
www.ijcrt.org                                                  © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 3 March 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2603078 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org a626 
 

Indian Media And Democratic Resilience: 

Opportunities, Challenges, And Implications 
Aishoriya Majumder 

Ph.D  Research Scholar 

Department of Political Science, Raiganj University, India 

Abstract 

The media has been called the fourth pillar of Democracy, because of its ability to inform citizens, 

Question authority, expose injustice, and create an open space for diverse voices. The media has been 

widely trusted for its objectivity and commitment to the public good. However, at the present time, the 

rise of corporate interests and political influences has caused parts of the media to become biased and 

selective. This shift threatens democratic values because Biased media can mislead citizens and weaken 

public trust. Yet, despite these challenges, the media’s role in strengthening democracy remains vital. 

For Democracy to function properly, citizens must have access to accurate information and here comes 

the role of responsible journalism. Nowadays, information flows rapidly across social platforms, and 

citizens are constantly exposed to news, opinions and narratives that influence political understanding 

and civic behaviour. The widespread prevalence of misinformation, propaganda, and fake news on social 

sites poses a significant challenge to democratic health. This paper assesses that analysing, evaluating 

and creating unbiased media content is a democratic necessity. It explores how media literacy can 

contribute to electoral integrity and foster accountability. So, this paper is all about exploring how media 

became a necessary tool for shaping a future where democratic values are protected and strengthened. 
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Introduction:  

The media, often described as the “fourth pillar” of democracy, performs a foundational role in sustaining 

a stable and participatory political system. Its primary responsibility lies in informing citizens, 

scrutinising authority, and exposing injustice, thereby enabling individuals to make reasoned political 

choices. In India, the world’s largest democracy, this role has historically carried immense significance 

because of the country’s social diversity, linguistic plurality, and complex political landscape. 

Traditionally, the Indian media has been regarded as a relatively credible platform that provides space 

for multiple voices, facilitates public debate, and promotes the public good. By acting as a bridge between 

the state and society, it has helped citizens understand policies, monitor governance, and participate 

meaningfully in democratic processes. However, this foundational democratic function is increasingly 

under strain. The growing influence of corporate ownership patterns and political affiliations has raised 

concerns about bias, selective reporting, and editorial interference. When media organizations prioritize 

commercial interests or ideological alignments over journalistic ethics, the result is not simply a 

professional shortcoming but a systemic democratic risk. A biased or partisan media environment can 

distort public perception, mislead voters, and weaken the trust that citizens place in democratic 

institutions. Public trust is a cornerstone of democracy; without it, civic participation declines, political 

polarisation intensifies, and social cohesion erodes. In this context, the independence and responsibility 

of journalism become essential safeguards against democratic backsliding. The challenges confronting 
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the media have been further intensified by the digital revolution. The expansion of internet access and 

the rapid growth of social media platforms have transformed how information is produced, circulated, 

and consumed. News is no longer filtered solely through professional journalistic institutions; instead, it 

travels instantly across digital networks, reaching millions within seconds. While this transformation has 

democratized access to information and amplified marginalised voices, it has also created new 

vulnerabilities. Citizens are now exposed to a constant stream of unverified claims, opinions, manipulated 

visuals, and politically motivated narratives that shape their understanding of public affairs. The 

widespread presence of misinformation, propaganda, and so-called “fake news” on digital platforms 

poses a serious challenge to democratic health because it blurs the boundary between fact and falsehood.  

Objectives of the study: 

1. To analyse the role of media as the fourth pillar of democracy 

2. To identify the challenges faced by the media nowadays to remain neutral  

3. To critically analyse the implications of media bias on public perception 

4. To find ways to keep the media independent  

 

Why has the media been called the fourth pillar of Democracy?  

               1. Watchdog Function 

The media performs a crucial watchdog role in a democracy by closely monitoring the actions of those 

in power, including government officials, political leaders, and public institutions. It investigates cases 

of corruption, misuse of authority, abuse of power, and administrative failures. By exposing wrongdoing 

through investigative journalism and public reporting, the media ensures that leaders remain accountable 

to the people. This function helps prevent the concentration of unchecked power and promotes 

transparency in governance. When the media actively questions decisions and policies, it strengthens 

democratic values and protects citizens’ rights. 

