ishvar, Omprakash,
Dina, and Maneck, Mistry demonstrates how caste, class,
gender, and political power intersect to shape opportunities,
relationships, and individual destinies. The novel illustrates
that social hierarchy is not a passive backdrop but an active
force, influencing every aspect of daily life—from occupation
and education to personal dignity and survival.

By highlighting themes of oppression, exploitation,
interdependence, and inequality, Mistry emphasizes both the
harsh realities of hierarchical structures and the resilience
of human spirit. His literary techniques, including realism,
symbolism, detailed characterization, and omniscient narration,
effectively illuminate the systemic nature of social stratification
and its consequences. The novel underscores that social
hierarchies are not merely historical or cultural phenomena;
they continue to persist, shaping the lives of individuals in
contemporary society.

Ultimately, the study of social hierarchy in A Fine Balance
serves as both a literary and social lesson. It encourages readers
to empathize with marginalized communities, critically examine
societal norms, and recognize the ongoing need for equity,
justice, and solidarity. The novel’s enduring relevance lies in its
ability to provoke awareness and reflection, reminding society
that the human cost of hierarchy is universal and timeless.
Through this nuanced portrayal, Mistry not only chronicles
human suffering but also celebrates resilience, compassion, and
the possibility of moral accountability in an unequal world.
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