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 It can be safely assumed that the popular American dictum, “In God we trust; all others must 

bring data”, is unlikely to be found in any office of the Narendra Modi government. There is mounting 

evidence to show that either the Government has ‘no data’ about issues that show it in a bad light, or 

with its ‘alternate facts’, the answer is zero. If there was a filing cabinet that citizens maintained, then 

the file titled ‘No Data’ would be the thickest. The desperate scenes of migrants walking back to their 

villages after the announcement of the sudden lockdown on March 24, 2020 were recorded by global 

media. A World Bank report concluded that 40 million migrant jobs were impacted/lost in India in April 

2020. But when the Government was first asked how many migrants had lost their jobs, the answer was 

that it had no data. When asked in September 2020 on how many frontline health workers had lost their 

lives during the pandemic, the then Health Minister announced that there was no data. 

 

Consumer data, other cases 

 Well before the novel coronavirus pandemic, the Ministry of Statistics and Programme 

Implementation decided not to release the results of the all-India Household Consumer Expenditure 

Survey conducted by the National Statistical Office during 2017-2018. The results of the Survey would 

have come before the 2019 parliamentary elections. But the Government waited for after the results, 

offering an excuse in November 2019 that there were “data quality issues”. It is pertinent to note that 

leaks from the data had suggested a noteworthy slump in consumption expenditure, an ominous 

proposition that showed this for the first time since data collection had started in 1972-73. 

 The no data declarations have continued this year. The Government told Parliament in this 

monsoon session that the number of deaths caused by manual scavenging were not available. On the 

lack of oxygen claiming lives in the second wave of COVID-19, the Government said it had no 

information. On the number of farmers dead during the farmers’ agitation, it has been a stubborn 

stonewall of no data. On the economic loss caused due to Internet shutdowns, in which India has the 

world record for the most by any democracy, the Government said it had no information. On a 

parliamentary question on vaccine shortage, clear as day with a number of inoculation centres shutting 

down due to no doses, the Union Minister of State for Health declared in Parliament (written reply to 

the Rajya Sabha) on July 20, that there was no shortage of vaccines. 

 The Government understands the power of constructing a narrative using data. The power of 

the ₹1.76-lakh crore ‘notional loss’ due to airwaves sold during the second term of the United 

Progressive Alliance government was a datapoint that was used masterfully to weave a narrative. A 

serious attempt to comprehend why it is saying no data is important, because this is no trivial matter 

but critical to a larger political project. 

 

Hands off responsibility 

 The first reason why ‘no data’ is to be maintained is easy to understand. If the Government were 

to acknowledge any data, even if these were highly discounted numbers, it would be tantamount to 

entering the ring and opening itself up to scrutiny as being accountable for the mess and deterioration 

in the state of affairs. “Thank You Modiji” has replaced Acche Din on Government advertisements across 

the board, embodying the total personalisation of governance. The flip side is that any failure by the 

Government would imply failure of this centralised machine that continually claims credit. Denial of data 

on important markers of governance, delivery and issues that matter to people — whether it is farmers 

killing themselves, people consuming far less than before, hunger rising, the mismanagement of the 

pandemic or the botch-up in the vaccine policy — keeps responsibility at bay. If the Government knows, 

it must be responsible. And conversely, if it does not, it can pretend no one died or no one lost jobs and 

that the failures did not occur at all. 
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Bounced to States 

 The second reason for not acknowledging facts or numbers is to deflect accountability to the 

only other unit of power that continues to stand and challenge the Centre — and that is State 

governments. The fall in the share of taxes due to States has never been so low in five years, as it is now. 

To continue to mesmerise citizens and keep them invested in the benefits of centralisation, washing 

hands off responsibility is critical for the Union government. Acknowledging data or information of 

failures derails the project and the creation of alternate facts is very important. This needs not just 

avoidance of responsibility but deflection from vital issues. So, we continually hear variants of “health is 

a State subject.” India was told that there was no data on deaths due to ‘no oxygen’ because States did 

not give the data. And if it is not the States, it must be the political Opposition or past governments that 

will be held accountable by the Centre. 

 The third reason, apart from the direct evasion of responsibility and accountability, why ‘no 

data’ is consistently maintained is that it allows regimes to rewrite the story of the times. This is not 

about rewriting history but about retaining the power to script the present at a future date. The truth 

does not matter, the narrative does. Recently, crucial health data from the National Health Mission’s 

Health Management Information System went missing. It was only after data-watchers made a fuss that 

the data on the website was restored. Consider giving absolutely no data for the lack of oxygen deaths. 

