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Media Ethics, Institutional Accountability and 
the Courage to Apologise
Apology reported 13 September 2026

Source statement supplied for this study

Gist of the Issue
The supplied apology clipping records that The Hindu carried a front-page Dera Sacha Sauda 
advertisement in its Delhi, Mohali and North India editions. It describes the advertisement 
as alleging a conspiracy against Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh, whom the statement identifies as 
convicted of rape. The newspaper called the advertisement offensive and offered an 
unconditional apology to readers. Free Press Journal reported the episode on 13 September 
2026, placing publication of the advertisement on 12 September. The ethical question 
concerns a publisher’s responsibility for paid content and its response when publication falls 
short of its standards. An apology acknowledges an error; assessing its causes and 
consequences requires further evidence. Sources and evidence note
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What the evidence establishes
• The supplied image is the newspaper’s own apology statement. It identifies the paid 

placement, the editions concerned and the newspaper’s response.
• No publication date is visible in that image. The dates above are corroborated by the 

dated Free Press Journal report.
• The material reviewed does not establish the internal approval chain, a commercial 

override, deliberate bypass of a policy, measured effects on survivors, or lasting changes 
in reader trust.

The analysis below identifies ethical risks and possible safeguards. The later case study is 
fictional and does not reconstruct the newspaper’s internal decisions.

Ethical Concepts & Keywords

Concept / idea Meaning and application

Editorial integrity
Applying defensible standards to what a publication carries, including 
screening consequential factual claims in paid content. Advertising 
and editorial reporting remain distinct categories.

Institutional 
accountability

Accepting responsibility for a publication decision, explaining what can 
be established, correcting the record and making recurrence less 
likely.

https://www.freepressjournal.in/amp/india/the-hindu-apologises-after-backlash-over-dera-sacha-sauda-ad-calling-ram-rahim-pure-and-clean
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Concept / idea Meaning and application

Journalistic ethics
Accuracy, fairness, independence and responsible presentation. A 
commercial booking should not remove the need to evaluate content.

Dignity and non-
victimisation

Considering how unsupported allegations or dismissive presentation 
may affect people harmed by an offence. Possible distress should be 
taken seriously without claiming a measured impact that has not been 
established.

Conflict of interest
The potential tension between advertising revenue and independent 
content standards. Whether it influenced this particular decision 
requires evidence.

Transparency
Identifying paid material clearly and acknowledging consequential 
errors visibly rather than silently changing the record.

Moral courage

Giving honest reasons and accepting justified institutional costs when 
upholding standards or acknowledging a mistake. An apology may 
express courage, but its sincerity is better assessed through 
subsequent conduct.

Public trust
Readers’ confidence in a publication’s reliability and willingness to 
correct itself. Trust may be damaged and may also be rebuilt through 
sustained, verifiable action.

Harm minimisation
Reducing avoidable risks through verification, proportionate 
presentation, privacy protection and timely correction, while 
preserving legitimate public discussion.
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Core Ethical Dilemmas

1. Commercial commitment and content standards: How should a publisher handle booked 
advertising when material claims cannot be supported? Financial obligations matter, but 
payment cannot settle the ethical assessment.

2. Prompt acknowledgment and a reliable explanation: A publisher should correct an 
established error promptly while avoiding unsupported claims about how it happened. A full 
process review may follow an initial apology.

3. Platform responsibility and freedom of expression: A publication needs consistent 
acceptance standards without treating disagreement, lawful criticism of convictions or 
discussion of rehabilitation as inherently impermissible.

4. Institutional loyalty and professional courage: Staff may face pressure to protect 
colleagues or revenue. Responsible loyalty includes raising concerns through a fair, 
documented process.

