
www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 
 

 

 

No part of this publication may be reproduced or copied in any form by any means 

without prior written permission of Editor-in-chief of White Black Legal – The 

Law Journal. The Editorial Team of White Black Legal holds the copyright to all 

articles contributed to this publication. The views expressed in this publication 

are purely personal opinions of the authors and do not reflect the views of the 

Editorial Team of White Black Legal. Though all efforts are made to ensure the 

accuracy and correctness of the information published, White Black Legal shall 

not be responsible for any errors caused due to oversight or otherwise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

EDITORIAL 

TEAM 
 

 

 

Raju Narayana Swamy (IAS ) Indian Administrative Service 

officer 
Dr. Raju Narayana Swamy popularly known as 

Kerala's Anti Corruption Crusader is the 

All India Topper of the 1991 batch of the IAS 

and is currently posted as Principal 

Secretary to the Government of Kerala . He has 

earned many accolades as he hit against 

the political-bureaucrat corruption nexus in 

India. Dr Swamy holds a B.Tech in Computer 

Science and Engineering from the IIT Madras 

and a Ph. D. in Cyber Law from Gujarat 

National Law University . He also has an LLM 

(Pro) ( with specialization in IPR) as well 

as three PG Diplomas from the National Law 

University, Delhi- one in Urban 

Environmental Management and Law, another 

in Environmental Law and Policy and a 

third one in Tourism and Environmental Law. 

He also holds a post-graduate diploma in 

IPR from the National Law School, Bengaluru 

and a professional diploma in Public 

Procurement from the World Bank. 

 

 

 

Dr. R. K. Upadhyay 

 

Dr. R. K. Upadhyay is Registrar, University of Kota 

(Raj.), Dr Upadhyay obtained LLB , LLM degrees from 

Banaras Hindu University & Phd from university of 

Kota.He has succesfully completed UGC sponsored 

M.R.P for the work in the ares of the various prisoners 

reforms in the state of the Rajasthan. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

Senior Editor 
 

Dr. Neha Mishra 
 

Dr. Neha Mishra is Associate Professor & Associate 

Dean (Scholarships) in Jindal Global Law School, OP 

Jindal Global University. She was awarded both her PhD 

degree and Associate Professor & Associate Dean M.A.; 

LL.B. (University of Delhi); LL.M.; Ph.D. (NLSIU, 

Bangalore) LLM from National Law School of India 

University, Bengaluru; she did her LL.B. from Faculty of 

Law, Delhi University as well as M.A. and B.A. from 

Hindu College and DCAC from DU respectively. Neha 

has been a Visiting Fellow, School of Social Work, 

Michigan State University, 2016 and invited speaker 

Panelist at Global Conference, Whitney R. Harris World 

Law Institute, Washington University in St.Louis, 2015. 
 

 

Ms. Sumiti Ahuja 
Ms. Sumiti Ahuja, Assistant Professor, Faculty of Law, University 

of Delhi, 

 Ms. Sumiti Ahuja completed her LL.M. from the Indian Law 

Institute with specialization in Criminal Law and Corporate Law, 

and has over nine years of teaching experience. She has done her 

LL.B. from the Faculty of Law, University of Delhi. She is currently 

pursuing Ph.D. in the area of Forensics and Law. Prior to joining 

the teaching profession, she has worked as Research Assistant for 

projects funded by different agencies of Govt. of India. She has 

developed various audio-video teaching modules under UGC e-PG 

Pathshala programme in the area of Criminology, under the aegis 

of an MHRD Project. Her areas of interest are Criminal Law, Law 

of Evidence, Interpretation of Statutes, and Clinical Legal 

Education. 
 

 

Dr. Navtika Singh Nautiyal 
 

 

Dr. Navtika Singh Nautiyal presently working as an Assistant 

Professor in School of law, Forensic Justice and Policy studies 

at National Forensic Sciences University, Gandhinagar, 

Gujarat. She has 9 years of Teaching and Research 

Experience. She has completed her Philosophy of Doctorate 

in ‘Intercountry adoption laws from Uttranchal University, 

Dehradun’ and LLM from Indian Law Institute, New Delhi. 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

 

Dr. Rinu Saraswat 
 

Associate Professor at School of Law, Apex University, Jaipur, 

M.A, LL.M, Ph.D, 

 

Dr. Rinu have 5 yrs of teaching experience in renowned 

institutions like Jagannath University and Apex University. 

Participated in more than 20 national and international seminars 

and conferences and 5 workshops and training programmes. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Nitesh Saraswat 
 

 

E.MBA, LL.M, Ph.D, PGDSAPM 

Currently working as Assistant Professor at Law Centre II, 

Faculty of Law, University of Delhi. Dr. Nitesh have 14 years of 

Teaching, Administrative and research experience in Renowned 

Institutions like Amity University, Tata Institute of Social 

Sciences, Jai Narain Vyas University Jodhpur, Jagannath 

University and Nirma University. 

More than 25 Publications in renowned National and 

International Journals and has authored a Text book on Cr.P.C 

and Juvenile Delinquency law. 