The news cycle allows public memory to be only that long. It might be fully possible to tell the story of 

oxygen in the second wave in a year’s time, by writing fiction, if data on it is simply withheld now. If data 

on this subject were provided now, it narrows the flight of how far spin can go on to market a dismal 

failure as a success. 

 

Widening information gap 

 Information is power and a lack of information is the absence of power. There is a gigantic and 

growing information gap between the state and citizens. The state is building the largest ever 

technology-driven structure ever built by India for identification under Aadhaar, which wants biometrics 

before poor people even get their food grain rations. The state wants to be able to use facial recognition 

tools before putting in place a legal framework to be able to do so. All this data is sought to be extracted 

from citizens while it is trying to maintain an effective ‘no data’ position on the biggest snooping 

revelations that an international consortium has exposed globally, after the National Security Agency 

(NSA) revelations in the United States by Edward Snowden. The asymmetry of power can only be 

sustained by keeping citizens in the dark while increasing the rulers’ reach to know everything about 

everyone else. 

 Moreover, there is a certain brazenness in saying with a straight face and on record, at 

constitutional fora such as Parliament, that the Government does not have the data. It is seen to feed 

the public image of a ‘strong ruler’ by demonstrating unbridled authority and unconstrained power, but 

this partly is also apiece with the information skew — encouraged not only because the Government 

does not wish to part with data but because denying citizens the data helps to restate the emergent 

power equation between the Government and citizens. It is something that Right To Information 

activists witness routinely as they try and exercise their ‘right’ to get information. Lest the total 

concentration of power with the rulers get diluted, the data will not be given, shared or made easily 

available. 

 Sometimes, dead citizens speak up. At the height of the second wave of COVID-19, when poor 

and hapless citizens ended up burying their dead relatives on the shores of the Ganga, it was taken as 

the end of the matter. But being in denial did not help when it rained. Sixty buried bodies floated up on 

the banks of Allahabad’s Phaphamau on July 30, and the Uttar Pradesh State government was forced to 

perform their last rites that night. 
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Challenge before citizens 

 But those were exceptional and dramatic circumstances. Eventually, lived experiences of people, 

those whose kith and kin died due to lack of oxygen, or of those who died of COVID-19 begging for 

medical aid, will have to challenge the Government narrative. This can be a tall order, expecting citizens 

to hold their reality as a contrast to sarkari spin, that too in a situation where several institutions and a 

large section of the media have turned into government mouthpieces. 

 Denial of data is not a bug but a feature of the political ideology governing the country. In a 

scenario where a majority of citizens may be dead to the truth of their times, the challenge would be for 

them to recognise the truth and unhesitatingly push for it. It is a long road, but good and truthful 

information is the very basis of the quality of democracy. It matters to fight this fight. 

 

 dictum (noun) – saying, proverb, axiom, adage, 

truism. 

 unlikely (adjective) – doubtful, implausible, 

improbable, questionable. 

 mounting (adjective) – increasing. 

 show someone in a bad light (phrase) – to 

make someone appear to be a bad one. 

 alternate/alternative fact (noun) – a lie. 

 filing cabinet (noun) – folder, portfolio; 

cupboard, case. 

 desperate (adjective) – despairing, hopeless, 

anguished, distressed; serious, critical. 

 pertinent (adjective) – relevant, appropriate, 

applicable. 

 noteworthy (adjective) – worthy of mention, 

significant, important, noticeable, interesting. 

 slump (noun) – decline, tumble, downturn, 

steep fall, decrease. 

 ominous (adjective) – threatening, menacing, 

inauspicious, unpromising, unfavourable. 

 lack of (noun) – deficiency, scarcity, 

unavailability. 

 stonewall (noun) – obstruction, delaying of 

something. 

 inoculation (noun) – vaccination, injection, 

immunization; jab, shot. 