5. Survivor dignity and fair public discussion: Recognising survivors’ interests is compatible 
with accurate reporting of appeals and evidence-based criticism. The central concern is 
misleading claims and avoidable harm, rather than the mere existence of an unpopular 
viewpoint.
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Multi-Framework Analysis

Deontology: duties and respect for persons
A duty-based approach asks whether the publisher’s decision follows a defensible principle 
independent of the payment offered. A rule permitting serious factual allegations to escape 
scrutiny whenever they are paid for would make the publication’s commitment to accuracy 
inconsistent. Readers should be able to identify the sponsor and distinguish advertising from 
reporting; people affected by allegations should receive fair consideration.
Kant’s account of respect for persons provides a further lens: the commercial interests of an 
organisation should not reduce readers or survivors to instruments of a campaign. This is a 
contemporary ethical application of his argument, rather than a claim that Kant directly 
addressed newspaper advertising. Kant, Groundwork, Section II

Virtue ethics: character expressed through habits
Honesty, practical judgment, fairness and courage develop through repeated choices. Applied 
to institutions, this suggests examining routine habits: whether staff can challenge a 
lucrative booking, whether decision-makers listen, and whether corrections lead to changed 
practice. An apology can be a constructive step, but one statement neither establishes 
complete moral recovery nor proves lasting failure. Consistent conduct matters. This 
institutional application draws on Aristotle’s account of virtue and habituation. Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics, Book II

https://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.2.ii.html
https://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.2.ii.html
https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/kant1785_chapter2.pdf
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Rights-based reasoning: dignity, expression and fair treatment
Survivors’ dignity and privacy, readers’ interest in reliable information, and the expressive 
interests of advertisers and convicted persons all deserve attention. Survivor dignity does 
not imply a blanket entitlement to prevent every favourable account of an offender, 
discussion of rehabilitation or challenge to a judgment. Nor does accepting payment remove a 
publisher’s responsibility to apply fair content standards.
A proportionate approach examines evidence, accuracy, attribution, presentation and 
foreseeable risk. It separates a conviction’s current status from claims made about it and 
allows responsible reporting of appeals. These are ethical considerations, not a declaration 
that a particular legal right was violated in this episode.

Consequences and care
Consider the likely effects on readers, affected people, staff and public discussion, alongside 
the costs of delay or refusal. Take distress seriously without assuming its extent. A care-
oriented response makes complaint channels accessible and avoids unnecessary repetition of 
degrading allegations. The fact of an apology alone cannot measure harm or establish that 
reputational damage is irreversible.

Stakeholder Analysis

• Readers: Need clear separation of advertising and reporting, responsible treatment of 
factual claims and visible correction of significant errors.
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• Survivors and others affected by the offences: Have interests in dignity, privacy and 
fair representation. Their experiences should neither be dismissed nor presumed; avenues 
for concerns should avoid unnecessary exposure.

• The newspaper’s editorial leadership: Must uphold content standards, investigate how a 
disputed placement was approved and explain verified findings without scapegoating.

• The advertising and commercial teams: Have legitimate revenue and contractual 
responsibilities, alongside a duty to follow acceptance rules and escalate serious concerns.

• The advertiser and the person discussed: Have interests in expression and fair 
treatment. A consistent process should allow evidence and a revised submission while 
requiring accurate presentation of material facts.

• Staff responsible for production: Need clear authority, realistic review deadlines and 
protection when they raise concerns in good faith.

• The wider public: Benefits from a credible press that enables disagreement while taking 
responsibility for misleading factual assertions.

• Relevant oversight bodies: Should receive accurate information if a complaint or inquiry 
arises. The supplied material does not establish any finding against the newspaper by a 
regulator or court.

Administrative / Governance Angle

The Press Council of India describes its role as preserving press freedom and maintaining or 
improving newspaper and news-agency standards, including through self-regulation. This 



ETHICAL TAKE

IAS with Dr Ravi  |  iaswithdrravi.com 8

supplies relevant institutional context; it does not establish a regulatory ruling on this 
incident. Ministry of Information and Broadcasting: Press Council of India
• Risk-based advertisement vetting: Set an approval route for prominent placements and 

serious allegations. Ask what evidence was available, who reviewed it and whether time 
limits were adequate.

• Independent content decisions: Define the roles of editorial, legal and commercial teams. 
Revenue considerations should be recorded rather than allowed to determine the ethical 
test. Whether a safeguard failed here remains an inquiry question.

• Respect for the judicial process: Describe convictions, appeals and relevant orders 
accurately. Criticism of a judgment may be legitimate; unsubstantiated factual allegations 
require scrutiny.

• Accountability after publication: Preserve decision records, explain established errors, 
make proportionate corrections and publish practical improvements where appropriate.

