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Abstract 

This thesis is located at the conjuncture of two events in Australia in 2007: an industrial ‘crisis’ 

in the Australian newspaper industry and a declared ‘crisis’ of child sexual abuse in remote 

Northern Territory Indigenous communities for which the government devised a radical 

emergency response. This thesis examines Australian newspapers’ coverage of the Northern 

Territory Emergency Response (NTER) 2007, in the two-month timeframe between its 

announcement on June 21 to its enactment in legislation by parliament on August 17, 2007, in 

order to explore the operation of the press’s normative Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role 

at this policy moment. It does so to gain a deeper understanding of the newspaper industry’s 

ongoing structural changes’ implications for the Fourth Estate role, particularly in relation to 

the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal Australians of the Northern Territory. It aims to 

inform journalism education and practice. The methodological approach taken is Norman 

Fairclough’s dialectical-relational critical discourse analysis (CDA), which is a text-oriented 

analysis that encompasses two layers of contexts to the texts’ production: journalists’ discursive 

practices, that is, the processes whereby journalists produce text; and the sociocultural context, 

that outside of the newsroom which has a bearing on the text. CDA has a focus on “moments of 

crisis” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 230) in processes of social change, which speaks directly to the 

conjuncture of events under examination here.  

‘Discursive depletion’ refers to routine journalism practices’ minimising representation 

of Aboriginal opposition to the NTER. This thesis argues that, despite recent calls in 

Journalism Studies for its decentring, the normative Fourth Estate role of the press remains 

important to journalism scholarship and is particularly important when considering the press’s 

role in representing the interests and perspectives of marginalised groups, such as Indigenous 

Australians. 
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Aboriginal/Indigenous – a note on terminology  

 ‘Indigenous’ and ‘Aboriginal’ are used somewhat interchangeably in the thesis. Both terms 

are correct in referring to Indigenous people of the Northern Territory. The Indigenous 

peoples of Australia are Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people. The Indigenous 

people of the Northern Territory are Aboriginal people. Government policy tends to cover all 

Indigenous people, without differentiating between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples. (Flinders University, n.d.)   
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Prolegomenon: setting the scene 

 

Imagine this real-life scenario applied to your own life. Someone in your neighbourhood or a 

neighbourhood near yours is suspected of sexually abusing children. A Government minister 

appears on national television characterising the communities in your area as wilfully 

harbouring paedophile rings, as enabling their abuse by protecting them. Then a Government 

inquiry into child sexual abuse is launched. The inquiry comes to your area to ask you your 

thoughts. You and your neighbours tell the inquiry that you have heard this abuse has 

occurred, but have not witnessed it yourself. You tell the inquiry that you know such abuse is 

wrong and would never condone it. You also say that you have seen no evidence of paedophile 

rings but that you know that some men, mainly outsiders, including workers from a nearby 

mine, have preyed on young girls in your community, giving them gifts in exchange for sex. You 

tell them that you are concerned, too, about sexual relationships between teenagers – that they 

get into sexual relationships with each other and you are worried about that. Kids these days 

do not have the same morals as when you were growing up. You also tell the inquiry about dire 

infrastructure problems in your neighbourhood, particularly of overcrowded and dilapidated 

housing. You tell the inquiry about the very high levels of alcohol abuse amongst some adults, 

and that you are concerned that children in those adults’ care are not being cared for properly. 

You are pleased you have told the inquiry these things. It was not easy to do. It was not easy to 

trust that the inquiry, unlike so many other inquiries, would amount to anything, but these 

things matter and need to be resolved. Then, imagine the inquiry’s report is published, 

detailing your concerns. You are relieved. Someone has listened to you at last. This has been 

going on for a very long time, and nothing has been done to fix the housing or to support the 

drinkers to be better care-givers. The abusive miners and other predatory outsiders have been 
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reported many times to the police, but the police have said that they are powerless to do 

anything about it. You told the inquiry all of this, and all of this is recorded in the inquiry’s 

report that has just been published. You are hopeful that something will be done at last. Six 

days pass. Then the Prime Minister appears on television, looking grim. He announces that the 

Federal Government is taking over your neighbourhood and all the neighbourhoods in your 

area. That it will take over responsibility for the running of your home. Your children will be 

forced to have health checks to detect signs of abuse. Half of your welfare payments will be 

quarantined, accessible only through a debit card that can only be used at the local shop. The 

Prime Minister in his speech on national television announces that this is a national 

emergency, that your neighbourhood is depraved, that the local men do not know it is wrong to 

have sex with children. He announces that the army is on its way to begin this intervention. You 

are shocked, and you are scared. The army was used in living memory to take generations of 

children away from neighbourhoods like yours, for them to be raised in state-run institutions 

because successive governments believed that the adults in your communities could not do the 

job properly themselves. Nothing the Prime Minister is saying resembles the help you have 

asked for. Little he is saying reflects the reality you live, the reality you told of to the inquiry 

which is reflected in the inquiry’s report. The newspapers report this government initiative 

largely as the government does: as an urgent, heroic crusade to save your neighbourhood’s 

children. Few journalists seem to have read the inquiry’s report. Even fewer have come to your 

neighbourhood to talk to anyone. How is any of this, all of this, possible?  



Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

This thesis argues that the Australian press, in general, did not fulfil its ‘Fourth Estate’ 

democratic watchdog role in reporting during a time of crisis in 2007, when the then 

government under Prime Minister John Howard declared a national emergency in relation to 

child sexual abuse in Northern Territory Aboriginal communities. It employs a critical 

discourse analysis approach (Fairclough, 1992; Richardson, 2007) – a text-oriented social 

research method which analyses processes of social change – to explore how the Australian 

press performed this normative role in relation to the interests and perspectives of Indigenous 

Australians at this time. The policy in question, the Northern Territory Emergency Response 

(NTER), was chosen as the site of study because it was a controversial policy that was seen by 

many Indigenous people and their supporters as disempowering, unfair, punitive and 

ineffective (Altman and Hinkson, 2007a; Arena, 2012). It is arguably the most controversial 

Indigenous affairs policy since that which had become known as the Stolen Generations, when 

mixed-race Indigenous children were removed from their homes from the 1890s to the 1970s to 

be raised in state-run institutions. The NTER was also chosen as the site of study because it 

happened very quickly, being deemed an emergency response. It was launched in June 2007 

and enacted by parliament in August 2007, leaving a brief two-month timeframe in which the 

press could perform its normative role as watchdog on government before the Act was passed. 

A consideration in choosing newspaper reporting of the NTER as the site of study was that 

research shows that Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia is of a very poor standard in terms 

of its representation of the interests and perspectives of Indigenous Australians (Jakubowicz et 

al., 1994; Meadows 2001; Bacon 2005; Simmons and Lecouteur, 2008; McCallum, 2013; 

Waller, 2013; McCallum & Waller, 2014). Indigenous perspectives have little chance of being 
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acknowledged by government without their representation in the mainstream media. 

Furthermore, newspapers are powerful intra-media agenda setters in the Australian context 

(Turner, 2007).  

The NTER legacy persists today, under the rebranded Stronger Futures legislation 

(Australian Government, 2012). In launching the highly controversial and extremely 

interventionist NTER in June 2007, the government appealed for its support by asking 

Australians to imagine if the alleged trigger circumstances were present in their suburbs, on the 

premise that no one would or should tolerate such dysfunction.  

“We regard this as akin to a national emergency. [Indigenous Affairs Minister] Mr 

Brough’s put it to me this way; that if this set of circumstances had been disclosed as 

taking place in the [Canberra] suburb of Dickson, can you imagine what the local 

response from police, from medical authorities and from the state government would 

have been?” – Prime Minister John Howard at the launch of the NTER (Howard, 2007) 

 

Thus, to introduce this thesis, I imagined just that: the NTER as it happened, but as if it 

happened to you.  

This thesis argues that the journalism practices involved in this social phenomenon need 

to be understood at this particular time because the newspaper industry has been undergoing 

fundamental change with the shift to the online domain, resulting in mass editorial 

redundancies, particularly of subeditors, which has implications for journalism’s normative 

Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role. This concept is historically derived and can be 

understood simply as the press acting in the public interest as the brake and check on 

government:  

When Edmund Burke described the embryonic media of the late eighteenth century as 

the ‘Fourth Estate’ (the first three being the executive, legislative and judiciary arms of 

the state), he was acknowledging their importance to the health of liberal democracy. 

The media represented an independent source of knowledge, not only informing the 

people about politics, but also protecting them from abuses or power. (McNair, 2011, p. 

44) 

 



3 

This concept underpins Western journalism’s arguably universal ethical code (as 

discussed in chapter 2). This ethical code and the Fourth Estate concept both inform the 

normative theoretical thread that runs through this thesis. This is closely integrated with the 

conceptualisation of the press as a public sphere – a forum for informed discussion and debate, 

where something approaching public opinion can be formed (Habermas, 1962/1989). It is 

debatable whether public opinion exists (Lippmann, 1922;  Bourdieu, 1979), and it is 

notoriously difficult to measure (for example, Herbst, 2001). Furthermore, Fraser (1999) has 

argued that there is not one but multiple public spheres relating to different ‘publics’, in which 

public opinion can be formed. Public opinion can be, and is for the purposes of this thesis, 

understood in terms of the expression of the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal people of 

the Northern Territory as the result of such informed discussion and debate in the public sphere, 

whereby a consensus is reached between participants regarding how society or aspects of it 

should be organised.  

This thesis’s critical discourse analysis approach examines the news reports in the 

sociocultural and discursive practices contexts of their production. Fairclough’s three-

dimensional definition of discourse defines discourse as simultaneously text, discourse practice 

and sociocultural practice. The texts in this study are the newspaper reports about the NTER. 

The ‘sociocultural practice’ context is everything outside of the newsroom that has an impact 

on the text. The ‘discourse practice’ context encompasses processes of text interpretation and 

production, with discursive practices being “the processes through which journalists produce 

texts” (Richardson, 2007, p. 75). The journalism discursive practices whereby news texts are 

produced are distilled for this study as the newsgathering, news-writing and news-editing 

processes. This thesis aims to uncover the discursive practices that contributed to the reporting 

of the NTER. It argues that mass redundancies among subeditors and other editorial job losses 

wrought by the industrial changes have implications for the press’s Fourth Estate democratic 
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watchdog role regarding the representation of the interests and perspectives of Indigenous 

Australians, which is generalisable to other marginalised groups.   

 

 What this thesis is about 1.1

Bowles (2010) writes of the process of “reverse engineering – trying to figure out the 

designs that lie behind the representations we see in order to remake them, with the hope that 

this will lead to real-world benefits” (Bowles, 2010, p. 54). I see this thesis’s analytical 

approach as a form of reverse engineering. This thesis seeks to excavate – uncover and examine 

– the Australian newspapers’ performance of their Fourth Estate role in their coverage of this 

highly controversial Indigenous policy, the NTER 2007. On June 21, 2007, the then Prime 

Minister of Australia John Howard announced an ‘intervention’ in the Northern Territory (NT), 

to protect Indigenous children from sexual and other abuse. The Little Children Are Sacred 

(LCAS) report of the Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal 

Children from Sexual Abuse (Anderson and Wild, 2007), which reported a concerning level of 

abuse of Indigenous children in the Northern Territory, had been made public six days earlier, 

on June 15. Howard said the NTER was in response to it.  

Brown and Brown (2007), writing in the Medical Journal of Australia, capture a 

common complaint about the questionable nature of this move: 

The ‘Little Children Are Sacred’ report, irrespective of its integrity and worthiness, 

joins a disturbingly long list of reports whose recommendations have been largely 

ignored. In comparison, however, it may well stand out as one of the most blatantly 

bastardised of all Aboriginal health reports, in that the Federal Government has 

‘delivered’ the NT intervention, in rhetoric, as a means of protecting Aboriginal 

children... (Brown and Brown, 2007, p. 621) 

 

Legislation was drafted to intervene in the areas of welfare payments to Indigenous families (to 

‘quarantine’ half to be accessible only via a store card), alcohol and pornography bans, 

compulsory health checks of Aboriginal children and access to Aboriginal land. The Racial 

Discrimination Act 1975 (Commonwealth) was suspended, and soldiers entered the NT’s 
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remote Aboriginal communities within days of the announcement, followed by teams of 

doctors and bureaucrats. Two months after LCAS’s publication, the Northern Territory National 

Emergency Response Act 2007 was passed by parliament without amendment and came into 

effect on August 18, 2007. In 2012 the Gillard minority Labor Government rebranded and 

extended the NTER via the 10-year policy legislation Stronger Futures in the Northern 

Territory Act 2012, despite contested evidence of the NTER’s benefit to the lives of children in 

remote NT Indigenous communities (Altman, 2011; FaHCSIA, 2011; Shaw and d’Abbs, 2011; 

Concerned Australians, 2012).  

The normative expectation of the media’s Fourth Estate role would be that it inform the 

public and critique the government where necessary. In 2007, the hasty progression of the 

NTER between its announcement and its enactment by parliament only gave a two-month 

window for the media to scrutinise the policy’s intent, detail and justification before it was 

passed into legislation. This thesis explores how the Australian print media performed its 

Fourth Estate role in relation to the NTER and the interests and perspectives of NT Indigenous 

people. This is within the context of newsrooms under pressure from the industrial changes. 

Furthermore, these same newsrooms were, as a long tradition of journalism studies research 

shows, already routinely reporting on Aboriginal affairs in a consistently unsatisfactory, often 

clearly racist way (Jakubowicz et al., 1994; Meadows, 2001; Bacon, 2005; Simmons and 

Lecouteur, 2008; McCallum, 2011; Waller, 2013). This thesis explores the implications of this 

confluence of events – the newspaper industrial changes, the advent of the NTER policy and 

the parlous state of Indigenous affairs reporting – for the press’s role in Australian democracy, 

particularly in relation to the interests and perspectives of Indigenous citizens.  

Further to this, it is not the Fourth Estate role alone that places responsibility on the 

press for fairness in Indigenous affairs reporting. There is also a moral obligation. Australia is a 

signatory to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Article 16 enshrines 
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Indigenous peoples’ right to establish their own media and to have access to their self-

expression in non-Indigenous media. It also enshrines state-owned media’s obligation to reflect 

cultural diversity and for states to encourage commercial media to do the same (Australian 

Human Rights Commission, n.d.).  

The newspapers under examination fall into this latter category, commercial media, and 

as businesses, they are floundering (MEAA, 2008; Finkelstein, 2012; Papandrea, 2013). A 

viable business model for online newspapers has yet to be established because casual readers 

generally expect their online news for no cost and revenue from accompanying advertisements 

is weak (Tiffen, 2010). Consequently, editorial workforces have been hit hard by redundancy, 

most acutely amongst production journalists, that is, subeditors, who are deemed most 

dispensable despite their crucial fact-checking function, because they do not provide content. 

Research internationally shows that this changing nature of the newspaper industry has a 

negative effect on how journalists perform the press’s Fourth Estate role (e.g. Davies, 2008; 

Lee-Wright et al., 2012).  

I argue from a liberal-democratic theoretical perspective that, without a functioning 

watchdog media we cannot have a functioning democracy, and that it is important to pay 

attention to the performance and practices of the press at this time of unprecedented industrial 

upheaval, which I argue is leaving a vacuum in Australia’s democratic system. 

This watchdog function of the press that acts as a check on the powerful is particularly 

important for the protection of marginalised groups. NT Indigenous Australians were 

particularly powerless in the face of the federal government’s NTER policy. Their interests and 

perspectives had little chance of being acknowledged by government without their 

representation in the mainstream media.  

This thesis’s main original contribution to knowledge is in its lexical-level excavation of 

the nature and the role of journalism’s discursive practices in representing the interests and 
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perspectives of Indigenous Australians. Lexical analysis pertains to language choices in 

meaning-making; discursive practices are the processes whereby news reports are created. The 

literature shows that the Australian print media routinely excludes Indigenous Australians in 

terms of enabling, even allowing, their voices to be heard. However, no study prior to this one 

has explored the lexical-level mechanics of this exclusion (that is, the dialectical interplay of 

lexical choices with discursive practices to achieve exclusion) and, furthermore, to suggest 

remedial action.  

The aim of this research is to improve both journalism education and practice. This is 

important because of the press’s democratic role and the Australian news media’s influence on 

policy formulation (McCallum and Waller, 2013; Koch-Baumgarten and Voltmer, 2010). At a 

time when much communication research is now focussed on the shiny promise of new media, 

there is still much to be learned from the challenges facing the fading but still functioning ‘old’ 

media, not least because the two are increasingly intimately linked, with the same newsrooms 

producing for both print and online, a trend that was still very much in its beginning stages at 

the time of the NTER launch in 2007. Furthermore, newspapers to some extent still set the 

news and policy agenda, and shape public opinion (McCombs, 2014). 

The subeditorial role is an important consideration. This is particularly so regarding its 

fact-checking function, its role in the structuring of news stories and its consequential 

representational influence. A news story is produced by both subeditors and reporters, and their 

relative inputs to the text are indiscernible from a text-oriented analysis such as this one. 

Reporters and subeditors are both journalists, their discursive practices are all journalism 

practices. The normative theories pertaining to journalism in general (discussed in chapter 2) 

are also applicable to the particulars of the subediting role. A ‘good sub’ might have been 

expected to have ‘caught’ the questionable discursive practices noted. It is theorised that those 
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‘catches’ are far less likely to occur in newsrooms under pressure, when journalists feel that 

they do not have enough time in which to do their jobs well.  

While there has been extensive research into how reporters perform their roles in the 

face of the industrial changes (e.g. Pew Research Journalism Project, 2008; Lewis et al, 2008a, 

2008b; Simons, 2007), there has been very little research into how subeditors (or copy editors, 

as they are known in the United States) perform their roles in the face of the industrial changes, 

and none from a text-oriented discourse analytical approach. Recent research has sought 

subeditors’ perceptions of their changing roles, via qualitative interviews (e.g. Ewart, 1999; 

Keith, 2009); and ethnographic approaches such as organisational observation (e.g. 

Vandendaele and Jacobs, 2014).  This research found that subeditors felt somewhat 

overwhelmed by their workloads, saying that they do not have enough time to do their jobs 

properly. None of these studies, however, has sought to connect this context with the 

consequences of precise lexical choices (the words and phrases employed in the news-writing 

process which produce particular meanings) arising from particular discursive practices – 

whether reporters’ or subeditors’ – as this study does.  

To clarify further, this thesis uses the term ‘lexical choice’ to refer to the words and 

phrases employed in the news-writing process which produce particular meanings. Lexical 

words’ primary function is referential (Chandler and Munday, 2011, p. 178), a representative 

function which imparts information and is oriented towards the context (Chandler and Munday, 

2011, p. 360). There are a variety of words available to the reporter to express ideas, each with 

its own particular meaning. Therefore, in this research approach, lexical choices inherent to the 

news reports, whether they be nouns, verbs or adjectives, are noted for their function and 

meaning-making potential in the news reports.  

This particular line of inquiry, about lexical choices and subeditors’ practices, arose 

through inductive analysis informed by my own extensive experience as a newspaper subeditor 
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and forms an explanatory thread running through the thesis. The question arose regarding what 

journalism practitioners and educators now need to know about the subeditor’s fast-receding 

skill-set as the newspaper newsroom evolves into one where the subeditor’s role is being 

disposed of and reporters are increasingly expected to subedit their own work. The contribution 

that a reflective approach can make to journalism practice in this scenario is valuable. This 

thesis builds on the literature about reflective practice in examining the press’s performance of 

its Fourth Estate role in relation to the NTER. Given both the haste of its conception and 

implementation, and the poor record of Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia, as well as the 

industrial pressures in the newsrooms of Australian newspapers, I hypothesised that the 

reporting of the NTER would be particularly prone to problematic reporting practices. By 

highlighting those practices and interrogating the precise lexical mechanisms that embody them 

(that is, how they are written up and how they work in the text, whether alone or together), 

suggestions can be made regarding how to improve the press’s performance of its democratic 

watchdog role. 

 

 Critical Discourse Analysis 1.1.1.1

This thesis identifies and focuses on four ‘moments of crisis’ within the two-month 

timeframe under examination, between the NTER’s announcement and its enactment by 

parliament. Moments of crisis, that is, “moments in the discourse when there is evidence that 

things are going wrong” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 230), are a particular focus of inquiry for CDA 

analyses, for their potential to show up problematic aspects of routine practice that otherwise 

might go unnoticed. Thus, in this thesis, characteristics of routine journalism practices and their 

consequences for the representation of Indigenous voices are investigated. These four key 

moments in the NTER policy development process correspond with chapters 4 to 7 and are 
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referred to as The ‘Launch’ moment; the Child Health Checks; Oppositional voices: talking 

back to the NTER; and The Delegation.  

The methodological approach taken is that of Norman Fairclough’s dialectical relational 

CDA, which I argue has a critical realist perspective that combines a realist ontology with an 

interpretivist/constructionist epistemology. As mentioned above, Fairclough defines discourse 

in a three-dimensional way, as simultaneously text, discourse practice and sociocultural 

practice. With regard to the three dimensions to Fairclough’s definition of discourse, the 

discourse under examination here consists of the textual dimension of newspaper news reports 

about the NTER policy; the discourse-practices dimension of the journalism discursive 

practices involved in the news reports’ production; and the sociocultural-practices dimension of 

the goings-on outside the newsroom which has a bearing on the text.  

This thesis offers perspectives from journalism education, the sociology of news and 

media studies as a contribution to a transdisciplinary approach. This methodology is employed 

to answer the following research questions:  

1) What discursive practices employed to produce the NTER-related news reports in 

Australian newspapers, in the two months between announcement and enactment, 

demonstrate the press’s failure to prosecute its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role, 

as normatively theorised? 

2) How were NTER-critiquing Aboriginal ‘oppositional voices’ represented in the news 

reports? 

3) What implications might the newspaper industry’s industrial changes have for the 

reporting of the NTER, and Indigenous affairs in general?  

4) What emergent insights from this analysis could there be for enhanced or new 

journalism practices for this changing newspaper industry? 
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The next section details where I am situated in relation to the research, before 

presenting a general overview of contemporary developments in the field.  

 

 Self-reflexivity 1.1.1.2

Self-reflexivity has been integral to the iterative analytical process undertaken for this 

thesis, whereby I constantly asked questions of myself as well as of the material. Researchers 

are socially situated. Experiences, beliefs and values can influence what is perceived and how it 

is perceived. To mitigate against this, I was as self-reflexive as possible regarding where I stand 

in relation to the phenomena under examination. That involved being aware of my position in 

relation to the NTER Indigenous affairs policy, the newspaper industrial changes and their 

implications for the press’s Fourth Estate role, and the treatment of Indigenous Australians by 

the state and by the news media.  

I worked for more than 20 years as a print journalist both in Australia and overseas, 

most recently as a subeditor in Australia from 1999 to 2011, including in the newsrooms of The 

Sydney Morning Herald, The Australian and The Canberra Times newspapers. I have first-

hand experience of the effects of the industrial changes on the factual accuracy of newspaper 

news reports, and how this is most acutely relevant in the redundancies faced by subeditors. I 

know intimately the subeditorial role, the importance of its fact-checking function and its 

influence on news story structure (for example, the subeditor’s role in deciding what 

information in the news story is most important, what ‘the angle’ should be, what is included 

and omitted). I also know through my extensive experience what is normatively considered to 

be ‘good practice’ for reporting and by extension subediting – for example, the use of the active 

voice, using unnamed sources sparingly, only beginning a sentence or a paragraph with ‘But’ to 

indicate counterpoint, seeking comment from ‘both sides’ of a dispute, verifying claims. This 

‘learned knowledge’ is supported by reference to journalism textbooks (e.g. Sheridan Burns, 



12 

2013) and journalists’ codes of ethics, as well as by the research literature. I have also drawn on 

my seven years’ experience as a journalism educator since 2007, regarding what some 

Australian journalism students are taught as being good practice. Given this learned knowledge 

about routine journalism practices from my journalism training, industry experience and role as 

a journalism educator, I am self-reflexive regarding what might appear in sharp focus in the 

text for me, and conversely am also aware that some other aspects to the text might not be so 

apparent to me. This was mitigated by reading the texts closely several times in rounds of 

iterative analysis.  

On immigrating to Australia (from Dublin via London) in 1999 I became aware of the 

historical and ongoing injustices suffered by Indigenous Australians. I have travelled 

extensively in remote Australia, including around the Northern Territory prior to the NTER. I 

am aware through having visited some remote NT Indigenous communities that there were 

some, at times stark, differences between them in terms of how they functioned. This made me 

suspicious of the ‘one size fits all’ NTER policy when it was launched, and the Prime 

Minister’s characterisation of all NT communities as the stuff of “Hobbesian nightmare[s]”.
1
 I 

was also taken aback by the racialised nature of the policy, and the suspension of the Race 

Discrimination Act to implement it. 

I was overseas visiting family during the two months between the NTER policy being 

announced and enacted, which is the two-month timeframe of my inquiry. While overseas I 

wondered how the newsrooms coped with the issue, and on my return I began to think about 

investigating this. As a former journalist, I am interested in journalism practice in relation to the 

NTER. As a former subeditor, I am interested in how that plays out in the text. As a journalism 

educator, I am interested in what lessons might be learned from this confluence of pressures 

                                                 

1In a speech to the Sydney Institute, as reported in Schubert, M. and Murdoch, L. (2007, June 26). It's Our Hurricane Katrina. 

The Age, p. 1.  
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that might be useful to feed into classroom teaching about journalism practice to equip 

prospective journalists for the job, when they are increasingly expected to subedit their own 

work. This is an emerging trend which has been anathema to good journalism practice for 

generations, the thinking being that one is too close to one’s own work to see its flaws clearly.  

Having situated myself within the research, this next section details contemporary 

developments related to the research.  

 

 Contemporary developments 1.2

The NTER is widely understood as the most dramatic recent policy intervention in 

Australian Indigenous affairs and has been the focus of substantial academic inquiry, one of the 

first being Coercive Reconciliation, a collection of responses edited by Altman and Hinkson 

(2007a). Since 2007, researchers have critiqued the NTER from various perspectives. For 

example, from a social-work policy perspective (e.g. Fawcett and Hanlon, 2009; Hunter, S.V., 

2008), a medical policy perspective (Medical Journal of Australia, themed issue, vol. 187, 

2007), a post-colonial perspective (Stringer, 2007), a whiteness studies perspective (Moreton-

Robinson, 2009), an Indigenous policy perspective (Altman, 2007b; McCallum, 2013; 

Thompson and Hill, 2009; Tait, 2007), a feminist perspective on ‘child politics’ (Baird, 2008), 

a social class perspective (Watson, 2009), a social inclusion perspective (Hunter, 2008), a 

media studies perspective (McCallum, 2011; McCallum and Waller, 2013), and a media racism 

perspective (Brown and Brown, 2007). There has also been some research from a discourse 

analysis perspective (Moreton-Robinson, 2009; Macoun, 2012; Mesikammen, 2013; Proudfoot 

and Habibis, 2013), but none before this thesis from a journalism studies perspective.  

There have been four recent discourse analyses undertaken of media coverage of the 

NTER, however, the approaches taken differ markedly from this one. Due and Riggs (2011) 

included a chapter on the NTER in their book Representations of Indigenous Australians in the 
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mainstream news media, which focuses on the function of rhetorical devices. In this case study, 

they identify and conceptualise some rhetorical devices employed by politicians to support the 

NTER policy, which were identified from the examination of NTER news reports. They 

concluded that the media accepted uncritically the politicians’ reasons for the NTER and 

focused on the political aspect while relying on stereotypes of Aboriginal people to do so. 

Proudfoot and Habibis (2013) undertook a comparative CDA of three popular (tabloid) 

newspapers’ representation of NT Indigenous communities – two mainstream (News Ltd 

tabloids The Daily Telegraph and The Herald Sun) and one Indigenous (The Koori Mail) and 

found a racialised divide in reporting of the NTER: 

Our analysis shows that mainstream media consistently constructed all Aboriginal 

communities as places of violence and abuse, with the cause located in the deficits of 

Aboriginal culture. Aboriginal media contextualised problems of violence and abuse as 

occurring within only some Aboriginal communities, and linked the causes to the 

historical and sociopolitical legacy of the Australian state’s engagement with its 

Aboriginal population. (Proudfoot and Habibis, 2013, p. 2) 

 

Macoun’s (2012) focus was on the discursive construction of Aboriginality in relation 

to the NTER. She applied a Foucauldian discourse analysis “to identify the ideas about 

Aboriginality deployed by the intervention’s architects and supporters, and to examine ways 

that these constructions of Aboriginality and Aboriginal people operate to animate the 

intervention” (Macoun, 2012, p. 13). Mesikammen’s PhD thesis (under examination at the time 

of writing), also a CDA about news media coverage of the NTER, takes a different approach to 

the current study: Mesikammen (email correspondence, March 2014) uses a mixed 

methodology that includes interview data. Her examination is of three moments emerging from 

mainstream media coverage (including broadcast media) of the NTER over a three-year 

timeframe, with a focus on news access (Mesikammen, 2013), whereas this thesis examines 

four moments emerging from newspaper coverage within a two-month timeframe, with a focus 

on the democratic role of the press. Therefore, my approach and focus differ substantially from 
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that of Mesikammen (2013), Proudfoot and Habibis (2013), and Macoun (2012) and it 

contributes to the scholarly examination of this important Australian policy moment. 

 

 The nature of news media reporting 1.2.1.1

The at times problematic nature of news media reporting has been a perennial research 

subject and finding (Harcup, 2009). Bias, balance, objectivity, voice, source selection and the 

hierarchy of sources, including their roles in race-based representation, persist as contemporary 

concerns. These have been investigated via numerous research methodologies, including by 

critical discourse analyses. However, investigations often ignore the sociocultural context of 

news production. What is a relatively new avenue of inquiry is the effect of the contemporary 

industrial changes on newsgathering and news products (for example, newspapers’ contents), 

which I draw on in applying Fairclough’s CDA approach’s specific focus on the ‘context’. The 

industrial changes’ effect has been studied from perspectives such as political economy, 

political, economic, social-organisational, sociological and cultural; and from research 

approaches such as participant observation, content analysis and ethnomethodology. However, 

what has not been examined up to now in any general, comprehensive way (and specifically 

not in relation to the NTER), are the lexical mechanisms whereby problematic practices are 

textually rendered – that is, how they are written up and how they work in the text, whether 

alone or together. This thesis, in finding and exposing such lexical mechanisms in the news 

reports about the NTER, points to ways that they may be mitigated or dismantled in the course 

of routine news-gathering and -writing practices. This has implications for both text-based 

journalism and journalism education, making a contribution to both domains of practice. 

Having given an overview of contemporary developments in relation to the location of 

this research, the next section will give a general overview of the major themes and debates.  
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 Major themes and debates 1.3

This section argues how this thesis contributes to relevant contemporary debates, by 

situating it amongst the contextual and historical themes of this research project. This argument 

coalesces in considering, examining and arguing for the press’s normative Fourth Estate 

democratic watchdog role.  

A major debate to which this thesis contributes is an epistemological one around 

whether normative theories of the press have a legitimate place in studying contemporary 

journalism practice.  One of the most prominent voices on the other side of the debate, Zelizer 

(2012) has criticised journalism scholarship for focussing on what journalists should be doing 

rather than what they are actually doing. This thesis adopts an explicitly normative standpoint 

regarding the press’s democratic watchdog role and argues that normative theory, as embodied 

in journalists’ codes of ethics, can be legitimately central to a critical analysis of the NTER 

news reports. It takes as the starting point of analysis what the press itself says it should be 

doing in relation to its own self-selected standards, through its codes of ethics. This thesis goes 

to heart of the scholarly conversation about the utility of journalism’s Fourth Estate claim.  

Related to this normative standpoint is this thesis’s contribution to the major theme of 

inadequate representation of Indigenous Australians in the mainstream media. This thesis adds 

to the body of knowledge around how Australian journalism practice poorly serves the interests 

and perspectives of Indigenous Australians. Twenty years ago Jakubowicz et al. (1994) wrote 

that in news reports “[t]he exclusion of Aboriginal voices as authoritative is persistent” (p. 85). 

This thesis demonstrates that that is still the case in relation to the NTER. In excavating and 

dismantling the routine journalism discursive practices that serve to exclude and misrepresent, 

this thesis offers practical pedagogical solutions to this.  

To offer practical solutions is particularly urgent at this time of fundamental structural 

change in the newspaper industry. Mastheads are losing money as advertising has shifted to the 
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online domain, and a viable online business model has not yet been established (Finkelstein, 

2012; also Pew 2008, 2013). Research in the culturally comparable countries of the United 

States and the United Kingdom shows that this is having a negative effect on the media’s 

democratic watchdog role. Here in Australia, research by the journalists’ representative body, 

the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance (MEAA, 2008; MEAA, 2010; MEAA, 2012), 

points to a similar situation. Because of technological change and its economic effects, there 

have been thousands of redundancies from Australian mastheads over the past decade (the 

numbers are discussed in chapter 2), and the workloads of remaining journalists have increased. 

Subeditors – who have critical fact-checking and story-crafting roles – have proven to be 

particularly vulnerable to these changes, with the consequence that there is an ever-diminishing 

number of subeditors working in any particular newsroom. Little research has considered the 

subeditor’s diminishing role and its implications at this time of industrial change, and none has 

considered this from a text-oriented perspective. This thesis highlights some consequences of 

subediting’s diminished role for the production of newspapers and their Fourth Estate 

democratic watchdog role, while exploring how journalism educators may best prepare 

students to reflexively ‘subedit’ their own work as they produce it, to mitigate the 

consequences.  

This thesis supports the continued relevance of CDA in contributing to CDA’s defence 

as a research method, by foregrounding self-reflexivity to make assumptions explicit and 

providing detailed documentation of the analysis and demonstrating that all claims are 

grounded explicitly in the lexical features of the text. It is argued here that text-oriented 

discourse analysis is a valid social research methodology, as argued by Fairclough (1992) and 

building on Fursich (2009). Philo (2007) has argued that CDA requires triangulation with 

reception studies and/or ethnography. However this thesis, in locating the researcher in the 

research, also locates the researcher-as-a text consumer. The most strident critique of the 
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methodology comes from Widdowson (1995), who contends that much CDA is neither critical 

nor analytical. However, this thesis demonstrates that CDA’s investigation of discursive 

practices in news texts is a highly effective and revelatory method, uncovering deep insights 

into the structures of news texts reflecting and affecting structures in society and vice versa. 

That is, in examining the dialectical relationship between discourse practices and sociocultural 

practices, this study is the first to examine the news media reporting of the NTER from a 

journalism discursive practices perspective. It is the first to excavate the precise mechanisms of 

these discursive practices, laying them bare for realignment.  

This thesis examines the newspaper industrial changes by theorising their implications 

for the text through examination of subeditorial and other journalism discursive practices. It 

examines the NTER from the perspective of print journalism’s discursive practices that 

constitute its reporting and it builds on the literature on Indigenous affairs reporting by 

examining the Australian press’s performance of its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role. It 

investigates the precise lexical mechanisms that serve to exclude, silence and misrepresent the 

NTER critique by Aboriginal ‘oppositional voices’ – that is, instances of NT Indigenous people 

‘talking back’ to the NTER. (Oppositional voice is theorised in this thesis as those treated as 

‘unofficial sources’ – that is, sources outside of the government and the bureaucracy – who 

voice opposition to the NTER policy in part or in whole.) 

Having located the topic and explained what this thesis will do, the next section details 

how this will be done. 

 

 Building the argument  1.4

This section gives a chapter summary to indicate how the argument is built through a 

critical discourse analysis of the newspaper texts within the contexts of their production. It will 

examine the discursive practices that shaped the news reports – that is, the journalism processes 
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through which the texts were produced. It will also examine the wider sociocultural-context 

influences, for example, what was going on politically at the time (Fairclough, 1992; 

Richardson, 2007). The aim is to establish the text-shaping and meaning-making characteristics 

of routine journalism practices in the newspaper reporting of the NTER, in order to explore 

their implications for the press’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role.  

Following this introductory chapter, the chapters unfold as follows: 

 In chapter 2, the background to this thesis is examined by discussing the NTER policy; 

the changes to the newspaper industry affecting the industrial environment around the 

advent of the NTER in 2007; and their implications in combination for Indigenous 

affairs reporting, in the context of journalism’s democratic watchdog role. This chapter 

also serves the dual purpose of detailing the sociocultural context – in Fairclough’s 

methodological approach, the goings-on outside of the newsroom which have a bearing 

on the news text. I situate this thesis at the point where these contexts overlap and 

establish the original contribution that is made. 

 In chapter 3, the methodology is laid out, detailing how the text is analysed within the 

aforementioned sociocultural context as well as the discourse practices context – that is, 

“the processes through which journalists produce texts” (Richardson, 2007, p. 75). This 

examination of the text in the contexts of its production enables an evaluation of the 

press’s performance of its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role at this policy 

moment. In order to do this, Fairclough recommends a strategy of focusing on 

‘moments of crisis’ – when things go wrong – which, he argues, have the potential to 

expose aspects of routine practices that might otherwise go unnoticed (Fairclough, 

1992, p. 230). Four moments of crisis identified from within the data set were selected 

for analysis on the basis that, between them, they mapped the policy’s trajectory during 

the two-month timeframe from announcement to enactment: 1) the NTER launch; 2) 
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child health checks; 3) attempts by organised and representative Aboriginal opposition 

to the NTER – what I call collectively ‘oppositional voices’ –  to be heard in the policy 

development process; and 4) a delegation of NT Aboriginal leaders’ attempt to delay 

the tabling of the legislation in parliament. Each of these moments is the focus of a 

findings chapter, respectively chapters 4 to 7. 

 Chapter 4: The ‘Launch’ moment. This first of the four findings and discussion chapters 

analyses news reports of the NTER’s launch, to ascertain how the print media 

performed its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role in relation to this highly 

controversial policy when it was first announced. The theme that emerged was the 

similarity between the news reports, including the repetition of unfounded claims and 

particular discursive constructions.  

 Chapter 5: The child health checks initiative. This policy as first devised was highly 

controversial. It was rhetorically constructed, developed and modified by the 

government over a period of about six weeks, an example of ‘policy on the run’. The 

theme that emerged was the lack of journalistic scrutiny of false claims, including those 

made by anonymous sources.  

 Chapter 6 analyses the metropolitan mastheads’ representation of Indigenous opposition 

to the NTER. It does this via analysis of news reports about the two related ‘perceptual 

interventions’ (Pickering and McCulloch, 2010) in the news cycle by these oppositional 

voices – an Open Letter to the Indigenous Affairs Minister signed by 140 organisations, 

and an Alternative Plan document, put together by some 40 Aboriginal organisations 

from the Northern Territory as a vision of how they thought the government could 

better focus its reform efforts. The chapter’s underlying assumption is the press’s 

functions as a public sphere and a forum for public opinion formation. The theme that 
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emerged was the news media’s routine discursive practices that work against NTER-

critiquing Aboriginal oppositional voices being heard and listened to.  

 Chapter 7, the final findings and discussion chapter, analyses the news reports about a 

delegation of leaders from the Northern Territory who travelled to Canberra in a final 

bid to delay the legislation. The chapter is about the news story’s construction in light 

of a newspaper’s organisational and editorial values, and what is revealed in terms of 

news values, the representation of sources and what it is deemed that the readers need to 

know. The theme that emerged was what editorial changes to news stories between 

editions of the same day’s newspapers could reveal. For example, what aspects of a 

story or a source are foregrounded or diminished between editions, and what this may 

tell us about editorial priorities and organisational values.    

 Chapter 8 draws conclusions as to how the problematic discursive practices identified 

might be remedied, as a valuable pedagogical contribution to journalism education and 

practice.  

 

Taking a CDA approach enables a unique and valuable perspective on the research 

questions to emerge. The focus is on the nature of the discursive practices as meaning-making 

mechanisms. This thesis identifies the discursive mechanisms deployed by print journalists at 

this time of crisis to make sense of a rapidly evolving situation. If we are going to understand 

what is going on, we need to look at the discourse about it, which in this thesis’s definition is 

the text in context.  

This thesis makes a methodological contribution by extending Fairclough’s CDA  

analysis of social change to the analysis of rapid policy change. It does so by employing CDA’s 

focus on ‘moments of crisis’, coupled with the NVivo qualitative analysis software, to break 

open an atypically large data set. The emergent analysis makes theoretical contributions 
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through its transdisciplinary approach, encompassing journalism education, the sociology of 

news and media studies. This methodological innovation for field of journalism studies is 

applicable to the representation of marginalised groups and to media reporting of rapidly 

evolving crisis situations.  

This thesis argues for the Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role of the press. It is a 

timely contribution to the debate that Zelizer (2012) has opened, where she argues for the 

decentring of the Fourth Estate in journalism scholarship. I acknowledge that there are many 

other functions of the press, from entertainment to community cohesion and beyond, but that its 

democratic function should remain a central concern of journalism training and practice. This 

thesis makes a robust contribution to the discussion about what kind of media we want to have.  

Having explained what this thesis is about, and discussed contemporary developments, 

major themes and debates, the location of the topic, what the thesis will do and how this will be 

done, the next chapter details the background to this research project.  
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Chapter 2 Background 

 

This study is located at the confluence of two events: the 2007 Northern Territory 

Emergency Response (NTER) policy and the structural changes in the Australian newspaper 

industry gathering pace at the time (MEAA, 2008), which together have implications for 

Australian Indigenous affairs news-reporting practices. This background is conceptualised in 

the methodology (chapter 3) as ‘sociocultural practice’ contexts, meaning that which resides 

outside of the newsroom that has a hand in shaping the news text (Fairclough, 1995, p. 57; 

Richardson, 2007, p. 114). This chapter details these two events and the literature that pertains 

to them, argues how they intersect and concludes that there is a gap in the literature that this 

thesis addresses. It first considers the NTER as policy and as politics, and argues its importance 

as a subject of study. It then discusses the democratic role of the press, with a focus on the 

implications of the contemporary decline in the Australian newspaper industry for Indigenous 

affairs reporting. 

 

 The Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) 2007  2.1

The NTER (or The Intervention as it is commonly known) was one of Australia’s most 

controversial Indigenous policies – a stand-out amongst many other contenders for that title – 

which saw the then Government on June 21, 2007 declare there to be an epidemic of child 

sexual abuse in Northern Territory (NT) Indigenous communities, a national emergency that 

required an immediate Federal Government takeover of those communities. The Prime 

Minister, John Howard, announced that this move was in response to the Little Children Are 

Sacred (LCAS) report (Anderson and Wild, 2007) that had been made public six days earlier, 

which was the culmination of a year-long inquiry into allegations aired on ABC television’s 
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Lateline program in 2006 of a concerning level of child abuse and neglect in NT Indigenous 

communities.  

That there was child sexual abuse occurring in some of these communities is not in 

dispute (Anderson and Wild, 2007). However, there are many nuances and layers to the NTER 

as an event. Firstly, the inquiry did not find evidence of child sexual abuse in all communities 

(Anderson and Wild, 2007), as the government and subsequently the news media claimed. 

Secondly, there is little correlation between the contents of the NTER policy and the contents 

of the inquiry’s LCAS report, which the government said triggered the NTER (Behrendt, 2007). 

LCAS contained 97 recommendations; the government’s initial response did not act on any of 

those (Altman and Hinkson, 2007b, p. ix; Behrendt, 2007). As report co-author Pat Anderson 

was reported as saying some six weeks after the NTER’s launch,  

“There is not a single action that the Commonwealth [Federal Government] has taken 

so far that has corresponded with a single recommendation,” Ms Anderson said. “There 

is no relationship between all these emergency powers and what is in our report.” 

(Murdoch, 2007g) 

 

The NTER also expressly ignored the first and central one recommendation – that any 

response be in consultation and co-operation with the communities affected (Behrendt, 2007; 

Dodson, 2007). On the other hand, actions that the government did take were not in the 

recommendations, such as the management of 50 per cent of the welfare payments of all 

Indigenous people in 73 prescribed communities; alcohol and pornography bans; the 

suspension of the permit system whereby visitors needed permission to visit Aboriginal land; 

the abolition of the Community Development and Enterprise Project (CDEP), which was the 

primary employer of community residents (Altman, 2007a); compulsory child health checks to 

detect signs of abuse; and the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act to enable many 

aspects of the policy. Crucially, the prevalence and nature of child sexual abuse that the 

government declared was occurring was not reflected in LCAS. The government had been in 
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power for 11 years and had not acted on previous reports calling for the addressing of terrible 

disadvantage in remote Indigenous communities (Behrendt, 2007; Gunstone, 2010), which led 

observers to question whether they were acting on this report for political advantage in the eyes 

of an electorate that the polls were indicating was about to vote them out at the impending 

federal election (Altman and Hinkson, 2007a; Martiniello, 2007). Indeed, the then NT Chief 

Minister, Clare Martin, claimed that Federal Government minister Alexander Downer had 

admitted to her that that had been the case: 

[T]he way the intervention was done was blatantly political. Alexander Downer … 

admitted shamelessly the day after the election that it was an attempt to lift the polls that 

failed. He was absolutely brutal about it. (Zwartz, 2008)   

 

This section considers the NTER both as policy and as politics. The aspects of policy 

explored include locating the NTER in Australian Indigenous policy history, as a neo-colonial 

resurgence of assimilationist neoliberal and colonial Indigenous policy (Hinkson, J., 2012; 

Tout, 2012; Stringer, 2007). I argue that the doctrines of self-responsibility and paternalism 

underpinning the NTER are contradictory, an indication that their combination is ideological. 

Thereafter, the aspects of politics explored centre on the power of child-sexual-abuse 

allegations to serve as an interventionist trigger, and the ability of adults’ discomfort about 

children’s and teenagers’ sexuality to engender and enable a moral panic (Critcher, 2003). 

These two arguments are demonstrated regarding the stark mismatch, outlined above, between 

the inquiry that resulted in the LCAS report (Anderson and Wild, 2007), and the NTER policy it 

triggered.  

 

2.1.1 The NTER in policy history 

The NTER 2007 launched by the conservative Coalition Government under Prime 

Minister John Howard “is just one example in a long tradition of dramatic policy swings that 
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characterise the nature of Indigenous policy-making” in Australia (McCallum, 2011, p. 21) and 

is considered to be “the key policy moment in recent indigenous affairs history” by many key 

actors in the policy, such as public servants, media professionals and Indigenous health and 

education managers and advocates (McCallum and Waller, 2013). It continues today, having 

been developed by successive Labor governments elected in 2007 and 2010, with enabling 

legislation in 2012 for its renewed branding as the 10-year Stronger Futures program. It is not 

clear what plans, if any, the 2013-elected Coalition Government under Prime Minister Tony 

Abbott has for it, but it is safe to say they will retain it at the least in its present form, as it has 

had Abbott’s support from its inception. He was Health Minister in the Howard Government 

that conceived it. 

This section argues that the NTER is an assimilationist policy on a continuum of the 

colonial project, as do many of the contributors to Altman and Hinkson (2007a) and Arena 

(2012). Moreton-Robinson (2003) argues that Australia is not post-colonial but is still in the 

process of postcolonising, and Stringer (2007) characterises the NTER as a neo-colonial policy 

with an assimilatory, neoliberal agenda. The meaning of assimilation as a policy term is 

contested (Rowse, 2005): for example, to some – typically from a conservative perspective – it 

is seen at best as a unifying, equalising ideal; to others – typically from a progressive or 

Indigenous-rights perspective – it is seen at worst as a racist process of acculturation. As a 

policy aspiration, assimilation has fluctuated in and out of favour, being most popular post-

Second World War, and least popular from the 1970s and the rise of progressive thinking that 

resulted in policies underpinned by the aim of Indigenous self-determination (Rowse, 2005). 

The Bringing Them Home report (Wilson, 1997) was of the national inquiry into the decades-

long assimilationist policy of removing mixed-race Indigenous children from their families to 

government-run homes in the hope that their Indigeneity would be ‘bred out’ of them – 

children who became known as the Stolen Generations. The publication of Bringing Them 
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Home (Wilson, 1997) was a watershed moment that highlighted for many the inhumanity of 

assimilationist policy intent, but it also provoked a conservative backlash, including from the 

Howard Government (Manne, 2001). The Stolen Generations is still very much an open wound 

today. This was acknowledged officially with a formal apology to the Stolen Generations in 

2008 from the then Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, which was hailed as a milestone in the 

Australian national journey to reconciliation and which was something that John Howard as 

Prime Minister repeatedly refused to do. (The lack of monetary compensation to Stolen 

Generations survivors, however, and the fact that children are being removed at an even greater 

rate today, renders the apology’s substance now questionable in many people’s opinion.) By 

the turn of the millennium, assimilation was again gaining in popularity along with a revived 

social conservatism (Rowse, 2005). The NTER can be seen in part as a manifestation of this 

change in policy thinking: Australian Indigenous health policy under the prime ministership of 

John Howard from 1996 to 2007 shifted,  

…from a self-determinist philosophy of community control of primary healthcare, 

towards neoliberal policies emphasising individual responsibility and the 

‘mainstreaming’ of Indigenous primary healthcare services. (McCallum, 2013, p. 332)  

 

In April 2004, John Howard had announced the disbandment of the Indigenous 

representative body, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC), declaring 

that “the experiment in elected representation for Indigenous people has been a failure” (“Clark 

vows to fight as ATSIC scrapped”, 2004). This signalled a paradigm shift in Indigenous affairs: 

With the abolition of ATSIC, the central concepts of Indigenous policy were changed 

from a paradigm loosely termed ‘self determination’ to a cluster of terms centred on 

‘mutual obligation’, ‘shared responsibility’, ‘mainstreaming’ and ‘normalisation’- a 

language borrowed from international social policy developments in other neoliberal 

states. (Altman, 2007b, p. 2; also see Anderson, 2006) 

 

The 2004 federal election, which returned the Howard Government, cemented this 

major shift in place. Aboriginal-run health services increasingly competed for funding from 
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state health departments and non-Indigenous organisations. In 2006, Mal Brough was 

appointed Indigenous Affairs Minister and in April, in his first major speech in the post, said it 

was time to take a look at dysfunctionality in welfare-dependent, particularly Aboriginal, 

families (Brough, 2006; Sanders, 2013). In June that same year, in a discursive signalling of an 

intensification of policy direction, the then Health Minister Tony Abbott announced that there 

would be a “new paternalism” in Indigenous health policy (Grattan, 2006). An initiative of this 

were place-based welfare trials in Cape York in Queensland and Wadeye in the NT, which 

included “shared responsibility agreements (SRAs) … whereby a community was required to 

promise particular behavioural changes, such as regular hand and face washing, in return for 

additional funds or services from the Federal Government” (McCallum, 2013, p. 335). SRAs in 

effect replaced the grant-giving function of ATSIC, this time delivered by non-Indigenous 

agencies with behavioural conditions attached (Sullivan, 2011, p. 40). These trials are viewed 

in retrospect as precursors to 2007’s NTER, “[t]he most dramatic policy decision in Indigenous 

affairs during the Howard decade” (McCallum, 2013, p. 333).  

