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Theorising Prompt Humanities: Human–AI Interpretation and Postcolonial Knowledge in Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome
Abstract
Generative AI has made prompting the primary way people and AI communicate, making it more than just a technical task. While prompt engineering is technical, literary studies often miss its interpretive, rhetorical, and cultural sides. This article introduces Prompt Humanities, an interdisciplinary approach that treats prompting as interpretation, dialogue, and collaborative knowledge-making. In this view, prompts are linguistic acts that create meaning with generative AI. By drawing on hermeneutics, reader-response criticism, speech act theory, poststructuralism, Digital Humanities, and postcolonial studies, the article positions Prompt Humanities as a key literary method for the twenty-first century.

To demonstrate this framework's application, this article analyses Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome (1995). Although the novel predates generative artificial intelligence, it anticipates prompt-based human–AI interaction, including shared intelligence, ongoing interpretation, collaborative authorship, fragmented archives, and nonlinear knowledge creation. Ghosh conceptualises understanding as a process shaped by questions and interactions, employing narrative forms similar to prompts that generate meaning through repeated exchanges.

This article argues that Prompt Humanities extends Digital Humanities by shifting from computational analysis to shared human–AI interpretation. Using The Calcutta Chromosome as an example, the analysis shows how postcolonial fiction can reveal AI's cultural impact. The study concludes that Prompt Humanities offers a flexible, critical approach to interpreting literature in the age of generative AI.
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1. Introduction

Major societal changes have always brought new ways to interpret information. Oral cultures used memory, repetition, and performance to preserve knowledge. The advent of writing shifted authority from oral memory to written records, allowing ideas to travel across time and space. The invention of the printing press increased access to texts and made reading central to modern society. The digital revolution further transformed how information is stored, retrieved, and shared, influencing both academic scholarship and broader cultural practices. Currently, generative artificial intelligence represents a new turning point. Language functions not only as a medium for representing knowledge but also as a tool for generating new knowledge through interactions with intelligent systems.

Prompts are now central to this shift. What was once just a simple instruction for computers is now the main way people interact with large language models and generative systems. Tasks like writing research articles, analysing texts, generating code, designing images, and telling stories often rely on well-crafted prompts. Using AI through prompts has become a new kind of literacy that requires technical skills, language awareness, contextual understanding, good judgment, and ethical thinking.

Although prompting is becoming more important, computer science still mostly treats it as an optimisation problem. Here, prompting means creating specific inputs or questions to get the desired outputs from AI models. Research in prompt engineering—the systematic design of prompts—focuses on improving model performance by providing clearer instructions, supporting step-by-step reasoning, enriching context, and using task-specific strategies. These methods have advanced AI, but they usually see prompts as tools for efficiency. Meanwhile, the humanities have paid little attention to prompting as a cultural or interpretive practice. Issues like meaning, dialogue, authorship, power, language, and representation—central to literary criticism—deal with who creates meaning, how conversations are structured, and how social dynamics shape texts. These concerns have only recently entered discussions of human–AI interaction.

This article argues that prompting is not just a technical process but also a deeply humanistic practice. Every prompt is an act of interpretation, shaped by ideas about language, context, audience, knowledge, and purpose. Each AI response results from a negotiation between what the human wants and how the computer understands—because of this, prompting matters as much to rhetoric, interpretation, and literary studies as it does to computer science. Recognising this shift means we need a theory that places prompting within the broader traditions of the humanities.

Prompt Humanities takes an interdisciplinary approach, viewing prompts as more than mere commands. Prompts are linguistic acts that shape how humans, AI, culture, and texts connect. This framework explores how prompting changes authorship, reading, creation, interpretation, and knowledge-making. Rather than replacing existing literary theories, Prompt Humanities draws on hermeneutics, reader-response theory, speech act theory, poststructuralism, Digital Humanities, and postcolonial studies. This mix helps explain how generative AI creates new ways to interpret texts.

Prompt Humanities remains relevant beyond contemporary technological developments. Literary works have historically examined shared intelligence, dialogue, incomplete archives, ongoing questions, and collaborative knowledge-making. These concepts are evident in modern prompt-based interactions. Before the advent of large language models, literature showed that meaning emerges through discussion, inference, and relationships, rather than solely from authorial intent. This connection underscores the significance of literary criticism in interpreting the cultural impact of artificial intelligence.

Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome is a notable recent literary work. Published in 1995, it explores colonial science, memory, and different ways of knowing through fragmented archives and shared knowledge. Scholars have studied its postcolonial, historical, scientific, posthuman, and digital themes, but few have examined its narrative structure as a form of prompting (Frangos, 2013). This matters because the book often uses repeated questions, group interpretation, and negotiation—features similar to today’s human–AI conversations.

This article makes three main arguments. First, it introduces Prompt Humanities as a new way to analyse prompt-based interpretation in the age of generative AI. Second, it shows that The Calcutta Chromosome predicts many ways knowledge is created in human–AI collaboration. Third, it argues that Prompt Humanities builds on Digital Humanities by shifting the focus from analysing texts with computers to looking at how humans, texts, and intelligent systems interact through dialogue.

This study does not view artificial intelligence as a threat to the humanities. Instead, AI brings fresh attention to key questions in literary criticism, such as how meaning is made, what authorship means, how interpretation works, and what counts as knowledge. Prompt Humanities offers new ways to analyse literature in the age of artificial intelligence.

1. Literature Review: Literary Theory, Digital Humanities, and the Emergence of Prompt Humanities

2.1. From Interpretation to Interaction 

The history of literary criticism may be understood as a history of changing conceptions of interpretation. Classical criticism, from Aristotle onwards, sought to establish principles for analysing, classifying, and evaluating literary texts. Twentieth-century literary theory transformed this perspective by shifting attention from texts as static repositories of meaning to interpretation as a dynamic, historically contingent process. Hermeneutics, reader-response criticism, poststructuralism, discourse analysis, and cultural studies collectively challenged the notion that meaning exists independently of readers or interpretive communities. These traditions showed that literary understanding arises through dialogue, contextualization, and negotiation.