• Fair internal review: Examine systems and individual responsibility with due process. An 
apology should not be used to infer an employee’s motive or misconduct without 
investigation.

Thinkers & Ideas

The ideas below are paraphrases. Their application to this case is an interpretive teaching 
exercise, not a quotation or a claim that these thinkers commented on the event.

https://mib.gov.in/en/offerings/information-wing/press-council-india
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Concept / idea Meaning and application

Immanuel Kant: 
respect for persons

Idea: Moral action should respect human beings as ends with their 
own worth, rather than treating them merely as instruments. 
Application: Commercial advocacy should respect readers’ judgment 
and the dignity of affected people. Assess the reasons for a 
publication decision; considering an option does not by itself establish 
an ethical violation. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 
Section II, humanity formulation

Aristotle: virtue 
through practice

Idea: Ethical character develops through habituation and deliberate 
action. Application: Repeated practices of checking, listening and 
correcting are stronger evidence of institutional character than a 
single public statement. Nicomachean Ethics, Book II

John Stuart Mill: 
liberty and harm

Idea: Mill defends liberty of discussion while examining 
circumstances in which conduct harms others. Application: 
Distinguish disagreement or offence from a substantiated risk of 
harm. His argument does not automatically justify suppressing every 
favourable account of a convicted person. No measured survivor harm 
has been established in the materials reviewed. On Liberty, Chapters 
I–III

Edmund Burke: 
responsibility across 
generations

Idea: Burke presents society as an intergenerational association 
whose purposes extend beyond immediate interests. Application by 
analogy: A newspaper can consider the long-term quality of public 
discussion when making short-term commercial decisions. This is an 
extension of his political argument, not a direct media-ethics rule. 
Reflections on the Revolution in France

Mahatma Gandhi: 
truth and 
acknowledgment of 
error

Idea: In the introduction to his autobiography, Gandhi connects the 
pursuit of truth with humility, examination of his own limitations and 
willingness to disclose errors. Application: A credible institutional 
apology should support honest self-examination and practical 
correction. The Story of My Experiments with Truth, Introduction

Case Study
Fictional, adapted learning scenario. Arjun, his colleagues, the organisation, deadline, 
payment and internal exchanges below are invented for teaching. They are not a 
reconstruction of events at The Hindu.
Arjun Mehta is a senior editor at a respected national daily. The advertising director brings 
him a full-page, front-page advertisement from a prominent religious organisation for the 
next morning’s editions. It presents the criminal proceedings against the organisation’s head, 
who has been convicted of a serious offence, as a conspiracy by unnamed vested interests. 
Supporting evidence for these allegations has not been supplied to Arjun.
The booking is prepaid and the press deadline is three hours away. The advertising director 
argues that the material represents the client’s opinion and that commercial approval has 

https://www.mkgandhi.org/autobio/intro.php
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/15679/15679-h/15679-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/34901/34901-h/34901-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/34901/34901-h/34901-h.htm
https://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.2.ii.html
https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/kant1785_chapter2.pdf
https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/kant1785_chapter2.pdf
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already been given. Legal staff have identified no obvious defamation problem in their initial 
review, but have not completed a wider assessment. The advertisement is intended to appear 
as paid content; the scenario does not establish that it is disguised as news.
Arjun is concerned that prominent publication could lend credibility to unsupported 
allegations and cause avoidable distress. The advertising director warns of possible 
contractual claims and lost future business if the booking is pulled. Arjun must decide how to 
respond before printing, while treating the advertiser fairly and maintaining independent 
standards.
1. What options are available to Arjun?
2. What ethical issues are involved in this case?
3. What ethical dilemmas does Arjun face?
4. Which option should he adopt, and why?
5. What policy measures would help prevent such situations in media organisations?
Practice instruction: Answer the complete case, covering parts (a)–(e), in 250 words.

Expanded Teaching Discussion
This discussion explains the reasoning in depth. It is not an exam-length, 250-word model 
answer. Use it to select and compress points for the practice task.

(a) Options available to Arjun
1. Publish as submitted. This meets the immediate booking and production timetable. 

However, it would carry serious allegations without the supporting evidence Arjun needs to 
assess them. It may expose readers and affected people to avoidable risks. Payment and 
initial legal review do not resolve those concerns.

