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ABSTRACT

Media trials, characterized by extensive and often sensationalized reporting of legal
cases, have become a contentious issue in the intersection of media and justice. While
the media plays a critical role in promoting transparency and holding institutions
accountable, its overreach can jeopardize the fundamental rights of both the accused
and victims. For the accused, media trials frequently undermine the presumption of
innocence, stigmatizing individuals before due process is complete and influencing
public perception and judicial outcomes. Similarly, victims often face violations of
their privacy and dignity, particularly in sensitive cases, as sensationalism takes
precedence over ethical reporting.

This paper examines the legal and ethical dimensions of media trials, focusing on their
impact on the right to a fair trial, the right to privacy, and the larger implications for
judicial independence. Drawing from constitutional principles, judicial precedents,
and case studies, it highlights the need to balance freedom of the press with the rights
of those involved in judicial processes. The analysis underscores the urgency for
regulatory frameworks and journalistic accountability to mitigate the adverse effects
of media trials while preserving their constructive role in fostering justice and public

awareness.

Introduction

Media trials refer to the phenomenon where the media takes on the role of the judiciary by
investigating, analyzing, and often passing judgment on legal matters before the courts deliver a
verdict. This practice goes beyond factual reporting to involve speculation, sensationalism, and
sometimes bias, creating a parallel "trial by media.” While media plays a pivotal role in informing
the public and fostering accountability, its overreach into judicial processes often distorts the
principles of justice. Media trials can shape public perception through selective reporting,
influencing opinions about the accused or victim, and potentially prejudicing legal proceedings.
In India there were times when people were subject to slavery system during the colonial time
period. During that time press was there and different legislation were there for regulating press
such as Vernacular Press Act 1878 , Censorship of Press Act, 1799, Metcalfe Act and Indian Press
Act, 1910 etc to circulate whatever information they like. It is like freedom is there to write but
what to write is decided by British people. It’s after independence media got its recognition and
started to enjoy their freedom to convey to the public whatever happening in the society. Press was
called as the fourth pillar of democracy as it seen as voice for the public . The pervasive influence
of media trials lies in their capacity to amplify narratives, often framing individuals as guilty or
innocent before the courts have adjudicated. This can erode the principle of presumption of
innocence, a cornerstone of justice, particularly when media sensationalizes cases for viewership
or readership. Public opinion, shaped by such coverage, may exert undue pressure on the judiciary,
compromising the independence of judicial processes. In some cases, media trials have led to a
mob mentality, where prejudgments overshadow facts and evidence, thereby undermining fair trial
rights and the dignity of all parties involved.
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Freedom of Media And Abuse of Freedom By Media

Freedom of the media is a fundamental aspect of democracy, serving as a watchdog that ensures
accountability, transparency, and dissemination of information. In India, this freedom is derived
from Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution, which guarantees the right to freedom of speech and
expression. Courts have emphasized the importance of this right, stating that an independent and
free media is essential for the functioning of a healthy democracy. In Romesh Thappar v. State of
Madras (1950), the Supreme Court recognized the critical role of press freedom in shaping public
opinion and sustaining democracy. However, this freedom is not absolute and is subject to
reasonable restrictions under Article 19(2) to maintain public order, decency, morality, and prevent
defamation or contempt of court. While media plays a crucial role in justice delivery and raising
awareness, there are instances where this freedom is misused, leading to adverse consequences.
Sensationalism, biased reporting, and trial by media are common forms of abuse that undermine
justice. In Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), the Supreme Court observed that
media trials could prejudice judicial proceedings and affect the administration of justice. The Court
introduced the concept of "postponement orders," allowing courts to delay media reporting of cases
where such reporting could impact the fairness of trials. This judgment highlighted the delicate
balance between media freedom and judicial integrity.

