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Abstract

Located within a dystopian future characterised by the devoid of women population and the power-
centric alteration of knowledge, identity and reproductive rights, the text suggests the structures of
totalitarian socio-political structures. The study presents a detailed exploration of Manjula
Padmanabhan’s novel Escape (2008), based on the tenets of Chaos and Postcolonial theory. Chaos theory,
suggests how seemingly minor fluctuations, the very presence of single female in the novel can enhance
profound outcomes in complex regime, by uncovering the inner proneness of tyrannical system and
parallelly, Postcolonial theory serves to explore the dynamics of neo-colonial power structures and gender
violence within the context of a globalised society. Integrating these parallel perspectives, this paper
propounds that the selected text operates as a manifestation of embodied resistance, in which chaotic
system suggests not only as disorder, but as a resistive force that owns the capacity to aid transformative
opportunities. The text visualizes the society’s strict structural rigidity and its leakages as both as faces of

same coin.
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Introduction

Indian science fiction frequently demonstrates a profound engagement with the
complexities surrounding identity, authority, and forms of resistance. Escape the
inaugural science fiction novel by Manjula Padmanabhan, delves into a speculative
future driven by technocratic governance and controlling the dynamics of power
structures. Basundhara Chakraborty’s research article, “No Woman’s Land: Women,
Nation and Dystopia in Manjula Padmanabhan’s Escape” (2020) writes: “Written in the
form of a dark dystopian fable, the narrative introduces the reader to a post-apocalyptic

scenario in which women have been almost completely eradicated by the
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“phallogocentric” state apparatus and human beings are substituted for a new,
genetically-engineered race” (Chakraborty 82). The dystopia serves as the cautionary
tale about on-going debates on gender roles and their rights. The speculative setting in
the text serves as alternate space where the oppression on selected sect of society acts
as the footing stone for future catastrophe. The centrality and the marginality are in
continuous flux to decide the “fate of the only surviving woman” in the novel
(Padamanabhan 331). The text is loaded with surface and layered symbols to decide the
trajectory of regime’s power. The surveillance which is centrally commanded and
stringently designed to homogenise the whole population clearly depicts their motif for
erasure and colonize the physical as well as bodily spaces. The territorial and bodily
spaces are sites where oppression and pleasure operate by autocratic regime in the
novel. The narrative centres on “Meiji, the only surviving female,” who is secretly raised
by three male custodians in a totalitarian society that has systematically erased the
presence of women from the demographic sphere. The present study examines how
Manjula Padmanabhan’s novel Escape resonates chaos both in its embodied and
symbolic expression as a mechanism for unmasking the colonial authority.

In Escape, the social structure is based on strict regulation to control on female
population, information dissemination and mobility. The very presence of this stringent
control becomes the tenet of Chaos theory, which suggests that systems characterised
by such rigidity exhibit heightened sensitivity to minor disruptions. A sixteen-year-old
girl Meiji, “the only link to the past of a nation prior to the “Great Change,” which erased
the entire female population” and “the General, the tyrant ruler, takes every possible
action to eradicate women in every household” (Yeole, Moulick 17). Women in the text,
have defined in contemptuous manner like “Vermin Tribe,” inferior and “wi-men,” and
all the priori memories of femininity be it in culture and society have been replaced.
One of the incidences in the text where the intensity of hatred towards the women is
depicted by the action of the “General” when he got to know about the presence of a girl
in his territory is evident in his speech:

“It is from compassion that I snuff her out, this leaking vessel, this less-than-

human flame -” And with that I snapped her neck, cleanly and without a struggle.
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She escaped this earth without even knowing what had befallen her. Do you not

think she was lucky? Very, very, lucky?” (Padmanabhan 55).
Meiji’s very presence constitutes an irregularity a “butterfly” (Lorenz) within the
ecosystem of the regime. Her flight from confinement instigates a chain reaction that
undermines the ostensibly unassailable power structures. The concept of heightened
sensitivity as explored in Chaos theory, particularly by Edward Lorenz’s principle of
“sensitive dependence on initial conditions,” suggests that within complex narrative
worlds, especially those depicting authoritarian regimes or rigid social orders,
centralized control breeds fragility. The guardians kept Meiji in a protected space and
where she had undergone restrictive hormone therapy to supress the growth of female
organs and feminine behaviour in order to be identified by the host cruel autocratic
system (Padmanabhan 26). This act of repressing the natural growth in Meiji becomes
roadmap for her guardians to secure her to a safe land. She had faced physical as well as
emotional trials in different locales throughout the journey until the experiences reflect
to identify her identity as a different gender.