2. Information Dissemination 

One of the primary responsibilities of the media is to collect, verify, and distribute information to the 

public. Government policies, laws, and economic decisions are often complex and difficult for ordinary 

citizens to understand. The media simplifies these issues, explains their implications, and presents them 

in accessible language. Through news reports, debates, and expert discussions, citizens become aware of 

how policies affect their daily lives. An informed citizenry is essential for meaningful participation in 

elections and public discourse, making information dissemination a cornerstone of democracy. 

3. Public Voice 

The media provides a platform where diverse opinions, social concerns, and marginalised voices can be 

expressed. In a large and diverse country like India, not every group has direct access to political power. 

The media creates space for civil society, activists, experts, and ordinary citizens to share their 

perspectives. This open exchange of ideas encourages debate, discussion, and democratic dialogue. By 

highlighting social injustices and public grievances, the media ensures that important issues are not 

ignored by the state. In this way, it acts as a bridge between the government and the people.   

 

Reasons Why Media is Needed for a Strong Democracy 

 

Ensuring Accountability: A free press acts as a vigilant watchdog that monitors the actions of those in 

power to prevent corruption. By demanding transparency, journalists force government officials to justify 

their policies and decisions directly to the public. This constant scrutiny creates a vital check on authority, 

ensuring that power remains accountable to the citizens and preventing it from becoming unchecked. 

 

Facilitating Informed Voting: Facilitating informed voting is one of the most important roles of the 

media in a democracy. For democracy to function properly, citizens must have access to accurate, 

unbiased, and comprehensive information about political parties, candidates, and public policies. By 

presenting facts, analysing manifestos, and covering election debates, the media helps voters make 

thoughtful and responsible choices at the ballot box. 
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Exposing Injustice: Exposing injustice is a vital function of the media in a democratic society. The 

media has the unique ability to investigate and uncover cases of social injustice, corruption, 

discrimination, and human rights violations that might otherwise remain hidden. By bringing such issues 

to public attention, it pressures authorities to take action and ensures greater accountability and protection 

of citizens’ rights.   

 

Creating an Informed Citizenry: Creating an informed citizenry is essential for the healthy functioning 

of a democracy. In today’s digital age, information flows rapidly across multiple platforms, and the media 

helps citizens navigate news, opinions, and competing narratives that shape political understanding. By 

verifying facts and providing balanced analysis, the media enables people to form reasoned opinions and 

participate more responsibly in public life. 

 

Promoting Transparency: Promoting transparency is a core responsibility of the media in a democratic 

system. By questioning authority and critically examining government decisions, the media ensures that 

the inner workings of public institutions are visible to citizens. This openness builds public trust, 

strengthens accountability, and helps prevent misuse of power. 

 

Upholding Electoral Integrity: Upholding electoral integrity is a crucial responsibility of the media in 

a democracy. Responsible journalism protects the sanctity of elections by identifying, fact-checking, and 

debunking misinformation and fake news circulating on social media platforms. By promoting verified 

information and ethical reporting, the media helps ensure that voters make decisions based on facts rather 

than false or misleading narratives. 

 

Fostering Public Discourse: Fostering public discourse is an essential role of the media in a democratic 

society. It acts as a platform for open debate, enabling different groups and communities to express their 

views and discuss important social and political issues. Through constructive dialogue and discussion, 

the media helps promote mutual understanding and peaceful resolution of conflicts. 

 

Educating the Public: Educating the public is another important responsibility of the media in a 

democracy. Beyond delivering news, the media provides educational content that helps citizens 

understand their constitutional rights, civic duties, and social responsibilities. Spreading awareness about 

laws, public policies, and social issues, it empowers individuals to participate more actively and 

responsibly in democratic life.  