Another example of media abuse is evident in cases where victims’ privacy and dignity are
compromised for sensational stories. In R. Rajagopal v. State of Tamil Nadu (1994), the Supreme
Court recognized the right to privacy as part of Article 21 and held that unauthorized publications
violating an individual’s dignity could not be justified under the guise of press freedom. Media’s
tendency to sensationalize sensitive cases, especially those involving vulnerable groups, often
results in irreparable harm, illustrating the need for stricter regulations and ethical journalism.
Unchecked media practices also risk creating a "mob mentality," influencing public opinion and
pressuring judicial processes. In State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the
Supreme Court criticized the role of media in sensationalizing high-profile cases, cautioning
against the influence of public sentiment on judicial independence. These cases underscore the
need for a balanced approach where media freedom is exercised responsibly, ensuring that it does
not encroach upon the rights of individuals or the sanctity of judicial processes. Strengthening
regulatory mechanisms and fostering journalistic accountability are vital steps to curb media abuse
while preserving its indispensable role in democracy.

Role of Media in Judicial Processes

The media is often hailed as the fourth pillar of democracy, complementing the legislative,
executive, and judicial branches by acting as a watchdog that upholds accountability and
transparency. Its primary function is to disseminate information, expose corruption, and provide a
platform for diverse voices. In Bennett Coleman & Co. v. Union of India (1973), the Supreme
Court emphasized the media’s role in enabling informed decision-making by the public, stating
that freedom of the press is a vital part of the constitutional right to freedom of speech and
expression under Article 19(1)(a). This freedom empowers the media to scrutinize the actions of
the government and other institutions, ensuring they remain answerable to the people. Media’s
ability to expose misconduct has played a transformative role in democratic governance.
Investigative journalism has brought several cases of corruption, human rights violations, and
abuse of power to light. For instance, the media's role in exposing the 2G spectrum scam and
Commonwealth Games scandal exemplifies its potential to foster transparency and hold public
officials accountable. The judiciary has recognized this aspect of the media's role in cases like
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Printers (Mysore) Ltd. v. Assistant Commercial Tax Officer (1994), where it observed that an
informed citizenry is essential for the functioning of a democracy and that the press plays a vital
role in this process.

The case of CBI v. Nupur and Rajesh Talwar (2017) revolves around the tragic 2008 double
murders of 14-year-old Arushi Talwar and their domestic servant, Hemraj Banjade, in Noida. The
case garnered intense media coverage, leading to a media trial that heavily influenced public
perception of the Talwar couple's guilt. The media sensationalized the case, often reporting on
unsubstantiated theories and portraying the Talwars as guilty before the trial had even begun. This
public scrutiny, fueled by constant media coverage, put enormous pressure on the legal process,
potentially affecting the impartiality of investigations and trials. The media's portrayal of the
Talwars as murderers shaped public opinion, despite the lack of concrete evidence.In 2017, the
Allahabad High Court acquitted Rajesh and Nupur Talwar, ruling that there was insufficient
evidence to convict them, and acknowledging that the case was poorly handled by the investigation
authorities. The judgment underlined the profound impact of media trials, highlighting how they
can interfere with the judicial process by creating a narrative of guilt, irrespective of legal facts.
The Talwars' acquittal emphasized the importance of fair trials and the potential harm caused by
prejudicial media coverage, which may influence both public opinion and legal outcomes. The
case serves as a reminder of the need to prevent media interference in judicial matters to ensure
justice is served based on facts and not on public speculation.

The media’s role as a democratic pillar must align with constitutional values and ethical principles.
Unregulated media practices can lead to sensationalism, misinformation, and undue influence on
public opinion. In Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), the Supreme Court
acknowledged that while media freedom is essential for accountability, it must not prejudice
judicial processes or infringe on individual rights. The judgment highlighted the necessity of
balancing freedom of the press with fair trial rights, demonstrating that unchecked media reporting
can harm democratic principles. To sustain its role as a pillar of democracy, the media must
practice responsible journalism that prioritizes truth, accuracy, and impartiality. Regulatory
frameworks, such as the Press Council of India, and legal safeguards like contempt of court
provisions under the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971, help ensure accountability. In R. Rajagopal
v. State of Tamil Nadu (1994), the Supreme Court underscored the importance of media integrity,
stating that while the press is free to criticize public officials, it must respect individual privacy
and dignity. Thus, a free yet accountable media is indispensable for strengthening democracy and
upholding justice.

