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ABSTRACT:

Amitav Ghosh’s The Calcutta Chromosome (1995) occupies a singular position within contemporary
Indian English fiction for its refusal to conform to generic, epistemological, or narrative
expectations. Straddling the domains of historical fiction, speculative science, and philosophical
inquiry, the novel interrogates the foundations upon which modern scientific knowledge is built.
This paper offers a re-reading of The Calcutta Chromosome through the interrelated concepts of
complexity, predictability, and probability—ideas central to both scientific discourse and postmodern
literary thought. It argues that Ghosh systematically unsettles linear causality, empirical certainty,
and deterministic logic through a fragmented narrative form and competing knowledge systems. By
Jjuxtaposing colonial science with subaltern epistemologies grounded in silence, intuition, and ritual,
the novel exposes the limits of rationalist paradigms. In blurring the boundary between the probable
and the possible, The Calcutta Chromosome proposes an alternative vision of knowledge—one that
resists transparency, embraces uncertainty, and foregrounds the ethical and political significance of
the unknowable.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Calcutta Chromosome is widely regarded as one of Amitav Ghosh’s most challenging and
unconventional novels. From the outset, it resists straightforward classification, drawing simultaneously
on science fiction, historical reconstruction, detective fiction, and metaphysical speculation. The
narrative moves across temporal and spatial registers—from colonial Calcutta to a technologically
saturated future—creating a textual landscape in which continuity is constantly disrupted.

Critical discussions of the novel have largely focused on its postcolonial reimagining of scientific
history, particularly its revisionist engagement with Ronald Ross’s celebrated discovery of the malaria
parasite’s transmission. While such readings remain indispensable, they often overlook the novel’s
deeper structural investment in uncertainty itself. This paper suggests that complexity, unpredictability,
and probability are not simply themes within the narrative; they are the very principles that govern its
form, logic, and epistemological commitments.

Rather than offering an alternative history that merely corrects colonial omissions, Ghosh constructs a
narrative world in which knowledge is fragmented, dispersed, and frequently inaccessible. In doing so,
The Calcutta Chromosome compels readers to rethink dominant assumptions about how knowledge is
produced, validated, and transmitted.

2. COMPLEXITY AND THE ARCHITECTURE OF ENTANGLED KNOWLEDGE
I.  Narrative Complexity and Non-Linear Temporality

The narrative structure of The Calcutta Chromosome closely resembles what complexity theory
describes as a non-linear system—one in which meaning emerges through interaction rather than
sequence. The novel unfolds through discontinuous episodes involving Antar, a data analyst in a future
New York; Murugan, a restless and obsessive researcher; and the historical figure of Ronald Ross in
colonial India. These narrative strands do not converge neatly. Instead, they intersect obliquely, leaving
gaps, overlaps, and unresolved tensions.

This fragmentation resists the comfort of linear progression. As Paul Cilliers observes, a complex
system loses its essence when reduced to a single explanatory framework (Cilliers, 1998). Ghosh’s
narrative operates on precisely this principle. Each storyline remains partial and provisional, acquiring
significance only through its relation to others.

Characters such as Lakhan, also known as Lutchman, exemplify this complexity. Appearing across
different temporal frames yet never fully explained, he destabilises conventional expectations of
character development. His opacity is not a narrative flaw but a deliberate strategy, reinforcing the
novel’s refusal to translate complexity into coherence.

II. Competing Epistemologies: Colonial Science and Subaltern Knowledge
At the heart of the novel lies a confrontation between two fundamentally different modes of knowing.
Ronald Ross embodies the Enlightenment ideal of empirical science—linear, experimental, and
document-driven. Yet Ghosh presents Ross as limited by his methodological assumptions, unable to
perceive the forces operating beyond his rational field of vision.

In contrast, figures such as Mangala and Lutchman participate in a radically different epistemological
order. Their knowledge is transmitted through embodied practice, ritual, and silence rather than written
records. The speculative idea of chromosomal transference—where consciousness or memory migrates
across bodies—functions as a metaphor for this alternative science, one that does not separate the
material from the metaphysical.

This tension closely aligns with Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s argument that Western epistemology
systematically marginalises other ways of knowing (Santos, 2014). Ghosh’s novel does not merely
recover subaltern knowledge; it insists on its irreducibility to dominant scientific paradigms.
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3. PREDICTABILITY AND THE CRISIS OF SCIENTIFIC CAUSALITY

I. Questioning the Myth of Scientific Certainty

A central provocation of The Calcutta Chromosome lies in its interrogation of scientific predictability.
Although Ross’s malaria research is historically celebrated as a triumph of Western science, the novel
subtly undermines this narrative by suggesting that his success depended on the concealed interventions
of Indian assistants.

This narrative revision destabilises the Enlightenment faith in causal certainty. Scientific discovery,
Ghosh implies, is neither neutral nor autonomous; it is embedded within power relations. Edward Said’s
critique of Western knowledge as complicit in colonial domination is particularly relevant here (Said,
1978). Prediction, in this context, becomes not merely a scientific tool but a political one.

By allowing Ross to believe in his individual achievement while withholding the deeper truth, the
subaltern network transforms invisibility into a strategy of resistance.

