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A VERDICT THAT HAS ENDED A LONG SILENCE 
The Priya Ramani case is a key moment in the legal process that has often failed  

to bring justice to women complainants 
 
 The acquittal of Priya Ramani, a journalist, on a complaint of criminal defamation by former Union 
Minister M.J. Akbar has come as a vindication to a long line of women who have not been taken seriously 
earlier when they have alleged sexual harassment. Many an allegation has often remained unvoiced for fear of 
ridicule, shaming, or on grounds of sheer financial necessity. There have also been those who feel that 
anything short of rape or outraging a woman’s modesty is not actionable. That long silence has now been 
broken by this verdict. A powerful man’s predatory past has caught up with him, when a not-so-powerful 
victim chose to come forward with her story and even at the risk of imprisonment, turned down suggestions of 
a compromise and persisted with telling her truth. 
 The story begins in December 1993 when the very term sexual harassment was rather unknown. Ms. 
Ramani, then 23, was being interviewed for a job by the then 43-year-old celebrity editor, at 7 in the evening, 
in a five-star hotel, the Oberoi, in Mumbai. Rather than having a meeting in the lobby that she was expecting, 
she was surprised to be called up to the man’s room. She says, “It was more date, less interview. You offered 
me a drink from the mini bar (I refused, you drank vodka), we sat on a small table for two that overlooked the 
Queen’s Necklace (how romantic!) and you sang me old Hindi songs after inquiring after my musical 
preferences. You thought you were irresistible. The bed, a scary interview accompaniment, was already turned 
down for the night. Come sit here, you said at one point, gesturing to a tiny space near you. I’m fine, I replied 
with a strained smile. I escaped that night, you hired me, I worked for you for many months even though I 
swore I would never be in a room alone with you again.” 
 This account from her article dated October 12, 2017 in Vogue India, did not name Mr. Akbar, who 
since June 2016, was a Minister of State, in the Ministry of External Affairs. However, on October 8, 2018 Ms. 
Ramani put out on Twitter “I began this piece with my MJ Akbar story. Never named him because he didn’t 
‘do’ anything. Lots of women have worse stories about this predator maybe they’ll share.” A media storm 
followed which forced Mr. Akbar to resign his position as a Minister on October 17. 2018. The next day, he 
filed a criminal complaint for defamation against Ms. Ramani for her article and her tweets. 
 
Defamation and the defence 
 The law of criminal defamation is premised on a person’s right to a reputation. Making or publishing 
“any imputation concerning any person, intending to harm, or knowing or having reason to believe that such 
imputation will harm, the reputation of such person”, is criminal defamation. Mr. Akbar alleged that Ms. 
Ramani’s allegations, “by their very tone and tenor, are ex facie defamatory and had not only damaged the 
complainant’s goodwill and reputation in his social circles and on the political stage, which was established 
after years of toil and hard work but also had affected the personal reputation of complainant in the 
community, friends and colleagues, thereby caused him irreparable loss and tremendous distress.” 
 Ms. Ramani premised her defence on the First Exception to Section 499 which postulates that “It is not 
defamation to impute anything which is true concerning any person, if it be for the public good that the 
imputation should be made or published.” She also relied upon the Ninth Exception which says that , “It is not 
defamation to make an imputation on the character of another provided that the imputation be made in good 
faith for the protection of the interests of the person making it, or of any other person, or for the public good.” 
 
For public good, witnesses 
 The Third Exception was also pressed into service saying: “It is not defamation to express in good faith 
any opinion whatever respecting the conduct of any person touching any public question, and respecting his 
character, so far as his character appears in that conduct ....” Thus Ms. Ramani’s lawyers, led by Rebecca John, 
“plead*ed+ truth as her defence, made in good faith, in public interest, and for public good”. They “also 
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contended that [the] complainant is not a man of stellar and impeccable reputation and [the] accused did not 
defame him by publishing the tweets and article”. 
 What seems to have turned the case is the testimony of witnesses produced by Ms. Ramani in her 
defence. Her friend, Niloufer Venkataraman, corroborated that Ms. Ramani had narrated the incident to her 
soon after it had occurred. The journalist, Ghazala Wahab, who had also worked with Mr. Akbar at a later point 
of time, narrated her own horrifically detailed experience of harassment by him. Relying on these witnesses, 
the court accepted the “defence of the accused that she disclosed the truth regarding the incident of sexual 
harassment against her at the Oberoi Hotel, Bombay in December 1993 on the basis of testimony of accused 
DW1 and its corroboration by the testimony of DW2 Niloufer Venkatraman. The Court also accepts the 
contention of the accused that the complainant is not a man of stellar reputation on the basis of testimony of 
accused DW1 and testimony of DW3 Ghazala Wahab.” The judgment has thus ruled that Ms. Ramani spoke the 
truth, and that Mr. Akbar had a pre-existing tarnished reputation which had been exposed for the public good. 
 