In the case of Nambi Narayanan v. State of Kerala (2018), the Supreme Court of India ruled in
favor of Nambi Narayanan, a former ISRO scientist who had been falsely accused of espionage
and leaking sensitive space technology to foreign agents in 1994. Narayanan’s arrest and
subsequent trial were heavily influenced by a media trial, which sensationalized the allegations
and damaged his reputation before the legal process could unfold. The media's unverified reporting
led to widespread public condemnation, and Narayanan faced significant personal and professional
repercussions. The Supreme Court, in its judgment, criticized the Kerala Police for their wrongful
arrest and the malicious prosecution, and ordered a compensation of 50 lakh for the damage
caused to his dignity. This case highlighted the detrimental impact of media trials, emphasizing
how such reporting can undermine the presumption of innocence and fairness in legal proceedings,
leading to irreversible harm to individuals' lives, especially when the accused is eventually proven
innocent.

3496 | Page



3 N Impact of Media Trial on Rights of Accused and Victim
SEEJPH SEEJPH Volume XXV,S2, 2024, ISSN: 2197-5248;Posted:05-12-2024

In the CBI v. Rhea Chakraborty (2020) case, Rhea Chakraborty, the girlfriend of Bollywood actor
Sushant Singh Rajput, was arrested by the Narcotics Control Bureau (NCB) amid allegations of
drug-related offenses following Rajput’s death. The case, which was initially ruled as a suicide,
became a national spectacle, with media outlets extensively covering the investigation and fueling
a media trial. The media’s portrayal of Rhea as a key figure responsible for Rajput’s death, based
on unverified accusations and sensational reporting, severely impacted her reputation and legal
proceedings. Despite the lack of conclusive evidence linking Rhea to Rajput's death, the media's
aggressive coverage of her personal life and her criminal charges created a public narrative of
guilt, undermining her right to a fair trial. The case highlights the damaging effects of media trials,
where public opinion is shaped by speculative reports rather than legal facts, leading to prejudice
against the accused even before the judicial process is completed.

The media plays a pivotal role in reporting crime, informing the public about critical incidents,
and shaping societal understanding of justice and accountability. By providing real-time updates
and in-depth analyses, the media helps create awareness about crimes, highlights systemic failures,
and demands action from authorities. This role was recognized in Romesh Thappar v. State of
Madras (1950), where the Supreme Court of India upheld the importance of media in fostering
transparency and informed public discourse. Responsible reporting can bring attention to issues
often ignored, such as gender-based violence or corruption, empowering the public to hold
institutions accountable and demanding reform. The media’s influence on public discourse is not
without challenges. Sensationalized reporting and biased narratives can create prejudice,
undermine the presumption of innocence, and incite public outrage. In State of Maharashtra v.
Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the Supreme Court cautioned against the media’s tendency to
sensationalize criminal cases, warning that such practices could interfere with the judicial process
and fuel a "trial by media." Irresponsible reporting not only affects the accused and victims but
can also polarize public opinion, leading to societal divisions. While the media has the potential to
positively influence public discourse, its impact must be guided by ethical journalism and
adherence to the principles of justice and fairness.

Impact on the Rights of the Accused
e Presumption of innocence: Undermining the fundamental right under Article 21.