Hans-Georg Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics underpins this intellectual shift. By rejecting the possibility of an objective interpretation, Gadamer argues that understanding arises from a “fusion of horizons,” in which readers and texts engage in an ongoing dialogue shaped by historical and cultural contexts (Gadamer, 2004). Interpretation is thus not a passive recovery of meaning but an active event that continually reshapes both reader and text. This dialogic conception provides a significant philosophical foundation for Prompt Humanities, in which the interaction between human intention and artificial intelligence produces meanings that neither participant possesses independently.

Reader-response criticism further decentralised textual authority by emphasising the reader's creative role in constructing literary meaning. Wolfgang Iser argued that literary texts contain indeterminate spaces, or “gaps,” that readers inevitably complete through imagination and interpretation (Iser, 1978). Stanley Fish expanded this argument by proposing that “interpretive communities” govern interpretation, and that their shared assumptions determine the legitimate meanings of texts (Fish, 1980). These theoretical frameworks anticipate contemporary prompt-based interactions, in which linguistic instructions, contextual expectations, disciplinary conventions, and iterative dialogue influence artificial intelligence responses. Prompt Humanities builds on reader-response criticism and extends it to human–AI collaboration, in which computational systems participate in interpretive processes traditionally reserved for human readers.

Poststructuralist thinkers further complicated notions of stable meaning and singular authorship. Roland Barthes' influential essay “The Death of the Author” (Kosmaoglou, 2016) displaced authorial intention as the primary source of textual meaning, while Jacques Derrida's theory of différance revealed the perpetual instability of linguistic signification (Derrida, 2014). Michel Foucault's conception of discourse demonstrated that knowledge is inseparable from historically situated relations of power (Foucault, 1977). Collectively, these interventions destabilised the binary opposition between author and reader, replacing it with more fluid models of textual production and interpretation. Generative AI amplifies these concerns by distributing authorship among users, algorithms, training corpora, and cultural archives. Consequently, Prompt Humanities extends poststructuralist inquiry under the technological conditions of the twenty-first century.

The performative dimension of prompting also resonates with Speech Act Theory. J. L. Austin argued that language does not merely describe reality but performs actions (Austin, 1975), while John Searle analysed the conventions through which linguistic acts acquire social force (Searle, 1969). Prompts exemplify performative language at its most explicit. Commands such as “analyse,” “rewrite,” “compare,” or “interpret” do not simply communicate information; they initiate interpretive events that culminate in producing new texts. Prompt Humanities therefore extends Speech Act Theory by examining how performative language functions within collaborative interactions between humans and intelligent computational systems.

Taken together, these theoretical traditions reveal that literary criticism has long been concerned with dialogue, interpretation, performativity, and distributed meaning. Yet none addresses the prompt itself as a distinct object of inquiry. The prompt remains largely invisible within literary theory despite becoming the principal mechanism through which humans now engage with artificial intelligence. Prompt Humanities seeks to fill this conceptual gap by placing prompting at the centre of literary interpretation.

2.2 Digital Humanities and the Transformation of Literary Scholarship

The emergence of Digital Humanities has substantially broadened the methodological scope of literary studies by incorporating computational approaches to textual analysis. Instead of supplanting traditional criticism, Digital Humanities integrates quantitative methods with humanistic inquiry, allowing scholars to analyse extensive textual corpora, digital archives, electronic editions, and computational models of reading.

Franco Moretti’s concept of “distant reading” challenges the exclusivity of close reading by asserting that computational methods can reveal large-scale literary patterns that conventional interpretation cannot access (Moretti, 2013). Matthew Kirschenbaum demonstrates that digital media have material histories that warrant scholarly investigation (Kirschenbaum, 2008). Johanna Drucker contends that digital interfaces function as interpretive environments rather than neutral technologies (Drucker, 2014). N. Katherine Hayles argues that digital textuality transforms reading into a complex interaction between human cognition and computational processes (Hayles, 2012).

These contributions collectively repositioned literature within an increasingly digital cultural landscape. However, Digital Humanities has historically concentrated on analysing existing texts through computational techniques rather than examining the interpretive dynamics of human–AI dialogue. Dominant questions have focused on digitisation, corpus analysis, electronic archives, textual encoding, and algorithmic criticism. (Sperberg-McQueen, 1991) While these remain foundational concerns, generative AI has introduced a qualitatively different mode of interaction. Language no longer functions exclusively as an object of computational analysis; it has become the principal medium through which computational systems generate new textual artefacts.

This shift requires expanding Digital Humanities beyond the analysis of digital texts to the study of dialogic interaction itself. Prompt Humanities responds to this need by proposing that prompts should be understood as literary and cultural artefacts. Instead of asking how computers read texts, Prompt Humanities asks how humans and intelligent systems collaboratively produce meaning through language. It therefore complements rather than replaces Digital Humanities by extending computational literary studies into the domain of generative interpretation.

2.3. Prompt Engineering, Generative AI, and the Missing Humanities Perspective

The public release of large language models has generated an unprecedented body of research on prompt engineering. (Zhou et al., 2022) Computer science studies have examined techniques such as zero-shot, few-shot, chain-of-thought, retrieval-augmented, and role prompting, primarily to improve model performance across diverse computational tasks. White and colleagues' influential Prompt Pattern Catalogue systematised prompt design into reusable rhetorical strategies, while subsequent studies have increasingly characterised prompting as an emergent literacy essential for education, research, and professional communication. (White et al., 2023)

Recent scholarship recognises that prompting constitutes a cognitive practice that demands contextual reasoning, rhetorical awareness, and iterative refinement. Research in AI ethics demonstrates that prompts affect fairness, bias, transparency, and representation by shaping the interpretive conditions for AI-generated responses (AI Bias Busters, 2023). Educational studies also contend that prompt literacy is an essential component of twenty-first-century learning (Jacobs & Fisher, 2023).

