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TEMPERED OPTIMISM: ON INDIA’S SLIDING COVID-19 GRAPH 
Even with declining infection rates, public activity needs to be guided by caution 

 The course of the coronavirus pandemic in the new year presents a picture of contrasts, with some 
rich countries running out of vaccines, experiencing a tide of new cases and deaths, and poorer countries going 
without access to vaccination, while India reports a case decline. Vaccine hesitancy may even be wasting 
precious vials in some States. Amidst suggestions that the worst is over, the Home Ministry has proposed 
further relaxations in the protocols for public activity from February, including occupancy levels in cinema 
theatres, holding of exhibitions and access to swimming pools. This will come as a relief to some of the 
outlying sectors that could not fully unlock so far, although, as the Ministry points out, all other activities have 
been permitted. The January 27 guidelines for Surveillance, Containment and Caution also create a window for 
further relaxation of international air travel, but the DGCA has decided to maintain status quo on scheduled 
flights till February end. Full-fledged inter-city rail services await a decision too. In an economy struggling with 
a demand contraction for goods and services, a graded opening is the prudent course, with strict enforcement 
of public health measures. It would be wrong to read the MHA’s unlock advisory, without taking cognisance of 
the protocols that must continue to be followed: use of face masks, healthy distancing, staggering of working 
hours, workplace sanitisation and firm action against spitting in public. These legal requirements, however, 
have been rendered moot in many instances by crowded election campaigns, agitations and gatherings. Many 
States are not even trying to persuade recalcitrant people in public. 
 India’s declining infections have prompted a further relaxation of activity curbs, but there is no cause 
to lower the vigil. Genetic mutations of the coronavirus in South Africa, the U.K. and Brazil pose a new worry, 
with implications for those who have avoided infection so far or have recovered after a difficult battle. Poor 
communication and lack of transparency on vaccine efficacy data have produced hesitancy, resulting in low 
uptake in some States. On the other hand, the virus variants have turned the spotlight on second generation 
vaccines that are expected to protect against them but will take time to arrive. Without ready pharmaceutical 
remedies, citizens and policymakers have to fall back on the default toolkit of safe behaviour. There will be 
considerable interest in new measures in Europe, where governments now require use of masks of N95 or 
FFP2 standards, to offer higher protection in public places and transport; Germany is to give these free to 
people over 60 and to vulnerable individuals. In India, even with a sizeable population exposed to the virus, as 
seropositivity surveys show, the spate of infections in Kerala and Maharashtra underscores the value of the 
precautionary principle on the road to universal vaccination.  
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 temper (verb) – moderate, tone down, mitigate, 

decrease, lessen. 

 optimism (noun) – hopefulness, hope, confidence, 

positive attitude, buoyancy. 

 slide (verb) – fall, drop, decline. 

 run out (phrasal verb) – have none left, have no 

more of, be out of; use up, be exhausted, be 

finished. 

 tide (noun) – rise and fall of something. 

 hesitancy (noun) – reluctance, unwillingness, 

disinclination. 

 vaccine hesitancy (noun) – a reluctance or refusal 

to be vaccinated or to have one’s children 

vaccinated; reluctance or refusal to vaccinate 

despite the availability of vaccines. 

 amidst (preposition) – amid; in the middle of, 

during. 

 vial (noun) – a small glass container. 

 relaxation (noun) – the process of making a 

restriction/rule less strict. 

 protocol (noun) – rules of conduct, procedure, 

convention. 

 outlying (adjective) – distant, remote, 

inaccessible, faraway, unfrequented. 

 so far (phrase) – until now, up to the present, up 

to this point. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 surveillance (noun) – close observation, scrutiny, 

monitoring (of the occurrence of a virus outbreak). 
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 window (noun) – opportunity, chance, opening. 

 status quo (noun) – the present situation, the 

current state, the existing state of affairs. 

 Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) 

(noun) – Directorate General of Civil Aviation is an 

attached office of the Ministry of Civil Aviation. 

