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O
n this day, exactly 105 
years ago, a peaceful 
crowd gathered at Amrit-
sar’s Jallianwala Bagh dur-
ing the annual Vaisakhi 

fair to protest against the draconian Row-
latt Act. Formally known as the Anarchical 
and Revolutionary Crimes Act of 1919, this 
British law gave the police the power to 
detain, arrest and imprison without trial 
any person suspected of committing “rev-
olutionary crimes”, a nebulous and all-en-
compassing category of offences.

Punjab had already faced the worst 
brunt of colonial brutality since the early 
decades of the century, as hundreds of 
men were rounded up and conscripted for 
the British effort in World War I. But on 13 
April 1919, the atrocities peaked to an 
unprecedented level. Under instructions 
from Brigadier General R.E.H. Dyer, the 
police opened fire on the gathering, kill-
ing hundreds in the next few minutes and 
unleashing a reign of terror on the citizens 
for days on end. The official figure of casu-
alties was 379, though the actual number 
is likely to be in the thousands.

Cut to the 2000s and the fields of 
death have transformed into a tourist 
spot. As writer Sarmistha Dutta Gupta 
recalls in her powerful new book, The 
Jallianwala Bagh Journals, during her 
visit to the site in 2016, she saw, “people 
swarming inside the Jallianwala Bagh. 
The lawn inside was curated, and even 
topiaries of sepoys stood with guns. Peo-
ple were busy taking pictures in front of 
the topiary and clicking selfies in front of 
the bullet-marked wall. Some people had 
opened their picnic hampers in the gar-
den and listened to loud music. The 
inside thrummed with crowds, and 
flashy shops lined the outside.”

The people of a country are a product of 
their times. Most of them take their cues 
from the state. In 1961, under Jawaharlal 
Nehru’s government, a memorial was 
built on the killing fields of Jallianwala 
Bagh, a move that Rabindranath Tagore, 
who relinquished his knighthood to pro-
test against the tragedy, had strongly  
objected to until his death in 1941. The 
poet was not opposed to preserving the 
memory of the event, as Dutta Gupta 
points out, but rather to the idea of “mon-
umentalising memory”. In his prescient 
address to the Congress in April 1920, 
later published in Modern Review, he had 
made his position abundantly clear: “Let 
those who wish, try to burden the minds of 
the future with stones, carrying the black 
memory of anger, but let us bequeath to 
the generations to come only those 

memorials which we can revere.”
Tagore’s apprehension about the gen-

erational burden of the “black memory of 
anger” has come to haunt us in more ways 
than he could have imagined. One of the 
unique strengths of Dutta Gupta’s book is 
her ability to connect the dots between 
1919 and 2020s India, via the Partition of 
1947, tracing the bitter legacy of state 
oppression from colonial times to the 
present. Contemporary India is riddled 
with “Jallianwala Baghs”, a stand-in for 
the myriad forms of violence that citizens 
have had to face at the hands of subse-
quent governments in independent India.

From the farmers’ protest against the 
agricultural black laws to the plight of 
migrant workers during the pandemic, 
the spectacle of suffering crowds appears 
with a terrifying regularity in the annals of 
India’s living history. However, instead of 
taking a dry academic look into the social 
and political narratives of Jallianwala 
Bagh, Dutta Gupta presents her years-
long research in the form of a journal. The 
result is refreshingly authentic and pow-
erful. Not only does she bring in a profu-
sion of unheard voices, along with images,  
through her extensive use of oral history, 
but she also contextualises many of mod-
ern India’s present crises in the light of its 
complicated past.

Dutta Gupta’s journals trace their ori-
gins in an earlier project that she had 
co-created with artist and scholar Sancha-
yan Ghosh in 2020. Bringing history and 
art together, Ways Of Remembering Jalli-

watchful eyes of long-dead colonial gen-
try. Sadly, the show, which was meant to 
be a public history project, was shut down 
within days due to the outbreak of the cov-
id-19 pandemic.

In its afterlife as a book, the project has 
not only gained more definition, through 
the descriptive passages that Dutta Gupta 
puts in to elaborate the concept, its scope 
and execution, but also in its ability to trig-
ger a wealth of emotions in the reader. Par-
ticularly, her close attention to the forgot-
ten faces of history is deeply affecting. In 
an early chapter, for instance, she 
describes meeting the late Prof. V.N. Datta, 
then in his 90s, one of the great historians 
of Jallianwala Bagh. The elderly man, who 
could only speak for 10 minutes due to his 
failing health, broke down remembering 
the events that happened a century back.

