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A timely warning: On Supreme Court intervention 
against clampdown on information 

SC’s caution against harassing those needing help will deter ill-advised action 
 

 The Supreme Court has issued a timely warning to the States against any attempt to clamp down 
on the dissemination of information about the serious health crisis besetting the country, or calls for help 
through social media from citizens affected by COVID-19. The comment, obviously in response to the 
utterly despotic threat issued by U.P. Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath that those “spreading 
misinformation” or “rumour” would be detained under the National Security Act (NSA) and their property 
seized, will surely help prevent ill-advised action by the police and the administration to treat appeals 
concerning shortage of hospital beds, medical oxygen and vital drugs as attempts to bring the government 
into disrepute. The police in Amethi registered an FIR against a man who appealed on Twitter for an 
oxygen cylinder for a family member for allegedly circulating a rumour and seeking to cause fear and 
alarm. Mr. Adityanath appears quite convinced that complaints about oxygen shortage in his State are 
either imaginary or, worse, malicious, and wants to treat them as attempts to “spoil the atmosphere”. 
While it is entirely in order that the government has directed the police to crack down on the profiteering 
on medicines in the black market, it is quite a different matter if the administration starts seeing all 
appeals for help in a grave crisis as nothing more than activities aimed at tarnishing the government’s 
image. 
 Given the propensity of such leaders to treat the voicing of grievances by citizens as a personal 
affront to their administrative capabilities, the Court’s warning that any attempt to stifle the people’s 
voices would attract action for contempt of court is quite timely and necessary. As Justice D.Y. 
Chandrachud, who heads the Bench, remarked, any clampdown on information is contrary to basic 
precepts. He underscored the significance and necessity for the free flow of information during a grave 
crisis by recalling the role it played in containing a famine in 1970. The Court was apparently drawing 
inspiration from the theory, articulated by economist Amartya Sen, that the fundamental attributes of 
democracy — such as a free press and the need to face the people at elections and respond to political 
criticism — help prevent famines. However, how far the present regime feels itself accountable to the 
people at large is now unclear. It faces criticism both within the country and from the international media 
that a major cause of the crisis is its reluctance to acknowledge its own failure to prepare for a calamitous 
second wave. Questions fired at it by High Courts are also on these lines. Any move to stifle such criticism 
or believe that this is a problem of managing perceptions will be of no avail if the infections and body 
count keep rising alarmingly and the health system draws close to a collapse. 
 
 timely (adjective) – prompt, appropriate, 

opportune, well timed, at the right time. 
 intervention (noun) – the process of 

intervening in something; involvement, 
interference. 

 clampdown (noun) – crackdown, 
suppression, prevention/restriction,  
stopping; restraint. 

 harass (verb) – persecute, disturb, trouble, 
bother, torment. 

 deter (verb) – put off, discourage, prevent, 
stop, hinder, impede, hamper, obstruct. 

 ill-advised (adjective) – ill-considered, ill-
judged, misguided, badly planned. 

 clamp down on (phrasal verb) – prevent, 
stop, put an end to; keep under control. 

 dissemination (noun) – spreading, circulation, 
distribution. 

 beset (verb) – trouble, bother, worry, 
anguish, embarrass (persistently). 

 call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 
ask/necessitate, demand. 

 comment (noun) – remark, observation, 
statement, pronouncement, judgement. 

 utterly (adverb) – completely, totally, 
absolutely. 

 despotic (adjective) – autocratic, dictatorial, 
totalitarian/authoritarian, unconstitutional, 
undemocratic. 

 misinformation (noun) – disinformation, false 
information, alternative fact, fake news, false 
rumour. 
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 detain (verb) – arrest, take into custody, 
imprison, jail, incarcerate. 

 National Security Act (NSA) (noun) – Put 
simply, the NSA empowers the Centre or a 
State government to detain a person to 
prevent him from acting in any manner 
prejudicial to national security. The 
government can also detain a person to 
prevent him from disrupting public order or 
for maintenance of supplies and services 
essential to the community. The maximum 
period for which one may be detained is 12 
months. But the term can be extended if the 
government finds fresh evidence. 

 seize (verb) – capture, take possession of, 
take over, subjugate. 

 appeal (noun) – urgent request, plea, call, cry 
from the heart. 

 disrepute (noun) – dishonour, disgrace, ill 
repute, shame. 

 first information report (FIR) (noun) – a 
written document prepared by the police 
when they receive information about the 
commission of a cognizable offence. 