The presumption of innocence is a cornerstone of criminal jurisprudence, ensuring that every
individual accused of a crime is considered innocent until proven guilty. This principle is intrinsic
to the right to life and personal liberty guaranteed under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution. It
safeguards individuals against arbitrary punishments and protects their dignity throughout the
judicial process. In Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India (1978), the Supreme Court expanded the
scope of Article 21, emphasizing that procedural fairness is an integral part of the right to life and
liberty. The presumption of innocence is critical in ensuring a fair trial, as any deviation from this
principle can jeopardize justice and violate fundamental rights.

Media trials and prejudicial reporting often undermine this presumption by portraying the accused
as guilty before the court reaches a verdict. In Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012),
the Supreme Court observed that media sensationalism could unfairly influence public opinion
and judicial proceedings, violating the accused’s right to a fair trial. This impact extends beyond
the courtroom, leading to societal stigmatization, loss of reputation, and emotional distress for the
accused and their families. By disregarding the presumption of innocence, media narratives risk
transforming judicial processes into spectacles, compromising the impartiality and integrity of
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justice delivery. Safeguarding this fundamental right requires balanced reporting that adheres to
ethical standards while respecting the rights of all parties involved.

e Prejudicial Reporting and Its Influence on Public and Judicial Perception

Prejudicial reporting by the media occurs when news coverage, particularly in criminal cases, is
biased, sensationalized, or speculative, creating a narrative that presumes guilt or innocence before
a judicial verdict. Such reporting can significantly influence public perception, shaping opinions
that may lead to societal prejudgment against the accused or even the victim. In State of
Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the Supreme Court criticized the media for
sensationalizing criminal cases, warning that this could lead to trial by media, effectively
undermining the judicial process. The power of the media to influence large audiences makes it
imperative to maintain neutrality in reporting, as prejudiced narratives can result in mob mentality,
stigmatization, and undue pressure on judicial institutions.

The influence of prejudicial reporting extends to judicial perception, posing a risk to the
impartiality of the courts. Judges, though trained to remain objective, operate within the broader
societal context and may unconsciously be swayed by overwhelming public opinion created by
biased media coverage. In Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), the Supreme Court
acknowledged this risk, highlighting how media narratives could potentially affect the fairness of
trials. To address this, courts have introduced safeguards, such as postponement orders to restrict
reporting that could prejudice ongoing trials. However, the effectiveness of these measures
depends on the media’s adherence to ethical journalism and the strict enforcement of laws designed
to protect the sanctity of judicial processes.

Impact on the Rights of the Victim
e Media’'s role in sensationalizing crimes involving victims.

The media often sensationalizes crimes involving victims, especially in cases of violent or heinous
acts, to attract viewership and increase revenue. This approach prioritizes dramatic narratives over
ethical reporting, often compromising the dignity and privacy of victims. In cases of sexual
violence, for instance, media outlets have been known to reveal sensitive details or even indirectly
identify victims, violating their rights and intensifying their trauma. The Supreme Court in State
of Punjab v. Gurmit Singh (1996) emphasized the need to maintain the confidentiality of victims
of sexual assault, cautioning against sensationalized reporting that can exacerbate their suffering.
Despite such judicial directions, sensationalism remains prevalent, undermining the rights and
dignity of victims.

Sensationalism in crime reporting not only impacts individual victims but also distorts public
perception of the justice process. By focusing on gruesome details, portraying victims in
stereotypical or dehumanizing ways, or framing narratives to evoke outrage, the media can incite
mob mentality and prejudice against the accused, irrespective of judicial outcomes. In R.
Rajagopal v. State of Tamil Nadu (1994), the Supreme Court recognized the right to privacy as
part of Article 21 and underscored the media’s duty to balance its freedom of expression with
respect for individual rights. Failure to adhere to these principles can lead to a trial by media that
undermines the judicial process and impacts victims’ ability to seek justice. The sensational
portrayal of crimes often sidelines the systemic issues that contribute to such incidents, shifting
focus from meaningful discourse to superficial outrage. Media’s obsession with dramatic coverage
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in high-profile cases frequently leads to neglect of ordinary victims and broader societal problems.
This imbalance was evident during the Nirbhaya gang rape case, where the intense media scrutiny
on the perpetrators and the crime’s brutality overshadowed discussions on long-term policy
changes for women's safety. Judicial interventions, such as the Delhi High Court’s advisory to
media houses during the case, emphasize the need for ethical reporting that respects victims’ rights
while fostering meaningful public dialogue on systemic issues.