Other cases 
 Many have wondered why the acquittal on a charge of defamation by a victim of sexual harassment is 
being celebrated when the alleged perpetrator has faced no criminal prosecution at all. The answer is that this 
judgment shines like a good deed in a naughty world when contrasted against a series of cases where the legal 
process has failed to bring closure and justice to women complainants. 
 In the Mathura rape case of 1978, the Supreme Court’s acquittal of the policeman, Tukaram, earned it 
a stinging rebuke from legal scholars that “consent involves submission, but the converse is not necessarily 
true”. A decade later, in 1988, IAS officer Rupan Deol Bajaj prosecuted Punjab’s super-policeman K.P.S. Gill, for 
outraging her modesty. Mr. Gill’s conviction was maintained right up to the Supreme Court but he was 
released on probation and suffered no imprisonment. 
 Two years later, in 1990, S.P.S. Rathore, another senior policeman in the neighbouring State of 
Haryana, tried to force himself on a 14-year-old tennis player. When the girl and her family complained to the 
authorities, a targeted pattern of vengeance and harassment followed which lead to her death by suicide. 
Nevertheless, even after a prolonged uproar, in 2016, Mr. Rathore got away in the Supreme Court, with a six-
month term of imprisonment already undergone, in view of his advanced age. The founder-editor of a 
magazine, Tarun Tejpal’s trial for an alleged digital rape, in 2013, of his subordinate in a hotel lift, is still 
pending trial in a court in Goa. 
 By rarely visiting retribution upon the perpetrators, the legal process has hitherto yielded little in 
terms of relief to the victim. Against all odds, the sight of Ms. Ramani and Ms. Rebecca John triumphing in 
court may come to be a defining image in India’s long walk towards respecting female sexual autonomy. Many 
more women will now be emboldened to resist harassment at the workplace and elsewhere. Hopefully a few 
men are now deterred from trading power and position to secure sexual favours. Mr. Akbar may yet file an 
appeal and the wheels of justice may yet be kept grinding, but Ms. Ramani today stands tall and vindicated. 
 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 silence (noun) – suppression, repression, muffling, 

stifling. 
 complainant (noun) – litigator, appellant, 

claimant, plaintiff. 
 acquittal (noun) – declaration of innocence, 

clearing, discharge, release, vindication, 
exoneration. 

 defamation (noun) – character assassination, libel, 
misrepresentation, vilification, backbiting, abuse, 
scandalmongering, malicious gossip. 

 allege (verb) – claim, state, accuse, charge. 
 vindication (noun) – justification, ratification, 

support, rationalization. 
 harassment (noun) – persecution, persistent 

annoyance, coercion/intimidation. 
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 allegation (noun) – charge, accusation, 
indictment. 

 unvoiced (adjective) – unstated, unexpressed, 
unuttered, unsaid. 

 shaming (noun) – the act/practice of criticizing 
someone publicly or bringing embarassment to 
someone publicly. 

 ridicule (verb) – deride, mock, tease, make fun of. 
 ground (noun) – reason, factor, basis, rationale, 

premise. 
 sheer (adjective) – utter, complete, total, 

absolute, outright. 
 necessity (noun) – (essential) requirement, 

prerequisite, indispensable thing. 
 short of (phrase) – less than. 
 outrage (verb) – offend, infuriate, stir up, 

displease/anger. 
 modesty (noun) – the essence of a woman’s 

modesty is her sex; decorum, decency, sobriety, 
propriety, delicacy. 

 predatory (adjective) – exploitative, greedy, 
rapacious, avaricious. 

 catch up with (phrasal verb) – start to have a 
damaging/detrimental effect on someone. 

 come forward (phrasal verb) – volunteer, step 
forward, make oneself available. 

 imprisonment (noun) – incarceration, custody, 
confinement. 

 turn down (phrasal verb) – reject, refuse, decline, 
say no to. 

 compromise (noun) – agreement, understanding, 
settlement, cooperation. 

 persist (verb) – continue, carry on, keep going. 
 celebrity (noun) – famous person, VIP, very 

important person, personality, big name. 
 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 call up (phrasal verb) – summon, order (someone) 

to be present, request/demand the presence of. 
 date (noun) – romantic appointment or 

engagement. 
 overlook (verb) – have a view of, look across, look 

over, look on to, face. 
 irresistible (adjective) – uncontrollable, 

unavoidable, unpreventable. 
 accompaniment (noun) – backing, support, 

background. 
 gesture (verb) – signal, indicate, make a gesture, 

make a sign. 

 strained (adjective) – tense, uneasy, 
uncomfortable, fraught,  difficult, troubled, 
embarrassed. 

 account (noun) – description, report,  narration, 
narrative, statement, explanation.  

