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Abstract

Kunal Basu's Kalkatta offers a thought-provoking vision of a future city where the promise
of progress exists alongside growing social and environmental crises. This article examines
how the novel brings together utopian aspirations and dystopian realities to question
contemporary ideas of development in India. At first, the city appears to represent economic
growth, technological advancement, and the dream of becoming a global metropolis. As the
narrative unfolds, however, these promises are overshadowed by environmental destruction,
widening social inequality, displacement, and a gradual decline in ethical values.

Drawing on ecocritical and dystopian perspectives, this study explores how Basu challenges
development models that prioritize economic expansion while overlooking ecological
sustainability and social justice. The novel presents environmental degradation not as an
unavoidable consequence of modernization but as the result of human choices and an
anthropocentric approach to nature. At the same time, it highlights the uneven distribution
of wealth and opportunity, revealing how the benefits of urban development remain
concentrated among a privileged few while marginalized communities bear its greatest costs.
Rather than celebrating modernization, Kalkatta encourages readers to question whether
material progress alone can create a better society. By placing utopian hopes beside
dystopian outcomes, Basu exposes the contradictions within contemporary development and
emphasizes the need for more sustainable, inclusive, and ethically responsible futures. The
novel ultimately serves as both a warning and a critical reflection on the relationship between
urban growth, environmental well-being, and human life, making it an important
contribution to Indian dystopian fiction and ecocritical studies.
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Introduction

In recent decades, Indian literature has increasingly turned its attention to the social
and environmental consequences of rapid urban growth and economic transformation. As
cities expand and technological progress reshapes everyday life, many writers have begun to
guestion whether development always leads to a better future. Within this context, the ideas
of utopia and dystopia provide useful ways of understanding the hopes and anxieties
associated with modernization. While utopian narratives imagine societies built on equality,
prosperity, and harmony, dystopian fiction reveals the hidden costs of progress by portraying
worlds marked by ecological damage, social division, and moral uncertainty.

Kunal Basu's Kalkatta (2015) is a significant contribution to this growing body of
literature. Set in a futuristic version of Kolkata, the novel presents a city driven by ambitious
dreams of modernization and global recognition. Political leaders, business interests, and
urban planners envision a prosperous metropolis that reflects India's economic ambitions.
Yet beneath this image of success lies a more troubling reality. Environmental degradation,
widening class divisions, and the displacement of vulnerable communities gradually expose
the darker side of unchecked urban development.

Rather than presenting modernization as either entirely positive or completely
destructive, Basu offers a balanced and critical exploration of its complexities. The novel
suggests that economic progress cannot be separated from gquestions of environmental
responsibility, social justice, and ethical governance. Through its portrayal of a city caught
between aspiration and crisis, Kalkatta challenges readers to reconsider conventional ideas
of development and to reflect on the long-term consequences of prioritizing economic
growth over ecological and human well-being.

This article examines how Basu constructs Kolkata as a contested space where
utopian dreams coexist with dystopian realities. Using ecocritical and dystopian literary
perspectives, it explores the novel's representation of environmental decline, social
inequality, urban transformation, and moral crisis. In doing so, the study argues that Kalkatta
offers a powerful critique of development-centered thinking and invites readers to imagine
more sustainable and inclusive futures.

The Utopian Dream of Modernization

One of the most striking aspects of Kalkatta is its portrayal of modernization as a
powerful aspiration. At the beginning of the novel, Kolkata is imagined as a city on the verge
of transformation a place where technological innovation, ambitious urban planning, and

480




SP Publications

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor:8.337(SJIF)
ISSN: 2581-8333|VVolume 8, Issue-6(June);2026

economic expansion promise a brighter future. This vision reflects the broader aspirations of
post-liberalization India, where development is often equated with modern infrastructure,
global investment, and improved standards of living. The dream is to reshape the city into a
competitive global metropolis capable of standing alongside the world’s leading urban
centers.

For many of the novel’s political leaders, planners, and corporate elites,
modernization represents more than physical change. It symbolizes national progress,
economic strength, and the possibility of leaving behind poverty and underdevelopment.
New buildings, advanced technologies, and large-scale development projects become visible
signs of success, reinforcing the belief that scientific innovation and economic growth can
solve long-standing social problems. In this sense, the city embodies a distinctly utopian
imagination, one that views the future with optimism and confidence.

However, Basu does not present this vision without questioning its underlying
assumptions. As the narrative develops, the promise of progress begins to reveal its hidden
costs. The pursuit of rapid development often overlooks the needs of ordinary people and
ignores the fragile balance between urban expansion and environmental sustainability. What
initially appears to be a model of prosperity gradually exposes inequalities and contradictions
that challenge the very ideals on which the dream is built.

