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Abstract
In the contemporary world, rapid scientific and technological advancements have

fostered a widespread belief that human knowledge can fully predict, explain, and

control natural and social phenomena. However, environmental crises, particularly
climate change, expose the limitations of this assumption, revealing the fragility and
provisional nature of human epistemology. Amitav Ghosh’s Gun Island foregrounds
these tensions through a narrative that intertwines ecological disruption, cultural
memory, and human experience, illustrating how contemporary environmental
challenges test the reliability of established knowledge systems. By situating the
novel within both literary and ecological discourse, this study demonstrates that
Gun Island is less concerned with the events themselves than with how these
events challenge human understanding. Ultimately, the novel offers insights into
the ethical and cognitive demands of living in an uncertain ecological world,
positioning literature as a vital site for exploring the limits and responsibilities of
human knowledge.
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In the modern world, rapid scientific advancements have created
a widespread belief that all problems can be managed through
scientific knowledge. Humans increasingly assume that science can
explain, predict, and control the natural and social world. However,
environmental uncertainties, especially climate change, challenge
this assumption and expose the limits of human understanding. While
Gun Island has often been read through themes such as migration,
climate change, and myth, this study approaches the novel from an
epistemological perspective. It examines how these elements-though
frequently interpreted as ecological or socio-cultural concerns-
function in the text to reveal the fragility and limitations of human
knowledge ecological or socio-cultural concerns-function in the text
to reveal the fragility and limitations of human knowledge.

By foregrounding the epistemological lens, this study demonstrates
that the novel is less concerned with environmental disasters
themselves than with these disasters’ testing and destabilizing
human systems of knowing. The narrative portrays characters who
rely on scientific reasoning and rational explanations to make sense
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of the world. The unpredictable forces of nature and the recurrence of cultural myths highlight the
inadequacy of these knowledge systems. Such instances underscore the novel’s critical engagement
with the question: What can humans truly know, and how reliable is that knowledge? In doing so,
Gun Island emerges as a text that interrogates the boundaries of epistemology in the context of
contemporary ecological challenges. In Gun Island, the protagonist Deen embodies the modern
scientific mindset. He approaches natural and social phenomena with rationality, seeking patterns
and explanations that can be universally applied. His reliance on scientific reasoning a broader
human tendency to assume that knowledge can predict and control reality. Yet, throughout the
novel, Deen encounters events-unexplained coincidences, extreme environmental disruptions,
and recurring cultural myths-that resist scientific explanation. These experiences highlight the
epistemological limitations of relying solely on reason and observation.

In contrast to Deen’s rational worldview, characters such as local communities and figures
connected to traditional knowledge introduce alternative ways of knowing. Their insights, often
dismissed by modern rationality as superstition, carry ecological memory and experiential wisdom.
The novel juxtaposes these knowledge systems not to suggest the superiority of one over the other,
but to show how human understanding is incomplete when it ignores non-scientific forms of
knowledge. By doing so, Ghosh illustrates the fragility of human certainty and the consequences
of epistemic arrogance. Climate change and environmental disruptions in the novel are not
merely thematic devices; they function as tests of human knowledge. Predictable patterns fail,
and scientific models are inadequate, demonstrating the instability of human systems of knowing.
Nature, portrayed as both resilient and unpredictable, constantly challenges human assumptions,
emphasizing that certainty is provisional. In this sense, environmental crises in Gun Island are
epistemological crises, revealing the discrepancy between knowledge claims and lived reality.

One of the most compelling aspects of Gun Island is its integration of myth and traditional
knowledge as epistemological tools. While modern rationality often privileges scientific reasoning
as the primary path to knowledge, Ghosh’s narrative demonstrates that myths, oral histories, and
cultural memories serve critical roles in understanding both ecological and social realities. In this
sense, myth is not mere storytelling; it becomes a repository of experiential wisdom, ecological
memory, and historical insight that complements, critiques, and at times surpasses purely scientific
frameworks. The recurring story of the Gun Merchant, a mythical figure within the novel,
exemplifies how narrative forms can carry ecological knowledge across generations.

This mythic figure functions as both a plot device and an epistemological signal: the warnings
embedded in the legend anticipated environmental disruptions and human responses to them. While
Deen initially approaches these stories with skepticism, the unfolding events in the novel reveal that
such myths encode valuable knowledge about human-environment interaction, patterns of natural
disruption, and human vulnerability. Traditional knowledge and myth also serve as mechanisms
for intergenerational communication. In Gun Island, stories passed down through communities
preserve historical experiences of environmental challenges, migration, and ecological adaptation.
These narratives carry cumulative knowledge that anticipates contemporary environmental crises,
demonstrating that epistemology is not static but evolves through lived experience.

In Gun Island, climate change is not presented merely as an environmental backdrop but as a
central force that tests the limits of human knowledge. Ghosh’s narrative emphasizes that despite
technological advancement and scientific progress, humans cannot fully anticipate, predict, or control
the consequences of complex ecological systems. This positioning allows the novel to function as
a critique of modern epistemic assumptions, showing how environmental unpredictability exposes
the fragility of rational and scientific knowledge. Extreme weather events-cyclones, floods, and
abrupt environmental changes-challenge characters’ expectations and disrupt established patterns
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of life. These repeatedly encounter situations where empirical model strategies fail to provide
certainty. Events illustrate the core epistemological principle: human understanding is provisional,
situated, and inherently limited in the face of natural complexity. Climate change functions as
an “epistemic stress-test,” exposing the weaknesses of knowledge systems and highlighting the
consequences of overconfidence in scientific rationality. Migration, displacement, and adaptation in
the novel are often consequences of misjudged knowledge rather than purely ecological necessity.
The narrative also highlights how the interplay of myth and science mediates responses to climate
change. Traditional ecological knowledge, embedded in myths and oral histories, provides insights
that complement or correct scientific reasoning. By juxtaposing these epistemic frameworks, the
novel demonstrates that pluralistic knowledge systems are crucial for navigating ecological crises
and critiques epistemic arrogance science alone can of assuming that m provide solutions.

Gun Island ultimately foregrounds the limitations of human knowledge, particularly in the
context of ecological uncertainty and climate change. Through the experiences of Deen and
other characters, Ghosh critiques the overconfidence in scientific rationality and underscores that
knowledge, whether empirical, cultural, or experiential, is always partial, situated, and fallible. By
examining extreme environmental events, recurring myths, and human migration, the novel shows
that traditional narratives and cultural memory are critical for interpreting ecological realities.
Myths, such as the story of the Gun Merchant, function as repositories of ecological wisdom,
encoding experiences of past environmental disruptions and human responses. These narrative
forms challenge the assumption that empirical science alone can capture the unpredictability
of nature. By presenting scientific alongside myth and local knowledge, Ghosh advocates for
pluralistic epistemologies, reminding readers that multiple ways of knowing are necessary to
navigate a complex, interconnected world. The novel resonates strongly with contemporary global
conditions. Rapid scientific advancement coexists with ongoing environmental crises that defy
prediction and control. Gun Island mirrors these real-world challenges, highlighting the discrepancy
between human knowledge claims and lived experience. By framing environmental disruptions as
epistemic stress-tests, Ghosh emphasizes that acknowledging the limits of knowledge is crucial for
responsible engagement with both natural and social systems.
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