2. Publish with a prominent advertising label and disclaimer. Clear labelling is important and 
can reduce confusion about authorship. A disclaimer alone does not verify factual 
allegations or make misleading content acceptable. This option remains weak if the content 
itself is unresolved.

3. Hold the placement and seek evidence or revision. A short pause permits factual checks, 
accurate description of the conviction and any appeal, and removal or correction of 
unsupported allegations. It respects the advertiser’s opportunity to respond, but may 
require postponement and contractual arrangements.

4. Reject the present version. If the claims cannot be substantiated or brought within a 
defensible acceptance policy before deadline, refusal protects the publication’s standards. 
Commercial staff should then address refund, rescheduling or other contractual 
consequences with appropriate advice.

5. Escalate urgently to the Editor-in-Chief. Senior review can authorise the hold and 
resolve competing responsibilities. Escalation should accompany a clear recommendation and 
deadline; it should not allow printing to proceed by default.

The strongest course combines an immediate hold, urgent independent review and a fair 
opportunity to supply evidence or a revised version. If adequate review cannot be completed, 
the present version should not run in that edition.
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(b) Ethical issues involved
Accuracy and attribution: The advertisement mixes advocacy with claims about factual 
events. The publisher should distinguish opinion, verified fact and allegation, and assess 
substantiation before granting a prominent placement.
Dignity and foreseeable harm: Unsupported conspiracy allegations may dismiss affected 
people’s experiences or expose them to distress and hostility. Arjun should consider these 
risks sensitively, without claiming certainty about how every survivor will respond.
Responsibility for paid content: An advertisement expresses its sponsor’s message; 
publication does not automatically mean editorial endorsement by the newspaper. 
Nevertheless, the publisher remains responsible for its acceptance standards, labelling and 
placement decisions.
Fairness and freedom of discussion: A convicted person may be discussed fairly, and a 
judgment may be criticised on evidence-based grounds. The ethical objection here concerns 
unsupported assertions and presentation. It does not justify excluding all accounts of appeal, 
reform or rehabilitation.
Consistency: A wealthy, influential or unpopular advertiser should face the same relevant 
content tests as others. A principled policy reduces arbitrary decisions and helps staff 
explain them.

(c) Ethical dilemmas faced by Arjun
• Professional duty and institutional commitments: He must uphold standards while 

recognising that colleagues accepted payment and may have created obligations requiring a 
fair resolution.

• Initial legal reassurance and wider ethical judgment: A limited defamation review does 
not decide accuracy, dignity, proportionality or the full legal position. Ethical review 
remains necessary without assuming the advertisement is unlawful.

• Deadline pressure and adequate scrutiny: Three hours may permit a targeted check, but 
urgency should not turn lack of verification into presumed approval.

• Financial cost and public confidence: Delay or refusal may carry costs. Publication may 
also damage confidence. The balance should use the available evidence rather than assume 
either loss is certain or permanent.

• Personal courage and fair process: Arjun needs to raise concerns firmly without making 
unsupported accusations about the advertiser or colleagues’ motives.

(d) The most appropriate course and its justification
Arjun should recommend that the current version be held immediately and seek the Editor-
in-Chief’s decision through the established approval route. He should preserve the submitted 
copy, record the specific unsupported claims, and set a short review deadline with editorial, 
legal and commercial staff. The person controlling production must receive an unambiguous 
instruction about whether the placement is approved.
He should ask the advertiser for substantiation and offer a revised factual version that 
clearly identifies the sponsor, accurately states the relevant judicial position and removes 
misleading assertions. Reporting an appeal or expressing a reasoned criticism should not be 
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rejected merely because it challenges a conviction. The revised content still requires 
meaningful review; changing a few words to meet the printing deadline is insufficient.
If those checks cannot be completed, defer or decline the current placement. Explain the 
content grounds respectfully and handle any refund, rescheduling or dispute under the actual 
contract, with appropriate advice. This approach combines integrity and moral courage with 
procedural fairness and proportionate action.
The justification rests on the publisher’s own standards and the unresolved claims, rather 
than an assumed entitlement to silence the advertiser. It also avoids promising that refusal 
will eliminate all risk. Some short-term costs may remain, and public confidence may require 
continuing effort.