I1. Temporal Disruption and the Instability of Identity

Time in The Calcutta Chromosome does not behave predictably. Antar’s present is haunted by colonial
histories, while Murugan’s investigations collapse temporal distances altogether. More radically,
identity itself becomes unstable, as characters appear to transcend bodily and temporal boundaries
through chromosomal transference.

These disruptions resonate with Ilya Prigogine’s conception of time in complex systems, where
irreversibility and unpredictability are fundamental rather than anomalous (Prigogine & Stengers,
1984). Ghosh’s narrative suggests that what appears chaotic may in fact follow a logic that resists
human comprehension.

4. PROBABILITY, SPECULATION, AND THE THRESHOLD OF PLAUSABILITY

I. Speculative Science and Narrative Credibility

The idea of the “Calcutta chromosome” occupies an ambiguous space between science and speculation.
While biologically implausible, it is embedded within a meticulously researched historical and
scientific context. This grounding allows Ghosh to explore speculative probability without abandoning
narrative credibility.

Rather than asserting scientific truth, the novel explores what N. Katherine Hayles describes as the
liminal zone where fiction tests the boundaries of scientific plausibility (Hayles, 1999). The
chromosomal theory becomes a conceptual device for imagining alternative futures of knowledge.

II. Coincidence, Pattern, and Hidden Order

Coincidence plays a significant role in the novel. Encounters appear accidental, objects recur
mysteriously, and connections span decades. Yet these coincidences are not random; they hint at an
underlying pattern that remains partially concealed.

This narrative logic echoes the notion of “strange attractors” in chaos theory—structures that generate
order without predictability. Probability in The Calcutta Chromosome thus acquires cultural and
metaphysical dimensions, moving beyond statistical calculation.

5. SILENCE, ABSENCE, AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL RESISTENCE

L Silence as Knowledge Practice
Silence in the novel functions as an active epistemological strategy rather than a narrative omission.
Mangala’s authority derives precisely from her refusal to speak or explain. Her silence counters what
Michel Foucault describes as the modern compulsion toward total knowledge and visibility (Foucault,
1972).
In Ghosh’s narrative, articulation threatens to destroy what it seeks to preserve. Knowledge survives
through concealment, suggesting an ethics that values restraint over revelation.

I1. Absence and the Limits of Proof
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Murugan’s failure to conclusively establish the chromosomal theory underscores the limits of evidence-
based reasoning. His obsessive documentation yields fragments rather than certainty, ultimately leading
to his disappearance.

This resonates with Veena Das’s concept of “negative knowledge”—forms of understanding constituted
through absence and silence rather than verification (Das, 2007). Ghosh privileges this negative space
as a site of enduring meaning.

6. TECHNOLOGY, SURVEILLANCE, FAILURE OF PREDICTION & COMPLEXITY

AS NARRATIVE ETHICS
Antar’s technologically advanced world appears designed to eliminate uncertainty. Ava, the artificial
intelligence system he works with, epitomises algorithmic rationality. Yet Ava’s inability to resolve
Murugan’s disappearance exposes the limits of predictive systems.
Ghosh anticipates contemporary anxieties surrounding big data and algorithmic governance. The novel
suggests that complexity cannot be fully computed, and that technological precision does not guarantee
epistemological clarity.
While the text engages with posthuman themes, it resists the idea that technological enhancement
represents the inevitable future of humanity. Chromosomal transference, unlike digital immortality,
remains embodied, communal, and ritualistic.

¢ Refusal of Closure
The novel’s open-ended conclusion denies readers the satisfaction of resolution. This refusal is ethically
significant. By withholding closure, Ghosh prevents interpretive domination and insists on the
legitimacy of partial knowledge.

e Reading as Participation
Reading ‘The Calcutta Chromosome’ becomes an act of navigating uncertainty. Meaning emerges
through engagement rather than mastery, aligning the reader’s experience with the novel’s
epistemological commitments.

e Postcolonial Complexity And Counter Science
By embedding uncertainty into its narrative fabric, the novel challenges the colonial aspiration toward
total knowledge. Silence, secrecy, and unpredictability become tools of resistance rather than signs of
deficiency.As a counter-archive, The Calcutta Chromosome reimagine history from the margins,
echoing Dipesh Chakrabarty’s call to provincialise European knowledge systems (Chakrabarty, 2000).
Beyond counter-history, the novel imagines a counter-science—adaptive, relational, and resilient across
time.

7. CONCLUSION

The Calcutta Chromosome endures as one of Amitav Ghosh’s most intellectually provocative works
because it resists epistemological closure. Through complexity, unpredictability, and speculative
probability, the novel dismantles the certainties of colonial science, Enlightenment rationality, and
technological determinism.

Rather than rejecting science, Ghosh interrogates its claims to universality and transparency.
Knowledge, the novel suggests, may survive best in fragments, silences, and embodied practices.

In an era dominated by predictive technologies and data-driven certainty, The Calcutta Chromosome
offers a powerful reminder that uncertainty can be both ethically necessary and politically liberating.
Complexity here is not confusion but critique—and the unknowable is not a failure of knowledge, but
its most enduring form.
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