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PIOUS AND SANCTIMONIOUS: 
ON GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSE TO CRITICISM 

The government must not see all criticism as part of a conspiracy against India 
 India’s unusual response to comments on the ongoing farmers’ protests by some international 
celebrities comes across as highly sanctimonious. “The temptation of sensationalist social media hashtags and 
comments, especially when resorted to by celebrities and others, is neither accurate nor responsible,” the 
Ministry of External Affairs said in a statement. It advised these celebrities to ascertain facts and properly 
understand the issues at hand “before rushing to comment on such matters”. The response is somewhat 
supercilious in the immediate context of what singer and performer Rihanna had said in a single tweet. She 
had asked why the issue was not being talked about more, while drawing attention to a news report on the 
extraordinary measures taken by the government to put down the farmers’ protests, including the laying of 
trenches and barricades and banning the Internet. Other international personages who had ventured to talk 
about the issue included some lawmakers from the U.S. and the U.K. too, but even that did not warrant a 
formal response from the government. If the MEA statement’s claim that “some vested interest groups” were 
mobilising international support smacked of paranoia, the fact that a few isolated comments could send the 
Indian government into a tizzy, and lead to a lengthy riposte, reflects a siege mentality arising from deep 
insecurity. Whether it is organised dissent within the country, or informal criticism from elsewhere, it sees 
everything as a conspiracy against itself, a design on the country’s unity and the stuff of propaganda. 
 The registration of a police case after Greta Thunberg, the teenaged Swedish climate change activist, 
shared a protesters’ ‘toolkit’ on Twitter, has added another twist to this unedifying demonstration of 
touchiness. Many Indian celebrities, from the fields of cinema and sports, joined issue with Rihanna to state 
their case against what they saw as external interference. Many of them professed their desire to keep the 
country together and voiced their disapproval of ‘propaganda’. The larger issue, of course, is something the 
government itself has drawn attention to. What is the limit to the claim that a problem is a country’s internal 
matter and something those outside its borders are not entitled to comment upon? Given India’s recent 
comment voicing concern over the military takeover in Myanmar or the attack on Capitol Hill in the U.S., and 
its oft-expressed views on developments in neighbouring countries, it requires no iteration that some issues 
that have a bearing on human rights, survival of democracy and international relations do tend to invite 
comment. It is not as if only the farmers’ protests have got traction overseas. The best way for the government 
to avoid international criticism is not to allow more people to see it as authoritarian, disrespectful of rights, 
and given to attempts to undermine institutions of democracy. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 pious (adjective) – sanctimonious, hypocritical, 

insincere, self-righteous, superior. 
 conspiracy (noun) – (unlawful) plan, intrigue, 

collaboration/deception, collusion. 
 ongoing (adjective) – continuing, happening/ 

occurring, unending, unceasing, relentless. 
 come across (phrasal verb) – seem, appear, look. 
 temptation (noun) – appeal, allure, attraction, 

fascination; desire, urge, impulse/inclination. 
 sensationalist (adjective) – presenting something 

(e.g. news) to produce strong feelings (shock, 
anger, or excitement). 

 resort to (verb) – use, utilize, turn to, have 
recourse to. 

 rush (verb) – act rapidly/hurriedly. 

 ascertain (verb) – find out, understand, recognize, 
get to know. 

 at hand (phrase) – nearby, around, on the 
doorstep; forthcoming, about to happen, just 
around the corner. 

 supercilious (adjective) – arrogant, disdainful, 
overbearing, superior; scornful. 

 context (noun) – situation; circumstances, 
conditions, state of affairs. 

 draw attention to (phrase) – emphasize, highlight, 
underscore; focus on. 

 extraordinary (adjective) – out of the ordinary, 
unusual, uncommon, surprising. 

 put down (phrasal verb) – suppress, put an end to, 
crush, quash, quell, overthrow. 
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 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
 trench (noun) – ditch, channel, trough, excavation.  
 personage (noun) – important person, VIP, 

celebrity/public figure. 
 venture (verb) – undertake/involve (in a risky 

job/business). 
 warrant (verb) – call for, necessitate, justify. 
 The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) (noun) – 

The Ministry of External Affairs (abbreviated as 
MEA) of India, also known as the Foreign Ministry, 
is the government agency responsible for the 
conduct of foreign relations of India. 

 vested interest (noun) – a personal interest in 
something to get benefit. 

 mobilise (verb) – bring (resources) into use for a 
particular purpose/cause. 

 smack of (verb) – suggest, hint at, give the 
impression of, seem like, be a sign of something 
(bad/unpleasant).  

 paranoia (noun) – unreasonable suspicion, 
disbelief, mistrust, misgiving (of other people). 