 

 

 

 

Subhrajit Chanda 
 

 

BBA. LL.B. (Hons.) (Amity University, Rajasthan); LL. M. 

(UPES, Dehradun) (Nottingham Trent University, UK); 

Ph.D. Candidate (G.D. Goenka University) 

 

Subhrajit did his LL.M. in Sports Law, from Nottingham 

Trent University of United Kingdoms, with international 

scholarship provided by university; he has also completed 

another LL.M. in Energy Law from University of Petroleum 

and Energy Studies, India. He did his B.B.A.LL.B. (Hons.) 

focussing on International Trade Law. 

 
 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOUT US 
 

 

 

 

 

       WHITE BLACK LEGAL is an open access, peer-reviewed and 

refereed journal providededicated to express views on topical legal 

issues, thereby generating a cross current of ideas on emerging 

matters. This platform shall also ignite the initiative and desire of 

young law students to contribute in the field of law. The erudite 

response of legal luminaries shall be solicited to enable readers to 

explore challenges that lie before law makers, lawyers and the 

society at large, in the event of the ever changing social, economic 

and technological scenario. 

                       With this thought, we hereby present to you 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 1 | May 2025       ISSN: 2581-8503 

  

THE ROLE OF MEDIA IN SHAPING JUDICIAL 

OUTCOMES: A STUDY OF HIGH - PROFILE CASES 
 

AUTHORED BY - DEEPAK MALIK 

 

 

Abstract 

The increasing intersection of media and criminal trials has led to significant legal and ethical 

debates concerning the impact of media trials on the right to a fair trial under Article 21 of 

the Indian Constitution. This research critically examines the role of both traditional and 

digital media in influencing judicial proceedings, particularly in high-profile cases. While 

Article 19(1)(a) guarantees freedom of speech and expression, it is subject to reasonable 

restrictions under Article 19(2) to prevent interference with judicial processes. The study 

delves into the historical evolution of media trials, the legal framework governing media 

conduct, and landmark cases such as State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi 

(1997)1 and R.K. Anand v. Registrar, Delhi High Court (2009)2, which have shaped judicial 

approaches to media influence. 

 

With the rise of social media platforms like Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram, "trial by 

hashtag" has emerged as a growing concern, where public opinion and misinformation often 

overshadow legal principles. Case studies of contemporary controversies, such as the Ranvir 

Ahlabadia & Samay Raina incident, further highlight the urgent need for judicial safeguards 

against media overreach. This paper explores judicial guidelines, regulatory mechanisms, 

and potential legal reforms to balance media freedom with judicial integrity. 

Recommendations include stricter implementation of the sub judice rule, amendments to 

the Contempt of Courts Act, and enhanced regulation of social media reporting on 

ongoing trials. 

 

The research underscores the imperative for responsible journalism in criminal trials and the 

necessity of comprehensive legal reforms to ensure justice remains impartial and 

uninfluenced by external pressures. 

                                                             
1 State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi, (1997) 8 SCC 386 (India). 
2 R.K. Anand v. Registrar, Delhi High Court, (2009) 8 SCC 106 (India). 
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Keywords: Media Trials, Right to Fair Trial, Freedom of Speech, Judicial Safeguards, 

Social Media Influence. 

 

1. Introduction 

The concept of a media trial refers to the influence of mass media—television, newspapers, 

and more recently, digital platforms—on the judicial process, particularly in high-profile 

criminal cases. In today’s fast-paced information age, the media often plays the role of an 

informal court, where public opinion is shaped even before the judiciary has pronounced its 

verdict. This phenomenon raises serious legal and ethical concerns, as the excessive media 

spotlight on an accused can prejudge their guilt or innocence, sometimes leading to public 

hysteria and potential miscarriage of justice. Media trials can create an atmosphere where 

legal principles such as the presumption of innocence (a fundamental tenet of criminal law) 

are overlooked, and public perception becomes heavily biased against the accused. 

 

The media's role in shaping public perception of criminal cases cannot be understated. Through 

extensive coverage, the media can either act as a watchdog, bringing important cases to light, 

or as a tool for sensationalism, prioritizing viewership over justice. The Jessica Lal murder 

case (2006) is a notable example where media pressure played a key role in ensuring justice 

was served. However, excessive media intervention can also be counterproductive, as seen in 

the Aarushi Talwar murder case (2013)3, where widespread speculation led to a distorted 

public narrative, possibly affecting the course of justice. The rise of social media has further 

amplified this issue, as instant news dissemination and trial by hashtags (#JusticeForX) 

can create pressure on investigating agencies and judicial officers, ultimately jeopardizing the 

neutrality of a fair trial. 

 

The right to a fair trial is a cornerstone of the Indian legal system and is enshrined under 

Article 21 of the Constitution of India, which guarantees the right to life and personal 

liberty. A fair trial ensures that an accused is judged solely based on evidence presented before 

a court of law, without external influences such as media coverage. The Supreme Court, in 

Zahira Habibullah Sheikh v. State of Gujarat (2006)4, emphasized the necessity of a fair 

trial as a fundamental right, stating that any trial conducted under media pressure would be a 

                                                             
3 Aarushi Talwar Case: See generally Rajesh Talwar v. CBI, (2013) 82 ACC 715 (India). 
4 Zahira Habibullah Sheikh v. State of Gujarat, (2006) 3 SCC 374 (India). 
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violation of natural justice principles. Similarly, in State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra 

Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the apex court cautioned against media trials, asserting that trials 

should be conducted in courtrooms, not in newspapers or television studios. 