[S]he needs to know the whole truth about herself. About the circumstances of

her birth. About the state of the world at that time. About the changes that have

taken place since then and about the fact that we have stunted her growth. And

she needs to choose what she would like for her future (Padmanabhan 26).
As evident from the conversation of the guardians about her, it seems substantial about
the ethical dilemma which forced them to supress Meiji’s natural growth and freedom
from recognising herself differently.
Chaos theory, initially proposed by Edward Lorenz in 1963, posits that within any
intricate system, even the most minuscule alterations can precipitate significant and
unforeseen repercussions. While its origins lie in the realms of mathematics and
meteorology, this concept provides a compelling framework for comprehending the
intricate dynamics of literary universe particularly those influenced by rigid hierarchies
and centralized authority. As elucidated by Mitchell Waldrop in his work Complexity:
The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos in 1992, that systems that attempt
to exercise comprehensive control from a hierarchical perspective frequently become

precarious due to their inability to adjust to alterations (Waldrop). In literary narratives,
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this manifests in plots where subtle acts of resistance or individual decisions seemingly
trivial actions ultimately destabilize the very foundations of extensive systems.

In George Orwell’s 1984 (1949), the act of rebellion by Winston in keeping the
diary and forbidden romance with Julia led him stand to face adverse circumstances
from the technocratic regime where surveillance is an act to control masses under the
guise of “Big Brother” to show allegiance to enforced conformity. Additionally, in
Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997), the very singular act of loving against
the social norms imposed on Ammu and her decision to divorce her husband and loving
Velutha who belongs to lower caste strata and Rahel’s questioning the social norms
transcends the boundary of love laws and highlights the individual agency and
resistance. These literary works serve as compelling reminders that systems based on
rigorous control are often subverted, not through grand revolutions, but rather through
intimate human experiences that chaos theory allows us to perceive as both profoundly
personal and strikingly disruptive.

Are there no mirrors in her quarters? Does she not see herself? ‘There are

several,” said Middle, ‘all fixed just above head height to herself, set into pillars,

walls or in furniture. There are none full length. She has little reason to be curious
about her appearance. She knows nothing of preening or self-consciousness

(Padmanabhan 26).

The narrative exemplifies non-linear causation, surveillance mechanisms falter,
clandestine networks proliferate, and the control apparatus disintegrates swiftly upon
exposure to unpredictability. This observation is congruent with the insights of Chaos
theory, which assert that complex systems are profoundly susceptible to internal
disruptions, particularly when excessively centralized. Mitchell M. Waldrop in
Complexity: The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos in 1992 explores how
complex systems evolve and self-organize, and how rigid hierarchical structures often
collapse due to their own inability to adapt, making them susceptible to internal
disruptions (Waldrop 12).

The novel’s narrative structure with shifts in perspective and timelines reflects

the unpredictable, nonlinear path found in chaotic systems rather ensuing a close,
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straight pathway, the plot evolves in eruption of sudden demographic changes and
power-centred structures that recounts fragility of a society at the threshold. This
imitates a ‘fractal-like’ process where patterns repeat at every scale, and the macro-level
disorder reflects micro-level variations. The very structural unpredictability in its plot,
Escape encloses the essence of chaos and complexity, a deterministic system whose
outcomes are extraordinarily sensitive to minor fluctuations.