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

 storm (noun) – trouble, disturbance, controversy. 
 premise on (verb) – base something on. 
 predator (noun) – a person who is cruelly 

exploiting other people. (an animal that hunts and 
kills other animals for food). 

 reputation (noun) – good name, character, 
standing, stature, status, position. 

 imputation (noun) – accusation, allegation, 
insinuation, charge. 

 tenor (noun) – the general content/meaning. 
 ex facie (adverb) – Latin for “on the face  (of it),” is 

a legal term typically used to note that a 
document’s explicit terms are defective without 
further investigation. 

 defamatory (adjective) – defaming, abusive, 
disparaging/insulting. 

 goodwill (noun) – compassion, kind-heartedness; 
cooperation, collaboration, friendliness, mutual 
support. 

 toil (noun) – hard work, toiling, labour, struggle, 
effort. 

 irreparable (adjective) – irreversible, irremediable, 
unrecoverable. 

 tremendous (adjective) – huge, massive, 
immense. 

 distress (noun) – difficulty, trouble, hardship. 
 First Exception to Section 499 (noun) – Imputation 

of truth which public good requires to be made or 
published.—It is not defamation to impute 
anything which is true concerning any person, if it 
be for the public good that the imputation should 
be made or published. Whether or not it is for the 
public good is a question of fact. 

 Section 499 of the IPC (noun) – defamation as an 
offence is dealt with in section 499 of the Indian 
Penal Code. 

 postulate (verb) – put forward, propose, posit, 
suppose, suggest. 

 impute (verb) – attribute, ascribe, connect with, 
associate with. 

 public good (phrase) – the benefit, advantage, or 
well-being of the public. 
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 rely upon/on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort 
to, bank on. 

 Ninth Exception to Section 499 (noun) – 
Imputation made in good faith by person for 
protection of his or other’s interests.—It is not 
defamation to make an imputation on the 
character of another provided that the imputation 
be made in good faith for the protection of the 
interests of the person making it, or of any other 
person, or for the public good. 

 Third Exception to Section 499 (noun) – Conduct 
of any person touching any public question.—It is 
not defamation to express in good faith any 
opinion whatever respecting the conduct of any 
person touching any public question, and 
respecting his character, so far as his character 
appears in that conduct, and no further. 

 so far as (phrase) – to the extent. 
 plead (verb) – appeal, request, ask earnestly, call 

on. 
 contend (verb) – assert, claim, argue, profess, 

affirm. 
 stellar (adjective) – exceptional, extraordinary, 

remarkable, outstanding. 
 impeccable (adjective) – perfect, stainless, 

faultless. 
 defame (verb) – libel, slander, vilify, tarnish, 

stigmatize, disparage, insult, speak ill of. 
 testimony (noun) – evidence, proof, 

attestation/witness, sworn statement. 
 corroborate (verb) – confirm, verify, validate. 
 narrate (verb) – tell, describe, detail, report. 
 horrifically (adverb) – shockingly. 
 DW (noun) – DW stands for defence/defendant 

witness. 
 corroboration (noun) – confirmation, verification, 

attestation, evidence, proof. 
 contention (noun) – argument, claim, plea, 

opinion, view. 
 pre-existing (adjective) – previous, earlier, prior. 
 tarnished (adjective) – spoiled, ruined, damaged. 
 alleged (adjective) – supposed, claimed, 

professed, purported. 
 perpetrator (noun) – someone who does immoral, 

harmful, and illegal activity; offender, criminal, 
wrongdoer/evil-doer, culprit. 

 shine (verb) – stand out, be very good, be 
successful. 

 deed (noun) – act, action, activity. 

 naughty (adjective) – badly behaved, disobedient, 
bad,  misbehaving unruly,  undisciplined, 
unmanageable, uncontrollable. 

 prosecution (noun) – legal action/trail, court case, 
legal proceeding, litigation; indictment, 
accusation, denunciation, charge. 

 stinging (adjective) – harsh, cruel. 
 rebuke (noun) – (sharp) disapproval, reprimand, 

(firm) warning, admonishment, 
criticism/castigation. 

 scholar (noun) – academic, intellectual, 
expert/pundit, learned person. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 prosecute (verb) – take to court, bring an action 

against, accuse, charge. 
 conviction (noun) – pronouncement of guilt, 

sentence, judgement. 
 probation (noun) – trial period, test period, 

experimental period, trial. 
 vengeance (noun) – revenge, retribution, 

retaliation. 
 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 
 nevertheless (noun) – in spite of everything, in 

spite of that, nonetheless, even so, however. 
 prolonged (adjective) – lengthy, extended, 

protracted, unending, unrelenting. 
 uproar (noun) – commotion, protest, outcry. 
 get away (phrasal verb) – escape, run away, run 

off. 
 undergo (verb) – go through, be subjected to. 
 in view of (phrase) – considering, taking into 

consideration, bearing in mind. 
 subordinate (noun) – junior. 
 retribution (noun) – revenge, vengeance, redress. 
 hitherto (adverb) – previously, earlier, so far/thus 

far, until now. 
 yield (verb) – produce, give, provide. 
 against all (the) odds (phrase) – in spite of all 

difficulties or problems (you are able to 
do/achieve something). 

 triumph (verb) – prevail, win, succeed. 
 autonomy (noun) – independence, freedom. 
 embolden (verb) – encourage, motivate; 

strengthen, fortify. 
 deter (verb) – put off, discourage, prevent, stop. 
 trade (verb) – swap, exchange, substitute, replace. 
 vindicate (verb) – endorse/approve, uphold, 

confirm. 
 