 

Despite these safeguards, the intersection of media and judicial proceedings presents 

significant legal and ethical concerns. The Contempt of Courts Act, 1971, particularly 

Sections 2(c) and 3, prohibits publications that prejudice or interfere with judicial proceedings. 

Additionally, Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution, which grants freedom of speech, is subject 

to reasonable restrictions under Article 19(2) to maintain the integrity of court proceedings. 

However, in many instances, media houses prioritize sensationalism over journalistic ethics, 

leading to "trial by media", where an accused is convicted in the court of public opinion long 

before any judicial verdict. 

 

In light of these issues, this paper aims to critically analyze the impact of media on criminal 

trials, focusing on the balance between media freedom and judicial impartiality. It will 

explore relevant case laws, statutory provisions, and contemporary instances where media 

intervention has either facilitated or obstructed justice, including the recent cases of Ranvir 

Ahlabadia and Samay Raina. 

 

2. Research and Analysis 

2.1. Historical Background & Evolution of Media Trials 

The phenomenon of media trials has evolved over time, beginning with traditional print media 

and gradually expanding to television, and now, digital platforms and social media. 

Historically, newspapers played a crucial role in disseminating legal proceedings to the public, 

serving as a bridge between the judiciary and society. However, the role of media in criminal 

trials was largely limited to factual reporting. With the advent of television journalism, 

particularly in the late 20th century, the nature of media coverage changed, shifting towards 

real-time reporting and investigative journalism, often influencing public perception before 

the courts could deliver a verdict. Today, in the era of social media, the impact of media trials 

has intensified, with platforms such as Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram allowing unrestricted 

and instant public discourse on ongoing criminal trials, often leading to public outrage, online 

petitions, and widespread speculation that can compromise the sanctity of legal 

proceedings. 
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A key distinction between pre-social media and post-social media eras is the pace and reach 

of media influence. In the pre-digital age, newspaper and television coverage followed 

journalistic norms that, to some extent, prevented sensationalism and prejudicial reporting. 

However, as media houses became increasingly profit-driven, sensational coverage of criminal 

cases became more common. This was evident in cases such as the Nanavati case (K.M. 

Nanavati v. State of Maharashtra, 1962), where extensive media coverage influenced public 

sentiment, ultimately playing a role in the jury's decision-making process, leading to the 

abolition of the jury system in India. 

 

In contrast, the post-social media era has seen a dramatic rise in public participation in 

media trials, where individuals actively comment, speculate, and even issue "verdicts" on 

ongoing legal matters. The case of Sushant Singh Rajput’s death (2020)5 is a prime example 

of how social media fueled conspiracy theories, vilified certain individuals without concrete 

evidence, and exerted immense pressure on investigative agencies. The Supreme Court, in 

multiple instances, has acknowledged the dangers of media trials in such cases. For instance, 

in Sahara India Real Estate v. SEBI (2012), the Court emphasized the need for judicial 

intervention when excessive media coverage threatens to derail a fair trial, recognizing the 

importance of issuing "postponement orders" to regulate prejudicial reporting. 

 

Furthermore, before judicial verdicts are pronounced, the media’s role in shaping public 

perception can have profound consequences. The Best Bakery Case (Zahira Habibullah 

Sheikh v. State of Gujarat, 2006) highlighted how media exposure can lead to retrial and 

reopening of cases, demonstrating both the positive and negative aspects of media 

involvement. While media activism helped bring justice in this case, excessive media 

intervention can sometimes distort facts and lead to wrongful convictions or undue public 

pressure on the judiciary. The RK Anand v. Delhi High Court (2009) case further emphasized 

the need for journalistic ethics, ruling that sting operations and media interventions should not 

cross legal and ethical boundaries. 

 

Legally, the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971, under Section 36, prohibits publications that 

interfere with fair trials. Similarly, Article 19(2) allows for reasonable restrictions on free 

                                                             
5 Sushant Singh Rajput Case: See generally FIR No. 241/2020, Bihar Police, Patna (India). 
6 Contempt of Courts Act, No. 70 of 1971, § 3 (India). 
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speech in the interest of fair judicial proceedings. However, the enforcement of these provisions 

remains a challenge in the digital age, where unregulated social media discourse often 

influences public opinion without accountability. 

 

Thus, the evolution of media trials from newspapers to digital platforms has transformed the 

legal landscape, creating both opportunities and threats for the judicial process. While media 

plays a crucial role in ensuring transparency, its growing influence raises serious concerns 

about trial fairness, judicial independence, and the balance between media freedom and 

legal ethics. This paper will further explore how media intervention in criminal cases needs to 

be regulated to prevent undue influence while preserving the fundamental right to free 

speech. 