 

2.1.1.1.1 Consultation versus The New Paternalism  

When combined, the neoliberal doctrines of self-responsibility and of paternalism that 

underpin the NTER policy are contradictory. This is summed up in a comment to the NT 

inquiry from a ‘remote area health professional’: 

“It’s patently unfair to continually say to Aboriginal people to take responsibility for 

their problems while at the same time always interfering and overriding their decisions 

and authority” (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 53)  

 

The doctrine of self-responsibility holds that Aboriginal Australians needed to take 

responsibility for dysfunction in their communities, and is without regard for the factors that 

feed the dysfunction, such as overcrowded housing and the effects of colonisation (Anderson 

and Wild, 2007) or intergenerational trauma from experiences of the Stolen Generations 
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(Dodson, 2007; Cunneen and Libesman, 2000). The doctrine of paternalism which underpins 

policy moves such as the SRAs and the NTER positions remote communities as being 

incapable of administering themselves – a circular-argument indicator of a failure to be self-

responsible – and takes away from the residents much of their control over their own lives. This 

is directly counter to the proposals in the LCAS report (Anderson and Wild, 2007) that called 

for a consultative, co-operative approach to the NT communities. There was bewilderment 

among Indigenous representatives and Indigenous and other advocacy groups and individuals – 

who had been calling for disadvantage in the Northern Territory to be addressed for years – at 

the government’s opaque thinking in launching the NTER (Altman and Hinkson, 2007a).  

The notably contradictory relationship between ‘new paternalism’ and the neoliberal 

‘individual responsibility’ agenda that underpins the NTER has a dynamic such that the 

declared failure and denigration of self-determination and autonomy (‘individual responsibility’ 

by other names) is used to legitimise the ‘new paternalism’ and the implementation of the 

NTER policy. This is demonstrable in the subsequent exclusion of Aboriginal Australians from 

governmental processes (and correspondingly in the government and media discourse). 

 

 Triggers for the NTER 2.1.1.2

Research conducted for the Australian News Media and Indigenous Policymaking 

1988-2008 project (of which I was a team member) found that in 2006-2007 there was a 

sustained media campaign aimed at influencing Indigenous policy (McCallum and Waller, 

2013). The NTER was triggered by the LCAS report (Anderson and Wild, 2007), discussed 

below, which itself was triggered by a series of reports on ABC television’s Lateline program 

of child sexual abuse in remote communities, which triggered a number of news stories in other 

media. The integrity and reliability of the pivotal claims made by the Indigenous Affairs 

Minister and an anonymised ‘youth worker’ in two of those reports, which were instrumental in 
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setting off the chain of events that led to the NTER, were later investigated by National 

Indigenous Times journalists and found to be untrue (Graham, Johnstone and McQuire, 2006; 

Graham 2012). The series of reports began in May, 2006, when the ABC’s Lateline program 

featured an interview with NT prosecutor Nanette Rogers who described horrifying and 

extensive violence and child sexual abuse in Central Australian Aboriginal communities. 

Subsequently, Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough appeared on the program the next day, 

on May 16, alleging that paedophile rings were not only operating in remote Indigenous 

communities, but that they were doing so openly and with impunity. Brough’s allegations about 

paedophile rings operating with impunity in remote NT Indigenous communities were later 

disproven by an 18-month Australian Crime Commission investigation (McKenzie, 2009); 

however, following considerable media coverage of those claims, Lateline broadcast a follow-

up series of reports, culminating in the most sensational, on June 21, 2006. That report included 

claims from an ‘anonymous youth worker’ (who presented in shadow with their voice 

digitised) supporting Brough’s claims that paedophile rings were indeed operating in the NT, 

and further alleging a trade in child sex slaves and that a known paedophile was active in and 

protected by the Central Australian community of Mutitjulu at Uluru. This anonymised ‘youth 

worker’ source who was backing Brough’s claims in this Lateline program was revealed by the 

National Indigenous Times investigation (Graham, 2006) to be Gregory Andrews, a senior 

bureaucrat in the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination in Brough’s department, who had 

worked briefly as a project co-ordinator at Mutitjulu. Meanwhile, on the back of those claims, 

the NT Government launched the inquiry which resulted in the LCAS report.  That inquiry also 

found there to be no evidence of paedophile rings operating in the NT’s Aboriginal 

communities (Anderson and Wild, 2007). It did, however, uncover anecdotal evidence of some 

child sexual abuse in some of the communities, summarising the situation as,  

The number of perpetrators is small and there are some communities, it must be 

thought, where there are no problems at all. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 6) 
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Nonetheless, the government launched the NTER as an ‘emergency response’ to what it 

alleged was LCAS’s exposure of an epidemic of child sexual abuse in remote Indigenous 

communities in the Northern Territory. 

Community concerns over child abuse serve both as an interventionist trigger and as a 

very powerful consensus-builder regarding that intervention (Brennan, 2001; Baird, 2008; 

Craig, 2008). The spectre of child sexual abuse served also to unify the major political parties’ 

support of the NTER policy in its entirety, including the suspension of Australia’s Racial 

Discrimination Act (Baird, 2008; Craig, 2008, p. 89). This bipartisanship was also strategic 

politically in the run-up to a federal election: the Opposition did not wish to risk being criticised 

by the government for not supporting them on such an emotive issue, for fear that the 

government would frame it “as endorsement of the shocking abuse many children have 

endured” (Coorey, Hartcher and Peatling, 2007). 

 

 The ‘Little Children Are Sacred’ report 2.1.1.3

As mentioned, the LCAS report that triggered the NTER was that of the Northern 

Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse, 

established by the NT Chief Minister Clare Martin in June 2006 following the ABC reports of 

child sexual abuse in remote Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory, detailed above. 

The inquiry began in August, lasted eight months and visited 45 communities “including the 

major townships” in the NT, received 65 submissions from departments, organisations, 

communities and individuals, and held about 260 meetings with individuals, public servants 

and non-government organisations (Anderson and Wild, 2007, 2007, p. 15). It took as its 

definition of child sexual abuse: 
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The involvement of dependent, developmentally immature children and adolescents in 

sexual activities that they do not fully comprehend, to which they are unable to give 

informed consent, or that violate the social taboos of family roles. (Anderson and Wild, 

2007, p. 42) 

 

Its report, Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle “Little Children Are Sacred” (LCAS), 

by inquiry co-chairs Pat Anderson and Rex Wild, was provided to the NT Chief Minister on 

April 30, 2007. The first and central recommendation was that the Aboriginal communities 

affected needed to be consulted on any action plan:  

In the first recommendation, we have specifically referred to the critical importance of 

governments committing to genuine consultation with Aboriginal people in designing 

initiatives from Aboriginal communities, whether these be in remote, regional or urban 

settings. We have been conscious throughout our enquiries of the need for that 

consultation and for Aboriginal people to be involved. ... The thrust of our 

recommendations, which are designed to advise the Northern Territory Government on 

how it can help support communities to effectively prevent and tackle child sexual 

abuse, is for there to be consultation with, and ownership by the communities, of those 

solutions. The underlying dysfunctionality where child sexual abuse flourishes needs to 

be attacked, and the strength returned to Aboriginal people. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, 

p. 21) 

 

LCAS’s central recommendation that Aboriginal communities needed to be both 

consulted about and central to the implementation of any plan of action that resulted from the 

inquiry is a familiar refrain. Aboriginal Australia’s repeated, sustained and consistent calls for 

government consultation with their communities, representatives and advocates about policies 

that affect them yields a lengthy record (e.g. NHMRC, 2003; AIATSIS, 2007; Hunt, 2013). 

This perspective is echoed in a long list of government agency reports (e.g. Department of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Policy and Development, 1998; Department of Health, 

2013) that conclude that consultation is not only best practice, but that it is essential to devising 

sustainable solutions to the problems addressed. 

The inquiry found some evidence of sexual abuse occurring (but not, as noted above, of 

the paedophile rings alleged by the Indigenous Affairs Minister), and emphasised the need to 
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address the circumstances that were enabling abuse to flourish: namely, critically overcrowded 

housing, chronic alcohol abuse and the breakdown of traditional societal structures. 

The NT Chief Minister Clare Martin accepted the report, saying that it would be 

considered over a matter of weeks, before the NT Government would announce what it was 

going to do about it. It was published six weeks after it was received, and the Martin 

Government was accused by the Northern Territory Opposition of sitting on its hands (Fraser, 

Rintoul and Karvelas, 2007). The Federal Government stepped in and announced the NTER on 

June 21, 2007, an initiative that Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough later claimed was 

devised in the space of 24 hours. Research conducted for the Australian News Media and 

Indigenous Policymaking 1988-2008 project found that even senior bureaucrats who would be 

charged with implementing the policy only learned about it when it was announced to the 

media (McCallum and Waller, 2013). The LCAS trigger report’s authors learned of the 

‘emergency response’ the same way (Wild, 2007). 

The LCAS report contained 97 recommendations, ranged across topic areas such as 

community leadership; government responses; family and children's services; health services; 

crisis intervention; police presence and processes; offender rehabilitation; prevention; family 

support services; education (including ensuring school attendance); community education and 

awareness; alcohol and other substance abuse; the role of communities; employment; housing; 

pornography; gambling; cross-cultural practice; and implementation of the report. None of the 

report’s recommendations were implemented by the Federal Government (FaHCSIA, 2011, p. 

56). Many measures that were implemented by the Federal Government in the NTER response 

were not in the recommendations list – such as welfare quarantining, alcohol bans, compulsory 

child health checks, lifting of the permit system that controls access to Aboriginal land, and 

cessation of the Indigenous work-for-the-dole program CDEP – and each came in for criticism 

as being measures detrimental to solving the communities’ problems (Arena, 2012; Altman and 
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Hinkson, 2007a). There were no child-protection provisions in the legislation, no paedophile 

rings were unearthed, and two years after its launch, no new houses had been built. This has 

prompted some observers to question whether the Intervention was actually about child 

protection, or whether the issue of child sexual abuse was used for political leverage (e.g. 

Baird, 2008).  

Children’s sexuality and child sexual abuse are two very different matters and both are 

deeply taboo. However, this thesis argues in chapter 4 (section 4.3) that they are conflated 

discursively in the NTER trigger report LCAS, by the Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs 

Minister and in the news reports about the NTER policy.  

It is important that I make the disclaimer that this thesis is not seeking to argue that 

child sexual abuse was not occurring in the communities covered by the NTER policy. 

According to the LCAS report, it was. As the LCAS report states, 

[T]here is, in our view, sufficient anecdotal and forensic and clinical information 

available to establish that there is a significant problem in Northern Territory 

communities in relation to sexual abuse of children. Indeed, it would be remarkable if 

there was not, given the similar and significant problems that exist elsewhere in 

Australia and abroad. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 6) 

 

This thesis is exploring the NTER as a discursive event, which was triggered by 

allegations made through the media, which led to an inquiry and its LCAS report, which then 

triggered the NTER policy. This thesis explores these texts and, primarily, the news texts about 

these events. The NTER was a politically controversial policy, generating widespread criticism 

about the government’s motives in launching it, as well as widespread support for it. The 

Howard Government, which was facing almost certain defeat in the impending federal election, 

was accused by NTER critics of having done little to address Indigenous disadvantage in its 11 

years in office and of systematically dismantling progressive Indigenous policy initiatives 

(Gunstone, 2010). Some NTER critics alleged that, to gain electoral support, the government 

was manufacturing an emergency on which it could be seen to act decisively, and supported 
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their suspicions with reference to something similar the government had done just before the 

2001 election, in what became known as the ‘Children Overboard’ affair (Lutz, 2007; 

Martiniello, 2007). That time, just before the Howard Government was returned to power in the 

election, ministers made false claims that asylum seekers arriving by boat had thrown their 

children into the sea, thus rallying public support of tough border-protection policy and 

positioning the government as a decisive protector of children and of Australia’s national 

interest.  

This section located the NTER in Indigenous policy history, along a continuum of the 

colonial project from assimilation to paternalism. It also discussed its genesis in some highly 

questionable reporting on ABC television, and located that amongst the literature about child 

sexual abuse being a powerful interventionist trigger. It then discussed briefly the contents of 

the LCAS report, which the government said was the trigger for the NTER policy, and 

foreshadowed the literature on children’s and teenagers’ sexuality and the difficult questions 

relating to this central aspect to the NTER policy that were not unpacked in the subsequent 

news reports, as is detailed in chapter 4’s analysis. This thesis seeks in part to establish why 

that and other reporting lacunae, as evaluated in the analysis chapters, might have occurred. It 

argues that some answers are to be found in the economic pressures facing the Australian 

newspaper industry as well as in the nature of Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia. The 

next section discusses those contexts, beginning by unpacking the normative democratic role of 

the press.  

 

 The state of the newspaper industry 2.2

The second important sociocultural contextual factor to this thesis is the precarious state 

of the newspaper industry in Australia, which is “a potential civic emergency – a big decline in 

Australia’s professional journalistic capacity” (Simons, 2012, p. 9).  
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The situation means journalists now and in 2007 having to do more work in less time 

than before, which has a detrimental effect on their ability to fulfil a normative ‘democratic 

watchdog’ role. This section first unpacks the democratic ideal of the press, then details what 

can be characterised as a crisis in the Australian newspaper industry and, thirdly, explores the 

nature of Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia before considering the implications of the 

newspapers’ industrial situation for it. 

 

2.2.1 Democratic role of the press 

This section begins by discussing the role of the press in a democracy and the normative 

theories pertaining to it through the concepts of the Fourth Estate and the ‘public sphere’, 

before discussing how newspapers operate in practice. McQuail (2005), in writing about the 

mass media, a category to which the NTER newspaper texts belong, summarises the normative 

expectations of what journalism and journalists ought to do:  

The mass media are presumed ... to serve a social purpose... [such as] disseminating 

information, expressing different voices and views, helping public opinion to form on 

issues and facilitating debate. ... [T]here are many different opinions... about just what 

the media ought or ought not to be doing... [T]here is no doubt that much is expected. 

When we speak of normative theory we refer to the ideas of right and responsibility that 

underlie these expectations of benefit from the media to individuals and society... [A]ll 

the criteria and concepts used to describe and assess the way media work involve some 

sort of value judgement... (McQuail, 2005, p. 162) 

 

Therefore, normative theories about journalism practices pertain to expectations of what 

journalism and journalists ought to do. Regarding the press’s normative obligation to serve the 

public interest through support for the democratic process, the press is expected to be,  

publishing full, fair and reliable information on public matters; assisting in the 

expression of diverse points of view; giving access to many voices in society; 

facilitating the participation of citizens in social and political life; and so on. (McQuail, 

2005, p. 167) 

 

This thesis adopts an explicitly normative standpoint regarding the press’s democratic 

watchdog role. That is, its analysis centres on what the press ought to be doing in fulfilment of 
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its role as a watchdog for democracy. The justification for this is based on what the press itself, 

through its codes of ethics, says it should be doing in relation to its own self-selected standards. 

The analysis in part compares actual journalism practice with the practice idealised in the 

press’s own codes of conduct, ethics and style and, in highlighting problematic discursive 

practices, it suggests remedies.  

In using the term ‘press’, for the purposes of this study I am referring only to the print 

editions of Australia’s metropolitan newspapers, as explained in chapter 3. In 2007, the print 

edition was still the newspapers’ primary edition. The newspapers’ online news sites at the time 

were little more than receptacles for the uploading of the print edition’s contents via simple 

‘shovelware’ software or, at best, ‘modified shovelware’ that allowed the addition of 

multimedia elements (Holmes, 2008, pp. 133-134). The Daily Telegraph’s online news editor 

in 2008 extolled the opportunities afforded by the website, saying,  

“Last year [i.e. 2007] we did none of this. Today it is par for the course. The newsroom 

is forever changed.” (MEAA, 2008, p. 17)  

 

Yet, also in 2008, the MEAA concluded that,  

Work intensification and job losses leave little time to get the story done, much less to 

embrace new media opportunities. (MEAA, 2008, p. 18) 

  

Nevertheless, there was sufficient internet traffic in 2007 for newspapers to be claiming, 

however optimistically, a third of readership to be online-only (as well as a third print only and 

a third both) and for the Audit Bureau of Circulations to begin looking at ways of measuring 

and aggregating both online and print readership (Simons, 2007, p. 31).  

This thesis then extends this notion of what the press should be doing according to its 

own codes by looking at the idea of reflective journalism practice and how it can help 

journalists better fulfil this role. Normative theories as ways of evaluating journalism practice 

have been criticised for being limited in terms of what they can say about actual journalism 

practice as opposed to ideal journalism practice, including that they set up unrealistic ideals that 
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do not sufficiently recognise the realities of journalistic work (Zelizer, 2012). I acknowledge 

that normative theories may even be critiqued as being ontologically inept by, for example, 

denying journalism’s inevitable ideological role (Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 1987). Therefore, 

normative theories may be seen to imply an obligation on the press that the theories’ critics 

suggest does not exist. McQuail (2005) pinpoints the tension thus:  

The central difficulty is that ‘the media’ in a free society do not, for the most part, have 

any obligation to carry out many of the positively valued purposes that have been 

referred to and that are taken for granted. (McQuail, 2005, p. 162)  

 

This includes the news media. However, research has found that journalists ascribe to and 

strive towards these ideals (Henningham, 1998; Schultz, 1998; Deuze, 2002; Hanusch, 2008; 

Josephi and Richards, 2012), and comprehensive arguments have been mounted for the utility 

and necessity of normative theories of the press (Christians, 2004; Wyatt, 2007; Christians et 

al., 2009). Equally, the normative assumptions of the Fourth Estate role of the press have been 

subject to robust critique (e.g. Zelizer, 2012). Blumler and Cushion (2014) define and 

exemplify six normative analyses that appear in the literature, reviewing and assessing them 

and suggesting how challenges arising may be overcome. In this thesis, I argue that 

journalism’s own codes of ethics are a form of normative theory, which embody the ideals of 

the Fourth Estate role and freedom of the press in terms of citizens’ access to it to enable their 

self-expression. This argument is made while at the same time acknowledging that the 

normative standpoint of journalism as a democratic watchdog is in tension with the 

professional ideals of balance and objectivity. This thesis argues that if journalism is to live up 

to its own professed Fourth Estate ideal, then the norms of objectivity and balance (which 

demonstrably undermine it) need to be questioned.   This tension emerges as evident in the 

analyses in chapters 4 to 7, when the conclusion is drawn that the ideals of balance and 

objectivity can be shown to undermine the watchdog role. First I will discuss these theories of 

the press before detailing their embodiment in the codes of ethics.  
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The concept of the Fourth Estate relates to the press being one of the pillars of 

democracy, by acting as the watchdog on government, which would result in an informed 

citizenry and an accountable government (Economou and Tanner, 2008b, pp. 1-26). McQuail 

(2005) argues that in considering a modern Western-type democracy (such as Australia),  

[W]e can say that the ‘original’ theory of the press was concerned with the role of 

journalism in the political process, as propounded by a variety of liberal thinkers 

including Thomas Paine, John Stuart Mill, Alexis de Tocqueville and many others. The 

term ‘fourth estate’ was reputedly coined by Edmund Burke in late-eighteenth-century 

England to refer to the political power possessed by the press, on a par with the other 

three ‘estates’ of power in the British realm: Lords, Church and Commons... The first 

key freedom was to report and comment on the deliberations, assemblies and acts of 

governments. This freedom was the cornerstone of representative democracy and of 

progress. (McQuail, 2005, p. 169) 

 

The contemporary Western democratic norm of the free press originated in the 18
th

 

century with the liberal arguments for the freedom to publish that arose with the Enlightenment 

in England and the arguments for freedom to publish without government interference in the 

US, as well as in other countries (Schultz, 1998, p. 47). The Fourth Estate ideal that emerged is 

one that Australian journalists profess to hold dear according to Schultz (1998), who defines it 

thus: 

The Fourth Estate ideal at its most basic holds that the role of the news media is to act 

as a conduit for information, ideas and opinions to assist in the good governance of 

society; to act as a check on the powerful, by reporting, analysing and criticising their 

actions on behalf of the public, which lack direct access to information or power. The 

ideal casts the media as the handmaiden of democracy. (Schultz, 1998, pp. 51-52) 

 

Survey data consistently and overwhelmingly shows that Australian journalists perceive 

themselves as having a Fourth Estate role (Henningham, 1998; Schultz, 1998; Deuze, 2002; 

Hanusch, 2008; Josephi and Richards, 2012). For example, Deuze (2002), in exploring 

international comparisons through surveys of journalists, concludes that Australian journalism 

culture is aligned with watchdog, informational and investigative roles, and 90 per cent of 

respondents to Josephi and Richards (2012) said investigating government claims was either 
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very or extremely important. However, Couldry and Curran (2003), Phelan (2012) and others 

point out that journalists’ adoption of the Fourth Estate concept’s positioning of the media as a 

conduit whereby power can be challenged, obscures the media’s own representational power, 

and caution that “media power is itself part of what power watchers need to watch” (Couldry 

and Curran, 2003, pp. 4-5). Schudson (2005) argues that the Fourth Estate role of the media is 

falsely assumed as a given by many social researchers and that although it is an important ideal, 

it is not achieved in practice. It can, therefore, be expected that actual journalism practice would 

fall short of this ideal. I argue, however, that despite, for example, Zelizer’s (2012) call to drop 

the outdated concept (as she characterises it), from journalism education, it is nevertheless 

important to strive for this ideal. The attention to normative codes allows this accommodation. 

In exploring this gap between ideal and actual practice, this thesis suggests ways to nudge the 

actual practice along the spectrum towards the ideal practice. Liberal democratic theory holds 

that we need a functioning Fourth Estate – a ‘watchdog’ press – to have a functioning 

democracy and that informs the research focus: How does the Australian press perform a 

Fourth Estate function in relation to the interests and perspectives of Indigenous Australians? 

The concept of the public sphere is central to exploring this question.  

The Habermasian public sphere ideal, positioned as fundamental to the functioning of 

democracy, is a social realm in which citizens can gather to discuss and debate issues of 

importance in order to reach agreement on how they would like society to be organised 

(Habermas, 1962, 1989). Private opinions are subjected to the public sphere public opinion 

formation process whereby, through reasoned discussion and debate, something approaching 

public opinion can be reached. Increasingly, the media has been seen as providing this space, 

and increasingly it is argued that the mediatised public sphere is not a ‘public’ sphere at all as it 

is excluding the public from this deliberation process. For example, Hartley and McKee (2000) 

argue that the conversation is now between the media and the government and that the media 
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has replaced the people as the site of the public sphere. Herbst (1994), through case studies 

drawn from diverse historical periods, theorises how groups excluded from the mainstream 

public sphere organise their own public spheres and related activities, such as discussions, 

debates and publications, to form their own public opinion and establish their own voices. 

Nancy Fraser (1999) also extends the public sphere concept to encompass the notion of a 

plurality of public spheres, for example a public sphere functioning for a particular social 

group. However, the newspapers that comprise this thesis’s data set represent mainstream 

media only, and, therefore, as Hartley and McKee (2000) would have it, the mainstream public 

sphere. Herbst’s and Fraser’s reconceptualisations, however, are applicable to the central 

activities undertaken by Aboriginal opposition to the NTER that are the basis for much of the 

analysis, which centres on Aboriginal public sphere activities and subsequent Aboriginal access 

to and representation in and by the mainstream media as public sphere. Ideally, in this 

Habermasian public sphere,  

…a construct against which different real-world approximations can be evaluated… all 

citizens have equal access to communication that is both independent of government 

constraint, and through its deliberative, consensus-building capacity, constrains the 

agendas and decisions of government in turn. (Bennett and Entman, 2002, p. 3) 

 

There is some evidence emerging that the online realm in general, and social media in 

particular, are providing an alternative public sphere, wherein people are able to deliberate 

amongst themselves, circumventing mediatisation. However, this thesis is located in mid-2007, 

before, for example, Facebook and Twitter became widely available. 

This section discussed normative theories of the press and argued for the validity of 

their application to the examination of actual journalism practice. This argument was on the 

basis that the idea of press freedom and the related Fourth Estate concept that evolved in the US 

and Europe in the 18
th

 century, from concerns about citizens’ access to the press and their right 

to self-expression free from statutory curtailment, is reflected in journalism’s modern codes of 
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ethics (McQuail, 2005). Journalism’s representative bodies (such as the Australian journalists’ 

union, the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance) have codes of ethics and/or practice, 

against which actual journalism practice can be compared. Evaluations can be made as to 

whether the actual practice measures up to these codified ideal practices. These codes are 

examined in the next section.  

 

 Journalism’s codes of ethics 2.2.1.1

This section discusses journalism’s codes of ethics and why they are important to this 

thesis. Journalism’s codes of ethics (or codes of practice, as they are often known) are usually 

collated by an industry body in consultation with and agreed upon by a code’s signatories, such 

as representatives of the collective staff at individual newspapers. In Australia, the generator of 

the industry’s code of ethics is the journalists’ union the Media, Entertainment and Arts 

Alliance (MEAA), whose code was drafted and incorporated into its constitution and rules in 

1944 (Finkelstein, 2012, 7.12), and reviewed, redrafted and adopted by its members in its 

present form in 1999 (Finkelstein, 2012, 7.17). The code only applies to MEAA members and 

not all practising journalists are members, but the values and ideals of that code have been 

instrumental in shaping the publishers’ codes of ethics which have been adopted by the 

different newspaper groups (Finkelstein, 2012, 7.22). The codes are elements in the system of 

ethical self-regulation of the press (Finkelstein, 2012) and transgression is usually sanctioned 

by reprimand, not by legal sanction. Serious breaches that break the law, however, do of course 

attract legal sanction.  

In Australia, the publishers’ codes of ethics are institutionalised in the Australian Press 

Council (APC). The APC is the newspaper industry’s self-regulatory watchdog, in that it avows 

to guard the public interest including by investigating and adjudicating complaints about media 

coverage. Transgressors usually have to publish an apology in their newspaper. It is funded by 
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its “constituent bodies”, who agree to be bound by its jurisdiction and its ‘Statement of 

Principles’ (Australian Press Council, n.d.). These include the publishers of all mastheads in the 

data set (not including, in 2014, The West Australian). However, the APC’s authority is 

intermittently undermined by News Corp. (as News Ltd is now known), which has questioned 

the APC’s integrity and agenda (Robin, 2014). This tension destabilises the self-regulatory 

system, as News Corp (or News Ltd as it was known in 2007) is Australia’s largest newspaper 

group by far. (Fairfax, too, has undermined the APC’s authority in the past, however, News 

Corp. is the greater antatogonist in recent years.) While the APC does have guidelines 

regarding reporting issues of race, it does not have specific guidelines pertaining to the 

reporting of Indigenous issues.   

There are overwhelming similarities between codes of ethics in Europe, the United 

States and Australia. They can be seen as embodying the Western journalism industry’s and 

practitioners’ own ideal-practice standards, and in this sense, can be argued to be a form of 

normative theory, as discussed above. In order to compare the codes as normative theory with 

journalism practice as revealed through critical discourse analysis of the news texts, as 

evidenced in chapters 4 to 7, it is necessary to detail what the codes stipulate. First, I detail the 

Australian MEAA code, then compare it with the international codes to demonstrate its 

universality as a normative standpoint on how comparable Western cultures hold that 

journalism ought to operate: that is, to lay bare the norms of journalism practice that inform and 

are informed by normative theory. I then discuss the literature about the nature of Indigenous 

affairs reporting in Australia, the findings of which demonstrate a distinct mismatch with the 

aspirations espoused in the MEAA code of ethics as normative theory as applied in this thesis.  

I draw attention to the following points in the Australian journalists’ union the MEAA’s 

code of ethics (which is similar to the APC’s ‘principles’) as they are pertinent to the analysis 

in chapters 4 to 7. The MEAA code holds in part that journalists should:  
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...apply the following standards: 

1.  Report and interpret honestly, striving for accuracy, fairness and disclosure of all 

essential facts.  Do not suppress relevant available facts, or give distorting 

emphasis.  Do your utmost to give a fair opportunity for reply. 

2.  Do not place unnecessary emphasis on personal characteristics, including race... 

3.  Aim to attribute information to its source.  Where a source seeks anonymity, do not 

agree without first considering the source's motives and any alternative attributable 

source.  ... 

12.  Do your utmost to achieve fair correction of errors. 

  (MEAA, n.d.) 

 

There is a very strong correlation between European and American journalists’ codes of 

ethics and the MEAA code. Ethicnet (2008) collated 50 codes from European countries, the 

results from which indicate that the European codes also place a great emphasis on 

accountability to the public in terms of truthfulness of information (all 50 codes), and 

accountability to news sources and referents in gathering and presenting information (49 out of 

the 50 codes). The 50 codes collated by EthicNet were broken down according to categories 

devised by Laitila (1995) in a comparative study she undertook of the journalism codes of 31 

European countries. These “Most frequently found principles in journalistic codes”, were also 

summarised by McQuail (2005) as: 

Truthfulness of information; clarity of information; defence of the public’s rights; 

responsibilities in forming public opinion; standards of gathering and presenting 

information; respecting the integrity of the sources. (McQuail, 2005, p. 174) 

 

In the US, the Pew Journalism Research Project (as discussed in section 2.2.1.1) devised 

“nine core principles of journalism” following three years of “listening and talking with 

journalists and others around the country about what defines their work”, eight of which are 

relevant to this thesis and are summarised as: 1) Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth; 2) 

Its first loyalty is to citizens; 3) Its essence is a discipline of verification; 4) Its practitioners 

must maintain an independence from those they cover; 5) It must serve as an independent 

monitor of power; 6) It must provide a forum for public criticism and compromise; 8) It must 
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keep the news comprehensive and proportional; 9) Its practitioners must be allowed to exercise 

their personal conscience (Pew Journalism Research Project (a), n.d.).  

It can be argued that only journalists who subscribe to the representative organisations 

(e.g. in Australia those who are members of the MEAA), are bound by the ethical codes. It is 

also arguable whether journalism is a profession (and thus requires such codes). The fact that 

one does not need to have professional organisational affiliation to practice as a journalist is 

held up as one indicator that it is not a profession (Harcup, 2009). Nevertheless, these codes can 

be seen as representative of journalists’ own agreed and shared views of their ideal professional 

practice, and also as a reflection of society’s expectations of journalism practice. As McQuail 

argues, 

The study of codes on their own can give a misleading impression of what journalism is 

really about, but their content provides a good idea of what it was felt that journalism 

ought to be doing. At least they reveal the values that the media publicly proclaim as 

guidelines for their work. To that extent they constitute a form of normative theory. 

(McQuail, 2005, pp. 173-174) 

 

Normative theories, as discussed in the previous section, encompass the notions of 

social responsibility and media accountability – “that media can and should be held to account 

for the quality, means and consequences of their publishing activities to society in general 

and/or to other interests that may be affected” (McQuail, 2005, p. 560). This researcher is 

cognisant of the potential conflict with the democratic norm of press freedom, but the argument 

in this thesis is not that the press should be curtailed in any way, but rather that some routine 

journalism discursive practices are anti-democratic. For example, those arising from the 

scenario that Bennett (2009) unpacks, “how press organisations that become overly dependent 

on official sources for their raw material can end up being spun into communication branches 

of the state” (Bennett, 2009, p. 105). This argument is mounted with a view to, on the one hand, 

making these practices explicit and, on the other, suggesting alternative practices that would 

better serve the press’s democratic role. 
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A critical engagement with news reporting requires a critical engagement with 

normative theories regarding journalism’s role in a democracy and the practices required to 

fulfil it. If one is to ‘pass judgement’ on journalism’s practices, one needs to justify the criteria 

upon which these judgements are made. This thesis argues that these normative criteria are 

derived from journalism’s codes of ethics, and are reflected in newspaper style guides and 

journalism textbooks. McQuail (2005) points out that there is almost no attention paid in most 

codes to the role of journalism in society, that is, journalism’s social role (McQuail, 2005, p. 

175). This thesis will in part unpack journalism’s social role through the lens of the normative 

role of the Australian metropolitan newspaper as a public sphere and as a watchdog of 

democracy.  

Regarding this ideal of the public sphere and the normative theories that relate to it, an 

analysis that explores what is working and what is not needs to be carried out within a 

framework of how news reporting should be done and of what could be done better. The 

literature on reflective practice is usefully drawn on here. For example, King and Kitchener 

(1994) write that, 

Reflective thinking requires the continual evaluation of beliefs, assumptions and 

hypotheses against existing data and against other plausible interpretations of the data. 

(cited in Wilkins, 1998, p. 68) 

 

Sheridan Burns (2013) argues that journalists should draw on critical reflection in undertaking 

their work, to better understand the factors that contribute to their decision-making, and 

Niblock (2007) suggests that reflective practice during the course of their work helps journalists 

sharpen their judgement by “thinking on their feet” (Niblock, 2007, p.  23).  

The analysis cannot be carried out in isolation from the realities of news work, which 

operates within the structural constraints of the newsroom and the wider industrial and societal 

context. They too must be part of the analysis. They are explored in the next section. 
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2.2.2 Newspapers under pressure 

The newspaper industry in Australia, as well as in the UK and US, has been undergoing 

rapid change over the past 15 years or so, resulting in job losses for print journalists and in 

many cases mastheads closing (Curtin, 1999; Bacon and Crikey, 2010; Simons, 2012; 

Papandrea, 2013). In Australia, in 2007, the year of the NTER, “about 2200” journalists lost 

their jobs (MEAA, 2008, p. 3). The following year, there were at least a further 12,000 job 

losses (MEAA, 2008). By 2010, with about 700 job losses in the interim, this situation was 

seen to have somewhat stabilised (MEAA, 2010, p. 3). This industrial data locates the NTER at 

a particular time of intense industrial flux. This section unpacks the dynamics of the resources 

squeeze in the Australian newspaper industry and its implications for the press’s democratic 

watchdog role.  

Little over a year after the NTER was passed by parliament, on October 7, 2008 

Michael Gawenda, editor of Melbourne’s The Age newspaper from 1997 to 2004, gave the AN 

Smith Lecture in Journalism at the University of Melbourne, entitled “Do newspapers have a 

future?” In his oration he said that that year’s editorial job cuts announced by Fairfax – the 

junior player in Australia’s essentially duopolistic newspaper publishing industry – were 

“chilling”, and that the trouble in store for newspapers had been building in evidence over the 

past decade (Gawenda, 2008). He said that in his time as editor, the cultural value placed on 

journalists’ roles by the Fairfax board of directors had changed fundamentally: 

[J]ournalism became content, reporters became content providers, the newspaper 

became a content platform... and editors were invariably referred to as managers. 

(Gawenda, 2008) 

 

This perspective is reflected in Margaret Simons’ book, The Content Makers (2007), published 

the year of the NTER launch, the title for which was inspired by recent Fairfax CEO Fred 

Hilmer’s characterisation of journalists as “content providers for the advertising platform” 

(Simons, 2007, p. 19). According to Gawenda (2008), government ministers’ attitudes to the 
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business of news were also aligned to a utilitarian managerial perspective at the expense of 

democratic needs. This echoes views expressed roughly contemporaneously by other prominent 

industry commentators, including the US’s Philip Meyer (2004), the UK’s Roy Greenslade and 

Australia’s Eric Beecher (2005) and Lindsay Tanner (2012). I am mindful of not harking back 

to some imaginary Golden Age, where reporters were freer and investigations deeper, what 

Gans (2003, p. 40) has called ‘Declinism’ – that is, journalists’ belief that industry standards are 

in decline – and which has been critiqued since Lippmann (1922) by Sigal (1973), Cook (1989) 

and many others. I argue nevertheless that the newspaper industry both here and overseas in 

2007 was in the midst of a massive structural upheaval which has implications for its 

democratic watchdog role.  

With the rise of the internet, the resources squeeze due to classified advertising revenue 

being largely lost to the online domain has been a pervasive negative effect on newsrooms 

(O’Regan, 2003; Ricketson, 2008; Ricketson, 2012; MEAA, 2012). News International 

proprietor Rupert Murdoch (owner of dominant Australian newspaper publisher News Limited) 

famously once referred to classified ads as the “rivers of gold” that sustained newspaper 

production, but by 2005 he was cautioning “Sometimes rivers dry up” (Barnako, 2005). 

Compounding the internet’s negative effects on the resourcing of newsrooms has been a trend 

since the 1990s of commercial proprietors demanding higher profits and, to meet it, “The result, 

or one of them, is yet further cost reduction and journalistic downsizing” (Gans, 2003, pp. 22-

23). In the  commercial news world it is now difficult to maintain profit margins and 

shareholder returns unless you employ fewer journalists (Fenton, 2014). A related pressure on 

resources was one that Schudson (2003) identified as a general trend emerging in the mid-

1990s, of the dismantling of the traditional barrier between business and news concerns, 

aggressively targeting the reader-as-consumer to the detriment of the reader-as-news-consumer:  
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[E]ditors planned marketing strategies with advertising and circulation chiefs, 

developing projects or even whole sections for their financial potential, not for their 

news value. (Schudson, 2003, p. 122)  

 

While many barriers have dissolved in the digital era for the creation of news, this thesis is 

located in 2007, a time before the potential of digital was fully grasped. This trend as outlined 

has resulted in the corresponding trend of the remaining newspaper journalists having to 

generate more copy than before, to fill this increasing number of newspaper sections produced 

to attract advertisements and readers. Curtin (1999), in her extensive in-depth interviews with 

21 US newspaper editors, reports that all of them agreed that newspaper content has changed, 

in their opinion for the worse, since the 1980s in the face of market pressures, namely 

newspaper advertising-revenue declining. British and Australian research also shows that this 

results in journalists having more work to do and less time to do it in (e.g. Lau, 2004; Lewis et 

al., 2008a; MEAA, 2008; Davies, 2008; MEAA, 2012; Tiffen, 2010; Simons, 2012). For 

example, Lewis et al. (2008b) concluded about British newspaper newsrooms:  

It is clear that most journalists operate under economic, institutional and organisational 

constraints which require them to draft and process too many stories for publication to 

be able to operate with the freedom and independence necessary to work effectively. 

(Lewis et al., 2008b, p. 18) 

 

In sum, these industry trends have had a negative effect on editorial staffing, job 

content, news content and production processes. Technologisation, whereby subeditors have 

had to take on the additional tasks of pagination (creating news pages with desktop publishing 

software) to the neglect of their traditional wordsmithing functions (Ewart, 1999; Keith, 2009), 

has also seen subeditors particularly vulnerable to the cost-cutting scythe. Subeditors, once 

central and powerful in the newspapers’ newsrooms’ news-construction process, have seen 

their influence and reach decline (Simons, 2007, p. 259).  
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 Subeditors: Between structure and text 2.2.2.1

The previous section detailed the resources squeeze in Australian newsrooms. This 

section locates the subeditor as bearing the brunt of this squeeze and explores the implications 

of that for the press’s democratic watchdog role. As Deuze (2007, p. 142) has argued,   

For a media profession so central to society’s sense of self, it is of crucial importance to 

understand the influences of changing labour conditions, professional cultures, and the 

appropriation of technologies on the nature of work in journalism.  

 

The subeditor has typically been a reporter’s saving grace: ideally an experienced 

former reporter with vast general knowledge, an eagle eye for detail, omissions and mistakes, 

significant life experience and media law training who provides reporters with a substantial 

buffer against at best silly mistakes appearing in print, and at worst defamation actions. There is 

a gap in the literature regarding the subeditor’s role in Australian newspapers and the 

implications of its demise. I argue that the subeditor is pivotal to the newspaper’s representation 

of news and news sources, therefore conclude from the industrial changes’ context to this thesis 

that the decline of the subeditor’s role has particular implications for the media’s democratic 

watchdog role and the representation of the interests and perspectives of, in this instance, 

Indigenous Australians. It does so without arguing or claiming to demonstrate that the 

subeditor’s demise is the direct causal factor in particular journalism discursive practices. 

Nevertheless, the demise of the subeditor’s role can be assumed to carry the distinct risk of 

making a bad situation worse: the Australian news media, which includes subeditors, has 

repeatedly been shown to be a very poor watchdog in Indigenous affairs reporting (as discussed 

in 2.2.3. below). Their removal removes their remedial potential.  

Research on copyediting/subediting has been largely an ethnographic, survey and US 

oeuvre (e.g. American Society of Newspaper Editors, 1987, 1989; Keith, 2005; Zahler, 2007; 

Keith, 2009). There has been little research undertaken in Australia. Two interview-based 

studies a decade apart found the role in Australia diminishing under job cuts and increased 
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workloads (Ewart, 1999; Keith, 2009). As mentioned above, in 2007 Australian newspaper 

editorial jobs were being lost at an accelerating pace. Subeditors, or copy editors as they are 

known in the US, have been particularly vulnerable. It has proven difficult to get an exact 

figure for how many of these editorial jobs lost were subediting roles, especially as many 

subeditors were employed on a casual basis and many staff members who left were simply not 

replaced. However, it is safe to say that a great many subeditors lost their jobs, as evidenced by 

the Australian journalists’ union MEAA’s ultimately unsuccessful campaign, Save Our Subs. 

In its 2008 report Life in the Clickstream (which encompassed the NTER year 2007), the union 

wrote: 

We are hostage, to an extent, to anecdote. ... Fairfax media has held four redundancy 

rounds at its Sydney and Melbourne mastheads, the most recent in August 2008 when 

[it] announced 120 journalists will be offered redundancies, mostly in production [i.e. 

subeditors]. … This was based on the argument that a multi-tiered production process 

was outdated and new tools would obviate the need for many subeditors. … There are 

several reports that individual staff on various News Limited publications have been 

offered redundancy packages. Announcing quarterly results in early November, Rupert 

Murdoch confirmed these cuts and foreshadowed more, particularly in Australia and the 

UK. (MEAA, 2008, p. 9) 

 

In a survey of its members, the union found that subeditors were feeling this pressure in 

2007 around the same time as the NTER launch, due to having to subedit more copy in less 

time than before: “‘Quantity over quality’ was a sentiment reported often” (MEAA, 2008, p. 

14). This was an acceleration of a trend identified by Ewart (1999), who found that the number 

of subeditors in Australian newspapers was declining eight years before the NTER was 

launched (Ewart, 1999, p. 97). Ewart linked this to cost considerations, that “much of the 

change in Australian newsrooms has been driven by profit motives” (Ewart, 1999, p. 95), 

technological changes that increased subeditors’ workload while downgrading their 

wordsmithing and fact-checking function, and a related decline in managerial regard for the 

subeditor’s role. More experienced subeditors were being replaced by younger, more tech-

savvy but less knowledgeable ones – even, anecdotally, ones devoid of prior subediting 
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experience. These are all factors that have become more deeply embedded since Ewart’s 

research. Australian newsrooms in 2007 were moving from decreasing their subeditorial staff 

towards eliminating them altogether. The APN News and Media group began the subediting-

outsourcing trend in 2007 (Young, 2010; Buchanan, 2013). By 2009, outsourcing of subediting 

work was accelerating (Dodd, 2009; Buchanan, 2013). Keith (2009) found a similar trend of 

job cuts, increased workloads and deskilling, when detailing findings from an international 

research project about subeditors that included Australian newspapers. Fairfax has now 

outsourced most of its subediting function to a company called Pagemasters, which has even 

contracted subediting of some Australian mastheads to New Zealand. News Ltd has cut its 

number of subeditors too and collected the majority of the rest into what they call ‘sub hubs’, 

which have been likened to a production line where the pressure is on to get through as many 

stories as possible in the shortest time-frame possible. 
 

It can be concluded that the subeditor’s craft has been neglected by newsrooms and 

academia. Although there has been research on the subeditor’s diminishing role in Australia, it 

has been sparse. It has also been interview- and survey-based that, while valuable to academia, 

can be dismissed by a cynical industry as just further evidence of the legendary complaining 

character of the undervalued subeditor (Zahler, 2007; Keith, 2000). This thesis makes a 

contribution to addressing this research and methodological gap, by providing a unique 

examination on a textual level of the subeditor’s role in this time of industrial change. This is 

important because these industrial changes have an impact on how significant public issues are 

represented, but few have explored this from the textual end. This thesis is to a large extent an 

exploration of subediting practice, in that a ‘good’ subeditor might have been expected to have 

picked up many of the problematic journalistic practices that the analysis in chapters 4 to 7 

uncovers.  
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2.2.2.1.1 The subeditor’s craft 

Ideally, the subeditor would not have to do much work at all on the reporter’s copy, but 

in reality there is often plenty to do. A typical scenario might be that the subeditor takes the text 

from the reporter and helps craft it into a punchy, readable, comprehensive, factually correct, 

well-structured, legally sound news report, with an appropriately encapsulating and attention-

grabbing headline, a lead paragraph that tells the reader the essentials of the story and gives 

them an incentive to read on. At worst, there is an antagonistic relationship between the 

reporter and the subeditor, with the latter perceived by the former to be a pedantic pest intent on 

bending their laboured-over prose out of shape. Ideally, there is a teamwork relationship 

between the two with each respecting the craft of the other.  

The methodology chapter will demonstrate why CDA is perfect for exploring 

subeditors’ work, but in summary,  

An important perspective in CDA is that it is very rare for a text to be the work of any 

one person. ...[T]exts are often sites of struggle in that they show traces of differing 

discourses and ideologies contending and struggling for dominance. (Wodak, 2001, p. 

11) 

 

Likewise, a news text has more than one person involved in its production: there is at least the 

reporter, the subeditor and a senior editorial member, such as the news editor or chief of staff 

(the reporters’ workflow manager).  With the mediating subeditor’s role being reduced from 

wordsmith to button-pusher (Ewart, 1999; Keith, 2009), many of the hitherto routine discursive 

practices involved in the production process that were the subeditor’s domain are vulnerable to 

lack of oversight and quality control. 

Subediting tasks pertinent to this thesis’s analysis include: the rewriting of passive 

sentence constructions to active; the rewriting of double negatives; the avoidance of beginning 

a sentence with a co-ordinating conjunction or preposition – for example, beginning a sentence 

with the co-ordinating conjunction or preposition ‘But…’ – unless “it adds comprehension or 

impact to a sentence” (Sheridan Burns, 2013, pp. 121-125). (‘But’ to begin sentences is 
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common practice by some newspapers, however, this thesis demonstrates that it is often used 

incorrectly – that it has been used as a cued shift in perspective disadvantageous to Aboriginal 

oppositional voices, rather than to signal qualification or counterpoint.) In editing copy, 

subeditors also need to be aware that “[e]very decision about what to keep and what to discard 

directly affects the final product” (Sheridan Burns, 2013, p. 119) and that they have a role in the 

social construction of reality: 

Think about what you do when you revise a sentence: you add something, you delete 

something, you substitute one tense for another; you rearrange clauses and phrases; and 

with each change, the ‘reality’ offered to your readers changes… (Fish, 2011, p. 37, 

cited in Sheridan Burns, 2013, p. 119) 

 

Fact-checking is also central to a subeditor’s role. Traditionally, it is they who ensure 

the factual accuracy of news reports. Although there is an expectation of reporters that they 

would have checked the facts of their news stories too, the subeditor is the buffer between any 

lingering inaccuracies appearing in print. In their subediting textbook, Hicks and Holmes 

(2002) exhort subeditors to,  

Know what you don’t know ... Even if you are a champion Trivial Pursuit player there 

will be times when you are unsure of a fact. Do not assume that the writer is correct; do 

not assume that your 95 per cent certainty will suffice – look it up. (Hicks and Holmes, 

2002, p. 13) 

 

Albeit without giving numbers of respondents or methods of data collection, Hicks and Holmes 

(2002, p. 15) report that when subeditors across a wide range of publications, including daily 

newspapers, were asked what was most important, top of the list was check everything, assume 

nothing. Another subediting textbook from more than three decades earlier (Sellers, 1968) 

similarly places central importance on the subeditor’s fact-checking role (as do numerous 

others since, e.g. Quinn, 2001, p. 15; Friend et al., 2005, p. 57; Layton, 2011, p. 8.) and that 

subs should be “obsessed with accuracy” (p. 10), “approach all stories with a healthy cynicism” 

about supposed facts and claims and should “pester and nag” reporters to get both sides of the 
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story (p. 12). When it comes to something defamatory or just plain wrong appearing in print, 

both textbooks repeat the newsroom mantra, “Subs are the last line of defence” (Sellers, 

1968/1985, p. 5; Hicks and Holmes, 2002, p. 101).  

Another editorial process that involves the subeditor is the updating of news stories 

between editions. A news story may change over the course of an evening, for example, when 

new facts become apparent or new sources are reached, or it may be decided to ‘renose’ a story 

to change the angle, that is, the emphasis. This process is referred to in this thesis as ‘edition 

changes’, that is textual changes that occur during the production of a day’s newspaper. For 

example, between the edition that is sent to the printer at circa 9pm to enable state-wide 

distribution by the morning and the one sent at circa 11pm in time for metropolitan-area 

distribution. As far as this researcher knows, this thesis is the first to explore the nature and 

implications of edition changes, certainly in relation to the NTER.  

As newspapers in Australia and overseas reduced and outsourced their subediting 

functions, it has been widely held among journalists and other commentators and researchers 

that this has had a negative effect on the quality of reporting and hence on journalism’s 

democratic function (for example, Australian Press Council, 2008; Phillips, 2012b). Having 

located the significance of the newspaper industrial changes in the press’s democratic role, and 

having located the subeditors’ diminishing role as central to this, the next section – an overview 

of the nature of Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia – raises the importance of these 

changes when considering the media’s role in representing the concerns and perspectives of 

Indigenous Australians.  