 isolated (adjective) – random, unrelated. 
 tizzy (noun) – disturbance, upset, confusion. 
 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 
 riposte (noun) – answer, reply, respond. 
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 
 siege mentality (noun) – someone’s defensive, 

suspicious, fearful attitude/belief that everyone 
else opposes him/her. 

 insecurity (noun) – lack of confidence, self-doubt, 
unassertiveness, uncertainty, nervousness. 

 dissent (noun) – disagreement, difference of 
opinion, opposition. 

 design (noun) – intention, purpose, planning, 
objective, target. 

 stuff (noun) – items. 
 propaganda (noun) – the (deliberate & systemic) 

spreading of information (facts, ideas, rumours or 
lies) to influence public opinion. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the 
Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth. 

 activist (noun) – a person who supports a political 
or societal change/cause. 

 toolkit (noun) – a link with a document containing 
details about something. 

 unedifying (adjective) – distasteful; unpleasant, 
undesirable (public event). 

 touchiness (noun) – over sensitiveness, sensitivity, 
super sensitivity. 

 interference (noun) – intervention, meddling, 
unwarranted involvement. 

 profess (verb) – affirm, declare, announce, assert, 
state, avow. 

 voice (verb) – express, make public, announce, 
mention, raise. 

 of course (phrase) – certainly, definitely, 
absolutely; obviously, clearly. 

 entitle (verb) – authorize, allow, permit. 
 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 
 takeover (noun) – coup, seizure of power, 

overthrow, deposition, regime change. 
 Capitol (noun) – In the United States, the Capitol is 

a building in Washington in which the US Congress 
meets. 

 oft-expressed (adjective) – often expressed. 
 neighbouring (adjective) – adjacent. 
 iteration (noun) – repetition. 
 have a bearing on (phrase) – have a relevance/ 

relation to something. 
 traction (noun) – popularity, acceptance. 
 authoritarian (adjective) – oppressive, illiberal, 

draconian, undemocratic, dictatorial, totalitarian, 
autocratic. 

 disrespectful (adjective) – discourteous, rude, 
impolite, ill-mannered, bad-mannered, 
inconsiderate. 

 given to (adjective) – inclined, disposed, prone to. 
 undermine (verb) – reduce, diminish, impede, 

hinder. 
 (fourth branch) institution (noun) – the 

independent institutions, which are tasked with 
the protection of key constitutional values such as 
democracy, legality, impartiality, probity, human 
rights and price stability, are characterized as the 
fourth branch of the state, because of their 
distinctiveness from the three “branches”- the 
executive, legislature and judiciary. (In the Indian 
context, institutions of the fourth branch include 
the Election Commission, Office of the Comptroller 
and Auditor General, Central Bureau of 
Investigation, Reserve Bank, National Statistics 
Commission, National Human Rights Commission, 
Public Service Commission, University Grants 
Commission, Finance Commission, Niti Aayog and 
many others). 

***************************************************************************************** 
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AN INEVITABLE SHOWDOWN: 
ON GOVERNMENT’S NOTICE TO TWITTER 

While provocative posts have no place on any platform, free speech should not be hit 
 The government’s notice to Twitter after it reinstated several handles that mentioned a controversial 
hashtag, which the former wanted blocked, marks a critical point in an already uneasy relationship between a 
powerful government and an influential technology platform. A showdown seems inevitable now, what with 
the government threatening Twitter with penal action for not complying with its orders. The issue pertains to 
tweets put out by some handles on the ongoing farmer protests as also a hashtag that suggested that a farmer 
genocide was being planned. The Ministry of Electronics and IT ordered these handles (257 URLs and one 
hashtag) to be blocked on the grounds that they were spreading dangerous misinformation about the protests. 
Twitter initially complied with the order but then restored these tweets and handles, which included those of 
media houses. The Government’s initial order was issued under Section 69A of the Information Technology 
Act, 2000, under which it can direct an intermediary to block any information for public access “in the interest 
of sovereignty and integrity of India, defence of India, security of the State, friendly relations with foreign 
States or public order or for preventing incitement to the commission of any cognizable offence relating to 
above…” This is the same Section under which hundreds of Chinese apps have been banned in recent months. 
 The world over, technology platforms have enough safeguards to act as intermediaries without being 
liable for the content that is published. But Twitter’s act of defying the orders as per the law means it is on 
slippery territory. Though the use of Section 69A has been often criticised for the secrecy surrounding the 
process, it was upheld by the Supreme Court in the landmark Shreya Singhal vs Union of India (2015). The 
Court then was satisfied with the safeguards available. The technology platform’s stance may perhaps even 
lead to a legal challenge to the provisions of the Section. On the other hand, while there are many grounds on 
which this Government’s handling of the farm protests can be criticised, including its hyper-sensitivity to any 
criticism, reflected in the FIRs filed against many journalists, it has to be unequivocally said that the hashtag 
that it wanted blocked was not merely distasteful but seriously problematic, and indefensible on the grounds 
of freedom of speech. In a very sensitive setting, one that at least at one point was simmering with the 
potential for large-scale violence, provocation of any kind is unacceptable. What further happens in this face-
off will be of interest not just for the two parties but for the governments of the world as well as the platforms 
of the world. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 inevitable (adjective) – an unavoidable situation, 