Despite these developments, most prompt engineering research remains grounded in computational optimisation. Researchers evaluate prompts on efficiency, accuracy, robustness, and task completion rather than on their interpretive or cultural significance. (Sécheresse et al., 2025) Questions central to literary criticism—dialogue, authorship, rhetoric, performativity, ideology, and meaning—remain comparatively underdeveloped. Consequently, the humanities have yet to formulate a comprehensive theoretical account of prompting as an interpretive practice.

2.4. Amitav Ghosh, The Calcutta Chromosome, and the Research Gap

Since its publication in 1995, The Calcutta Chromosome has attracted sustained scholarly attention across postcolonial studies, science and technology studies, medical humanities, historiography, and Digital Humanities. Critics have explored the novel's critique of colonial science, its reconstruction of Ronald Ross's malaria research, its recovery of subaltern epistemologies, and its interrogation of archival authority. Scholars have also examined the novel through the lenses of speculative fiction, posthumanism, memory studies, and machine reading. (Sharma, 2021)

One of the most significant interventions is Mike Frangos's discussion of the novel within Digital Humanities, which examines computational reading, archival knowledge, and electronic textuality. This scholarship shows that The Calcutta Chromosome occupies an important position in conversations about digital culture and computational interpretation. (Frangos, 2013) Nevertheless, these studies primarily investigate machine reading, digital archives, or postcolonial science rather than prompting itself as a mode of interpretation.

A sustained examination of how the novel anticipates the epistemological logic of prompt-based interaction remains lacking. Within the narrative, knowledge develops through iterative questioning, fragmented archives, collaborative inference, and recursive interpretation, rather than through linear explanation. The characters consistently refine hypotheses, reinterpret evidence, and negotiate competing epistemologies in ways that closely parallel contemporary interactions with generative AI. However, no existing study has theorised these narrative processes using the concept of prompting or introduced Prompt Humanities as an interpretive methodology.

This omission is the principal research gap the present article addresses. Rather than applying AI retrospectively to a literary text, the study argues that The Calcutta Chromosome provides an exemplary literary model for understanding prompting as a cultural, rhetorical, and epistemological practice. Prompt Humanities thus bridges literary theory, Digital Humanities, and AI studies by establishing prompting as a legitimate object of humanistic inquiry. In doing so, it seeks to redefine not only how we read Ghosh's novel but also how literary criticism engages with the interpretive challenges of the age of generative artificial intelligence.

1. Theorising Prompt Humanities: Towards a Twenty-First-Century Literary Theory

The emergence of generative artificial intelligence has introduced a new mode of human-language interaction. Unlike earlier computational systems that primarily processed or retrieved information, large language models engage in iterative dialogues that facilitate the collaborative production of knowledge, creativity, and interpretation. As a result, the prompt now serves as the primary interface linking human intention with computational reasoning.

Despite its growing cultural significance, the prompt remains understood largely within the vocabulary of computer science, where it is evaluated by optimisation, efficiency, and task performance. Such an understanding, while technologically valuable, remains theoretically incomplete because it overlooks the interpretive, rhetorical, and epistemological dimensions of prompting.

This article proposes Prompt Humanities as an emerging literary theory that repositions prompting within the intellectual traditions of the humanities. Rather than defining prompts as computational instructions, Prompt Humanities conceptualises them as interpretive acts through which humans, texts, cultures, and intelligent systems negotiate meaning. The theory does not seek to replace hermeneutics, reader-response criticism, poststructuralism, or Digital Humanities; instead, it synthesises their insights to explain a historical transformation like interpretation itself. In the age of generative AI, interpretation increasingly occurs through dialogue between human cognition and computational intelligence, making prompting a central object of literary inquiry.

Prompt Humanities rests upon seven interrelated principles, each describing a fundamental dimension of prompting as a literary and cultural practice.

1. Principle I: Prompt as Interpretation

The first principle rejects the assumption that prompts are neutral instructions. Every prompt is an interpretation before it becomes an instruction. When a reader asks an AI system to "interpret The Calcutta Chromosome as a postcolonial novel" or "analyse the symbolism of Mangala," the prompt already embodies assumptions regarding genre, methodology, theoretical orientation, and textual significance. Prompting, therefore, resembles literary criticism itself: it frames questions, establishes contexts, and determines the horizon within which interpretation becomes possible.

This framework extends Gadamer's hermeneutics by situating the "fusion of horizons" within the context of human–AI dialogue. Meaning does not exist before the interaction; rather, it emerges from the engagement between the interpreter's historically situated perspective and the AI's interpretive capacities (Gadamer, 2004). In this context, prompting produces understanding rather than merely retrieving knowledge.

1. Principle II: Prompt as Dialogue

Prompt Humanities further argues that prompting is fundamentally dialogic. Traditional computational models often imagined communication as a linear transmission of information from user to machine. Generative AI disrupts this model by transforming interaction into an iterative conversation. Responses invite clarification, clarification generates revision, and revision produces new responses. Interpretation, therefore, develops recursively rather than sequentially.

This dialogic structure aligns with Bakhtin's theory of polyphony, which posits that each utterance responds to preceding voices and anticipates subsequent ones (Bakhtin, 1981). A prompt is not an isolated linguistic event; it embodies elements of prior conversations, disciplinary conventions, cultural memories, and textual traditions, while also opening new avenues for interpretation. Human–AI interaction, therefore, represents dialogue in its most dynamic form.

1. Principle III: Prompt as Collaborative Authorship

One of the most significant consequences of generative AI is the transformation of authorship. Romantic conceptions of the solitary author become increasingly inadequate when texts are produced through continuous interaction between human intention and computational generation. Prompt Humanities therefore conceptualises authorship as collaborative rather than individual.

This collaborative model advances Barthes' critique of authorial authority (Barthes, 1977) and counters the misconception that artificial intelligence can supplant human creativity on its own. Artificial intelligence does not operate autonomously, nor does it simply follow instructions. Rather, texts are produced through reciprocal exchanges among the prompter, the computational model, linguistic traditions, and accumulated cultural knowledge. As a result, authorship is distributed among multiple participants, whose contributions are inseparable.