 

2.2. Legal Framework Governing Media and Trials 

The intersection of media freedom and judicial fairness is one of the most debated legal 

issues in India. The freedom of speech and expression guaranteed under Article 19(1)(a) of 

the Indian Constitution allows the press and the public to discuss and comment on matters of 

public interest, including criminal trials. However, this right is not absolute and is subject to 

reasonable restrictions under Article 19(2), which allows limitations on free speech in the 

interests of contempt of court, defamation, and public order. On the other hand, the right 

to a fair trial, enshrined in Article 21 of the Constitution, is a fundamental right that ensures 

an accused is judged solely on the basis of legally admissible evidence and due process, free 

from external influences, including media trials. The conflict between these two rights—

freedom of expression vs. the right to a fair trial—necessitates a strong legal framework to 

regulate media conduct in ongoing criminal proceedings. 

 

While the media plays a crucial role in disseminating information to the public, its unregulated 

influence on criminal trials can lead to public prejudice, thereby affecting the outcome of 

legal proceedings. In Sahara India Real Estate v. SEBI (2012), the Supreme Court 

emphasized the importance of balancing free speech with fair trial rights and permitted 

postponement orders in certain cases to prevent media interference. Similarly, in A.K. 

Gopalan v. State of Madras (1950), the Supreme Court held that Article 21 encompasses 

principles of natural justice, reinforcing the necessity of ensuring that trials remain free from 

external pressures, including media sensationalism. 
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Several statutory provisions exist to regulate media conduct and ensure that trials are not 

compromised by prejudicial reporting: 

1. Contempt of Courts Act, 1971: 

o Section 2(c)7 defines "criminal contempt" as any publication that prejudices or 

interferes with judicial proceedings. 

o Section 38 deals with "innocent publication," but provides exceptions only if the 

publication was made without knowledge of ongoing proceedings. 

o In A.G. v. BBC (1981), the UK courts ruled that prejudicial reporting during an 

ongoing trial amounts to contempt of court, a principle also followed in India. 

2. Code of Criminal Procedure (CrPC), 1973: 

o Section 3279 mandates that trials should be conducted in open court but allows 

for in-camera trials in sensitive cases, especially those involving sexual 

offenses or national security. 

o Section 48210 grants inherent powers to High Courts to prevent abuse of the 

judicial process, which can be used to issue orders against prejudicial media 

trials. 

3. Indian Penal Code (IPC), 1860: 

o Section 499-50011 provide for criminal defamation, making it an offense to 

publish false and defamatory content about individuals, including accused 

persons in a criminal trial. 

o Section 228A prohibits the disclosure of the identity of rape victims, ensuring 

privacy and dignity in sensitive cases. 

o In R. Rajagopal v. State of Tamil Nadu (1994), also known as the Auto 

Shankar case, the Supreme Court held that the right to privacy of an 

individual, especially an accused, must be safeguarded against excessive 

media intrusion. 

Recognizing the adverse impact of media trials, the Supreme Court and High Courts have 

consistently intervened to regulate media conduct: 

                                                             
7 Contempt of Courts Act, No. 70 of 1971, § 2(c) (India). 
8 Contempt of Courts Act, No. 70 of 1971, § 3 (India). 
9 Code of Criminal Procedure, No. 2 of 1974, § 327 (India). 
10 Code of Criminal Procedure, No. 2 of 1974, § 482 (India). 
11 Indian Penal Code, No. 45 of 1860, §§ 499-500 (Defamation) (India). 
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 In State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the apex court held 

that trials should be conducted inside the courtrooms and not in the media, warning 

against excessive media sensationalism. 

 The Arushi Talwar case (2013) demonstrated how media speculation and 

misinformation led to wrongful assumptions and public pressure, raising concerns 

about the judiciary’s ability to function independently. 

 In RK Anand v. Delhi High Court (2009), the Supreme Court criticized the unethical 

practice of sting operations influencing legal proceedings and reiterated that media 

should not overstep its role by acting as a parallel judiciary. 

In contemporary cases, such as the Sushant Singh Rajput case (2020) and the recent 

allegations surrounding Ranvir Allahbadia and Samay Raina, social media and digital 

news platforms have demonstrated the growing challenges of regulating media influence. 

The unchecked spread of unverified allegations, conspiracy theories, and defamatory 

content on platforms like YouTube and Twitter illustrates the urgent need for stronger legal 

enforcement of media ethics and judicial safeguards. 

 

Thus, while the media is an essential pillar of democracy, its role in criminal trials must be 

carefully regulated to ensure that justice is not compromised. This paper will further 

explore potential legal reforms and judicial guidelines to strike a balance between press 

freedom and the right to a fair trial in an era dominated by digital media and instant news 

dissemination. 

 

2.3. Landmark Cases on Media Trials 

The role of media in criminal trials has been a subject of intense judicial scrutiny in India, 

especially in cases where excessive media coverage has influenced public perception and, at 

times, judicial proceedings. Courts have repeatedly emphasized the importance of ensuring 

that media does not obstruct the administration of justice. Several landmark cases illustrate 

the challenges posed by media trials and the judiciary’s response to them. 