The novel therefore encourages readers to look beyond the attractive image of
modernization and ask who truly benefits from it. While some sections of society enjoy the
advantages of economic growth, others are pushed to the margins, bearing the social and
environmental consequences of large-scale development. Basu suggests that a city cannot be
considered genuinely progressive if its growth comes at the expense of ecological health,
social equality, and human dignity.

Through this portrayal, Kalkatta questions the widespread assumption that
modernization automatically leads to a better society. Instead, it argues that development
must be measured not only by economic achievements or technological advancement but
also by its impact on people, communities, and the environment. By presenting
modernization as both an aspiration and a source of conflict, Basu lays the foundation for the
novel’s broader exploration of the tension between utopian dreams and dystopian realities.
Ecological Dystopia and Environmental Degradation

As the narrative progresses, the optimistic vision of a modern city gradually gives
way to a disturbing picture of ecological decline. One of the novel’s most compelling
concerns is the environmental cost of unchecked urban development. In Kalkatta, the pursuit
of economic growth and technological progress comes at the expense of nature, transforming
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the city into a space where environmental destruction becomes an everyday reality rather
than an isolated crisis.

Basu illustrates how rapid urban expansion leads to the disappearance of wetlands,
the degradation of rivers, and the loss of green spaces that once sustained both human and
non-human life. These natural landscapes are treated as obstacles to development and are
sacrificed in the name of modernization. As construction spreads across the city, ecological
balance is disrupted, natural resources become increasingly depleted, and pollution begins to
shape the quality of everyday life. The environmental crisis depicted in the novel is therefore
not a sudden catastrophe but the cumulative result of decisions that consistently place
economic interests above ecological well-being.

An ecocritical reading of the novel reveals a strong critique of anthropocentrism—
the belief that human needs and ambitions are more important than the natural world. Basu
suggests that this mindset encourages the exploitation of ecosystems without considering the
long-term consequences. Nature is reduced to a resource for human use, while its intrinsic
value and its role in sustaining life are largely ignored. The novel reminds readers that human
society and the environment are deeply interconnected, and that damage inflicted on nature
ultimately returns to affect human communities.

Importantly, environmental degradation in Kalkatta is closely linked to social
injustice. The harmful effects of pollution, resource depletion, and ecological instability are
not experienced equally. Vulnerable communities often suffer the greatest consequences,
even though they benefit the least from urban development. In this way, the novel
demonstrates that environmental problems cannot be separated from questions of power,
inequality, and access to resources. Ecological destruction and social exclusion emerge as
interconnected outcomes of the same development model.

Rather than portraying environmental collapse as inevitable, Basu presents it as a
warning. The novel encourages readers to reflect on the consequences of ignoring ecological
limits and to recognize the need for more sustainable forms of development. Through its
vivid depiction of environmental decline, Kalkatta challenges the belief that progress can be
achieved through endless exploitation of nature. Instead, it argues that any meaningful vision
of the future must be built on a relationship of balance, responsibility, and respect between
human society and the natural environment.

Social Inequality and Urban Division

Alongside environmental degradation, Kalkatta presents social inequality as one of
the most significant consequences of rapid urban development. Although modernization is
promoted as a path toward collective prosperity, the novel reveals that its benefits are far
from equally shared. Instead of creating a more inclusive society, the process of development
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deepens existing social divisions and produces new forms of exclusion. Through this
contrast, Basu questions the belief that economic growth automatically improves the lives of
all citizens.

The novel portrays a city divided by class and privilege. Wealthy individuals and
influential groups enjoy the advantages of modern infrastructure, technological innovation,
and expanding economic opportunities. In contrast, economically weaker communities are
pushed to the margins, where they face displacement, insecurity, and limited access to the
resources needed for a dignified life. This unequal distribution of opportunities highlights
the growing gap between those who shape the city’s future and those who are forced to live
with the consequences of decisions made by others.

Displacement is one of the clearest examples of this imbalance. Large-scale
development projects often require land for commercial buildings, residential complexes,
and transport networks. As a result, many vulnerable communities lose their homes and
livelihoods in the name of urban progress. Basu presents these experiences not as unfortunate
side effects but as central features of a development model that places profit and expansion
above human welfare. The novel encourages readers to consider whose voices are heard in
the planning of cities and whose lives are treated as expendable.

Another important aspect of the novel is its portrayal of unequal access to power.
Political leaders, corporate interests, and influential elites exercise considerable control over
the direction of urban development, while ordinary citizens have little opportunity to
participate in decisions that affect their daily lives. This imbalance reinforces existing social
hierarchies and weakens the democratic ideals of equality and public participation. The city,
therefore, becomes a contested space where different social groups experience modernization
in very different ways.