e Influence on Legal Proceedings: Potential Risk of Victim-Blaming Narratives

The media's portrayal of crimes, especially those involving sexual assault or gender-based
violence, often contributes to victim-blaming narratives that influence both public opinion and
legal proceedings. Such narratives focus on the victim's actions, appearance, or behavior, rather
than on the perpetrator’s criminal conduct, thereby shifting the responsibility for the crime onto
the victim. This harmful portrayal can distort public perception and make it more difficult for
victims to receive a fair hearing in the court of law. In State of Punjab v. Gurmit Singh (1996), the
Supreme Court acknowledged the profound impact of media coverage on legal proceedings and
stressed the importance of avoiding any form of victim-blaming in reporting, as it may interfere
with the fair trial rights of the accused.

The media’s focus on victim-blaming can also have a direct impact on the course of legal
proceedings, particularly in high-profile cases. By shaping societal attitudes, media narratives can
pressure law enforcement, prosecutors, and judges to adopt biased approaches. In R. Rajagopal v.
State of Tamil Nadu (1994), the Supreme Court emphasized the need for the media to avoid
reporting details that could influence the impartiality of the judicial process. Such biased reporting
can lead to a distortion of facts, making it harder for victims to present their cases effectively and
for the court to remain impartial. The framing of the victim as responsible or complicit in the crime
undermines their legal standing and can affect the pursuit of justice.

Additionally, victim-blaming narratives can lead to the withdrawal of victims from legal
proceedings, discouraging them from coming forward to seek justice. The trauma of public
scrutiny, combined with the fear of being blamed for the crime, can silence many victims, thereby
perpetuating a cycle of impunity for perpetrators. In the Nirbhaya case (2012), intense media
coverage of the crime not only highlighted the brutality of the assault but also led to an outpouring
of victim-blaming commentary. The Supreme Court, in its judgment, underscored the importance
of ensuring a victim-centric approach in both legal proceedings and media reporting, recognizing
that the portrayal of victims must be handled with utmost sensitivity to prevent further harm and
facilitate the proper administration of justice.

Legal Framework Governing Media Trials

The Contempt of Courts Act, 1971 was enacted to prevent the media and other individuals from
publishing content that could potentially interfere with the administration of justice. The Act
prohibits any publication or broadcast that scandalizes or lowers the authority of the judiciary, or
prejudices the fair trial process. Under the Act, the court has the power to take action against media
houses for publishing reports that are likely to influence the outcome of ongoing trials,
compromising the rights of the accused and the victim. In Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v.
SEBI (2012), the Supreme Court emphasized the importance of adhering to the provisions of the
Contempt of Courts Act, noting that media’s sensational reporting could create a prejudicial
environment, potentially undermining a fair trial.
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The Act thus seeks to balance the freedom of the press with the need for a fair and impartial judicial
process. It is intended to ensure that media reporting does not unduly influence public opinion or
pressure judges in their decision-making. In R. Rajagopal v. State of Tamil Nadu (1994), the
Supreme Court warned against any media reporting that could affect the dignity of court
proceedings and infringe upon the right to a fair trial. This case reinforced the notion that the
media, while enjoying freedom of speech, must exercise its powers responsibly and refrain from
reporting in a manner that prejudices legal proceedings or undermines judicial independence.

