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All about Kunal Basu’s new
novel 'In an Ideal World'
In an interview with The Telegraph the author describes it as a
thrilling whodunnit with astounding depth

You may never have read a murder mystery like this one. Kunal Basu’s new
novel, In an Ideal World, is the story of a student who gets brainwashed by his
teacher into killing another student. But the mystery lies deeper.

In this suspenseful detective novel, the reader stands with bated breath
alongside the parents, as they unravel the answer. We ask what prompted a
teacher to incite his student to violence. We ask what prompted the police to
cover up the murder as a missing person case. We ask what prompted an
ordinary middle-class child to become a killer.
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The parents grapple with fiendishly complex investigations involving
religious fanaticism, kidnapping, murder, arson, and vigilante gangs. On the
surface, this is a simple whodunit, but the psychological depth of the novel is
far out of the realm of simplistic detective fiction.

It is a unique exploration of treacherous student-teacher relationships, a
stunted family life, and a violence-prone state.

Advertisement

Advertisement

https://epaper.telegraphindia.com/
https://www.telegraphindia.com/
https://www.facebook.com/thetelegraphindia
https://twitter.com/ttindia
https://www.instagram.com/telegraphonline/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.thetelegraph
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/the-telegraph/id1438396234
https://www.telegraphindia.com/
https://www.telegraphindia.com/culture
https://www.telegraphindia.com/culture/books
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvFm6dxgNC_yRrLhLdAnJyNxZLhYmFT8jVV2uMDooRCqEq62LEZ9MGq0ZbY8CEWgEbattgajDJyvKhkbUWuVsbhM9PXY1V_qpsNRkzRg3CZwvqTwf97qx8F3cD_TyoftoqQfMc1yXUa9YNBbN_or3ppQW8LN6oKi5v7KlwBBIULhNBUi9jFija606C63ZihUct0N5fTiAYeGKl7JET9n_HYhxyJx-R8TAgX5064Nnzn24g726tkkZuxyniPBXoSUZUyudNtbIxgS_jWNgDhLVZd0dLPJdHywbax4E8fCWdjjrlq39DkHUiNwJkIUdhNp7M&sig=Cg0ArKJSzGlah_QVvKcb&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://whats-the-word.typeform.com/to/zhEzjY