The Directorate General of Civil Aviation is the 

regulatory body in the field of Civil Aviation 

primarily dealing with safety issues. It is 

responsible for regulation of air transport services 

to/from/within India and for enforcement of civil 

air regulations, air safety and airworthiness 

standards. It also co-ordinates all regulatory 

functions with International Civil Aviation 

Organisation. 

 full-fledged/fully fledged (adjective) – fully 

established. 

 inter- (prefix) – between. 

 await (verb) – wait for, expect, anticipate, look/ 

hope for. 

 contraction (noun) – In economics, it refers to a 

decline in national output as measured by gross 

domestic product; shrinking, decline, decrease. 

 (graded) opening (noun) – beginning of an activity 

in stages/levels (i.e. moving from one level/stage 

to another gradually). 

 prudent (adjective) – wise, sensible, careful/far-

sighted. 

 enforcement (noun) – imposition, 

implementation, execution. 

 public health (noun) – the branch of medicine 

handling public health; public health is also the 

science of protecting and improving the health of 

people and their communities through education, 

policy making and research for disease and injury 

prevention. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 read (verb) – interpret, understand, comprehend. 

 advisory (noun) – official communication, 

announcement, press release. 

 take cognisance of (phrase) – notice, attend to, 

take into account, give attention to. 

 agitation (noun) – (public) protest. 

 stagger (verb) – phase; carry out/perform/pursue 

something in stages; time at intervals (of 

something as they don’t happen at the same 

time). 

 sanitisation (noun) – sterilization, disinfection, 

cleaning. 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to 

become. 

 moot (adjective) – debatable, arguable, 

questionable. 

 campaign (noun) – an organized effort which 

seeks to influence the decision making progress 

within a specific group. 

 persuade (verb) – convince, influence, motivate. 

 recalcitrant (adjective) – non-compliant, 

uncooperative, wilfully disobedient. 

 prompt (verb) – give rise to, bring about, cause, 

trigger. 

 curb (noun) – control, restraint, containment, 

restriction. 

 vigil (noun) – vigilance, surveillance, close watch, 

monitoring. 

 cause (noun) – reason. 

 mutation (noun) – a significant and basic 

“alteration/variation” in the DNA sequence. 

 pose  (verb) – create, cause, produce (a problem). 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity, 

dearth. 

 transparency (noun) – clarity, openness, honesty, 

straightforwardness, unambiguity. 

 efficacy (noun) – In medicine, the ability of an 

intervention (for example, a drug or surgery) to 

produce the desired beneficial effect; 

effectiveness, efficiency, power. 

 result in (phrasal verb) – cause, bring on, bring 

about, call forth, give rise to. 

 uptake (noun) – the action of taking up something 

(available/given). 

 variant (noun) – different or form or version or 

mutant of something (virus). 

 second generation (adjective) – advanced. 
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 the spotlight (noun) – the public attention, the 

focus of public/media; the public eye. 

 turn the spotlight on (phrase) – to call attention to 

something. 

 pharmaceutical (adjective) – relating to aspects 

like preparation, dispensing and effective 

utilization of the medicinal drugs. 

 remedy (noun) – solution, answer, 

antidote/panacea. 

 fall back on (phrasal verb) – have recourse to, rely 

on, make use of, utilize. 

 default (noun as modifier) – normal, standard, 

usual, conventional. 

 toolkit (noun) – a (personal) set of abilities/skills. 

 considerable (adjective) – substantial, 

appreciable, significant, much. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – relating to a 

weak/neglected person who is in need of special 

care/support/protection; ill-protected, easily 

affected by, prone to, at risk of. 

 sizeable (adjective) – substantial, considerable, 

significant. 

 serosurvey (noun) – collection and testing of 

serum (or proxy such as oral fluid) specimens from 

a sample of a defined population over a specified 

period of time to estimate the prevalence of 

antibodies against a given specific infectious 

pathogen as an indicator of immunity. 

 expose (verb) – be subjected to something 

(infectious agents & others). 

 seropositivity (noun) – the quality or state of 

being seropositive, of having blood serum that 

tests positive for a given pathogen (a 

bacteria/virus that causes disease). 

 spate (noun) – series, flurry; a large number of 

something (taking place at the same period). 

 underscore (verb) – underline, emphasize, 

highlight. 

 precautionary (adjective) – preventive, safety, 

protective. 

 road (noun) – a particular course (of action) or 

direction. 

 universal (adjective) – relating to all people; all-

inclusive, all-embracing, comprehensive. 

