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Since his election campaign last year, U.S. President Joseph Biden had promised to hold a “Summit 

for Democracy” in order to highlight the worrying trends around the world of growing authoritarianism, and 

to bolster democratic institutions that appear to be faltering. While the concerns are genuine, and Mr. 

Biden’s successful delivery of his promise last week, with a summit that saw 110 nations invited must be 

credited, it has also thrown up troubling questions. The State Department’s decision to “arbitrarily place” 

restrictions on the invitee list, has led to a controversy. In South Asia, the inclusion of Pakistan, along with 

India and Nepal, but the exclusion of Bangladesh, Bhutan and Sri Lanka raises serious doubts on the criteria 

applied. And, if the “quality of democracy” and the importance of human rights were the criteria, then the 

question is which country is qualified to make that value-based judgment? Expectedly, the Summit was 

roundly criticised for the most notable exclusions: Russia and China. In a joint editorial, the Russian and 

Chinese Ambassadors to the U.S. claimed their own states are democratic in practice, and criticised the U.S.’s 

experiments in regime change and “democratic transformations” in Iraq, Libya and Afghanistan. That the 

summit was organised in a year when newest democratic entrants, Afghanistan and Myanmar, reverted to 

autocratic regimes that rule by the power of the gun casts doubts on the efficacy of the international system 

in enforcing democracy through external interventions. 

Apart from a more inclusive guest list, as a result, the summit would have done better to begin with 

a globally accepted definition for democracy, and a common understanding of the challenges. The Biden 

administration committed to announcing specific targets on helping free media, ensuring free and fair 

elections, and the participation of women, and listed authoritarianism, corruption and human rights 

violations as key challenges. Prime Minister Narendra Modi referred to the principles of “inclusion, 

transparency, human dignity, responsive grievance redressal and decentralisation of power” as key to Indian 

democracy. Many accused big tech companies and social media of “digital authoritarianism”, and some spoke 

of the devastating impact of COVID-19, climate change and rising economic inequality as major stumbling 

blocks. Few, however, were willing to concede the shortcomings in their own democracies, however, 

especially the rise in hyper-nationalism, xenophobia and majoritarianism that saps the very essence of 

representational, pluralistic and inclusive governance today. Democracy, like charity, begins at home, and 

rather than making international pledges at summit-level conferences, elected leaders must keep their 

promises of freedom and equality for the people or “demos” that make up their nations. 

 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave. 

 Summit for Democracy (noun) – On December 9-

10, 2021, President Biden will host the first of 

two Summits for Democracy, which will bring 

together leaders from government, civil society, 

and the private sector to set forth an affirmative 

agenda for democratic renewal and to tackle the 

greatest threats faced by democracies today 

through collective action. 

 keep your word/promise (phrase) – do what you 

have promised. 

 hold (verb) – convene, call, assemble, summon (a 

meeting). 

 in order to (phrase) – with the purpose/aim of. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 

emphasize. 

 growing (adjective) – increasing. 

 authoritarianism (noun) – dictatorship, tyranny, 

autocracy, totalitarianism, despotism.  

 bolster (verb) – strengthen, support, 

reinforce/buttress. 

 falter (verb) – oscillate, fluctuate, change one’s 

mind, be undecided, be irresolute. 

 credit (verb) – praise, acclaim, commend, 

compliment, applaud, admire. 

 throw up (phrasal verb) – produce. 

 The State Department (noun) – The United 

States Department of State, or State 

Department, is an executive department of the 

U.S. federal government responsible for the 

nation’s foreign policy and international 

relations. 

 arbitrarily (adverb) – randomly/casually, 

irrationally, erratically, inconsistently, 

unreasonably, illogically. 

 invitee (noun) – guest, visitor. 

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

about, call forth, give rise to.  

 along with (phrase) – together with, 

accompanying. 
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 criterion (noun) – basis, standard, norm, 

specification (criteria is the plural form of 

criterion). 

 judgement (noun) – decision, conclusion, 

determination. 

 roundly (adverb) – vehemently, fiercely, 

forcefully, sharply, bitterly, severely. 

 notable (adjective) – important, significant, 

obvious, striking, glaring, visible. 

 editorial (noun) – criticism, critique, report. 

 ambassador (noun) – envoy, diplomat, consul. 

 in practice (phrase) – in reality, actually, in real 

life, realistically, practically, effectively. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 entrant (noun) – new member, newcomer. 

 revert to (verb) – return, go back. 

 autocratic (adjective) – undemocratic, 

totalitarian, authoritarian. 

 cast (verb) – cause, produce, form, create, make. 

 efficacy (noun) – effectiveness, efficiency, 

power/ability to give estimated results. 

 enforce (verb) – impose, implement, execute. 

 intervention (noun) – the process of intervening 

in something; involvement, interference; 

intrusion, meddling. 

 inclusive (adjective) – all-inclusive, including all 

the parties/groups involved in something. 

 as a result (phrase) – subsequently, therefore, 

thus. 

 to begin with (phrase) – to start with. 

 the administration (noun) – the government. 

 violation (noun) – breach, breaking, 

contravention, non-observance. 

 inclusion (noun) – the condition of including a 

person within a group. 

 transparency (noun) – clarity, 

straightforwardness, openness, honesty, 

unambiguity. 

 dignity (noun) – self-esteem, self-respect, 

morale. 

 responsive (adjective) – receptive, 

approachable/accessible, answering. 

 grievance (noun) – complaint, protestation, 

protest, criticism, problem, objection. 

 redressal (noun) – solution/remedy for a 

grievance. 

 decentralisation (noun) – the process of 

distributing or dispersing functions, powers, 

people or things away from a central location or 

authority. 