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C1K1f7wgCYraKM9PBmsMPk4K10AeO7rKHaMzUtoO7D9rZHhABIJSrgWhg5YKAgOQOoAHIidTcA8gBAqkCPXJtPIDATD7gAgCoAwHIAwiqBJsCT9CenT-hDcxWPHl5cxz8nIqdbWoeSOwGTyTe-DU3Jrujx4Ve5p548-sQCwBn5c9N_kevzC6A25r3xEIxcVWNX3CgDia3jvq3u0F4FLD_7yC9qGf8XroB9_gWurJaVh6pld-LYCe0AQpn5Y3UViX8w6QS925zWjmW36gwoIatLslyuVwRDscolqKmubKXZzbW5qxaPRtn15szBpmJr-bB4i1BnSsipwhDIoJGWjnst8Ek1A4HxZgFesgzOPH3P4Vx08fac7vcbc8yPf2gqcYLomgyQBRELLvM9_2RosYUDFr_n5xMBBbo3XEIyu1ouEPZi3p3jzm8FnmrqJcBaI4nwQoo_Hc2Me19ttNO7jIRU0mKFUrQaruvBUl97sAEhYfImOgD4AQBoAYCgAfDseApqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB_PRG6gHltgbqAeqm7ECqAffn7EC2AcB0ggHCIBhEAEYHfIIG2FkeC1zdWJzeW4tNjE5MDAwMjM5OTQxMDQ3MrEJatLM_rFoL6KACgOKCt4BaHR0cHM6Ly9yemZtLmFwcC5saW5rL0cyX0dETl9SdW1teV9TTGF1bmNoPyUyNDNwPWFfZ29vZ2xlX2Fkd29yZHMmJTI0YWx3YXlzX2RlZXBsaW5rPWZhbHNlJmdjbGlkPXtnY2xpZH0mbHB1cmw9e2xwdXJsfSZ-YWRfc2V0X2lkPTEzMTA0ODAxNDcyNSZ-Y2FtcGFpZ25faWQ9MTYwMDg4Njc1MzUmfmNoYW5uZWw9ZCZ-a2V5d29yZD0mfnBsYWNlbWVudD13d3cudGVsZWdyYXBoaW5kaWEuY29tmAsByAsB4AsBuAwB2BMD0BUBmBYBgBcB&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRo-yh6Uuh7dXAWVS4HgMrULA&sig=AOD64_29SbmwDe9GQ2MTV2Ml8xJLxrgZEw&client=ca-pub-3775738955018489&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y&nb=2&adurl=https://www.a23.com/rummy.html%3Fgclid%3DEAIaIQobChMI9r325rjv9QIV06BmAh0TQQ16EAEYASAAEgIb-_D_BwE
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=Aa2KcEYdqZTN0LeSM3of73dzebWEk4KNSkOxyMdi3FIzggDCpGB-Cg-swe9mjj41KUubvFpuZjkj-nmaHRlDcctEdzCONA8XS5UILXr06OACQGL54twmMh6YMbCUxmwCSsW3UqJsQ4gkj2xRK6cQToHKLflc1rjWIDybxLTo8xJmQ9Eh-53jYVPIgO6eJJLpOKqSd58Dyi0rmw7O8NeiRxb3Z-Hpg_KysqDzMp4I8TCGd5AYy9bIpQad0M9_K0K7209WbCxux2G3Vns9zpf5caO4JnbNO53ZLK0K3j104x1vqinUupviyFnOb_p3lFZAmNdz9ZhyJ-cOHw7eXhcVMHGf6bEA5jEb8_gE5yiSUIDxhyMhSkq5L4fAMVQMKo38LioTLm-868tnMEE2s8i5ZzsGZ3fxfKutpQtRPpeXpxLv-CM2VJPeAdxIH_5Ov-yBfQ-512nOH5y7Z1KfJQNFkvB5BAp0acRkuEyFvXKsxaODzUBKCHz967qxarnte_DMhYZbhibZum3HWTXdLYOVzMTjhUHU4NC4XeuvKClo6ZraDE3Slz8X9ZQu7pAWyyYd7eKeZd7yzuBGP11UOK2QfLfGnnjOyLVmmAV3WPhrlXRfaPt5vEdADriEECLrd2uccmcKTwHa09vflKgB5x808cmXQkdjNcQZfP5WtsglEMkmDZ05t_pq6Tac1UpOL1AJjADkWT0pb2Od3M-eYsCqOexxviO5JQeaWsC0BTZkV4njA6q2ffsFshjAdXbUFTpVQLdyxZ-VfyDrVuREvmUT7uI7JDwNJQwBT8tYk4eX_4HJjDtf3wgv1KIS1txtNiGMXgS_vGi72PIMSyKvSOhcitDsoFCGGqoRunWS5Oq6Ft_7y9jaKAw0zAREyKbiUAzx8WiPMsLIMgo7TybcL6TP1JqyDZ0EVFzMkEoxxeBjI86IxQk1GLY7Fk0ypjkxjrQAU29OZBWZnGcmnIRNy8evnC7QHXJTYi2R5RmGxmf5A_63VWqeNuqpHanPnAVmg4ENmY4TBXW0EKLeIU6o_PZM-U45wr2HTtnH_CvEPewuCf67MwMJUaS2Ww-2D4Hyn-i3ukNbHeHmkooHhwr2QxXMG1RJK_sqjlRB_6YcFLy-XafTIFiezsnNOW2KEMxFqf6Rhpcm7GX7XKyfaBUlNGSmfH4WiltrNwHFjNiZjPYKntxk8-d-ptUJtmjvvR20iSeugFwytmwH6xumzRJ9w6I2BILPehkMOgJsFdTzzhMQkPhMVROe0ICP-ln-jvVz1f5zy1_bmH9w1xC0K-eCjTV4uXlEwxKm5gI84EHg0qqm_cRfGpNU1WkVl0mvkowRR_nfQlkBlfYgc-XDi_uV-TihjzgqtWQn-ld1a3UJD1RYWlzCJngqNVZdYbTP8PAOx8huah-LWMOhXGjnA4uo5Mv0eHkqKhGiUFBByiwxVIou3mkUVKB9ko-W1oOvOSiEsWtw9cqZa68K-ZiuV3hGNucgghyHD-fuEh05VrHaUhgjCJA2n7tZcoqFFlTy8-QEp-gu0_qUB1VREpS1dTrZN0LG51wo5LXYSzVcVeY5YAQm9ERx2PI93kU8Wx8kYAHuILvsG1kgn8Mzz5Sn6qM_xxflRG9-9X8O9_ItMoQoP1SaUIJcFOh-CjrdeQVITnqJ4gzNYVh6102Fg5xdmtz9zPQ_Ylw2jj_JAbKHXykUSg7twkSkKbrQ135qa2mnfCVyyDJQaiwmDxEFSLCCoq3P8cHpBgT4WI7ygFRbC2KBiYkKxZH64WcFJ5Q7ggzJcooVo_QELUQggUpxL2VIapLilhqB_lcd3-yY4vA04iQup3iFUJxh1NbOWQRuy4qr18N8YsYQT7ULXRvXeU2IgttRcAVibYc826gRRY-X15ezPCvfzayIBBjajeg3WVRWqCgqrf5IF6pefdCLKlQY3drSydPiKBtFyJDA4qZX_xfsSg1mj3Uv_-COOxLbZhmxOkpU0PfVn_uzVE4bCHZFHHtvQ6mb91X8KAFtN0WWp0pUqlSzKn1Ez6FEa1Q3bX7Ghmi3Z9ZhcIHJBv2NA2Wj-4rPTjG5P3iycEweCAv1K6iilNtHwumAP9VXcryjGu8j-otkwY3FvyWe2OlY_miTETUCSPt6ho361MtVBzj8eL3RFVqD2ToGdadi8daot6sKV_b3ep__BQPCxzn1edgF1H1UP8CpznIafxn2HAb86AY1tY_MXFFJRT7i