Article 19(1)(a) of the Indian Constitution guarantees the right to freedom of speech and
expression, making it one of the foundational rights of citizens. This provision ensures that
individuals and the media can express their opinions freely, contribute to public debate, and
disseminate information without undue governmental interference. However, this freedom is not
absolute and is subject to reasonable restrictions under Article 19(2) to ensure that it does not harm
public order, decency, morality, or the sovereignty and integrity of the nation. In Romesh Thappar
v. State of Madras (1950), the Supreme Court clarified that while freedom of speech is a
fundamental right, it can be restricted for specific purposes like preventing defamation, contempt
of court, or incitement to violence, provided such restrictions are reasonable and not arbitrary.

The balancing of freedom of speech and expression against reasonable restrictions has been a
subject of judicial scrutiny in various cases. In Sakal Papers v. Union of India (1962), the Supreme
Court reinforced the principle that while the press enjoys freedom of expression, it must be
exercised with responsibility, especially in the context of matters like national security and judicial
fairness. In Indian Express Newspapers v. Union of India (1985), the Court held that restrictions
imposed on free speech must be tested against the criteria of reasonableness and necessity. In the
context of media trials and prejudicial reporting, courts have often invoked these principles to
ensure that the media does not overstep its boundaries, especially when it interferes with the fair
administration of justice, such as in the Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012) case,
where the Court ruled that the media’s coverage of legal proceedings could be restricted to ensure
a fair trial.

The Press Council of India (PCI) and the News Broadcasting Standards Authority (NBSA) play
crucial roles in ensuring ethical practices in the media, particularly with regard to maintaining
standards in reporting and preventing prejudicial or harmful content. The PCI, established in 1966,
is a statutory body that functions as a self-regulatory mechanism for the print media. It aims to
preserve the freedom of the press while ensuring that journalists and media organizations adhere
to ethical norms. The PCI has the authority to take action against media houses for publishing
misleading or defamatory content, particularly in cases that may prejudice ongoing judicial
proceedings. In Sakal Papers v. Union of India (1962), the Supreme Court upheld the importance
of press freedom but also stressed the need for media regulation to maintain public order and
fairness, an objective pursued by bodies like PCI.

Similarly, the NBSA, which regulates news channels, plays an essential role in addressing
complaints related to broadcast content that may violate ethical standards or harm public interest.
The NBSA issues guidelines for broadcasters on reporting news, especially concerning matters
like privacy, sensationalism, and fair trial rights. In R. Rajagopal v. State of Tamil Nadu (1994),
the Supreme Court highlighted the need for responsible media reporting, recognizing the right to
privacy and the need for media to respect the dignity of individuals. Regulatory bodies like the
NBSA and PCI are empowered to ensure that the media follows guidelines that uphold fairness
and prevent the sensationalization of crimes or judicial interference, as seen in Sahara India Real
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Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), where the Court underlined the role of media in maintaining
judicial fairness and public confidence.

Importance of Ensuring Judicial Independence and Fair Trial Rights

Judicial independence is a cornerstone of a democratic legal system, ensuring that judges can make
impartial decisions without interference from external forces, such as the government, political
pressures, or public opinion. This independence guarantees that justice is not only done but is seen
to be done. In K. Veeraswami v. Union of India (1991), the Supreme Court of India highlighted
that judicial independence is an essential feature of the Constitution, as it safeguards the rule of
law and ensures that the judiciary can act as a check on the arbitrary exercise of power by the
executive and legislature. Without an independent judiciary, the administration of justice would
be compromised, and citizens' rights could be easily undermined.

A critical aspect of judicial independence is the protection of the fair trial rights of all individuals,
ensuring that both the accused and the victim receive a fair hearing. The right to a fair trial is
enshrined in Article 21 of the Indian Constitution, which guarantees the protection of life and
personal liberty. In Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India (1978), the Supreme Court expanded the
scope of Article 21 to encompass the right to a fair trial, asserting that no person should be deprived
of their liberty without due process. This includes the right to legal representation, the right to be
informed of charges, and the right to a trial by an impartial tribunal.