 allegedly (adverb) – reportedly, supposedly, 
purportedly, ostensibly, apparently. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 
 alarm (noun) – danger signal, distress signal, 

alert. 
 convince (verb) – persuade, satisfy, assure. 
 imaginary (adjective) – unreal, non-existent, 

fictional. 
 malicious (adjective) – evil-intentioned, ill-

natured, vengeful, defamatory, hostile. 
 atmosphere (noun) – conditions, 

circumstances, situations. 
 profiteering (noun) – an act of making an 

excessive/illegal profit. 
 black market (noun) – a marketplace, 

whether physical or virtual, where goods or 
services are exchanged illegally; underground 
economy or shadow economy; illegal trade, 
unlawful trade, illicit trade, lawbreaking 
trade. 

 grave (adjective) – crucial, critical, serious; 
terrible, awful, dreadful; perilous, dangerous, 
threatening. 

 nothing more than (phrase) – only. 
 tarnish (verb) – spoil, ruin, damage, defame. 
 image (noun) – public perception/impression, 

persona, public face, character/reputation. 
 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 propensity (noun) – tendency, inclination, 
predisposition, readiness. 

 voice (noun) – expression; opinion, view. 
 grievance (noun) – complaint, criticism, 

problem, objection/protest. 
 affront (noun) – insult, offence, injustice, 

outrage. 
 stifle (verb) – constrain, restrain, prevent, 

hamper, impede. 
 contempt (noun) – it refers to the offence of 

showing disrespect to the dignity or authority 
of a court (& its officers). 

 contempt of court (noun) – the offense of 
being disobedient to or disrespectful toward 
a court of law and its officers in the form of 
behavior that opposes or defies the authority, 
justice and dignity of the court. 

 bench (noun) – a court of law with a number 
of judges. 

 precept (noun) – principle, rule, 
tenet/doctrine. 

 contrary (adjective) – opposite, conflicting. 
 underscore (verb) – underline, emphasize, 

highlight. 
 necessity (noun) – (essential) requirement, 

prerequisite, indispensable thing. 
 recall (verb) – remember, recollect, call to 

mind, think of. 
 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 
 famine (noun) – deficiency, shortfall, lack, 

insufficiency, scarcity (of food). 
 apparently (adverb) – seemingly, evidently, it 

appears that; supposedly. 
 draw (verb) – reach a conclusion by inference 

from the circumstances; deduce, infer, 
conclude, derive, gather. 

 articulate (verb) – announce, express, 
pronounce, point out. 

 attribute (noun) – quality, feature, 
characteristic, trait, element, aspect. 

 regime (noun) – government. 
 accountable (adjective) – responsible, liable, 

answerable. 
 at large (phrase) – as a whole, as a body, 

generally. 
 reluctance (noun) – unwillingness, 

disinclination, hesitation. 
 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 
 calamitous (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 

disastrous, catastrophic. 
 fire (verb) – direct, send, toss (questions 

continuously one after another). 
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 lines (noun) – course of action, course, 
procedure. 

 perception (noun) – understanding, thought, 
impression, feeling. 

 of no avail (phrase) – of no use; of no 
advantage. 

 alarmingly (adverb) – disturbingly, 
worryingly. 

 draw to a close (phrase) – to come to an end. 
************************************************************************************* 

FACTS AND FIGURES:  
ON INDIA’S COVID-19 DEATH COUNT 

India must be transparent about COVID-19 deaths to be able to deal better with the crisis 
 

 With India’s official death toll from the coronavirus crossing 200,000, it is now placed fourth, after 
the United States, Mexico and Brazil. This is just another of the grim milestones in India’s wrenching 
journey through the pandemic, but it dents the government’s year-long endeavour to obfuscate and 
dodge unpleasant reality. At Health Ministry press briefings, officials have long sought to convey that 
India’s death toll as a fraction of its population was lower than that of several countries. This is fact and 
continues to be so. The three countries with a higher death toll have, per million, 1,600-1,800 deaths 
between them. India’s is only about 150. This low count is meant to impress that India has done a better 
job in protecting its people. These numbers and the slackening of the coronavirus curve in winter even 
prompted respected scientists to hypothesise if genetic or peculiar social circumstances had combined to 
confer a certain broad immunity to the vast heterogenous population. 
 On the other hand, a spectrum of independent experts have pointed out the problems in the 
system of death-reporting in India. Though undercounting deaths in a pandemic is expected, the concern 
in India has been that of deliberate omission. As this paper pointed out, on April 16, as per Gujarat’s 
health bulletin, there were 78 official deaths. But 689 bodies were either cremated or buried following 
COVID-19 protocol. Last year, Tamil Nadu, Delhi and West Bengal did not count deaths in those who had 
co-morbidities as COVID-19 deaths. However, these backlogs were corrected over time. Two in three 
deaths in India occur at home and 14% of deaths are not registered. There are wide discrepancies within 
States on how many deaths are actually recorded and among these, how many are attributable to COVID-
19. However, the ferocity of the second wave has brought COVID-19 deaths into renewed focus. Visuals of 
bodies and of people on the threshold of death from a lack of access to basic medical facilities such as 
oxygen have made it harder for the government to convince people that the coronavirus is better 
controlled in India than anywhere else. The aged continue to be the most vulnerable to the infection but 
that India on average being younger than the West is less vulnerable to death is a specious argument. The 
absolute number of the aged — coupled with the fact that they lack the kind of access to health care their 
counterparts in developed countries have, means that the coronavirus, left unchecked, would wreak 
havoc. Even now, less than 4% Indians above 60 have been fully vaccinated. This when over 15 crore 
vaccine doses have been administered so far. India must redouble its efforts at being honest and 
transparent with its numbers, however unpalatable they may be. 
 
