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Discussion Questions 

1. If there is a villain in the story, who is it and why? 

2. Before moving to Pithead, Shug, Agnes, and her three children are “all crammed together in her mammy’s 

flat, [giving Agnes] a feeling of failure.” Instead, Agnes dreams of having her own front door, a garden, of 

“flitting” to a fresh start with Shug despite the overwhelming challenges his cheating and her alcoholism pre-

sent. When Shug finally moves them, instead of it being a new beginning for them, he unexpectedly dumps 

the family in a council flat where tough, down-on-their luck women—their husbands emasculated by unem-

ployment—run the community. How does this environment change the way you viewed Lizzie, her card-

playing friends, and Agnes’s life in Sighthill?  

3. The author uses Scottish dialect throughout the novel. What does this add to the narrative, and how did you 

find reading it if you weren’t familiar with some of the words? 

4. Shuggie has two older siblings who eventually escape their dysfunctional mother – how do you feel about 

them leaving Shuggie behind? Was it their responsibility to protect him or were they right to try to save them-

selves?  

5. Shuggie is considered to be a soft boy by the other characters in the book. They judge him by 1980s Glas-

wegian standards of mascuilinity. How would you describe Shuggie? 

6. What did you think about the support that was available for Agnes’ alcohol dependency? Do you think there 

would be better help for her now? 

7. Do you blame Catherine for leaving her family, marrying young and emigrating to South 

Africa? 

8. Agnes is obsessed with keeping up appearances, even when her handbag is full of cans 

of Special Brew. How does this façade of respectability work to alienate her from her 

friends and neighbours? 

9. What aspects of Shuggie Bain did you find the most shocking to read? 

10. What do you think will happen to Shuggie? 
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