 

2.2.3 Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia 

The previous section detailed the recent and ongoing newspaper industrial changes and 

their implications for the press’s democratic role through the lens of normative theory, 
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particularly in relation to the subeditor’s role. This section considers the implications of that for 

Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia.  

The Australian media has been shown to deal with Aboriginal issues in a consistently 

unsatisfactory, often overtly racist, way. The report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 

Deaths in Custody (Dodson, O’Dea, Wootten, Wyvill, and Johnston, 1991) contained a whole 

section (12.6) on this issue. While praising the media’s role in bringing the commission into 

being through its coverage of Aboriginal deaths in custody (12.6.3), the commission’s report 

nevertheless criticises the “different historical role of the media, one that has relegated 

Aboriginal people to the fringes of society” (12.6.4). In a seminal study, Jakubowicz et al. 

(1994) argued that,  

In the news genre, Aborigines are consistently shown as sources or victims of crime, 

causes of general disorder, involved in protest, complaint and conflict, fighting among 

themselves …; primitive and violent …; victims of ‘oppression’ but violent, drunk and 

hopeless as a result. (Jakubowicz et al., 1994, p. 60)  

 

Meadows (2001), in a study about Australian journalism culture’s ideological stance and how it 

produces particular representations of Indigenous people, concludes that it provides simplistic 

accounts where more complex and contextual ones are required. For example, he noted that in 

the federal election campaigns of the 1990s, reconciliation was barely mentioned; the debates 

around the High Court’s 1992 Mabo and 1996 Wik decisions on native title were “often 

hysterical”, and were reported largely uncritically by the media; and when the Mabo decision 

was handed down, only the ABC and SBS reported on it: the commercial channels did not 

(Meadows, 2001, pp. 1-6). When Pauline Hanson rose to political prominence in 1996, calling 

for among other things the cessation of a perceived Aboriginal privilege, she was largely 

reported uncritically. Her attacks on Asian immigration were openly criticised only when 

neighbouring Asian countries expressed alarm, but her attacks on Aboriginal Australians were 

largely unchallenged (Meadows, 2001, p. 3).  
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Indigenous issues are rarely given media attention unless they can be reported as ‘crisis’ 

situations (McCallum, 2007, 2011, 2013). Furthermore, similar problems in Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous communities are reported in very different ways: the former as intractable, and 

attributable to the community as a whole, the latter as the responsibility of a small group of 

trouble-makers and holding out the possibility of change (Simmons and Lecouteur, 2008). 

While Hartley and McKee (2000) argue that most media practice is not racist “in the sense of 

holding to a hierarchy of superiority and inferiority based on racial difference” and that only a 

few exceptions can be found that breach the Australian Journalists Association (precursor to the 

MEAA) code of ethics not to place “unnecessary emphasis on race”, their particular definition 

of racism is perhaps too narrow to capture the nuance that a closer reading of the text in context 

(such as this study’s) would. Regardless, they do find “isolated examples” of problematic 

practices. For example, a problematic but not technically ‘racist’ exemplar by their definition, is 

judged by them to be “assimilationist”:  

a magazine [Lock, Stock and Barrel] that gloried in perhaps the most unrepentantly 

offensive Indigenous coverage – and which was yet difficult to name ‘racist’ in the 

sense of holding to a hierarchy of superiority and inferiority based on racial difference. 

(Hartley and McKee, 2000, p. 242) 

  

Hartley and McKee (2000) go on to argue that Indigenous voices are heard disproportionately 

in the Australian media, and often about positive stories, particularly in relation to sports and 

the arts. However, similar to McCallum’s (2011, 2013) findings that Indigenous issues are 

rarely given media attention outside ‘crisis’ situations, they found that in relation to the news, 

Much of what ends up in the news media about Aboriginal people is focused on 

individuals’ encounters with the agencies of correction and protection. (Hartley and 

McKee, 2000, p. 87) 

 

Indigenous Australian voices have been found to be either absent or marginal in news 

reports (Bacon 2005; Meadows 2001; Jakubowicz et al.,1994), with reporters tending to go first 

and often only to official sources, such as police spokespeople and politicians. Journalism 

studies research has found that in the area of Indigenous affairs reporting journalistic norms, 
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such as an overt attempt at balanced reporting, are frequently ignored with the result that 

Aboriginal voices have been found to be largely absent from news reports, even when those 

reports are about their communities or interests (Stockwell and Scott, 2000; Eggerking and 

Plater, 1992). In news reports, “The exclusion of Aboriginal voices as authoritative is 

persistent” (Jakubowicz, 1994, p. 85). Indigenous voices are routinely omitted from reports on 

even contentious issues, which Aboriginal people themselves have said is worse than 

misrepresentation (Meadows, 2001, p. 7). Burrows (2004), in exploring mainstream media 

representation of the reconciliation issue around the Corroboree 2000 ceremony, found an 

improvement in sourcing practices relative to previous research but a persistent use of ‘official’ 

Indigenous sources to the detriment of representing a variety of viewpoints. In particular, she 

found a dearth of sources from remote communities and a lack of contextual information in the 

news reports. Bacon (2005) found that when Aboriginal voices were included in stories about 

Aboriginal deaths in custody, they tended either to be the only voice with no context and no 

one in authority called to account, or as an afterthought, at the end of a news report. This 

disadvantages them further in the traditional ‘inverted pyramid’ news report structure, whereby 

less salient points are left until the end of a newspaper report – the thinking being that readers 

want the most important facts first, and might not read on until the end of the report. An 

important dimension to this, Gans (2003) argues, is that the ‘reactive’ voice in a news report is 

a subordinate voice, in that what it is reacting to is the dominant narrative (Gans, 2003, p. 46) 

and the chosen frame or ‘angle’.  

Whose voice is privileged is influenced by the journalist’s worldview and life 

experiences, as well as their working practices and institutional setting. The newsrooms of 

Australian metropolitan newspapers are generally staffed by people who, to a large extent, 

share a world, both socially and culturally, with the people in government (Schultz, 1998; 

Simons, 1999; Henningham, 1996). Forde (2005) found some qualified evidence that 
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newsrooms are slowly diversifying. However, in general and overwhelmingly, press gallery 

and newsroom journalists (and government members of parliament) are non-Indigenous, 

middle-class or wealthier, university educated, born and raised in non-remote areas, and based 

in urban areas, of Australia – that is, they are in general diametrically different on all those 

indicators to the residents of the Aboriginal communities affected by the NTER. For example, 

to update Henningham’s (1993, 1996) work, Hanusch (2013) in a stratified sample phone 

survey of 676 Australian journalists, found that only 1.8 per cent were Indigenous (from an 

Australian population proportion of 3 per cent), 55.9 per cent had solely Anglo-Saxon ancestry 

and 82 per cent had bachelor or higher degrees (Hanusch, 2013, p. 34).  

This is not to say that parliamentary press gallery and newsroom journalists are 

incapable of reporting on remote Indigenous Australia in a meaningful way – however, 

research shows that they are not given the opportunity to do so. Waller (2013) identified only 

seven specialist Indigenous affairs reporters for the mainstream media in Australia, only one of 

whom is herself Indigenous (although the others have a long and deep relationship with the 

communities they report from). Most other reporters reporting on Indigenous affairs are 

generalist and report either from their city newsrooms or by accompanying a ministerial visit to 

the bush.  

This lack of connection with Indigenous potential sources has implications for 

journalists’ ability to construct a rounded news story. Thus embedded with the minister’s 

entourage, reporters are restricted by the minister’s schedule and guided by the minster’s 

agenda. This mode of operation is common because of the otherwise enormous cost to news 

outlets of independently sending reporters on assignment to remote communities – a cost of 

between $5000 and $7000 a day (Waller, 2013).  

Furthermore, news outlets are also disinclined to outlay this expense because 

Indigenous affairs does not bring a financial return for them, in that it does not attract 
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advertisers’ money (Waller, 2013). This aspect is a concern for newspapers in the current 

climate of ever-scarcer newsroom resources. It is also a concern for the democratic role of the 

press, not least because most non-Indigenous Australians only know Indigenous Australians – 

and particularly those living remotely from the eastern seaboard – through the media. Bowles 

(2010) argues that media representation of groups we have no contact with has a profound 

effect on our perceptions of those groups, and that, 

If the form and content of any representation are the result of a series of production 

choices, then part of our purpose as consumers and producers of representation is to try 

to determine what principles governed these choices. (Bowles, 2010, p. 51) 

 

Reconciliation Australia’s biannual survey, the Reconciliation Barometer, found that 60 per 

cent of non-Indigenous Australians have rare or no contact with Indigenous Australians, 30 per 

cent have occasional contact, and only 10 per cent of non-Indigenous Australians have frequent 

contact with Indigenous Australians (Reconciliation Australia, 2012). While there are no 

particular figures regarding the level of contact between journalists and Aboriginal people on a 

day-to-day level, these figures emphasise the press’s role in representing Indigenous 

Australians to the non-Indigenous: most non-Indigenous only know Indigenous people through 

the media’s representation of them. Therefore, the media is a very powerful group in 

representing Aboriginal Australians to the rest of the population and Meadows (1995) argues 

that, without direct experience of Indigenous people, non-Indigenous people rely on the media 

for their understanding of them. However, McCallum (2009), from her doctoral research found 

that the dynamic was much more complicated: news media representations were only one of 

the resources that people used to construct their understanding of Indigenous affairs and that 

personal experience, collective memory and conversations all play into how people will read a 

text.   

This situation of reporters’ cultural, social and geographical distance from the 

communities affected by the NTER can be argued to have an expected detrimental effect on the 
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press’s representation of the perspectives of Indigenous Australians affected by the NTER. This 

can also be argued in relation to journalists’ corresponding proximity to those in power and sits 

uneasily with journalism’s codes of ethics and the press’s normative democratic watchdog role.    

Drawing on the insights from Ericson, Baranek and Chan (1987), who argue that 

‘visualising deviance’ is what the press does and not just to marginalised groups, Mickler 

(1998) cautions against a reductionist view of the news media as simply a white, racist, 

ideologically bound force. While widely acknowledging problematic practices, including those 

he identified through his own work examining factually unfounded media campaigns 

demonising Aboriginal youth (e.g. Mickler, 1992), Mickler argues that we must also 

acknowledge the many routine, banal (as opposed to sensationalist) news stories that do not 

‘other’ Aboriginal Australians, as well as the many instances of Indigenous oppositional voices 

gaining access to and being heard in the press, and effecting change as a result: 

Such reductions are of limited use in explaining the diversity of media images and 

messages that actually circulate, the many instances of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

co-operation ranging from Aboriginal sourcing, to journalistic co-operation and co-

production, to Aboriginal produced media product. (Mickler, 1998, p. 54)  

 

While Mickler raises an important consideration, this thesis’ focus is on the problematic 

practices the analysis uncovers which, without my having undertaken a quantitative content 

analysis of the data set, appear to implicate the majority of newspaper articles about the NTER.  

 

 The confluence of events 2.3

This thesis explores incidences in the newspaper reporting of the NTER where the 

democratic watchdog role in relation to the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal 

communities in the Northern Territory is neglected. Australian journalists’ ethical and 

professional values have been explored via survey research (e.g. Hanusch, 2013; Deuze, 2002; 
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Henningham, 1998 and 1996). This thesis explores their values via close analysis of their news 

reports.  

Schudson concludes that news is derived from the dynamic relationship between 

reporters and government officials:  

One study after another produces essentially the same observation. It does not matter 

whether the study is at the national level or the local level. Journalism, on a day-to-day 

basis is the story of the interaction of reporters and government officials, both 

politicians and bureaucrats... [T]here is little doubt that the centre of news generation is 

the link between reporters and officials. (Schudson, 2003, p. 150) 

 

Although there have been numerous studies that reach this conclusion, there have been very 

few to explore how effective the officials have been in getting their messages into the news 

reports, in having their ‘preferred meaning’ taken up by journalists. A recent Australian 

exception was Forde and Johnston (2013), who looked specifically at “four busy Government 

and political departments and offices”, tracing their media relations outputs (MROs), such as 

press releases and speech and interview transcripts, to their uptake by and appearance in wire 

agency Australian Associated Press’s (AAP) news stories, and then through those wire stories’ 

uptake by newspapers for use in online news stories. They found that officials are very 

successful in this regard: 

[J]ust under a third (20/62) of online news stories we identified were verbatim or near-

verbatim from an MRO – the original MRO had been used verbatim by AAP; and in 

turn, that AAP copy had been disseminated verbatim (or near) by the online news site. 

(Forde and Johnston, 2013, p. 123)  

 

While this thesis does not attempt to quantify the issue, it extends this notion of the uptake of 

preferred meaning, in exploring the discursive practices involved when there is a negotiation 

for control of the news about the NTER. An exploration of the application of normative 

theories to actual journalism practice takes on a particular nuance in this study’s location period 

of rapid and unprecedented industry and Indigenous policy changes. The ‘normative ideal’ 

suggests ongoing and unchanging practices, yet the time period under analysis is one of rapid 
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change, both in the industry and in Indigenous affairs policy. Fairclough’s critical discourse 

analysis methodology (detailed in chapter 3) enables the simultaneous examination of both, as 

its application examines text and its discursive- and sociocultural-practices contexts during 

times of social change. This methodology interrogates the precise lexical mechanisms whereby 

problematic journalism practices are textually rendered –that is, how they are written up – 

which points to ways that they may be mitigated or dismantled, which is a contribution of this 

thesis. 
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Chapter 3 Research approach  

 

 Orientation, justifications and research questions 3.1

This thesis employs Norman Fairclough’s dialectical relational critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) approach, which is a text-oriented social analysis methodology that considers 

text in the contexts of its production (Fairclough, 1992). This chapter argues that this is an 

innovative and productive way to understand journalism practice.  

This research approach has a three-layer conceptualisation of discourse and, 

consequently, a three-layer analytical perspective. The outer layer of discourse is the 

sociocultural practices context, for example, what was going on politically at the time. The 

interim layer is the ‘discursive practices’ context, that is, the processes involved in the text’s 

production. The central layer in this text-oriented discourse analysis methodology and its 

conceptualisation of discourse is the text. 

In the current research project, the outer ‘sociocultural practices’ context is that 

described in chapter 2: the Northern Territory Emergency Response 2007 policy (NTER), the 

newspaper industrial changes, and their combined implications for the press’s democratic 

watchdog role in Indigenous affairs reporting. The interim layer in this research project’s three-

layered conceptualisation of discourse and its analysis, the ‘discursive practices’ context, is the 

routine journalism practices whereby the news texts are produced. Finally, the central layer to 

Fairclough’s conceptualisation of discourse being the text, the text in this research project’s 

analytical approach consists of the newspaper reports of the NTER in the two-month timeframe 

specified, between the NTER’s announcement and its enactment by parliament.  

Therefore, the discourse under analysis in this research project is the newspapers’ 

reporting of the NTER, the routine journalism practices that produced those reports, and the 
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sociocultural context that shaped and was shaped by those routine journalism practices. This 

chapter will detail the research approach taken to analyse the nature of Australia’s newspapers’ 

reporting of the NTER in that brief timeframe, to evaluate the operation of the press’s Fourth 

Estate democratic watchdog role at this time of rapid social change.  

This chapter will begin by orienting the research approach’s ontology and epistemology 

in critical realism. It will then detail the research questions, before discussing how CDA was 

employed to answer them by explaining each of these three analytical layers in turn and the 

relationship between them. It will then explain CDA’s focus on the close analysis of ‘moments 

of crisis’ and explain how I identified and selected four such moments from within the data set. 

Each of these four moments is analysed in one of the four findings and discussion chapters that 

follow this methodology chapter, demonstrating this text-oriented CDA approach. 

 

 Orientation: Critical Realism 3.1.1.1

This thesis is underpinned by a critical realist perspective. Critical realism integrates a 

realist ontology with an interpretivist/constructionist epistemology: that there is a real world 

independent of our perceptions, but that our understanding of it is constructed from our 

standpoints and perspectives (Maxwell, 2012). Furthermore, this objective reality is not fixed: 

in our relationship to it, we both reproduce and transform this social world in daily life 

(Bhaskar, 1989, p. 4). This fits with a CDA methodological approach (discussed below), which 

embraces context as integral to the analysis of what is going on in the text.  

A critical realist orientation is an ideal one for examining journalism practice, which 

traditionally strives for objectivity in reporting – that is, to report only ‘facts’. While, at the 

same time, this goal is widely held in communication disciplines to be an unattainable ideal 

because the journalist is socially situated with their own worldview, experiences and biases 

which preclude the possibility of ‘pure’ reporting (e.g. as discussed by Wright, 2010; Zelizer, 
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2004). Likewise, a critical realist orientation is an ideal one for considering journalism 

education. In Australia, as well as in Britain and the US, the normative goal is to teach students 

that they must try to be objective, that there are such absolutes as facts and truth. This contrasts 

with a critical stance underpinning the communications or media studies units students also 

take as part of their journalism degrees, which teach them that the perception of such absolutes 

is affected by one’s subjectivity. Critical realism provides a bridge between theory and practice, 

thereby sidestepping academia’s ‘media wars’ (as they have been characterised in Australia, 

and in parallel debates in Britain and the US) between positivist journalism practice and 

scholarship, and culturalist theories (Wright, 2010; also Calcutt and Hammond, 2011). 

Furthermore, critical realism fits well with the study of journalism practice, in that it offers a 

lens through which to explore the different perspectives offered in news reports about the same 

event and the question regarding where the journalist is situated in relation to the issue. Finally, 

critical realism fits with the self-reflexivity and detailed documentation that CDA demands of 

researchers. The researcher needs to be explicit about their own standpoint and perspective, and 

necessarily acknowledge that their interpretation is only one of perhaps several available; while 

at the same time the researcher needs to support their particular analysis robustly with detailed 

reference to the context of and characteristics of the text.  

 

 Justifications for the research approach 3.1.1.2

A critical text-oriented discourse analysis approach is an ideal one for the purposes of 

this study. A research design decision was made to focus on the text – the end product of the 

news production process – not only because it is a valid approach in itself (Fürsich, 2009) but 

for the reasons given in chapter 2 regarding the changing newspaper industry and its 

implications for the democratic role of the press. This CDA approach entails the exploration of 

the role of discursive practices – the processes involved in the texts’ production – in the 
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representations of ‘reality’ in the news texts. These are explored through close analysis of the 

texts, informed by the research literature, the contexts and scaffoldings such as newspaper style 

guides, journalism textbooks, and guidelines such as the journalists’ codes of ethics.  

Other interpretative methodologies would not enable investigation of the newspaper 

reporting of this policy moment. For example, the ethnographic participant-observation 

approach would not be feasible to capture this hastily convened and executed policy and 

reporting ‘moment’ which had even caught senior Government and bureaucracy insiders by 

surprise (McCallum and Waller, 2013) – there would not have been time to set up such a 

research project. An interview-based phenomenological approach might not excavate the 

processes whereby the news stories were created, for reasons not limited to but including the 

difficulty that there are several journalists involved in the creation of most news stories (such as 

the reporter, the subeditor, the news editor) and that they produce several different news stories 

a day. The ongoing mobility and instability of the journalism workforce would also be a 

perhaps insurmountable impediment to gathering such teams of co-workers together who 

produced each story for a particular edition of a particular masthead.  

There are several reasons for choosing newspaper reporting of the NTER as the site of 

inquiry, detailed in chapters 1 and 2, which I summarise here. The NTER was a controversial 

policy that was widely held by those critical of it as disempowering to NT Indigenous 

communities, as well as misguided, unfair, racist, punitive, ineffective and somewhat 

unprecedented (e.g. Altman and Hinkson, 2007a; Arena, 2012). The NTER policy was 

conceived of suddenly and rolled out hastily, following which there were only two months 

between its announcement and its enactment by parliament wherein the media could evaluate 

and scrutinise it. It also received bipartisan support from the Labor opposition and proceeded 

virtually unopposed through parliament, which is significant given the critics’ assessment of it 

summarised above. Bennett (2009) argues that “when parties or factions are in public conflict, 
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the news is more likely to contain a richer range of information and ideas” (Bennett, 2009, p. 

106). While there was virtually no opposition from the Federal parliamentary opposition, there 

were oppositional voices querying all facets of the NTER. Bennett’s argument would indicate 

that it was less likely for them to be heard by and through the news media in an environment of 

parliamentary consensus. Reinforcing this view are two concerns arising from the literature: 

that industrial changes are adversely affecting the newspaper industry’s democratic watchdog 

role (Lau, 2004; Lewis et al., 2008a; MEAA, 2008; Davies, 2008; MEAA, 2012; Tiffen, 2010; 

Simons, 2012), and that Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia very poorly represents 

Indigenous sources, concerns and communities (e.g. Jakubowicz et al., 1994; Meadows, 2001; 

Bacon, 2005; Simmons and Lecouteur, 2008; McCallum, 2011; Waller, 2013). Given these 

factors in combination, newspaper reporting of the NTER as a research site was chosen because 

reporting of the NTER would likely be sensitive to problematic reporting practices due to this 

confluence of events. The research aimed to find and dissect those practices on a lexical level, 

thereby suggesting how to improve journalism practice in relation to marginalised groups and 

the press’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role.
 

Having provided an orientation to and justifications for the research project, the next 

section details the research questions designed to interrogate such problematic journalism 

practices should they exist, before justifying and detailing the methodology used to answer 

them.  

 

 Research questions 3.1.1.3

Critical discourse analysis leads to certain research questions. Given the confluence of 

events as detailed in chapter 2 – that is, the advent of the NTER; the newspaper industry’s 

changing nature and what that might mean for journalism’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog 
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role in relation to Australian journalism’s tendency to poorly serve the interests and 

perspectives of Indigenous Australians – the following research questions were established:  

1) What discursive practices employed to produce the NTER-related news reports in 

Australian newspapers, in the two months between announcement and enactment, 

demonstrate the press’s failure to prosecute its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role, 

as normatively theorised? 

2) How were NTER-critiquing Aboriginal ‘oppositional voices’ represented in the news 

reports? 

3) What implications might the newspaper industry’s industrial changes have for the 

reporting of the NTER, and Indigenous affairs in general?  

4) What emergent insights from this analysis could there be for enhanced or new 

journalism practices for this changing newspaper industry? 

These research questions are explored primarily through close analysis of the news texts, 

focussing on how the discursive practices measure up against journalism best practices, 

including subediting best practices, as they operate in the text, to ascertain the operation of the 

press’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role.  

I start with the text itself. Discursive practices are identified through close textual 

analysis and then themselves analysed by reference to the sociocultural context, to ascertain 

what role they may play in reflecting, reproducing or challenging the dominant discourses of 

the established social order, including their relative representation of Government and 

oppositional views about the NTER policy.  

Having explained the critical realist orientation to this project, the justifications for 

undertaking it and the research questions that underpin it, the next section explains the CDA 

methodology that was employed to seek answers to these questions. 
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 Critical Discourse Analysis 3.2

Following a general orientation to the research project, including its epistemology and 

ontology, the justifications for the research and the research questions, this section describes the 

method used to elicit answers to those research questions. Having located the research 

perspective in critical realism, and argued how critical realism fits with Norman Fairclough’s 

CDA approach as well as the area of inquiry, this section discusses what Fairclough’s CDA is 

and what it does. It begins with a general overview of the Faircloughian approach, including an 

explanation of key terms. It then addresses CDA’s particular characteristics relative to other 

sociolinguistic approaches: its adoption of an explicit agenda; its conceptualisation of 

discourse, and the relationship between Foucault’s approach and Fairclough’s; its analytical 

framework and its transdisciplinarity. This section also addresses some criticisms that have 

been made of CDA as a theory and a methodological approach. 

Norman Fairclough is Emeritus Professor of Linguistics at the Institute for Advanced 

Studies at Lancaster University, England. He is instrumental in developing the critical 

discourse analysis approach, particularly in his dialectical-relational CDA methodology. He is 

author of numerous books, including Discourse and Social Change (1992), Media Discourse 

(1995), Language and Power (2001) and Analysing Discourse: textual analysis for social 

research (2003). He draws on Marx, Gramsci and Foucault in his analysis. This thesis asserts 

his perspective as critical realist.  

Critical discourse analysis is a text-oriented discourse analysis social research method, 

that analyses processes of social change and has an overtly emancipatory agenda – that is, it 

seeks to identify power imbalances in order to empower the marginalised in processes of social 

change. CDA employs detailed linguistic textual analysis in examining texts in their social and 

cultural contexts. Norman Fairclough’s dialectical-relational CDA approach has an underlying 
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assumption that these contexts have a two-way relationship in which each has an effect on the 

other:  

The study of the social practices of news discourse assumes a dialectical relationship 

between society and journalism...: the world acting on journalists and journalists acting 

on the world. (Richardson, 2007, p. 114) 

 

Fairclough’s three-dimensional definition of discourse is the definition of discourse 

operationalised in this study – that is, discourse as simultaneously text, discourse practice and 

sociocultural practice:  

This concept of discourse and discourse analysis is three-dimensional. Any discursive 

‘event’ (i.e. any instance of discourse) is seen as being simultaneously a piece of text, 

an instance of discursive practice, and an instance of social practice. The ‘text’ 

dimension attends to language analysis of texts. The ‘discursive practice’ dimension… 

specifies the nature of the processes of text production and interpretation… The ‘social 

practice’ [later changed to ‘sociocultural practice’, e.g. in Fairclough 1995] dimension 

attends to issues of concern in social analysis such as the institutional and organisational 

circumstances of the discursive event and how that shapes the nature of the discursive 

practice… (Fairclough, 1992, p. 4) 

 

The term ‘discourse’ does not have a fixed meaning in the social sciences, but is traditionally 

associated with the body of work by French philosopher Michel Foucault’s socially-oriented 

genealogical approach, for instance, The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Discourse on 

Language (both in Foucault, 1972). A Foucauldian analysis would typically identify a 

discourse type – a macro-topic in the discourse that defines what kind of discourse (in a 

socially-oriented sense) it is. However, Fairclough’s text-oriented CDA approach does not aim 

to identify a macro-topic in the discourse in the sense that a Foucauldian discourse analysis 

would (although different discourses – as in, perspectives on the world – may be identified as 

being drawn upon or textured together in the texts [Fairclough, 2003, pp. 124-127]). After 

Foucault, discourse incorporates the relationship between language, structure and agency, 

where structure means social structure and agency means a social actor’s autonomy. 

Fairclough, like Foucault, makes the distinction between ‘discourse’ (without an article; and his 

own three-part conceptualisation thereof), and a/the discourse (which takes an article). For 
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Fairclough, as just mentioned, the latter can show up in multiple forms in the former 

(Fairclough, 2003, p. 124) and is integral to the social construction of reality in that it 

articulates and places boundaries around how we perceive entities. For example, we might 

know that someone is a welfare recipient. If we call them ‘disadvantaged’ we perceive them – 

and construct them – differently than if we called them a ‘dole bludger’ or ‘scrounger’. The 

difference between the two is part of the discourse around the deserving and the undeserving 

poor.  

Fairclough’s approach is a synthesis of Foucault’s approach and a text-oriented 

approach. While acknowledging the intellectual debt he owes to Foucault, Fairclough argues 

that Foucault’s approach, which concentrates on the context, neglects the text in that he does 

not provide a methodology for the analysis of specific texts. Fairclough argues that Foucault, 

while mapping the workings of a particular ‘discourse’ historically and at a given time, does 

not consider how that ‘discourse’ is created and maintained on an ongoing basis through 

socially constructed text and talk. Fairclough maintains that social theories of discourse such as 

those which Foucault provides are enriched by close textual analysis (Fairclough, 1992; 

Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002). In this respect, Fairclough draws on Halliday’s systemic 

functional linguistics (SFL), which “analyses language shaped... by the social functions it has 

come to serve” (Meyer, 2001, p. 22). SFL provides many of the linguistic categories and 

concepts applied in this analysis. Although the different aims of SFL and CDA mean their 

perspectives are not precisely aligned, “SFL [too] is profoundly concerned with the relationship 

between language and other elements and aspects of social life, and its approach to the 

linguistic analysis of texts is always oriented to the social character of texts” (Fairclough, 2003, 

p. 5). In a concrete example of Fairclough’s utilisation of SFL, Fairclough draws on Halliday’s 

‘textual’ function of language (“which constitutes coherence and cohesion in texts” [Wodak, 

2001, p. 8]) in his analysis, which “concerns how bits of information are foregrounded or 
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backgrounded, taken as given or presented as new, picked out as ‘topic’ or ‘theme’, and how a 

part of a text is linked to preceding and following parts of the text, and to the social situation 

‘outside’ the text” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 65). Halliday also identified two other metafunctions of 

language that inform the two outer contextual layers of Fairclough’s approach: the ideational 

and the interpersonal. Both Halliday and Fairclough identified these, respectively, functions 

and layers as continuously interconnecting.  

[T]he relation of language to the social system is not simply one of expression, but a 

more complex natural dialectic in which language actively symbolises the social 

system, thus creating as well as being created by it. (Halliday, 1978, p. 251)  

 

While Fairclough argues that social theories of discourse neglect the text by concentrating on 

the context, he also claims the reverse in relation to the work of many discourse analysts, such 

as conversation analysts: that they neglect the context for the text. That is, that their fine-

grained analyses of text and talk rarely account for the historical and other contextual 

conditions that shape its content. Fairclough’s dialectical-relational CDA approach brings the 

two approaches together, and expands on both: it is a text-oriented discourse analysis that 

considers the contexts of the text’s production as integral to the analysis. The text not only 

creates, maintains and reproduces power relations, but it also reflects them. Fairclough’s CDA 

is a “synthesis of socially- and linguistically-oriented views of discourse” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 

5). 

Critical discourse analysis emerged from the work of critical linguistics, including 

Fairclough, in the 1970s. It is interdisciplinary, with roots as diverse as anthropology, socio-

psychology, and textual linguistics (Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 1) and several approaches 

oriented to different epistemological bases (Wodak, 2001, p. 2), which van Dijk (1993) has 

argued “are at most a shared perspective on doing linguistic, semiotic or discourse analysis” 

(van Dijk, 1993, p. 131). All CDA approaches are problem-oriented and interdisciplinary, and 

seek to demystify power and ideology through the examination of semiotic data (Wodak and 
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Meyer, 2009, p. 3), for example textual data, by exploring their relationship to the social and 

cultural contexts of their production. Norman Fairclough’s dialectical-relational CDA approach 

is similar to a sociological perspective. It is concerned with “the radical changes that are taking 

place in contemporary social life, with how discourse figures within processes of change, and 

with shifts in the relationship between semiosis and other social elements within networks of 

practices” (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 3). This approach relates directly to my research questions 

about newspaper reporting of the NTER and the relationship with the wider sociocultural 

context, including the industrial changes’ implications for the press’s Fourth Estate democratic 

watchdog role.  

There are several characteristics of CDA that, taken together, distinguish it from other 

sociolinguistic research approaches, such as discourse analysis and conversation analysis 

(Meyer, 2001). These serve to justify why CDA is an appropriate methodology for this thesis. 

First, CDA plays an advocacy role for marginalised groups, leading to particular research 

questions. In seeking to uncover often hidden power relationships, CDA offers practical 

insights to overcoming the resultant obstacles (for example obstacles to democratic 

participation or media access). Second, context is fundamental to CDA, an assumption of 

which is that all discourses are historically situated. Extralinguistic factors, such as culture, 

society and ideology, are accounted for in an interdisciplinary perspective. Third, in being open 

to all factors that may have an influence on text, CDA analyses the relationships with other 

texts (using the concepts of intertextuality and interdiscursivity, explained below). Fourth, 

CDA’s “assumption about the relationship between language and society ... invokes an idea of 

mediation” (Meyer, 2001, p. 15). Fifth, CDA specifically incorporates linguistic categories in 

its analysis. While other approaches may include some, such categories are fundamental to 

CDA. Sixth, CDA is a hermeneutic interpretation process, which requires detailed 

documentation. Hermeneutics is  
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[T]he method of grasping and producing meaning relations. The hermeneutic circle… 

implies that the meaning of one part can only be understood in the context of the whole, 

but that this in turn is only accessible from its component parts. (Meyer, 2001, p. 16)  

 

Finally, seventh, CDA is interdisciplinary, with the object described from varied perspectives.  

 

 Self-reflexivity 3.2.1.1

A further, fundamental aspect to the CDA methodology is self-reflexivity. Reflexivity – a “self-

aware and self-critical attitude” (Gomm, 2009, p. 290) in the process of research and analysis – 

is of vital importance in CDA because the researcher is a socially situated, not an objectively 

omniscient, being. The researcher’s values, beliefs, attitudes, experiences and research aims, 

among other things, can affect analytical choices and interpretations. Therefore, to attempt to 

reach as robust a conclusion as possible, self-reflexivity needs to be both practiced and made 

explicit. Therefore, in undertaking this research I have had to be ongoingly self-reflexive 

regarding my beliefs and feelings about the NTER, which I have detailed in chapter 1, and, as a 

former journalist, the Australian media’s response to it. While my position on either is not in 

any way firm, I needed to be wary of my outlook colouring what I perceived, what I pursued 

and what I might inadvertently overlook in my research. I constantly asked questions of myself 

as well as questions of the data. As Carol Grbich writes,  

Reflexivity can be simply defined as viewing the self and the process of data collection 

and interpretation in a critical and detached manner ‘through internal dialogue and 

constant (and intensive) scrutiny of ‘what I know’ and ‘how I know it’ ... in the 

development of knowledge claims. (Grbich, 2004, p. 71)  

 

While describing and interpreting a text, Fairclough (1992) argues, description and analysis 

merge, which has clear implications for self-reflexivity: 

[T]here is no phase of analysis that is pure description. Consequently, one’s analysis of 

the text is shaped and coloured by one’s interpretation of its relationship to discourse 

processes and wider social processes... Analysts are not above the social practice they 

analyse; they are inside it. One might, therefore, expect them to be as self-conscious as 

possible about the resources they are drawing upon in interpreting discourse…. 

(Fairclough, 1992, p. 199) 
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Similarly, regarding inductive analysis and the iterative process, Srivastava and Hopwood 

(2009) write,  

[P]atterns, themes, and categories do not emerge on their own. They are driven by what 

the inquirer wants to know and how the inquirer interprets what the data are telling her 

or him according to subscribed theoretical frameworks, subjective perspectives, 

ontological and epistemological positions, and intuitive field understandings. In short, 

rather than being an objectivist application of analysis procedures, the process is highly 

reflexive. (Srivastava and Hopwood, 2009, p. 77)  

 

Therefore, it is important that I as a researcher am explicit about where I stand in relation to 

journalism practice (including subediting practice), Indigenous affairs reporting, the newspaper 

industry changes and the NTER policy, which I have done in Chapter 1. Another aspect that the 

CDA researcher needs to be explicit about regarding their position in relation to the research is 

CDA’s emancipatory agenda. 

 

 CDA’s explicit agenda 3.2.1.2

CDA has an unashamed and explicit emancipatory agenda – in that it seeks to identify power 

imbalances in order to empower the marginalised in processes of social change – which is a 

good fit with this thesis’s normative-oriented exploration of how the news media performed its 

Fourth Estate ‘watchdog’ role in relation to Aboriginal Australians’ interests in the NTER 

policy debate.  

CDA can be used as a tool to excavate the influences that shape a text’s production and 

the intentions for its interpretation (similar to Hall’s ‘preferred meaning’ [Hall, 1980]):  

The formal properties of a text can be regarded from the perspective of discourse 

analysis on the one hand as traces of the productive process, and on the other hand as 

cues in the process of interpretation. (Fairclough, 2001b, p. 20) 
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This thesis identifies the textual characteristics – generated by journalism practices that are 

informed by the socio-cultural context – that reflect, reproduce and maintain (and at times 

transform) the power relations behind the NTER policy.  

Accordingly, this thesis examines the context of the production of texts, including 

specific professional practices and techniques, and also how they are shaped by and shape the 

sociocultural context. This includes, for example, how the requirements of a discourse ‘genre’ – 

an element ordered in a particular way to serve a particular function – such as a news report 

gives rise to conventions of news-gathering and news writing (detailed below) which have 

particular consequences:  

[T]he producer and the mode of production encode meaning into the text (choosing one 

story over another, choosing to foreground one view rather than another, choosing one 

word over another etc.); but the text also acts on the producer, shaping the way that 

information is collected and presented due to the conventions of the text genre under 

construction. (Richardson 2007, p. 40) 

 

 Criticisms of CDA 3.2.1.3

There has been some criticism of CDA as a methodological approach for social 

analysis, on the bases of the quality of its analyses, an alleged neglect of the producer’s and 

consumer’s perspectives, and its definition of discourse. Schegloff (1997, 1998), arguing from 

a linguistics perspective, has criticised CDA for offering textual analyses which are 

insufficiently detailed and systematic, and which do not pay close enough attention to the text. 

These criticisms call for claims made in analysis to be demonstrated by reference to specific 

characteristics of the text, not just by reference to the context. To do otherwise, Schegloff 

argues, would be an ideological reading of the text. Following Richardson’s (2007) application 

specifically to newspaper analyses, I demonstrate that the Faircloughian approach does just this 

by paying very close attention to textual characteristics in the systematic analyses in chapters 4 

to 7 of this thesis. CDA has also been criticised for neglecting the reader’s perspective 

(Widdowson, 1998, 2004) and for not including interviews with the texts’ producers 
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(Widdowson, 1998, 2004). This thesis’s research design did not include interviews with 

journalists for reasons detailed in section 3.1.1.2 above, arguing that such interviews would not 

be capable of answering the research questions. This is a limitation of the thesis: the text 

producer’s individual roles in the identified practice shortcomings are theorised rather than 

empirically determined, because, as argued, it would not be possible to do so. It also did not 

include readers’ perspectives – other than the researcher’s – because the analysis is primarily 

concerned with journalists’ often very subtle discursive practices as identified in, and as they 

shape, the text. Textual analysis does need to be supplemented by analysis of text production 

and text consumption (Fairclough, 1995, p. 33), and this is embodied in the Faircloughian 

approach by way of the three-layered analytical framework, and the integral self-reflexivity of 

the researcher, who is, I argue, also a consumer of the texts. I am within the analysis, not apart 

from it. Text consumption is part of the analytical process. Similarly, the analysis of the text’s 

production starts with the text in this text-oriented approach. For example, interpretation of the 

lexical choices made by the producer may be made in the context of other lexical choices 

available to the producer. Words, particularly in context, have particular meanings. With 

reference to Stuart Hall’s work (1980) on the encoding and decoding of texts, this thesis is not 

arguing that the text’s ‘preferred meaning’, or indeed any particular meaning, is what the reader 

“decodes” in their reading. The intrinsic properties of the text are what is under examination, 

from which may be discerned a preferred meaning – or favoured meanings, as I further 

conceptualise in analysis, jostling for the reader’s attention regardless of whether particular 

meanings are intentionally or consciously imparted by the producer, or taken up by the 

consumer.  

Critical discourse analysis has also been criticised for an opacity in defining ‘discourse’ 

(Widdowson, 1995); indistinction between text and discourse (Widdowson, 1995); and – in a 
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similar criticism to Schegloff’s – being ideological rather than analytical, and producing a 

biased interpretation as a result (Widdowson, 1995). I address these three criticisms in turn. 

The term ‘discourse’ is difficult to define. As discussed above, it is used in many 

different ways by different analytical approaches, including the different approaches within the 

field of CDA itself. The definition of discourse operationalised in this study is Norman 

Fairclough’s, who defines discourse in a three-dimensional way, as simultaneously text, 

discourse practice and sociocultural practice. This in turn addresses the criticism about the 

indistinction between text and discourse: in Fairclough’s definition, text is a part of discourse, 

along with the discursive and sociocultural contexts. Finally, regarding the charges that CDA is 

ideological and biased, I reiterate that CDA emphasises the centrality of reflexivity, so that the 

analyst’s position is made clear, unlike many other forms of social research; and it is also 

upfront and unapologetic about its emancipatory agenda (Fairclough, 1992). Furthermore, the 

analytic argument is anchored in detailed linguistic evidence. The analysis is an interpretation, 

yes, but nevertheless, the argument for the particular interpretation is supported by detailed 

documentation. 

This section described the research approach, beginning with a discussion of critical 

realism, then detailing what CDA is and what it does, including addressing some criticisms of 

CDA as a social research approach. The next section details the CDA methodology’s analytical 

framework before detailing how it was applied to the NTER texts.  

 

3.2.2 The analytical framework 

In Fairclough’s dialectical-relational CDA approach, the three levels of analysis are the text 

(that is, the linguistic features of the text), the discursive-practice context (the discursive 

processes, e.g. journalism practices, involved in its production) and the sociocultural-practice 

context of its production (that is, what was going on socially and culturally at the time). At each 
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one of the three levels, there are three stages of analysis – description, interpretation and 

explanation. The description and interpretation stages are often indistinct, as “one is inevitably 

interpreting all the time, and there is no phase of analysis which is pure description” 

(Fairclough, 1992, p. 199). The analytical process was an iterative one of moving between data 

analysis and the literature, analysing the three discourse levels in the three discrete but not 

necessarily distinct steps. This procedure is illustrated by the figure below (a diagram of 

Fairclough's analytical framework from Titscher, Wodak, Meyer and Vetter, 1998, p. 188), and 

the analysis is presented in chapters 4 to 7 in what can be understood as a narrative form, by 

telling the story of what is going on in and around the text.  

 

(Diagram summarising Fairclough’s analytical framework, from Titscher, Wodak, 

Meyer and Vetter, 1998, p. 188.) 

 

There is no definitive ‘toolbox’ with which to ‘do’ CDA, which is constantly evolving 

in both its application and theorisation. However, a general approach has been suggested 
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(Fairclough, 2003, pp. 209-210; also see Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999, p. 60), with an 

emphasis that not all steps need to be followed, nor in this order:  

1. Focus upon a social problem which has a semiotic aspect. Beginning with a social 

problem rather than the more conventional ‘research question’ accords with the 

critical intent of the approach – to produce knowledge which can lead to 

emancipatory change. 

2.  Identify obstacles to it being tackled, through analysis of 

(a) the network of practices within which it is located [or “analysis of the 

conjuncture” as this step is described in Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999 p. 

60]; 

(b) the relationship of semiosis to other elements within the particular 

practice(s) concerned 

(c) the discourse (the semiosis) itself 

(i) structural analysis: the order of discourse 

(ii) textual/interactional analysis, both  

- interdiscursive analysis; and  

- linguistic (and semiotic) analysis 

 The objective here is to understand how the problem arises and how it is rooted in the 

way social life is organised, by focusing on the obstacles to its resolution – on what 

makes it more or less intractable. 

3. Consider whether the social order (network of practices) in a sense ‘needs’ the 

problem. The point here is to ask whether those who benefit most from the way social 

life is now organised have an interest in the problem not being resolved. 

4. Identify possible ways past the obstacles. This stage in the framework is a crucial 

complement to stage 2 – it looks for hitherto unrealised possibilities for change in the 

way social life is currently organised. 

5. Reflect critically on the analysis (1 –4). This is … requiring the analyst to reflect of 

where s/he is coming from, how s/he herself/himself is socially positioned.  

(Fairclough, 2003, pp. 209-210; also Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999, p. 60) 

 

Within the discourse under examination, Fairclough recommends a data selection 

strategy that focuses on what he calls “moments of crisis”, that is, when things are going 

wrong, because of their potential to show up aspects of routine practices that otherwise might 

go unnoticed (Fairclough, 1992, p. 230). Similarly, Carvalho explains that such “critical 

discourse moments are periods that involve specific happenings, which may challenge the 

‘established’ discursive positions” (Carvalho, 2010, p. 15). The NTER can be seen in itself a 

‘moment’, within which occurred other moments. This research project focuses on four such 

moments in the progression of the NTER from announcement to enactment, which are detailed 

later in this chapter. They are analysed in their Faircloughian-discoursal three dimensions – 
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sociocultural practice, discursive practice and text. The next section details each of these three 

dimensions in turn. 

 

 The ‘sociocultural practice’ context 3.2.2.1

The ‘sociocultural practice’ context is that which resides primarily outside of the 

newsroom that has a hand in shaping the news text. As mentioned below, the dividing line 

between the discursive and sociocultural practices contexts is not precise, and in Fairclough’s 

CDA model (1992) is a theoretical and analytical rather than a strictly empirical one. While this 

is a useful distinction, it can be problematic. Laclau and Mouffe (1987), for example, argue that 

every object is constituted as a discursive object. It is acknowledged in this thesis that the 

sociocultural context has discursive as well as non-discursive elements, allowing for its 

permeation of the newsroom. It is “[t]he social and cultural goings-on which the 

communicative event is a part of” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 57) such as “the structures, the 

institutions and the values that, while residing outside of the newsroom, permeate and structure 

the activities and outputs of journalism” (Richardson, 2007, p. 114). It can include economic 

practices (such as the relations of production), class compositions (for example, of journalists 

and sources), political practices (such as those of political institutions), and ideological 

practices (such as journalism’s role in disseminating and reinforcing social values, as well as 

such social values’ relationship to social inequalities.  

Social practices surround and shape the work of journalists, meaning that an analysis of 

the social practices of newspaper discourse requires the analyst to look outside the text 

and examine the relationships between journalism and the social formation as a whole. 

(Richardson, 2007, p. 114)  

 

This level of analysis is the point at which the discourse analysis becomes ‘critical’: for 

example, the analyst asks questions about what it says about the society the text was produced 

within, what effect it may have on social relations, whether it helps perpetuate inequality or 
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challenge it (Richardson, 2007, p. 42). A sociocultural practice may be of a non-discursive 

nature, for example the media’s institutional structure, which has established practices and pre-

existing relationships may have been originally established discursively, but now be non-

discursive (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 62). “Social practices are shaped by [and shape] 

social structures and power relations” (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 66).  

As sociocultural practice contains both discursive and non-discursive aspects, social and 

cultural theories are usefully applied at this level of analysis. CDA is transdisciplinary, and 

Fairclough argues it must become more so to develop the approach’s theories and methods “in 

order to develop our capacity to analyse texts as elements in social processes” (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 6). Given the power of the media to reproduce and transform the social order, this 

thesis offers perspectives – that is, categories and logic – from journalism education, the 

sociology of news and media studies as a contribution to a transdisciplinary approach. For 

example, there is much in the sociology of news to draw upon in analysis. This is a good fit 

with Fairclough’s CDA approach which is the closest among CDA approaches to a sociological 

one: 

If the research framework used is that of Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis, 

sociological theory can be drawn upon in the analysis of the wider social practice of 

which the discursive practice is an integral part, without the analyst having to 

‘translate’ the theories into discursive terms. This is because Fairclough sees discursive 

practice as just one dimension of the social in a dialectical relationship with other 

dimensions which function according to other logics. To understand these other 

dimensions, it is necessary to draw on relevant theories that can shed light on them. 

(Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 156) 

 

Schudson (2005), in demarcating the factors within his integrationist approach to the sociology 

of news production as being social, cultural, political and economic, can be seen as adopting 

essentially a critical realist ontology: 

Social, cultural, economic and political forces do in fact structure news production. But 

they do not produce news out of nothing. They act on ‘something’ in the world ... 

events, happenings, occurrences ... The forces of journalism act on these things but do 

not (necessarily) produce them. Journalism can and does produce newsworthy events ... 
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But journalists do not create hurricanes or tornadoes, elections or murders. (Schudson, 

2005, pp. 172-173)  

 

Schudson (2005) revises his previous (1989) concurrence with “nearly all other social scientists 

who study the news in speaking of how journalists ‘construct the news’, ‘make news’ or 

‘socially construct reality’”, and argues that, “Understanding how the institutions and practices 

of news-making interact with ‘events’ should be a leading challenge for the sociology of news” 

(Schudson, 2005, p. 173). In terms of the economic organisation of news, the link between 

structure and practice is unclear (Schudson, 2005); however, the connection between structure 

and practice can be theorised across all factors (not just economic) by treating the distinction 

between the discursive and the non-discursive as an analytical rather than empirical distinction 

(Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 90). That is, the dividing line between the sociocultural-

practice context and the discursive-practice context is not always clearly discernible, but a 

distinct line may be drawn for analytical purposes. Such an examination is central to this thesis. 

The political context as a determinant of news-making also requires careful 

examination. Schudson (2005) argues that this has been a neglected perspective:  

Economic perspectives in Anglo-American media studies have generally taken liberal 

democracy for granted and so have been insensitive to political and legal determinants 

of news production. Increasingly, economic determinism has been recognized as a 

serious deficiency.  (Schudson, 2005, pp. 178-179)  

 

Having drawn a picture of the outer analytical layer to Fairclough’s three-dimensional 

conceptualisation of discourse, the next section describes the interim layer, the ‘discourse 

practice’ context. 

 

 Discursive practices: processes of text production 3.2.2.2

This section explores the second layer of analysis in Fairclough’s CDA approach: the 

discursive practices involved in the texts’ production, that is, “the processes through which 

journalists produce texts” (Richardson, 2007, p. 75). First, I will explain what discursive 
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practices are and how they relate to some other key CDA concepts. Then I will explain how 

they are identified and how they give rise to and operate in the text.  

Fairclough borrows from Foucault some conceptual tools such as discursive practices, 

orders of discourse, interdiscursivity and intertextuality, but adapts them to his own purposes. 

Fairclough looks at how discourse is socially determined in both the social conditions of its 

production and the social structures it is produced within – “the way in which actual discourse 

is determined by underlying conventions of discourse” (Fairclough, 2001b, p. 23). Fairclough 

calls these conventions ‘orders of discourse’, that is, the discursive manifestation of the social 

order or “the discoursal aspect of a network of social practices” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 220). The 

order of discourse of the media, for example, contains specific discursive practices through 

which text (and talk) is produced and interpreted; and also a configuration of discourses – the 

kind of language used as well as interpretative repertoires – and genres, for example a news 

story genre, an interview genre or a press release genre (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 67).  