1. Principle IV: Prompt as Recursive Reading

Reading has traditionally been understood as a movement from text towards interpretation. Prompt Humanities proposes a different model in which reading becomes recursive. Every interpretation generates new questions, every response encourages further prompts, and every prompt reconfigures previous understandings.

This recursive structure closely parallels the phenomenology of reading articulated by Wolfgang Iser. Literary texts consistently prompt readers to revise their expectations as new information emerges (Iser, 1978). Prompt-based interaction advances this process by externalising interpretation through conversational exchange. Consequently, reading is not limited to internal cognition but becomes an interactive cycle of questioning, responding, evaluating, and reinterpreting.

1. Principle V: Prompt as Distributed Intelligence

Prompt Humanities rejects the binary distinction between human intelligence and artificial intelligence. Knowledge generated through prompting is neither exclusively human nor exclusively computational. Rather, it emerges through networks of distributed intelligence involving users, algorithms, training corpora, cultural archives, historical traditions, and institutional knowledge.

This conception aligns with postcolonial critiques of singular epistemological authority: as postcolonial theory challenges the notion that knowledge originates exclusively from metropolitan centres, Prompt Humanities posits that intelligence is relational rather than centralised. Each prompted response embodies multiple intellectual traditions instead of a single authoritative consciousness. The prompt initiates these distributed networks but does not fully determine their outcomes.

1. Principle VI: Prompt as Epistemological Negotiation

Perhaps the most important contribution of Prompt Humanities concerns epistemology. Conventional information systems assume that knowledge exists independently of those who seek it—prompting challenges this assumption by demonstrating that knowledge is produced through interaction. The form of a question influences the form of an answer; different prompts generate different interpretations even when addressing the same subject.

Prompting represents a continual negotiation among competing epistemological possibilities. Instead of revealing objective truths, prompts structure the relationships among evidence, context, perspective, and interpretation. Consequently, knowledge is dynamic, provisional, and dialogic rather than static or absolute. This principle positions Prompt Humanities as a theory of knowledge production, rather than solely a theory of language.

1. Principle VII: Prompt as Cultural Performance

Finally, Prompt Humanities insists that prompts are culturally situated performances. No prompt exists outside history, ideology, language, or social context. Choices concerning terminology, theoretical orientation, rhetorical style, and linguistic framing inevitably reflect broader cultural assumptions.

Drawing on Speech Act Theory and cultural criticism, Prompt Humanities understands prompting as a performative act. A prompt does not simply request information; it enacts particular relationships between authority and inquiry, expertise and learning, technology and culture. Every prompt, therefore, participates in wider discourses concerning power, identity, ethics, and representation. Prompting is simultaneously a linguistic act and a cultural performance.

1. Prompt Humanities as an Integrative Literary Theory

Taken together, these seven principles establish Prompt Humanities as more than an interdisciplinary framework; they define it as an emerging literary theory for the age of artificial intelligence. Unlike prompt engineering, which seeks to optimise computational performance, Prompt Humanities investigates how prompts construct meaning, organise dialogue, negotiate knowledge, and reshape cultural practices. Unlike Digital Humanities, which traditionally applies computational methods to literary texts, Prompt Humanities examines the interpretive processes through which humans and intelligent systems collaboratively produce texts. Unlike media studies, which often emphasises technological infrastructures, Prompt Humanities foregrounds language, interpretation, and literary imagination as the primary sites of inquiry.

Prompt Humanities therefore occupies a distinctive position at the intersection of literary theory, Digital Humanities, postcolonial studies, rhetoric, and AI scholarship. It retains the humanities' longstanding concern with language, interpretation, and culture while responding directly to the epistemological transformations introduced by generative artificial intelligence.

The theoretical value of Prompt Humanities lies not only in explaining contemporary human–AI interaction but also in revealing that literature has long anticipated these interpretive dynamics. Many literary texts imagine distributed intelligence, fragmented archives, collaborative authorship, recursive inquiry, and dialogic knowledge production long before AI emerged. Prompt Humanities enables critics to recognise these structures as part of a broader history of interpretation rather than as uniquely technological innovations.

The following section demonstrates this theory's analytical power through a close reading of Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome. Rather than imposing an external technological model on the novel, this analysis argues that Ghosh's narrative exemplifies Prompt Humanities. The novel's fragmented archives, iterative investigations, concealed epistemologies, and collaborative knowledge production indicate that prompting is not merely a characteristic of artificial intelligence but represents a longstanding literary method for generating meaning.

1. Prompting the Postcolonial: A Prompt Humanities Reading of The Calcutta Chromosome

The theoretical propositions advanced in the preceding section acquire their fullest significance only when tested against literary texts. Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome offers an ideal case study because it is fundamentally concerned with how knowledge is produced, concealed, transmitted, and reinterpreted. Although published in 1995, before the advent of generative artificial intelligence, the novel imagines epistemological structures that closely resemble contemporary prompt-based interaction. Rather than depicting knowledge as fixed information to be retrieved, Ghosh constructs a narrative in which understanding develops through recursive questioning, fragmented archives, collaborative intelligence, and dialogic interpretation. When examined through the framework of Prompt Humanities, The Calcutta Chromosome is not merely a postcolonial critique of colonial science but also a literary investigation of prompting as a method of inquiry.

1. Murugan as the First Prompter: Interpretation Before Discovery

Murugan has often been described as a detective, historian, or eccentric researcher. Prompt Humanities suggests a different interpretation: Murugan functions as a prompter. His intellectual practice is not based upon collecting objective facts but upon continually reformulating questions. Every archival document, scientific report, or anecdotal narrative becomes the basis for another interpretive prompt rather than the conclusion of an investigation.

Murugan consistently expresses dissatisfaction with conventional historical explanations regarding Ronald Ross's discovery of the malaria parasite. Rather than questioning whether Ross discovered malaria, Murugan reframes the inquiry: Who enabled Ross to make this discovery? This conceptual shift is significant because it reorients historical investigation from merely retrieving information to reconstructing underlying relationships. Prompt Humanities identifies this transformation as the defining feature of prompting. A prompt's value lies not in soliciting additional information, but in altering the epistemological framework that renders information meaningful.

