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1. belated (adjective) – late/tardy, delayed, behind schedule/time. 
2. acquittal (noun) – declaration of innocence, clearing/discharge/release, absolution. 
3. highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, emphasize. 
4. junk (verb) – throw away, discard, abandon/shed. 
5. Kafkaesque (adjective) – complex/complicated, difficult, frightening/confusing situation. 
6. nomadic (adjective) – wandering, roaming, travelling/rambling. Nomads are people who have 

no permanent home, travel from place to place in search of food (for them and their herd of 
animals). 

7. gallows (noun) – execution by hanging. 
8. juvenile (adjective) – young, teenage, underage. 
9. silver lining (noun) – consoling and hopeful aspect of a difficult/unpleasant situation. 
10. elapse (verb) – pass, go by, roll past. 
11. testimony (noun) – evidence, proof, attestation/witness. 
12. apprehend (verb) – arrest, catch, capture (for a crime). 
13. heinous (adjective) – extremely bad & evil, shocking, horrible/wicked. 
14. influence (verb) – dominate, overarch, control. 
15. condign (adjective) – well deserved, merited, warranted/justified. 
16. render (verb) – deliver hand down, give/announce (a judgement/verdict). 
17. brush aside (phrasal verb) – dismiss, disregard, ignore. 
18. discrepancy (noun) –  mismatch, dissimilarity/difference, variation/deviation. 
19. rope in (phrasal verb) – enlist, engage, persuade. 
20. retention (noun) – the continued possession & use of something. 
21. statute (noun) – act/law, regulation, rule. 
22. notorious (adjective) – infamous, disreputable, ill-famed (for something bad). 
23. inevitable (adjective) – unavoidable, sure to happen, unpreventable. 
24. redound (verb) – contribute to, result in,  effect. 
25. affluent (adjective) – wealthy, rich, well off/well-to-do. 
26. influential (noun) – powerful, authoritative, dominant (people). 
27. bias (noun) – prejudice, partisanship, one-sidedness. 
28. arbitrary (adjective) – capricious, personal (whim/choice), erratic/irregular. 
29. clamour (noun) – protest, complaint, outcry/commotion. 
30. call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly ask/necessitate, demand. 
31. throw up (phrasal verb) – produce something. 
32. dilemma (noun) – difficulty, problem, quandary/predicament 

Back to life: on the belated acquittal of death 

row convicts 

Belated acquittal of death row convicts highlights the need to junk the death 

penalty 

It is a tale of Kafkaesque horror. Six members of a nomadic tribe spent 16 years in 

prison in Maharashtra; three of them were on death row for 13 of these years, while the 
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other three faced the gallows for nearly a decade. One of them was a juvenile at the time of 

the offence. And all this for a crime they did not commit. The only silver lining for the six 

convicts is that even though 10 years had elapsed since the Supreme Court imposed the 

death penalty on them, the sentence was not carried out. Hearing on their review petitions 

became an occasion for another Bench of the Supreme Court to revisit the 2009 verdict. A 

three-judge Bench has now found that unreliable testimony had been used to convict the 

six men. One of the two eyewitnesses had identified four others from police files as 

members of the gang that had raided their hut in 2003, but these four were not 

apprehended. The gang had stolen ₹3,000 and some ornaments, killed five members of the 

family, including a 15-year-old girl, who was also raped. It is possible that the heinous 

nature of the crime had influenced the outcome of the case. The belief that condign 

punishment is necessary for rendering complete justice could be behind courts brushing 

aside discrepancies or improvements in the evidence provided by witnesses. On a fresh 

hearing of the appeals, the court has concluded that the accused, who were roped in as 

accused in this case after being found to be involved in an unrelated crime elsewhere, were 

innocent. 

The case, in itself, holds a strong argument against the retention of the death penalty on the 

statute book. Had the sentence against these six been carried out, the truth would have been 

buried with them. In recent years, the Supreme Court has been limiting the scope for 

resorting to the death penalty by a series of judgments that recognise the rights of death 

row convicts. A few years ago it ruled that review petitions in cases of death sentence 

should be heard in open court. In a country notorious for “the law’s delay”, it is inevitable 

that the long wait on death row, either for a review hearing or for the disposal of a mercy 

petition, could ultimately redound to the benefit of the convicts and their death sentences 

altered to life terms. In a system that many say favours the affluent and the influential, the 

likelihood of institutional bias against the socially and economically weak is quite high. 

Also, there is a perception that the way the “rarest of rare cases” norm is applied by various 

courts is arbitrary and inconsistent. The clamour for justice often becomes a call for the 

maximum sentence. In that sense, every death sentence throws up a moral dilemma on 

whether the truth has been sufficiently established. The only way out of this is the abolition 

of the death penalty altogether. 
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