 transparent (adjective) – open/candid, 

forthright, straightforward, honest. 
 toll (noun) – number, count, total (number of 

deaths). 
 grim (adjective) – distressing, upsetting, 

worrying, unpleasant, dismal/awful. 
 milestone (noun) – critical point, significant 

stage, turning point. 
 wrenching (adjective) – painful, distressing, 

agonizing. 
 dent (verb) – weaken, undermine, diminish, 

reduce, lessen. 

 year-long (adjective) – lasting for a year. 
 endeavour (noun) – activity, pursuit; 

aim/effort. 
 obfuscate (verb) – confuse, complicate, make 

unclear. 
 dodge (verb) – avoid, evade, shun, bypass, 

sidestep, circumvent. 
 briefing (noun) – information, instruction, 

direction (provided at a press conference). 
 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 
 fraction (noun) – a (small) 

proportion/part/amount of something. 
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 slackening (noun) – moderation, slowing 
down, easing off, reduction, diminishing, 
lessening. 

 slacken (verb) – decrease, lessen, diminish, 
moderate, become less intense. 

 prompt (verb) – cause, motivate, persuade, 
encourage, impel, urge. 

 hypothesise (verb) – suggest, submit, 
advance, propose, posit. 

 genetic (adjective) – relating to 
genes/genetics. 

 peculiar (adjective) – distinctive, unique, 
distinct, natural. 

 circumstances (noun) – situation, conditions, 
factors. 

 confer (verb) – present to, give out to, give 
to. 

 immunity (noun) – protection, resistance, 
non-susceptibility. 

 heterogenous (adjective) – diverse, varied, 
varying, contrasting, different, differing, 
divergent, unrelated. 

 on the other hand (phrase) – as an 
alternative, or, as another option, as a 
substitute. 

 spectrum (noun) – wide range, variety of 
people; gamut, ambit. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 
indicate, draw attention to. 

 undercount (verb) – count (incorrectly) less 
than the actual number of. 

 deliberate (adjective) – intentional, planned, 
conscious, purposeful. 

 bulletin (noun) – report, release, statement, 
announcement. 

 cremate (verb) – dispose (of a dead person’s 
body) by burning after funeral ceremony. 

 protocol (noun) – procedure, convention, 
rules of conduct, guideline. 

 co-morbidity (noun) – the presence of one or 
more additional conditions 
(diseases/problems) co-occurring/co-existing 
with a primary condition (disease/problem). 

 backlog (noun) – accumulation, logjam, pile-
up/excess (of pending things). 

 discrepancy (noun) – difference, variance, 
contradiction, incompatibility. 

 attributable to (adjective) – considered as an 
outcome/result caused by. 

 ferocity (noun) – intensity, severity, strength. 
 threshold (noun) – it is an amount, level, or 

limit of something. Once the threshold is 

reached, something else happens or changes. 
point of entry, starting point. 

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

 the aged (noun) – the senior (citizen), the old, 
elderly person. 

 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. 

 specious (adjective) – misleading, deceptive, 
false. 

 absolute (adjective) – complete, total, entire; 
definite, certain. 

 (be) couple with (verb) – combine, integrate, 
connect, incorporate, link. 

 lack (verb) – be without, be lacking, be 
deprived of, be short of. 

 counterpart (noun) – equivalent, equal, 
fellow. 

 unchecked (adjective) – uncontrolled, 
unconstrained, unrestricted. 

 wreak havoc (phrase) – cause/inflict a 
massive damage. 

 vaccinate (verb) – inoculate, administer, 
introduce (with a vaccine to provide 
immunity against a disease). 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 
improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 dose (noun) – an amount/quantity of 
something. 

 administer (verb) – dispense, provide, give, 
apply (a drug/vaccine). 

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

 redouble (verb) – make something more 
intense/ stronger; to increase, strengthen, 
intensify something considerably. 

 unpalatable (adjective) – disagreeable, 
unpleasant, distressing. 
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