In the novel, technological advancements and regime ideologies interlace to
unsettle the existing state of affairs. The control of technology for sex determination
and subsequent gender discrimination, though initiated as a rational application of
science, forces into the crumble of societal structures. The three uncles nurtured Meiji
and kept her alive but it was not possible to keep her secure from “drones” as she was
about to step into adolescence, they planned to relocate her to another safer place. The
act of attaching male pseudo-sex organ by one of her uncles indicates about the very
strict conformity about the regimes ideological construct towards misogyny as stated in
the text, “When she was done, which had required a certain amount of wriggling and
straightening of the stretchy bands, she found that she now had a small, flaccid pipe-
like organ hanging between her legs” (Padmanabhan 64). This act of repressing the very
desire of heteronormative behaviour acts as a saviour for her survival in the regime
where diversity is sin. The interlaced technological advancement along with ideological
formations resonates with very concept of chaos theory which addresses how
interconnected variables whether natural or man-made can lead to dramatic shifts in
social structures. The convergence of these forces highlights how, even under
deterministic rules, the outcomes become wildly unpredictable due to the complex
interplay of variables. The very chaotic and complex setting of the regime compels the
reader to see the text not as a series of isolated, controlled events but as an intricate,
dynamic system where order and disorder are in constant contest. The novel assures
with the idea that social, cultural, and political systems may be inherently unstable
where a small act of discrimination can have seismic effects on society over time. This
act of fortifying social and technological tools not only deepens the narrative’s critique
of gender oppression but also positions it within a broader philosophical context that

examines the precarious balance of societal order. The novel’s vision serves as a
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cautionary tale of how even well-intentioned actions can spiral into unforeseen
disasters.

The marginalisation of women within the narrative transcends a mere instance
of misogyny, it serves as a representation of what Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
characterises as “epistemic violence” inherent in colonial discourse, in which the
subaltern is rendered voiceless or entirely obliterated from prevailing paradigms of
knowledge. “The subaltern cannot speak” (Spivak 104). The erasure of women bodies
from the land which is rigidly monitored by drones invokes the very core tenant of
Spivak’s argument about voiceless subaltern, which is very evidently depicted as:

[ remember our... sister... every atom of their presence... I didn’t realize at the

time that an entire spectrum of gentleness and beauty would pass from this

world... I will know intuitively how to lead our little girl into that lost universe of
womanhood... even as | fear it, look forward to it, long for it, desire it. Whatever

I do it will be with my heart... Not with cold reason, but with love (Padmanabhan

53).

The Regime's standardisation of identity evokes Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of
colonial “mimicry,” which states: “the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a
subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite” (86), whereby individuals
are compelled to emulate the colonizer’s identity in a skewed manner, ultimately
resulting in the obliteration of difference masquerading as order and civility.

Meiji’s colouring was altogether lighter than all three of the brothers, but her

features were a scaled-down replica of theirs: she had the same pronounced nose,

forehead, heavy-lidded eyes and dark lips as they did. Her hair was straight and
thick, drawn back in a severe ponytail. Unlike them, however, she wore no
ornaments of any kind, nor were her nose or ears pierced. ‘Isn’t that silly of me?’

(Padmanabhan 19).

The novel’s portrayal of rigid hierarchies and physical control aligns with Michel
Foucault’s concept of ‘biopolitics,” the “power to make live and let die,” through the
management of bodies and populations (241), the regulation of life and corporeality

through institutional authority which has been assimilated into postcolonial studies to
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examine the governance of racialized and gendered bodies within both colonial and
neo-colonial contexts. In the novel, bodies are not independent entities, they function
as sites of inscription, regulation, and frequently erasure.

In their quest for resistance the guardians, controlled Meiji and subjected her to
live a life of denial by different suppressants since her childhood. “Dwelling in an
underground mansion since her childhood, she is unaware of the world outside. Living
a prisoner like existence, Meiji symbolises the fate of women in the patriarchal system”
(Chakraborty 83). The system where the first form of violence against women remains,
the denial of knowledge and freedom, denial of self-awareness, denial of the right to
form their own destinies and shape their own lives (Joseph 6).