 

Linking Government and People: Linking the government and the people is a fundamental role of the 

media in a democracy. It serves as a two-way communication channel by conveying the grievances, 

concerns, and demands of citizens to policymakers and authorities. At the same time, it explains 

government plans, policies, and decisions to the public, thereby strengthening democratic dialogue and 

mutual understanding.  

 

Protecting Democratic Values: Protecting democratic values is one of the most significant 

responsibilities of the media. As a powerful tool that shapes public opinion and influences the future, it 

helps safeguard principles such as freedom of speech, equality, justice, and accountability. By promoting 

these values through responsible reporting and open dialogue, the media strengthens the foundation of a 

democratic society.  
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While the media is intended to be the "fourth pillar" of democracy, several modern challenges are 

weakening its foundation. Based on current trends in 2026, here are the primary obstacles: 

 

1. Corporate Ownership and Commercialisation 

  Corporate ownership and commercialisation have significantly changed the functioning of modern 

media institutions. Most major media houses are now owned by large business conglomerates, which 

may have diverse financial and political interests beyond journalism. This often creates a conflict of 

interest, where news coverage can be influenced or filtered to protect corporate profits, advertisers, or 

business partnerships. As a result, important public-interest stories may receive less attention, while 

sensational or entertainment-focused content is promoted to increase viewership and revenue. Such 

commercialisation can weaken the media’s role as an independent watchdog and reduce the quality of 

democratic discourse. 

 

2. Political Influence and "Godi Media" 

 Political influence over the media has become a major concern in contemporary democracies. In India, 

the term “Godi Media” (meaning lapdog media) is often used to describe news outlets that are perceived 

to show strong bias in favour of the ruling government. Such bias may result from political pressure, 

dependence on government advertisements, or close ties between media owners and political leaders. In 

many cases, this environment encourages self-censorship, where journalists avoid critical reporting to 

protect their careers or the financial stability of their organisations. This trend can weaken press freedom 

and limit the media’s ability to function as an independent pillar of democracy. 

 

3. The Explosion of Misinformation (Fake News) 

The rapid growth of digital and social media has led to an explosion of misinformation in recent years. 

On platforms like WhatsApp and Facebook, false news and misleading content often spread faster than 

verified information because of instant sharing and viral trends. Political IT cells, coordinated online 

campaigns, and automated bots sometimes amplify propaganda to influence public opinion. This creates 

confusion among citizens, making it difficult to distinguish between credible facts and deliberately 

manufactured lies. As a result, misinformation poses a serious threat to informed decision-making and 

the overall health of democracy. 

 

4. Safety and Legal Pressures on Journalists 

 Journalists who report on sensitive issues such as corruption, crime, or misuse of power often face serious 

risks. They may encounter physical threats, online harassment, intimidation, or legal action aimed at 

discouraging critical reporting. The misuse of certain laws—such as defamation or sedition provisions—

and strict digital regulations can sometimes be used to target independent journalists and media 

organisations. These pressures create fear and uncertainty within the profession, leading some reporters 

to avoid controversial topics. This situation produces a “chilling effect” on free speech, ultimately 

weakening democratic accountability and press freedom. 

 

5. The "Echo Chamber" Effect 

 The “echo chamber” effect has become a significant challenge in the digital media environment. Social 

media algorithms are designed to show users content similar to what they already like, share, or engage 

with. As a result, people are often exposed only to opinions and viewpoints that reinforce their existing 

beliefs. This limited exposure encourages extreme polarisation and reduces opportunities for meaningful 

dialogue between different groups. When citizens cannot agree on basic facts, the media’s ability to foster 

balanced public debate and democratic understanding becomes seriously weakened. 
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                        Challenge                Impact on Democracy 

                 Commercialization Profit comes before the public interest 

                      Political Bias Citizens receive one-sided information 

                      Fake News Erodes Public trust and electoral integrity 

                     Legal Threats  Forces Journalists to stay silent (Self-

censorship) 

                    Echo Chambers Increases Social division and hate speech  

 

 When the media stops being a neutral observer and starts taking sides, it doesn't just change the news—

it changes how the entire country thinks and acts. 