 

1. State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi (1997) – Defining Media Trials 

In State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal Gandhi (1997), the Supreme Court of India 

explicitly recognized the concept of media trials and its adverse effects on the administration 

of justice. The Court held that trials must take place inside courtrooms, not in the media, 

as prejudicial news reports can interfere with judicial independence and violate the accused’s 
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right to a fair trial under Article 21 of the Constitution. This case set a precedent that 

sensationalized reporting during a trial can be detrimental to the principles of natural 

justice. 

 

The ruling underscored the application of Article 19(2), which allows for reasonable 

restrictions on free speech in the interest of contempt of court and public order. It 

reaffirmed that prejudicial publications during an ongoing trial could amount to criminal 

contempt under the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971. 

 

2. R.K. Anand v. Delhi High Court (2009) – Ethics in Media Reporting 

The case of R.K. Anand v. Delhi High Court (2009) focused on the ethical boundaries of 

investigative journalism and the impact of sting operations on trials. The Supreme Court 

examined the role of media in exposing corruption within the legal system but warned against 

trial by media. The Court held that while sting operations can be used as tools of public 

interest, they should not interfere with legal proceedings or create a biased perception of the 

accused before judicial determination. 

 

The judgment emphasized that media cannot assume the role of a parallel judicial system 

and that such practices can violate due process. It reaffirmed the power of the judiciary under 

Section 482 of the CrPC, which allows courts to prevent abuse of legal proceedings caused 

by media interference. 

 

3. Zahira Habibullah Sheikh v. State of Gujarat (2006) – The Best Bakery Case 

The Best Bakery Case arose from the 2002 Gujarat riots, where Zahira Sheikh, a key 

witness in the trial, initially gave statements in favor of the accused but later retracted them, 

alleging coercion and intimidation. The Supreme Court ordered a retrial due to media 

pressure and concerns over witness tampering. 

 

The Court observed that while media plays an important role in bringing attention to cases 

of public concern, excessive media pressure can influence judicial proceedings and create 

an environment where witnesses feel threatened. This case highlighted the thin line between 

responsible journalism and media interference, reinforcing that courts must ensure free and 

fair trials, uninfluenced by external pressures. 
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The ruling emphasized the importance of fair trials under Article 21, noting that public 

sentiment should not dictate legal outcomes. The Court also referred to Section 327 of the 

CrPC, which allows courts to conduct in-camera trials to protect witnesses and ensure 

impartiality in sensitive cases. 

 

4. Aarushi Talwar Case (2013) – Media’s Role in Shaping Public Perception 

The Aarushi Talwar case demonstrated how sensationalist media coverage could shape 

public perception before a judicial verdict. In this case, Aarushi Talwar and her domestic 

help, Hemraj, were found murdered, and the police initially failed to gather conclusive 

evidence. However, media speculation fueled conspiracy theories, character 

assassinations, and public outrage, which ultimately influenced the trial process. 

 

The case exposed how prejudicial reporting and speculative journalism could taint an 

accused’s image, leading to trial by media instead of trial by law. The Allahabad High Court, 

in its verdict, heavily criticized the media’s role, emphasizing that courts must rely on 

evidence, not public opinion shaped by news reports. 

 

This case reaffirmed the principles of natural justice and underscored that media must operate 

within the reasonable restrictions under Article 19(2). The Supreme Court, in multiple 

cases, has held that an accused is innocent until proven guilty, and media speculation 

violates this fundamental principle. 

 

5. Sushant Singh Rajput Case (2020) – The Digital Era of Media Trials 

The Sushant Singh Rajput case (2020) marked a turning point in media trials, particularly 

with the rise of social media platforms. Following the actor’s tragic death, news channels 

and digital platforms engaged in relentless speculation, making unverified allegations 

against individuals such as Rhea Chakraborty. Social media further amplified trial by public 

opinion, raising concerns about the lack of accountability in digital journalism. 

 

The Bombay High Court, in response to the excessive coverage, held that sensationalized 

reporting can amount to contempt of court under the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971. The 

Court also observed that excessive media scrutiny could violate privacy rights under Article 

21, reinforcing the Auto Shankar case (R. Rajagopal v. State of Tamil Nadu, 1994), which 

protected individuals from unwarranted media intrusion. 
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The case highlighted the lack of a robust legal framework to regulate digital media and the 

urgent need for new laws to prevent unchecked social media trials. 

 

These landmark cases demonstrate that while the media plays a crucial role in transparency 

and public awareness, its unregulated influence on trials can be detrimental to justice. 

The courts have repeatedly emphasized that media trials must not override the fundamental 

rights of the accused, particularly the presumption of innocence until proven guilty. With 

the rise of digital media, the legal system must now adapt to new challenges, ensuring that 

journalistic freedom does not compromise fair trials. 

 

2.4. The Role of Social Media in Modern Trials 

With the advent of digital technology, social media platforms such as Twitter, YouTube, 

and Instagram have transformed the way legal proceedings are perceived by the public. 

