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Abstract

This paper examines the progressive erosion of the traditional
distinction between news and opinion in Indian journalism. This
distinction was regarded in the past as mainstay of professional
ethics and democratic values. The old prescription that news reporting
must contain verified facts while leaving interpretation to editorial
and opinion sections no more work in contemporary Indian media
practice. News reports, these days, invariably open with judgments,
insinuations, and ideological framings, blurring the boundary between
reportage and commentary. This happened in post-economic
liberalisation phase that completely changed newsroom cultures.
The pressures of round-the-clock TV and digital platforms too have
an impact. The paper draws upon journalism theory and media ethics
scholarship to argue that this shift undermines credibility, reader
autonomy, and the deliberative function of the press. The study
concludes by proposing normative and institutional correctives aimed
at restoring the editorial-news divide as a prerequisite for healthy,
democratic journalism.
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Introduction

The separation between news and opinion has long been
recognised as a defining professional norm of modern journalism. At
the core of this norm lies the belief that citizens in a democracy
must be presented with verified facts, not conclusions disguised as
facts. The classical newsroom ethic-often summarised in C. P. Scott's
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dictum that "comment is free, but facts are sacred" (Scott, 1921)-
was never merely stylistic; it was epistemic and democratic in intent.

In the Indian context, this distinction acquired particular
importance in the decades following Independence, when the press
sought legitimacy as a public institution rather than a partisan
instrument. News reports were expected to honour accuracy, sourcing,
and balance, while editorial pages carried the newspaper's interpretive
and normative positions. Readers were trusted to draw their own
conclusions.

However, this foundational distinction has gone hay ware in the
first quarter of the 21st century. News content in Indian print, television,
and digital media begins with opinionated framing rather than factual
exposition. News reports increasingly resemble advocacy texts or
personalised commentary, at times indistinguishable from letters to
the editor. This paper seeks to analyse this shift, identify its structural
and political drivers, and assess its implications for journalism ethics
and democratic discourse in India.

Theoretical Foundations: News, Objectivity, and Opinion

Objectivity as a Professional Ideal

Although absolute objectivity has been debated, journalism
scholarship has consistently upheld discipline of verification as its
core ethic. Kovach and Rosenstiel assert that journalism's primary
obligation is to the truth, achieved not through neutrality of emotion
but through rigorous methods of verification (Kovach & Rosenstiel,
2007). Opinion, in this framework, is legitimate only when clearly
labelled and logically argued.

McQuail defines news as "a factual account of events judged
to be newsworthy," distinct from comment, which is "evaluative and
normative in nature" (McQuail, 2010). The separation is not merely
stylistic but epistemological. While news claims truth-value, opinion
claims perspective.

Editorial Pages as Democratic Spaces

Editorials historically served as institutional voices of
newspapers, offering reasoned positions while acknowledging
alternative viewpoints. As Habermas's concept of the public sphere
suggests, such spaces enable rational-critical debate, provided that
facts are shared and uncontested (Habermas, 1989).
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The Indian context: A historical overview

Early and post-Independence press

During the freedom movement, Indian journalism often blurred
activism and reporting, but even then, nationalist newspapers
distinguished between reportage and advocacy. In the post-
Independence era, this distinction became sharper as professional
journalism started taking roots. Eminent editors emphasised that
"facts are sacred, comment is free," echoing C.P. Scott's famous
dictum (Scott, 1921).

Liberalisation and the 24×7 news cycle

Economic liberalisation in the 1990s transformed Indian media
into a competitive, advertisement-driven industry. The advent of private
television news channels intensified the race for attention. Speed,
spectacle, and sensation gradually displaced verification and restraint.
As Thussu notes, Indian television news adopted a "Bollywoodised"
narrative style, privileging drama over detail (Thussu, 2007).