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=Aa2KcEYdqZTN0LeSM3of73dzebWEk4KNSkOxyMdi3FIzggDCpGB-Cg-swe9mjj41KUubvFpuZjkj-nmaHRlDcctEdzCONA8XS5UILXr06OACQGL54twmMh6YMbCUxmwCSsW3UqJsQ4gkj2xRK6cQToHKLflc1rjWIDybxLTo8xJmQ9Eh-53jYVPIgO6eJJLpOKqSd58Dyi0rmw7O8NeiRxb3Z-Hpg_KysqDzMp4I8TCGd5AYy9bIpQad0M9_K0K7209WbCxux2G3Vns9zpf5caO4JnbNO53ZLK0K3j104x1vqinUupviyFnOb_p3lFZAmNdz9ZhyJ-cOHw7eXhcVMHGf6bEA5jEb8_gE5yiSUIDxhyMhSkq5L4fAMVQMKo38LioTLm-868tnMEE2s8i5ZzsGZ3fxfKutpQtRPpeXpxLv-CM2VJPeAdxIH_5Ov-yBfQ-512nOH5y7Z1KfJQNFkvB5BAp0acRkuEyFvXKsxaODzUBKCHz967qxarnte_DMhYZbhibZum3HWTXdLYOVzMTjhUHU4NC4XeuvKClo6ZraDE3Slz8X9ZQu7pAWyyYd7eKeZd7yzuBGP11UOK2QfLfGnnjOyLVmmAV3WPhrlXRfaPt5vEdADriEECLrd2uccmcKTwHa09vflKgB5x808cmXQkdjNcQZfP5WtsglEMkmDZ05t_pq6Tac1UpOL1AJjADkWT0pb2Od3M-eYsCqOexxviO5JQeaWsC0BTZkV4njA6q2ffsFshjAdXbUFTpVQLdyxZ-VfyDrVuREvmUT7uI7JDwNJQwBT8tYk4eX_4HJjDtf3wgv1KIS1txtNiGMXgS_vGi72PIMSyKvSOhcitDsoFCGGqoRunWS5Oq6Ft_7y9jaKAw0zAREyKbiUAzx8WiPMsLIMgo7TybcL6TP1JqyDZ0EVFzMkEoxxeBjI86IxQk1GLY7Fk0ypjkxjrQAU29OZBWZnGcmnIRNy8evnC7QHXJTYi2R5RmGxmf5A_63VWqeNuqpHanPnAVmg4ENmY4TBXW0EKLeIU6o_PZM-U45wr2HTtnH_CvEPewuCf67MwMJUaS2Ww-2D4Hyn-i3ukNbHeHmkooHhwr2QxXMG1RJK_sqjlRB_6YcFLy-XafTIFiezsnNOW2KEMxFqf6Rhpcm7GX7XKyfaBUlNGSmfH4WiltrNwHFjNiZjPYKntxk8-d-ptUJtmjvvR20iSeugFwytmwH6xumzRJ9w6I2BILPehkMOgJsFdTzzhMQkPhMVROe0ICP-ln-jvVz1f5zy1_bmH9w1xC0K-eCjTV4uXlEwxKm5gI84EHg0qqm_cRfGpNU1WkVl0mvkowRR_nfQlkBlfYgc-XDi_uV-TihjzgqtWQn-ld1a3UJD1RYWlzCJngqNVZdYbTP8PAOx8huah-LWMOhXGjnA4uo5Mv0eHkqKhGiUFBByiwxVIou3mkUVKB9ko-W1oOvOSiEsWtw9cqZa68K-ZiuV3hGNucgghyHD-fuEh05VrHaUhgjCJA2n7tZcoqFFlTy8-QEp-gu0_qUB1VREpS1dTrZN0LG51wo5LXYSzVcVeY5YAQm9ERx2PI93kU8Wx8kYAHuILvsG1kgn8Mzz5Sn6qM_xxflRG9-9X8O9_ItMoQoP1SaUIJcFOh-CjrdeQVITnqJ4gzNYVh6102Fg5xdmtz9zPQ_Ylw2jj_JAbKHXykUSg7twkSkKbrQ135qa2mnfCVyyDJQaiwmDxEFSLCCoq3P8cHpBgT4WI7ygFRbC2KBiYkKxZH64WcFJ5Q7ggzJcooVo_QELUQggUpxL2VIapLilhqB_lcd3-yY4vA04iQup3iFUJxh1NbOWQRuy4qr18N8YsYQT7ULXRvXeU2IgttRcAVibYc826gRRY-X15ezPCvfzayIBBjajeg3WVRWqCgqrf5IF6pefdCLKlQY3drSydPiKBtFyJDA4qZX_xfsSg1mj3Uv_-COOxLbZhmxOkpU0PfVn_uzVE4bCHZFHHtvQ6mb91X8KAFtN0WWp0pUqlSzKn1Ez6FEa1Q3bX7Ghmi3Z9ZhcIHJBv2NA2Wj-4rPTjG5P3iycEweCAv1K6iilNtHwumAP9VXcryjGu8j-otkwY3FvyWe2OlY_miTETUCSPt6ho361MtVBzj8eL3RFVqD2ToGdadi8daot6sKV_b3ep__BQPCxzn1edgF1H1UP8CpznIafxn2HAb86AY1tY_MXFFJRT7i