 Big Tech (noun) – the largest and most dominant 

companies in the information technology 

industry of the United States, namely Amazon, 

Apple, Google & Facebook. 

 speak of (phrasal verb) – mention, talk about, 

discuss, refer to. 

 devastating (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 

disastrous, catastrophic. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in 

the Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth 

(Courtesy: NASA). 

 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined 

as “the state of not being equal, especially in 

status, rights and opportunities; imbalance, 

unevenness, disproportion, disparity. 

 stumbling block (noun) – obstacle, hurdle, 

barrier, hindrance. 

 concede (verb) – admit, acknowledge, accept, 

recognize. 

 shortcoming (noun) – fault, flaw, 

imperfection/defect. 

 hyper- (prefix) – over; beyond; excessively. 

 hyper-nationalism (noun) – extreme nationalism, 

ultra-nationalism. 

 xenophobia (noun) – Greek phrase meaning 

fear/hatred of foreigners; racism. 

 sap (verb) – erode, deplete, reduce, lessen, 

lower, undermine, exhaust, impair. 

 representational (adjective) – relating to  

representation. 

 pluralistic (adjective) – relating to a system in 

which people of diverse ethnic, racial, religious, 

or social groups coexist in harmony irrespective 

of their various differences. 

 governance (noun) – administration, rule. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 pledge (noun) – promise, undertaking, vow, 

word, commitment, assurance, oath, agreement, 

guarantee. 

 make up (phrasal verb) – comprise, compose, 

constitute. 

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

The ruling by the High Court in London that WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange, currently in a British 

prison, can be extradited to the U.S., where he is facing charges under the Espionage Act, is a blow to all 

those who believe in press freedom. A lower court had earlier this year rejected the U.S. request for 
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extradition, citing his mental health. His lawyers and doctors had argued that he might be driven to suicide by 

American jail conditions. But the High Court, after receiving some assurances from the U.S. authorities that 

Mr. Assange would not be held in restrictive prison conditions (based on his conduct), decided to allow the 

extradition. The U.S. accuses him of conspiring to hack into defence databases to get sensitive unclassified 

information. The leaks, the U.S. says, put lives at risk. If convicted, Mr. Assange, 50, could face up to 175 

years in jail. His legal team will now appeal and the legal process could drag on for years. But these cases 

have already put him in one or the other form of confinement for years. He took refuge in the Ecuadorian 

Embassy in London in 2012 while facing a probe on accusations of sexual assault in Sweden, which were later 

dropped. In 2019, after his arrest from the Embassy, he was jailed for 50 weeks in the U.K. for breaching his 

bail conditions. He is now in London’s Belmarsh prison. 

The documents WikiLeaks released on the Iraq and Afghan wars, which were published by almost all 

media houses, exposed official crimes and cover-ups. Any responsible, democratic government should have 

taken action against those who committed those crimes. Instead, the U.S. government went after the 

publisher. The Trump administration unsealed the indictment against Mr. Assange for violating the Espionage 

Act, a First World War-era law, after his 2019 arrest. The U.S. government argued that he was not a 

journalist. But beyond the definition of journalism, what the U.S. tried to do was to use a controversial law to 

punish someone who published unpleasant truths about powerful entities. If he is extradited and convicted, 

it would set a bad precedent for press freedom and investigative journalism, raising questions about the 

protection the First Amendment offers to the press. It is ironic that the administration of President Joseph 

Biden, who convened a global “Summit for Democracy” last week and emphasised the role of free press, is 

following Mr. Trump’s policies in pursuing Mr. Assange. If the U.S. and the U.K., among the world’s oldest 

democracies, are serious about their proclaimed commitment to press freedom, they should take steps to set 

Mr. Assange free. The ordeal the “free world” has put this man in for exposing abuses of power has taken 

away years from his life and affected his health. This should not go on forever. 

 

 ordeal (noun) – unpleasant experience, misery, 

trouble, nightmare.   

 extradition (noun) – the action of 

surrendering/handing over a fugitive (a person 

who has escaped from being confined/accused 

of a crime) from one jurisdiction to another by 

mutual agreements between the two countries. 

deportation, handover, expulsion. 

 try (verb) – hear, investigate (a case) and make 

a formal judgement on it; pass judgement on, 

adjudge, adjudicate. 

 expose (verb) – uncover, reveal, show, display, 

exhibit, disclose. 

 abuse (noun) – misuse, misapplication, 

misemployment. 

 walk free (phrase) – to be released from 

custody without being changed/punished. 

 ruling (noun) – judgement, adjudication, verdict. 

