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SOCIAL MURDER AND THE MISSING STATE 
The defence that the government is not responsible for the present crisis has consequences 

for India’s democracy 
 When people are placed under conditions which appeal to the brute only, said Friedrich Engels, 
what remains to them but to rebel or to succumb to utter brutality? 
 The scenes that are being witnessed in India now are apocalyptic in tone. When a citizen attacks 
hospital personnel because a life was lost due to the absence of medical care, or a citizen struggles to 
breathe with an oxygen cylinder on the pavement, it is a crisis at multiple levels. 
 
Appalling discourse 
 But what is concerning, more than the “collapse of the system” or the failure of the state, is the 
shocking discourse among the supporters of the government that it is not responsible for the present 
crisis, arguably, India’s gravest hour. 
 
 This defence has consequences for India’s democracy. 
 
 Engels had argued that the English ruling class and the state had created such horrendous 
working and living conditions for the workers, without the “necessaries of life”, that they suffer not only 
ill health but meet early deaths. Engels calls this social murder, the same as murder by an individual; the 
only difference is that this murder is “disguised”, for “no man sees the murderer” and the death appears 
to be a “natural one”. 
 What we are seeing around, in our inability to make the state accountable, is social murder. The 
only difference between Engels’ England in the 1840s, when it was the working class which was 
devastated by pandemics, and India now, is that the pandemic in this wave is not just preying on the 
most vulnerable populations. Therefore, it is also not invisible any longer. 
 
The state’s actions 
 But in the first wave of the pandemic in India, the tragic plight of millions of inter-State migrant 
labour walking thousands of kilometres, remained invisible. That was a classic case of social murder. And 
it was justified then as well in narratives which argued that, after all, it was the responsibility of the 
workers themselves for “voluntarily” undertaking such a journey. Just as it is the responsibility of the 
people themselves for causing the second wave. Yet, ironically, when the successful defeat of COVID-19 
was celebrated in February by an official resolution of the Bharatiya Janata Party, it was the leadership 
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi that was given credit, not the people. 
 When ordinary people, without access to expert advice, are asked to own up to their mistakes, 
powerful actors such as the Election Commission of India holding an eight-phase election in Bengal, the 
Uttarakhand Chief Minister justifying the Kumbh mela and the Prime Minister exulting about the size of 
an election rally crowd in West Bengal on a day when over 2,00,000 Indians were newly infected by the 
novel coronavirus, are all unassailable actions of the state. 
 By participating in the state’s abdication of responsibility, one is fostering conditions of social 
murder. The argument that cremations cannot be shown by the media because they are “sacred” to 
Hindus is a part of this act. Other than the obvious fallacy that Hindu cremations are not televised or 
recorded, here, the more critical questions such as how many deaths could have been prevented by a 
simple provision of oxygen, why people are forced to cremate their loved ones in parking lots or 
pavements, and if that is any less dignified than telling the story to the world remain unanswered. 
 As epidemiologists assert, obfuscating the real gravity of a pandemic is the dangerous path to a 
bigger disaster. If the Chinese state had not hidden the pandemic in its initial stages, the world probably 
would have not been at this juncture. That is why there has been such a sustained focus by the world 
media on hotspots where death tolls mounted: Italy, Iran, the United States, the United Kingdom, Brazil, 
Peru, etc,. But the tragedy in India is sought to be portrayed as a cultural exceptionalism that cannot be 
televised. 
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A different patrimonialism 
 In the last seven years, the Indian state has acquired distinct tendencies of what sociologist Max 
Weber has called patrimonialism in which the ruler exercises a traditional form of authority which rests 
on the “sanctity of immemorial traditions”, in contrast to a rule based on a rational-legal bureaucracy or 
impersonal rules. But unlike in ideal typical patrimonialism, this highly personalised and centralised form 
of rule is not based on heredity, kinship ties or personal allegiances, rather on the ideology of religious 
majoritarianism as well as nationalism, and legitimised by election wins. Duty, patriotism, etc., become 
keywords here as was tellingly witnessed during the misery unleashed by demonetisation. 
 Ironically, this patrimonial government, which prided itself as a ‘mai-baap sarkar’, the dispenser 
of benevolence towards subjects, overnight transforms itself into one which asks citizens to fend for 
themselves, whether it is by procuring oxygen cylinders or arranging ambulances. This has resulted in a 
Social Darwinism in which only the most powerful have some chance of survival.  
 From the assertions of the Union Health Minister that there never was any shortage of oxygen, 
the Uttar Pradesh government charging people with First Information Reports (FIRs) for requesting 
oxygen, to the Haryana Chief Minister’s comment that the dead cannot return and, therefore, it was 
pointless to discuss many unaccounted deaths, all depict a state that has shed its professed benevolence 
during the novel coronavirus pandemic. 
 As scholars identify, one of the fundamental problems in patrimonialism is ensuring 
accountability, something that becomes stark during a pandemic when the patrimonial state goes 
missing. On the one hand, we have the belated act of sanctioning oxygen plants by the Prime Minister, 
which, keeping in line with governance as benevolence, is met with cabinet Ministers expressing their 
gratitude in unison. On the other, the Prime Minister has not addressed a single press conference on 
COVID-19, quite a stunning fact globally for the head of a democracy. 
 