Unlike traditional media, which operates under editorial oversight, social media is largely 

unregulated, allowing individuals to disseminate information, opinions, and even speculative 

narratives in real-time. This shift has resulted in both positive and negative consequences for 

the legal system, with courts increasingly addressing the impact of viral trends on the right 

to a fair trial. 

 

1. Influence of Social Media Platforms on Criminal Trials 

Social media has expanded access to legal discourse, enabling discussions on cases that may 

otherwise receive limited mainstream media attention. Platforms like Twitter and Instagram 

serve as forums where legal experts, activists, and the general public engage in debates about 

ongoing trials, judicial decisions, and legal principles. While this has fostered greater legal 

awareness, it has also led to the emergence of trial by public opinion, where viral narratives 

shape perceptions before judicial determinations. 

 

For instance, in the Sushant Singh Rajput case (2020), social media campaigns driven by 

hashtags like #JusticeForSSR led to intense scrutiny of the accused, including Rhea 

Chakraborty, before any legal proceedings could establish facts. The Bombay High Court 

later condemned the sensationalized reporting and media’s role in shaping a biased 

narrative, warning that such actions could amount to criminal contempt under the 

Contempt of Courts Act, 1971. 
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2. Rise of Digital Journalists and Content Creators in Legal Reporting 

The digital age has given rise to independent journalists, influencers, and legal 

commentators who report on high-profile cases, sometimes without formal journalistic 

training or legal expertise. YouTube channels and Instagram pages dedicated to legal news 

and case analysis have amassed significant followings, often driving public sentiment 

through curated content. 

 

A recent example is the Ranveer Allahbadia and Samay Raina case, where misinformation 

spread rapidly across social media platforms, influencing public opinion before any legal 

conclusions were drawn. While digital reporting can play a crucial role in exposing 

corruption and judicial lapses, it also raises concerns about misrepresentation, lack of 

accountability, and the potential to defame individuals without substantive proof. 

 

Courts have reiterated that defamation laws under Sections 499 and 500 of the IPC apply to 

social media as well. In Subramanian Swamy v. Union of India (2016), the Supreme Court 

upheld the constitutionality of criminal defamation, emphasizing that freedom of speech 

under Article 19(1)(a) is not absolute and must be exercised with responsibility, 

particularly in matters affecting individual reputation and ongoing judicial proceedings. 

 

3. Trial by Hashtag – The Power and Pitfalls of Viral Outrage 

The concept of "Trial by Hashtag" has gained prominence in cases where social media 

outrage has preempted judicial verdicts. Hashtags like #MeToo, #ArrestRhea, and 

#JusticeForNirbhaya have mobilized public opinion, influencing not only media coverage 

but also political and judicial responses. 

 

In the Nirbhaya gang rape case (2012), social media campaigns played a pivotal role in 

pressuring the government to amend rape laws through the Criminal Law (Amendment) 

Act, 2013. While this demonstrated the constructive power of social media in legal reform, 

cases like the Aarushi Talwar case (2013) and the Sushant Singh Rajput case (2020) have 

shown the dangers of public trials leading to misinformation and wrongful convictions. 

 

The Supreme Court has repeatedly warned against media overreach in cases like Sahara 

India Real Estate Corp Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), stating that "sensationalism cannot take 

precedence over the fundamental right to a fair trial." The Court also noted that prejudicial 
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media coverage could lead to contempt of court charges under the Contempt of Courts 

Act, 1971, particularly when it interferes with the administration of justice. 

 

4. Misinformation and Fake News – Legal Challenges in Digital Media 

One of the greatest threats posed by social media trials is the proliferation of fake news 

and misinformation, which can significantly distort judicial proceedings. Unlike 

mainstream media, where editorial checks exist, social media allows the rapid spread of 

unverified claims, which can taint the credibility of the judicial process. 

 

In Tehseen Poonawalla v. Union of India (2018), the Supreme Court addressed the issue of 

misinformation-driven mob violence, emphasizing that unverified news, particularly on 

social media, can lead to grave miscarriages of justice. The Court urged the government to 

regulate digital misinformation through appropriate legislative frameworks. 

 

Moreover, under the Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media 

Ethics Code) Rules, 2021, social media platforms are required to ensure compliance with 

Indian laws, including removing defamatory, misleading, or prejudicial content related to 

ongoing criminal trials. 

 

Social media has revolutionized the landscape of legal discourse, providing unparalleled 

access to information and engagement. However, it also presents serious challenges, 

including trial by public opinion, misinformation, and undue influence on judicial 

proceedings. Courts have repeatedly upheld the need for responsible reporting, 

emphasizing that freedom of expression under Article 19(1)(a) must be balanced with the 

right to a fair trial under Article 21. 

 

While social media can be a powerful tool for legal awareness and advocacy, it must operate 

within ethical boundaries, ensuring that justice is not compromised by public sentiment or 

digital outrage. Future legislative and judicial interventions may be required to strike a 

balance between media freedom and judicial integrity, protecting both individual rights 

and the sanctity of the legal process. 
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Case Study: Legal Issues Involving Ranveer Allahbadia & Samay Raina 

Ranveer Allahbadia (popularly known as BeerBiceps) and comedian Samay Raina, along with 

other influencers such as Apoorva Mukhija and Ashish Chanchlani, have been entangled in 

legal controversies due to remarks made on the show India’s Got Latent. The content in 

question, deemed obscene and offensive, led to a series of FIRs being filed in multiple states, 

including Rajasthan, Assam, and Maharashtra. The Jai Rajputana Sangh lodged a case in 

Jaipur, which was later transferred to Khar Police, Mumbai, for investigation. The Maharashtra 

Cyber Police also issued summons for statements regarding the alleged derogatory remarks. 

