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The Space Between Us by Thrity Umrigar 

Devastating in its power, here is a searing novel that vividly cap-

tures the delicate balance of class and gender in contemporary 

India, as witnessed through the lives of an upper-middle-class 

Parsi housewife and her stoic, illiterate domestic worker.  

 

About the Author: Thrity Umrigaris the author of five novels and the memoir First 

Darling of the Morning. A former journalist, she is a winner of the Nieman Fellow-

ship to Harvard and a finalist for the PEN/Beyond Margins Award. A professor of 

English at Case Western Reserve University, she lives in Cleveland, Ohio.  

Discussion Questions: 

1. At the end of The Space Between Us, Sera has a tough choice to make. Can 

you envision a scenario where she could've made a different choice? What would 

it have taken for her to have made a different choice? And what would be the 

consequences of that choice? 

 

2. The novel deals with a relationship that, despite all the good will in the world, 

is ultimately based on the exploitation of one human being by another. Has this 

novel caused you to look at any situations in your own life where you may be ben-

efiting from the labor or poverty of another? 

 

3. Remarking on the fact that Bhima is not allowed to sit on the furniture in Sera 

Dubash's home, or drink from the same glass, it could be said that the novel is 

about a kind of "Indian Apartheid." Do you think that's putting it too strongly? If 

not, can you identify any parallels in contemporary America? 

 

4. The novel tracks the lives of two women. Trace some of the ways in which 

their lives resemble each other's. What are the points of departure? 

 

5. Neither Sera nor Bhima end up with happy, successful marriages. Why? Trace 

the factors that cause each marriage to fail. And for all its failings, which woman 

has the better marriage? 

 

6. Sera's mother-in-law, Banu, makes life miserable for the young Sera. Is Banu 

the kind of mother-in-law that many American women can identify with? Examine 

the ways in which she is or isn't the typical in-law. 

 

 



7. The Afghani balloonwalla is a minor but pivotal character in the novel. What is 

his role? What does he symbolize or represent? 

 

8. The novel is told from the points of view of the two women, Bhima and Sera. 

Should it have included more points of view? For instance, should Viraf have had 

his own "voice"? 

 

9. How do you read the ending of the book? Is it a hopeful ending? Do you think 

the ending is justified, given what awaits Bhima the next day? 

 

10. What is your opinion about Sera, especially given the choice she makes in the 

end. Is she a sympathetic character? Or is she part of the problem? 

 

11. This is a novel about the intersection of class and gender. Can you think of 

ways in which gender bonds the two women and ways in which class divides 

them? 

 

12. Is Gopal justified in being furious at Bhima for having signed the contract that 

the accountant puts before her during the cab ride to the hospital? Would the fam-

ily's fate have been different if she hadn't signed that paper? 

 

13. Two characters who help Bhima -- Hyder, the boy in the hospital and the Af-

ghani balloon seller, both happen to be Muslims. Why? What does the novel say 

about the issues of religious and communal divisions in India? 

 

14. What does this novel say about the importance of education? Think of some 

examples where the lack of education hurts a character and conversely, instances 

of where having an education benefits someone. 

 

15. In some ways, the city of Bombay is a character in the novel. What are your 

impressions of Bombay after having read this novel? Does the author portray the 

city with affection or disdain? 

 

16. What societal changes and/or personal choices would need to be different in 

order for us to envision the possibility of someone like Bhima having a better life? 

 

17. The author has said that although the plot of The Space Between Us is a work 

of fiction, the character of Bhima is based on a woman who used to work in her 

home when the writer was a teenager. Is there any person in your own life who 

has inspired you enough to want to write a book about them? What is it about 

that person that had a deep impact on you?  
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