 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 

particular situation; portrayal/account. 

 notional (adjective) – estimated. 

 weave (verb) – make up, fabricate, put 

together, construct, create. 

 comprehend (verb) – understand, realize, 

fathom. 

 trivial (adjective) – unimportant, superficial, 

insignificant. 

 hands-off (adjective) – indifferent, lax, non-

interventional, non-interfering. 

 discounted (adjective) – reduced, lowered, 

lessened. 

 tantamount to (adjective) – equivalent to, 

comparable to, amounting to, on a par with. 

 enter the ring (phrase) – take up a challenge. 

 open up (phrasal verb) – make something 

present, make something available. 

 mess (noun) – plight, predicament, difficulty, 

trouble, quandary, dilemma, problem, 

confusion. 

 deterioration (noun) – decline, 

collapse/failure, degradation/breakdown. 

 state of affairs (phrase) – condition, situation, 

circumstances. 

 across the board (phrase) – applying to all. 

 embody (verb) – symbolize, represent, 

personify. 

 flip side (noun) – other side. 

 imply (verb) – suggest, hint, intimate. 

 credit (noun) – praise, commendation, acclaim, 

approval, acknowledgement, recognition. 

 botch-up (noun) – fiasco, failure, wreck. 

 keep at bay (phrase) – prevent 

someone/something from having an effect. 

 conversely (adverb) – inversely, the other way 

round, oppositely, reciprocally. 

 deflect (verb) – deviate, distract, turn aside, 

aver, sidetrack. 

 mesmerise (verb) – captivate, fascinate, 

hypnotize/spellbind. 

 wash one’s hands of (phrase) – disown, 

disclaim, renounce, reject, disavow. 
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 derail (verb) – obstruct, interrupt, 

impede/thwart. 

 deflection (noun) – deviation, divergence, 

declination. 

 evasion (noun) – dodging, bypassing/ 

sidestepping, circumvention. 

 consistently (adverb) – always, each time, 

invariably. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 fuss (noun) – excessive/unnecessary 

excitement, activity; uproar, disturbance. 

 make a fuss (phrase) – become angry and 

complain; to express one’s opposition to or 

disagreement with something. 

 fiction (noun) – untruth, falsehood, fib, 

fabrication, deception, made-up story, 

falsification. 

 withhold (verb) – refuse to give, fail to 

disclose, hold back. 

 flight (noun) – the process of flying through 

the air. 

 spin (noun) – the presentation of data in a 

particular way. 

 go on to (phrasal verb) – last, continue, carry 

on, proceed; happen, occur. 

 market (verb) – advertise, promote 

(something). 

 dismal (adjective) – bad, poor, dreadful, awful, 

terrible.  

 put in place (phrase) – establish, set up, 

create/form. 

 extract (verb) – obtain, get, take. 

 snoop (verb) – to look around secretly to find 

out (private) information about someone/ 

something; pry, spy on, intrude on, poke one’s 

nose in; investigate, ferret around in. 

 revelation (noun) – disclosure, declaration, 

report/news, announcement. 

 consortium (noun) – association, syndicate, 

corporation, federation.  

 expose (verb) – reveal, uncover, lay bare, 

display, manifest, unveil. 

 asymmetry (noun) – lack of equality, non-

uniformity, unevenness, lack of symmetry. 

 sustain (verb) – continue, carry on, keep up, 

maintain, bolster up. 

 in the dark (phrase) – unaware of, ignorant of, 

uninformed about. 

 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 

 brazenness (noun) – boldness, shamelessness, 

immodesty, lack of decency. 

 on record (phrase) – officially documented/ 

recorded; on paper. 

 fora plural noun of forum (noun) – assembly, 

gathering, council. 

 unbridled (adjective) – unrestrained, 

unconstrained, uncontrolled. 

 unconstrained (adjective) – unfettered, 

unrestricted, uncontrolled. 

 apiece (adverb) – each, respectively, 

individually. 

 skew (noun) – misrepresentation, twisting, 

falsification, misreporting, misstatement, 

manipulation. 

 lest (conjunction) – in case, just in case. 

 diluted (adjective) – weakened/reduced. 

 speak up (phrase) – to express one’s opinion 

(in support/against someone/something) 

openly. 

 at the height of (phrase) – at the most 

extreme part/point of something. 

 hapless (adjective) – unfortunate, unlucky, ill-

fated. 

 end up (phrasal verb) – come/appear, find 

oneself (to a particular course of action in the 

end). 

 shores (noun) – bank, edge, waterside. 

 kith and kin (phrase) – family, parents, 

relatives, relations, nearest and dearest. 

 a tall order (phrase) – something that is very 

difficult to do; demanding, exacting, difficult 

(task/job). 

 (in) contrast to (phrase) – in opposition to. 

 mouthpiece (noun) – a person/newspaper that 

only conveys a particular party/organisation’s 

opinions; spokesperson, propagandist, voice. 

 bug (noun) – fault, error, defect, flaw. 

 ideology (noun) – a system of belief, set of 

principles. 

 push for (phrasal verb) – demand, insist on, 

ask for, call for. 
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