 WikiLeaks (noun) – an international non-profit 

organisation that publishes news leaks and 

classified media provided by anonymous 

sources. 

 extradite (verb) – to surrender a fugitive (a 

person who has escaped from being 

confined/accused of crime) from one (country’s) 

jurisdiction to another by mutual agreements 

between the two countries; hand over, deport, 

banish/expel. 

 charge (noun) – accusation, allegation, blame, 

indictment. 

 the Espionage Act (noun) – a First World War-

era law; The Espionage Act of 1917 makes it a 

crime to interfere with or attempt to undermine 

or interfere with the efforts of the U.S. armed 

forces during a war, or to in any way assist the 

war efforts of the nation’s enemies. The 

Espionage Act of 1917 was passed by Congress 

on June 15, 1917, two months after the United 

States entered World War I. 

 blow (noun) – shock, surprise; 

setback/misfortune. 

 cite (verb) – refer to, adduce, make reference 

to, invoke. 

 drive (verb) – force, compel, impel. 

 hold (verb) – imprison, lock up, put behind bars, 

put in prison, put in jail, incarcerate, confine. 

 restrictive (adjective) – restricting, constraining, 

confining, sprohibitive. 

 conduct (noun) – behaviour, way of behaving, 

performance. 
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 conspire (verb) – plot, collude, collaborate, 

intrigue; work/act together. 

 hack (verb) – gain unauthorized access to 

something (e.g. database). 

 sensitive (adjective) – delicate, problematic, 

tricky. 

 unclassified (adjective) – accessible/available to 

everyone and not secret. 

 at risk (phrase) – in danger, peril, jeopardy, 

hazard, threat. 

 convicted (adjective) – declared guilty; 

sentenced. 

 face up to (phrasal verb) – accept & deal with a 

(difficult) problem. 

 face (verb) – be faced with, encounter, 

experience. 

 up to (phrase) – equal to a mentioned value, 

number, level. 

 drag on (phrasal verb) – continue, keep going, 

go on boringly/tediously. 

 confinement (noun) – imprisonment, 

incarceration, captivity, detention, restraint. 

 refuge (noun) – protection, shelter, place of 

safety, place of security. 

 accusation (noun) – allegation, charge, 

indictment. 

 sexual assault (noun) – sexual misconduct, 

molestation, sexual interference, physical 

violence, sexual offence. 

 drop (verb) – abandon, give up, discontinue. 

 breach (verb) – break, contravene, violate. 

 bail (noun) – conditional, temporary release of 

an arrested/imprisoned person when a specified 

amount of security is deposited or pledged (as 

cash or property) to ensure his/her appearance 

in court when required. 

 cover-up (noun) – an attempt to conceal a 

mistake/crime. 

 go after (phrasal verb) – follow/chase/pursue 

someone or something in order to catch them. 

 unseal (verb) – unfasten, untie. 

 indictment (noun) – a formal charge, 

accusation, allegation (of a serious 

misconduct/wrongdoing). 

 violate (verb) – breach, contravene, fail to 

comply with. 

 entity (noun) – organization, establishment. 

 convict (verb) – declare guilty, find guilty, 

sentence. 

 precedent (noun) – model, exemplar, example, 

pattern; previous example/instance, prior 

instance. 

 investigative journalism (noun) – It means the 

unveiling of matters that are concealed either 

deliberately by someone in a position of power, 

or accidentally, behind a chaotic mass of facts 

and circumstances – and the analysis and 

exposure of all relevant facts to the public. 

(Courtesy UNESCO) 

 First Amendment (noun) – The First 

Amendment (Amendment I) to the United 

States Constitution prevents the government 

from making laws that regulate an 

establishment of religion, prohibit the free 

exercise of religion, or abridge the freedom of 

speech, the freedom of the press, the freedom 

of assembly, or the right to petition the 

government for a redress of grievances. It was 

adopted on December 15, 1791, as one of the 

ten amendments that constitute the Bill of 

Rights. 

 ironic (adjective) – strange, unexpected, odd, 

paradoxical. 

 convene (verb) – call/get together, assemble, 

gather. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave. 

 Summit for Democracy (noun) – On December 

9-10, 2021, President Biden will host the first of 

two Summits for Democracy, which will bring 

together leaders from government, civil society, 

and the private sector to set forth an affirmative 

agenda for democratic renewal and to tackle 

the greatest threats faced by democracies today 

through collective action. 

 emphasise (verb) – call attention to, put stress 

on, underscore, highlight. 

 pursue (verb) – go after, follow, chase. 

 proclaimed (adjective) – publicized, trumpeted, 

asserted. 

 set free (phrase) – release, free, let go. 

 put someone/something in for something 

(phrase) – to arrange for someone/something to 

take part in an  examination. 

 go on (phrasal verb) – happen, take place, 

occur; continue, last. 

 forever (adverb) – continually, continuously, 

constantly, endlessly, repeatedly, regularly. 
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