Murugan's investigations, therefore, proceed recursively. Every apparent answer generates additional uncertainty. Scientific reports invite archival comparison; archival evidence encourages oral testimony; oral narratives require fresh hypotheses. Interpretation never reaches closure because every response prompts another cycle of inquiry. Ghosh thus replaces the linear logic of detective fiction with an iterative model of knowledge remarkably similar to contemporary human–AI dialogue.

4.2.Fragmented Archives and Recursive Knowledge 

A defining formal characteristic of The Calcutta Chromosome is its fragmented narrative structure. The novel rejects chronological continuity, instead distributing information across various historical periods, narrators, institutional archives, personal memories, and speculative futures. The narrative presents incomplete scientific records, interrupted conversations, missing documents, ambiguous testimonies, and contradictory explanations.

Traditional historiography often treats archives as repositories of objective truth. Ghosh systematically challenges this assumption by revealing that archives are themselves products of power, exclusion, and selective preservation. Colonial institutions record certain voices while silencing others. Consequently, archives become sites of interpretive negotiation rather than transparent evidence.

Prompt Humanities advances this perspective by suggesting that archives function more as prompts than as databases. Each fragment not only contains knowledge but also generates additional questions that demand active interpretation. Readers, exemplified by Murugan, continuously reconstruct relationships among dispersed fragments, yet never achieve complete certainty. Consequently, the archive operates less as a repository and more as a catalyst for recursive interpretation.

This recursive structure anticipates contemporary interactions with large language models. AI-generated responses similarly emerge from distributed textual representations that never constitute complete knowledge. Users refine prompts, reinterpret outputs, and negotiate ambiguity through successive conversational turns. Ghosh's fragmented archive thus prefigures the iterative logic of prompt-based epistemology.

1. Mangala and Distributed Intelligence

Mangala serves as a compelling exemplar of Prompt Humanities. Although she occupies a marginal position in official historical narratives, she gradually emerges as the novel's intellectual centre. Notably, Mangala seldom exercises authority through explicit instruction. Instead, she establishes her influence through indirection, silence, suggestion, observation, and carefully orchestrated collaboration.

Colonial science celebrates Ronald Ross as the solitary scientific genius whose individual insight transformed medical history. Ghosh dismantles this mythology by suggesting that Ross's achievements depended upon invisible networks of indigenous knowledge coordinated by figures such as Mangala. Discovery becomes collective rather than individual.

Prompt Humanities conceptualises this process as distributed intelligence. Knowledge emerges not from isolated minds but through interactions among multiple participants, whose contributions depend on one another. Mangala does not dictate conclusions or provide complete explanations. Rather, she establishes conditions that enable others to develop new understandings through their own interpretive labour. In contemporary terms, her epistemological practice aligns more closely with prompting than with command.

Such a reading also reconfigures postcolonial agency. Resistance does not merely replace colonial authority with another centralised authority. Instead, Ghosh imagines decentralised networks of intelligence that resist institutional visibility altogether. Prompt Humanities reveals that distributed intelligence constitutes both an epistemological strategy and a political intervention.

4.4. Antar and Dialogic Interpretation

The novel's futuristic sections introduce Antar, whose interactions with computational systems offer another compelling example of prompting as dialogue. Antar does not simply retrieve stored information from technological databases. His conversations with intelligent systems unfold through iterative exchanges in which questions evolve alongside responses.

This dialogic structure mirrors contemporary interactions with conversational artificial intelligence. In such exchanges, neither participant controls the direction of inquiry. Rather, interpretation develops collaboratively through iterative rounds of questioning, clarification, revision, and speculation. Knowledge arises from the continuity of conversation rather than from isolated statements.

Bakhtin's conception of dialogism becomes especially relevant here. Every utterance responds to previous discourse while anticipating future responses (Bakhtin, 1981). Antar's exchanges demonstrate that dialogue remains open-ended rather than conclusive. The novel thereby rejects technological determinism in favour of interpretive collaboration, suggesting that intelligence itself is fundamentally conversational.

Prompt Humanities recognises Antar's interactions as literary anticipations of prompt-based communication. The significance of these conversations lies less in the information exchanged than in the dialogic process through which meaning is progressively constructed.

1. Reading as Prompting: The Reader's Epistemological Labour

The novel's narrative structure transforms readers into active participants within its epistemological framework. Ghosh withholds definitive explanations, disrupts chronological order, and introduces competing interpretations. As a result, readers must formulate hypotheses, compare narrative fragments, evaluate contradictory evidence, and revise their assumptions throughout the reading process.

This participatory structure closely parallels the iterative logic of prompting. Readers effectively become prompters whose interpretive questions shape the meanings that emerge from the text. Every chapter encourages new prompts concerning chronology, identity, scientific authority, colonial historiography, and epistemological legitimacy. Reading itself becomes an interactive practice rather than a process of textual consumption.

Reader-response criticism has long argued that literary meaning depends upon readerly participation. Prompt Humanities extends this insight by suggesting that reading increasingly resembles prompt-based interaction. Literary interpretation and human–AI dialogue share a common recursive structure in which understanding develops through continuous cycles of questioning, response, and reinterpretation.

1. The Novel as a Prompt

The most significant implication of Prompt Humanities is that The Calcutta Chromosome should be interpreted as a prompt rather than solely as a finished narrative. The novel consistently resists epistemological closure. Rather than providing definitive answers about Ross, Mangala, the malaria parasite, or the enigmatic chromosome, it produces increasingly complex interpretive possibilities. Each reading encourages subsequent readings, and each explanation reveals additional ambiguities.

This open-endedness distinguishes Ghosh's novel from conventional historical fiction. Rather than representing history as completed knowledge, it presents history as an ongoing interpretive process. The novel continually prompts readers to reconsider assumptions regarding science, colonialism, authorship, and memory. Its narrative architecture, therefore, embodies the very principles articulated by Prompt Humanities: interpretation, dialogue, collaborative intelligence, recursion, epistemological negotiation, and cultural performance.