(e) Policy measures to prevent recurrence
• Written acceptance standards: Require support for material factual allegations, accurate 

legal-status descriptions and safeguards for privacy and dignity. Avoid blanket 
prohibitions on criticism, appeals or rehabilitation.

• Risk-based independent approval: Require senior editorial or standards review for 
prominent placements involving serious allegations, with a clear route to qualified legal 
advice where needed.

• Commercial separation: Give the standards decision-maker authority to pause a 
placement. Require that exceptions and reasons be recorded, with no unilateral commercial 
override.

• Clear labels and layout: Identify advertisements and their sponsors prominently. Treat 
labelling as one safeguard within substantive content review.

• Realistic deadlines and contracts: Build review time, substantiation requirements, 
revision rights and transparent cancellation or refund procedures into advertising 
arrangements.

• Safe escalation and training: Train editorial, commercial and production staff together; 
protect good-faith concerns and rehearse deadline-pressure scenarios.

• Review, correction and follow-through: Maintain complaint channels, preserve records, 
publish proportionate corrections and report meaningful changes after a verified lapse.
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Editorial choices at a glance

After an Error: Making an Apology Credible
The fictional case tests prevention. The real apology also raises a second lesson: what an 
institution owes readers after a publication error.
1. Acknowledge the established lapse: Identify the publication and the reason for the 

correction without repeating harmful material unnecessarily.
2. Accept institutional responsibility: Avoid shifting the entire burden to the advertiser or 

requiring affected people to demonstrate distress before taking a verified problem 
seriously.

3. Correct visibly and promptly: Make the response accessible to the likely original audience. 
Explain what is known and what remains under review.

4. Investigate fairly: Establish the approval sequence, available information and any policy 
gaps before attributing motives or misconduct.

5. Demonstrate repair: Assign responsibility for improvements, provide a proportionate 
update and check whether the revised process works.

A public apology is evidence of acknowledgment. Its contribution to restored trust depends 
on accuracy, sincerity and subsequent action; it proves neither irreversible loss nor complete 
repair.
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Practice Questions
1. What do you understand by editorial integrity? Why is it an essential value for journalists 

and public communicators, and how can it be cultivated as a professional habit?
150 words · 10 marks
GS4 connection: Aptitude and foundational values for Civil Service, especially integrity

2. Commercial pressures do not excuse moral failure; institutions, like individuals, are judged 
by what they do when doing right is costly. Examine this proposition in the context of 
ethical decision-making in public and private institutions.
150 words · 10 marks
GS4 connection: Public/Civil service values and Ethics in Public administration; ethical 
concerns and dilemmas

3. Suggest measures that educational institutions can adopt to cultivate moral courage and 
the willingness to acknowledge mistakes in young people.
150 words · 10 marks
GS4 connection: Ethics and Human Interface; the role of family, society and educational 
institutions in inculcating values

4. How does emotional intelligence help a professional navigate situations where legal 
permissibility and moral obligation point in different directions? Illustrate with suitable 
examples.
150 words · 10 marks
GS4 connection: Emotional intelligence and its application in administration and governance

The case has five subparts within one 250-word task. The four questions above are separate 
150-word practice tasks. Topic connections are broad GS4 study mappings; decimal labels 
from the original compilation are not presented as official UPSC syllabus numbering.

Sources & Reading
• Primary statement: The Hindu, apology clipping supplied with the original study material. Visually 

inspected; no date is visible in the clipping. It supports the description of the advertisement and apology, 
rather than conclusions about internal motives or measured harm.

• Date corroboration: Vinay Mishra, Free Press Journal, report published 13 September 2026. Places the 
advertisement on the preceding day and reports the apology.

• Institutional context: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Press Council of India. General remit 
only; no finding on this incident is claimed.

• Philosophical readings: Primary works are linked beside each paraphrased idea in Thinkers & Ideas. 
Modern applications are identified as interpretation.

This is an ethics learning resource. It does not make a legal determination about the advertisement. The full 
original advertisement and a separately dated original apology have not been independently inspected for 
this study.

https://mib.gov.in/en/offerings/information-wing/press-council-india
https://www.freepressjournal.in/amp/india/the-hindu-apologises-after-backlash-over-dera-sacha-sauda-ad-calling-ram-rahim-pure-and-clean
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