It is a brave offering by Basu, in a long and ongoing series of bestselling
novels, at a time when we are all wrestling with the demons of a state that
has turned on its own.

I am a professor at New York University and struggle with the same questions
as I witness with horror the gun violence on school and college campuses
across the US.

This Q and A with Kunal may provide some insights and understanding that
may change the course of our actions.

In an Ideal World is a racy detective novel set in the middle of student
politics.What is the crime that is the centre of the plot?

A young Muslim student, Altaf Hussein, has disappeared from his college
campus. The authorities have washed their hands off the matter, denying his
mother a proper enquiry. Rumours claim he has gone to fight the jihad in
Iraq. More sinister rumours have him tortured and murdered for opposing
the nationalist students who are on a rampage to create a Hindu homeland in
India, driving out liberal supporters like Altaf and their decadent ideals. Was
Altaf a victim of political and religious hatred? The detective work is
undertaken by an unlikely duo: Joy and Rohini Sengupta, the parents of
Bobby — the leader of the nationalist students, who is a prime suspect in the
abduction. The twist in the tale lies in the fact that Joy and Rohini themselves
hold liberal values and are shocked by the possibility that their son might
have crossed over to the other side of the ideological divide and committed
such a heinous crime.
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Is your novel fact or fiction?

Fiction derived from a real incident. In 2016, a JNU student disappeared from
his hostel, and hasn’t been found till date. There was considerable furore at
that time, then he was, sadly, forgotten. Such cases of kidnapping, unjustified
imprisonments and harassment of individuals suspected of anti-national
activities, is now commonplace. The State demands unalloyed allegiance in
the name of patriotism. Dissent is equated with treason. The prevailing
climate of intolerance provoked this novel, which, ultimately, is a work of
imagination. It enters, through the vehicle of fiction, the various worlds that
coexist in our midst — that of the parents, the students, the political
recruiters, the intellectuals and thugs, the perpetrators and their victims.
Which is the real India? It asks and prompts the readers to find their own
answers.  

Like your other novels, you do not romanticise any situation or
relationship, not even that between parents and children. Why is that so?

A lot of mystery and intrigue lurk within reality. We think we understand
someone intimately, but then critical incidents might reveal a dimension we
hadn’t ever considered. Like that between Bobby and his parents. Or, when
Joy meets Bobby’s diabolical guru — Dadhichi. Everyday events too hold the
key to revealing deeply held trauma, like when Joy, Rohini and Bobby go to a
movie, and Bobby almost lynches a petty thief afterwards. Then, there is a
party scene in the novel, where casual conversation between the guests
exemplifies the chasm between their politic and lifestyles. A seedy bar, a
building site, a religious procession, or a train journey may be seen as staging
ground for life’s profundities. I haven’t felt the need to unnecessarily import
elements into reality, simply search for what lies unnoticed.

The book caught the attention of Vishal Bhardwaj who tweeted some poignant words about it.

Vishal Bhardwaj
@VishalBhardwaj

After a long time I finished a novel in between two flights. 
Was choked by the end. So relevant and real, it sent 
shivers up my spine. So truthfully foreshadowing our 
future. A must read for all - rightists, leftists and centrists.  
“In An Ideal World” by @kunalbasu100
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Did you hit upon any profound insights as an author while digging into
the motives of the crime, on behalf of your protagonists?

Several, actually. While I was aware of the broad contours of the crisis —
political and psychological — bringing them home in fiction led me to
investigate why and how a young person might be swayed into the politics of
extremism. For one, I realised that there is a fine line between mentorship
and brainwashing. Joy and Rohini didn’t try to indoctrinate Bobby with their
views, wished him to find his own way in this world. They were hands-off
parents. The absence of any guidance, though, left him with a blank canvas,
which was fertile soil for the seeds of fanaticism to take root. Secondly,
Bobby’s aversion to books, except those that helped him to achieve narrow
academic goals, left him bereft of empathy and understanding of the multi-
layered human condition. This is emblematic of our times. The Byju’s model
of learning might create academic toppers but fail to build a healthy society.
Thirdly, I recognised the value of courageous conversations, which might lend
a constructive purpose to our disagreements.

What are the universal themes in your novel that could be true today, in
the UK or USA?

Extreme nationalism is not a virtue, it is and has always been the bane of
humankind. In the name of preserving a nation, it ruptures its parts, replaces
hope with ugliness. For historically diverse nations — like India, the UK, USA
as well as the continent of Europe — imposition of a religious or political
creed would be dangerous. The resulting conflict won’t be simply limited to
ballot boxes but spill out into our streets and families. Like a two-headed
snake, it’ll devour itself.  

Where does resolution or redemption lie?

Not in more vitriol. It calls for abandoning social media diatribes. We have
gone as far as we can go in offering sophisticated counter-arguments to those
with whom we are in disagreement. The “other side” simply isn’t listening.
Neither will electoral victories settle the dust. Today’s losers will be
tomorrow’s winners and exact their revenge. State terror or violent
revolutions too have a poor track record of eliminating dissent. I believe we
have focused too much on winning the war with our minds. It’s time to
appeal to the heart, which might still harbour the spring of all that we cherish
as humans — empathy, compassion, fraternity, and forgiveness. I am a big
believer in the arts as a unifier. Just as Picasso’s famous lithograph of the
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dove held out hope to entire generations of Europeans after WWII,
Attenborough’s Cry Freedom reduced both black and white audiences to tears,
Israeli-Palestinian theatre for peace lit a tiny candle in that ravaged land, we
must break the culture of hate with the counter-culture of the arts. That, and
our engagement with service towards the most disadvantaged — refugees,
victims of trafficking and climate change — might hold the key to atonement
and redemption.
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