Analysis of discursive practices takes into account how authors draw on pre-existing 

discourses and genres from the order(s) of discourse to create texts, and how the same occurs in 

the text’s interpretation. The NTER’s news media order of discourse incorporates the 

discursive practices involved in the production of the news texts – “the various aspects of the 

processes of text production” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 58); and the sociocultural practices of the 

social structures they are produced within.  

For its part, intertextuality is where texts show up in and give rise to other texts, and is a 

central concern for CDA, particularly when examining journalism. As Richardson argues: “all 

texts exist, and therefore must be understood, in relation to other texts” (Richardson, 2007, p. 

100). McQuail defines intertextuality in part as “the tendency for different media texts to refer 

to each other at different levels and across genres” (McQuail, 2005, p. 559) and Shenhav 

(2007) writes of the “polyphony of voices” present in a political discourse, be it a press release 
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or a parliamentary speech, to illustrate the central importance of intertextuality to CDA analysis 

(Shenhav, 2007, p. 179). Bloor and Bloor (2007) argue that intertextual analysis in CDA 

reveals discursive “strategies in reinforcing or reformulating ideas and beliefs” and can also 

“reveal traces of the dominant ideology or evidence of ideological struggle and cultural 

change” (Bloor and Bloor, 2007, p. 54). Interdiscursivity is a form of intertextuality which 

refers to the articulation together of different discourses and genres. This can change the order 

of discourse and the relationship between orders of discourse. Creative discourse practices that 

combine discourses and genres in new ways are an impetus to and an indication of social 

change; conversely, their combination in conventional ways is indicative of the status quo – of 

the dominant order of discourse and social order remaining unchanged (Jorgensen and Phillips, 

2002, p. 73). 

Fairclough also draws on Foucault’s analysis of power. For both, power is a productive 

force that creates subjects and agents. However, Fairclough’s utilisation of the concept of 

ideology in theorising differential power relations between groups sets his approach apart from 

Foucault’s (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002). Fairclough defines ideology as “meaning in the 

service of power” (1995, p. 14). Media discourse involves hidden power relations (Fairclough, 

2001b, p. 41). For example, source selection – that is, who gets to be heard in a media report – 

is all but predetermined by routine journalism practices, and the perspective adopted is usually 

that of the powerful (Fairclough, 2001b, p. 42; Gans, 2003, p. 48).  

Elements in an order of discourse may be linked to one another in a ‘discourse chain’. 

For example a news report and a press release are both elements in the order of discourse 

associated with media, and how one gives rise to the other is incorporated in a discourse chain. 

While discursive practices are the processes through which texts are both produced (that is, 

created) and consumed (that is, interpreted), this analysis concentrates on the former, while 

incorporating the latter, as argued above in addressing the criticisms of CDA. In the 
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construction of news texts, the news consumer’s interpretation is central and intrinsic to the 

process. Reporters and subeditors must always consider how a text reads and craft it to enable 

readers to grasp as fully as possible the event of which it is an account. Discursive practices are 

a form of social practice, as they contribute to the composition of the social world including 

social identities, social relations and power relations. Discursive practices are influenced by and 

have an influence upon the sociocultural context (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002). I argue that the 

journalists’ discursive practices, the processes whereby journalists construct the news texts, can 

be subdivided into those of news-writing, newsgathering and news-editing, which I have 

introduced in chapter 2 and distilled, explained and theorised below. 

The discursive practices of news-writing conventions include: the inverted pyramid 

news-story structure (where the most important aspects to a news story come first, encapsulated 

in the lead paragraph or ‘intro’ as it is also commonly known, with the facts sequenced 

descending in importance thereafter); aspects of the structuring of news stories, such as the 

placement of quotes and references to sources; who to quote and to what length (which is a 

consideration of ‘voice’, explained later); to quote which aspect(s) of what they have said 

(which is a consideration of ‘listening’, explained later); the order in which sources appear in 

the story (which can signal a hierarchy of legitimacy to the reader); the incorporation, 

presentation and representation of ‘both sides’ of the story (journalism’s ‘objectivity’ and 

‘balance’ fundamentals); the lead paragraph’s contents, which indicates the ‘angle’ taken; and 

the headline.  

The newsgathering discursive practices include: sourcing practices, for example the 

decisions regarding the selection of who to contact for the news story and whether to allow 

sources anonymity (a consideration of ‘access’); the use of other texts in constructing the news 

story (a consideration of ‘intertextuality’) such as press releases, earlier news stories and other 

material on the subject (a consideration of the ‘discourse chain’); the monitoring of other media 
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outlets, which often results in everyone reporting the same stories and in the same way, that is, 

“interinstitutional news coherence” (Schudson, 2003, p. 109).  

Finally, the discursive practices involved in news-editing, that is subediting/copy-

editing, also involves decision-making processes (Sheridan Burns, 2013) such as decisions 

around: what aspects of the news report to leave intact (perhaps all – a consideration of 

‘consensus’); fact-checking and what to check (a consideration of verification); what the most 

newsworthy aspect of a story is, as represented by the lead paragraph (a consideration of 

‘angle’); in what order the facts should be presented (a consideration of hierarchy, e.g. 

hierarchy of sources, hierarchy of importance); what gaps there might be in the story that 

require redress (considerations of balance, fairness, objectivity, bias, completeness).  

Regarding the consideration of ‘angle’, mentioned above, it is important to 

acknowledge that consideration of news values is enriched by the integration of the 

consideration of social values, as demonstrated in the large body of work by framing theorists 

such as Gans (2003) and Entman (1993), after Goffmann (1974), which is productively drawn 

on in analysis.  

This analysis examines discursive practices to explore how they might work as power 

relationships (Fairclough, 1995), for example, the use of intertextuality, the operationalisation 

of the objectivity and balance norms, source selection, quoting practices. Discursive practices 

are central to this thesis and are in a dialectical relationship to the ‘sociocultural practice’ 

context as explained above and detailed in chapter 2. Lexical choices – the choice and meaning 

of words – are a particular focus of CDA, encompassing their dialectical relationship with 

discursive practices (and their constitutive choices) and the wider context. The process of 

producing newspaper articles – newsgathering, writing and editing – is a process of making 

choices (Sheridan Burns, 2013). It requires decision-making during every stage of production. I 

asked questions of the text during analysis about what decision-making choices were evidenced 
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in the text and what they meant. The practical matters of news production link the sociocultural 

context (newspaper industrial change; and the media’s and Government’s treatment of 

Indigenous Australians – as detailed in chapter 2) with the particular textual characteristics of 

the news reports. The decision to divide the analysis at a particular point to differentiate 

between the two contexts is a theoretical and analytical choice, and is treated as an analytical 

rather than an empirical distinction, acknowledging that can be difficult to discern the precise 

dividing line. The next section details the textual analysis, as situated within the two contexts 

explored above.  

 

 Textual analysis 3.2.2.3

Having explored the interim layer of analysis in Fairclough’s three-layered CDA 

approach, that of the discursive practices involved in the texts’ production, and the 

sociocultural practices context before that, this section details the textual analysis involved at 

the central, textual level of this text-oriented approach, describing the sorts of lexical 

characteristics and choices that are sought out and interrogated in the analysis. This textual 

analysis is undertaken within and with reference to the two contexts of its production and their 

related practices, as detailed above.  

In the process of analysing the data, what is noted, firstly, are the choice and meaning of 

words (that is, lexical analysis) and secondly, evidence of discursive practices, because 

representations are very much informed by practical matters of news production. Thirdly, the 

sociocultural context in which newspapers produced their news reports is explored – that is, the 

relationship between journalism and the social order. CDA analysis, however, starts with the 

text. 

While Fairclough stresses that there is no blueprint to ‘doing’ a critical discourse 

analysis (Fairclough, 2003; also Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999), nonetheless he offers some 
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guidelines regarding what lexical properties of text might be explored in CDA. Richardson 

(2007) draws on these in suggesting what a lexical analysis (regarding the choice and meaning 

of words) of newspaper reports might encompass. This includes:  

 Referential strategies: “the way that people are named in news discourse” (Richardson, 

2007, p. 49), which affect how people are perceived by readers;  

 Predicational strategies: a term coined by Reisigl and Wodak (2001) to refer to “the 

choice of words used to represent more directly [than referential strategies] the values 

and characteristics of social actors” (Richardson, 2007, p. 52);  

 Transitivity: the connection between participants and their roles in the reported 

processes. For example a passive sentence construction such as “the plan was changed” 

deletes agency: it does not tell us who changed the plan. This deletion of agency is 

important because it “can remove important (perhaps uncomfortable) political 

implications” (Richardson, 2007, pp. 54-56);  

 Nominalisation: “turns processes and activities into states and objects, and concretes 

into abstracts” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 182). This, too, may delete agency. For example, 

“there were denials” obscures who did the denying.  

 Modality: “the degree to which a speaker or writer is committed to the claims he or she 

is making” (Richardson, 2007, p. 59, for example choosing ‘should’ or ‘could’.) Types 

of modalities include truth (e.g. whether something ‘is the case’ versus whether it ‘is 

perhaps the case’); permission (e.g. ‘one must say’ versus ‘one can say’); hedging (e.g. 

‘that’s wrong’ versus ‘that’s a bit wrong’). Modality is a very important consideration 

when analysing media discourse, because of the media’s tendency to transform 

modality so that interpretations are reported as if they are facts (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 

160-161). This in turn points to the representational power of the media. 
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 Presupposition: the “hidden or presupposed meanings in texts” (Richardson, 2007, p. 

63), for example the use of ‘change of state’ verbs such as ‘continue’ – for example 

‘street drinking continues to be a problem’ instead of ‘street drinking is a problem’ 

presupposes that street drinking has been an ongoing problem before now. Similarly, 

the use of questions: ‘Who is responsible?’ presupposes that someone is responsible. 

Presuppositions can point to contextual assumptions and this thesis’s analysis indicates 

that they can also do ideological work as apparently commonsense representations of 

reality. 

 Rhetorical tropes: persuasive techniques such as hyperbole (“excessive exaggeration” 

Richardson, 2007, p. 65); metaphor (“perceiving one thing in terms of another”, 

Richardson, 2007, p. 66); and neologisms (new words, phrases coined, e.g. “rivers of 

grog”). 

 Schemata: explanatory devices (Fowler, 1991, p. 43), used by reporters as a summary 

or shorthand way to tell the story. 

 Narrative: “the content of news stories and the ways that such stories are presented” 

(Richardson, 2007, p. 71). For example, hard news stories are usually presented in the 

inverted pyramid structure, that is, with the newest and most important facts first. 

Deviations from this routine journalism practice would be note-worthy:  

News narratives are, on one level, a reflection and a product of nothing less than 

our “general cultural assumptions and values – what we consider important, 

trivial, fortunate, tragic, good, evil, and what impels movement from one to 

another.” (Martin 1986, p. 87, cited in Richardson, 2007, p. 74) 

 

The lexical analysis adopted in this thesis is guided by these suggestions.  
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 The analytical approach  3.3

Having discussed the research approach, its appropriateness for this study and what it 

entails, this section details how it was applied. It begins with an account of how the data was 

collected and how the analytical foci, the ‘moments of crisis’, were selected from within the 

data set. It finishes by acknowledging some limitations of the study, and considering its 

generalisability.  

 

3.3.1 Data collection 

The corpus dealt with here is a large one, consisting of 1754 newspaper reports, which 

is atypical of CDA (Meyer, 2001, p. 25). In order to keep a focus on the research questions, 

only newspaper reports were selected and not other genres because, along with the 

consideration of the data set’s size, a context of the research is the industrial changes affecting 

newspapers. My approach is a methodological contribution to the application of CDA to a large 

data set. The research design intention was to capture all the Australian metropolitan 

newspapers’ reports about the NTER in the two-month timeframe between the policy’s 

announcement and its enactment, in order to answer the research questions regarding the 

press’s performance of its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role during that time period. The 

metropolitan newspapers were selected as they had the biggest readership reach. The Australian 

newspaper was also selected as it was the only general-news focused national newspaper, and 

has been identified by previous research as being an agenda-setter on Indigenous affairs 

(Manne, 2011; McKnight, 2012). In 2007, the three Australian newspaper publishers had 

differentiated locational coverage: Perth’s only paper, The West Australian, was the only 

masthead published by West Australian Newspapers Holdings; the state/territory capital cities 

Darwin, Brisbane, Adelaide and Hobart had only one masthead each, and it was published by 

News Limited; Canberra only had The Canberra Times, newly acquired by Fairfax; Sydney 
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and Melbourne were both served by a Fairfax broadsheet and a News Limited tabloid. 

Therefore, the newspapers selected were:  

 

National:  

 The Australian (News Limited)  

Queensland (Brisbane):  

 The Courier Mail (News Limited, Monday-Saturday)  

  The Sunday Mail (News Limited, Sunday)   

New South Wales (Sydney):  

 The Sydney Morning Herald (Fairfax, Monday-Saturday)  

 The Sun-Herald (Fairfax, Sunday)  

 The Daily Telegraph (News Limited, Monday-Saturday)  

 The Sunday Telegraph (News Limited, Sunday);  

Victoria (Melbourne):  

 The Age (Fairfax, Monday to Saturday)  

 The Sunday Age (Fairfax, Sunday)  

 The Herald Sun (News Limited, Monday to Saturday)  

 The Sunday Herald Sun (News Limited, Sunday) 

The Australian Capital Territory (Canberra):  

 The Canberra Times (Fairfax) 

Tasmania (Hobart):  

 The Mercury (News Limited, Monday to Saturday)  

 The Sunday Tasmanian (News Limited, Sunday)  

South Australia (Adelaide): 

 The Adelaide Advertiser (News Limited, Monday to Saturday)  
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 The Sunday Mail (News Limited, Sunday)  

Western Australia (Perth):  

 The West Australian (West Australian Newspaper Holdings, Monday to Saturday) 

The Northern Territory (Darwin):  

 The Northern Territory News (News Limited, Monday to Saturday)  

 The Sunday Territorian (News Limited, Sunday).  

 (Alice Springs*) The Centralian Advocate (News Limited, Tuesdays and Fridays)  

(*Also selected for its NT location; Alice Springs is the NT’s biggest town outside 

Darwin.)   

 

The Factiva database was searched to identify newspaper reports about the NTER, 

between 15 June 2007 and 18 August 2007 in the selected newspapers. As intertextuality – 

whereby texts show up in or give rise to other texts – is of great importance to CDA analysis, 

given the centrality of context to the textual analysis, the Newsbank database was also searched 

for associated news texts, such as broadcast transcripts, news agency reports or online news 

reports, when evidence of intertextuality emerged (e.g. when they were referred to in a 

newspaper report). Part of McQuail’s definition of intertextuality is usefully illustrative here – 

“the tendency for different media texts to refer to each other at different levels and across 

genres” (McQuail, 2005, p. 559) – as this was the precise trigger for this further search.  

The search terms chosen were informed by the NTER, also being known as the 

Intervention, and the trigger report for the NTER being entitled “Little Children Are Sacred”. 

The Boolean search terms used on Factiva were: 

 Intervention 

 Children Are Sacred 

 Child* near15 (abuse OR health OR welfare)  
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 (Aborigin* or Indigenous) near15 Communit* 

 Northern Territory Emergency Response 

 ‘Northern Territory AND (Emergency OR Response)’ 

The reasons for this broad choice of search terms were that the term ‘Intervention’ 

found a large number of articles which were relevant, however, it failed to pick up articles that 

used a different term, such as ‘emergency response’, thus the need for the other terms. The 

Little ‘Children Are Sacred’ report actually produced very few results, this was in part due to 

the fact that it could be called a child welfare report, NT report etc. The final two terms were 

created based on inductive reasoning from The Sydney Morning Herald June 2007 articles 

found using the first two search terms. The asterix (*) was used as this denotes a truncation, and 

captures a range of offshoot words such as: Child, Children, Aboriginal, Aborigine, Aborigines, 

Community and Communities. 

From reading a number of articles, it was clear that ‘child abuse’ was a common issue in 

the news reports, but would often be expressed in different terms, such as “the abuse of 

children” or “child-sex abuse”. There was a subsequent attempt to use the AND connector, but 

this returned too many irrelevant results. The ‘near15’ was used so as only to select articles 

where the words ‘child’ and ‘abuse’ were in close proximity. (Originally ‘near25’ was selected, 

based on the assumption that the average sentence is 21 words, however, this created many 

irrelevant results which spanned two or three sentences. After trial and error it was found that 

15 words was an optimal number for the sample.) ‘Health’ and ‘welfare’ were included near 

‘child*’ to collect any articles which focused on ‘improving children’s health’ and suchlike. A 

general search for news items about Aboriginal/Indigenous communities was designed to 

collect articles which mentioned the communities in relation to the policy, for example the 

‘take-over of Indigenous communities’. The whole phrase ‘Northern Territory Emergency 

Response’ was searched on, but did not result in any additional results. ‘Northern Territory 
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AND (Emergency OR Response)’ was then searched on, which collected four more relevant 

results, but returned a lot of irrelevant results of the word ‘response’. As no more results were 

being returned, this suggested that the search was complete.  

Following the search, the next task was reading the articles to determine if they were 

likely to be relevant to the study. This was to exclude articles that mentioned one of the 

keywords, but were not in relation to the Intervention into Aboriginal communities (but also 

allowed a quick overview of the corpus to ascertain the trajectory and chronology of the NTER 

policy’s narrative post-announcement). Some grey areas emerged. For example, The Sydney 

Morning Herald mentioned the Northern Territory Intervention in commentary on the New 

South Wales Government’s inaction on their own “Breaking the Silence” report. These news 

reports were collected in case this link emerged as relevant later. Other news reports that 

mentioned the NT Intervention as a minor reference to the Howard Government’s intervention 

into areas traditionally of state concern (examples being the Murray River Water issue, and 

Tasmanian hospitals) were not collected, nor were articles that briefly mentioned the 

intervention in relation to Howard’s standing in the opinion polls, as these articles were focused 

on election-year politics, not the NTER policy.  

Individual PDFs and Word documents were then created of each news report. The 

individual news stories’ documents were filenamed with the convention month+day.newspaper 

title.page number. For example, a report in The Adelaide Advertiser of June 8 on page 5 would 

be 608.Advertiser.5. If there was more than one story on e.g. page 5, that would be denoted as 

5a, 5b etc. When this multiple-per-page return was because of edition changes, that was evident 

on the document information provided by Factiva (e.g. The Age’s ‘First’, ‘Second’, ‘Third’ 

signifiers; The Australian’s ‘1-All-round Country’, ‘3- All-round Metro’ signifiers). Each 

newspaper’s reports were also compiled into the one document – both Word and PDF per 

newspaper. Finally, a combined document containing all news reports in the data set was 



98 

compiled, again in Word and PDF versions. These three different compilation strategies 

enabled maximum ease and accuracy in text searches and analysis.  

For the purposes of this thesis, however, it was unwieldy to attempt to undertake a CDA 

analysis of the entire data set on a lexical level, one news report at a time. Fairclough’s 

recommendation to seek out ‘moments of crisis’ for analysis offers a methodologically sound 

approach to ‘breaking open’ the data set, a process that the following section describes.  

 

3.3.2 Key moments 

As mentioned above, Fairclough recommends a particular focus on what he calls 

‘moments of crisis’ – that is, moments in the discourse when things go wrong – for their 

potential to reveal aspects of routine practices that might otherwise go unnoticed; furthermore, 

that such moments of crisis in processes of change allow for insight into issues of 

representation and power (Fairclough, 1992, p. 230). Carvalho (2010) describes such “critical 

discourse moments [as]… periods that involve specific happenings, which may challenge the 

‘established’ discursive positions” (Carvalho, 2010, p. 15). Several such moments of crisis, 

characterised by the established consensus being challenged by contested accounts during the 

NTER policy’s progress in the two months from announcement to enactment, were identified 

during the quick overview of the corpus in the data collection process. A decision was taken 

that four moments would be an adequate number affording revelatory potential, with the 

intention of the four moments being spread somewhat evenly across the two-month timeframe.  

The four selected were on the basis that a) they emerged from a construction of the 

chronology of events and represented an overview of activity during the two-month timeframe, 

including one each at either end and two highly significant moments in between (one of which 

covers roughly a six-week period); and b) they were relevant to the research questions 

regarding the press’s performance of its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role and its 
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representation of oppositional voices, that is NT Indigenous public opinion ‘talking back’ to the 

NTER, particularly the interests and perspectives of Indigenous Australians. News reports on 

each moment were collected from within the corpus and each one of these four data sub-sets is 

the basis for each of the four analysis chapters (chapters 4 to 7).  

The four moments chosen for their significance to the chronological narrative and the 

research questions are: 1) the first few days of the policy launch; 2) the development of what 

was perhaps the most controversial aspect, the initially-compulsory child health checks; 3) the 

concerted attempt by NT Indigenous public opinion to ‘talk back’ to the NTER via the media as 

the mainstream public sphere via an Open Letter and the devising of an Alternative Plan; and 4) 

the final couple of days before enactment, when NT Indigenous representatives made a last-

ditch attempt to halt it. Each of these four moments are quite different to each other in terms of 

the numbers and nature of the news reports implicated, and these characteristics in part guided 

their analysis. For example, the first moment comprised hundreds of news reports, and I used 

the NVivo software to manage my coding (e.g. naming, ordering, grouping, see below). As 

another example, the line of inquiry for the third findings chapter, “Open Letter and Alternative 

Plan” – which was initially only on the Open Letter – was enhanced by Olga Havnen, variously 

NT Indigenous activist, politician and bureaucrat. Havnen said at the Media and Indigenous 

Policy Symposium at the University of Canberra on November 21, 2012 (the research team for 

which included the author, see Dunne Breen 2012), that in July 2007 a group of some forty 

Aboriginal organisations had devised an Alternative Plan to the NTER, and that this plan 

(Combined Aboriginal Organisations of the Northern Territory, 2007) received no media 

coverage. This spoke clearly to my research questions about the media’s democratic watchdog 

role, how Indigenous oppositional voices were represented and the possibility of emergent 

insights to aid better journalism practice. I went back to the data set, and in a search extracted 

the only two newspaper reports on the Alternative Plan and brought them into the analysis. (In 
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terms of self-reflexivity, my having missed the Alternative Plan in my initial overview spoke to 

me being socially situated within the analysis. I too had failed to include this important 

expression of Indigenous public opinion.) The analyses began with the text, which revealed 

much about the journalistic discursive practices involved in the news reports’ production; 

always, per CDA, with reference to the wider sociocultural context. 

To summarise, a deep analysis was undertaken of four key moments in the NTER’s 

progression between announcement to enactment: 1) The launch; 2) The health checks policy 

(one controversial sub-policy in the suite of legislative changes that makes up the NTER policy, 

which changed over a period of roughly six weeks); 3) the Open Letter and the Alternative Plan 

(two related moments whereby Indigenous communities attempted to have their voices heard in 

the process); and 4) the Delegation (when a delegation of NT Indigenous representatives made 

a last-ditch attempt to have the legislation amended before it was passed by parliament). What 

this deep analysis consisted of is detailed below. 

 

 The Launch (chapter 4) 3.3.2.1

The Launch moment, being highly newsworthy, generated copious texts for the data 

subset, that is, the news reports about the policy’s announcement and commencement in the 

first two weeks (see chapter 4). It also became apparent that the inclusion of news reports from 

the week preceding the launch might be valuable too, given that the trigger report LCAS was 

released six days prior to the launch of the NTER. From an initial reading of this subset as a 

whole, it emerged that there were striking similarities between the news reports, despite them 

appearing in many different newspapers and over a period of three weeks. A decision was made 

to use the qualitative data analysis software program NVivo to begin capturing this initial 

analysis, in order to allow the coding to be as open as possible, as well as to assist with the 

administration of coding such a large quantity of data. This utilisation of the Factiva database 
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with the NVivo software is a methodological innovation made newly possible by these digital 

tools.   

NVivo assists with the manual tasks involved in coding and retrieving data. It therefore 

offered a way of progressively organising what was observed in the texts during levels of 

analysis into codes, categories and themes and also, for example, to compare and contrast 

between reports amongst large volumes of data. The first step involved coding everything in 

the texts of apparent significance. By the end of this first step, there were more than 650 codes, 

which was unwieldy. In second and subsequent rounds of analysis, the coding tree was then 

‘pruned’. This meant sorting codes so that similar prevalent ones were grouped together into 

categories which allowed themes across the news reports to emerge. In this way, the approach 

resembled grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000). For example, any textual features of possible 

note (within the context of the theoretical framework and research questions) were coded – 

such as news sources, presuppositions, rhetorical tropes – and that coding in turn and in part 

influenced what other textual features were coded, for example whether they are similar or 

contrasting, as well as that which was unrelated. Evidence of particular discursive practices also 

emerged (such as the repetition of categories, generalisations and extrapolations), which were 

drawn out for closer textual analysis. 

The NVivo software also enabled the writing of memos, either stand-alone or linked to 

codes, which both aided the generation of concepts and categories, as well as facilitated an 

audit trail of design decisions and explanations of what codes ‘meant’ at progressive stages of 

analysis.  For example, due to their recurrence in the news texts, a decision was made to code 

(with the colour orange) the eponymous ‘In Vivo’ codes – incidentally, what the software is 

named after – which is, “naming a category directly from a participant’s own words” (Bringer 

et al., 2004, p. 248). That is, the actual wording was the code. This enabled the In Vivo codes to 

be easily identifiable in the coding structure, for purposes of retrieval individually or as a 
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group. An example of an In Vivo code is “children as young as 3”. This phrase was coded as In 

Vivo codes because “children as young as 3” were reported in the news reports as being targets 

of sexual abuse and in turn being in need of the protection the policy was said to provide. As a 

result, “children as young as 3” were, as a category, represented as a legitimation of the NTER 

policy. (See chapter 4 for the analysis of this particular coding category.) Also by way of 

example: due to its significance to CDA analysis, a decision was made to code (with the colour 

red) instances of apparent intertextuality, for purposes of identification, retrieval, cross-

checking and any other purposes that might arise. Other codes were named for the categories 

they belonged to, for example a source’s name, and whether they were quoted or just referred 

to in the news report. Theoretical saturation (Bryman, 2008) was judged to have been reached, 

when no new codes were being generated from the news reports covering the NTER launch. 

This utilisation of the Factiva database with the NVivo software is a methodological 

innovation made newly possible by these digital tools. In contrast, NVivo was not required for 

the analysis of the next three data subsets ‘moments’, primarily because these subsets contained 

far fewer news reports (though the number varied per moment): close reading, re-reading and 

coding of all the news reports pertaining to each of these sub-issues was carried out on hard-

copy print-outs of the news reports.  

 

 Health Checks (chapter 5) 3.3.2.2

When the data set was searched for any articles relating to the health checks aspect of 

the NTER policy – later given the policy name the Child Health Check Initiative (Allen and 

Clark, 2011) – it emerged that some newspaper texts referred to broadcast media outlets, for 

example ABC radio and television. In order to explore this intertextuality fully, a 

supplementary search was also carried out on the Newsbank database for articles in the two-

month period that referred to the health checks (with the Boolean search terms mandatory and 
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“health checks” and aborigin* and “northern territory”) to elicit any instances of intertextual 

significance. This retrieved 57 records which were a mixture of broadcast transcripts, news 

items from the wire service Australian Associated Press and articles from online current affairs 

publication Crikey.  

The policy developed over time and, in analysing the health checks subset, a narrative 

emerged which informed that analytical approach. The number of news reports about this 

‘moment’ was lower than the preceding Launch moment (though much higher than the 

remaining two moments, see below), and they were spread over a much longer time period 

(some six weeks). Exemplars were drawn from across the Health Checks news reports subset to 

present a detailed analysis of this developing policy narrative. Intertextuality was particularly 

pertinent to this chapter’s analysis: the health checks story developed across weeks and across 

different newspapers and other media. The results initially resembled a chronological narrative, 

then were recategorised as themes emerged under further analysis. 

 

 The Open Letter and the Alternative Plan (Chapter 6) 3.3.2.3

As mentioned above, there were only two reports regarding the Indigenous-generated 

Alternative Plan – one each carried by the Fairfax broadsheets The Age and The Sydney 

Morning Herald. There were some 40 news reports about the Open Letter, however, most did 

not engage with the content of the letter, and many only referred to it indirectly – for example, 

they referred to critics of the policy without actually mentioning that they had signed the letter. 

The News Ltd Sydney tabloid The Daily Telegraph carried the most hostile coverage, 

involving four items in the one edition (two opinion pieces, an editorial and a news report). 

This led to the analytical decision to separate out the Fairfax coverage of the Alternative Plan, 

and then to further separate out the coverage of the Open Letter both by the Fairfax broadsheets 

The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age, and by The Daily Telegraph – to analyse them 
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textually and to compare and contrast them to an extent. The Courier-Mail’s coverage of the 

Open Letter was then added to this, with the intention that the inclusion of the News Ltd 

broadsheet, as an exemplar from a ‘more considered’ stablemate, would give balance to the 

extremity of The Daily Telegraph. The news reports were all representations of Indigenous 

public opinion about the NTER.  

 

 The Delegation (Chapter 7) 3.3.2.4

The fourth moment for analysis was when a delegation of NT leaders arrived in 

Canberra in a last-ditch attempt to delay the NTER legislation, calling for consultation with the 

communities affected by it. On an initial reading of the subset as a whole, two things emerged 

as particularly noteworthy and became the focus of the analysis: Firstly, the event’s contested 

nature was evident in the markedly different versions recounted across and between the news 

reports by the delegation and the Indigenous Affairs Minister. Secondly, analysis of changes to 

the news stories across different editions of the same newspapers yielded rich insights to the 

editorial production process – for example decisions regarding what to foreground, what to 

delete – and beyond that, the organisational values of the newspapers. Therefore, the 

Delegation chapter’s analysis centred on the contested story of what occurred, and the lexical 

choices made as the news reports changed between editions of the newspapers. The exploration 

of discursive practices evident in the intertextual chain of texts – where the same texts appear in 

different versions – provided insights into the production process.  

 

3.3.3 Limitations and generalisability 

The research design is limited to text and its context because, for example, to interview 

journalists regarding a retrospective subjective evaluation of their news-production practices 

during the period under study would not provide data capable of answering my research 
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questions. The research design also limits its focus to the print news media, as my concern is 

with the print news media at this point in time when ‘the death of newspapers’ is a widely 

discussed and debated possibility and research has shown that the consequent pressures in the 

newsrooms are affecting the press’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role. Therefore, the 

broadcast media is only examined intertextually, that is, in when it gives rise to or shows up in 

the print news media reports. Therefore, this thesis does not shed light on journalists’ self-

perceptions nor is it applicable to broadcast journalism practices. It can, however, be usefully 

applied to online news practices, which is explored further in the conclusion. 

There are lessons to be drawn from this analysis regarding newsrooms operating under 

‘crisis’ situations in general, and the role of routine and particular discursive practices in the 

representation of marginalised groups’ interests and perspectives. However, the Aboriginal 

dimension to this case is unique to Australia, both in a socio-geographic sense and regarding 

the specific history of Australian news media coverage of Aboriginal affairs. 

 

3.3.4 From analytical approach to analysis 

The preceding section described and justified the approach of choosing four ‘key moments’ for 

deep analysis: 1) The Launch; 2) Health Checks; 3) The Open Letter and the Alternative Plan; 

and 4) The Delegation. This section details what this deep, fine-grained, analysis consisted of 

and how it was carried out for each of the four moments.  

In analysing the text, the context – as integral to CDA – was revisited and added to in 

depth and breadth, in an iterative process in building meaning-making and understanding of 

what was going on in the text. Questions were asked of the text in the process of analysis 

regarding what discourse and sociocultural practices were shaping it from without, that is, of 

what significance were aspects of the discourse practice and sociocultural practice contexts of 

the text’s production. These contexts (detailed in chapter 2), are intrinsic to Fairclough’s 
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dialectical relational CDA approach, and as levels of the analysis work together, because 

journalism’s discursive practices – the processes whereby news stories are produced – are 

socioculturally informed. This process involved revisiting the text multiple times as new 

questions arose, new connections were uncovered, allowing new insights to emerge.  

It was a deeply reflexive process, akin to Srivastava and Hopwood’s (2009) three-

question framework for iterative data analysis (a dialectical process, as is Fairclough’s CDA):  

Q1: What are the data telling me? (Explicitly engaging with theoretical, subjective, 

ontological, epistemological, and field understandings) 

Q2: What is it I want to know? (According to research objectives, questions, and 

theoretical points of interest) 

Q3: What is the dialectical relationship between what the data are telling me what I 

want to know? (Refining the focus and linking back to research questions). (Srivastava 

and Hopwood, 2009, p. 78) 

 

The discreet analysis of each of the four moments divulged differences particular to that 

moment, for example the size of the data subset, and the commonalities of the peculiarities of 

those news reports as a set (that is, what emerged in analysis as particular to that moment, as a 

common characteristic of the news reports). Therefore, led by the data, a discreet analytical 

macro-focus emerged from the analysis of each moment. This conception of an analytically 

emergent macro-focus per moment is offered as a methodological contribution of this thesis to 

the CDA analysis of a large data corpus. 

This chapter detailed the research approach – its critical realist orientation, and the 

justifications for utilising Fairclough’s CDA methodology. It argued that this is an innovative 

and productive way to understand journalism practice. It then explained what CDA is and what 

it does, including its explicit emancipatory agenda and its relationship with Foucauldian 

analysis, while addressing some criticisms of CDA as a social research method. The analytical 

framework was then laid out, followed by details of the data collection, the thinking behind the 

focus on ‘moments of crisis’, and finally, their selection from within the data set: the launch; 

the child health checks; the open letter and the alternative plan; and the delegation. The four 
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following chapters detail the analysis of each of these moments in turn. CDA is an 

underutilised method in Australian journalism research and this thesis demonstrates its power 

for interrogating journalism practice at significant moments of sociocultural change. 
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Chapter 4 The ‘Launch’ moment 

Chapter 3 detailed the research approach taken in this research project. It adopts Fairclough’s 

recommendation to focus on ‘moments of crisis’ – that is, moments in the discourse when 

something goes wrong (Fairclough, 1992, p. 230) – for the rich insights into routine practices 

that they may yield. The first moment, upon which this chapter focuses, was what I call The 

Launch. It is the moment when the Little Children Are Sacred (LCAS) report was released on 

June 15, 2007, then co-opted by the government as the trigger for the Northern Territory 

Emergency Response (NTER), which was launched six days later on June 21.  This moment, of 

the LCAS release and the NTER launch, was chosen as significant for analysis because it was 

the beginning of the NTER story and because of its significance to the press’s performance of 

its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role. Related to this is the question of the effect of 

industrial change on the press’s Fourth Estate performance, and the press’s already documented 

tendency to poorly represent the interests and perspectives of Indigenous Australians. My 

examination of the NTER context suggested that the Launch moment would be particularly 

prone to problematic journalism practices due to the confluence of newsroom pressures (time 

and resources restraints while needing to cover a highly complex, controversial and 

newsworthy running story). I expected that examination of the reports would shed light on how 

routine journalistic discursive practices – the processes whereby the news stories are produced 

– operate, particularly at such a time of heightened activity which can be characterised as a 

‘crisis’. The NTER launch was deemed to be a ‘moment of crisis’ as it was a highly 

controversial decision which generated a very large number of news reports and provoked 

contested accounts about the contents and recommendations of LCAS and the motivations for 

and potential efficacy of the NTER. The government’s own 2011 NTER review (referring too 

to an earlier 2008 review) characterises the NTER launch as chaotic and confusing:   
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Communities were concerned and angered by the suspension of the Racial 

Discrimination Act, changes to the permit system, the new leasing arrangements, 

signage relating to alcohol and pornography restrictions, compulsory income 

management, the abolition of [work for the dole] CDEP, and were confused and 

inconvenienced by the [income management] BasicsCard. The rushed imposition broke 

trust and shamed people. Reflecting on this period in its 2008 report, the NTER Review 

Board concluded that “[t]he Intervention was fuelled, accelerated and flawed by the 

heightened emotion that surrounded its inception.” (FaHCSIA, 2011, p. 68) 

 

As detailed in the chapter 3, this ‘Launch’ data subset, which consists of all the 

newspaper reports from the release of LCAS on June 16 to the end of June, and the broadcast 

reports that pertain to them intertextually, is an unusually large data set for CDA analysis. The 

methodological decision to extend this data subset to the end of June 2007, beyond the LCAS 

release and NTER announcement, was in order to ensure theoretical saturation in the capture of 

enduring themes, lexical choices and associated journalistic discourse practices at this Launch 

moment. 

Also as detailed in chapter 3, the initial analysis for this data subset was aided by the 

qualitative data analysis software program NVivo, which was used to ‘open code’ – without 

preconceived categories – anything at all of note: for example a particular source, claim, 

representation, word usage (lexical choice) or reference. This resulted in more than 600 codes 

(‘nodes’ in NVivo), which were then grouped for similarity, then grouped a second time for 

relationships that were emerging as apparent. This analysis, taking an approach similar to 

grounded theory, allowed several themes and similarities between the reports across mastheads 

to emerge. The most prevalent of these are the subject of this chapter’s analysis.   

This chapter will first give an account of the advent of this moment, covering the 

LCAS’s recommendations, and two pivotal news reports: first, the Indigenous Affairs 

Minister’s agenda-setting characterisation of LCAS’s contents in an Australian newspaper 

report on the day of its release and, secondly, a scene-setting broadcast report on the evening of 

the NTER’s announcement, both of which were highly influential intertextually, in that they 
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gave rise to and were incorporated within subsequent newspaper reports. From the analysis of 

the metropolitan newspapers’ print reports covering the six days including and following the 

LCAS’s release and the fortnight including and following the NTER’s launch, this chapter will 

then unpack the nature and the implications of the discursive practices unearthed: the 

excavation of recurrent lexical choices, that is, stock phrases serving the function of 

summarising the story; a comparison of the representation of the victims in LCAS and in the 

news reports; and a comparison of the representation of the perpetrators in LCAS and in the 

news reports. This chapter introduces the new concepts of discursive collusion, unattributed 

paraphrasing and recurrent lexical choices, and draws on CDA categories, detailed in chapter 3, 

of referential strategies, predicational strategies, transitivity, presupposition and hyperbole in its 

analysis. It also identifies and establishes the implications of the discursive practices of 

conflation, othering, tropes, extrapolation, schemata, interinstitutional news coherence, 

disadvantageous news-story structure and non-verification. It concludes that, as a consequence 

of the lack of primary source verification and fact-checking against the contents of LCAS, 

which contravenes journalism’s codes of ethics as detailed in chapter 2, the press 

underperformed its Fourth Estate role in covering this seismic policy move, particularly in 

relation to the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal Australians.    

 

 LCAS released and NTER announced 4.1

The authors of the LCAS report found that remote Aboriginal communities in the 

Northern Territory (NT) were not spared the common scourge of child sexual abuse:  

[T]here is, in our view, sufficient anecdotal and forensic and clinical information 

available to establish that there is a significant problem in Northern Territory 

communities in relation to sexual abuse of children. Indeed, it would be remarkable if 

there was not, given the similar and significant problems that exist elsewhere in 

Australia and abroad. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 6)  
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This chapter analyses the newspaper reports about both the release of LCAS and the 

announcement of the NTER policy that the Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs Minister 

claimed LCAS triggered. It identifies strikingly similar journalistic discourse practices within 

the newspaper reports across newspaper titles. In terms of how this first moment was reported, 

what was foregrounded and omitted about the NT situation as it was represented in LCAS and 

how that was textually rendered in the news reports is explored.  

LCAS was published on June 15, and six days later on June 21 the Prime Minister and 

Indigenous Affairs Minister announced the NTER in response, casting the situation as told in 

LCAS as a national emergency requiring a federal Government takeover of remote NT 

Aboriginal communities. Newspaper reports about LCAS and/or the NTER launch are not 

separated out from one another in analysis but are treated in this chapter as one data subset – 

that is, they are not treated discretely for comparative or any other purposes, but rather are 

analysed as a whole to ascertain how the newspapers dealt with the declared national crisis at 

the moment of its emergence. The analysis encompassed newspaper reports about the NTER to 

the end of June 2007, plus the broadcast reports that appear in or give rise to the newspaper 

reports. Both events generated a large number of newspaper reports. For example, there were 

17 news reports in the data set on June 16 immediately following the publication of the LCAS 

report. There were many more referencing LCAS during the following two months. When the 

NTER was announced on June 21, 2007, it generated some 37 related newspaper reports in the 

data on June 22. Much of the newspaper reporting on June 22 about the NTER launch the day 

before was to some extent informed by the 7.30 Report segment of June 21, the evening before 

(O’Brien, 2007). A consideration of such intertextuality with the broadcast report is important 

in CDA analysis because it relates to the contexts of the newspaper reports. Close textual 

analysis of the newspaper reports led to an exploration of the nature of the news-shaping 
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discourse practices that emerged from that analysis, and the sociocultural context that shapes 

and is shaped by them (Fairclough, 1995). 

When the NTER was announced at a televised media conference on June 21 by Prime 

Minister John Howard, with Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough by his side, Howard said 

that the extent of child sexual abuse in NT Aboriginal communities as revealed in LCAS 

required the “responsible assumption of authority by a government”, that was, an emergency 

response. He asserted that “anybody” who read LCAS would agree the need for drastic action, 

that “nobody who has any acquaintance with [LCAS] … could be other than appalled by its 

contents”:  

Anybody who’s read or examined the report prepared by Pat Anderson and Rex Wild 

entitled “Little Children Are Sacred” will be sickened and horrified by the level of 

abuse. They will be deeply disturbed at the widespread nature of that abuse and they 

will be looking for the responsible assumption of authority by a government to deal 

with the problem.…[N]obody who has any acquaintance with that report could be other 

than appalled by its contents, appalled by what it reveals, appalled by the cumulative 

neglect of many over a long period of time, and frustrated in the extreme at the inability 

of governments to come to terms with an effective response to do with this problem. 

We are dealing with children of the tenderest age who have been exposed to the most 

terrible abuse, from the time of their birth, virtually. And any semblance of maintaining 

the innocence of childhood is a myth in so many of these communities. And we feel 

very strongly that action of this kind is needed. It is interventionist. It does push aside 

the role of the Territory to some degree. I accept that. But what matters more: the 

constitutional niceties, or the care and protection of young children? 

(Howard, 2007 [Prime Minister John Howard, at the launch of the Northern Territory 

Emergency Response, June 21, 2007]) 

 

Thus, at the NTER launch, the Prime Minister sets the government’s NTER discourse: 

that LCAS reports a horrific scenario of the widespread abuse of young, even tiny children 

which requires drastic Government intervention in communities that lack responsible 

authorities, and nobody who has any familiarity with LCAS would disagree.  However, the 

picture Howard paints here of LCAS’s content is misleading (Reid and McCallum, 2012). The 

government’s own review report (FaHCSIA, 2011) acknowledges this: 
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[T]he authors of the ‘Little children are sacred’ report found that the number of 

perpetrators of abuse was small and that considerable functionality [of communities] 

remains, together with a strong will to overcome the problems. (FaHCSIA, 2011, p. 64) 

 

Any abuse of young children LCAS portrays is not “widespread”; the ‘victims’ 

identified in LCAS are mainly teenagers engaged in consensual sexual relationships with each 

other, which is seen by community elders and the report’s authors as worrying behaviour, but 

which the report’s authors explicitly decline to name as abuse (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 

65); where abuse unequivocally does occur, the identified perpetrators are mainly non-

Indigenous miners, sometimes ethnically unspecified taxi drivers, and the victims are mainly 

teenaged – which is bad of course, but still not “children of the tenderest age”, an 

unrepresentative construction that serves as a rhetorical device, appealing to the protective 

parent. Furthermore, communities, who made it clear to the LCAS inquiry that they know 

sexual abuse of children is wrong, had also told the inquiry how they had taken steps – 

sometimes successfully, sometimes not – to rid themselves of identified abusers.  LCAS’s 

findings and recommendations did contain a strong message that risk factors for child sexual 

abuse are prevalent, such as chronically overcrowded housing and chronic alcohol abuse in 

some communities.  

This next section will explore LCAS, giving a broad overview of the mismatch between 

it and the NTER that the government claimed was triggered by it. After that, two defining 

media reports following these events, which are related intertextually to the newspaper reports 

in the subsequent fortnight, are explored. The first is what appears to be an interview given by 

Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough to The Australian newspaper on June 15 following the 

LCAS release (published June 16), and the second is a 7.30 Report segment on ABC television 

on June 21 (O’Brien, 2007), the evening of the NTER launch.  
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4.1.1 LCAS recommendations 

The Little Children Are Sacred report contained 97 recommendations, ranging across 

topic areas such as community leadership; government responses; family and children’s 

services; health services; crisis intervention; police presence and processes; offender 

rehabilitation; crime prevention; family support services; education (including ensuring school 

attendance); community education and awareness; alcohol and other substance abuse; the role 

of communities; employment; housing; pornography; gambling; cross-cultural practice; and 

implementation of the report. None of the report’s recommendations were incorporated into the 

original NTER policy (Altman and Hinkson, 2007b, p. ix; Behrendt, 2007; FaHCSIA, 2011, p. 

56).  

The print media reports tended only to list the broad categories under which the 

recommendations fell, and at times quoted an oppositional voice, including the co-authors of 

LCAS – such as Anderson in Karvelas (2007c) and Murdoch (2007g) and Wild in Karvelas 

(2007f) – pointing out that the NTER policy contained none of LCAS’s recommendations. Such 

reports followed the practice identified by Bacon (2005) of reporters not calling any official to 

account over this – that is, they did not put that criticism to the Prime Minister or Indigenous 

Affairs Minister. On the rare occasion that they did put this criticism to a Government 

representative, that representative deflected it by asserting, in effect, that while the board of 

inquiry was the investigator, the government was the solution provider.  

 

4.1.2 Brough’s ‘interview’ in The Australian, June 16  

The newspaper industry’s economic decline has been simultaneous to the growth in the 

public relations industry, both corporate and government sector, and the increased reliance on 

that industry by time-poor journalists (Ward, 2003; Schudson, 2003; Lewis et al., 2008b; 

Davies, 2008; Bacon and Crikey, 2010).  A 2002 estimate puts the number of journalists 
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working in Australian State and Commonwealth governments in a public relations capacity at 

“about 4000” (Ward, 2003, p. 11). Although much research on the professionalisation of the PR 

industry as information-subsidy providers to the increasingly time-poor media does not 

distinguish between government and corporate PR materials, it nevertheless raises this as a 

pressing contemporary concern. This concern is now especially acute given the trend, detailed 

in chapter 2, of the decline in the subediting fact-checking function in newsrooms. In Australia, 

Bacon and Crikey (2010), with a team of researchers from the University of Technology 

Sydney, found that in a data set of 2203 news stories from 10 newspapers published over five 

days, 55 per cent of the stories originated with press releases (climbing to 70 per cent for 

Sydney’s Daily Telegraph, and falling to 42 per cent for The Sydney Morning Herald). UK data 

shows that the resources squeeze there is resulting in an increasingly heavy reliance by 

journalists on PR material from a rapidly expanding PR industry (e.g. Davis 2000; Lewis et al., 

2008a). It is possible that this reliance was acute in reporting the NTER within the brief two-

month timeframe between announcement and enactment, in this context of the resources 

squeeze in newsrooms. This has been hitherto unexplored in relation to the NTER. Government 

PR material such as media releases and other information subsidies such as reports from the 

AAP news agency account for at least some of the striking similarities in newspaper reports 

about the NTER found by this research, particularly during the first few days following its 

launch, as demonstrated later in this chapter. This interplay between the cultural context, this 

particular discursive practice and properties of the text is an illustration of the application of 

CDA methodology, and an exemplar is provided by analysis of The Australian newspaper’s 

utilisation of a press release from Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough. What appears to be 

an interview in The Australian newspaper’s June 16 edition is, firstly, a transcription from a 

media release – a common journalistic discursive practice and of itself quite unremarkable, 

except for its ubiquity in time-poor newsrooms. However, secondly, the media release is 
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reported via an example of the discursive practice that I conceptualise as unattributed 

paraphrasing. In this instance, this unattributed paraphrasing – where the reporter paraphrases 

the minister’s words without making it clear that they are the minister’s words and not solely 

the reporter’s words – occurs in the all-important lead paragraph. This amounts to what I call 

discursive collusion. Erjavec (2003, p. 86) identified journalists using “the xenophobic 

discourse of the police” amidst a moral panic about asylum seekers, which helped legitimise a 

drastic Asylum Law. There are synchronicities with this current analysis. This thesis 

conceptualises discursive collusion to encapsulate the cumulative effect of journalistic 

discursive practices that enables the simultaneous silencing of oppositional voices and 

supporting of official sources. In this case, the lack of attribution of the reported opinion has the 

effect of making the source’s words the journalist’s words, and in the process imparts a 

legitimacy and objectivity to the source’s words that might not otherwise be conveyed. The 

lead paragraph reads:  

The findings of a report into child sexual abuse in Aboriginal communities in the 

Northern Territory are shocking and appalling and should sicken all Australians. 

(Rintoul and Meade, 2007)  

 

This echoes a claim, further into the news report, by Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough 

(transcribed from a media release: (Brough, 2007a) that sexual abuse was found in “every 

community” the inquiry visited:  

“The findings of the report [LCAS] are nothing short of shocking and appalling, 

particularly in the enormity and extent of the problem,” he [Brough] said. “That the 

inquiry finds child abuse occurring in every Indigenous community and that there are 

sex trades and juvenile prostitution occurring is something that should sicken all 

Australians.” (Rintoul and Meade, 2007) 

 

This discursive practice of unattributed paraphrasing, amounting to discursive collusion, is also 

noted elsewhere in the data set (in chapter 6). However, even more notable in this instance is 

the minister’s claim that the inquiry found that there is child abuse occurring in every 
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Indigenous community. This is untrue (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 6), yet the minister’s 

claim is reported uncritically here, as truth. This claim is echoed throughout the data set, and 

the analysis of its use as a schema is detailed below. 