Become citizens, not subjects 
 While the Swedish Prime Minister was recently subject to questioning by a constitutional 
committee on COVID-19 handling, the present Indian state has no means of ensuring a critical scrutiny of 
the chronology of government decisions that led to the current crisis. For the moment, we will have to 
be content with scathing observations like those of the Allahabad High Court that deaths due to lack of 
oxygen are no “less than a genocide”. 
 Engels had argued that the English ruling class’ “class prejudice and preconceived opinions” had 
enveloped it in a “mad blindness” about the social murder that was happening in its midst, which, in any 
case, did not affect it. India, under the pandemic, is seeing a different kind of prejudice, preconceived 
opinions and mad blindness in sanctioning social murder. Unless people become citizens and not 
subjects under a patrimonial rule, the calamitous clouds of the pandemic portend a bleak future for 
Indian democracy as well. 
 
 social murder (noun) – a creation of 

horrible/awful working and living conditions for 
the people, without the “necessaries of life”, 
that they suffer not only ill health but meet 
early deaths. 

 state (noun) – (central) government. 
 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 
 appeal (noun) – plea, call, earnest/urgent 

request. 
 brute (adjective) – sadist, barbarian, devil, 

demon. 
 succumb (verb) – die from, pass away as a 

result of, be a fatality of, fall victim to (a 
disease or injury). 

 brutality (noun) – cruelty, barbarity, 
inhumanity. 

 apocalyptic (adjective) – serious, grave, 
catastrophic, ominous. 

 personnel (noun) – force, staff, employees, 
workforce. 

 appalling (adjective) – shocking, horrible, 
horrific, terrible, awful. 

 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 
communication, expression. 

 grave (adjective) – terrible, awful, alarming, 
gloomy. 

 horrendous (adjective) – horrible, terrible, 
awful, shocking. 

 disguise (verb) – conceal, hide, cover up. 
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 accountable (adjective) – responsible, liable, 
answerable. 

 devastate (verb) – destroy, ruin, wreak. 
 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. 

 prey on (verb) – hunt, kill. 
 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. 

 plight (noun) – difficult situation, 
trouble/difficulty, quandary. 

 migrant (noun) – a person who moves from 
one region to another – either within a country 
or across national borders in order to find work 
or better living conditions. 

 inter- (prefix) – between. 
 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 

particular situation; portrayal/account, report. 
 voluntarily (adverb) – willingly, readily, 

spontaneously. 
 undertake (verb) – begin, start; engage in, 

become involved in, take part in. 
 ironically (adverb) – paradoxically, 

unexpectedly, strangely. 
 resolution (noun) – statement, declaration. 
 credit (noun) – praise, commendation, acclaim, 

admiration. 
 own up (phrasal verb) – accept responsibility, 

acknowledge, confess. 
 actor (noun) – participants (in an action). 
 hold (verb) – conduct, organize, preside over. 
 exult (verb) – rejoice, be joyful, be happy, be 

pleased. 
 rally (noun) – gathering, march/procession, 

meeting. 
 novel coronavirus (nCoV) (SARS-CoV-2) (noun) 

– a new strain (type/variety) coronavirus that 
has not been previously identified in humans. 
(Courtesy: WHO) 

 unassailable (adjective) – indisputable, 
undeniable, unquestionable; beyond 
question/doubt. 

 abdication (noun) – disowning, rejection, 
refusal/avoidance, abandonment. 

 foster (verb) – encourage, promote, develop. 
 cremation (ground) (noun) – a place where 

dead people’s bodies are burned, after a 
funeral ceremony. 

 fallacy (noun) – misconception, misbelief, false 
notion. 

 provision (noun) – supplying, providing, supply, 
giving, allocation, distribution. 