*************************************************************************************** 

FOR ONE AND ALL: ON CHINA’S GLOBAL LEADERSHIP ROLE  
China should show global leadership, and not go down the path of arrogant superpowers 

 In 2017, China’s President Xi Jinping became the first General Secretary of the Communist Party of 
China to attend the World Economic Forum at Davos, a gathering synonymous with global capitalism. He 
delivered a robust defence of globalisation, three days before newly elected U.S. President Donald Trump was 
set to be sworn in, and six months after the Brexit vote in the U.K. On January 25, Mr. Xi returned to the Davos 
platform, albeit virtually. His speech carried many of the similar themes from four years ago, calling for global 
unity, closer coordination on macroeconomic policy, and more equitable growth. It did also carry two 
messages that appeared to be aimed at Washington, a reflection of four turbulent years of a tariff and 
technology war between the world’s two biggest economies. “Each country is unique with its own history, 
culture and social system, and none is superior to the other,” he said. “Difference in itself is no cause for alarm. 
What does ring the alarm is arrogance, prejudice and hatred; it is the attempt to impose hierarchy on human 
civilisation or to force one’s own history, culture and social system upon others.” He also hit out at attempts 
“to build small circles or start a new Cold War, to reject, threaten or intimidate others, to wilfully impose 
decoupling, supply disruption or sanctions” and said a “misguided approach of antagonism and confrontation, 
be it in the form of cold war, hot war, trade war or tech war, would eventually hurt all countries’ interests.” 
 If Mr. Xi’s first Davos speech found a broadly receptive audience amid a crisis in capitalism, with the 
rise of populism in the West creating the space for China to try and fill a void in global economic leadership, 
China will find a harder sell four years on. His message “to stay committed to international law and 
international rules instead of seeking one’s own supremacy” and for “the strong [to] not bully the weak” will 
appear especially jarring to those in China’s neighbourhood. Indeed, only the day before the speech, military 
commanders from India and China spent over 16 hours in talks, the latest unsuccessful attempt to disengage 
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two forces that have been eyeball-to-eyeball for months, after China’s unprecedented military mobilisation 
across the LAC starting in May. It is not only India that is dealing with a harder Chinese military posture in the 
midst of a global pandemic. On January 23, eight bombers and four fighters from China entered Taiwan’s air 
defence identification zone, the latest warning to Taipei. One cannot find fault with Mr. Xi’s statement that 
“decisions should not be made by simply showing off strong muscles or waving a big fist”. Indeed, its 
importance is in its relevance to all the big, militarised powers. And, China is one of them. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 one and all (phrase) – everyone, without 

opposition,  with one mind, with one accord, as 

one. 

 go down (phrasal verb) – decrease, get lower; 

collapse. 

 arrogant (adjective) – high-handed, overbearing, 

imperious; self-important. 

 superpower (noun) – a nation which is very 

powerful and possesses military, political or 

economic might (power) with dominant status on 

the globe. (like the Soviet Union (erstwhile) or 

United States of America). 

 World Economic Forum (WEF) (noun) – an 

independent international organization 

committed to improving the state of the world by 

engaging business, political, academic and other 

leaders of society to shape global, regional and 

industry agendas. Incorporated as a not-for-profit 

foundation in 1971, and headquartered in Geneva, 

Switzerland, the Forum is tied to no political, 

partisan or national interests. 

 gathering (noun) – meeting, conclave, convention, 

forum. 

 synonymous with (adjective) – closely associated 

with. 

 capitalism (noun) – an economic system based on 

the private ownership; private enterprise, private 

ownership. 

 robust (adjective) – strong, sturdy, powerful. 

 globalisation (noun) – the process of making the 

trade of goods and services equivalent in all 

nations. 

 set to (phrasal verb) – start doing something 

aggressively. 

 swear in (phrasal verb) – admit into office, 

inaugurate, introduce (into office). 