 

4.1.3 The 7.30 Report of June 21 

The similarities between The 7.30 Report on ABC Television on the evening of June 21 

(O’Brien, 2007), the day of the NTER announcement, and the newspaper reports the next day 

are remarkable, in relation to the recurrent lexical choices in evidence. The 7.30 Report is 

included in this analysis because of this intertextual aspect and intertextuality’s importance to 

CDA’s contextual analysis. Furthermore, the elements in the 7.30 Report segment (O’Brien, 

2007) that are co-opted in the news reports the next day are repeated through the rest of the data 

set, in effect forming a discourse chain (whereby fragments of texts are linked to one another). 

The 7.30 Report segment reported that the NTER was in response to LCAS:  

The report titled ‘Little Children Are Sacred’, released last week, found abuse of 

children as young as three was rampant. (O’Brien, 2007) 

 

This description of the contents of the LCAS report – that it found the “rampant” abuse 

of “children as young as three” becomes a template for media reporting (Kitzinger, 2000), a 

cohesive, homogenising, formulaic pattern (Fowler, 1991) for news reporting about LCAS 

across the data set. Crucially, it is also misrepresentative of the contents of the LCAS report. 

These recurrent lexical choices – the ubiquitous use of the descriptor “rampant” and the trope 

“children as young as 3” – are discussed below. The “children as young as 3” trope appeared in 

newspaper reports on June 16, immediately after the LCAS’s release (Rothwell, 2007a; 

“Children are scared”, 2007; Ravens, 2007a; “Our shame”, 2007; Cavanagh, 2007; Murdoch 

and Peatling, 2007; Murdoch, 2007c). This was in the days immediately prior to the NTER 

launch and this 7.30 Report segment. This construction about the contents of LCAS 
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(demonstrated below as being misrepresentative) was repeated during the following two 

months in a discourse chain throughout the NTER data set and other media reports 

intertextually related to it.  

This analysis takes The 7.30 Report’s segment on June 21 (O’Brien, 2007), the day of 

the NTER announcement, as the capstone report of that day, in that it provides an overview of 

that day’s announcement as well as the LCAS’s contents; it is also a generator of much of the 

subsequent day’s newspaper reporting (that of June 22) as newspapers’ print editions report on 

the goings-on of the day before. The significance here is the influential position The 7.30 

Report holds in Australian journalism. Anecdotally (and in the experience of this researcher, 

who has worked in the newsrooms of The Australian, The Sydney Morning Herald and The 

Canberra Times), Australian newspapers’ senior journalists routinely watch ABC television’s 

The 7.30 Report (as it was called up to 2011, now called simply 7.30) because it is considered 

compulsory and vital viewing for and by journalists due to the news and current affairs analysis 

it provides. This observation is supported by the literature which confirms inter-media 

monitoring and inter-media agenda setting. The 7.30 Report was in 2007 and is now (in 2014, 

renamed as 7.30) the leading Australian current affairs television program that aims to get 

behind the news and grill politicians (Turner, 2005, p. 3; Economou and Tanner, 2008a, p. 

235). It can therefore be assumed that most if not all journalists who wrote about the NTER 

launch for the June 22 editions of Australia’s newspapers either watched The 7.30 Report on 

June 21, or were at least aware of its content. The similarities between the 7.30 Report segment 

(O’Brien, 2007) and the newspaper reports the next day are remarkable. Furthermore, its 

central claim regarding the contents of LCAS is a clear echo of the newspaper reporting that 

went on before the NTER launch. The evidence of this intertextual chain (Fairclough, 1992) 

aligns with the literature about pack reporting in the Canberra press gallery and how it results in 
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bland and similar political news reports across media outlets (Tiffen, 2010; Simons, 1999; 

Goward, 1996; Henningham, 1995). 

I will now unpack the main discursive elements of The 7.30 Report segment (O’Brien, 

2007), before then tracing their appearance and analysing their use in the newspaper reports. 

The segment, which aired on the evening of June 21, 2007, opens with a cursory summary of 

the situation by host Kerry O’Brien, and leads with two supporting library clips from 2006 

ABC television interviews with Indigenous women about the problem of men targeting 

children for sexual abuse. It then cuts to a clip of the Prime Minister from that day’s press 

conference announcing the NTER, after which reporter Michael Brissenden refers to,  

The report titled ‘Little Children Are Sacred’, released last week, found abuse of 

children as young as three was rampant. (O’Brien, 2007) 

 

The use of the phrase “Children as young as three” and the term “rampant” are significant 

because firstly, the image of a three-year-old child, though certainly shocking, is also emotive, 

and, importantly, it and the descriptor “rampant” are misrepresentative of LCAS’s contents. 

Secondly, both are repeatedly used in subsequent newspaper reports. The “children as young as 

3” becomes a rhetorical trope, and “rampant” – which did appear in the LCAS report in a couple 

of places, but not in this way (see below) – becomes a schema. Brissenden goes on to say that,  

Girls were bribed with drugs, children were found to be acting out scenes from 

pornographic films. It described a horrific cycle of abuse fuelled by a river of grog. 

(O’Brien, 2007) 

 

These claims will now be unpacked in turn, with reference to the contextual layers of 

Fairclough’s CDA methodology. The passive construction of the sentence “Girls were bribed 

with drugs” is a discursive practice that has the effect of masking agency – it omits who did the 

bribing with drugs. Regarding the sociocultural context to this reported event, LCAS reports 

that the drug bribes were being offered to girls in “a number of communities” by both local 

Aboriginal men and “non-Aboriginal outsiders”, and that in some cases non-Aboriginal men 
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were paying the bribes to family members for sex with their teenage daughters (Anderson and 

Wild, 2007, pp. 63-65). The segment’s claim that “Children were found to be acting out scenes 

from pornographic films” is a manifestation of the discursive practice of extrapolation, which 

is when one incident is represented as an expression of a trend. LCAS provides the sociocultural 

context that throws light on this statement as an extrapolation rather than as ‘truth’: LCAS refers 

to one youth in one community having been reported as showing pornography to children and 

getting them to act out the scenes (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 63); LCAS also refers to a 

group of children in another community having been reported as regularly acting out sexual 

behaviour, but there was no mention in LCAS of pornography in relation to them (Anderson 

and Wild, 2007, p. 65). Therefore, this 7.30 Report segment (O’Brien, 2007) extrapolates a 

trend of children acting in such way from one reported incident. 

“Cycle of abuse” was indeed a finding in LCAS. “River of grog” is a phrase that 

originated with co-author Pat Anderson at the LCAS press conference on June 15, 2007 (“Co-

ordination needed to combat sex abuse”, 2007). Alcohol abuse was identified as a serious 

problem in NT Indigenous communities, but none of those incidences referred to was directly 

attributed to being “fuelled” by alcohol abuse in LCAS. LCAS did, however, contain the general 

observation that caregiver intoxication leaves children under-supervised and therefore less safe. 

However, The 7.30 Report’s construction of the situation could be understood as hyperbolic, 

that is, using “excessive exaggeration… for rhetorical effect” (Richardson, 2007, p. 65).  

Next in The 7.30 Report segment (O’Brien, 2007), Prime Minister John Howard is 

shown at that day’s press conference announcing the NTER saying,  

It is interventionist. It does push aside the role of the Territory to some degree. I accept 

that. But what matters more, the constitutional niceties, or the care and protection of 

young children? (O’Brien, 2007) 

 

To note the Prime Minister’s discursive practices here, the phrase “constitutional niceties” is a 

complex rhetorical move: its contradictory juxtaposition, which pits the highest legal 
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(constitutional) requirements against everyday norms of polite behaviour (“niceties”) 

diminishes the importance of the former to the level of the latter, and then cements it in place 

with the rhetorical trope of the young children needing protection. It is also notable that the 

Indigenous communities themselves are absent from consideration here: the conversation is 

about Federal-Territory government relations, not relations with the communities affected.  

This section in its analysis mentioned some recurrent lexical choices in the news 

reports. This next section unpacks them in turn, revealing their discursive nature and function.  

 

 Recurrent lexical choices & interinstitutional news coherence 4.2

A large body of research points to the enduring and ubiquitous newsroom practice of 

journalists feeding off each other’s work, manifesting in the reproduction of similar news 

across media outlets. This has been conceptualised as herd reporting, pack mentality and inter-

institutional news coherence (Schudson, 2003). There is a corpus of research findings on the 

journalistic practice of ‘herd reporting’  and of journalists’ ‘pack mentality’, dating back to the 

seminal text on the phenomenon, The Boys on the Bus by Timothy Crouse (1973), which found 

that journalists monitor each other’s work constantly, and the least experienced follow the lead 

of the elite. Simons (1999) found the same for the Canberra press gallery, which results in 

similar and bland political reporting across news outlets. Schudson (2003) refers to “inter-

institutional news coherence” and identifies it as a growing trend whereby “news institutions 

monitor one another all the time” (Schudson, 2003, p. 109; also Johnson-Cartee, 2005, pp. 230-

232). This results in news outlets all covering the same stories, taking the same angle and 

giving them the same amount of focus, space and prominence (Schudson, 2003, p. 139; 

Johnson-Cartee, 2005, p. 234). Similarly, Bourdieu (1998) writes about the “circular circulation 

of information”, whereby journalists consume so much media because “to know what to say, 

you have to know what everyone else has said”. Bourdieu contends that the effect of this is 
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“mental closure” (Bourdieu, 1998, pp. 23-24). Regarding the editorial decisions around what 

stories will make the news, I characterise other media outlets as the ghostly guest editors in the 

conference room. Having established that, contrary to the ideal of independent reporting, 

research has shown a tendency towards herd reporting, some specific fundamental journalism 

practices will now be explored in terms of their ideal character and their actual operation in 

practice. 

The recurrence of particular lexical choices in the news reports across the data set points 

to the adoption and utilisation of schema by the reporters, as a shorthand to enable the telling of 

the NTER launch story. Their significance is in their pointing to a convergence in media 

concerns represented in these and other specific structural elements (van Dijk, 1988; Lim, 

2011). These schema can be shown to be effective and defective at the same time. 

Similarities and patterns in the news reporting emerge immediately following the LCAS 

release and continue following the NTER announcement. As mentioned above, a recurrent 

construction about the LCAS findings was that “rampant” child sexual abuse was found in 

“every community” or “all communities” that the inquiry visited and that victims were 

commonly “children as young as 3”. This construction has no basis in the LCAS’s findings, 

although aspects of the categories constructed are found in the LCAS: the terms “rampant” and 

“every community/all communities” do feature in LCAS, as do anecdotes involving three-year-

olds, but not as represented in the newspaper reports. This points to the dominant order of 

discourse about Indigenous Australia, both in the media and more widely, as identified in the 

literature, as remaining unchanged (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 73): the enduring 

interdiscursive, conventionally combined discourses of a child abuse epidemic, culpable 

communities and the causes being cultural. These three recurrent lexical choices are analysed in 

turn in the following sections.  
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The origins of the repeated and false claim in the newspaper reports, that the inquiry 

found child sexual abuse in every community it visited, is not found in the LCAS – which, 

indeed, explicitly rules it out (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 6). The inquiry visited 45 

communities and were told by residents of child sexual abuse in some communities, not all, and 

a general finding – that “the Inquiry has found clear evidence that child sexual abuse is a 

significant problem across the Territory” (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 57) – was represented 

in the news reports as being specific to every community. 

The phrase “every community” appears in LCAS seven times: twice regarding urgent 

housing needs, including recommendation 84 (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 31, p. 198); once 

regarding the urgent need for youth workers for schoolchildren’s programs (p. 145); once 

regarding school attendance (p. 153); twice regarding alcohol management plans (p. 166); and 

once regarding cannabis use being a problem in “nearly every community” (p. 173). The phrase 

“all communities” is used in LCAS three times: twice regarding community concerns about 

“sex between children” (see Representation of the Victims, below) and teenagers’ behaviour, 

sexual and otherwise (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 65 and p. 66 respectively); and once 

regarding “not all communities” being educated about the dangers of alcohol abuse (p. 166).  

Having located the particular phrases and terms in LCAS that became recurrent lexical 

choices in the news reports about the contents of LCAS, their use in the news reports is 

analysed next. 

 

4.2.1 ‘Rampant’ 

The descriptor “rampant” to represent child sexual abuse in NT Indigenous communities is 

common in the NTER news reports, and is characterised here as a recurrent lexical choice, 

because it recurs and is a word chosen (above others available) to give meaning to the situation. 

Regarding the origins of the phrase in the discourse chain, it was a term used by LCAS co-
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author Pat Anderson at the LCAS release’s press conference on June 15 to describe alcohol 

abuse in the NT communities, as well having appeared four times in the LCAS report itself: 

once to describe a sex trade between miners (note: not community members) and Aboriginal 

girls aged 12-15 (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 64); and three times to refer to sexual 

relationships between teenagers ( p. 66; twice on p. 71). Yet the descriptor “rampant” is picked 

up and co-opted by the press to function as a (mis)representation of LCAS’s findings of child 

sexual abuse by adult Aboriginal community members:  

“Rampant” is commonly and repeatedly utilised in the NTER news reports in this 

manner, to represent child sexual abuse in NT communities, despite that not reflecting the 

contents of LCAS. By way of illustration, a simple count from a word search in the data-set files 

reveals that, for example, The Australian uses it 20 times, The Northern Territory News 12 

times, The Age 11 times, The Sydney Morning Herald eight times and The Courier-Mail six. 

The significance of this is that “rampant” is a sensationalist word, with undertones of 

bawdiness and degeneracy, and was perhaps used deliberately as a provocation by the LCAS 

authors in the report and at the press conference to help paint a picture of out-of-control 

drinkers and amorous teenagers, and the seemingly intractible sex trade between non-

Indigenous miners and young teenage girls. It was certainly never used in LCAS to describe 

Aboriginal community members’ sexual abuse of children, as the newspaper reports do.  

This opening paragraph to a front page news story in The Sydney Morning Herald on 

June 16 – the day after LCAS’s release – provides an exemplar:  

Sexual abuse of Aboriginal children as young as three is rampant in the Northern 

Territory, with an inquiry finding “rivers of grog”, drugs and pornography fuel a crisis 

that threatens communities with disaster. (Murdoch and Peatling, 2007) 

 

The juxtaposition of what Pat Anderson said at the LCAS press conference (“rivers of grog” 

and “rampant” alcohol abuse) and how the descriptor is adopted for ubiquitous use in the news 
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reports is illustrated by this subheadline and lead paragraphs from a Northern Territory News 

report:  

[Subheadline:] Inquiry finds sex abuse rampant in communities 

[Lead paragraphs:] Children are being sexually abused in almost every Territory 

indigenous community, a report said yesterday. And alcohol is the major cause. Health 

advocate Pat Anderson, who co-chaired an investigation into the abuse, said alcoholism 

was rampant among Indigenous people. (Cavanagh, 2007) 

 

The subheadline indicating that abuse is rampant does not reflect the news story that reports 

Anderson as saying alcoholism is rampant. The following week, this then becomes, in the 

Northern Territory News: 

Co-chair of the inquiry, Pat Anderson, didn't mince her words last week when releasing 

the 316-page report, which showed that child abuse was rampant in communities 

throughout the NT. (“It’s time for tough love”, 2007)  

 

And in The Australian: 

The investigation by two prominent experts – former director of public prosecutions 

Rex Wild and Aboriginal health worker Pat Anderson – revealed rampant and often 

unreported abuse, with children as young as three exposed to pornography and systemic 

alcohol-fuelled abuse. (Karvelas, 2007) 

 

And in The Age: 

An inquiry that blames rampant child sex abuse in Aboriginal communities on social 

problems including a lack of education and “rivers of grog” fails to address that moral 

norms have been destroyed by passive welfare, indigenous leader Noel Pearson says. 

(Topsfield, 2007)  

 

One report (in The Sydney Morning Herald) stands out as representing “rampant” as it is 

represented in LCAS. Its lead paragraph reads: 

Girls aged between 12 and 15 were engaged in a “rampant informal sex trade” with 

non-Aboriginal workers of a mining company in one Northern Territory community, 

yesterday's report into child sex abuse says. (Murdoch, 2007b) 
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4.2.2 ‘Every community’/ ’All communities’ 

It is illuminating to compare what the LCAS report said in regard to the prevalence of problems 

in “every community” and “all communities”, to what the newspapers reported that LCAS said, 

and to what the Indigenous Affairs Minister is reported to have said about what LCAS said. 

This analysis indicates discursive collusion between the minister and the reporters, and the 

construction along a discourse chain of false claims as truth. 

Regarding the prevalence of child sexual abuse in NT Indigenous communities, LCAS 

reports that every community expressed concerns about consensual teenage sexual relationships 

(Anderson and Wild, 2007, pp. 65-66) but that not all communities had a problem with child 

sexual abuse: 

In all community visits, the Inquiry asked community members if they were aware of 

child sexual abuse occurring in the community... A number of communities 

acknowledged that there had been incidents of child sexual abuse in the past, some 

acknowledged there was a present problem, and some said it was not a problem in their 

community but they knew it happened in other communities. (Anderson and Wild, 

2007, p. 75) 

 

The following exemplar from the data set is – like Rintoul and Meade (2007), discussed above 

– a typically inaccurate newspaper report of this prevalence:  

The report [LCAS] found child sexual abuse occurred in every one of the 45 

communities visited by its authors. (Fraser, Rintoul and Karvelas, 2007) 

 

Coorey et al. (2007) contains an interview with Prime Minister John Howard, who lends further 

support to the construction by labelling the communities as “completely dysfunctional” and 

asserting that the remedy is for the government to “grab control of the communities”. The 

report then characterises the communities as harbouring a generalised “paedophilia and 

depravity” and summarises the NTER as being launched “to clean up the pedophilia and 

depravity plaguing Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory”. 

The construction, every community/all communities, is repeated throughout the data 

set, for example by Fairfax columnist Miranda Devine in The Sun-Herald on June 24: 
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The report found evidence of sexual abuse of children in every community investigated. 

(Devine, 2007) 

 

This paints a depressing picture of journalistic ignorance of many years’ reports. This is 

contrary to the recommendations for journalism practice recommended by the Reports of the 

Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (Dodson, O’Dea, Wootten, Wyvill and 

Johnston, 1991) and the journalism code of ethics (MEAA, n.d.). Even worse, many of the 

reporters are very senior journalists and could be expected to be better informed of the issues.  

 

4.2.3  “Children as young as 3” 

This section examines the use in the news reports of the recurrent phrase “Children as young as 

three” to represent the victims of sexual abuse. It is a phrase originating with an ambiguous 

anecdote in LCAS, which I refer to as ‘Clinic Girl’, about a three-year-old girl displaying her 

genitals to a young boy in a medical clinic’s waiting room. The anecdote is ambiguous because, 

although it is offered in LCAS as “clearly” evidence of children’s exposure to sexual activity, 

LCAS also makes it clear that there is no evidence Clinic Girl was sexually abused (Anderson 

and Wild, 2007, p. 65). This anecdote was then distorted in its inaccurate co-option by the news 

media, who in their reporting inaccurately characterised Clinic Girl as a victim of sexual abuse. 

They employed the phrase “children as young as three” as a journalistic discursive practice to 

summarise the contents of LCAS and the child-protection intention of the NTER. The phrase 

becomes an explanatory schema (Fowler, 1991, p. 43). As deployed in the news reports, it 

conveys that LCAS revealed “children as young as three” were being abused in various ways 

and in various numbers in NT Aboriginal communities, and that the NTER was launched to 

protect them. The discursive function of this phrase is revealed, for example, by the simple fact 

that LCAS contained anecdotes of the abuse of children younger than three, which raises the 
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question why “Children as young as three” became a ubiquitously employed phrase in the news 

reports.  

This section does not analyse LCAS or its source framing of the issues. The ambiguity 

of the anecdote is relevant because LCAS made it clear the anecdote was ambiguous. This was 

a clear distinction the news media largely ignored. The analytical focus of this section is the 

journalists’ discursive practices as they reported on the contents of LCAS in this regard. 

The “Children as young as three” assertion, as reported beyond LCAS, originates with a 

remark by LCAS co-author Pat Anderson at the LCAS launch. This remark is referring to the  

“Clinic Girl” anecdote in LCAS:  

“Children as young as three have been exposed to pornographic material and videos in 

their homes… This has been seen by community and social workers who observed the 

children imitating sexual behaviour with each other.” (Murdoch, 2007a).  

 

Following this, the “children as young as three” phrase became a schema in the 

newspaper reports about the LCAS. A single reported anecdote in LCAS was extrapolated in the 

newspaper reports, and by Anderson at the press conference, to characterise a community and 

the Northern Territory as a whole. On June 16, the day following the LCAS release and Pat 

Anderson’s statement – and before the NTER announcement on June 21 – several newspapers 

reported that “children as young as three” were being sexually abused in Northern Territory 

Aboriginal communities (e.g. Rothwell, 2007a; “Children are scared”, 2007; Ravens, 2007a; 

“Our shame”, 2007; Cavanagh, 2007; Murdoch and Peatling, 2007; Murdoch, 2007c). This 

construction was repeated during the following two months in a discourse chain throughout the 

NTER data set and intertextually related to it. This suggests that perhaps the reporters did not 

read LCAS in its entirety, if at all, and relied only on Anderson’s remark at the press 

conference, which referred to children being exposed to sexual activity. Such exposure is 

widely held to be in itself child sexual abuse (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 42). “Children as 
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young as three” is traceable to an anecdote from LCAS – which I refer to as Clinic Girl – often 

quoted in the news reports. Under the heading “Exposure to sexual activity”: 

First in one central Australian community, the clinic nurse told us the following story: 

“I was attending to a mother in the waiting room area one day when her three-year-old 

daughter, who was naked, lay down on the floor in front of a young boy. This three-

year-old girl then spread her legs wide apart and motioned the boy to her vagina.” There 

was no evidence this girl had been sexually abused but clearly she had been exposed to 

sexual behaviour and that made her a vulnerable target. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 

65) 

 

Clinic Girl’s action are equivocal here, yet they are represented in LCAS – and by Anderson 

and the press – as a clear indication that she had been exposed to sexual activity. Perhaps she 

had been, but there are other interpretations available that have not been considered. For 

example, the literature on children’s sexuality would support a view that her behaviour is not 

abnormal (Sauers, 2007; Goldman and Goldman, 1988). This anecdote in LCAS draws on what 

McCallum (2011) has identified as the ‘Medical Hero’ frame in Indigenous health reporting, 

whereby a medical person is represented in news reports as a saviour and which serves as a 

powerful, incontrovertible and expert news source. The above, particularly when it is affirmed 

as truth with “clearly”, can be seen as an example of the observer altering what they see by 

their gaze. Nevertheless, it must be assumed that the anecdote is included in LCAS because the 

clinic nurse and the report’s authors sincerely believed it to be an indication of inappropriate 

sexualisation. This analysis does not seek to question that. However, the sociocultural context 

as demonstrated by the literature on children’s sexuality (Sauers, 2007; Goldman and Goldman, 

1988) provides a different interpretation available to but not explored by the news media. They 

instead schematise and distort the anecdote to summarise the situation of child sexual abuse in 

remote NT communities. It is related in full in several newspaper reports, e.g. 

616.Australian.4b, and alluded to in several more. 

Clinic Girl is also identifiable as a source of many newspaper reports’ claims that 

“children as young as three” were being exposed to pornography and were displaying 
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sexualised behaviour as a result. The Age’s June 16 report following the LCAS launch was quite 

unusual among Clinic Girl news reports, in that it gave a causal factor, “overcrowding in 

houses”. This report also refrains from extrapolation, instead indicating that the anecdote 

related to a singular child:  

The inquiry heard that because of overcrowding in houses children were often exposed 

to adults having sex and to pornography. In one community children as young as six 

were regularly seen acting out sexual behaviour in groups. One child was only three. 

(Murdoch, 2007c) 

 

This is a reference to Clinic Girl: the two anecdotes co-occur in LCAS (Anderson and Wild, 

2007, p. 65). They are two separate anecdotes under the heading “Exposure to sexual activity” 

– one about Clinic Girl, the other about the sexualised group play in someone’s house – but 

they are conflated here in this Age news report. There is no mention in LCAS of a three-year-

old having been exposed to pornography, although there is the assertion that Clinic Girl must 

have witnessed sexual activity, which could be due to overcrowded housing. On June 19, The 

Australian repeated this claim in its editorial, however, regarding three-year-olds plural: 

A report released in the Northern Territory on Friday also makes it clear that 

homelessness and alcohol and drug abuse are not the only plagues: sexual abuse of 

children in remote communities is an epidemic. It affects kids as young as three. (“Save 

Yourselves”, 2007)   

 

LCAS makes it clear that structural factors such as overcrowded housing, as well as social 

factors such as alcohol and drug abuse, are risk factors for child sexual abuse. The Australian 

editorial separates these issues here, by use of a colon. This is a discursive cue to the reader that 

the issues are unrelated. Furthermore, overcrowded housing is recast as “homelessness”. This is 

an example of The Australian’s ‘Individual Responsibility’ framing of LCAS’s findings 

regarding problems in remote NT Indigenous communities (Reid and McCallum, 2012), which 

refutes that the cause may be structural (i.e. due to government policy or inaction).  
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Beyond this, it is significant that this Australian editorial – and many news reports – 

chooses a three-year-old to illustrate the direness of the situation: there are also younger victims 

mentioned in LCAS anecdotes.
2
 If the young age was the news value, then the reports could 

have mentioned them. That the reporters did not choose these anecdotes from LCAS about 

younger children suggests that the “children as young as 3” schema also serves as a 

metaphorical trope – serving a symbolic function beyond its literal meaning (Chandler and 

Munday, 2011, p. 440). Its repetition is a journalistic discursive practice of schematic 

shorthand: a convenient and succinct template aid to telling the story. Interinstitutional news 

consensus (Schudson, 2003) and the routine journalism discursive practices of inter-media 

monitoring and consequent inter-media agenda-setting are factors in the repetitive nature of the 

reports.  

In the weeks following the announcement of the NTER, the “children as young as 

three” schema took on a life of its own. This report in The Australian on June 22 is an example 

of the common combination in the news reports of “rampant” and “children as young as three”, 

whose exposure to pornography now escalates in the news report as having been the “hard-

core” kind: 

The unprecedented power grab [NTER], involving about 60 townships, comes a week 

after the release of a report that revealed rampant and often-unreported child sexual 

abuse in Territory indigenous communities, with children as young as three exposed to 

hard-core pornography. (Karvelas, 2007a ) 

 

There is no mention in LCAS of three-year-olds being exposed to hard-core 

pornography (although Anderson did make that assertion at the LCAS press conference). The 

same newspaper report quotes Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough as saying, 

                                                 

2 It is also important to acknowledge that there are other three-year-olds reported in LCAS as having been sexual abuse victims, 

however, without seeking to diminish the trauma, those three-year-olds (as well as eight- and five-year-olds) were victims of 

being “interfered with” by juvenile offenders (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 63). 
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“...But what right does a child have, when at age three, they are being sexually abused 

and that means, you know, raped? Let's call it what it is. And it’s not one, it’s not two, 

it’s unthinkable numbers,” he [Mal Brough] said.  (Karvelas, 2007a) 

 

Elites have a pivotal role in framing discourse (Entman, 1993; Zaller, 1992) and that 

theory is usefully drawn on here. The minister has further developed the trope to represent now 

“unthinkable numbers” of three-year-olds being “raped”. This points to and is consistent with a 

pattern of Brough escalating the situation, by heightening the dramatic and emotive aspects, to 

a point where they are almost entirely unrecognisable as in any way representative of reality as 

represented in LCAS. This aligns with what has been argued was Brough’s initial misleading 

construction of an emergency in the Northern Territory through his appearances on ABC 

television’s Lateline program in 2006 (Graham, 2012), in which he claimed paedophile rings to 

be operating with impunity in communities, which helped trigger the board of inquiry.  

The Sydney Morning Herald extends this trope and combines it in a common fashion 

with the other recurrent lexical choices, to claim “rampant sexual abuse” being found in “every 

community” the inquiry visited (a claim that is also untrue, according to LCAS, and which is 

also commonly made in the news reports and is explored above). It is, again, illustrated with 

reference to three-year-olds: 

People who have spent time in remote indigenous communities were not surprised by 

the findings of the territory's inquiry, which found rampant sexual abuse in every 

community it visited, with victims as young as three.  (Murdoch, 2007d) 

 

This page-one news story’s lead, incorporating all three untruths, can be said to have 

‘written itself’– as per the journalism saying for a sensational story. The sensationalist news 

value this story has now acquired is starkly illustrated by a feature in The Courier-Mail on June 

23 which proclaims, regarding Clinic Girl, in its opening paragraph,  

Few Australians witness three-year-olds play-acting sex acts on the floor of a doctor’s 

surgery. (Madigan, 2007) 
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“Few Australians” is an ‘othering’ mechanism, a common journalistic and political 

communication discursive practice that is a cue to the reader about a deviant ‘they’ not being 

‘us’. In this instance, it is signalling to the reader that ‘you’ or ‘I’ might not witness this “play-

acting of sex acts”, but some do – which provokes the question, who? To which the answer is 

‘the deviant they’.  

In an AAP report published in the Northern Territory News on June, the pornography-

exposure speculation gains ground as Truth. The three-year-old children are now reportedly 

being “regularly” exposed to “graphic” pornography. Importantly, this assertion in the news 

report is led into with a reference from LCAS’s literature review, not from any submission to 

LCAS nor from LCAS’s findings. However, in not citing the original source regarding “some 

child offenders”, the news report represents it as being an LCAS finding:  

The NT’s Little Children are Sacred report said some child offenders were compelled to 

rape out of rage, confusion or despair. The actions of others could be traced back to a 

childhood sexualisation, where children as young as three were regularly exposed to 

graphic pornography, it said. (Ravens, 2007b)  

 

This combination of the deeply disturbing anecdote from the literature review with the 

assertion that “children as young as three” are not only exposed to pornography but to graphic 

pornography and on a regular basis at that, serves to help paint a hellish picture of life for 

young children in NT Indigenous communities.  

 

 Representation of the victims 4.3

The newspaper reporting of child sexual-abuse victims is limited to the analysis of the 

trope and schema “children as young as three”, discussed above. However, further examples of 

misleading reporting include that of consensual teenage sexual relationships being conflated in 

the news reports with child sexual abuse. LCAS distinguishes the largely consensual nature of 

teenage sexual relationships (although it records some lack of perception of the right to 
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withhold consent). It also reports that community elders submitted that teenage sexual 

relationships were of themselves problematic. However, LCAS’s finding that there was 

community concern about teenage sexual relationships in every community the inquiry visited 

is co-opted by the press, who inaccurately report it as indicating that there was child sexual 

abuse in every community the inquiry visited, as evidenced by the recurrent lexical choices 

“every community” and “all communities” as discussed in 4.2.2 above.  

   

4.3.1 Teenagers 

The focus of this section is the journalistic co-option of anecdotes from LCAS about 

teenage sexual relationships that I conclude, by reference to the sociocultural context, are 

problematic in what they represent and how they are represented in the press reports. 

Significantly, the context given in LCAS of these relationships being consensual – although 

judged controversial – is missing from the newspaper reports. NT community concerns about 

these relationships, as expressed to the LCAS inquiry, are conflated in some news reports as 

concerns about sexual abuse.  

The following exemplar is a typical construction in the news reports, whereby abusive 

and consensual relationships are collocated and conflated through that collocation.  

The inquiry's report, released yesterday, describes a juvenile sex trade in remote 

communities and paints a grim picture of a generation of teenagers who shun traditional 

ways. “Overall, the constant message passed to the inquiry was that as traditional 

Aboriginal and missionary-imposed norms regarding sex broke down, they were being 

replaced with rampant promiscuity among teenagers,” the report says. (Murdoch and 

Peatling, 2007) 

 

The news report quotes the LCAS report about “rampant promiscuity among teenagers” 

(Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 66). In LCAS, this is referring to consensual and age-appropriate 

relationships – which may be deemed by authorities as undesirable and perhaps illegal 

behaviour, depending on their age in relation to the age of consent. Regardless, it is very 
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different to the behaviour it is collocated with in the report. This refers to concerns raised in 

LCAS about adult mine-workers buying sex from underage teenage girls (Anderson and Wild, 

2007, p. 64). This “juvenile sex trade” is criminal behaviour, involving age-inappropriate 

exploitation by adults offering fiscal inducement to underage children to have sex with them. 

The two – one consensual and perhaps illegal, the other transactional and criminal –  are 

conflated here as representing (“paints”) the same “grim problem” in remote NT communities. 

Furthermore, this “juvenile sex trade” is extrapolated from one anecdote in the LCAS report 

about one community (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 64) to represent NT remote communities 

in general. 

In the following exemplar, from a news feature, we see a typical conflation of the age 

groups – children with teenagers.  

The inquiry that led to the report was told that sexually aberrant behaviour involving 

both boys and girls was becoming more common. In all communities, men and women 

were concerned that teenagers were becoming more violent, sexual and anarchic. 

(Wakim and Tankard Reist, 2007) 

 

The conflation work is undertaken by the descriptors here. The transitivity of the term 

“involving” in constructing the “sexually aberrant behaviour involving” children obscures 

agency: that is, it is unclear whether someone is doing the involving or whether it is amongst 

the children themselves. The collocation with teenagers can be seen as a cue to either reading: 

that the teenagers are doing the involving, or that the teenagers are the children the report is 

concerned about. The two age groups are conflated. The presupposition of “more common” is 

that this aberrant behaviour involving children is already common; and the presupposition of 

teenagers “becoming more violent, sexual and anarchic” presupposes that teenagers are already 

violent, sexual and anarchic. Furthermore, the repetition of “becoming more” and 

“sexually/sexual” serves as a cue to link the two. This also cues the reader to interpret that these  

behaviours are happening “in all communities”. 
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The following exemplar clearly conflates child sexual abuse with teenagers’ sexual 

relationships: 

Ms Malden said incidences of sexually transmitted diseases were relatively common 

among teenagers in the community. Northern Territory police investigating child sexual 

abuse in Aboriginal communities in the Territory describe sexual behaviour among 

such young children as “sexualised behaviour” and it only serves to complicate the 

difficulty of their investigations. They have several current cases involving dozens of 

sexually active children in remote communities that have pointed back to child sexual 

abuse by adults. (Kearney, 2007) 

 

“Teenagers” are conflated with sexually abused children via what Richardson (2007, p. 52) has 

termed a ‘predicational strategy’, that directly represents their characteristics as “such young 

children” in the second sentence and “sexually active children” in the third sentence. Their 

status as child abuse victims is cued in the third sentence via a ‘referential strategy’ 

(Richardson, 2007, p49), that “pointed back to child sexual abuse by adults”.  

Community elders, as do older people in many non-Indigenous communities, had 

problematised and expressed concern to the inquiry about teenage sexual relationships. For 

example: 

One Yolgnu Elder told the Inquiry: “For young people today having sex is like fishing, 

and they throw that fish back when they finished”. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 66) 

 

The consensual nature of the teenage relationships, and any possibility that they might be 

normal and respectful, is absent from the news reports. Sauers’ (2007) and Goldman and 

Goldman’s (1988) findings point to sexual relationships between Australian teenagers to be 

common, regardless of whether older people feel comfortable with this:  

6 per cent reported the age of first intercourse as being between 11 and 13 years of age 

and 39 per cent before and up to 16 years. (Goldman and Goldman, 1988, p. Xxvii) 

   

Sauers’ (2007) survey confirms that it is common for Australian 14- and 15-year-olds to be 

sexually active. LCAS does cite the high rate of sexually transmitted disease in the under-17s as 

a concrete reason for concern. It also acknowledges that it is an indicator of sexual activity, not 

necessarily an indicator of abuse. In some LCAS anecdotes, however, there were question 
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marks over the level of coercion and understanding of consent in some teenage relationships. 

Beyond that, the question of why consensual sexual activity between teenagers in the NT 

Indigenous communities was constructed invariably as an issue of child abuse or deviant 

sexualisation may be explored in reference to the literature on moral panic (e.g. Jock Young, 

1973; Chas Critcher, 2002, 2003).  

The concept of moral panic illuminates how the consensual teenage sexual relationship 

became central to a child abuse crisis that was deemed by the government and affirmed by the 

press to require extraordinary emergency measures. Moral panic is a term,  

[F]irst applied by the criminologist Jock Yong to sudden expressions of often irrational 

mass anxiety and alarm directed at ‘crime waves’ or other supposed evidence of 

disorder and social breakdown (including promiscuity and immigration). The media are 

implicated through their tendency to amplify such ‘panics’. (McQuail, 2005, p. 561) 

 

The moral panic was reconceptualised by Critcher (2002 and 2003) three-dimensionally 

as processes, discourses and normative affirmation. In Critcher’s model, the processes here 

would be the LCAS inquiry, the NTER launch and the journalistic discursive practices to 

produce news reports about them. The second dimension of the moral panic in Critcher’s model 

is “discourses of three distinct kinds”, being those around “the specific threat”, in this case 

child sexual abuse, “a moral panic discourse, pivotal to which is a perceived threat to the moral 

order”, in this case that around teenage sexual relationships, “and a discourse about evil as 

beyond understanding” (Critcher, 2002, p. 533), which helps explain how consensual teenage 

sexual relationships were subsumed into the ‘crisis’ about child sexual abuse, especially when 

considering the third dimension of the moral panic, the normative affirmation. In Critcher’s 

model applied here, the normative affirmation is the unassailable, unifying and universal moral 

condemnation of threats to children (Sutherland, 1950; Erikson, 1966; Brennan, 2001), what 

Baird (2008) calls “child fundamentalism”: “the ways in which ‘the child’ is so often invoked 
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as a discursive category with which one cannot disagree” (Baird, 2008, p. 291). The LCAS 

report notes that,  

Sex between children was a primary cause of widespread concern in all communities 

that the enquiry visited. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 65)  

 

The phrase “all communities” is notable here in light of the discussion in 4.2.2 above, where I 

argued that the Indigenous Affairs Minister made a false assertion – later echoed by the press – 

that the inquiry found evidence of child sexual abuse in all communities. Here it refers to 

consensual sex between teenagers, not child sexual abuse. What was causing alarm was very 

often consensual activity between teenagers. Under the heading “Consensual sex between 

children”, the LCAS report explains,  

This is a difficult area and one that the inquiry has given a lot of consideration. Some 

would argue that consensual sex between two children – both aged between 13 and 16 

years – for example, does not fall within the definition of child sexual abuse. However, 

underage sex and underage pregnancies were a cause of great concern to many of the 

Aboriginal people consulted by the inquiry. It is also clearly against the law. (Anderson 

and Wild, 2007, p. 65) 

 

Conflation as a journalistic discursive practice is common – that is, conflating 

something heinous and something merely bad is a common, problematic practice in news 

reporting. For example, the conflation of the overweight and obese weight categories in health 

reporting is common (Holland et al., 2011). LCAS yields the distinction that although the 

activity between underage teenagers is illegal, it is consensual: 

In all communities, both men and women were concerned that teenagers were 

becoming more violent, more sexual and more anarchic. The enquiry was told that the 

higher rate of STIs [sexually transmitted infections] in children aged between 12 and 16 

years, as was the high rate of pregnancy, could also be attributed to the high rate of 

consensual sex between children. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 66) 

 

This consensual – if illegal – activity “in all communities” is transformed in the news reports as 

the inquiry having found child sexual abuse “in all communities” it visited. While it is clear 

from LCAS that adults “in all communities” were concerned about teenage sexual activity and 
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that this activity had adverse consequences, such as STIs and teenage pregnancies and, 

furthermore, was against the law, it is not true that this activity, as detailed in LCAS, constitutes 

child sexual abuse.  It can, however, be seen as an example of intergenerational conflict over 

social change: 

Overall, the constant message passed to the enquiry was that as traditional Aboriginal 

and missionary imposed norms regarding sex broke down, they were being replaced 

with rampant promiscuity among teenagers.  (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 66) 

This is another example of the recurring term “rampant” being used in LCAS, as discussed in 

section 4.2.1 above, this time to describe the consensual teenage sexual activity problematised 

by the elders to the inquiry and reported in LCAS. Another example of consensual teenage 

sexual relationships being problematised in LCAS and in turn, either by direct quotes or 

paraphrased in the media reports is: 

The women said girls were also very sexually active and would sometimes tease groups 

of young boys. … There was no abuse in the community from old people towards 

young people, they said, but the combination of marijuana and pornography had created 

sexualised youth that were not educated and not in control of themselves. 

(Rothwell, 2007a)  

 

This analysis’s ‘moral panic’ interpretation of what is going on here regarding the NT 

situation is supported by the literature (McCallum, 2007). It is also supported by a close reading 

of one of the recommendations of the LCAS report: 

The inquiry believes the government, in consultation with Aboriginal people, must 

develop strategies to inform Aboriginal communities about their rights and 

responsibilities … in relation to the discipline of their children, and in particular, to 

inform Aboriginal communities of their right to use physical correction that is 

reasonable in the circumstances. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 73) 

 

It is quite an anachronism for a report to recommend physical punishment of children as a 

behaviour modifier. For it to do so indicates a certain ‘old school’ mindset of the report’s 

authors, which lends weight to the ‘moral panic’ interpretation of the concern over teenage 

sexual activity. When the older generations in any community are critical of teenage sexual 

behaviour, it is an example of intergenerational conflict, and in this case, the traditional with the 
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non-traditional. That concern is mirrored in many societies, including Australian non-

Indigenous, non-NT society, where the older, parent or grandparent generation expresses alarm 

at the sexual activity of the emerging young adult generation. Sexual mores change over time 

and that change can appear to be inappropriate to the older people, not so to the younger 

people.  

Often cultural influences, such as pop music or other external influences, are cited in 

LCAS as being seen to be unwelcome or alien factors in moulding the young people’s 

behaviour. This fishing analogy anecdote is repeated readily elsewhere, for example in an AAP 

news feature run in News Ltd tabloid (therefore more prone to sensationalist reporting) 

stablemates The Northern Territory News and in The Adelaide Advertiser on June 23 (Ravens, 

2007b and 2007c, respectively). This worry that sexually active teenagers are amoral hedonists 

is put paid to by Sauers (2007) in her comprehensive survey of Australian teenagers, which 

concludes that teenage sexual relationships are no cause for alarm: 

Most of the teenagers who answered the questionnaire displayed a sense of morality, a 

yearning for emotional closeness, an ability to understand their mistakes and the desire 

to change when they know they’ve done wrong. Far from being the aimless, amoral 

hedonists depicted in some alarmist and overly simplistic films such as Thirteen, most 

kids seem to be on the right track. (Sauers, 2007, p. 464) 

 

Sauers did not survey respondents from the NT for logistical reasons, and perhaps its results 

cannot be extrapolated to indicate the behaviours of NT teenagers. LCAS does indicate that NT 

teenagers are somewhat more sexually active than those in some other parts of Australia, citing 

research that links higher rates of sexual activity in NT and other geographical areas to factors 

such as earlier school-leaving age and alcohol abuse. Nevertheless, Sauers’ compassionate 

conclusion about the sexuality of non-NT Australian teenagers is striking in comparison to the 

conclusions drawn in and from the Little Children Are Sacred report.  

The journalists’ discursive practices link the anecdotes about sexually active teenagers 

to the wider issue of child sexual abuse. The journalists do not critically engage with that 
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perspective by, for example, a critical reading of LCAS or the ministers’ statements. This takes 

on a starker significance when considering the literature on child sexual abuse being a powerful 

interventionist trigger and when considering the representations of the perpetrators in the news 

reports. 

 

 Representation of the perpetrators 4.4

The LCAS report, in section “4.3 The nature and extent of child sexual abuse in the territory – 

what the inquiry found”, states that, 

While media portrayal of the issue has predominantly related to incidents of older 

Aboriginal men assaulting young women and ‘paedophiles’ operating in Aboriginal 

communities, the reality of child sexual abuse is that it: involves both female and male 

victims – from the very young to adulthood; is committed by non-Aboriginal and 

Aboriginal males of all ages – with a proportion of assaults being committed by 

offenders who are themselves children; has led to intergenerational cycles of 

offending... (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 59) 

  

Therefore ‘Other children’ were one of three categories of perpetrators of child sexual abuse 

identified in LCAS and the subsequent news reports, the other two being Indigenous men and 

non-Indigenous men. This section analyses each category in turn, beginning with the child 

perpetrators (a subset of whom were implicated in the pathologisation of teenage sexual 

relationships as detailed in the preceding section, when abusers and abused were one and the 

same).  

 

4.4.1 Other children as perpetrators 

Other children as perpetrators are represented in the news reports through uncritical reporting 

of consensual teenage sexual relationships, as discussed above, or through graphic anecdotes of 

abuse quoted from the LCAS. These graphic anecdotes are sometimes drawn from submissions 

to the inquiry itself, but at other times are drawn from the LCAS literature review. This 

distinction between whether the anecdotes were told to the inquiry or whether they are 
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historical is a distinction not made in the news reports. Therefore, some graphic accounts are 

repeatedly retold in the news reports as if they were recounted to the inquiry by NTER 

communities’ residents, rather than having being found in the literature. An example of this is a 

reference in LCAS from an unpublished Phd thesis by Caroline Atkinson-Ryan, who 

interviewed 58 Indigenous prisoners Australia-wide, one of whom, a child rapist (whose place 

of origin is not given, therefore it might not even be an NT case), told her: 

 When I was six my old man shot my mum, yeah fucking shot my mum, bang in the 

head. They had been blueing all night. He made me clean her brains off the floor. When 

I raped that girl I felt like all my pain was going into her, when she screamed that was 

me screaming, I know it sounds fucked up but that’s what it felt like. (quoted in 

Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 67) 

 

This anecdote is represented by four newspapers as having been told to the NT inquiry (Coorey 

et al, 2007; Madigan, 2007; Ravens, 2007b and 2007c). For example, it is the lead paragraph 

in an AAP news feature, published in both The Adelaide Advertiser and The Northern Territory 

News, which begins graphically: 

Raping young children was a way to release the pain for an Aboriginal man who 

watched his father shoot his mother in the head. “When I was six my old man shot my 

mum . . . bang, in the head,” the man said. “They had been blueing all night. He made 

me clean her brains off the floor. When I raped that girl I felt like all my pain was going 

into her. When she screamed that was me screaming.” 

This account of a tragic childhood was one of many detailed in a Northern Territory 

Government report that found evidence of systemic child abuse... (Ravens/AAP, 2007b 

and 2007c) 

 

Information subsidies are cheap, easily accessible and easy to use sources of pre-

packaged information (Gandy, 1982), such as wire copy from the news agencies, as is the 

feature quoted above, and press releases from Government departments and the public relations 

industry.  There is a relationship between the discursive practice of utilising information 

subsidies and the industrial changes detailed in chapter 2. Chapter 2 also discussed the large 

body of research around the media’s cultural reliance on information subsidies (e.g. Sigal, 

1973; Turk 1986a; Turk 1986b; Curtin 1999; Davis 2000; Schudson, 2003, p134; Petley, 2004; 
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Lewis, Williams and Franklin, 2008b; Farrelly 2010) and researchers’ conclusions about the 

negative impact on journalists’ capacity to undertake their Fourth Estate watchdog role.  

 

4.4.2 Indigenous men as perpetrators 

At the launch of the NTER, the Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs Minister harshly 

criticised Aboriginal men in particular and Aboriginal communities in general as being sources 

of danger to NT Indigenous children. As reported in the press, communities are criticised by the 

Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs Minister for not knowing that child sexual abuse is 

wrong, yet anecdotes in LCAS largely contradict those claims. This contradiction is not borne 

out by the news reports. In contrast to this, there is a body of literature demonstrating the 

generalised demonisation of Indigenous men in relation to the NTER (e.g. Macoun, 2011). In 

one powerful example of just such a portrayal by the press, the editorial in The Australian on 

June 16, immediately after LCAS is released, accuses “elders and family members” of the abuse 

of Aboriginal children “in every indigenous community in the Northern Territory” (“Children 

are scared”, 2007). 

The NTER newspaper reports represented Indigenous men overwhelmingly and in 

general as perpetrators of child sexual abuse in their communities. One even suggests that the 

lack of emphasis in LCAS on Aboriginal men as perpetrators was perhaps because it was 

“obvious” that they are: 

Perhaps because the deeds committed by sexual abusers are so obvious, little stress is 

laid here on the responsibilities of Aboriginal men, who are the main offenders in the 

sexual arena. (Rothwell, 2007a) 

 

This representation echoes the representation in the ABC television 2006 “exposes” (as detailed 

in chapter 2) that triggered the inquiry. However, the inquiry report LCAS which in turn 

triggered the NTER policy provides a very different picture. Firstly, most of the predatory 

perpetrators in the anecdotal evidence reported in LCAS were non-Indigenous. Secondly, most 
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incidents of abusive activity that the inquiry heard about had already been acted upon by the 

communities in which they occurred. (The exceptions to this were incidences in communities 

that had already reported abusive behaviour to the police, but had given up doing so due to 

what they saw as police inaction on the claims.) LCAS, under the subheading “Myth: 

Aboriginal men are the only offenders”, makes it clear that not all offenders are Aboriginal men 

and not all Aboriginal men are offenders: 

The sexual abuse of Aboriginal children is being committed by a range of non-

Aboriginal and Aboriginal offenders... At times, Aboriginal men have been targeted as 

if they were the only perpetrators of child sexual abuse in communities. This is 

inaccurate and has resulted in unfair shaming, and consequent further disempowerment, 

of Aboriginal men as a whole. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 57) 

 

Furthermore, LCAS overtly contradicts the already circulating media representation that there is 

a wholesale child sexual abuse epidemic wrought by Indigenous men on Indigenous children, 

and expresses sympathy for the men in the face of such a media onslaught (which can be read 

as an intertextual reference to the agenda-setting reports of 2006 on ABC television):   

The number of perpetrators is small and there are some communities, it must be 

thought, where there are no problems at all. Accepting this to be the case, it is hardly 

surprising that representatives of communities, and the men in particular, have been 

unhappy (to say the least) at the media coverage of the whole of the issue. (Anderson 

and Wild, 2007, p. 6) 

 

This directly contradicts claims by Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough of child sexual 

abuse occurring in all communities, as reported uncritically by the press (see 4.2.2 above). 