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

 epidemiologist (noun) – an expert in the study 
of how disease spreads and can be controlled. 

 assert (verb) – declare, announce, pronounce, 
state. 

 obfuscate (verb) – confuse, complicate, make 
unclear. 

 gravity (noun) – seriousness, 
importance/significance, severity.  

 sustained (adjective) – continuous, steady, 
constant. 

 toll (noun) – number, count, total (number of 
deaths). 

 mount (verb) – increase, rise, escalate. 
 seek (verb) – try, attempt, aim. 
 portray (verb) – represent, depict, characterize, 

describe. 
 exceptionalism (noun) – the state of being 

special, exceptional or unique. The belief that a 
country, society, or individual, is “exceptional” 
(i.e., extraordinary). 

 patrimonialism (noun) – a form of governance 
(traditional authority) in which all power flows 
directly from a Patriarch (Big Man or Chief). 

 distinct adjective) – separate, different. 
 tendency (noun) – inclination, disposition, 

penchant. 
 rest on (phrasal verb) – be based on, depend 

on, be dependent on, rely on. 
 sanctity (noun) – ultimate importance, 

inviolability; righteousness, goodness, purity. 
 immemorial (adjective) – ancient, long-

standing, very old. 
 in contrast to (phrase) – in opposition to. 
 rational-legal (adjective) – relating to a form of 

leadership in which the authority of a ruling 
regime is largely tied to legal rationality, legal 
legitimacy and bureaucracy. 

 impersonal (adjective) – neutral, unbiased, 
impartial, non-partisan, non-discriminatory. 

 centralised (adjective) – controlled by a single 
authority. 

 heredity (noun) – inheritance of something 
(title/office). 

 kinship (noun) – relationship, family. 
 allegiance (noun) – loyalty, faithfulness, 

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

principles. 
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 majoritarianism (noun) – a philosophy that 
states that a majority (sometimes categorized 
by religion, language, social class, or some 
other identifying factor) of the population is 
entitled to a certain degree of primacy 
(priority) in society, and has the right to make 
decisions that affect the society. 

 nationalism (noun) – it refers to a system (with 
a narrow set of ideas) created by a group of 
people who believe their nation is superior to 
all others. It is also a perception of national 
superiority and an orientation toward national 
dominance- called chauvinism (excessive 
nationalism). 

 legitimise (verb) – validate, legitimate, justify. 
 patriotism (noun) – devoted love and support 

for the country; nationalism, national loyalty. 
 tellingly (adverb) – significantly. 
 misery (noun) – pain, grief, anguish, agony, 

distress, torment, suffering. 
 unleash (verb) – let loose, release, let 

something go uncontrollably. 
 demonetisation (noun) – the act of depriving a 

currency unit (note/coin) of its status as 
money. 

 patrimonial (adjective) – relating to a form of 
governance in which authority is based 
primarily on the personal power exercised by a 
ruler/chief. 

 dispenser (noun) – a person/thing that 
dispenses/distributes something. 

 benevolence (noun) – kindness, goodwill, 
consideration. 

 subject (noun) – a person who lives under 
authority/control of a monarch (king or queen) 
or other supreme ruler. 

 overnight (adjective) – instant, prompt, 
immediate, sudden, quick; swift, expeditious. 

 fend for oneself (verb) – take care of oneself, 
manage by oneself, cope alone, get by without 
help. 

 procure (verb) – buy, purchase. 
 result in (phrasal verb) – cause, bring on, bring 

about, call forth, give rise to. 
 Social Darwinism (noun) – it refers to a society 

in which only the most powerful have some 
chance of survival. 

 shed (verb) – discard, get rid of, do away with, 
dispose of. 

 assertion (noun) – declaration, statement, 
announcement. 

 assertion (noun) – declaration, statement, 
announcement. 

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

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

 accountability (noun) – responsibility, liability, 
answerability. 

 stark (adjective) – clear, distinct, evident, 
obvious, striking. 

 on the one hand (phrase) – it is used to 
introduce the first of two contrasting different, 
points, facts, or ways of looking at something.  
It is always followed later by “on the other 
hand” or ‘on the other’. 

 sanction (verb) – authorize, permit, allow. 
 keep in line with (phrase) – control. 
 unison (noun) – simultaneously, at the same 

time, at once, together. 
 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try 

to sort out. 
 stunning (adjective) – impressive, remarkable, 

outstanding, incredible, breathtaking. 
 subject to (adjective) – answerable to, 

accountable to, liable to. 
 scrutiny (noun) – review, examination, 

inspection, investigation. 
 chronology (noun) – record, history, annals. 
 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, give 

rise to. 
 content with (verb) – satisfy, please; be 

satisfied, be pleased. 
 scathing (adjective) – scornful, severely critical, 

harsh, severe (in criticizing someone). 
 genocide (noun) – mass murder, massacre, 

ethnic cleansing, mass slaughter. 
 prejudice (noun) – discrimination, partiality, 

intolerance, bigotry. 
 preconceived (adjective) – predetermined, 

prejudged, biased. 
 calamitous (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 

disastrous, catastrophic. 
 cloud (noun) – trouble, problem, worry; 

menace/threat, gloom. 
 portend (verb) – indicate, signal, foretell, 

augur. 
 bleak (adjective) – unpromising, unfavourable, 

disadvantageous. 
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