The media plays a significant role in influencing public opinion, which can sometimes prejudice
the fairness of trials. Sensationalized or biased reporting can create a public atmosphere of guilt or
innocence before the court has had the opportunity to evaluate the evidence. In Sahara India Real
Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), the Supreme Court acknowledged the potential harm caused by
media trials, emphasizing that reporting which interferes with the judicial process undermines the
principle of a fair trial. Courts have taken steps to mitigate the effects of prejudicial media coverage
by imposing restrictions on the reporting of ongoing legal proceedings, ensuring that public
opinion does not interfere with judicial decisions. Protecting the fairness of trials is essential to
maintaining the integrity of the judicial system. If a person is denied a fair trial, it erodes public
confidence in the legal process and fosters a sense of injustice. In State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra
Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the Supreme Court underscored that fair trial rights must be safeguarded
at all costs to maintain the credibility of the justice system. Ensuring that both the accused and the
victim are treated fairly allows the judiciary to uphold the rule of law and deliver just outcomes.
The judicial independence and the right to a fair trial are integral to upholding human dignity. In
a democratic society, every individual is entitled to a fair process, regardless of the nature of the
charges against them. In Kailash Chandra v. State of U.P. (2005), the Supreme Court stressed that
the right to a fair trial is a fundamental human right, acknowledging that a fair and impartial trial
is a key aspect of protecting personal dignity. Ensuring these rights helps to build a judicial system
that is not only just but also trusted by the public, maintaining the legitimacy of the legal system
as a whole. Judicial independence and the protection of fair trial rights are therefore essential to
the effective functioning of a democracy and the preservation of individual liberties.

Conclusion
The media plays a critical role in shaping public opinion, but when it comes to reporting on

criminal cases, especially high-profile ones, this power can become a double-edged sword. Media
trials, often characterized by sensationalized reporting, biased narratives, and premature
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judgments, can severely impact the rights of both the accused and the victim. The presumption of
innocence, a fundamental principle of criminal justice, is frequently undermined by prejudicial
media coverage, leading to societal stigmatization of the accused. This not only affects the
individual’s right to a fair trial but also distorts the judicial process by influencing public opinion,
which can, in turn, pressure legal institutions to act in ways that compromise impartiality. For
victims, media trials can be equally detrimental. Sensational coverage of their traumatic
experiences, often with intrusive and dehumanizing reporting, compounds their suffering and
violates their right to privacy. Victims of violent crimes, particularly sexual assault, are often
subjected to further trauma by the media, which can lead to a culture of victim-blaming. In some
cases, the media’s portrayal of the victim, whether through revealing personal details or
sensationalizing aspects of the crime, can harm the victim’s dignity and hinder their ability to
participate in the judicial process without fear of public judgment or retribution.

The judiciary has recognized the harmful impact of media trials on the rights of both accused and
victim. Courts have repeatedly stressed the importance of maintaining the presumption of
innocence and ensuring that media coverage does not interfere with the right to a fair trial. In
numerous judgments, such as Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012) and Rajendra
Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the Indian Supreme Court has underlined the need for responsible media
reporting that upholds the integrity of judicial proceedings. This reflects the delicate balance
between the freedom of speech and the necessity to protect individuals’ rights, ensuring that the
media’s role does not overstep into prejudicing legal outcomes. The challenge lies in fostering a
media environment that respects both the rights of individuals and the integrity of the judicial
process. While the media has a responsibility to inform and engage the public, it must do so in a
way that upholds ethical standards, preserves the dignity of all parties involved, and ensures a fair
trial. Regulatory bodies like the Press Council of India and the News Broadcasting Standards
Authority have a crucial role in ensuring that media outlets adhere to these standards. By enforcing
responsible reporting, the media can continue to fulfill its democratic role without compromising
the rights of those affected by criminal proceedings, ensuring that justice remains impartial and
fair for both the accused and the victim.
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