Viewed from this perspective, The Calcutta Chromosome does not merely anticipate artificial intelligence as a technological phenomenon. More profoundly, it anticipates the interpretive conditions through which humans now interact with intelligent systems. Prompt Humanities reveals that Ghosh's novel imagines a world in which knowledge is neither discovered nor transmitted but collaboratively generated through recursive acts of questioning. In doing so, the novel demonstrates that prompting is not an invention of generative AI but a longstanding literary mode of understanding the production of meaning.

1. Prompt Humanities Beyond The Calcutta Chromosome: Towards a Transferable Literary Methodology

The preceding analysis has demonstrated that Prompt Humanities provides a productive interpretive framework for understanding Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome. However, the value of any literary theory depends not merely upon its capacity to explain a single text but upon its applicability across diverse literary traditions and historical contexts. Hermeneutics, structuralism, postcolonial criticism, feminism, and reader-response theory achieved disciplinary significance by developing transferable interpretive principles rather than text-specific observations. Prompt Humanities must therefore be evaluated according to a similar criterion. If prompting represents a genuinely new mode of interpretation, its explanatory potential should extend beyond Ghosh's postcolonial fiction to elucidate broader literary practices that engage with dialogue, uncertainty, distributed knowledge, and collaborative meaning-making.

This section briefly demonstrates Prompt Humanities' wider applicability through selected examples from different literary traditions. The purpose is not to provide exhaustive reinterpretations but to illustrate how prompting functions as a recurring literary logic long before the emergence of generative artificial intelligence.

5.1 Mary Shelley's Frankenstein: Prompting Creation and Ethical Responsibility

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein has often been interpreted as a Gothic novel, an early example of science fiction, or a reflection on scientific ambition. Prompt Humanities offers an additional perspective by analysing Victor Frankenstein's experiment as a problem of prompting, rather than solely as technological innovation.

Victor does not simply create life; he initiates an interpretive relationship whose consequences continually exceed his intentions. The Creature responds to language, observation, and social interaction, developing knowledge through dialogue rather than through mechanical programming. Victor repeatedly fails because he assumes that creation ends with technical execution. Prompt Humanities suggests instead that creation begins with sustained interpretive engagement. Ethical responsibility, therefore, lies not only in invention but also in the continuing dialogue that follows invention. This insight has renewed relevance for contemporary debates concerning human responsibility in the development and deployment of generative AI.

5.2 Jorge Luis Borges: Infinite Libraries and Recursive Interpretation

Jorge Luis Borges is among the few twentieth-century writers who profoundly anticipated the epistemological complexity of contemporary information systems. Works such as "The Library of Babel" and "The Garden of Forking Paths" (The Southerner, 2018) portray knowledge as inexhaustible, recursive, and fundamentally reliant on interpretation rather than mere retrieval.

Within Prompt Humanities, Borges' fictional libraries resemble prompt spaces rather than static repositories of information. Every book generates further questions, every interpretation produces additional possibilities, and every act of reading reorganises the relationships among texts. The apparent infinity of Borges' archives reflects the recursive nature of prompting itself: answers never terminate inquiry but continually generate new interpretive pathways. Human understanding depends not upon possessing complete information but upon navigating infinite possibilities through increasingly refined questions.

5.3 Italo Calvino and the Dialogic Reader

Italo Calvino's If on a Winter's Night a Traveller fundamentally alters the dynamic between reader and text by positioning the reader as an explicit participant within the narrative. The novel frequently disrupts its own progression, forgoes narrative closure, and compels readers to reconstruct coherence from fragmented and incomplete storylines.

Prompt Humanities identifies this narrative strategy as anticipating prompt-based interaction. Reading becomes iterative rather than linear, and interpretation emerges through continual negotiation between textual fragments and readerly expectations. Each interruption functions as a new prompt, inviting readers to formulate alternative hypotheses concerning narrative continuity. Calvino's metafiction thus demonstrates that prompting is a literary structure that predates digital technologies.

5.4 Salman Rushdie: Polyphony, Memory, and Distributed Narration

Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children challenges monolithic interpretations of historical truth by depicting history through diverse voices, fragmented recollections, and conflicting narratives. The protagonist, Saleem Sinai, frequently revises his narrative, thereby highlighting uncertainty, contradiction, and the inherent instability of memory.

Prompt Humanities interprets these revisions as recursive prompting. Saleem continually reformulates his narrative in response to emerging recollections and changing historical perspectives. The novel refuses definitive historical closure, instead presenting history as an ongoing conversation among competing interpretations. Such recursive narration closely resembles contemporary prompt-based knowledge production, where understanding develops through iterative refinement rather than linear exposition.

5.5 Rabindranath Tagore: Dialogue as Pedagogy

Despite being separated from contemporary artificial intelligence by more than a century, Rabindranath Tagore's educational philosophy provides a valuable framework for Prompt Humanities. In works such as The Post Office and his educational writings, Tagore consistently emphasises dialogue, curiosity, imagination, and open-ended questioning rather than rote instruction.

Prompt Humanities recognises this pedagogical vision as an early model of prompt-centred learning. Knowledge is generated through inquiry rather than transmitted through authority. The teacher functions not as the sole source of truth but as a facilitator who creates conditions for learners to develop independent understanding. This educational philosophy resonates strongly with prompt-based human–AI interaction, where meaningful outcomes depend on the quality of the questions rather than passive information reception.

5.6 Prompt Humanities and the Future of Literary Studies

These examples suggest that prompting should not be regarded exclusively as a technological innovation associated with generative AI. Rather, literature has long explored prompting as an epistemological structure governing dialogue, inquiry, creativity, and collaborative meaning-making. Contemporary AI has not changed the existence of prompting, but its cultural visibility. Large language models have transformed prompting into an everyday practice, making explicit interpretive processes that literature has historically imagined through narrative form.