‘That we stop the chemicals and allow her to develop as normally as is possible
under the very abnormal circumstances in which she has lived so far. We keep
her here as she matures, explaining the situation to her, outlining her choices to
her until we have some confidence that she understands clearly-’ (Padmanabhan
27).
The milieu of Escape, imbued with militarised technologies and mechanisms of
information governance, serves as an allegory for neo-colonialism’s transition from
territorial subjugation to control via ‘data,” ‘surveillance,” and ‘epistemic’ dominance.
This parallels Arjun Appadurai’s critique of ‘technoscapes’ and ‘mediascapes’ concepts
he employs to delineate the global currents of technology and information that
frequently bolster Western hegemony under the guise of global interconnectedness. As
Appadurai writes, these scapes “constitute the building blocks of imagined worlds” that
reinforce power under the guise of technological advancement (Appadurai 33). Meiji’s
corporeal form emerges as the principal arena where this conflict is enacted. Her
resistance, both corporeal and symbolic, can be interpreted through Spivak’s framework
of the “subaltern,” who, despite being silenced, discovers fragmented avenues for
opposing prevailing narratives. Furthermore, her body as a site of contestation invokes
Frantz Fanon’s assertion, “The colonized is elevated above his jungle status in
proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s cultural standards” (18), that colonial
power is perpetually exercised upon the body, particularly the racialized and gendered
form. Fanon’s examination in Black Skin, White Masks posits that colonial identity is

constructed through violence both symbolic and corporeal which resonates with the



86 Lapis Lazuli: An International Literary Journal ISSN 2249-4529
AUTUMN 2025

physical disciplining and identity obliteration depicted in the text (Fanon 18).
Ultimately, the novel Escape transcends mere dystopian representation, it mirrors the
mechanics of empire through posthuman technologies, perpetuating colonial anxieties
into future contexts. The regulation of bodies, the dissolution of boundaries between
human and machine, and the suppression of alterity all function as postcolonial
critiques of contemporary power structures and their continuities from colonial
histories to techno-authoritarian futures.

The novel’s variance in narrative built on unpredictability, human vulnerability
and relational dynamics. The ethical dilemmas faced by the Meiji’s uncles, her journey
of enlightenment and the intrinsic discord within the autocratic regime hints at
resistance does not adhere to linear trajectory. Meiji’s guardians symbolise the
embodied resistance against the misogynist state apparatus and represent basic ethical
humanly traits that coded mechanical regime don’t have. This recurrent of resistance
further elucidates Bhabha’s concept of “interstitial space,” wherein power is challenged
not through overt confrontations but “in-between spaces” that “initiate new signs of
identity” (276).The narrative structure of the novel explores that in any context of neo-
colonial space where subjugation of rights and stringent control over the subjects
prevail, the embodied resistance will allow not solely through military struggle and
ideological cementing but through arbitrary affective and ethical interactions that
capitalist regime cannot neutralise. The resistance needs not to follow predetermined
pathway rather it arises from chance, emotion and moral concern, as evident from the

Guardian’s moral struggle, Meiji’s journey and the regime increasing instability.

Conclusions

The body as a space of governance and defiance, the novel explores with contemporary
issues of corporeal violence and loss of free will and expression as evident in plot
structure of the novel by stressing how marginalised voices, epistemic violence and
politics prevails within dynamic regime of oppression. The regime's fabric strict
adherent to conformity and tracking reveals the impacts of colonial rule and haunted

traces of violence. Although the narrative critiques the western normative of
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technological success as a means of freedom rather, it centres on vulnerability,
emotional connections and ethical resistance as counter-hegemonic tactics to
oppressive authoritative regime. The merger of tenets of postcolonial with chaos theory
suggests a fertile ground to analyse the text and perceives disruptions not simply an
‘entropy,” but a source of political energy. Resistance arises from ethical uncertainties,
and emotional breaks that foreshadow categorisation. Manjula Padmanabhan’s novel
Escape portrays not just a dystopian narrative about a society that has oppressed and
erased womanhood but also layered with expression that any small, seemingly isolated

actions spiral and leads to catastrophic social change.
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