However, although sympathetic to the men here, LCAS also betrays the investigators’ own 

expectations that the men in the communities perhaps would not be co-operative or welcoming 

of the inquiry. Under the heading “Myth: Aboriginal men do not have an important role to play 

in preventing child sexual abuse”, it reports: 

The Inquiry was pleasantly surprised to meet with groups of up to 60 men in some 

communities. The men with whom the Inquiry met appeared sincere in their abhorrence 

of child sexual abuse and were keen to do something about it. (Anderson and Wild, 

2007, p. 59)  
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The description of being “pleasantly surprised” and the qualifier “appeared” both hint 

loudly at the inquiry members’ own preconceptions being challenged about the attitudes of 

Aboriginal men. The significance of this is that it points to the sociocultural context of the very 

deep-seated suspicion that Aboriginal men in the communities had to contend with. This is 

reflected in the representation of Indigenous men in general as culpable and Indigenous 

communities as a whole as negligent that dominates the news reports (in contrast to a small 

number of reports acknowledging only some perpetrators were Indigenous men and only some 

communities were dysfunctional). This discursive representation is reflected in and reflective of 

the policy and the ministerial policy pronouncements, which characterise the situation as 

women and children needing protection from Indigenous men in their communities.  

Similarly, regarding the issue of incest, the inquiry “was not told many stories about 

intra-familial child sexual abuse”, although it could be assumed, in accordance with the 

literature on incest research, that the rate was higher than disclosed (Anderson and Wild, 2007, 

p. 61). The inquiry reported that intra-familial sexual contact was considered extremely taboo 

by the communities consulted:  

Despite the level of disclosed intra-familial sexual abuse, the unanimous view among 

Aboriginal community members across the Northern Territory who participated in the 

inquiry’s consultations, was that incest was an extremely serious breach of traditional 

law and punishable by death. (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 61) 

 

This contradicts the Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs Minister’s assertions, reported 

uncritically by the press, that communities do not realise that incest is wrong.  

The Australian’s leader discussed above (“Children are scared”, 2007), which as a genre 

is the de facto voice of the newspaper, acknowledges abuse by “pedophiles that prey on 

vulnerable communities”. However, it also reports “Girls as young as 12 [who] have sex with 

miners”. It is notable that the scenario is constructed as “girls ... who have sex with miners”, not 
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miners who have sex with girls as young as 12. The agency is ascribed to the young girls, not 

the miners. The press’s remarkably lenient representation of these and other non-Indigenous 

perpetrators, in contrast to Indigenous perpetrators as just discussed, is the focus of the next 

section. 

 

4.4.3 Non-Indigenous perpetrators 

The virtual absence of non-Indigenous perpetrators in the press reports is noteworthy, and 

raises the possibility that the reporters in general did not read the Little Children are Sacred 

report. LCAS contains numerous anecdotes, both historical from previous inquiries and the 

research literature, and contemporary from submissions to the inquiry. The latter include 

numerous contemporary anecdotes of non-Indigenous predatory paedophiles, and of informal 

sex trades between underage Indigenous teenage girls and mine workers – both of which 

clearly fall into the category of child sexual abuse. The number of non-Indigenous abusers who 

crop up in the LCAS accounts is remarkable, especially considering that these are almost 

exclusively Aboriginal communities. In LCAS, six out of the eight anecdotes recorded 

regarding sexual activity between adult males and teenage girls that specified the race of the 

perpetrators pertained to non-Indigenous men, three of those anecdotes relating to groups of 

men, e.g. miners. (A further six perpetrators – mainly taxi drivers – were not identified by race. 

It cannot be assumed that they were either Indigenous or non-Indigenous, as both identifiers are 

given to perpetrators in other anecdotes, therefore an absence of identifier cannot be taken to 

indicate one or the other.) These anecdotes about non-Indigenous perpetrators are prominent in 

LCAS, but the NTER newspaper reports barely mention them.  

An example of this finding of negligent reporting includes the omission in the news 

reports that non-Indigenous abusers, often mining personnel, are identified in LCAS as acting in 

a predatory and organised manner in and around the communities (Anderson and Wild, 2007, 
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p. 61), despite such activities being central to the Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough’s 

agenda-setting claims in the 2006 ABC television reports (as detailed in chapter 2) about 

paedophiles and paedophile rings operating in the communities. The inquiry found no evidence 

of paedophile rings operating in the Northern Territory, however, the individual predatory 

offenders were reported by the communities and dealt with, to varying degrees of success, by 

the legal system (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 61). Crucially, these incidences were largely 

unreported in the NTER news reports, which is significant because they directly contradict 

Brough’s claim that paedophiles were being protected by the communities, or that communities 

were unwilling or unable to protect their children, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Three 

communities reported that non-Indigenous offenders were allowed to act openly and with 

impunity over long periods of time, which was demotivating in terms of reporting them to the 

police (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 68). This too received little press coverage. 

Non-Indigenous perpetrators are, as discussed above, a feature of the inquiry findings 

reported in LCAS. Anecdotes involving non-Indigenous perpetrators, several involving miners 

and teenage Aboriginal girls (Anderson and Wild, 2007, pp. 63-65) received little press 

coverage. This aspect of the inquiry’s findings is mentioned in a few newspaper reports 

immediately following the LCAS release and NTER launch (Murdoch, 2007c; Murdoch and 

Peatling, 2007; Murdoch, 2007b; Chandler, 2007; Ravens, 2007b; Coorey et al, 2007; Fraser, 

2007). However, the issue of non-Indigenous perpetrators is not given prominence in the news 

reports. For example, although a report in The Australian mentions this on June 16, it is buried 

in the twelfth paragraph and is only given one sentence: 

The worst of the exposed sex offenders are white men preying on young Aboriginal 

women. (Rothwell, 2007a) 

 

As the headline – “Nation’s child abuse shame: Grog-fuelled sex attacks rife in black 

communities” – suggests, the focus even in this report is on “grog-fuelled” Aboriginal 
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offenders (Rothwell, 2007b, June 16). This relegation of non-Indigenous offenders to the 

twelfth paragraph may be characterised as the journalistic discursive practice of a ‘buried lead’. 

Considered to be bad journalistic practice, a buried lead is when the most newsworthy aspect of 

a story is not foregrounded by giving it the prominence required in the story, such as mention in 

the lead paragraph. It is also notable that the teenage girls in question are represented as “young 

women”, a more mature category than young teenage girl, and therefore a mitigating one in the 

circumstance of a sexual encounter. LCAS describes the girls involved with miners as aged 12 

to 15 (Anderson and Wild, 2007, p. 64). Representing the girls as “women” discursively 

downgrades the miners’ offences. 

Bizarrely, given the NTER’s alleged aim of stamping out child sexual abuse, there was 

no NTER policy provision for intervention in the mining camps or companies, for example, 

there was no counselling mooted for mine workers. In fact, there are some moves to have the 

mining companies involved in the infrastructure development of the NTER. This is reported in 

a couple of newspaper reports, but is then deleted in subsequent edition changes (textual 

changes during the production of different editions of a day’s newspaper, as discussed in 

chapter 2). 

The issue of non-Indigenous perpetrators quickly becomes invisible in the subsequent 

reporting over the two months between announcement and enactment. When Indigenous 

academics Judy Atkinson and Mick Dodson were reported in three Fairfax news reports over 

two days to be asking questions about this lack of scrutiny of mining camps and companies 

(Chandler, 2007; Coorey et al, 2007; Fraser, 2007), their questions are not explored further in 

the news reports beyond being voiced. For example, no Government minister or mining 

company spokesperson was called to account, that is, asked for comment on this issue. 

Structurally significant aspects of these news reports include that in one report –The Canberra 

Times’ (Fraser, 2007) – the academics’ question is placed at the end of the news report, which 
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disadvantages it in the discursive practice of the inverted pyramid newswriting structure end (as 

discussed in chapter 2), whereby the most important information appears in the lead paragraph, 

then other information appears in descending order until the least important appears at the. In 

the other two news reports, the report moves directly on from the question to the next aspect of 

the story, without an answer to the question being sought from a Government spokesperson or 

mining industry representative. These are examples of oppositional voices not being listened to 

(Dreher, 2009) despite being allowed voice. 

Although allegations of paedophile rings were the trigger for the LCAS inquiry and the 

NTER, and were not substantiated by the inquiry (and subsequently, neither by an Australian 

Crime Commission investigation nor the NTER health checks, see chapter 5), these non-

findings were barely reported by the newspapers. On a rare occasion where this is reported, the 

non-finding is immediately dismissed by Brough, with a claim of a paedophile ring in a non-

NT community: 

Although the report did not find any evidence of pedophile rings in the Territory, Mr 

Brough continued to stand by his claims, pointing to child sex charges laid against 13 

[Indigenous] men over the past two months in the tiny Kimberley community of 

Kalumburu, with the main offence being penetration of a girl under 13. “This is a 

national disgrace, it is a disaster and it is something that should never happen in this 

country,” he said. (Rintoul and Meade, 2007) 

 

Kalumburu is in Western Australia not the Northern Territory, an anomaly that is not brought 

out in the news report. The casual reader who is unfamiliar with the community’s location 

would be led to believe it is an example from the NT. This anecdote relating to the 

sociocultural context does covert ideological as well as more overt rhetorical work. It points to 

an enduring discourse of depraved Aboriginal communities. 
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 The Fourth Estate ‘Missing in Action’ 4.5

The launch of the Northern Territory Emergency Response on June 21, 2007, was a seismic 

policy move that generated scores of newspaper reports in the immediate aftermath. While this 

thesis is not arguing that there was no child sexual abuse in NT Aboriginal communities subject 

to the NTER policy, it is arguing that the newspaper reporting about the situation, about the 

policy and about the contents of its trigger report, LCAS, did not fulfil its democratic watchdog 

role. This was ‘Missing in Action’, as this section’s heading asserts. The press at this moment 

failed to live up to the Fourth Estate ideal in relation to the interests and perspectives of 

Aboriginal Australians. This is evidenced in three findings of problematic journalistic 

discursive practices: the use of inaccurate recurrent lexical choices; the representation of 

teenage relationships as abusive and the representation of the child sexual abuse perpetrators.  

Striking similarities between news reports from different media outlets is demonstrated 

by the finding of the discursive practice of recurrent lexical choices, such as “rampant”, “all 

communities/every community”, and “children as young as three”. These recurrent lexical 

choices employed in the production of the news stories are not only ubiquitous but 

misrepresentative of the LCAS findings. Regarding misrepresentation of the victims, the 

newspaper reports (reflecting LCAS and the NTER policy) do not allow for sexual relationships 

between Australian teenagers being common (if, from a social order perspective, undesirable 

and illegal), and sexual curiosity of even very young children being normal (Sauers, 2007; 

Goldman and Goldman, 1988). The pathologisation of sexualised behaviours amongst children 

and amongst teenagers – that is, within their own age groups – can be seen as a moral panic 

(Critcher, 2002, 2003), conceived by the Medical Hero (McCallum, 2011) and the elders, and 

perpetuated by the LCAS authors and the news media. 

LCAS and the newspaper reports identify three groups of sexual abuse perpetrators: 

other children, Indigenous men and non-Indigenous men. LCAS does contain anecdotes of 
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older children interfering with younger children, which is indeed abuse. However, beyond this, 

it contains many anecdotes of children’s and teenagers’ sexualised behaviours amongst 

themselves which, as mentioned, the literature on children’s sexuality demonstrates can be seen 

as normal (if perhaps undesirable) behaviour. Representing perpetrators of such behaviour as 

sexual abusers somewhat in LCAS but more starkly in the newspaper reports is misleading.  

Regarding adult perpetrators, the politicians and newspaper reports overwhelmingly 

represent Aboriginal men as the abusers and Aboriginal communities as protecting them. 

Although LCAS does report that there is a problem of Aboriginal men abusing children, it 

identifies non-Aboriginal perpetrators as the biggest threat to children in these almost 

exclusively Aboriginal communities. Furthermore, LCAS documents that many communities 

have taken steps to rid themselves of abusers, contrary to the characterisation given them by the 

Indigenous Affairs Minister and Prime Minister as reflected in the news reports as protecting 

pedophiles.  

The discursive practices identified that enabled these inaccurate representations include:   

 Conflation: of the problematic with the heinous: for example, when consensual teenage 

sexual relationships are characterised as abusive; and when Clinic Girl’s display 

behaviour is deemed “clear” proof of her having been inappropriately sexualised;  

 ‘Othering’ mechanisms: a common discursive practice, which is an interpretative cue to 

the reader (Fairclough, 2001b, p. 20) of a deviant ‘they’. In this case, the illustration 

was of “few Australians” being employed to ‘other’ the deviant ‘they’ in the NT. 

 Tropes: repeated as a convenient storytelling device which becomes embedded as 

metaphorical in the narrative. This leads to the inaccurate characterisation, through 

recurrent lexical choices, of LCAS having found that child sexual abuse as being 

“rampant” and occurring in “every community”/”all communities”; This theory is 

reinforced by the identification of a third recurrent lexical choice: that of “children as 
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young as 3” as a general descriptor for the victims, when there were younger children 

identified as abused in LCAS; 

 Extrapolation: a single occurrence employed to characterise a community and the 

Northern Territory as a whole. Examples of extrapolation were “children as young as 

three” (Clinic Girl) being extrapolated as a schematic shorthand by reporters from one 

occurrence. This was further appropriated by the Indigenous Affairs minister as 

evidence that “untold numbers” of three-year-olds were being abused. This was 

reported uncritically. Furthermore, it was in itself odd that there was such a focus on 

three-year-olds, as there were younger actual victims recounted in LCAS, an indication 

of the schematic nature (see below) of this particular extrapolation. Another example of 

extrapolation was an anecdote of one 17-year-old boy showing pornography to younger 

children in his community and getting them to act out scenes, which was extrapolated 

as evidence that children in NT communities were commonly and regularly being 

shown “graphic”, “hard-core” pornography.  

 Schema: schematic descriptors of the abuse being “rampant” and in “all communities” 

or “every community” and affecting “children as young as three”.  These recurrent 

lexical choices, through repetition over time, take on the nature of schema. Schema are 

a sort of shorthand, through which the reporter tells the story and through which it is 

expected that a reader would understand the story, without the whole story having to be 

laid out in full detail in each telling. This analysis sheds further light on their dynamic, 

prevalent and enduring nature. Schema are common to communication, but can 

introduce distortion through the process of assimilation, whereby particular aspects of a 

story are emphasised or omitted to fit with a preconceived theme (Chandler and 

Munday, 2011, p. 238). I argue that that is what is happening across this data subset. 
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 Interinstitutional news coherence (Schudson, 2003): the similarities noted in reporting 

across media outlets include the utilisation of particular illustrative examples, recurrent 

lexical choices and shared factual inaccuracies. The findings are significant because 

they point to media outlets – and through them the government – having misrepresented 

the content of LCAS and hence the situation in the Northern Territory as represented in 

LCAS. This undermines the legitimacy of the NTER policy, which was claimed by 

Government – and reported by the media – as being in response to LCAS.  

 Unattributed paraphrasing: is a discursive practice identified whereby, in this instance, a 

minister’s words are co-opted by the reporter to shape their lead paragraph and hence 

frame the story. This makes the minister’s words the reporter’s words and lends the 

minister’s words an air of impartiality, and therefore objectivity that they might not 

otherwise have. 

 Disadvantageous placement in the inverted pyramid news-story structure: when 

oppositional voices’ views are included at the end of a news report. This disadvantages 

them in the inverted pyramid news-writing structure, the thinking being that readers 

may not read the whole story.  

 Non-verification: a practice with contravenes the MEAA code of ethics. For example, 

when the news reports represented findings presented in the LCAS literature review as 

findings by the LCAS inquiry itself. Furthermore, the newspaper reporters appear to 

have, on the whole, simply taken the government ministers’ version of events at face 

value without primary source verification, that is, without applying independent 

judgement to a reading of LCAS or ministers’ claims. An example of this is Brough’s 

claim that abusive activity in Kalumburu justifies his claims of pedophile rings 

operating in the NT. Kalumburu is in Western Australia, not the NT. A quick fact-check 

on the part of the reporter or subeditor would have established this.  
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This analysis finds striking similarities between the newspaper reports, in terms of what 

was reported and how it was reported. The combined early coverage of LCAS and the NTER 

had a high level of uniformity in terms of style, lexical choices, sources, tone, and structure. 

This points to journalism practices of inter-media agenda-setting and pack reporting.  

The similar discourse practices identified within the newspaper reports across 

mastheads about LCAS and the NTER launch point to a convergence in media concerns 

represented in these specific structural elements (van Dijk, 1988; Lim, 2011). Not only did 

Government pronouncements about LCAS’s findings bear little resemblance to the LCAS 

report’s contents, but the NTER policy itself had no basis in the report’s recommendations – 

that is, none of the LCAS report’s 97 recommendations were incorporated into the NTER policy 

at this launch moment, despite the LCAS being the avowed basis for that policy. The news 

reports touched on this fundamental anomaly only when it was expressed by an oppositional 

voice. These oppositional voices, although allowed access to the news reports in those 

instances, are peripheral in the structures of most of those newspaper reports.  

This analysis finds that LCAS and the newspaper reports represented the situation quite 

differently to each other. The newspaper reports represented the situation as there being 

“rampant” child sexual abuse “in every community” the inquiry had visited, and that it was 

perpetrated overwhelmingly by Indigenous men who were protected by their communities. 

This is consistent with how the Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs Minister were reported 

by the newspapers to have depicted the situation. In contrast, the trigger report LCAS depicted 

the situation as there being risk factors for, not actual, child sexual abuse present in every 

community (such as overcrowded housing and high levels of alcohol abuse), and that where 

child sexual abuse was said to have occurred, the perpetrators – as told to the inquiry – were 
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very often (but not always) non-Indigenous men, and the communities had taken steps to get rid 

of them.  

LCAS’s and the news reports’ relative use of the literature on child sexual abuse in 

Indigenous communities is also explored. LCAS includes findings from the research literature 

about child sexual abuse in Indigenous communities. The newspaper reports presented those 

inclusions from the research literature as inquiry findings, which they are not. For example, an 

account given to a doctoral researcher by an Indigenous prisoner in an unspecified location and 

presented in LCAS as prior research throwing light on the nature of offending, is presented in 

the newspaper reports as an account given by an NT offender to the inquiry. Furthermore, 

while LCAS dealt carefully with and separated out the issue of consensual teenage sexual 

relationships – presented to the inquiry by community elders as a vexed problem in all 

communities – and found them to be of concern but not constituting abuse, the newspaper 

reports often did not distinguish these from abuse.   

The findings suggest reporters made at most only a shallow reading of the LCAS report 

(Anderson and Wild, 2007) that the government invoked to legitimise its policy. This in turn 

points to shared norms and values between reporters and officials, and the effect on news 

discourse of racism within newsrooms and in the wider culture. These findings add to the 

literature on the culture and practices of Australian Indigenous affairs reporting and the 

sociology of news. They point to the absence both of critical judgement and of an attempt to 

establish truth – what Rosen (2009) refers to as ‘“he said, she said’ journalism” or “false 

balance”, and what Ericson, Baranek and Chan (1987, p.119) argue is “the ‘strategic ritual’ of 

objectivity – with the focus on accounts from sources in a point/counterpoint format”.  

This chapter concludes that the press performed its Fourth Estate role poorly in relation 

to the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal Australians, when considering the grave 

characterisation of the NT situation as a national emergency and the race-based and 
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controversial nature of the policy’s components. The findings are significant because they point 

to media outlets – and through them the government – having misrepresented the content of 

LCAS and hence the situation in the Northern Territory as represented in LCAS. This 

undermines the legitimacy of the NTER policy, which was claimed by Government – and 

reported by the media – as being in response to LCAS. The analysis demonstrates how many of 

these claims are unsupported by a close reading of the LCAS report upon which they are based. 

There are a number of central and inaccurate claims about what the LCAS inquiry found that 

are recurring across the news reports. 

There are also significant findings by the inquiry as detailed in the LCAS report that are 

not included in the news reports. Furthermore, single examples are extrapolated to typify 

everyday life in the communities. Both the inaccurate reporting and the omission of significant 

information are almost uniform across the news reports about the LCAS and the NTER launch. 

Whether such a pattern persists is explored in the next chapter, which traces the reporting of a 

highly controversial aspect of the NTER policy, child health checks that were announced at the 

NTER launch but evolved in the face of criticism from the medical establishment over a six-

week period.  
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Chapter 5 The child health checks initiative 

 

 Introduction 5.1

As discussed in the methodology chapter (chapter 3), moments of crisis are a particular focus of 

inquiry for critical discourse analyses (CDA) because of their potential to show up aspects of 

routine practices that otherwise might go unnoticed (Fairclough, 1992). The Northern Territory 

Emergency Response (NTER) as an event was in itself a moment of crisis and this chapter’s 

focus is on a particular moment of crisis within the two-month timeframe between the NTER’s 

announcement and its enactment by parliament: a controversy of contested accounts about an 

aspect of the policy. Later given its own policy name, the Child Health Check Initiative 

(CHCI), in Allen and Clark (2011), the CHCI was first announced as a compulsory scheme 

within the NTER to screen NT Indigenous children for signs of sexual abuse and other 

problems. However, in the face of criticism that the CHCI in itself was abusive, it was amended 

to a general-health check scheme of a voluntary nature. This change occurred as the NTER 

policy unfolded in the news media over a period of about six weeks. Two different government 

departments subsequently carried out their own reviews of CHCI (Allen and Clark, 2011; 

FaHCSIA, 2011), which suggests that the government agreed it was controversial.  

[T]he checks were initially to be compulsory and to include a forensic examination for 

sexual abuse but were changed to non-compulsory basic health checks in response to 

feedback prior to the conduct of any checks. (FaHCSIA, 2011, p. 66; also Allen and 

Clark, 2011; Altman and Russell, 2012) 

 

As per the CDA methodology detailed in chapter 2, this chapter examines the 

newspaper reports on the CHCI, the journalistic discursive practices involved in the production 

of those reports and the sociocultural context of their production. The aim is to ascertain the 

nature of the press’s performance of its democratic watchdog role in relation to the interests and 
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perspectives of Aboriginal Australians, particularly NT residents, during the evolution of this 

highly controversial policy initiative. Through repeated chronological readings of them, a 

narrative emerged from the news reports over the weeks of the CHCI’s evolution which can be 

characterised as forming an intertextual chain: “a series of texts in which each text incorporates 

elements from another text or other texts” (Jorgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 74). Although the 

analysis of this moment is focused on the newspaper reports about it, it is necessary to first 

mention a press release and a broadcast interview which have an intertextual relationship with 

the subsequent newspaper reports. 

When the Prime Minister and Indigenous Affairs Minister announced the NTER on 

June 21, 2007, they said that one aspect of it would be mandatory medical examinations for all 

Aboriginal children under the age of 16 in the Northern Territory (later named the CHCI), in 

order to identify health problems and, in effect, to undertake forensic examination to detect any 

evidence of sexual abuse (Anderson, 2007, p. 138). The Indigenous Affairs Minister’s press 

release on the launch day states that the “compulsory health checks for all Aboriginal children” 

are, in part, to identify and address “any effects of abuse” (Brough, 2007b). Later that evening, 

the sexual-abuse examination aspect of the medical checks is unequivocally confirmed by the 

Prime Minister John Howard on ABC television’s Lateline program on June 21, in an interview 

with the host Tony Jones: 

Tony Jones: Let me ask you this, there'll be medical checks for every Aboriginal child 

in the Territory around the age of 16. I take it doctors will be looking for evidence of 

sexual abuse? 

John Howard: Yes, they'll be looking for that and they'll be looking for all sorts of other 

things … (Jones, 2007a) 

 

The next day’s newspapers carried this forensic-examination implication, for example The 

Australian reported: 

Scores of doctors will also be drafted to examine all 23,000-plus Indigenous children in 

the Territory aged under 16 for evidence of sexual abuse. (Karvelas, 2007a)    
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By June 23, Indigenous medical organisations were reported as questioning the ethics of the 

compulsory and forensic nature of the health checks. Indigenous Doctors Association (IDA) 

president Dr Mark Wenitong was reported as saying the IDA’s doctors would not examine 

children without parental consent and that more detail was needed regarding how the sexual-

abuse detection aspect of the examination was to be carried out. He told ABC radio news that  

patients could be scared away by the prospect of, in his example, an 8-year-old girl being 

genitally examined by an unfamiliar male doctor (“NT child abuse medical checks questioned”, 

2007).  Dr Ben Bartlett from primary health-care program the Co-operative Research Centre for 

Aboriginal Health was also reported as saying that,  

Sexual abuse checks would be “highly inappropriate” and could themselves amount to 

sexual assault. (Robotham, Metherell and Peatling, 2007)  

 

In CDA, an examination of context is integral to the textual analysis, and a context here 

of course is that the intervention itself was triggered by allegations of widespread child sexual 

abuse in remote Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory. For the response to the 

declared epidemic also to include child sexual assault is not only morally unthinkable but also 

nonsensical policy. The Australian Medical Association (AMA) president, too, voiced concerns 

about the checks (Hart, 2007).  

Although these are all examples of oppositional voices being heard, as in they were 

allowed voice in some press reports, it could be argued that the Aboriginal oppositional voices 

were not listened to until the mainstream AMA spoke up. It was not until July 5 that the Health 

Minister Tony Abbott said that the checks would not be mandatory after all: 

Health Minister Tony Abbott said yesterday parental permission would be required for 

the medical checks. The backflip followed intense public lobbying by medical and 

Indigenous health groups, which pointed out that making health checks compulsory 

would constitute assault under the Medical Act and would be in breach of the 

Australian Medical Association's code of ethics. (Hart and Shanahan, 2007)  
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This newspaper report and the ones prior referred to can be seen as an example of the 

print media performing a watchdog role, in that they represent the oppositional voices’ 

perspectives. However, although the policy was overtly changed at this point, the analysis 

throughout the rest of this chapter demonstrates that the now ‘voluntary’ nature of the health 

checks is soon contested: there is subtle coercion applied. This is demonstrated by the 

interrogation of discursive practices including veiled threats, the use of anonymous sources, the 

employment of a false template and unverified claims.  

 

 Coercion and accountability at the moment of change 5.2

As demonstrated above, this moment of policy crisis was also a moment of policy 

change. The child health checks were at first presented by the government through the news 

media as being mandatory and aimed at detecting, among other things, signs of sexual abuse. 

Indigenous health spokespeople and the AMA swiftly criticised this compulsory and forensic 

nature of the child health checks as intrusive and abusive. The government then stated that the 

health checks would be voluntary and of a general nature. Subsequently, however, there was 

indirect, ongoing pressure applied by Government ministers through the media to NT 

Indigenous parents to bring their children for health checks, while the parents were 

characterised by ministers and the media as being reluctant to do so (discussed below). 

However, it is demonstrated that that characterisation of NT parents is not supported by taking 

an oppositional position to the preferred meaning in decoding the news texts (Hall, 1980). The 

following sections demonstrate this narrative through analysis that identifies discursive 

practices that enable: veiled threats (a coercive rhetorical device); the deflection of Government 

accountability; and The Australian newspaper’s and the government’s own cheerleading of the 

government’s position at the moment of change. One of the most striking revelations from the 
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analysis is the use of ‘veiled threats’ by the Health Minister to Aboriginal parents in the 

Northern Territory. 

 

5.2.1 Veiled threats 

It is discernible that through the news media, the Health Minister Tony Abbott made a number 

of judgements about, and veiled threats against, Aboriginal parents in the Northern Territory, 

who he characterised as disinclined to have their children attend a health check. I conceptualise 

veiled threats as threats that are made indirectly or in some way tangentially, the opacity of 

which can shield the threat-maker from accountability for making that threat. For example, the 

threat-maker may deny a threat was made, or they can claim that they have been 

misunderstood.  

At this moment of change – when the Health Minister Tony Abbott declared through 

the media that the formerly announced “mandatory” child health checks were actually now to 

be voluntary with parental consent and would be for general health assessment not sexual abuse 

assessment as was part of the original intention – Abbott and an anonymous source made two 

discrete veiled threats against parents regarding any welfare payments they may be receiving. 

Their function as veiled threats were not remarked upon in the news reports. This chapter 

employed CDA to analyse in detail how discursive practices employed by journalists, and 

discursive practices employed by the Health Minister as appear in the news reports, served to 

obscure the government’s latent coercive intention despite the CHCI now being ‘voluntary’. 

For example, the veiled threats’ rhetorical character that relied upon faulty reasoning was not 

questioned nor otherwise picked up by the reporters. The ‘faulty reasoning’ relied upon in the 

veiled threats involved the drawing upon a false template and the opaque accountability 

afforded by the use of an anonymous source. The ‘false template’ – that concerning 

immunisation policy – could have been easily checked, but was not. The use of anonymous 
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sources is a journalistic discursive practice that is considered bad practice except under 

exceptional circumstances, for example, where vital information can only be revealed in this 

way. It is considered bad practice in other circumstances precisely because it can shield the 

source from accountability. 

 

 Veiled threat via false template: immunisation 5.2.1.1

ABC news was the first to report, on June 28, that the health checks for children might 

not be compulsory after all.  Health Minister Tony Abbott said that the checks would not be 

mandatory, and emphasised that they would be of a general nature – that children would only 

be checked for signs of sexual abuse if their initial health check revealed any cause for concern, 

in which case they would be referred on for a more specialised exam. However, three days 

later, in a report of an interview Abbott had given to Channel Nine, AAP – and, as a 

consequence of the information subsidy function of AAP reports (Gandy, 1982; also Forde and 

Johnston, 2013), several other media outlets – reported that: 

Federal Health Minister Tony Abbott has raised the possibility of cutting off welfare 

payments to Indigenous parents who refuse to allow their children's health to be 

checked. ... He gave the example of childhood immunisation being compulsory because 

parents lost benefits if their children were not immunised... (Bunce, 2007) 

 

The Health Minister’s comparison to the immunisation requirements is not questioned in this 

AAP report nor in the reports it or the Channel Nine interview supplemented or generated in 

other print media. Abbott was misleading here, perhaps dissembling, and was not challenged 

about this by the news media as they did not inquire into the immunisation policy that Abbott 

was drawing on as a template for compulsion regarding the health checks. There is no 

compulsion in the immunisation program. If an Australian parent does not want their child to 

be immunised on “personal, philosophical, religious or medical” grounds, they have to fill out 

an “Immunisation exemption conscientious objection form” (Department of Human Services, 
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IMMU12.1302) declaring that they have that objection and do not want their child to be 

immunised. The form must be co-signed by a recognised immunisation provider declaring that 

the parent has had the benefits of immunisation explained to them. The parent does not lose any 

benefits as a result. The parent can decline simply on conscientious objection grounds and does 

not have to furnish any supporting documentation. Their signature is enough. Filling out that 

form and having it co-signed by an immunisation provider provides the parent with an 

exemption from having their child immunised. In 2007 there was a small payment made to the 

parent of a child who is immunised (this was increased substantially in 2012), but nothing is 

now or was then taken away. (There is, however, strong lobbying to disincentivise non-

immunisation, so this could change at any moment from the time of writing, mid-2014.) One 

exception to the reporting of this was The Age, which reported that in effect Abbott was 

offering a cash incentive to parents to have their children’s health checked:  

The government is considering “some form of compulsion” to ensure Northern 

Territory parents allow health checks for their children – and it’s likely to be a cash 

incentive. (Nicholson, 2007) 

 

However, even this Age report failed to make clear that Minister Abbott, regardless of his 

intention, was drawing on a false template. In substance, a cash incentive is something very 

different to a welfare cut. For Abbott to characterise it as the latter when it is the former points 

to a coercive intention on his part. It is unlikely that he, as the Health Minister, was not aware 

of this distinction. Interdiscursivity is at play here. The Health Minister is articulating together 

different discourses: that of the feckless parent, the welfare cheat and the moral imperative of 

immunisation. The misleading raising of welfare cuts can be seen as a scare tactic. It can also 

be seen as a veiled threat, particularly as it is targeted at commonly welfare-dependent remote 

NT communities. In the context of the NTER, this tactic soon escalated, with a new threat 

emerging through news media reports, coming from anonymous sources. 
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 Veiled threat via anonymous sources  5.2.1.2

The use of unnamed sources is a discursive practice considered bad journalistic practice, 

or at least something that must be reserved for the most exceptional circumstances (as 

discussed in chapter 2). However, a claim from an unnamed source that non-attendance at 

health checks would result in welfare cuts emerged in the news reports. On July 6, the day 

following the back-down on the CHCI, media outlets were reporting that parents who do not 

allow their children to be checked would be subject to an investigation about their Centrelink 

payments (the example used here is from The Australian, which committed more resources to 

reporting the NTER than the other mastheads (McCallum and Waller, 2013). The appearance 

of unnamed sources in the news report is underlined:  

Indigenous parents who refuse to allow medical inspections of their children under the 

Howard Government crusade to stamp out Aboriginal child abuse will face welfare 

checks. Health Minister Tony Abbott yesterday conceded the checks of all children 

younger than 16 in targeted Northern Territory [I]ndigenous communities would be 

non-compulsory and non-invasive. But The Australian has learned that the government 

will subject parents to stringent welfare checks if they refuse to allow medical 

inspections of their children. Officials will also investigate children's backgrounds for 

reports of previous abuse. And sources last night said that if the checks led to 

reasonable suspicion that a child might be at risk, authorities could take the child into 

custody for 48 hours and impose a medical check. News of the plan emerged after the 

government confirmed it did not have the power to require parents to submit their 

children for examination, saying checks would not be compulsory. … Mr Abbott said 

… the government was considering other ways to maximise the number of children 

who would undergo the health checks. He would not elaborate. But it is understood that 

where parents rejected the examinations, officials would put their welfare arrangements 

under close scrutiny and check for previous abuse complaints concerning children. 

(Hart and Shanahan, 2007)  

 

This report as a whole reads as a veiled threat, because not only is there no source to 

hold accountable for the claims, but also it undermines the now-voluntary nature of the health 

checks. Furthermore, although the report relies upon anonymous sources, those sources are 

clearly close to the government. This report points to an off-the-record briefing from a senior 

official, perhaps even the minister himself. This is indicated by the collocation of the naming of 

Abbott speaking on behalf of the government, and the anonymous source(s) in two places: 
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“News of the plan emerged after the government confirmed…” and “He would not elaborate. 

But it is understood that...”.  The claims in the news report also serve as a scare tactic – a 

mechanism to mould behaviour, or “a strategy intended to manipulate public opinion about a 

particular issue by arousing fear or alarm” (Oxford, n.d.) – because there was no policy link 

between child health check-ups and adult welfare payments. There was a link between school 

attendance and adult welfare payments, but not with the health checks. Perhaps The Australian, 

in its agenda-setting role (McCallum and Waller, 2013), was pushing for one. 

Interestingly, in this following excerpt, this report does reflect negatively on the 

immunisation template move by Abbott, detailed above. This suggests that five days after the 

original veiled threat was made by Abbott in the AAP report, reporters had now called Abbott 

on the discrepancies between his claim of welfare cuts and the immunisation program’s 

monetary incentive:  

Earlier, Mr Abbott ruled out offering financial incentives to parents who consented to 

their children being assessed by teams of doctors… (Hart and Shanahan, 2007)  

 

As discussed in chapter 2, the journalists’ codes of ethics stipulate that reporters are to 

use unnamed sources only in exceptional circumstance. For the unnamed source, one purpose 

that not putting their name to a statement serves is that it blurs the lines of accountability and 

the claims or statements can be easily refuted later (Carlson, 2012). This is demonstrated the 

same day the above report is published in The Australian on July 6 (Hart and Shanahan, 2007), 

in an ABC radio news item:  

Mr Howard says it is a misunderstanding to suggest that there will be any penalty 

imposed on those who refuse the checks. (“PM denies health check-welfare restriction 

link”, 2007)  

 

Although the Prime Minister now refutes the claim, the ‘threat’ is already in circulation – it can 

be said to have done its scare-tactic rhetorical work. The denial’s construction is also notable in 

three other respects. The modality of “to suggest” (rather than, for example, the original 
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report’s definite truth claim that there would be a penalty) downplays the original claim. 

Through the nominalisation of the verb ‘to misunderstand’, agency is deleted. A 

misunderstanding is named by the Prime Minister, but whose misunderstanding it was is not 

named – and neither does the reporter apparently raise the question of provenance. 

Furthermore, the sentence construction (“it is a misunderstanding to suggest”) has the idiomatic 

hallmarks of Howard’s speech patterns – yet without quote marks, the Prime Minister’s voice 

becomes the reporter’s voice. There is a collusion in tone here between the Prime Minister and 

the reporter.  

Regarding the implications of the veiled threats, as discerned in a close reading of the 

news media reports the Health Minister implied firstly that parents’ welfare payments would be 

reduced if they did not allow their children to attend the child health checks; and secondly, via a 

highly placed ‘insider’ anonymous source, that parents who refused would have their welfare 

payments scrutinised, with the implication that scrutiny would be unwelcome and could be to 

the recipients’ detriment. These threats are coercive, which is contradictory to the claim that the 

child health checks were voluntary. The threats also position the welfare recipients as people 

who may have something to hide, both as parents who do not want their children’s health 

assessed and as welfare recipients who may be fraudulently or otherwise undeservedly claiming 

payments that could be adversely affected by scrutiny. Furthermore, both veiled threats were 

unchallenged in the news reports. As a consequence, the veiled threats were represented as 

being unremarkable, which obscured their rhetorical function as threats.  

 

5.2.2 Accountability at the moment of change 

This section examines the issue of accountability in relation to the policy change. It examines a 

discourse chain developing along a number of news reports around the moment of change, 

when the nature of the health checks went from forensic and compulsory to general and 
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voluntary, which demonstrates that at this moment accountability is discursively deflected from 

the government onto the communities, that The Australian newspaper played a particular role 

in this, and that that reflected the government’s defence of its original intention for the health 

checks – that they would be carried out for, and were necessary for, the detection of child 

sexual abuse. I characterise The Australian’s and the government’s discursive practices at this 

moment of change as having the function ‘cheerleading’ for the government’s original policy 

intention, which is enabled by a collusion of tone between the two. Regarding journalism 

practice, this can be seen to be contrary to the press’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role 

regarding Aboriginal Australians’ interests and perspectives. This section explores these three 

examinations of accountability in turn.   

 

 Accountability deflected to communities at the moment of change  5.2.2.1

This section will explore a discourse chain developing along a number of news reports around 

the moment of change, when the nature of the health checks went from forensic and 

compulsory to general and voluntary. This demonstrates that at this moment accountability is 

discursively deflected from the government onto the Aboriginal communities which are the 

subjects of the policy.  

When Indigenous Doctors Assocation president Dr Mark Wenitong expressed his 

concern that compulsory checks for evidence of sexual assault would themselves amount to 

assault (“NT child abuse medical checks questioned”, 2007), as mentioned above, it is notable 

that no Government official was asked for a response to Wenitong’s concerns reported in this 

news item. This is another example of the journalistic practice Bacon (2005) identified, and 

was identified in chapter 4, of no official being called to account when an Indigenous source 

voices a concern.  
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Something different occurred in the contemporaneous news report about Dr Ben 

Bartlett expressing a similar concern (Robotham, Metherell and Peatling, 2007). In this Sydney 

Morning Herald news report, Barlett’s concern is put to an official, Indigenous Affairs Minister 

Mal Brough, who is reported as responding,  

“We don’t want to compulsorily require anyone. If you’re in a community where abuse 

has occurred there can be all kinds of pressure not to have your children checked.” He 

added: “We will accept medical advice as to the best way to do checks.” (Robotham, 

Metherell and Peatling, 2007) 

 

In this news report, although an official is asked to address Bartlett’s concern, we see that the 

official, Brough, immediately recasts the concern to encompass an unrelated and hypothetical 

oppositional relationship. The spectre of communities putting pressure on parents not to allow 

checks is immediately raised in response to the concern being raised. The low-affinity modality 

of “we don’t want to” preceding the hypothetical scenario (as opposed to, for example, a high-

affinity modality such as “we won’t”), conveys a low commitment to non-compulsion. In 

contrast, the high-affinity modality of “we will accept medical advice” conveys a high 

commitment to being open to a change in perspective. The policy perspective is undergoing 

change at that moment. 

This spectre of a hypothetical community pressure against disclosure serves a particular 

discursive purpose. Chapter 4 discussed this theme of communities not co-operating and 

actively shielding abusers, which runs throughout the government’s statements legitimising the 

NTER and the news reports about the child health checks. These predicational strategies, which 

represent “the values and characteristics of social actors” (Richardson, 2007, p. 52), serve to 

delegitimise concerns about and objections raised to the child health checks. They also serve to 

deflect critical attention away from the policymakers and onto the policy targets. Furthermore, 

representing the communities as being to blame – of them condoning child sexual abuse either 

by their collective actions or inactions, and of them shielding known paedophiles and 
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paedophile rings, as discussed in chapter 4 – is a trope that runs throughout the reporting of the 

NTER and prior to it. It is traceable back to the ABC television reports in 2006 about 

dysfunction at the community of Mutitjulu, as discussed in chapter 2, wherein such claims were 

made (though later discredited, e.g. Graham 2012). These foundational circumstances to the 

NTER enable Brough to raise the hypothesis at this particular point in the discourse chain from 

the ostensibly concrete scenario he constructed at the beginning of the discourse chain in 2006.  

Another example of the construction of a particular reality along a discourse chain is 

demonstrated in the next section, where it is shown to be evident in The Australian’s coverage 

of the health checks policy moment of change. The Australian was both a champion of the 

NTER policy (McCallum and Reid, 2012) and an agitator for that policy (McCallum and 

Waller, 2013). This is significant because of the agenda-setting role The Australian – 

Australia’s only national newspaper – has been shown to play in the Indigenous policy arena 

(Kelly, 2014; Waller, 2014). The next section demonstrates The Australian’s staunch support 

for the government against the criticism about its original health checks policy being mandatory 

and forensic. Furthermore, this next section demonstrates The Australian’s reinforcement of the 

government’s original construction of the child health checks as being counter to the wishes of 

parents who are characterised at best as neglectful, at worse as having something to hide. 

 

 The Australian newspaper as Government cheerleader at moment of change 5.2.2.2

The last section discusses how accountability was deflected from the government to the NT 

communities at this moment of change. This section demonstrates how The Australian, 

Australia’s only national newspaper which plays an agenda-setting role in the Indigenous 

policy arena (Kelly, 2014; Waller, 2014), employed particular discursive practices to enable it 

to play a cheerleading role for the government at this controversial moment of change. These 
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particular discursive practices are counter to some of journalism’s routine ‘best practices’, as 

discussed in chapter 2.  

The first examples are taken from a very interesting report in The Australian on July 2, 

the day after the AAP report and Abbott’s interview with Channel Nine:  

... The plan to force children in Indigenous communities to undergo health checks has 

been altered amid concerns that mandatory examinations could amount to assault. The 

government has also backed away from a claim by the architects of the plan that the aim 

of the checks was to uncover and treat cases of abuse... 

(Karvelas, 2007b) 

 

As discussed in chapter 3, one of many notable lexical characteristics is transitivity: that is, that 

which describes the connection between participants and their roles in the reported processes. It 

is notable how this news report distances the ‘Government’ from the plan’s unnamed 

‘architects’: however, the government was the plan’s architect. It was the Prime Minister and 

the Indigenous Affairs Minister who devised it (Karvelas and Shanahan, 2007). This deletion of 

agency is significant because it “can remove important (perhaps uncomfortable) political 

implications” (Richardson, 2007, pp. 54-56).  

Brough is on the record as saying that he and Howard devised the NTER policy in the 

space of a couple of days, and only brought it to cabinet shortly before its announcement (e.g. 

Karvelas and Shanahan, 2007). Furthermore, in support of this argument, research has shown 

that senior bureaucrats said that the NTER was a fait accompli presented to them by the 

government for implementation. They were blindsided by it and had only indirect input into it 

before its announcement (McCallum and Waller, 2012). It would be a normative newsroom 

expectation that the reporter, and certainly the subeditor(s), would have known about this 

sequence of events and its key players, coming as this news report does a full 10 days after the 
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NTER was launched.
3
 This odd construction in The Australian’s July 2 news report possibly 

points to the conflict between the ministry and the bureaucracy about the health checks policy 

which has been unearthed previously by McCallum (2013), who provides evidence that some 

in the health bureaucracy pushed back hard against the government’s original plans that the 

health checks be compulsory and forensic (also Allen and Clark, 2011). The overall impression 

here in analysing this news report in its discursive and sociocultural contexts (as per 

Fairclough’s CDA methodology) is that the same bureaucracy is now positioned as the ‘fall 

guy’, that is to be held at fault for generating this aspect of the policy. Beyond this, the effect 

here is to distance the government from its own plan, which by now was being widely and 

roundly criticised by Indigenous health organisations and the AMA. 

Also of note in this news report is the passive construction of the sentence that the plan 

“has been altered”. The use of the passive voice is considered ‘poor style’ in news writing (as 

discussed in chapter 2). Critical discourse analysts have also identified the use of the passive 

voice “as potentially productive of ideological effects, since passives allow agency to be 

concealed” (Cameron, 1996, p. 316).  A body of literature, textbooks and newsroom style 

books in turn identify, reinforce and require the routine journalistic practice of using the active 

voice in news reports (e.g. Cameron, 1996; Friend, Challenger and McAdams, 2005, pp. 126-

127). The active voice makes actors’ agency explicit, that is, who is doing what in a news story. 

The use of the passive voice in a news report is considered only acceptable in very limited 

circumstances, such as when to do otherwise would be ridiculous (for example, when saying 

“The government was re-elected”, it is clear who re-elected the government).   

                                                 

3 Notably, a later news feature from The Australian, on August 7, says just this, using the term “architect” again. Its standfirst 

begins, “Mal Brough, an architect of the federal intervention into NT communities…”; the feature goes on to refer to “federal 

Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough and John Howard, the two… architects of the commonwealth’s intervention…” 

(Wilson, 2007) 
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The significance for this particular discursive practice in relation to the development of 

the NTER is that the passive construction in this news report obscures agency: that is, exactly 

who has altered the plan is unnamed. This passive construction, which is not normal journalistic 

practice for a news story, serves to remove the government from the picture.  

Related to passive sentence construction’s erasure of agency is the attribution of agency 

where none exists. For example, children, being minors, are rarely given agency in news 

reports about government policy – they are policy subjects, they themselves do not make 

choices in relation to policy (although their parents or guardians can and do on their behalf). 

Children are rarely positioned as interacting with policy – policy is something that acts upon 

them. Therefore, an exception to this is noteworthy in a report from The Australian on July 20. 

(The following is an excerpt, showing the headline, the introductory paragraph and the closing 

paragraph.)  

[Headline:] Children queueing for health checks 

[Intro paragraph:] No Aboriginal parents have refused to allow their child to undergo a 

medical examination four weeks into the [NTER].      

...  

[Closing paragraph:] Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough said yesterday “... the 

kids keep coming.” (Karvelas and Wilson, 2007a) 

 

The headline ‘Children queueing for health checks’ has the effect of erasing the adult 

caregivers’ role in bringing the children for health checks, and also has the effect of contrasting 

children’s alleged willingness to attend the checks with the reported potential wariness of their 

parents (for example, as foreshadowed by Abbott in the July 1 interview on Channel Nine as 

reported in the AAP July 1 news report, mentioned above). This construction implies an 

oppositional relationship between the children and their parents, in terms of parental neglect of 

their children’s welfare: it presupposes that parents would refuse to bring their children for 

health checks, and positions it as remarkable when they do not refuse. Looking to the 

sociocultural context, this ‘oppositional relationship between Aboriginal children and their 
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parents’ trope has a long and sorry history in Indigenous affairs. For example, mixed-race 

children of the Stolen Generations were taken from their parents as their parents were deemed 

not fit to parent them simply by virtue of being Aboriginal (as mentioned in chapter 2).  

Although Aboriginal parents are mentioned in the news report’s introductory paragraph, 

it renders them passive with the children active. This sentence construction serves to undermine 

the parents’ moral authority and care-giver role. The ‘double negative’ of this sentence’s 

construction is also very noteworthy. Negative and reverse terms such as double negatives are 

avoided in news writing and when they are turned in by reporters in news reports they are 

routinely rewritten by subeditors into positive terms. Again, the reason being that “[t]hey 

sacrifice clarity and make it hard to figure out who’s doing what” (Friend et al., 2005, p. 128). 

The ‘double negative’ of this sentence’s construction not only contains the presupposition that 

parents would refuse to bring their children for health checks, as foreshadowed in previous 

reports in the discourse chain as mentioned, but it could, for example, have been rewritten – as 

is routine journalism practice with double negatives – to say instead: “Aboriginal parents are 

taking their children for health checks.”  

The final sentence, like the headline, erases the parents’ role in bringing their children 

for the checks. Parental consent was required: the children could not turn up for the health 

checks without their parents, yet it is the children alone that “keep coming”, according to 

Brough and – in that construction being reported verbatim and unmitigated – the reporter. 

Again, we see a collusion in tone here between the official and the reporter. 

Having discussed exemplars that I argue demonstrate at the moment of change The 

Australian’s cheerleading of the health checks policy as it was originally conceived, which has 

the effect of supporting the government’s policy intention, this next section demonstrates the 

government’s own discursive justification of its original health checks policy intention, which 

was to uncover evidence of child sexual abuse. It is also demonstrated that this justification is 
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enabled by an interplay of the journalists’ and governments’ discursive practices: that is, 

reporters’ use of their own particular discursive practices, such as not asking follow-up 

questions or not joining the dots to help readers make sense of the stories’ narrative and 

context.  

 

 The government as its own cheerleader at moment of change  5.2.2.3

The previous section discussed The Australian’s cheerleading at the moment of change 

of the health checks policy as it was originally conceived. The following examples demonstrate 

the government’s post-change justification for the health checks’ original intention (to uncover 

sexual abuse), despite evidence showing that the health checks did not uncover any new 

evidence of sexual abuse, although the program has been praised for uncovering many other 

child health problems, such as dental, aural, and sight (FaHCSIA, 2011). 