Prompt Humanities, therefore, invites scholars to revisit canonical and contemporary texts through a renewed theoretical vocabulary. Instead of asking whether literature predicts artificial intelligence, critics may investigate how literary narratives anticipate prompt-based modes of interpretation, distributed intelligence, recursive reading, and collaborative authorship. This approach could generate new conversations across comparative literature, postcolonial studies, digital humanities, media studies, translation studies, and educational theory.

More importantly, Prompt Humanities demonstrates that literary criticism remains indispensable in the age of artificial intelligence. While computer science explains how prompting improves computational performance, literary studies explain why prompting matters as a cultural, rhetorical, and epistemological practice. The humanities thus provide the conceptual resources needed to understand the broader implications of human–AI interaction beyond technical optimisation.

The transferability demonstrated in this section confirms that Prompt Humanities should be understood not merely as a reading strategy for The Calcutta Chromosome but as an emerging literary theory with wide-ranging applications. Its strength lies in its ability to connect (Myshko, 2025) classical questions of interpretation with contemporary developments in artificial intelligence, thereby establishing a durable bridge between literary criticism and computational culture.

1. Methodology: Prompt Humanities as an Interpretive Method

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive methodology rooted in literary criticism, integrating perspectives from Digital Humanities and recent scholarship on generative artificial intelligence. Instead of conceptualising prompting solely as a computational technique, the analysis frames it as a hermeneutic and rhetorical practice that facilitates collaborative meaning-making. Prompt Humanities is thus established as an interpretive model, distinct from empirical or algorithmic approaches. The primary aim is to investigate how literary texts anticipate, enact, and theorise prompt-like structures of inquiry, dialogue, and knowledge production, rather than to assess the technical efficiency of prompts.

The research employs close reading as its principal analytical method. Since the work of New Criticism, close reading has remained one of the most rigorous methodologies within literary studies for analysing narrative structure, symbolism, characterisation, language, and textual ambiguity. In the present article, close reading is not confined to textual description; instead, it is guided by the conceptual principles of Prompt Humanities. Narrative episodes, conversations, archival fragments, and moments of epistemological uncertainty are interpreted as prompts, enabling the analysis to move beyond thematic commentary toward a theory-driven examination of the novel's interpretive dynamics.

The article's methodological orientation is further informed by philosophical hermeneutics, particularly Hans-Georg Gadamer's understanding of interpretation as a dialogic event. Gadamer argues that meaning arises through a "fusion of horizons" in which readers and texts enter into historically situated conversations (Gadamer, 2004). Prompt Humanities extends this hermeneutic model by arguing that the interpretive dialogue now frequently involves a third participant—artificial intelligence. Human readers, literary texts, and intelligent computational systems collectively produce meaning. Consequently, prompting is understood as a contemporary form of hermeneutic engagement rather than a merely technical interaction.

The article also draws upon reader-response criticism, especially the work of Wolfgang Iser and Stanley Fish. Reader-response theory holds that literary meaning emerges through readers' active participation rather than inhering in texts as a fixed property. Prompt Humanities expands this insight by conceptualising prompting as an externalised form of readerly interpretation. Just as readers fill textual gaps through imagination and contextual reasoning, users of generative AI formulate prompts that shape the trajectory of interpretation. The prompt therefore functions as an explicit articulation of interpretive expectation, making visible processes that have traditionally remained implicit in acts of reading.

A further methodological component derives from poststructuralist literary theory. Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, and Michel Foucault collectively challenged stable notions of authorship, textual closure, and epistemological certainty. Their work provides an important conceptual foundation for Prompt Humanities, which, like Prompt Humanities, rejects singular models of authorship in favour of distributed and collaborative knowledge production. In this analysis, AI-generated interpretation is not regarded as replacing human agency but as participating in an expanded network of textual production involving readers, writers, algorithms, archives, and cultural memory.

Although Prompt Humanities intersects with Digital Humanities, the methodology adopted here differs significantly from computational literary analysis. Digital Humanities has traditionally employed distant reading, corpus linguistics, textual encoding, and algorithmic analysis to examine literary texts at scale. By contrast, this study investigates the interpretive logic underlying interactions between humans and intelligent computational systems. Rather than analysing texts through algorithms, it analyses the dialogic relationship through which algorithms and human users collaboratively construct textual meaning. Prompt Humanities, therefore, complements Digital Humanities while extending its methodological scope from computational analysis to interpretive interaction.

The choice of Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome as the primary case study is a deliberate methodological decision. The novel foregrounds fragmented archives, recursive investigation, hidden epistemologies, distributed intelligence, and collaborative knowledge production, all of which closely correspond to the theoretical principles advanced by Prompt Humanities. Rather than interpreting the novel as a prediction of artificial intelligence, this study examines it as a literary exploration of epistemological processes that contemporary AI has rendered newly visible. This methodological distinction matters because it avoids technological determinism and shows Prompt Humanities' explanatory capacity across diverse historical contexts.

To operationalise the theory, the textual analysis is organised around the seven principles of Prompt Humanities developed in the preceding section: (i) Prompt as Interpretation, (ii) Prompt as Dialogue, (iii) Prompt as Collaborative Authorship, (iv) Prompt as Recursive Reading, (v) Prompt as Distributed Intelligence, (vi) Prompt as Epistemological Negotiation, and (vii) Prompt as Cultural Performance. Each principle functions as an analytical lens through which specific narrative episodes, character interactions, and textual structures are examined. Rather than imposing an external theoretical framework on the novel, the analysis shows how these principles emerge organically from Ghosh's narrative architecture.

This methodological approach has two principal advantages. First, it enables Prompt Humanities to function as a transferable interpretive model capable of analysing literary texts beyond The Calcutta Chromosome. Second, it establishes a productive dialogue between literary theory and artificial intelligence studies without reducing either field to the other's assumptions. The methodology, therefore, preserves the interpretive richness of literary criticism while engaging directly with the epistemological transformations introduced by generative AI.

Accordingly, the analysis that follows should be understood not as an attempt to identify references to artificial intelligence within Ghosh's novel but as an exploration of how literary narratives anticipate prompt-centred modes of interpretation. In doing so, the article demonstrates that Prompt Humanities offers a rigorous and adaptable methodology for literary criticism in the age of human–AI collaboration.