 Brexit (noun) – a term used for the (supposed) 

departure of the United Kingdom from the 

European Union. 

 albeit (conjunction) – though, even though, 

however. 

 virtually (adverb) – with the help of a computer 

(online). 

 call for (phrasal verb) – ask for, require, 

necessitate, demand. 

 macroeconomic (adjective) – relating to the 

branch of economics concerned with large-scale 

factors (interest rates/national productivity). 

 equitable (adjective) – fair, just, impartial. 

 reflection (noun) – indication, display, 

demonstration. 

 turbulent (adjective) – unstable, unsettled, 

tumultuous, full of conflict, chaotic, full of 

confusion. 

 trade war/tariff war (noun) – a condition in which 

a country increase tariffs on foreign goods and 

impose quota restrictions to restrict other 

countries’ trade. 

 ring the alarm (phrase) – to cause concern/worry. 

 arrogance (noun) – egotism, self-importance, 

high-handedness, imperiousness. 

 hatred (noun) – enmity, antipathy, antagonism, 

hostility, resentment, aversion. 

 prejudice (noun) – discrimination, partiality, 

intolerance, bigotry. 

 hierarchy (noun) – class system; arrangement, 

classification. 

 civilisation (noun) – culture, enlightenment, way 

of life. 

 hit out at (phrasal verb) – criticize, attack, 

denounce, lash out at, condemn, censure. 

 wilfully (adverb) – deliberately, purposefully. 
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 the Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a state of 

political and military tension after World War II 

between powers in the Western Bloc (the United 

States and a group of countries) and powers in the 

Eastern Bloc (the Soviet Union and a group of 

countries). 

 intimidate (verb) – frighten, threaten, overawe, 

browbeat. 

 decouple (verb) – separate, detach, disengage, 

dissociate. 

 decoupling (noun) – separation, detachment, 

disengagement, dissociation. 

 disruption (noun) – disturbance, interruption, 

obstruction. 

 sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order given 

to force a country to obey international laws by 

limiting or stopping trade with that country, by not 

allowing economic aid for that country, etc. 

 antagonism (noun) – enmity, hostility, antipathy. 

 confrontation (noun) – conflict, face-off, fight. 

 hot war (noun) – real war, actual fighting; (war 

fought on the battlefield and include armies of the 

two countries who are involved in fighting and 

heavy arms such as tanks, bombs, and guns are 

used). 

 eventually (adverb) – in the end, in due course, 

after some time. 

 receptive (adjective) – open-minded, responsive, 

approachable, amenable, willing to consider new 

ideas. 

 amid (preposition) – in the middle of, surrounded 

by; during. 

 populism (noun) – policies that supposedly 

represent the opinions of ordinary people 

(Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

 void (noun) – gap, empty space, lacuna. 

 sell (noun) – trade, business, deal. 

 seek (verb) – try to find, aim, attempt, strive for. 

 supremacy (noun) – dominance, superiority, 

advantage. 

 bully (noun) – oppressor, browbeater, intimidator. 

 jarring (adjective) – clashing/conflicting, 

contradictory, incongruous. 

 neighbourhood (noun) – (surrounding) area, 

region, district/country. 

 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 

 disengage (verb) – withdraw, pull out, leave, move 

out, retreat. 

 eyeball to eyeball (phrase) – stand up to, outface, 

intimidate, confront. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 

forces/people/resources together for a particular 

cause. 

 Line of Actual Control (LAC) (noun) – the de-facto 

(effective) border between India and China. The 

LAC is a 4,057-km border running through three 

areas-Western (Ladakh, Ladakh (Kashmir)), middle 

(Uttarakhand, Himachal) and eastern (Sikkim, 

Arunachal). 

 posture (noun) – position, approach, attitude, 

standpoint. 

 in the midst of (phrase) – in the middle of. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 

disease; The illness spreads around the world and 

typically affects a large number of people across a 

wide area. 

 find fault with (phrase) – criticize, attack, censure, 

condemn, complain about. 

 show off (phrasal verb) – display (pridefully). 

 muscle (noun) – (figuratively) influence, power, 

strength, might. 

 fist (noun) – (figuratively) unrelenting control, 

power, or possession. 

 relevance (noun) – significance, importance. 

 militarised (adjective) – equipped with military 

troops/forces. 