In response to criticism from former NT Labor MP John Ah Kit, a member of a 

delegation of Aboriginal leaders (the focus of Chapter 7), that the legislation amounts to 

“genocide”, on August 7 Prime Minister John Howard told ABC television news (and which is 

repeated intertextually elsewhere, for example “PM defends [I]indigenous intervention” 

[2007]) that the health checks, 500 undertaken at this point, have uncovered some evidence of 

child sexual abuse: 

“I’ve been told that those screenings have led to a number of referrals to the child 

protection authority. I also know that some of them have led to further checking for 

sexually transmitted diseases.” (Howard, quoted in AAP report “Intervention bill passes 

lower house”, 2007) 

 

This is another example of the use of an unnamed source to deflect criticism. Howard does not 

say who has told him this. This use of an unnamed source has a function of allowing Howard to 

deflect criticism from Ah Kit and contrast it with claims that child sexual abuse has been 

uncovered. The unnamed source that Howard draws his claim from was unlikely to have been, 
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for example, the NTER Taskforce Commander Major General David Chalmers, as The 

Australian on August 17 reports (this example is from the middle of the news report): 

But Major General Chalmers said he was not aware of health workers notifying 

authorities of any cases of child sexual assault. No allegations of abuse have been 

passed to Territory police since the intervention began.  

(Wilson and Karvelas, 2007) 

 

In saying that no evidence of sexual abuse has been uncovered and that no allegations of abuse 

have been passed to the police, Chalmers contradicts Howard’s claim of nine days earlier. 

Howard’s earlier claim is not referred to in this Australian report of August 17, and appears to 

not have been put to Chalmers. However, a small but significant element of this report is the 

use of the word “But”. It is grammatically incorrect and journalistically irregular to begin a 

sentence with a co-ordinating conjunction or preposition, as mentioned in chapter 2. However, 

some newsrooms routinely allow for it when it to indicate qualification or counterpoint. In 

news-writing “this [grammar] rule may [only] be broken if it adds comprehension or impact to 

a sentence” (Sheridan Burns, 2013, p. 122). This co-ordinating conjunction beginning this 

sentence has the particular discursive function of adding impact here, and as such has a 

rhetorical function. Notably, this ‘But’ is not referring to anything prior in the news report. It is 

neither a qualification nor a counterpoint. This is very odd in the news report structure. It is a 

discursive slip, in that it does not fit with the discourse genre of a news report: the genre of the 

news report needs to include all relevant facts – no informational ‘holes’ should remain, yet the 

function of ‘But’ is implicit and requires contextual decoding.  This discursive slip is a trace of 

the productive process (Fairclough, 2001b, p. 20), of a previous claim in the health checks 

discourse chain about abuse having been uncovered. It is also an interpretative cue to the reader 

(Fairclough, 2001b, p. 20) to interpret the news report in that context. The significance of this is 

that, in its repetition along the discourse chain it becomes entrenched as a truthful account of 

the uncovering of child sexual abuse.  
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 The press as Government cheerleader  5.3

This chapter discussed the child health checks moment of the NTER policy, in terms of how its 

moment of change was generated by oppositional voices (such as the Indigenous Doctors 

Association) and contested by Government officials, both in newspapers’ news reporting and 

broadcast media related intertextually to it, and by the journalists themselves, through their 

discursive practices that amounts to a collusion in tone between reporters and officials. 

The conceptual, theoretical and empirical research that informed this chapter’s analysis 

included that about routine journalism practices, such as the favouring of official over 

unofficial sources; the newspaper industry’s changes’ impact on fact-checking; inter-

institutional news consensus, that is, how outlets report the same news and in the same way; the 

Howard Government’s record on Indigenous affairs, particularly its tendency to not consult 

with Indigenous people or include an Indigenous perspective when formulating policy (the 

opposing Government-favoured paternalism and communities’-favoured consultation 

approaches, as discussed in chapter 2); discursive slips; veiled threats; dissembling, that is 

instances of not telling the truth that cannot be quite pinned down as lying; information 

subsidies, for example when reports from the wire service AAP are used as information 

subsidies by Australian newspapers, either as intact reports or as supplements to reports that the 

newspapers’ staff journalists write.  

The analysis presented in this chapter found that the Health Minister’s veiled threats 

were unchallenged in the news reports and consequently represented as being unremarkable, 

which obscured their rhetorical function as threats. Furthermore, the substance of the veiled 

threats was misleading. There was no precedent for example, for the reduction in welfare 

payments for non-compliance with the voluntary health checks, as Abbott claimed there was 

when he invoked the template of the immunisation program. There was also no NTER policy 

link between curbing welfare payments and health checks – there was no basis for scrutinising 
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the welfare payments of non-compliant parents whose supposed non-compliance was with a 

voluntary program, which is a contradiction in terms; additionally, that voluntary program was 

unrelated to their welfare payments. There is evidence of dissembling here. This threat was 

misleading and as such was a bullying tactic that was unchallenged and unremarked in the 

news reports. This points to the government and in turn the reporter and/or subeditor (via 

neglecting the fact-checking practice) discursively undermining Indigenous welfare recipients’ 

autonomy and parents’ rights, responsibilities and care-giver roles. 

A discursive slip – the ‘But’ in The Australian’s news report – is also a linking trace of 

and to the Prime Minister’s previous claim after the moment of change about evidence of abuse 

having been found. This lays bare the intertextuality of the newspaper’s and the Prime 

Minister’s interaction in this discourse chain. His earlier claim that the health checks found 

evidence of sexual abuse in NT communities discursively supported the health checks’ original 

and originally contested intention, of detecting signs of sexual abuse. 

Government responsibility for the policy backflip at this moment of change was 

deflected by Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough onto the communities covered by the 

NTER: they were again (as in chapter 4) characterised by Brough as being guilty of shielding 

child abusers and reluctant to care properly for their children. Compounding this was the 

oppositional relationship implied between Aboriginal children and their parents, which has 

deep roots in colonial policies that resonate socioculturally. 

Therefore, the Prime Minister, the Health Minister and the Indigenous Affairs Minister 

at this moment of policy change were all represented in the news reports uncritically, by way of 

uncritical reporting and subediting practices. Furthermore, the uncritical, opaque reporting of 

their deflection of blame to the communities, veiled threats to the communities and 

unsubstantiated claims about the communities meant that a discursively manipulated fait 

accompli was presented as an unremarkable, hegemonic (Gramsci, 1971) representation of 



180 

truth. A ‘collusion in tone’ was noted twice in this chapter, which demonstrated the joint 

construction by minister and journalists of the narrative.  

 It was demonstrated that The Australian newspaper was a particular supporter of the 

government at this moment of change, and furthermore – following the moment of policy 

change – was supportive of the government’s original intention of having the child health 

checks be mandatory and for sexual abuse detection.  

It is notable that the health checks data subset contains a great number of reports that do 

not include any Indigenous voices, including most of the exemplars presented (except those 

Indigenous medical sources who pointed out that compulsory sexual health checks amounted to 

abuse). This thesis’ argument about the significance of the breakdown of the ideal routine 

journalism practices as detailed is made more urgent when there are virtually no Indigenous 

sources sought out to counter the negative representational consequences.  

The next chapter’s focus is on the newspaper’s performance of its Fourth Estate role in 

its representation of organised oppositional voices, particularly Indigenous oppositional voices, 

as they sought to be heard in the unfolding NTER policy formulation and implementation 

process. 
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Chapter 6 Oppositional voices: talking back to NTER 

 

 Introduction 6.1

The line of inquiry for this particular chapter was influenced by an interaction I had with Olga 

Havnen, variously NT Indigenous activist, politician and bureaucrat. Speaking at the Media and 

Indigenous Policy Symposium at the University of Canberra on November 21, 2012, Havnen 

said that in July 2007 a group of some forty Aboriginal organisations (collectively the 

Combined Aboriginal Organisations of the Northern Territory or CAONT, which Havnen 

helped co-ordinate) had devised an Alternative Plan to the Northern Territory Emergency 

Response (NTER). Futhermore, Havnen told me, this plan – A proposed Emergency Response 

and Development Plan to protect Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory: a preliminary 

response to the Australian Government’s proposals (CAONT, 2007) – had received no media 

coverage. In order to explore this, I carried out a search for coverage of the Alternative Plan 

within the full data set of 1754 items, using a number of search terms. While the original data 

set text search had revealed that an Open Letter signed by 140 groups was the subject (not 

always overtly) of 43 newspaper reports, some of which mentioned that the Alternative Plan 

was also being devised, this search revealed that the Alternative Plan, when it was published, 

was the subject of only two newspaper reports. 

Chapter 2 outlined that criticisms of the NTER were made by many NT Aboriginal 

people and others working in various fields, such as health, education, child protection, 

Indigenous affairs, law, community services, social services and social justice. This chapter 

analyses the metropolitan mastheads’ representation of this opposition to the NTER, which is 

referred to in this chapter as ‘oppositional voices’. Oppositional voice is theorised in this thesis 

as those ‘unofficial sources’ – that is, sources outside of the government and the bureaucracy – 
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who voice opposition to the NTER policy in part or in whole. ‘Oppositional voices’ in this 

thesis are a specific group of Indigenous people who mobilised and spoke out against the 

NTER. They do not represent all Indigenous Australians. McCallum, Waller and Meadows 

(2012) have demonstrated that, despite significant news-reporting and Government-agenda 

obstacles, particular Indigenous voices manage to have a significant impact on policy direction. 

This chapter explores the newspapers’ reporting on two expressions of criticism of the NTER 

policy by oppositional voices following deliberative processes – that is, two statements 

formulated through collective processes of discussion and debate. They are the open letter to 

the Prime Minister and the Indigenous Affairs Minister, and the alternative intervention plan to 

the NTER. These two initiatives are referred to in this chapter as the ‘Open Letter’ and the 

‘Alternative Plan’. They were produced within a fortnight of each other. 

The Open Letter (2007) was signed by Professor Mick Dodson and 140 groups: 

Aboriginal bodies, social justice organisations and churches among them. It was a collective 

attempt by Indigenous organisations and others providing services to Indigenous people to 

engage in the mainstream debate by coming together to publish an Open Letter to the Prime 

Minister and the Indigenous Affairs Minister expressing concerns about aspects of the NTER 

policy and to request that consultation take place with residents of the affected communities. At 

the press conference on June 26, 2007, announcing the Open Letter, some of the participants 

foreshadowed the Alternative Plan (Maiden and Karvelas, 2007), discussed below, which was 

eventually made publicly available on July 10, 2007.  

During the fortnight following the Open Letter’s publication, representatives of more 

than forty NT Aboriginal groups got together to discuss, debate and ultimately produce a 30-

page alternative intervention strategy document (CAONT, 2007). The Alternative Plan’s 

authors called themselves collectively the Combined Aboriginal Organisations of the Northern 

Territory (CAONT). These organisations were also signatories to the Open Letter, but in 
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contrast to the diversity of the signatories to the Open Letter, the co-authors of the Alternative 

Plan were solely Aboriginal and solely NT organisations.  

These two attempts by oppositional voices to be heard in the (mainstream newspaper) 

public sphere and to ‘talk back’ to the NTER are the subject of this chapter’s analysis.   

Through these two documents, the oppositional voices expressed particular concern 

about the lack of consultation with the affected communities; the lack of coordination with 

service providers already operating in the communities and with the consequent duplication of 

services; that despite the NTER being about tackling child sexual abuse, there was a the lack of 

focus in the NTER policy on the enabling environmental factors for child sexual abuse, such as 

overcrowded housing, education provision etc., which the Little Children are Sacred (LCAS) 

report had featured so forcefully. The oppositional voices also questioned the government’s 

argument that there was a need to abolish the permit system, whereby outsiders needed 

permission to access Aboriginal land. They pointed out the paradox whereby lifting the access 

restriction could allow into communities illegal alcohol traders (“grog runners”) and predatory 

paedophiles, both avowed central targets of the NTER policy when it was announced, as 

discussed in chapter 2.   

This analysis explores how this opposition to the NTER policy was mediated by the 

Australian press, in terms of what voices were heard and, furthermore, listened to. (The 

distinction between voice and listening as discourse practices is discussed below.) This analysis 

centres on the discursive practices that produce their representation in the newspaper news 

reports. Discursive practices highlighted include ‘But’ being employed to both editorialise and 

to shift focus from criticisms of the NTER to its defence; ‘balance’ being problematically 

equated with giving equal space to opposing views; ‘objectivity’ and ‘balance’ working against 

the fulfilment of the Fourth Estate role; and schemata. It offers the conceptualisation of 

‘asymmetrical rebuttal’ to highlight when a criticism is deflected, ‘collusion in tone’ to describe 
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when discursive practices support a particular source’s view, and ‘dilution by conflation’ to 

highlight the linking of ostensibly related but separate source issues which negatively affects 

each being heard. 

This chapter’s findings align with previous research literature findings relating to the 

nature of Indigenous affairs reporting (as discussed in chapter 2), which is that: the oppositional 

voices were largely silenced, excluded or misrepresented in this subset of the NTER newspaper 

reports; when the oppositional voices did appear in the news reports, their expressed concerns 

were commonly not put to a Government representative for their response, that is, no official 

was called to account. Crucially, on the rare occasion that the oppositional voices’ concerns 

were put to a Government representative for their response, the concerns were positioned for 

and received immediate rebuttal, often asymmetrical rebuttal (which is demonstrated below to 

be a practice of ‘not listening’). The following analysis looks first at the Open Letter’s 

representation in the news reports, then that of the Alternative Plan. The themes that emerged 

are explored in detail via exemplars, which demonstrate how the discursive practices worked 

together to undermine the oppositional voices’ interests and perspectives in the news reports, at 

this moment of the oppositional voices presenting the Open Letter and the Alternative Plan to 

the public, the press and the government as embodiments of NT Indigenous communities’ 

considered, informed and expert views about the NTER policy. 

The exemplars are taken from two very different types of newspapers. The first, an 

exemplar set, explores the treatment of the Open Letter in Sydney’s The Daily Telegraph (a 

tabloid – as in populist is tone – masthead from News Limited’s stable) of June 27. Then an 

exemplar from Brisbane’s News Ltd Courier Mail demonstrates the nature of the many news 

reports that were essentially about the Open Letter but did not explicitly mention the Open 

Letter. (This is a phenomenon that I refer to as ‘absence’ in the news reports.) The final two 

exemplars are the only reports of the Alternative Plan in the Australian print media: one each 
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from two ‘sister’ newspapers in the Fairfax stable, Melbourne’s The Age and Sydney’s The 

Sydney Morning Herald.   

The Daily Telegraph is a daily published by News Ltd, the dominant newspaper 

publisher in the Australian market. News Ltd, the local branch of Rupert Murdoch’s 

international News Corporation, accounted for 65 per cent of capital city and national daily 

newspapers’ circulation in 2011, and owns 14 of Australia’s 21 metro daily and Sunday 

newspapers (Flew, 2013). The Daily Telegraph is aimed at a ‘low brow’ readership: its tone is 

populist, its news story treatment brief, with typically 300-word page leads, and it is typically 

socially conservative. It serves the Sydney market. By contrast, Melbourne’s The Age 

newspaper and Sydney’s The Sydney Morning Herald are daily newspapers published by 

Fairfax, the second-largest publisher in Australia’s essentially duopolistic newspaper market. 

Fairfax, originally family owned but now a private company owned by shareholders, owns 

almost all the rest of Australia’s newspapers. For example, it accounted for 25 per cent of 

capital city and national daily newspapers’ circulation in 2011 (Flew, 2013). The two Fairfax 

broadsheets are aimed at a middle-class readership: their tone is factual, their news story 

treatment ranges to 800-word page leads. Its editorial values are typically politically centrist. 

Sydney and Melbourne are Australia’s two largest cities, each having a population of roughly 

4.5 million residents. The following sections in turn detail and discuss the findings from the 

analyses of the Open Letter and the Alternative Plan in the news reports.  

 

 The Open Letter in the news reports 6.2

When the Open Letter was published on June 26, although 43 newspaper reports referred to it 

in some way, very few did so overtly: most reported that there had been some criticism of the 

NTER from some quarters, but not that an actual Open Letter critical of the NTER and signed 

by a large number of groups and individuals had been published. 
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The Open Letter was signed by Professor Mick Dodson, a well-known Indigenous 

academic, and representatives of 141 organisations dealing variously with housing, social 

welfare, legal aid, social justice and other issues, representing doctors, lawyers, youth workers 

and other health professionals, church groups and women’s shelters. The news reports, 

however, varied in the number of signatories they reported: for example, “about 50” (Sales, 

2007), “up to 60” (Murdoch and Westerman, 2007), “over 100” (Madigan and Odgers, 2007), 

suggesting that the reporters had not paid close attention to the Open Letter. About a third of 

the signatory organisations were Indigenous-only services. 

The Open Letter, addressed to Mal Brough, the Minister for Families, Community 

Services and Indigenous Affairs, called for three things:  

[G]reater investment in the services that support Indigenous families and communities, 

the active involvement of these communities in finding solutions to these problems and 

greater Federal Government engagement in delivering basic health, housing and 

education services to remote communities. (Open Letter, 2007) 

 

The Open Letter said that the signatories “welcome your commitment to tackling violence and 

abuse in certain Indigenous communities” and that they “endorse the call in the Little Children 

Are Sacred report for the Australian and Territory Government to work together urgently to fill 

these gaps in services”. It stressed that the problems required “sustainable solutions, which 

must be worked out with the communities, not prescribed from Canberra [the seat of the 

Australian Parliament].” The Open Letter goes on to warn that the NTER proposals,  

[G]o well beyond an ‘emergency response’, and will have profound effects on people’s 

incomes, land ownership, and their ability to decide the kind of medical treatment they 

receive. Some of the measures will weaken communities and families by taking from 

them the ability to make basic decisions about their lives, thus removing responsibility 

instead of empowering them. (Open Letter, 2007)  

 

It expresses the concern that an “over-reliance on top-down and punitive measures” and 

“insufficient indication that additional resources will be mobilised where they are urgently 

needed, to improve housing, child protection and domestic violence supports, schools, health 
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services, alcohol and drug rehab programs”, issues which have been “raised by many 

Indigenous leaders over many years”, mean that “[i]n their present form the proposals miss the 

mark and are unlikely to be effective”. The Open Letter ends with an offer:  

We offer our support to Indigenous communities and the government in: developing 

programs that will strengthen families and communities to empower them to confront 

the problems they face; consulting adequately with the communities and the NT 

Government, and community services, health and education providers; developing a 

long-term plan to address and resolve the causes of child abuse including joblessness, 

poor housing, education and commit the necessary resources to this. (Open Letter, 

2007) 

 

For the most part, the newspaper reports in the data set about the Open Letter give a 

very scant overview of its content, paraphrasing very briefly some of the content quoted above, 

providing no context to it and not asking anyone, including the Indigenous Affairs Minister or 

Prime Minister, for comment on the concerns expressed. Where comment was sought from 

anyone other than a signatory to the Open Letter, the tone was discernibly negative.  

The following section discusses how this Open Letter was reported on and represented 

in Sydney News Limited tabloid newspaper The Daily Telegraph. Following that, there is a 

brief discussion of its representation in the Fairfax papers, The Age and The Sydney Morning 

Herald, to lend some comparative perspective, as well as its ‘absence’, as discussed above, in 

The Courier-Mail. 

 

6.2.1 The Open Letter in The Daily Telegraph 

The most overtly hostile reporting about the Open Letter was seen in Sydney’s tabloid 

newspaper, The Daily Telegraph (exemplars from which are discussed below). On June 27, 

the day following the publication of the Open Letter, The Daily Telegraph ran four articles 

about the NTER policy: two opinion pieces, an editorial/leader (“What nonsense”), and a news 

report (Rehn, 2007). Of the two opinion pieces about opposition to the NTER (Quigley, 2007; 

Farr, 2007), neither mentioned the Open Letter directly. 
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 Daily Telegraph: The first opinion piece 6.2.1.1

Under the headline “This is no place for the grubby hand of politics”, among a piece largely 

based on issues that came before UK courts and not pertaining to Indigenous Australia, the 

opinion writer, staff journalist Anita Quigley, defends Howard’s “radical blueprint to rid 

Aboriginal communities of the rampant sexual abuse of children”. ‘Radical’, ‘blueprint’ and 

‘rampant’ were all terms commonly used in other newspaper reports about the NTER, most 

notably News Limited stable-mate The Australian. This provides further evidence of the 

journalism practices of monitoring other media (Crouse, 1973) and interinstitutional news 

coherence (Schudson, 2003), as identified in the literature and also in the chapter 4’s analysis. 

In mounting this defence of the NTER, Quigley blatantly belittles the concerns of what she 

calls “detractors”, who, 

[A]re, as my grandmother used to say, just being contrary – disagreeing purely because 

they can and because it is a [PM John] Howard initiative. (Quigley, 2007) 

 

Research has shown that the use of folksy sayings, such as the grandmother anecdote above, 

can serve to silence debate, in that they present as incontrovertible a hegemonic, commonsense 

world view (Tolton, 2013). In this extract, Quigley is maintaining that critics are complaining 

just for the sake of it (“purely because they can”) and therefore have no argument to make. 

Furthermore, in a less equivocal attempt at silencing the Oppositional Voices, Quigley finishes 

up by writing that, 

Critics of Howard’s attempt to fix it [the NT] need to shut up, at least for the time 

being. (Quigley, 2007) 

 

Quigley does not elaborate what “the time being” might be, that is, how long the “critics” “need 

to shut up” for. This vague caveat can be seen as an insurance against her being criticised for 

the silencing. She was only saying that they should shut up just for “the time being”. This 

caveat is also contradictory: if the complaint has no substance, why would making the 

complaint at a later time be more acceptable? The alleged questionable substance of the 
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complaint is conflated with its apparent questionable timing, and the writer contradicts herself 

in the process. This contradiction is evidence of a purely rhetorical argument, rather than in any 

way a reasoned one, being mounted here. This is consistent with the literature on tabloid 

journalism’s tendency to conflate opinion and information-oriented journalism (Wahl-

Jorgensen, 2008) and the Murdoch-owned News Limited newspaper group’s partisan tactics 

(Manne, 2011). 

 

 Daily Telegraph: The second opinion piece 6.2.1.2

In the same edition, another Daily Telegraph staff opinion writer, Malcolm Farr (under the 

headline “Not invaders: army are known and trusted friends”) without mentioning the Open 

Letter but clearly pointing to what was said at its press conference, criticises those people 

concerned about the military having a role in the Intervention and demeans their concerns as 

“outraged fretting”. He writes that the army already has a role in remote communities, and that,  

That means little to commentators who have looked through the reaction options and 

quickly punched the button marked ‘Over’. 

These people include Pat Turner, an Aborigine and former senior federal bureaucrat 

who saw something worrying about the fact Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough 

has an army background - and step forward Anglicare chairman Dr Ray Cleary who 

said: “I'm yet to be convinced sending the police or the military into a community to tell 

them to behave is going to solve the problem.” 

The military, as has been made clear, will be there for communications, logistics and 

health services, but Cleary seems to think they will be setting up stockades. (Farr, 2007) 

 

The referential strategies pertaining to how Pat Turner is named in the news report are notable. 

Referential strategies are significant because they affect how people are perceived by readers 

(Richardson, 2007, p. 49). Firstly, calling Turner “an Aborigine” is problematic. This 

nominalising terminology is widely considered by Indigenous Australians to be offensive (e.g. 

Queensland Health, 2011; Flinders University, n.d.). Furthermore, Turner’s reduction to a 

“former senior federal bureaucrat” is noteworthy. Turner was the Chief Executive Officer of 

the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) – the Indigenous representative 
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body – from 1994 to 1998, and Deputy Secretary in the Department of Prime Minister and 

Cabinet 1991-92, among many other very senior public positions. Her legitimacy as a 

spokesperson is being minimised here.  

Dr Ray Cleary’s treatment in the news report is somewhat different. His negative 

representation is achieved via predicational strategies (Richardon, 2007, p. 52), which represent 

values and characteristics, as discussed in chapter 2. Cleary is positioned as at best amusingly, 

perhaps sneeringly, misguided: “step forward” has the tone of presenting an entertainment or an 

oddity. “[W]ho clearly thinks” is a sarcastic rhetorical construction which implies that his 

thoughts are confused. He is also represented as well as over-reacting. His concern about the 

military’s role in the NTER roll-out, as ridiculed by Farr (2007) above, is decontextualised in 

the opinion piece and as a result misrepresented. The sociocultural context to Cleary’s concern 

is that military and police involvement in remote Indigenous communities has a very sad and 

traumatic history and an extremely sensitive legacy in Australia, with the Stolen Generations as 

explained in chapter 2. Examining the discursive practices involved in the opinion piece’s 

production, Farr’s decontextualisation of Cleary’s concern enables that concern to be ridiculed. 

 

 Daily Telegraph: The editorial/leader 6.2.1.3

Also in the Daily Telegraph on June 27 (page 24) is a leader or editorial on the issue of 

Oppositional Voices, which yet again does not explicitly mention the Open Letter but implicitly 

refers to it. Under the headline “What nonsense”, it reads, in total:  

Prime Minister John Howard's strong intervention to tackle the appalling problem of 

child sexual abuse in Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory was never 

going to achieve unanimous endorsement.  

But yesterday the criticism sprang from a somewhat surprising source – from the 

Australian Council of Social Services and from church groups meeting in Canberra to 

oppose the Howard plan on the basis that it was too “hard-line”.  

Asked for their own alternative course of action, the so-called ‘activists’ were obliged 

to concede – they had no plan.  
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So, they have no constructive plan of their own yet they are constrained to attack the 

government's attempt to combat the sickening problem of Aboriginal child abuse. How 

helpful.  

Then the most extraordinary claim – from former ATSIC commissioner Pat Turner who 

said the government plan was a “Trojan Horse” to take over Aboriginal lands. What 

dreadful nonsense. (“What nonsense”, 2007) 

 

As a genre, a newspaper’s editorial or leader is the de facto voice of the newspaper, 

which reflects its organisational values and its editorial stance on issues. A close look at this 

editorial is revealing about The Daily Telegraph’s stance on the NTER and those who criticise 

it. The policy’s target is described forcefully and unequivocally as “appalling” and “sickening”. 

There is no nuance in the newspaper’s line on this. Some critics are described as “somewhat 

surprising”: the descriptor “surprising” conveys the meaning that an expectation has not been 

met. In terms of the literature about journalists’ implicit trust in official sources, as discussed in 

chapter 2, this reads as an official source having not acted as the editorial writer expected. It 

implies that a normative expectation of the Australian Council of Social Services and the 

church groups would be that they support the NTER, which betrays the newspaper’s wilful 

ignorance of why some would oppose the NTER. The adjective “somewhat” mitigates the 

“surprising” aspect, with the meaning conveyed that it is not entirely surprising that these 

critics are unhappy. That is, a judgement is conveyed that their breaching of this norm reflects a 

character flaw in the opinion of the editorial writer. Some criticism of the NTER is 

characterised by the writer as “extraordinary”, implying that it is of a bizarre nature. The writer 

employs sarcastic, rhetorical put-downs to ridicule the concerns, such as “how helpful”, “what 

dreadful nonsense” and “so-called ‘activists’”. Gamson’s (1992) ‘cynical chic’ 

conceptualisation, regarding the discursive denigration of protesters as a way of dismissing 

important topics, is usefully applied here. Putting the label ‘activists’ in inverted commas 

indicates that label as questionable in the writer’s eyes: either that they are not activists – 

perhaps the opposite, e.g. obstructionists – or that being an activist is not a desirable thing to be. 

Furthermore, the juxtaposition of the critics’ apparently bizarre, nonsensical, obstructionist 



192 

concerns with the revelation that they have “no plan of their own” works to undermine the 

critics’ concerns.  

A very important context to this is that at the press conference, the groups had 

foreshadowed that they were about to put a plan together – one that they went on to publish a 

fortnight later on July 10 – but the Telegraph does not mention this anywhere in its coverage on 

this day or subsequent days. It not only does not mention it, but denies its existence, most 

clearly in the news story examined below. 

 

 Daily Telegraph: The news story 6.2.1.4

The Daily Telegraph on June 27 also ran a news story, buried on page 15. This suggests that the 

item was buried because this is very much a page of least importance for news, coming so late 

in the paper. The story actually does mention the Open Letter explicitly. The introductory – and 

therefore key – paragraph says: 

A group of indigenous leaders, churches and other community groups slammed John 

Howard's radical plan to combat rampant sexual abuse in indigenous communities as 

“unworkable” – but have no alternative plan themselves. (Rehn, 2007) 

 

(It is notable that “Indigenous” is written here in lower case. This is a typical style in Australian 

journalism, but one that is widely held as disrespectful amongst Australian Indigenous people.) 

As discussed in chapter 2, an introductory paragraph encapsulates the essence – the most 

important aspects – of a story. Not only does this introductory paragraph repeat the ‘radical’ 

and ‘rampant’ characterisations of the policy and its target problem, as previously examined in 

the Quigley (2007) opinion piece above, but it immediately silences the critics, indeed smothers 

them, by telling us that they have nothing constructive to offer in its place. This echoes, or is 

echoed by, the leader on page 24 (as examined above) and also accords again with the opinion 

piece on page 25 (Quigley, 2007, that the critics “need to shut up”). Crucially, being the intro, it 

positions this alleged lack as central to the story. The news report goes on to say,  
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Yesterday, the former head of the now defunct Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission Pat Turner said the government was “using child sexual abuse as the 

Trojan horse to resume total control of our lands”.  

“What the Prime Minister and his Minister Mal Brough are proposing is, in the view of 

the combined Aboriginal organisations in Alice Springs, is totally unworkable,” she 

said.  

But when asked what the groups' alternative plan was, she replied, “We're working on 

that”. (Rehn, 2007) 

 

“Now defunct” is an interesting way of describing the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission (ATSIC), which requires exploration. ‘Now defunct’ means ‘no longer 

functioning’. As detailed in chapter 2, ATSIC, the national representative body, was abolished 

controversially by the Howard Government in 2004 against widespread and sustained criticism 

by oppositional voices, including very much by ATSIC itself. It is not anyone but the NTER-

generating Howard Government’s responsibility that ATSIC is no longer functioning, although 

“now defunct” has the latent connotation that that lack of function was the responsibility of 

ATSIC.  

“But when asked” in this news report is a construction that does significant ideological 

work in this news report and requires fine-grained unpacking. “But” signifies a shift in focus in 

the news report away from the substance of the criticism to a rebuttal of that criticism. Most 

significantly, that shift is not manifested by another source’s point of view in the news report, 

which is normal reporting practice – that is, that the report would be about giving ‘both sides’ 

of a story, as related by sources. This shift in focus in the news report is manifested by the 

reporter herself: that is, the reporter is editorialising, relaying her own opinion here, which is 

atypical for the news report genre – it is a ‘discursive slip’ that is revealing of the writer’s 

intention (Sleurs and Jacobs, 2005). Indeed is considered to be bad practice in news reporting 

which is by normative definition objective, and would as a matter of course be criticised by 

news editors and other practitioners, and be rewritten by subeditors. Both this shift in focus and 

the implicit editorialising its generation by the reporter entails signifies the reporter’s hostile 

skepticism of the Oppositional Voices claim that the policy is “unworkable”. Rather than put it 
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to a Government representative to undermine it as they might, the reporter undermines it 

herself. Furthermore, of critical importance to note here is that when asked by the reporter (or 

perhaps another reporter present at the news conference, it is not clear) if they had an 

alternative plan to the NTER, Turner is reported as saying, “We’re working on that”. Other 

news reports of the conference make it clear that the group announced they were working on an 

alternative plan (for example, Maiden and Karvelas, 2007). However, Turner’s response is 

represented by both the Daily Telegraph’s news reporter and leader writer (as discussed above) 

as the oppositional voices’ group not having an alternative. This apparent lack of a plan of their 

own is used to undermine the oppositional voices in the news report and in the leader – it is 

used to ridicule and to silence them. However, the groups were in the process of devising a 

plan, which is what Turner was referring to when she said “We’re working on it”. The NTER 

had only been announced five days earlier, so it could be seen as clearly unfair to expect the 

groups to have come up with a plan of their own immediately. This is especially given that the 

NTER was a complete surprise, even to many in Government. It is most definitely unfair to 

represent “We’re working on it” as meaning the group does not have plans for a plan. What 

they are “working on” is not explored by the newspaper, although other media reporting 

suggests that the CAONT made known at the press conference that day that they were planning 

on producing an Alternative Plan within days. Indeed, CAONT issued a press statement a day 

later reiterating this intention.  

 “We’re working on it” meant just that: that the group was working on a plan – the 

Alternative Plan that they produced a fortnight later. When it was produced, The Daily 

Telegraph (as with most of the Australian newspapers) did not report it. 

The four Daily Telegraph articles are taken as a data set, not only because they all 

appeared in the one edition (which is also an atypically large amount of Indigenous affairs 

reporting for The Daily Telegraph), but that they were signified to readers as being a linked set 
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by way of some typical newspaper layout features. A ‘pointer’ is a page-layout feature that is 

placed at the top or the bottom of a news story as an overt signal to the reader that the substance 

of this item is further explored by other items in the newspaper. A pointer is placed by a layout 

subeditor, usually under the direction of a news editor or chief subeditor. A pointer on this 

news story directs readers to the leader (“What nonsense”) and the two opinion pieces (“This is 

no place for the grubby hand of politics” and “Not invading army: known and trusted friends”) 

on page 25. This opinion page, page 25, is opposite the leader page, page 24, in the one spread 

(that is, when the newspaper is open, page 24 is on the left, page 25 on the right). Together they 

create the one, unified, visual display. The ‘Trojan horse’ claim in this news report is 

disparaged scathingly in the leader: “What nonsense”. The claim in this news report that the 

Oppositional Voices “have no plan”” is repeated in the leader: “How helpful”.  

Taken together the four Daily Telegraph articles in the June 27 edition leave the reader 

in no doubt as to what the Daily Telegraph thinks of the Oppositional Voices: that they are 

talking nonsense, have nothing useful to add, and should just “shut up”. In relation to the 

normative theories of the press, it is not a newspaper’s role to diminish oppositional voices. 

This is counter to the press’s Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role. Furthermore, as 

mentioned above, when the Alternative Plan was produced a fortnight later the Daily Telegraph 

did not report on it. The only two newspaper reports in the data set that reported on the 

Alternative Plan are examined below. 

 

6.2.2 The Open Letter in The Age and The Sydney Morning Herald  

On June 26, 2007, Fairfax’s two metropolitan daily newspapers, Melbourne’s The Age and 

Sydney’s The Sydney Morning Herald, reported on the planned delivery of the Open Letter to 

Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough. 
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The Herald's shorter story (568 words) runs on page 5, The Age's is the page 1 lead, 

which goes through three edition changes (with word counts of 1239, 1534 and 1559 

respectively). Most examples from The Age given below are from both the second and third 

editions, unless stated otherwise. 

The page placement is significant, in comparison to the news story in The Daily 

Telegraph (which placed it on page 15). The Age places it on page 1, which is the most 

important and prominent news page in a newspaper; The Sydney Morning Herald places it on 

page 5, which is also considered to be a significant news page too, due to its appearance early 

in the ‘book’ and also that it falls on the right-hand side as the paper is opened. The 

significance being that the right-hand page catches a reader’s eye before the left-hand one. 

The Herald's news story is solely about the Open Letter (its planned delivery being 

“today”), leading with:  

Up to 60 Aboriginal and other community groups from all states and territories will 

today deliver an open letter to the Prime Minister, John Howard, protesting at his plan 

to crack down on child abuse in remote Indigenous communities. (Murdoch and 

Westerman, 2007) 

 

The number (“up to 60”) is vague and a gross undercount of signatories, suggesting that the 

reporter perhaps had not paid close attention to the Open Letter. Although the reporter said “up 

to 60” would “deliver” the Open Letter, it can be assumed the reporter was referring either to 

the Open Letter itself or to a press release about its physical delivery. It is notable that there are 

no press reports or other evidence of a physical delivery of the letter, so an assumption can be 

made that no physical delivery took place. In either scenario regarding the catalyst for this news 

report, the number of signatories to the Open Letter is under-represented. Likewise, the 

summary characterisation of the “plan” fundamentally misrepresents the LCAS findings and 

recommendations, as well as the government’s response, which is a common construction 

across the NTER news reports. These two aspects taken together points to the reporter using a 
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schema to tell the story. This is particularly significant, given that the reporter is highly 

experienced and based in the NT. 

The article contains some of the letter’s content and quotes from three sources: “a 

prominent Aboriginal leader in the Northern Territory” Olga Havnen, “one of the letter’s 

signatories, Anglicare Australia's chief executive, Dr Ray Cleary”, and “Mission Australia’s 

chief executive Toby Hall, [who] said he had decided not to sign the letter”. 

 Therefore, two of the three sources support the Open Letter. The other, dissenting, 

source, is given last say in the article, finishing with, 

“I think it is a little bit early to judge what has been put out there. Obviously, the 

government has said there needs to be more work to get things in place but it is also 

saying it is making a long-term commitment to deal with some issues and I think that is 

a positive.” (Murdoch and Westerman, 2007) 

 

The placement of this source as last in the news story can be seen as both advantageous and 

disadvantageous to that source, in terms of his voice being heard. As he is given the last word 

in the story that can be seen as an advantage to his point of view: the report concludes with his 

assessment that the policy is “positive”. However, this placement can also be seen as a 

disadvantage, in that in the traditional and routine inverted pyramid news-writing structure, the 

most important facts are covered first, then in descending order to the least important. The 

bottom of a news report in an inverted pyramid structure, as discussed in chapter 2, is 

vulnerable to being cut by subeditors or unread by readers who have not read that far. However, 

a school of thought holds that in this era of computerised page layout (as opposed to the 

previous more labour-intensive manual system), that consideration of what may be cut from the 

bottom of a story is almost a redundancy. Subeditors in the computerised newsroom can and do 

neatly and swiftly cut (and add back in as needed) words, phrases or sentences from throughout 

the body of the copy to make the story fit the page for an edition and between edition changes. 

However, that is less likely a practice under time pressure than cutting from the bottom of a 

story. Besides, a source’s placement at the end of the story is still considered a disadvantage in 



198 

that readers may not read that far. In any case, the Fairfax papers on this day give Hall’s 

objection equivalent space to the Open Letter’s signatories. This is an example of the discursive 

practice of ‘balance’ being equated, commonly but wrongly, with equal space.  

As indicated by the overview of the codes of ethics in chapter 2, objectivity and balance 

are considered fundamental journalism-practice ideals. However, in practice, the terms’ 

meanings shift over time, among practitioners and between institutions, and their actual 

practice can be shown to work against their idealised aim. Regarding objectivity, McQuail 

(2005) summarises some of the literature regarding journalists believing neutrality to be a 

crucial standpoint fundamental to their practice, but one that can be seen as contradictory to the 

Fourth Estate role:  

The weight of evidence is that the neutral, informative role is most preferred by 

journalists, and it goes with the importance attached by most journalists to objectivity as 

a core professional value (Lippmann, 1922; Carey, 1969; Janowitz, 1975; Johnstone et 

al., 1976; Roscho, 1975; Phillips, 1977; Schudson, 1978; Tuchman, 1978; 

Hetherington, 1985; Morrison and Tumber, 1988; Weaver and Wilhoit, 1996). 

(McQuail, 2005, p. 285) 

 

In Australia, too, journalists have been found to hold these aspirations dear (Schultz, 1998; 

Deuze, 2002; Josephi, 2011; Hanusch, 2008). This can be seen in turn as conflicting with the 

press-as-watchdog role. McQuail (2005) writes that the concept of objectivity encapsulates the 

qualities that engender public trust in the media – “factual accuracy, lack of bias, separation of 

fact from comment, transparency about sources, and not taking sides” – and outlines that the 

concept is a controversial one, in that “true objectivity is unattainable and it is misleading to 

pretend otherwise” (McQuail, 2005, p. 563). His circumspection is relevant to and borne out by 

this thesis’s analysis, especially so in chapters 4 and 6:  

The requirements of objectivity make it possible for sources to manipulate the news and 

only serve to conceal bias, whether this is intended or unintended. (McQuail, 2005, p. 

563)  
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The journalism discursive practice of ‘objectivity’, criticised as having a tendency to 

work against establishing the facts of a news event, is supported by the argument that it is not a 

journalist’s job to establish the facts of a situation but rather to report on the perceptions of the 

situation and the relative positions of the people involved.  For example, from that perspective 

it could be argued that journalists did not need to represent the facts of the LCAS report which 

triggered the NTER, but that they only needed to report the responses of both the government 

and the Aboriginal communities to it, in line with the ‘balance’ objective. However, this 

chapter’s analysis demonstrates that the Aboriginal communities’ responses were generally not 

reported, contrary to the ‘balance’ objective. The ‘objectivity’ argument that journalists need 

only report the views of the protagonists without establishing the facts can be and has been 

criticised in turn as being insubstantial journalism, or as New York University journalism 

professor Jay Rosen (2009) calls “he said/she said” or “inbox” journalism.  That is, that the 

notion that a journalist only has to represent ‘both sides’ of the story – that is, give a ‘balanced’ 

account – without having to deal with the substance of the story, is flawed.  

The Pew Journalism Research Project’s third core principle of journalism – “Its essence 

is a discipline of verification” – unpacks the nature of objectivity:  

Journalists rely on a professional discipline for verifying information. When the concept 

of objectivity originally evolved, it did not imply that journalists are free of bias. It 

called, rather, for a consistent method of testing information – a transparent approach to 

evidence – precisely so that personal and cultural biases would not undermine the 

accuracy of their work. The method is objective, not the journalist. Seeking out multiple 

witnesses, disclosing as much as possible about sources, or asking various sides for 

comment, all signal such standards. … [But]… While journalism has developed various 

techniques for determining facts, for instance, it has done less to develop a system for 

testing the reliability of journalistic interpretation. [Pew Research Journalism Project 

(a), (n.d)] 

 

This analysis considers this underpinning principle of verification when considering the roles of 

objectivity and balance as discursive practices in the NTER news reports.  
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Source selection is also considered as an intimately related journalism discourse 

practice. In an example of ‘balance’ countering ‘objectivity’, this news report ostensibly gives 

both sides, but affords one dissenting voice the same space as the two supporting voices who 

represent multiple signatories. In the news story, Olga Havnen, an Oppositional Voice, is the 

first source to be quoted, and is quoted at length:  

“It's crazy stuff. I don't think people have thought through the unintentional 

consequences [of the NTER],” said Ms Havnen, the deputy chief executive of the 

Northern Land Council. (Murdoch and Westerman, 2007) 

 

This additional biographical information about Havnen as the deputy chief executive of the 

Northern Land Council can be seen as aiding her legitimation to the reader. She is presented as 

an official, a spokesperson, a representative of her community – in short, someone to be heard, 

to be listened to. This is a positive representation of an Oppositional Voice. This positive 

representation, and there are others in the data set, serves in the analysis to highlight the more 

common less-positive representations of Oppositional Voices. Simon Cottle’s finding from his 

research into alternative media, that it is not resources but organisational values that affect the 

favouring of official over unofficial voices (Cottle, 2000), is productively applied here to 

suggest that the reporters are exercising autonomy (agency) within the structures of their 

newsroom and the organisational values that inform it, to positively represent an Indigenous 

source here. This thesis’s analysis suggests that this is uncommon practice, however, in contrast 

to common, values-revealing discursive practices such as presupposition.  

Both newspapers report that the Open Letter “acknowledges the need for immediate 

action”. The use of the verb “acknowledges” is a presupposition: it presupposes that there is a 

need for immediate action. This can be seen as editorialising: the reporters’ point of view is 

visible here. Instead it could have said “agreed”, which would position the two ‘sides’ of the 

story as agreeing with each other on this point. “Acknowledges” places them in an unequal 

relationship, by implying that the Open Letter’s signatories are conceding something here, 
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rather than simply agreeing with the position that ‘something must be done’ for remote NT 

communities. This is an appeal that the signatories themselves, variously, have vocalised over 

the years but which has up to this point not been heard by Government (and was still not being 

listened to – hence the Open Letter). 

That is where the similarities end. A small but significant cue to the papers’ different 

treatment of the story is indicated by The Age having signatory Ray Cleary “question[ing]” why 

it had taken the Federal Government so long to act, whereas the Herald has him “ask[ing]” the 

same thing. ‘Questioning’ positions Cleary as more overtly suspicious of the NTER, while 

‘asking’ is more benign. The Age's treatment of the story then proceeds in a radically different 

manner to the Herald's in many respects, centred around a speech given by Prime Minister 

John Howard to the conservative forum The Sydney Institute. 

This thesis does not analyse Howard’s speech itself here, despite its very powerful 

representation in the news report, as it does not address the Open Letter or any other opposition 

to the NTER. However, the speech was reported (Schubert, Murdoch and Westerman, 2007) as 

coming “[a]mid a backlash” against the NTER, and “against a backdrop of growing criticism”. 

That backlash and criticism was not given explicit voice in this news report, and is not being 

listened to here, as evidenced by the substance of its criticism being excluded from the report. 

One exception to this is the inclusion of Olga Havnen as a source.  

The two Fairfax newspapers, through their pooled reporters, carried out a fresh 

interview with Havnen, as evidenced in the offering of contextual information “Havnen ... told 

the Herald last night”. The Age carries quotes from the same interview, and offers the 

information that a copy of the Open Letter was “obtained by The Age”. The Fairfax coverage’s 

primary focus, however, is on Howard’s defence of the policy, not on the oppositional voices. 

This reflects the literature discussed in chapter 2 that shows journalists favour official over 

unofficial sources (although I reconceptualise these Indigenous sources as ‘oppositional’ rather 
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than ‘unofficial’), and the literature that shows that news reports usually adopt the position of 

the powerful. The headline, subheading and first four paragraphs of The Age story (Schubert, 

Murdoch and Westerman, 2007) is about Howard's speech (although the subhead mentions 

“[a]mid a backlash”). Paragraphs 5 to 7 are about the contents of and signatories to the Open 

Letter. However, paragraph 8 then returns to the Howard speech saying,  

In his speech... he tackled head-on the mounting criticisms of his radical plan to seize 

sweeping control over the lives of remote Aborigines. (Schubert, Murdoch and 

Westerman, 2007) 

 

Positioning Howard’s defence of his plan directly after a brief précis of objections from “about 

60 Aboriginal, church and community groups from across the nation” serves to immediately 

counter their criticisms. Furthermore, the reduction of the signatories count to “about 60” 

minimises the size of the opposition and again points to the reporters not having read the letter 

closely. Two reporters wrote the Sydney Morning Herald story (Murdoch and Westerman, 

2007). A third was added to the byline for this Fairfax stablemate The Age story (Schubert, 

Murdoch and Westerman, 2007). The “about 60” descriptor appears in both mastheads’ news 

stories, which reinforces the lack of attention paid to the number of signatories, given that two 

different subediting teams would have work on the stories. The number of signatories was not 

checked. 

Howard’s counter-argument against critics of the NTER, embodied in the speech, is 

represented as a “passionate”, “emotion-laden” one that “slap[s] down accusations of racism, 

undue haste and paternalism” (Schubert, Murdoch and Westerman, 2007). This strongly 

positive representation is evidence of an editorial bias towards the PM's view over the 

oppositional voices’ perspective. The news report then proceeds with a bit of detail about the 

NTER, before returning to the oppositional voices in paragraphs 14 to 18, with a transitional 

half-sentence in paragraph 13 saying “representatives of the organisations behind the open 

letter to Mr Brough were preparing to descend on Canberra”. (It is notable that the first edition 
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said “will descend on Canberra today”, denoting confusion on the reporters’ part as to when the 

representatives were planning to show up.) 

The use of the verb ‘descend on’ is interesting: it could mean from the north – the 

Northern Territory – to the south, as Canberra is in the south-east of the country; or it could 

mean imply uninvited. This verb is used elsewhere in the NTER reports, as analysed in chapter 

7, when referring to an Indigenous delegation coming from the Garma Festival to Canberra in 

the last-ditch attempt to halt the legislation. It is notable in its repetition. The treatment of the 

delegation in that latter case, which was very much as being uninvited, suggests that it is that 

subtext the ‘descend upon’ refers to. This is interesting when considering the democratic 

process: there appears to be a subtextual judgement that the more socially acceptable course of 

action would be if the oppositional voices waited to be invited to put their view to Government. 

The first full paragraph about the oppositional voices reads,  

Apart from urging Mr Howard to start consulting with indigenous people, the groups 

insist that a long-term plan that strengthens families and communities and addresses 

underlying causes of the abuse – such as unemployment, overcrowding and poor 

education – is vital to success. (Schubert, Murdoch and Westerman, 2007) 

 

Again, the lower case ‘indigenous’ is in evidence, a style that is not seen favourably by many 

Indigenous Australians. It is noteworthy that ‘insist’ is also used here, which is an action-

oriented verb that signifies the urgent nature of their call for the long-term plan. This is a 

positive representation of the oppositional voices. However, this paragraph also says that the 

groups are urging Howard to “start consulting with [I]ndigenous people”. This contradicts the 

introductory paragraph – the key paragraph for any news story, as mentioned before – which, in 

a paraphrase of Howard's speech reported that there was a need for “urgent action, not more 

consultation”. This had presupposed that there had already been consultation. There is a 

contradiction here between the two viewpoints – the Prime Minister’s and the oppositional 

voices’ – regarding the amount of consultation that been involved in the process of policy 
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formulation. This crucial contradiction – so central to the debate, central to the LCAS 

recommendations and so fundamental to the oppositional voices’ case – is not explored in the 

news report. The press underperforms its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role in this 

regard. 