 Categorising these implications (consequences) into the following key areas: 

1. The Erosion of Public Trust  

When citizens realise that news outlets are driven by corporate interests or political agendas, they stop 

believing the media altogether. This "trust deficit" is dangerous because, in a crisis (like a pandemic or 

social unrest), people may ignore even the most vital, life-saving information because they suspect it is 

propaganda. 

2. Heightened Social Polarisation 

Biased media often use "us vs. them" narratives. By focusing on sensationalism and extreme opinions, it 

forces the public into two opposite camps. This makes it nearly impossible for citizens to have a calm, 

logical debate, leading to increased social tension and even communal disharmony. 

3. The "Echo Chamber" Effect 

On social platforms, algorithms show users content that matches their existing biases. Biased media feeds 

these "echo chambers," where people only hear what they want to hear. This prevents individuals from 

seeing the full picture, effectively "blinding" them to the reality of others' experiences. 

4. Distorted Electoral Integrity 

If the media provides one-sided coverage of a political party or ignores the failures of another, the 

"electorate" (the voters) cannot make an informed choice. This manipulation of public perception directly 

threatens the fairness of elections and the health of the democracy. 

5. Normalisation of Misinformation 

When mainstream media outlets start sharing unverified or "selective" facts to fit a narrative, it makes 

fake news seem acceptable. The public loses the ability to distinguish between a professional journalistic 

report and a manipulated social media post, leading to a society that is easily "led" by whoever shouts 

the loudest. 

6. The "Hostile Media Effect” 

This is a fascinating psychological phenomenon. When people have very strong views on a topic, they 

tend to perceive even neutral news as being biased against them. Even if a journalist tries to be fair, highly 

partisan audiences will feel the media is "attacking" their identity. This leads to a cycle where people 

only trust outlets that explicitly praise their side, further destroying the concept of a "shared truth." 

7. Agenda-Setting and "Framing" 

The media doesn’t just tell people what to think; it tells them what to think about. By over-reporting on 

one issue (like a celebrity scandal) and ignoring another (like a new environmental law), the media 

manipulates the public’s "priority list." If a biased outlet constantly frames a certain community as 

"dangerous," the public begins to perceive that community through a lens of fear, even if the data says 

otherwise. 
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8.  Impact on "Political Efficacy"  

This refers to a citizen's belief that they can understand and influence political affairs. Research shows 

that constant exposure to biased or sensationalist news can lead to "learned helplessness." When news 

feels like a constant shouting match or looks like "fake news," citizens may feel that the system is too 

complicated or corrupt to fix. This often results in voter apathy, where people simply stop voting or 

participating in democracy. 

9.  Cultivation Theory  

This theory suggests that people who watch a lot of biased television or social media content start to see 

the real world as it is portrayed on the screen, rather than how it actually is. If the media consistently 

portrays the country as being in a state of "constant chaos" to get clicks, the public perception of safety 

and stability drops. This can lead to a "Mean World Syndrome," where citizens become more suspicious 

of their neighbours and more supportive of authoritarian rules to "restore order." 

10. Reinforcement of Confirmation Bias  

Human beings naturally seek out information that proves them right. Biased media feeds this hunger. 

Instead of learning new perspectives, audiences use biased media to "insulate" their existing beliefs. This 

makes people resistant to facts. For example, even if a fact-checker proves a story is false, a person 

influenced by biased media might dismiss the fact-checker as being "part of the conspiracy." 

Suggestions: 

To ensure that the media can truly function as an independent "fourth pillar," structural changes are 

needed across funding, law, and technology. Here are some actionable suggestions.  

1. Diversified and Transparent Funding Models 

Subscription-Based Models: Shifting from "ad-revenue" (which depends on corporate clicks) to "reader-

supported" models allows journalists to serve the public rather than advertisers. 

Public Service Media Tax: Following models like Sweden or Finland, a small, income-dependent tax can 

fund public broadcasting. To ensure independence, this money should be managed by an autonomous 

body (like an Arts Council) rather than a government ministry. 