From reporting to pronouncement: Changing news narratives

Opinionated leads as a narrative strategy

The most visible manifestation of the collapse of the news-
opinion divide in Indian journalism is the opinionated lead. Instead of
foregrounding verifiable facts, news reports open with conclusions,
allegations, or moral judgments. The interpretive frame precedes the
evidence, thereby guiding the reader toward a preferred understanding
of the event.

Such narrative strategies are incompatible with the discipline
of verification that distinguishes journalism from commentary. As
Kovach and Rosenstiel (2007) argue, journalism's authority derives
not from the certainty of its tone but from the transparency of its
method. When inference precedes information, the reader is deprived
of the opportunity to independently evaluate facts.

News as implicit editorial

The growing tendency of news reports to perform the function
of editorials represents a structural transformation rather than isolated
ethical lapses. News texts now frequently embed value judgments
through selective adjectives, speculative causal links, and unverified
assertions. This implicit editorialisation allows media organisations
to advance positions while retaining the formal label of "news," thereby
shielding opinion from accountability.
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Resemblance to letters to the editor

The stylistic and tonal proximity of contemporary news reports
to letters to the editor is significant. Letters are inherently subjective,
emotive, and partisan forms of expression. When news reporting
adopts similar rhetorical devices, it relinquishes its claim to
institutional objectivity and collapses the distinction between
professional journalism and individual opinion.

Structural and political drivers

Political polarisation

Increasing political polarisation has incentivised media outlets
to cater to ideological constituencies. News becomes a tool of
affirmation rather than information. As Herman and Chomsky argue,
structural filters-ownership, advertising, sourcing-shape media content
in predictable ways (Herman & Chomsky, 1988).

Corporate ownership and TRP economics

Corporate consolidation of Indian media has prioritised
profitability over public service. Opinionated news, framed as certainty
rather than inquiry, performs better in ratings-driven environments.

Social media and the collapse of gatekeeping

The rise of social media has further eroded editorial discipline.
Newsrooms increasingly mimic the language of tweets-assertive,
compressed, and judgmental-blurring distinctions between reportage,
commentary, and personal opinion.

Democratic consequences of editorialised news

Declining media credibility

The erosion of the news-opinion divide has contributed
significantly to declining public trust in Indian media. When audiences
are unable to distinguish between verified information and interpretive
assertion, news loses its credibility as a reliable source of knowledge.
This distrust is particularly acute in television news, where performative
certainty often substitutes for factual substantiation.

Erosion of reader autonomy

A democratic press presupposes an autonomous reader capable
of forming judgments on the basis of shared facts. Opinionated news
undermines this autonomy by pre-empting interpretation and
presenting conclusions as self-evident truths. In doing so, journalism
shifts from facilitating deliberation to enforcing consensus.
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Normalisation of misinformation

When interpretation consistently precedes verification,
misinformation becomes structurally embedded in news production.
Assertions harden into accepted narratives without undergoing
rigorous factual scrutiny, thereby weakening journalism's role as a
corrective to misbehaviour of political power.

Normative and institutional correctives

Restoring the editorial-news divide requires both normative
recommitment and institutional reform. First, news organisations must
reassert internal firewalls between reporting and opinion functions,
particularly in digital and television newsrooms where such distinctions
have eroded most sharply. Second, explicit and consistent labelling
of opinionated content across platforms is essential to restore
transparency.

Third, journalism education in India must foreground verification,
sourcing, and narrative restraint as ethical imperatives rather than
stylistic preferences. Finally, media literacy initiatives should enable
audiences to critically distinguish between factual reporting and
commentary. As Kovach and Rosenstiel (2007) caution, when
journalism abandons its discipline of verification, it forfeits its
democratic legitimacy.

Conclusion

The blurring of news and opinion in Indian media represents not
merely a stylistic shift but a profound ethical rupture. The abandonment
of the principle that facts are sacred has transformed news into
persuasion, reportage into pronouncement. Restoring the editorial-
news divide is essential not for nostalgia, but for the survival of
journalism as a democratic institution. Only when readers are once
again trusted to draw their own conclusions can the press reclaim
its credibility and purpose.
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