1. Conclusion: Prompt Humanities and the Future of Literary Interpretation 

The rapid development of generative artificial intelligence has established prompting as a central intellectual practice of the twenty-first century. What initially appeared to be a technical mechanism for communicating with computational systems has evolved into a complex mode of interpretation, collaboration, and knowledge production. Yet scholarly discussions have largely approached prompting through the language of computer science, emphasising optimisation, efficiency, and model performance. This article has argued that such perspectives, while indispensable for technological development, remain insufficient for understanding prompting's broader cultural, rhetorical, and epistemological significance. By relocating prompting within the traditions of literary theory and the humanities, the present study has proposed Prompt Humanities as a new interpretive paradigm for analysing human–AI interaction.

This article's central contribution is redefining the prompt as an interpretive act rather than a computational command. Drawing upon hermeneutics, reader-response criticism, poststructuralism, speech act theory, Digital Humanities, and postcolonial studies, Prompt Humanities conceptualises prompting as a dialogic process through which meaning is negotiated rather than retrieved. Interpretation emerges through recursive exchanges among readers, texts, cultural traditions, and intelligent computational systems. In this respect, prompting becomes part of a longer history of interpretive practices that have shaped literary criticism, from classical rhetoric and philosophical hermeneutics to contemporary digital cultures.

The close reading of Amitav Ghosh's The Calcutta Chromosome has demonstrated the analytical value of this framework. Rather than treating the novel as a prophetic account of artificial intelligence, the analysis has shown that Ghosh imagines epistemological structures that closely resemble contemporary prompt-based interaction. Murugan's recursive investigations, Mangala's distributed networks of knowledge, Antar's dialogic interactions with intelligent systems, and the novel's fragmented archival structure collectively demonstrate that knowledge emerges through collaborative processes, inherent uncertainty, and ongoing reinterpretation. Prompt Humanities therefore enables readers to recognise that the interpretive logic of prompting has long existed within literary imagination, even though it has only recently gained technological visibility through generative AI.

At a broader disciplinary level, Prompt Humanities also repositions the relationship between literary studies and Digital Humanities. While Digital Humanities has successfully developed computational approaches to textual analysis, much of its methodological emphasis has remained centred on digitisation, corpus analysis, distant reading, and algorithmic methods. Prompt Humanities complements these approaches by shifting attention from computational text analysis to the interpretive dynamics of human–AI dialogue. In doing so, it suggests that the next phase of Digital Humanities may involve not only analysing digital texts but also theorising the linguistic and cultural practices through which humans collaborate with intelligent systems.

Equally significant is the article's intervention within postcolonial studies. The Calcutta Chromosome has long been recognised as a critique of colonial science and an exploration of subaltern knowledge systems. Prompt Humanities extends these readings by showing that Ghosh's novel models an epistemology grounded in relational intelligence rather than singular authority. Knowledge circulates through hidden networks, collaborative practices, and recursive acts of interpretation rather than through colonial science's institutional structures. This epistemological model resonates strongly with contemporary debates on distributed intelligence, algorithmic mediation, and the politics of knowledge in the age of artificial intelligence. Prompt Humanities therefore provides a conceptual vocabulary through which postcolonial literary criticism can engage more directly with emerging technological cultures.

The implications of Prompt Humanities extend beyond interpreting a single novel. Brief analyses of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Jorge Luis Borges' fiction, Italo Calvino's metafiction, Salman Rushdie's historiographic narratives, and Rabindranath Tagore's pedagogical thought reveal that prompting operates as a recurring literary logic across genres, historical periods, and cultural traditions. This transferability suggests that Prompt Humanities possesses explanatory value beyond generative AI itself. Rather than treating prompting as a uniquely technological phenomenon, the theory recognises it as a longstanding cultural practice of questioning, dialogue, and collaborative meaning-making, a practice that literature has repeatedly imagined in diverse forms.

At the same time, the present study acknowledges certain limitations. The theoretical model proposed here has been demonstrated primarily through a single extended case study. Future research should test Prompt Humanities across a wider range of literary traditions, including African, Latin American, East Asian, Indigenous, and multilingual literatures. Comparative investigations involving poetry, drama, oral traditions, digital fiction, interactive narratives, and multimodal texts would further refine the theory's analytical scope. Moreover, interdisciplinary dialogue with computational linguistics, AI ethics, philosophy of technology, media studies, and education will be essential for developing Prompt Humanities into a mature field of inquiry.

Several emerging questions warrant further investigation. For example, how does prompting reshape concepts of authorship in collaborative writing? Can prompt-based interaction be integrated into literary pedagogy without reducing interpretation to algorithmic assistance? How do multilingual prompts transform cross-cultural reading practices? What ethical responsibilities arise from prompt-mediated scholarship? How might Prompt Humanities inform debates on copyright, creativity, academic integrity, and algorithmic bias? Addressing these issues will require ongoing collaboration among literary scholars, digital humanists, computer scientists, linguists, and philosophers.

Ultimately, the rise of artificial intelligence does not diminish the relevance of literary studies; instead, it reaffirms the enduring importance of the humanities. As intelligent systems become increasingly integrated into research, education, publishing, translation, and creative writing, questions of language, interpretation, ethics, power, and cultural memory become more—not less—central to intellectual life. Prompt Humanities responds to this historical moment by demonstrating that literary criticism offers indispensable conceptual resources for understanding how meaning is produced within human–AI interactions.

The article, therefore, concludes by proposing Prompt Humanities not as a closed theoretical system but as an open and evolving field of inquiry. Like hermeneutics, reader-response criticism, and Digital Humanities before it, Prompt Humanities invites continual revision through dialogue, application, and critical debate. Its significance lies not simply in providing another interpretive framework but in establishing a new vocabulary for examining the changing relationship among humans, language, literature, and artificial intelligence. In an age increasingly defined by conversational technologies, Prompt Humanities argues that the future of literary criticism will depend not only on how we read texts but also on how we understand the prompts through which humans and intelligent systems collaboratively produce meaning.
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