Transparency in Ownership: Laws should mandate that media houses clearly disclose their owners, 

shareholders, and any political or corporate affiliations. 

2. Strengthening Legal and Regulatory Frameworks 

Independent Regulatory Bodies: Instead of government-controlled boards, create media councils 

composed of retired judges, veteran journalists, and civil society members to handle grievances and 

ethical standards. 

Decentralising Defamation Laws: Reforming laws that are often used to "bully" journalists (like criminal 

defamation or sedition) can prevent self-censorship and allow for bolder investigative reporting. 

Shield Laws: Enact strong laws that protect journalists from being forced to reveal their confidential 

sources, ensuring that whistleblowers feel safe coming forward. 

3. Promoting Technology and Algorithmic Accountability  

Algorithmic Transparency: Social media platforms should be required to undergo "algorithmic audits" to 

ensure their recommendation engines are not disproportionately boosting sensationalist or biased content 

just for engagement. 

Mandatory Fact-Checking Labels: Platforms should integrate real-time "nutritional labels" or fact-check 

warnings on viral news stories to help users distinguish between verified reporting and synthetic media 

(Deepfakes). 
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4. Media Literacy as a Civic Tool 

Curriculum Integration: Schools and universities should make media literacy a mandatory subject, 

teaching students how to identify "confirmation bias" and how to perform "lateral reading" (checking 

multiple sources). 

Community Fact-Checking: Supporting grassroots and "citizen journalism" initiatives can provide local 

perspectives that counter the narratives of large, biased media conglomerates. 

                     Category              Suggestion                    Goal 

                     Financial Reader-funded and non-

partisan tax models 

Remove corporate and ad-

pressure 

                     Legal Shield laws for sources and 

reform of defamation 

Protect investigative 

journalism 

                     Digital Audits of Social media 

algorithms 

Stop the spread of “Echo 

chambers” 

                   Educational Mandatory Media Literacy  

in Schools  

Empower citizens to spot 

bias 

 

Conclusions: 

The metamorphosis of the media from a neutral "fourth pillar" into a complex, often partisan tool marks 

a critical turning point for modern democracy. As this research has demonstrated, the foundational role 

of the press—to inform, educate, and hold power accountable—is being systematically undermined by 

the twin pressures of corporate interests and political influence. In an era where information flows with 

unprecedented speed, the blurring of lines between objective reporting and biased propaganda has created 

a "trust deficit" that threatens the very fabric of civic engagement. When the media prioritises 

sensationalism or partisan agendas over factual accuracy, it does more than just misinform; it fractures 

the shared reality necessary for a functioning democratic society. The digital revolution has further 

complicated this landscape, introducing "echo chambers" and algorithmic biases that reinforce existing 

prejudices rather than challenging them. The proliferation of misinformation and "fake news" on social 

platforms has shifted the burden of truth from the publisher to the consumer. This study highlights that 

in 2026, the traditional safeguards of journalism are no longer sufficient on their own. The "democratic 

health" of a nation now depends heavily on the resilience of its citizens against manipulation. 

Consequently, media literacy has evolved from a specialised academic skill into an essential civic 

requirement. To protect electoral integrity and ensure that leaders remain accountable, society must foster 

a culture of critical thinking where every citizen is equipped to analyse, evaluate, and verify the 

information they consume.  However, the responsibility does not rest solely on the individual. Reclaiming 

the independence of the media requires structural reforms, including transparent funding models, stronger 

legal protections for investigative journalists, and greater algorithmic accountability for tech giants. We 

must move toward a future where the media is insulated from external pressures and remains a transparent 

bridge between the government and the governed.  In summary, while the challenges facing the media 

are formidable, they are not insurmountable. By integrating media literacy into our educational 

frameworks and demanding higher ethical standards from news providers, we can restore the media’s 

status as a guardian of democracy. The future of our democratic values depends on our collective ability 

to safeguard the "fourth pillar," ensuring it remains a source of light rather than a tool for distortion. Only 

then can we build a stronger, more informed, and truly accountable democracy for generations to come.  
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