Especially moving are Dutta Gupta’s 
attempt to record the voices of women, 
who have been erased from the narrative 
of the massacre. The story of Attar Kaur, 
the widow who sat all night with the 
corpse of her husband and offered water 
to the dying, is part of the lore of Jallian-
wala Bagh. But the moment suddenly 
leaps out of the pages of history as Dutta 
Gupta and her fellow researchers track 
down, after much effort, the house where 
Kaur had spent her final days. From Usha 
Devi, a former tenant of the house, Dutta 
Gupta learns about the British govern-
ment’s attempts to “compensate” Kaur 
twice, only to be rebuffed by the brave 
widow. “She didn’t sell her husband’s sac-

rifice in lieu of ₹50,000,” Usha Devi says, 
even though Kaur was expecting her 
youngest son at the time and was already 
a mother to two other children.

History, in the eyes of the nation-state, 
tends to reside in the monuments and 
memorials that have stood the test of time. 
But a truly human history is made of the 
small voices of ordinary men and women 
like Kaur or, as Nehru noted in shorthand 
on his visit to the site, “Remarkable case of 
little boy age 5 or so who remained on 
open roof right through the firing and 
escaped unhurt. Thought they were fire-
works. Walls round about him riddled 
with bullets.”

Dutta Gupta’s book, taking Tagore’s 
cue, leaves the reader to grapple with the 
question of erecting memorials versus 
memory. In recent years, our government 
has spruced up the killing fields of Jallian-
wala Bagh, not only sanitised it into a pic-
nic spot but also twisted the narrative of its 
heroes. For instance, Udham Singh, a fol-
lower of Bhagat Singh who killed Michael 
O’Dwyer, believed to be the chief architect 
of the massacre, in 1940, has been depicted 
at the memorial site as a turbaned Sikh. In 
reality, he called himself Ram Mohammad 
Singh Azad, a true embodiment of our syn-
cretic and secular roots. Narratives of our 
past get rewritten through such subtle but 
insidious distortions.

As Dutta Gupta puts it with ringing clar-
ity, “Jallianwala Bagh is a symbol of unity 
among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs 
against an oppressive regime. Perhaps this 
commercialisation of history by trans-
forming Jallianwala Bagh is an attempt to 
keep the visitors distracted. Those who 
are spending taxpayers’ money today to 
reorient a historic site, may tomorrow 
hand over the responsibility of the Bagh’s 
maintenance to a private company.”

All things considered that day may not 
be far away.

‘The Jallianwala Bagh Journals’ will be 
available online and in bookstores end 
April.

Somak Ghoshal is a writer and editor 
based in Delhi.
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T
wo years to save the world.” As far 
as  opening lines of speeches go, 
that would be dramatic in any 

context. But when UN climate chief 
Simon Steill said this to outline the plan 
for action in 2024 to avert a climate 
catastrophe, he certainly couldn’t be 
accused of exaggeration. 

Steill was speaking at the Chatham 
House in London, effectively setting the 
agenda for the crucial COP29 interna-
tional climate summit, to be held in 
Baku, Azerbaijan, in November. These 
include stronger and more effective 
commitments from nations to stop 
emitting planet-heating greenhouse 
gases (GHGs), and a larger quantum of 
climate finance from richer, more pol-
luting countries to poorer countries. 
Steill stressed on the point that it is the 
G20 countries—primarily the US, EU 
and China, but also India—that need to 
decarbonise the fastest, since these 
countries account for 80% of global 
emissions.

The next two years are indeed crucial, 
especially if the world were to stay on 
track to fulfil the commitments laid out 
by the UN’s science body, the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC). These are that global emissions 
need to be cut by nearly half by 2030, 
and reach net zero by 2050. However, 
the current carbon-cutting commit-
ments, called the Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions (NDCs) fall well 

short of this goal. 
Steill’s speech comes at a time when 

the news on the climate crisis front has 
been uniformly grim. Globally, temper-
ature records are crumbling every 
month and carbon emissions show no 
sign of slowing down. In fact, there’s 
growing disquiet among climate scien-
tists that it is possible that the rate of cli-
mate impacts may have been under-
stated—the world seems to be heading 
for runaway temperature rise; and cli-
mate “tipping points” that had seemed 
far in the future may actually be closer 
at hand.

At this crucial juncture, the climate 
crisis seems to be conspicuous by its 
absence from the electoral agenda of 
the two biggest democracies that will 
vote in 2024: India and the US. And 
while some election manifestos in India 
do include policy prescriptions to miti-
gate against and adapt to climate 
change, these are by and large hidden 
from view.

THE HEAT IS ON 

Recently, Europe’s climate science 
body, the Copernicus Climate Change 
Service (CCCS), noted that March 2024 
marked the 10th consecutive month of 
heat records crumbling around the 
world. The global average temperature 
for the past 12 months is 0.70 degree 
Celsius above the 1991-2020 average. 
Data released by the CCCS showed that 

global surface temperatures for March 
were 0.1 degree Celsius higher than the 
previous record, set in March 2016. And 
it was over 1.6 degrees Celsius higher 
than the pre-industrial era, which forms 
the benchmark.