Through these representations, Basu offers a broader critique of neoliberal models
of development that measure success primarily in terms of economic growth and investment.
The novel suggests that genuine progress cannot be achieved if it ignores social justice and
equal opportunity. A truly modern city should not only be economically successful but also
ensure that development benefits all sections of society, especially those who are most
vulnerable. By exposing the unequal realities hidden beneath the promise of modernization,
Kalkatta challenges readers to rethink the meaning of progress and to recognize that
sustainable development must also be socially inclusive.

Urban Decay and Moral Crisis

Beyond its environmental and social concerns, Kalkatta also explores the moral and
psychological effects of rapid urban transformation. Basu suggests that modernization
changes not only the physical appearance of the city but also the values and relationships
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that shape everyday life. As the city grows wealthier and more technologically advanced, it
gradually loses the sense of community, trust, and compassion that once connected its
people. The novel presents this moral decline as an important dimension of its dystopian
vision.

One of the recurring ideas in the novel is the growing influence of materialism and
consumer culture. Success is increasingly measured through wealth, status, and economic
achievement rather than personal integrity or social responsibility. This shift encourages
competition and individual ambition, often at the expense of empathy and collective well-
being. Human relationships become more transactional, and people begin to view one
another through the lens of personal gain instead of mutual care and respect. Basu uses these
changes to show how the pursuit of material progress can gradually weaken the ethical
foundations of society.

The novel also draws attention to political corruption and institutional failure. Those
in positions of authority frequently place private interests above the public good, allowing
corporate influence and economic priorities to shape decisions that affect the city’s future.
As accountability declines, public trust in institutions begins to erode. Citizens are left feeling
powerless in a system where profit and political influence often outweigh justice and
transparency. This atmosphere of uncertainty and distrust adds another layer to the novel’s
dystopian landscape.

Alongside these institutional failures, Basu portrays a deep sense of psychological
alienation. Many characters struggle to find belonging in a city that is changing faster than
they can adapt to. Traditional neighbourhoods disappear, familiar landscapes are
transformed, and long-standing social bonds weaken under the pressure of urban expansion.
The fast-paced nature of modern life leaves individuals feeling isolated, disconnected, and
emotionally uncertain. Although the city appears more prosperous on the surface, many of
its inhabitants experience loneliness and a growing sense of displacement.

Through these interconnected themes, Kalkatta argues that development should not
be evaluated solely through economic indicators or technological achievements. A city may
possess impressive infrastructure and financial success while simultaneously experiencing
ethical decline and social fragmentation. Basu therefore challenges the assumption that
modernization automatically improves the quality of human life. Instead, he reminds readers
that genuine progress must also preserve moral values, social trust, and a sense of shared
responsibility. By presenting urban decay as both a physical and ethical condition, the novel
deepens its critique of contemporary models of development and strengthens its portrayal of
a city caught between utopian ambition and dystopian reality.
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Critique of Developmental Utopianism

A central concern of Kalkatta is its questioning of developmental utopianism the
belief that economic growth, technological innovation, and large-scale urbanization will
inevitably lead to a better society. Throughout the novel, Basu challenges this assumption by
revealing the complex realities that often remain hidden behind the language of progress.
Rather than presenting development as an unquestionable achievement, he invites readers to
examine its social, environmental, and ethical consequences.

The novel demonstrates that modernization is not a neutral process. While it creates
opportunities for investment, infrastructure, and economic expansion, it also generates new
forms of inequality and environmental degradation. The promise of a prosperous future often
comes at the cost of displaced communities, damaged ecosystems, and widening economic
disparities. Basu suggests that when development is guided primarily by market interests and
corporate priorities, the needs of ordinary people and the environment are easily overlooked.
Another important aspect of the novel is its criticism of the tendency to measure progress
only through economic indicators. High-rise buildings, advanced technology, and increasing
financial growth may create the appearance of success, but they do not necessarily improve
the quality of life for all citizens. Kalkatta argues that development should also be evaluated
in terms of environmental sustainability, social justice, public welfare, and ethical
responsibility. Without these considerations, material progress remains incomplete and often
produces more problems than it solves.

Basu also raises important questions about the relationship between humans and
nature. The novel rejects the idea that natural resources exist solely to support economic
growth. Instead, it emphasizes that environmental well-being is closely connected to human
survival and social stability. By ignoring ecological limits, societies create conditions that
eventually threaten their own future. This perspective reflects one of the central ideas of
ecocriticism: human prosperity cannot be separated from the health of the natural world.