 

Social Media Influence and Public Opinion 

The incident quickly escalated into a national controversy, with significant backlash from the 

public and political figures. Social media platforms played a pivotal role in amplifying the 

issue, with critics accusing the influencers of misusing free speech and disregarding ethical 

boundaries. The controversy also led to broader discussions on content regulation for digital 

creators. Amidst mounting pressure, YouTube removed the controversial episode after 

receiving a notice from the authorities. 

 

Legal Issues Arising from Media Involvement 

Several legal provisions have been invoked in this case, including: 

 Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), 2023: Under this newly implemented penal code, 

sections related to obscenity, defamation, and public mischief could apply. (Possible 

equivalent sections to IPC's Section 294 for obscenity and Section 499-500 for 

defamation). 

 Information Technology (IT) Act, 2000: Given the digital nature of the remarks, 

provisions related to the transmission of obscene content under Section 67 of the IT 

Act could be relevant. 

 Indecent Representation of Women (Prohibition) Act, 1986: If the remarks were 

found to be offensive towards women, this law could be invoked. 

 

Analysis: Did Media Influence Compromise Fair Proceedings? 

The controversy surrounding India’s Got Latent highlights a recurring challenge in digital 

media jurisprudence—balancing free speech with legal and ethical responsibilities. While 
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media coverage has intensified scrutiny, it has also sparked concerns about potential biases in 

legal proceedings. 

 

A key consideration is the right to a fair trial under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution. 

Media trials and public outrage can sometimes create undue pressure on law enforcement, 

leading to prejudiced proceedings. The Supreme Court has previously cautioned against 

excessive media interference in cases like R.K. Anand v. Registrar, Delhi High Court (2009), 

emphasizing that media trials should not preempt judicial decisions. 

 

Moreover, the case draws parallels with the Munawar Faruqui incident, where the comedian 

was arrested for allegedly hurting religious sentiments based on assumptions rather than actual 

statements made in the event. The current case against Ranveer Allahbadia and Samay Raina 

raises similar questions—whether legal action is proportionate or if it is an overreach fueled by 

public sentiment. 

 

This case underscores the evolving legal landscape surrounding digital content and free 

expression in India. While accountability for online content is necessary, legal frameworks 

must also ensure protection against excessive censorship and media trials. The involvement of 

high-profile influencers amplifies the stakes, making it crucial for courts to navigate the 

intersection of law, public opinion, and digital ethics judiciously. 

 

2.5. Judicial Safeguards Against Media Trials 

The judiciary has repeatedly emphasized the importance of maintaining a balance between 

freedom of the press (Article 19(1)(a)) and the right to a fair trial (Article 21). Recognizing 

the dangers of media trials, the Supreme Court has issued several guidelines to prevent undue 

influence on judicial proceedings. 

 

In Sahara India Real Estate Corp. Ltd. v. SEBI (2012), the Court laid down the concept of 

"postponement orders," allowing courts to restrict the publication of prejudicial material to 

safeguard the accused’s rights. The ruling reinforced the principle that sensationalist reporting 

should not interfere with CrPC Sections 327 and 353, which ensure open and fair trials. 

 

Further, in A.K. Gopalan v. State of Madras (1950), the Supreme Court upheld the importance 

of due process in criminal trials, warning against parallel investigations by the media. Similarly, 
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in R.K. Anand v. Registrar, Delhi High Court (2009), the Court held that sensationalized sting 

operations could amount to contempt of court under the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971 if 

they affect trial fairness. 

 

Role of the Press Council of India in Ensuring Ethical Reporting 

The Press Council of India (PCI), established under the Press Council Act, 1978, serves as 

a quasi-judicial body overseeing journalistic ethics. While the PCI lacks punitive powers, it 

issues guidelines discouraging prejudicial reporting of sub judice cases. 

 

The PCI’s Norms of Journalistic Conduct caution against speculative reporting in criminal 

matters and emphasize responsible fact-based coverage. However, due to the voluntary nature 

of these norms, enforcement remains a challenge, especially in the digital age. 

 

Need for Stronger Regulations on Media Coverage of Criminal Trials 

Despite judicial guidelines, excessive media coverage continues to shape public perception, 

often leading to a presumption of guilt before a verdict is rendered. Cases like the Aarushi 

Talwar Murder Case (2013) and the Sushant Singh Rajput Case (2020) exemplify how 

relentless media scrutiny can distort investigations. 

 

To counteract these issues, some experts advocate for a Media Code of Conduct, akin to the 

Model Code of Conduct in elections, enforceable during ongoing criminal trials. Additionally, 

amendments to the Cable Television Networks (Regulation) Act, 1995 could introduce 

stricter broadcasting regulations on criminal cases to prevent trial by media. 