an unpreventable situation. 
 showdown (noun) – confrontation, face-off, clash. 
 provocative (adjective) – infuriating, provoking, 

goading, inflammatory. 
 reinstate (verb) – bring back, restore,  put back, 

return to previous position. 
 handle (noun) – a person’s username on a social 

media platform. 
 mark (verb) – indicate, represent, signify, signalize. 
 influential (adjective) – important, significant, 

prominent. 
 penal (adjective) – disciplinary, punitive, 

corrective; punishable by law. 
 comply with (verb) – abide by, adhere to, conform 

to. 
 pertain to (verb) – concern, relate to, be 

connected with. 

 put out (phrasal verb) – issue, publish, release, 
make public, publicize. 

 ongoing (adjective) – continuing, 
happening/occurring, unending, unceasing, 
relentless. 

 genocide (noun) – mass murder, massacre, racial 
killing. 

 ground (noun) – reason, cause, basis, factor. 
 misinformation (noun) – disinformation, false 

information, alternative fact, fake news, false 
rumour. 

 Information Technology Act (noun) – it is an Act 
of the Indian Parliament notified on 17 October 
2000. It is the primary law in India dealing with 
cybercrime and electronic commerce. 

 intermediary (adjective) – the social media 
website, ecommerce website, blogging platform, 
search engine, discussion board etc. 
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 Section 69A of IT Act, 2000 (noun) – Section 69A 
of the Information Technology Act, 2000, was 
introduced by an amendment to the Act in 2008. It 
gives the Central government the power to block 
public access to any information online — whether 
on websites or mobile apps. 

 in the interests of (phrase) – for the benefit/ 
advantage of. 

 sovereignty (noun) – supreme authority, supreme 
power (by which an independent state is 
governed). 

 integrity (noun) – unity, solidarity, togetherness, 
cohesion. 

 defence (noun) – protection, shielding, 
safeguarding; security. 

 public order (noun) – it is essentially the absence 
of disorder – the quiet and orderly behaviour of 
people in public space. It involves people behaving 
sensibly and rationally, and respecting others. 

 incitement (noun) – provocation, persuasion, 
inducement. 

 commission (noun) – perpetration, committing, 
committal, execution. 

 cognizable offence (noun) – an offence in which 
the police officer as per the first schedule or under 
any other law for the time being in force, can 
arrest the convict without a warrant and can start 
an investigation without the permission of the 
court. 

 safeguard (noun) – protection, preventive/safety 
measure. 

 liable (adjective) – responsible, accountable, 
answerable. 

 slippery (noun) – evasive, unreliable, 
unpredictable. 

 territory (noun) – area, region, sphere; country, 
state, dominion. 

 slippery slope (noun) – a series of actions that 
can’t be controlled over once it has begun and the 
series of actions are going to create a lot of 
problems. 

 secrecy (noun) – confidentiality. 
 uphold (verb) – preserve, protect, maintain; 

vindicate/validate. 
 stance (noun) – point of view, opinion, standpoint. 
 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 
 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 
 provision (noun) – clause, (legal) term, 

requirement, condition. 

 hyper-sensitivity (noun) – a proneness/ 
vulnerability to get hurt/offended easily. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 
 first information report (FIR) (noun) – a written 

document prepared by the police when they 
receive information about the commission of a 
cognizable offence. 

 unequivocally (adverb) – clearly, well definedly; 
unambiguously, categorically, unmistakably. 

 merely (adverb) – only, simply, just. 
 distasteful (adjective) – unpleasant, disagreeable, 

undesirable. 
 problematic (adjective) – difficult, troublesome, 

complex. 
 indefensible (adjective) – unjustified, baseless, 

illogical/irrational. 
 freedom of speech (noun) – the right to express 

opinions without government interference. 
 simmer (verb) – be angry, be incensed, be furious; 

fume, burn, smoulder, brew (suppressed 
distress/tension). 

 potential (noun) – possibility, potentiality. 
 provocation (noun) – stirring, goading, prompting, 

rousing. 
 face-off (noun) – conflict, clash. 
 as well as (phrase) – and also, and in addition.  