Ultimately, Kalkatta presents a broader critique of contemporary development
policies that prioritize short-term economic gains over long-term sustainability. The novel
does not reject modernization itself; rather, it argues for a more balanced and inclusive model
of progress. Basu suggests that meaningful development should protect the environment,
reduce social inequality, and uphold ethical values alongside economic growth. Through this
critical perspective, the novel encourages readers to rethink widely accepted definitions of
progress and to imagine development as a process that benefits both people and the planet.
Hope and Alternative Futures

Although Kalkatta presents a future shaped by environmental decline, social
inequality, and moral uncertainty, the novel does not end in complete despair. Beneath its
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dystopian vision lies a quiet but significant sense of hope. Rather than suggesting that
ecological collapse and social fragmentation are unavoidable, Basu encourages readers to
recognize that these crises are the result of human choices and can therefore be addressed
through collective action and responsible decision-making.

One of the novel’s most important messages is the need to rethink the relationship
between development and sustainability. Basu argues that lasting progress cannot be
achieved through endless urban expansion or the exploitation of natural resources alone.
Instead, the future of cities depends on finding a balance between economic growth,
environmental protection, and social justice. This perspective challenges conventional
models of development and calls for policies that value both ecological well-being and
human dignity.

The novel also highlights the importance of environmental awareness and ethical

responsibility. By portraying the consequences of ignoring ecological limits, Kalkatta
reminds readers that human beings are inseparable from the natural world. The health of
rivers, wetlands, forests, and other ecosystems directly influences the quality of human life.
Recognizing this interconnectedness is essential for creating societies that are resilient,
equitable, and sustainable. Basu’s vision therefore aligns with ecocritical thought, which
emphasizes coexistence rather than domination over nature.
Equally important is the novel’s emphasis on social inclusion. A truly progressive society
cannot be built if development benefits only a privileged minority while vulnerable
communities continue to face displacement and exclusion. Basu suggests that the future of
the city depends on ensuring equal opportunities, protecting human rights, and giving greater
importance to the voices of those who are often ignored in the process of urban planning.
Sustainable development, in this sense, is not only an environmental goal but also a social
and ethical commitment.

By presenting these possibilities, Kalkatta retains a utopian impulse within its
dystopian framework. The novel uses its bleak portrayal of the future not to promote
hopelessness but to encourage reflection and change. Its dystopian vision functions as a
warning that invites readers to question existing models of development and to imagine
alternative futures based on justice, responsibility, and ecological balance. In doing so, Basu
leaves readers with the understanding that the future is not predetermined but shaped by the
choices societies make today.

Conclusion

Kalkatta offers a compelling exploration of the tensions between the dream of
modernization and the realities that often accompany it. Through its portrayal of a futuristic
Kolkata, Kunal Basu demonstrates that the pursuit of economic growth and technological
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advancement cannot be separated from their environmental, social, and ethical
consequences. The novel reveals how the promise of a modern and globally competitive city
gradually gives way to ecological degradation, widening social inequality, political
corruption, and a growing sense of human alienation. In doing so, it questions the assumption
that development automatically leads to a better quality of life.

An ecocritical reading of the novel highlights Basu’s concern for the fragile
relationship between human society and the natural environment. The destruction of
wetlands, the depletion of natural resources, and the neglect of ecological balance are
presented not simply as environmental issues but as symptoms of a development model that
places economic ambition above sustainability. At the same time, the novel demonstrates
that environmental crises and social injustice are closely connected, with marginalized
communities bearing the greatest burden of urban transformation. This intersection of
ecological and social concerns gives Kalkatta a distinctive place within contemporary Indian
dystopian fiction.

The novel also challenges readers to rethink conventional ideas of progress. Rather
than rejecting modernization altogether, Basu argues for a more balanced approach that
values environmental responsibility, social inclusion, and ethical governance alongside
economic development. His vision suggests that genuine progress should be measured not
only by technological achievements or financial growth but also by the well-being of people,
communities, and the ecosystems on which they depend.

Ultimately, Kalkatta serves as both a warning and an invitation. It warns against the
long-term consequences of unchecked urban expansion and development driven solely by
profit, while also encouraging readers to imagine more sustainable and equitable futures. By
bringing together utopian aspirations and dystopian realities, Basu offers a thoughtful
critique of contemporary development and reminds us that the future of our cities will depend
on the choices we make today. As a work of Indian speculative fiction, Kalkatta makes an
important contribution to ecocritical studies, urban literary discourse, and debates on
sustainability, demonstrating that literature can play a vital role in shaping public
understanding of environmental and social challenges.
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