 

Suggestions to Balance Media Freedom and Fair Trial Principles 

To strike a balance between press freedom and judicial integrity, the following steps can be 

taken: 

1. Pre-Trial Reporting Guidelines – Courts can issue stricter gag orders in sensitive 

cases under Section 144 of the CrPC to prevent media sensationalism. 

2. Digital Platform Regulations – The Information Technology (Intermediary 

Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021 should be strengthened to 

hold online platforms accountable for misleading legal narratives. 
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3. Contempt Action Against Prejudicial Reporting – Courts must actively use the 

Contempt of Courts Act, 1971, particularly in high-profile cases, to curb misleading 

narratives. 

4. Training for Journalists – Mandatory legal training for crime reporters can ensure 

better adherence to ethical norms and judicial principles. 

Judicial safeguards against media trials are essential to uphold the sanctity of fair trials. While 

the Supreme Court and PCI have set ethical boundaries, stronger enforcement mechanisms are 

needed, especially in the digital age. A multi-pronged approach—involving stricter legal 

restrictions, self-regulation by media houses, and increased judicial intervention—can help 

prevent trial by media from undermining the justice system. 

 

3. Conclusion & Recommendations 

The influence of media on criminal trials has grown significantly, particularly in the digital era. 

While media plays a crucial role in ensuring transparency, its overreach often leads to 

prejudicial reporting, affecting the right to a fair trial under Article 21 of the Indian 

Constitution. The freedom of speech and expression under Article 19(1)(a) is fundamental, 

but it must be exercised within the reasonable restrictions of Article 19(2) to prevent media 

interference in judicial proceedings. Cases like Zahira Habibullah Sheikh v. State of Gujarat 

(2006) (Best Bakery case) and Sushant Singh Rajput Case (2020) demonstrate how media trials 

can impact legal outcomes and public perception. 

 

The study of landmark judgments, including State of Maharashtra v. Rajendra Jawanmal 

Gandhi (1997) and R.K. Anand v. Registrar, Delhi High Court (2009), reveals that the judiciary 

has acknowledged the adverse effects of media trials and has introduced guidelines to 

mitigate their impact. However, the rise of social media and digital platforms has made 

enforcement challenging. The Contempt of Courts Act, 1971, and provisions of CrPC and 

IPC, such as Section 499-500 (defamation), provide legal mechanisms to regulate prejudicial 

reporting. Despite this, the existing legal framework lacks effective enforcement against media 

excesses. 

 

The Need for Responsible Journalism in Criminal Trials 

Responsible journalism is essential to uphold the integrity of judicial proceedings. The Press 

Council of India (PCI) and News Broadcasting Standards Authority (NBSA) have laid 
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down ethical guidelines, but these are often ignored, especially in high-profile cases. The 

Aarushi Talwar case and the media frenzy surrounding it exemplify the dangers of speculative 

journalism. 

 

The role of social media influencers and digital journalists has further complicated the 

landscape. Cases like Ranvir Ahlabadia & Samay Raina highlight how public opinion on social 

media can shape narratives before any legal verdict. With the lack of editorial oversight on 

social media, misinformation spreads rapidly, influencing public perception. Thus, there is a 

pressing need to strike a balance between journalistic freedom and judicial fairness. 

 

Possible Legal Reforms to Prevent Excessive Media Influence 

1. Stronger Implementation of Sub Judice Rule – Courts should strictly enforce the 

sub judice principle, prohibiting media from discussing evidence before a verdict. 

2. Amendments to the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971 – More explicit provisions should 

address media-induced contempt and ensure quicker action against violators. 

3. Mandatory Pre-Trial Gag Orders in High-Profile Cases – Under CrPC Section 

144, courts can restrict media discussions on cases under trial. 

4. Regulating Social Media Content on Trials – The IT Rules, 2021, should include 

specific guidelines for criminal trial reporting to curb misinformation. 

5. Mandatory Media Ethics Training for Journalists & Influencers – Media 

professionals covering legal matters should undergo mandatory legal training to 

understand judicial ethics. 

 

Recommendations for Courts, Media Houses, and Lawmakers 

1. For Courts: Establish dedicated media regulation benches to monitor and address 

prejudicial reporting in sensitive cases. 

2. For Media Houses: Adopt self-regulation policies similar to the Election 

Commission’s Model Code of Conduct. 

3. For Lawmakers: Introduce a Media Code for Trial Coverage under the Press 

Council Act or as a standalone legislation to define ethical boundaries in reporting on 

criminal trials. 

The conflict between press freedom and the right to a fair trial is one of the most significant 

challenges in modern criminal jurisprudence. While media plays an indispensable role in 

ensuring transparency, unchecked sensationalism threatens the sanctity of judicial proceedings. 
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Strengthening existing legal frameworks, enforcing judicial guidelines, and promoting 

responsible journalism can create a fairer legal ecosystem while preserving democratic 

values. The need of the hour is a holistic approach that balances media rights with judicial 

impartiality, ensuring that justice is not only done but is also seen to be done. 
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