The past year have consistently seen 
average global temperatures higher 
than 1.5 degreeds Celsius. For context, 
the aim of the world’s governments 
under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) is to restrict global tempera-
ture rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels by 2100.

It is no different for India. According 
to the India Meteorological Department 
(IMD), 2023 was the second hottest year 

on record, after 2016. The agency has 
also forecast heatwave conditions for 
most of the country for the months of 
April, May and June. India’s new reality 
is chronic heat, with the average num-
ber of heatwave-days rising steadily 
every decade, from 90 days in 1990-99 
to 139 in 2010-19. According to the IMD, 
the total annual average heatwave days 
for 2022 was 190. 

Although climate science models 
have predicted that the global average 
temperature may breach the 1.5 degrees 
mark temporarily in this decade, the 
continuing hot temperatures are lead-
ing scientists to worry if the current 
spikes in temperature mean that we are 
in danger of passing this crucial climate 
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anwala Bagh And Rabindranth Tagore’s 
Response To The Massacre had opened at 
the Victoria Memorial Hall in Kolkata in 
March 2020. It was an ambitious installa-
tion project, drawing on a massive collec-
tive effort of researchers, artisans and art-
ists. The entire setup, laid out on a blood-
red carpet, subverting the usual 
symbolism of the red carpet, was auda-
ciously imagined. Images, recordings, 
texts, stories in multiple media brought 
together a whole tapestry of feeling inside 
the Portrait Gallery, looked over by the 
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tipping point way earlier than expected. 
“Is this within the range of climate vari-
ability or signal of accelerated warm-
ing? My concern is that it will be too late 
if we just wait to see,” said Diana Ürge-
Vorsatz of the UN’s apex climate science 
body, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) in a social media 
post recently.

While there could well be other rea-
sons for the long temperature spike—
from the El Niño weather phenomena 
to increasing solar activity and the fall-
out from volcano eruptions—scientists 
are warily monitoring data. Writing in 
the journal Nature, the director of 
Nasa’s Godard Institute of Space Stud-
ies, Gavin Schmidt, wrote that “If the 
anomaly does not stabilise by 
August…then the world will be in 
uncharted territory. It could imply that 
a warming planet is already fundamen-
tally altering how the climate system 
operates, much sooner than scientists 
had anticipated.”

TIPPING INTO THE RED

If global emissions aren’t slashed dras-
tically, one of the major indicators of 
worsening climate catastrophe will be 
when certain “tipping points” are 
passed. These are natural limits beyond 
which it is impossible to predict how 
natural planetary systems will behave. 
Human beings have been blessed with 
a clement climate for the entirety of 
our existence, and these tipping points 
will mark a profound change in planet-
ary conditions. These changes will, 
quite simply, pose an existential threat 
to humanity.

One such tipping point is the health 
of the vast sheet of ice that covers Ant-

arctica. While Arctic summer sea ice 
has been decreasing and the Green-
land ice sheet has been seriously 
stressed in recent years, Antarctica’s 
ice sheets as well as the extent of sea 
ice has been considered fairly stable, 
for now. However, recent findings in 
the frozen continent have sparked 
concerns that this might be changing 
faster than anticipated.

In 2022, scientists working in Antarc-
tica’s Concordia research station found 
that the daily average temperature of 18 
March that year was nearly 40 degrees 
Celsius above average. In the years 
since, scientists have recorded many 
more such cases of anomalous heat, and 
some fear that this might be pointing to 
more lasting changes in Antarctica. 

A paper published last month by an 
international team of scientists in the 
Journal Of Climate, titled Observational 
Evidence For A Regime Shift in Summer 
Antarctic Sea Ice, points to a number of 
concerns. These are that glaciers on the 
borders of the west Antarctic ice sheets 
are calving into the ocean at an 
increased rate. Concurrently, sea ice 
levels have also decreased sharply.

For the longest time, Antarctica was 
considered too cold to be a concern 
when it came to climate change. How-
ever, the study now says that there is 
evidence of an “abrupt critical transi-
tion” in Antarctica, and that the south-
ern ocean is changing, leading to wor-
ries that Antarctica could be melting 
faster than estimated. As to how the 
health of Antarctica constitutes a tip-
ping point, the answer is fairly evident: 
global sea levels would rise by about 
65m (approximately 210ft). It’s frankly 
unthinkable.

Two years to save the world from catastrophe

Antarctica could be melting faster than estimated. GETTY IMAGES
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CLIMATE CHANGE TRACKER

UN climate chief issues a stark warning as climate crisis mounts
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