 

6.2.3 The Open Letter as absence in The Courier-Mail 

The last section discussed the representation of the Open Letter in the news reports from The 

Daily Telegraph, The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age, and found evidence of discursive 

favouring of the Prime Minister’s perspective over the oppositional voices’ one. This section 

discusses the phenomenon mentioned in the introduction, of the ‘absence’ of the Open Letter in 

many news reports that mention the press conference but do not overtly mention the Open 

Letter. An examination of the discursive practices involved finds this to be to the 

representational detriment of the oppositional voices. The exemplar discussed is from 

Brisbane’s News Ltd paper The Courier-Mail, on June 27. Under the headline “Premier joins in 

fight” (Madigan and Odgers, 2007), the paper runs a 397-word story on page 5 about how 

Queensland was to send 10 police officers “to fight sex abuse in Northern Territory Indigenous 

communities”, and how, 

Mr Howard has remained steadfast despite a barrage of criticism, including from a 

group representing over 100 Indigenous communities, churches and community leaders 

which criticised the approach as relying on “top down, punitive measures”.  (Madigan 

and Odgers, 2007) 

 

Although the number of signatories to the letter reported is now “over 100”, the tally is still 

imprecise, again pointing to differentials in journalists’ attention to the letter. Howard’s 

representation as “steadfast” is an echo of his stoic characterisation in the Fairfax newspapers 

the day before. This is significant in that these two newspapers from two different stables (The 

Courier-Mail is News Ltd) both present the Prime Minister as resolute and determined. The 

next paragraph introduces Pat Turner and her ‘Trojan horse’ claim:  
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“This Government is using child sexual abuse as the Trojan horse to regain control over 

our lands,” said Pat Turner, who represents combined Aboriginal communities in Alice 

Springs. (Madigan and Odgers, 2007) 

 

This misrepresents the Combined Aboriginal Organisations of the Northern Territory 

(CAONT) as simply representing communities in Alice Springs. (Although Turner had given 

the location of the CAONT as Alice Springs, as reported in Rehn (2007), this has been 

misreported here as CAONT representing communities only in Alice Springs, which 

diminishes its authority as a representative body of Aboriginal communities affected by the 

NTER across the NT.) It also does not actually mention the Open Letter. 

The piece, which goes on to further represent the Prime Minister as steadfast by 

reporting that Howard “refused to take a backward step”, ends with a supportive quote from 

then Federal Opposition leader Kevin Rudd: 

“I can’t think of anything worse than the sexual and physical abuse of vulnerable, tiny 

children.” (Madigan and Odgers, 2007) 

 

Here is another example, as discussed in chapter 2, of the spectre of child abuse being a 

unifying community concern that cannot be argued with, due to its status as the ultimate taboo. 

It is a rhetorical device that has the effect, and perhaps the intent, of silencing critics. It can be 

understood as hegemonic in that respect. That is likely to have been a factor (along with 

sociocultural racism and journalism’s discursive practices of favouring official sources over 

unofficial sources) in the lack of reporting about the Alternative Plan when it was produced. 

The next section discusses the meagre but nevertheless analytically very significant 

representation of the Alternative Plan in the data set. 

 

 ‘The Alternative Plan’ in the news reports 6.3

When the Alternative Plan was produced, it received virtually no coverage by 

Australia’s metropolitcan newspapers. It was the subject of only two newspaper reports. The 

press statement announcing the CAONT’s forthcoming preliminary response, the Alternative 
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Plan, was released on June 27 (Maiden and Karvelas, 2007). The Alternative Plan was 

launched on July 10, in Alice Springs, when the CAONT published A proposed Emergency 

Response and Development Plan to protect Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory: a 

preliminary response to the Australian Government’s proposals (CAONT, 2007). CAONT 

represented 40 Aboriginal organisations in Darwin, Alice Springs, Tennant Creek and 

Katherine. It developed the plan with “community sector organisations from across the 

country” (CAONT, 2007, p. 3). 

Olga Havnen was interviewed on the evening of the Alternative Plan’s launch, July 10, 

on ABC television’s The 7.30 Report current affairs program (Moore, 2007). This program, as 

has been argued in chapter 4, is a very important and well-regarded Australian current affairs 

progam. Although commercial television news and current affairs programs attract a much 

larger audience, 70 per cent of viewers rate the federally funded ABC as more balanced than 

the commercial channels (Brand and Pearson, 2001, p. 67). The 7.30 Report (now simply called 

7.30) was and is considered to be “the ABC’s flagship current affairs programme” (Hartley, 

2008, p. 687) and essential viewing for anyone seriously interested in politics and current 

affairs (Turner, 1996). This includes, of course, journalists. It is unthinkable that no one of 

editorial seniority in Australian newspapers would have watched the program and seen the 

interview with Havnen on July 10. This assertion is further supported by the research literature 

that identifies the pervasive practice of journalists obsessively monitoring other news media as 

detailed in chapter 2, and the research findings, including in this thesis, revealing a great degree 

of inter-institutional news coherence (Schudson, 2003). Despite this, the Alternative Plan went 

virtually unreported by the newspapers the next day. This points to newsrooms being 

disinterested in NT Indigenous opinion about the NTER and adds to the body of literature 

demonstrating Australian mainstream media’s disregard for Indigenous affairs other than when 

reporting the government line. In short, the Alternative Plan,  
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[P]uts forward a set of practical immediate measures and long-term reform proposals to 

address the problem. These draw upon the experience of Aboriginal communities and 

service providers on the ground, and some of the many reports detailing problems in 

Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory and elsewhere, including the Little 

Children Are Sacred report ... (CAONT, 2007, p. 7.) 

 

The Alternative Plan, a 30-page document, agreed with and engaged with the need for an 

intervention to protect children in NT Aboriginal communities and proposed a two-stage 

response (CAONT, 2007, p. 3): Firstly, “An emergency response over the next 3-6 months on 

which agreement can be reached quickly between Governments and community leaders”, and 

secondly,  

A more comprehensive and costed... [plan] that addresses the underlying issues within 

specific timeframes... This plan should be developed and negotiated under a partnership 

approach with the targeted communities...  

… 

The response must be informed and led by local Aboriginal communities. It is only by 

strengthening the capacity of families and communities to protect and nurture children 

that the problems will be resolved. Aboriginal ownership and control of land and access 

to communities are important in this regard. (CAONT, 2007, p. 3) 

 

The Alternative Plan referred the government back to the recommendations of the LCAS report 

(Anderson and Wild, 2007), as well as suggesting 68 “Proposed actions”. The Alternative Plan, 

when published, was the subject of only two newspaper reports, one each in the Fairfax 

newspapers The Sydney Morning Herald and Melbourne’s The Age. This suggests that the 

Alternative Plan as an expression of Aboriginal public opinion was largely denied access to the 

mainstream press as ‘public sphere’. This is consistent with previous research findings about 

Indigenous access to the mainstream news media, for example, Meadows’ (2001) finding that 

the historic Mabo native title High Court decision in 1992 was not reported by the commercial 

broadcasters. In order to examine the nature of this access when it was permitted, this next 

section analyses The Age’s news report, before moving on to The Sydney Morning Herald’s. 
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6.3.1 The Alternative Plan in The Age newspaper 

The Age (in a 558-word report ‘buried’ on page 8 of the July 11 edition) reported on the 

Alternative Plan’s launch with the headline “Aboriginal group lashes PM’s plan”, and the 

subhead “Land and permit measures under fire in report”. An analysis of the first two 

paragraphs individually and together yields rich findings. The intro or lead paragraph of the 

news report reads: 

The Combined Aboriginal Organisations of the Northern Territory group has blasted 

key parts of the Federal Government’s intervention plans to protect children. (Grattan, 

2007) 

 

The second paragraph of the news report reads: 

But Prime Minister John Howard says the offers of support from the general 

community are overwhelming. (Grattan, 2007) 

 

This section unpacks these first two paragraphs, in terms of their representation of the 

NTER policy, the government, the Alternative Plan, the Oppositional Voices and the 

journalistic voice. The ‘othering’ of the oppositional voices from both the general community 

and from the offers of support is central. 

The NTER policy is represented as “to protect children” and the recipient of 

“overwhelming” support from the “general community”. This is reinforced later on in the 

report when the results of a Newspoll public opinion poll are reported as showing “more than 6 

in 10 Australians approve of the [NTER] Intervention”. The NTER policy is therefore 

represented in a positive light. 

Regarding the government’s representation, in the second paragraph the Prime Minister 

is given immediate rebuttal: in the structure of the news report, he is allowed immediately to 

rebut the criticism of the NTER levelled by the authors of the Alternative Plan. The rebuttal is 

introduced with the first word in the second paragraph, ‘But’, a discursive practice which 

overtly signifies to the reader a shift in perspective from the criticism to its rebuttal. This can be 

seen as the reporter editorialising, that is, introducing their opinion into a news report. This is a 
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discursive slip in the news-report genre, as news reports are supposed to be purely factual. 

Furthermore, to begin a paragraph with ‘But’ is wrong grammatically and considered to be bad 

journalism practice, except in limited circumstances when a deliberate emphasis is sought to be 

made, as discussed in chapter 2 (Sheridan-Burns, 2013, p. 122). The rebuttal itself is 

asymmetrical. The substance of the Prime Minister’s rebuttal – “overwhelming” public support 

– does not address the substance of the criticism: that the policy is fundamentally flawed. 

Within an extensive body of CDA work on political interviews, Craig (2010) calls for a rethink 

of the news media interview. He argues that common frustrations with the intransigence of 

politicians and complaints about problematic journalistic practice could be recast by an 

acceptance of the agonistic nature of what is really a communicative contest in accord with the 

democratic process (see also Craig, 2008). The implication would be that a finding such as this, 

of asymmetrical rebuttal – of a politician dodging the question (Lieberman, 2004) in effect – is 

not surprising. Nonetheless, I argue that this finding is important because the asymmetry is 

demonstrated to be the result of an objectivity-oriented balance-seeking journalistic discursive 

practice. An appearance of balance is given by referencing both sides of the argument. This 

appearance of balance allows the Prime Minister to ‘win’ the argument without addressing it. 

This asymmetry – in that the two sources, the oppositional voices and the Prime Minister, are 

not addressing the same issue – serves to deny balance and obscures the lack of objectivity 

afforded the subject matter. 

 Regarding the plan’s representation in the news report, there is no indication of its 

comprehensiveness. Its content is not detailed. The news report, however, does report that the 

CAONT has concerns, contained in the Alternative Plan, that “the dismantling of the permit 

system... would make it easier for ‘grog runners’ [alcohol peddlers] and shonky [dodgy] art 

dealers”. (The explanations in square brackets are to clarify some Australian English terms for 

those not familiar with them.) Indigenous art is a lucrative market and an important source of 
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income for many remote communities. Protecting Indigenous artists from being ripped off by 

unscrupulous art dealers is an ongoing battle. Similarly, it is an ongoing battle to keep alcohol 

out of the predominantly ‘dry’ communities. Two targets of the NTER were alcohol abuse and 

welfare dependency, so these concerns of CAONT’s are very much pertinent to the NTER 

policy and its debate.  As has been argued in chapter 2, it is ‘good’ journalism practice to ‘join 

the dots’ that is, make connections between aspects of a story. These crucial connections 

between the aims and flaws of the NTER policy and the concerns and solutions detailed in the 

Alternative Plan are not made in the news report. The news report does mention other concerns, 

however:  

The [CAONT] report warns that if the government’s emergency measures are 

implemented without community consent and ownership, there is a risk that problems 

such as alcohol addiction “will be driven underground and that initiatives to help 

prevent child sexual abuse and family violence will be resisted”. (Grattan, 2007)  

 

Again, although the news report mentions these concerns of the CAONT, the Prime Minister 

does not address them in the news report. The Prime Minister is allowed in the news report 

(enabled by the journalistic discursive practice of seeking comment) to deflect these concerns 

by his discursive practice of asymmetrical rebuttal: he deflects the criticism by invoking an 

irrelevant claim of public support for the policy. (As quoted above: But Prime Minister John 

Howard says the offers of support from the general community are overwhelming.) 

Furthermore, it is notable these “offers of support from the general community” were the 

substance of the Open Letter, published two weeks previously. It is as if the Open Letter and 

the Alternative Plan are being played off against one another along this ‘discourse chain’ 

(Fairclough, 1992). This ‘othering’ of the oppositional voices from the general community is 

prevalent throughout the NTER news reports, as exemplified by the next example. 

Regarding the oppositional voices’ representation in the news report, the CAONT is 

represented as “blasting” the government’s plans, and is – via the Prime Minister’s immediate 



211 

rebuttal – implicated as being other than or not part of and out of step with “the general 

community”. Olga Havnen, “[a] co-ordinator for the group” – a description which downplays 

her authority by not alluding to her extensive involvement in politics and policymaking – is 

quoted as saying,  

[T]he Government’s approach “is not sustainable or effective. It doesn’t show a 

commitment to the long term.” What was needed was a well-thought-out, costed plan 

with a timetable,” she said. (Grattan, 2007) 

 

Havnen’s contribution to the news report ends there and the CAONT’s Alternative Plan is not 

given any more oxygen. Instead, its message is diluted. In an example of intertextuality, the 

news report moves on to the NTER policy coming “under fire” from “veteran Aboriginal leader 

Pat Dodson, who told the ABC...” that removing abusers from communities could be 

counterproductive. This dilution is enabled by the discursive practice of conflation. These are 

two different oppositional voices talking about two quite different aspects to the NTER. 

Dodson’s contribution is a separate issue to the Alternative Plan. Regarding the sociocultural 

context, Dodson – although a prominent and widely respected Indigenous leader – is not a 

member of CAONT, because he is not from nor resident in the NT. The Alternative Plan has 

been pushed aside in the news report by the introduction of information from another media 

outlet’s interview with a different and differently focused oppositional voice talking about a 

very much hypothetical effect of the policy. The two oppositional voices – that of the CAONT 

and that of Pat Dodson – although talking about two different things are given sequential and 

equal coverage. What they have to say is diluted by that conflation. This discursive practice 

points perhaps to the Fairfax newspapers’ disinterest in Aboriginal affairs, as related to Waller 

(2013) by Indigenous affair reporter Lindsay Murdoch: 

“…[W]e’re not interested in chasing all that sort of in and outs of black politics or even 

… any politics in the Northern Territory” (Lindsay Murdoch, journalist, Fairfax Media) 

(Waller, 2013, p. 17) 
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The news report, however, does identify the following crucial commonality between the two 

Indigenous sources:  

The organisation’s [CAONT] report and Mr Dodson both stressed the importance of 

dialogue and working with communities as well as the need for more resources. 

(Grattan, 2007)  

 

However, again, immediately after this representation of what is the central concern of not only 

the Alternative Plan but also the LCAS report, the Prime Minister is allowed instant – and 

again, asymmetrical – rebuttal, again introduced by the discursively perspective-shifting ‘But’: 

But Mr Howard said yesterday: “We are very satisfied with the progress that is being 

made.” (Grattan, 2007)  

 

In the news report, the Prime Minister John Howard does not answer the criticism from 

the oppositional voices about the manner of the policy’s implementation and resourcing. This 

central concern is voiced, but not listened to. The oppositional voices are diluted, then 

smothered. Furthermore, the Prime Minister’s stance is then immediately legitimated in the 

news report by the discursive practice of using statistics as illustration: 

The government’s determination was receiving widespread support. Newspoll 

yesterday showed that more than six in 10 Australians approve of the intervention. 

(Grattan, 2007)  

 

Again, the “determined” Government is represented as action-oriented and committed, this 

time via the reporting of a poll. This poll’s reporting lacks several nuances, which are relevant 

regarding the lack of scrutiny afforded it in the news report. This has implications for the 

rhetorical work the poll’s reporting does in supporting the government’s agenda. The news 

report does not say whether the poll has polled – discretely or at all – Indigenous Australians, 

let alone those in the NT; it does not include the questions that were asked of respondents for 

readers to gauge what “approve” means; and that it fails to foreground that nearly 40 per cent of 

Australians polled do not approve of the NTER. Looking at the sociocultural context to this 

poll, 16-17 per cent of those polled answered “don’t know” to the question (Saulwick and 
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Muller, 2007), which implies that they did not feel they had enough information about the 

NTER upon which to form an opinion. The large number of “Don’t Know” replies would point 

to the NTER policy being under-discussed in the public sphere. Furthermore, the discursive 

practice of including in the news report this poll, which was commissioned by a rival media 

company, News Ltd, is further evidence of the collusion between the journalistic and Prime 

Ministerial discursive practices. The poll’s inclusion directly supports the Prime Minister in the 

news report. It also points to interinstitutional news consensus, in that the two stables in 

Australia’s essentially duopolistic newspaper industry drew on the same poll in the same way: 

to represent it as indicating unequivocal public support for the NTER. This representation in the 

news report of consensus on the NTER is undermined by a more nuanced reading of the poll. 

The journalistic voice in the news report serves as a consistent cohesive bind to the 

narrative. For example, in the militaristic language employed: The CAONT “has blasted” key 

parts of the NTER; Dodson is a “veteran” from whom the NTER comes “under fire”. For 

example, in the portrayal of the policy and the government’s action as mandated and decisive: 

the government receives “overwhelming” “offers of support” from the “general community”, 

the government’s “determination” was “receiving widespread support”, and it “would go ahead 

with its tougher measures.” The haste of the policy’s implementation was defended in terms of 

actions versus bureaucratic inaction: 

Mr Howard said that getting the intervention plan into action was not being delayed by 

the complexities of drafting legislation... (Grattan, 2007) 

 

The journalistic voice, whether it is independently produced or utilising paraphrasing and 

indirect quotes, echoes the prime ministerial voice. The journalistic discursive practice of 

enabling the Prime Minister’s immediate rebuttal – at two points in the news report – with the 

linking phrases of “But” and “However” disguises the asymmetrical nature of the rebuttals. 

“But” and “However” suggest that what is to follow addresses that preceding in the news 
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report. In this news report, it does not. The Prime Minister’s discursive practice of offering 

rebuttals that do not rebut the criticism raised, but instead co-opt generalised widespread 

support from a nebulous ‘elsewhere’ in the NTER discourse, is enabled by these journalistic 

discursive practices. This can be difficult to point out in a newspaper report. There are 

discursive cues available to the reporter to let the reader know that a question has been avoided, 

for example, that the source “would not be drawn on” an issue, or that they “sidestepped” an 

issue. These cues are rarely evident in the NTER data set, perhaps for fear that to use them 

might bring into question a reporter’s objectivity, that to use them could be seen as 

‘editorialising’ rather than simply reporting what the protagonists said. This dilemma is seen 

more starkly in broadcast interviews. Lieberman (2004), in examining the transcripts of 50 

political broadcast interviews on US television concludes that, 

[S]harp questioning is unusual, raising the larger question of what the audience takes 

away when journalism appears to be little more than disguised public relations. 

(Lieberman, 2004, p. 44) 

 

When interviewees “practice evasion”, Lieberman asks, “Does the public see through polished 

answers and the platitudinous comments?” (2004, p. 44). While it may be impossible to answer 

that question regarding the viewing public’s processing of a broadcast interview, the reading 

public can be alerted to this practice in a print media report of an interview, simply by a 

journalistic practice of laying bare the mechanism of this “orchestrated dance where nobody 

gets at the truth” (CBS correspondent Steven Hartman, quoted in Lieberman 2004, p. 40). 

Without such a mechanism to alert readers, there is, to extend and conceptualise van Dijk’s 

terminology, collusion in tone between the official source and the reporter (van Dijk, 1993) 

which serves to silence, exclude and misrepresent Oppositional Voices to the NTER policy. 

These can be seen as discursive practices of ‘not listening’.  
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 Listening 6.3.1.1

The discursive practices enabling voice, listening and silencing – concepts which relate to the 

normative theoretical perspective detailed in chapter 2 – are interlinked. ‘Voice’ is 

straightforward: in this thesis, it refers to the question of who is selected to be a source in news 

reports. ‘Listening’ refers to the conscious act of not only hearing but understanding what it is 

that is being said, and ‘silencing’ refers to the discursive practices that disallow voice and 

preclude listening. Regarding journalistic ethics codes as normative theory, in relation to voice, 

the Poynter Institute for Media Studies’ “principles for the ethical behaviour of journalists”, 

under the subheading “Seek truth and report it as fully as possible”, exhorts journalists to, 

Be honest, fair and courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting accurate 

information. Give voice to the voiceless. Hold the powerful accountable. [Furthermore, 

under the subheading “Act independently:] Seek out and disseminate competing 

perspectives without being unduly influenced by those who would use their power or 

position counter to the public interest. (quoted in Ludwig and Gilmore, 2005, p. 229) 

 

The discussion around whose voice is heard can be and has been extended to explore the issue 

and concept of ‘listening’ (Dreher, 2009; Bickford, 1996). Listening puts the onus on the 

powerful to truly hear what the marginalised are saying: 

[I]f oppression happens partly through not hearing certain kinds of expressions from 

certain kinds of people – then perhaps the reverse is true as well: a particular kind of 

listening can serve to break up linguistic conventions and create a public realm where a 

plurality of voices... can be heard...  (Bickford, 1996, p. 129, as cited in Dreher, 2009, p. 

445)  

 

The significance of this for this thesis is that newspapers are powerful and who they are 

listening to or not listening to is important. This concept of listening can be applied 

productively to “consider the ways in which conventions of media and public debate serve to 

silence or to mute a whole array of differences” (Dreher, 2009, p. 445). This concept of 

listening is applied in the analysis here to consider how the conventions of journalists’ and the 

ministers’ discursive practices may be an obstacle to listening, and whether they are an act of 

‘not-listening’, which can in turn be a form of silencing. Unpacking the discursive practices 



216 

that enable silencing is important. The liberal thinker John Stuart Mill argued in 1869 that it is 

intrinsic to the notion of the liberty of the press: 

The peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the 

human race, posterity as well as the existing generation, those who dissent from the 

opinion even more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of 

the opportunity of exchanging error for truth; if wrong, they lose what is almost as great 

a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth, produced by its 

collision with error. (Mill, 1869, quoted in McQuail, 2005, p. 169) 

 

Similar journalistic discursive practices are evident in the only other news report of the 

Alternative Plan, in Fairfax stablemate The Sydney Morning Herald. 

 

6.3.2 The Alternative Plan in The Sydney Morning Herald 

In The Sydney Morning Herald’s report on July 11 of the Alternative Plan (Peatling, 2007a), no 

Government minister is called to account. The reporter does not put the oppositional voices’ 

concerns to an official for comment. 

The news report is a straightforward account of the plan’s existence, creators and 

impetus. The report, like The Age’s one, does not detail the plan’s content, but provides a brief, 

broad overview of its areas of concern: consultation, engagement with existing structures and 

services, the need for not only an emergency plan but a five-year development plan “for health, 

education, employment, housing and rehabilitation for people struggling with drugs and 

alcohol”. None of the individuals speaking at the press conference announcing the plan are 

mentioned by name. All quotes were attributed to the “alliance” or “coalition”. There are three 

quotes, all coming directly from the plan, and one assertion or paraphrase. The three quotes can 

be found verbatim in the report in order on pages 29, then 3, then 9, suggesting perhaps that the 

reporter read though the 30 pages. (However, they may have come from the press release, but I 

have been unable to track it down.) The one paraphrased assertion – that “The alliance... has 

called the plan a land grab disguised as concern for children’s wellbeing” – appears to have 
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come from a press conference previous to this one in the discourse chain: it is a reference to Pat 

Turner’s words on the publication of the Open Letter (about the NTER being a land-grab 

“Trojan horse”). The news report leads with the permit issue: 

There is no reason to believe scrapping the permit system of entry to Indigenous land 

will lower the rate of child abuse, a coalition of Northern Territory groups has told the 

Federal Government. (Peatling, 2007a) 

 

However, the Alternative Plan goes much further on this point than this: the Alternative Plan 

argues that to scrap the permit system would make children in communities more vulnerable to 

abuse, in that it would give access to “grog runners and unscrupulous dealers who target remote 

communities” (CAONT, 2007, p. 30). The Alternative Plan points out that the LCAS report that 

triggered the NTER made no mention of the permit system, and it details how the existing 

permit system already does allow police and media free access to Aboriginal lands. The 

sociocultural context here is that the government was arguing that the permit system denied 

access to police and media, whose presence would help ensure children’s safety. The news 

report ends with a supporting intertextual reference:  

Last week a former Liberal Aboriginal affairs minister, Fred Chaney, voiced views 

similar to the alliance’s, warning that “villains” would look for opportunities to enter 

communities. (Peatling, July 11, 2007) 

 

The CAONT’s concerns are legitimated here by the inclusion in the news report of an official, 

mainstream Oppositional Voice, who was a minister in a Liberal Party government, therefore 

politically aligned with the Howard Government, although critical of this policy. His inclusion 

by the reporter can be seen as a discursive practice supportive to the CAONT, particularly as 

Chaney spoke out “last week” and is being revived and heard again now, contrary to the 

immediacy and newness of the routine ‘newsworthiness’ news-values test. However, the 

CAONT’s concerns are not put in the news report to a current official such as the Minister for 

Indigenous Affairs for his comment.  
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That concludes the Australian newspapers’ coverage of the CAONT’s Alternative Plan, 

which was the product of a comprehensive deliberative process and an embodiment of NT 

Indigenous public opinion about the NTER. The Alternative Plan did make two other opaque 

appearances in the data set, however. The Australian, as mentioned above, foreshadowed the 

plan in a June 28 news report (Maiden and Karvelas, 2007), following a media statement issued 

by CAONT the day before; its ignoring of the plan upon its publication is very interesting, 

given The Australian’s overwhelming attention to the NTER in general, including campaigning 

for it in the first place (McCallum and Waller, 2013; McCallum and Reid, 2012). The 

implication of that is that The Australian was perhaps not interested in what NT Aboriginal 

people had to say about the NTER. The Aboriginal group CAONT gets a mention in The 

Adelaide Advertiser the day after the plan’s publication, in the final paragraph of a report on 

July 11 about how well the intervention policy was going. However, the newspaper report does 

not mention the Alternative Plan itself.  

 

 Aboriginal opposition denied press access  6.4

The valuing of Indigenous stories as legitimate and worthy of attention is a crucial form of 

recognition and central to social wellbeing and political participation (Couldry, 2010). This 

chapter examined Australian metropolitan newspapers’ representation of the publication of an 

Open Letter and of an Alternative Plan. They are two expressions of NT Aboriginal 

communities and their supporters in the wider social justice community ‘talking back’ to the 

NTER. This chapter concludes that the exemplars from The Daily Telegraph, The Age, The 

Sydney Morning Herald and The Courier-Mail demonstrate that many discursive practices 

employed to produce the newspaper reports served to silence, exclude and misrepresent the 

oppositional voices. This analysis adds new knowledge regarding the literature on the concepts 

of voice, listening and silencing. For example, there is clear evidence of NT Indigenous 
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collective perspectives – as expressed in these publicly published documents arising from 

deliberative processes – being undermined. These two expressions of concerted, substantial and 

unified Indigenous public sphere activities were largely ignored, and oppositional voices’ 

concerns were ridiculed and silenced. 

This outcome was in part arrived at when the journalists’ routine discursive practices 

aligned with the Prime Minister’s discursive practices, which produced a collusion in tone in 

the news reports. This chapter offers the conceptualisation of asymmetrical rebuttal as an 

insight into the potential for this collusion and as a signal that an oppositional voice is not being 

listened to. This chapter also argues that the identified journalistic discursive practice of 

‘unattributed paraphrasing’ needs to be revisited to mitigate its detrimental effect on the goal of 

objective reporting. 

This conclusion also argues for the utility of exploring edition changes of print 

newspapers for excavating editorial decision-making moments and concerns (which is explored 

further in chapter 7). It points to the need for further development of a methodology to capture 

such editorial decision-making moments in the online newspaper domain, building on the work 

of Kautsky and Widholm (2008) and others. 

There were two critical sources quoted in the Fairfax reports about the Open Letter – 

Havnen and Cleary; the other sources were pro-NTER as it stood. Therefore, it is concluded 

that the Fairfax coverage was in favour of the NTER and did not adequately represent the 

oppositional voices. The reports represented Prime Minister John Howard as being on a 

heartfelt, decisive and popular crusade to save the children. Furthermore, the reports obscured 

the non-Indigenous miners’ role both in the NTER’s cause (the child sexual abuse recounted in 

LCAS) and the mining industry’s interest in the NTER’s implementation (as mentioned, and 

then deleted, in one of the news reports across edition changes). However, the Fairfax papers 

were fairer than News Ltd’s, as demonstrated in the analysis. For example, The Daily 
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Telegraph was overtly hostile to and blatantly misrepresentative of the oppositional voices, and 

The Courier-Mail did not include actual mention of the Open Letter in its report. 

This chapter focuses on the particular workings of discursive collusion, first identified 

in chapter 4. Discursive collusion is conceptualised to encapsulate the cumulative effect of 

journalistic discursive practices that enable the simultaneous silencing of oppositional voices 

and the support of official sources. This conclusion offers in mitigation a theoretical 

contribution: to recast oppositional voices in the Indigenous affairs arena as official sources.  

It is noteworthy that the literature, from Sigal (1973) onwards, refers to journalists’ 

favouring official over unofficial sources, whereas this thesis refers to official and oppositional 

sources. The ‘unofficial sources’ conceptualisation referred to in the literature does not 

adequately capture the oppositional sources referred to here. ‘Unofficial sources’ in the 

literature refers to sources outside of the government, bureaucracy and state agencies. However, 

the oppositional sources identified in this thesis are ‘official’ sources from an Australian 

Indigenous perspective, in that they are spokespeople of a colonised minority which never 

ceded sovereignty. However, they are treated discursively by journalists and ministers as if they 

are unofficial sources, as evidenced by the attention they are afforded and the legitimacy they 

are granted in the news reports. The next chapter will demonstrate that this is mirrored also in 

the treatment by the ministers and by the press in the news reports, of a delegation of 

Aboriginal leaders from the Northern Territory. This is explored primarily through the analysis 

of edition changes. 
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Chapter 7 The Delegation 

 

 Community leaders ‘descend on’ Canberra 7.1

This chapter presents the analysis of the fourth moment explored in this study, what is referred 

to here as ‘The Delegation’. Just before the NTER legislation was tabled in parliament on 

August 7, 2007, a delegation of some 50 Aboriginal leaders representing NT communities 

travelled to the Australian capital, Canberra, to try to meet with Government ministers in a final 

attempt to delay the legislation to allow time for consultation with the communities affected. 

The delegation included “the father of reconciliation Pat Dodson” (Murdoch, 2007e), “former 

NT Labor MP John Ah Kit” (Gartrell, 2007b), “former ATSIC chief executive Pat Turner”, 

“Arnhem Land elders and the leaders of the Northern and Central Land Councils” (Karvelas 

and Wilson, 2007). 

This chapter explores how this delegation was represented at the time in Australia’s 

mainstream newspapers (and in intertextually-related broadcast media) and what journalistic 

practices enabled this representation. This chapter finds that the NT leaders’ delegation was 

denied legitimacy by Government officials and at times, through its discursive practices, by 

press. This analysis points to how a more reflective journalistic practice would provide a fairer 

representation. Overall, this chapter demonstrates that some routine news-editing practices can, 

if not applied diligently and reflexively, run counter to the Fourth Estate role. This thesis argues 

that the demise of the subeditor’s role has implications for the Fourth Estate role. However, 

subeditors’ are socially situated and subject to the same pressures and contstraints as their 

newsroom colleagues. Good subediting practice dictates that the sense of a story should not be 

changed when a story is edited. That is not followed in the cases presented in this chapter’s 

analysis, which has negative representational effects. 
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This chapter investigates the circumstances and the ministers’ and journalists’ 

discursive practices that enabled the government to deny the legitimacy of a delegation of NT 

Aboriginal leaders representing communities and land councils from all over the NT. 

Furthermore, it explores the circumstances and discursive practices that enabled the 

government to present itself as having consulted with the communities affected and as having 

offered further consultation with the delegation, an offer which it said the delegation declined.  

The Indigenous communities’ representatives had gathered together in remote North 

East Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory at the annual Garma festival. The Indigenous 

Affairs Minister Mal Brough was billed to appear on the Saturday morning, an appointment he 

cancelled “at the last minute” (Wilson, 2007). The delegation members decided then, on 

August 4, and from there to travel the great distance at great expense in great haste to the 

national capital, Canberra, to lobby for the legislation to be delayed. Due to the remoteness of 

the Garma site and sparse infrastructure between it and Canberra, the delegation members 

managed to get to Canberra between August 5 and 7. However, before all the delegation 

members had managed to arrive in Canberra, while some were still en route, the government 

announced the legislation’s tabling – that is, before all delegation members had arrived in 

Canberra, the government decided to introduce the legislation to parliament. The government 

did not wait for the delegation to arrive so that it could meet with it. This was revealed in a 

report regarding one of the delegation’s leaders, Pat Turner. The ABC news on August 7 was 

the only outlet to report Turner verbatim, and as such is related intertextually to this chapter’s 

data set, as it illuminates the sociocultural context to this moment of crisis:  

Ms Turner says Federal Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough offered to meet the 

delegation before most of its members were due to arrive. “I think that Mal Brough did 

that deliberately, said ‘well, I offered them a meeting’, of course – at three o’clock 

when there’s only two people here,” she said. “I mean we want to have a serious 

discussion about this and make sure everybody has an opportunity to put the point of 

views that we hold.” (“Government rush to push intervention laws ‘appalling’”, 2007)  
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The government told the media that it had offered to meet the delegation on Monday August 6, 

but that the delegation had declined the offer. The media did not investigate the timeline, the 

government’s claim to have offered a meeting that was declined, nor the Indigenous Affairs 

Minister’s concurrent questioning and undermining both of the delegation’s legitimacy and of 

its concerns about lack of consultation with the communities affected.  

Following the critical discourse analysis methodology detailed in chapter 2, where 

primarily newspaper reports and other media reports that relate to them intertextually are 

examined in the discourse and sociocultural practices contexts of their production, this chapter 

explores the discursive practices of reporters and Government ministers in newspaper reports 

representing the delegation, as well as detailing the sociocultural context particular to this 

moment. 

As explained in chapter 2 and again in chapter 6, in 2007 the Australian newspaper 

industry were yet to adopt a web-first news-production approach. The major metropolitan 

newspapers print editions were primary and were producing at least two print editions per 

evening. The first print edition went to press at about 9pm, the reason being that it would be 

printed in time for distribution throughout the state of origin, and in The Australian’s case, 

nationally in rural and regional areas. The Courier-Mail is produced in Brisbane but distributed 

throughout Queensland; The Sydney Morning Herald in Sydney and throughout New South 

Wales; The Age in Melbourne and throughout Victoria; and The Australian in Sydney and 

distributed throughout the whole of Australia. The second edition, which goes to press later in 

the evening, around 11.30pm, is an updated and refined version of the first edition, and is 

printed mainly for distribution in metropolitan and surrounding areas. This two-edition process 

caters for the logistics of providing newspapers throughout vast geographical areas, and also 

allows news updates or breaking news to be incorporated into the next day’s newspaper. On 

occasion, a third edition is produced. The Australian also produces ‘drop-ins’ – a page or pages 
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of local coverage for each state or territory. Apart from that already carried out for this thesis’s 

findings chapters 4 and 6, little, if any, research has been carried out into the nature of edition 

changes, in terms of what they disclose about editorial decision-making processes and 

newspapers’ editorial and organisational values. This chapter explores the production process 

through analysis of text changes between editions of the newspapers to expose what is or is not 

deemed ‘newsworthy’ by the news producers. In interrogating the changes to the news reports 

between editions, it is  theorised that, methodologically, some editorial values held by the 

newspapers’ and news producers’ can be exposed and examined to yield rich data on, for 

example, representation – in this case, the representation of the Indigenous delegation from the 

Northern Territory. Regarding journalism discursive practice, examination of edition changes 

illuminates editorial decisions regarding the preferred angle of a news story and the 

representation of sources and illuminates editorial values regarding what is deemed important 

and what readers need to and need not know. 

 

 Edition changes and editorial values 7.2

The delegation’s initial press coverage was peppered with positive references to the members’ 

statuses as legitimate representatives. For example, an AAP news story on August 6 refers to 

the delegation as comprising,  

[S]ome of the Northern Territory’s most powerful Aboriginal leaders… which included 

former Northern Land Council president Galarrwuy Yunupingu, the “father of 

Reconciliation” Patrick Dodson, Social Justice Commissioner Tom Calma and Jackie 

Huggins, co-chairwoman of Reconciliation Australia … [as well as] … former 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment Coordinator [sic] Pat Turner…[who 

with] former NT Government minister John Ah Kit will lead the delegation, which will 

include Arnhem Land elders and the leaders of the Northern and Central Land 

Councils. (“NT: Aboriginal delegation arrives in Canberra to stop legislation”, 2007) 

 

Many other newspaper reports referred to the delegation in these terms, including “the ‘father 

of reconciliation’ Patrick Dodson” (e.g. Murdoch, 2007e), “former Northern Territory 
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[Government] minister John Ah Kit” (e.g. Peatling, 2007c),  “former ATSIC chief executive 

Pat Turner” and “Arnhem Land elders and the leaders of the Northern and Central Land 

Councils” (e.g. Karvelas and Wilson, 2007). The uniformity of these descriptive legitimators 

points to the common use of an information subsidy, such as a press release or news agency 

copy (Forde and Johnston, 2014). 

The delegation of Indigenous representatives had had to make an arduous and long 

journey, intending to meet with Government ministers Canberra. It left on August 4 and 5 from 

the Garma festival in remote north-east Arnhem Land, 40 kilometres from Nhulunbuy in the 

Northern Territory. There are only two flights a day from Nhulunbuy to the NT capital Darwin, 

costing approximately $400 each way and taking 1 hour 10 minutes. (The other option is a long 

road journey: 700 kilometres of gravel road – the Bulman Track – suitable only for a four-

wheel drive, then onto the Stuart Highway.)  To then travel from Darwin to Canberra, there are 

also only a couple of flights a day. An option is to fly via another state capital (Melbourne, 

Sydney, or Brisbane), which would add on at least an hour to what is already a considerable 4.5 

hour direct flight. Therefore it takes at least a full day, and often longer due to the scarcity of 

flight options if a trip is planned at the last minute, to get from Nhulunbuy to Canberra. The 

delegation’s members arrived in Canberra over Monday August 6 and Tuesday August 7.   

On the Monday, August 6, having just pulled out of attending at the Garma festival, 

Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough announced that he would be introducing the 

legislation to parliament the following day, the Tuesday – the same day that the majority of the 

delegation would arrive in Canberra. Brough initially offered to meet the delegation on the 

Monday afternoon, which was before most of them had arrived (according to Pat Turner, in an 

ABC report on Tuesday August 7, mentioned above).  

On the Tuesday, on being questioned by ABC TV Lateline host Tony Jones about the 

delegation’s criticism that Brough refused to consult with NT communities, Brough said he had 
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offered a meeting with them on the Monday which they refused; that they had requested one for 

the Tuesday, but he was too busy with the legislative process to meet with them then; he 

questioned the delegation’s legitimacy (despite their high-status representative credentials); and 

claimed that he had been consulting with residents of remote NT communities for the 18 

months (Jones, 2007b). This was repeated in AAP reports (Gartrell, 2007a; “Brough says race 

laws…”, 2007) and in whole and in part in various newspaper reports. None of the issues – the 

disputed timeline; the question of legitimacy and the alleged consultation Brough had 

undertaken – was critically handled in the AAP and Lateline reports, nor in the newspaper 

reports in this chapter’s data set, leaving Brough’s claims unmediated to stand as truth.  

Having provided a summary of the sociocultural context to the following analysis of the 

newspaper reporting of the delegation’s arrival in Canberra, the exemplars in this section 

demonstrate how editorial decision-making and institutional values may be excavated via an 

exploration of changes to news reports between editions of a day’s newspaper. This finding 

emerged in the process of analysing the data subset of newspaper reports about the delegation. 

As a result, some of the following exemplars do not mention the delegation directly. This is 

because it emerged that what was written around mentions of the delegation was the most 

interesting analytically. Findings are detailed in turn relating to the story angle, deletions 

between editions, implications of particular lexical choices, and representation.  

The following two exemplars about the story angle changing between editions are from 

the one news report (Karvelas and Wilson, 2007b), which does include brief mention of the 

delegation being due to arrive in Canberra “today” and also mention of the Garma festival but, 

curiously, not that the delegation had left from the Garma festival. While the examples do not 

mention the delegation itself, they are relating to remarks made at the Garma festival.  
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7.2.1 Edition change: the angle  

The first exemplar is from The Australian’s front page lead of August 6 (Karvelas and Wilson, 

2007b). The story’s main angle is about the escalating cost of the NTER. This is evidenced by 

the lead paragraph, a journalism discursive practice explained in chapter 2. However, the 

editorial decision-making process regarding the supplementary angle taken– whether one 

critical or supportive of the government – is illuminated by a particular edition change. This is 

also revelatory regarding editorial values about what is deemed important and what readers do 

or do not need to know. It involves a structural change, with paragraphs moved around.  

In a structural change to the news story between editions, the LCAS authors’ criticism of 

the NTER moves from the 5
th

 paragraph in the first edition, to the 9
th

 paragraph in the second 

edition. This move decreases the prominence and therefore the visibility and impact of the 

LCAS authors’ criticisms. Instead, the government’s justification of the NTER policy and its 

cost is introduced in the second edition to occupy paragraphs 4 to 7. The supplementary focus 

of the news story, therefore, in the inverted-pyramid practice paradigm, moves from the LCAS 

authors’ criticism of the policy to the government’s justification for the policy. Bearing in mind 

that the LCAS report was the trigger for the NTER policy, it is extremely newsworthy in terms 

of, for example, the ‘conflict’ news value, that its authors are highly critical of the resultant 

policy. It is far less newsworthy that the government is supportive of its own policy. Yet, 

regarding the inverted-pyramid news-report structure whereby the most important facts are 

relayed in ascending order, the critical angle is not only downplayed between edition changes, 

but it is also worked against by the emergent relative prominence of the government’s view. 

 

7.2.2 Edition change: deletion 

Also in this report in The Australian on August 6, (Karvelas and Wilson, 2007b), a 

deletion between edition changes points to editorial values regarding what readers need to 
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know. In the first edition, the following final paragraph was run in full; in the second edition, 

the text that I underline here had been deleted: 

Mr Wild [one of the LCAS authors, speaking at the Garma festival] urged the federal 

Government to focus on long-term solutions to the problem of abuse, which the authors 

insisted was not exclusive to Indigenous people. (Karvelas and Wilson, 2007b),  

 

Although the decision to make this cut may well have been on the basis of available space, in 

order to help accommodate the four paragraphs of Government perspective added into the 

second edition (see above), particularly regarding it being the final paragraph which in the 

inverted-pyramid structure is deemed the least important, the choice is nonetheless one where 

this deleted information was deemed not of sufficient importance to remain.   

Another example of a significant deletion between edition changes was in The Age on 

August 7): in the first edition (Stafford, 2007a), the delegation is briefly mentioned. In full:  

Aboriginal leaders from the territory traveled to Canberra to plead with Mr Howard and 

Mr Rudd to delay the legislation. (Stafford, 2007a) 

 

In the second edition (Stafford, 2007b), this mention is deleted. The latter news story is 60 

words longer than the former, so the cut was not simply for space purposes. This deleted text is 

then reinserted in the even-longer version of the story in a third edition of the paper (Stafford, 

2007c). This signals ambivalence in the newsroom regarding whether the delegation is a 

significant occurrence. That it is allotted only 20 words in both the first 516-word version and 

the final 776-word piece, and is deleted in the version in between, even though the space 

allotted to the story on the page grew between editions, signals that it is deemed only of 

marginal significance. 

 

7.2.3 Edition Change: Lexical choices 

In this following example – again, which does not mention the delegation, but pertains 

to its treatment – a changed lexical choice signals editorial decision-making regarding what is 
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deemed important. This relates indirectly but importantly to the contested scenario of the 

delegation’s request for a meeting and the government’s claim that the delegation declined the 

offer of a meeting. In The Australian on August 7 (Karvelas, 2007d), the first edition reads:  

Mr Brough announced that the government would introduce the NTER Bill into 

Parliament today. (Karvelas, 2007d)  

 

The second edition changes “announced” to “said”:  

Mr Brough said that the government would introduce the NTER Bill into Parliament 

today. (Karvelas, 2007e)  
 

This is a small but significant change. ‘Announced’, a formal public statement of fact or intent, 

is marking that something new has just happened or is about to happen. ‘Said’ is a 

straightforward transfer of information that is not necessarily marking anything new. Brough’s 

statement lessens in significance through this change. This lexical-choice change lends indirect 

support to the government’s claim that the delegation would not, as opposed to the delegation’s 

claim that it physically could not, meet at the time the government allotted. (The government 

then decided to table the legislation while delegation members were still en route to Canberra, 

instead of the alternative open to them: holding off one more day in order to meet with the 

delegation.) The edition change is a subtle repositioning – regardless of whether deliberately – 

of this aspect of the government’s legislative agenda process. The tabling of the legislation is 

marked out in the first edition as a new development, but is reported in the second edition as 

simply the next step in the legislative process. 

 

7.2.4 Edition Change: Representation 

This following example from the same news report provides cues to newsroom ideology and 

traces of editorial decision-making via representational changes between editions This in turn 
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gives further context to the representational changes regarding the delegation in the next 

example. In The Australian on August 7, the first edition reads: 

Indigenous people who have their welfare money quarantined by at least 50 per cent 

will not have the right to appeal against the decision. (Karvelas, 2007d) 

 

To which the underlined text is added in the second edition:  

Indigenous people who have their welfare money quarantined by at least 50 per cent for 

wasting their payments on alcohol, drugs or gambling, or failing to send their children 

to school, will not have the right to appeal against the decision. (Karvelas, 2007e) 
  

A gross factual inaccuracy has been introduced here between editions. Regarding the 

sociocultural context to these discursive changes, the welfare quarantining aspect of the NTER 

policy applied to all Indigenous welfare recipients in the NTER prescribed communities, 

regardless of their circumstances or spending habits. There was no assessment process to 

determine how they were spending their payments. This gross factual inaccuracy being 

introduced indicates that either the newsroom is not familiar with the basic policy detail – 

which signals neglect of the issue, seeing as this plank was one central to the policy – or it 

betrays organisational values regarding the NTER policy. The (mis)information added is a 

predicational strategy, a choice of words used to represent “the values and characteristics of 

social actors” (Richardson, 2007, p. 52). The reporter or subeditor/editor who made the change 

is drawing on a pre-existing schema regarding the general character of NT Indigenous people 

as feckless substance abusers and neglectful parents, one which has been promoted by the 

government in justifiying its policy. This editorial change echoes Government rhetoric about 

the NTER policy. Again, we see a collusion in tone here. 

  

7.2.5 Representational changes  

In this next example, from AAP news reports published in The Courier Mail on August 8, the 

delegation is marginalised and its legitimacy minimised between edition changes, this time 
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occurring between the first edition and a late ‘drop-in’ updating the story (with other reporters’ 

input after the legislation passed the lower house in the late evening). The story in the first 

edition reads: 

A delegation of NT Indigenous leaders condemned the government for trying to rush 

the legislation through parliament.  

Former NT Labor MP John Ah Kit, likened the legislation to “genocide”. 

“What is being pushed through Parliament... is something that will go down in history 

as one of the bleakest days in the history of the country.” (Gartrell, 2007b) 

 

The Oppositional Voices’ representation in the first edition can be seen as a positive one in this 

story. The delegation is marked out as consisting of “leaders”. Concern over the government 

“trying to rush the legislation through Parliament” is expressed in the journalistic voice with an 

emphatic and damning “condemned”. It includes a very powerful quote from Ah Kit, who 

draws on metaphors of genocide and historic wrongs, which resonate strongly in the Australian 

context. The reporter signals Ah Kit to be a high-status (“former NT Labor MP”) delegation 

member. This all changes in the second ‘late drop-in’ edition, which is co-written by additional 

reporters, in which the delegation is reduced to the underlined text: 

The Law Council of Australia, an Aboriginal delegation visiting Canberra and NT 

Labor MP Warren Snowden all accused the government of abusing the parliamentary 

process.  

“When one considers how long the government sat on its hands in regards to this issue 

in the first place, its sudden desire to rush the legislation through Parliament seems even 

harder to fathom,” Law Council president Tim Bugg said. 

Mr Brough, who was at one point abused from the public gallery as he addressed 

Parliament, said the government was rushing the legislation through Parliament because 

delays would put more children at risk of harm. [end] (Williams, Bunce and Gartrell, 

2007) 

 

In this second edition, the delegation is sidelined in the story. Referential strategies pertain to 

“the way that people are named in news discourse” and affect how people are perceived by 

readers (Richardson, 2007, p. 49). The delegation is referred to in this second edition with a 

minimal description that diminishes its status from how it was referred to in the first edition. 

Furthermore, delegation member Ah Kit’s quote is deleted and a quote is introduced from a 
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mainstream non-Indigenous source, the Law Council. The implication is that the authoritative 

representation of the delegation is removed and replaced by an authoritative representation of 

the Law Council. Jakubowicz’s finding that “[t]he exclusion of Aboriginal voices as 

authoritative is persistent” (Jakubowicz, 1994, p. 85) can be drawn on in this regard. The news 

report then gives the minister immediate rebuttal, in which he again deploys ‘the politics of the 

child’ (Baird, 2008) to justify rushing the legislation through parliament.     

The delegation, almost invisible, is barely heard in this second edition, and – by giving 

the minister immediate rebuttal – even the Law Council as an oppositional voice is not listened 

to. The minister’s rebuttal employs the rhetorically silencing, emotive image of children at 

immediate risk in need of urgent protection as legitimation for the haste of the legislative 

process. The Fourth Estate watchdog’s advance is stopped here by the figure of the child. 

 

7.2.6 The Fourth Estate stopped short 

Some sluggish dynamics of the press’s Fourth Estate watchdog role can be unpacked in the 

following two related exemplars, one from The Australian and one from AAP. In both reports 

the delegation’s claim is put to the Indigenous Affairs Minister, and on both occasions the 

minister makes a counter-claim in reply (a different one each time). These two counter-claims 

by the minister are not then put back to the delegation for comment. The minister’s counter-

claims are allowed on both occasions to stand in the news reports as the truth. In The 

Australian on August 7, the Indigenous Affairs Minister’s office claims that,  

[T]hey had offered a visiting delegation of Territory Aboriginal leaders opposed to the 

intervention a meeting yesterday [August 6] afternoon but they [the delegation] had 

refused the time offered to them. (Karvelas, 2007d and 2007e)  

 

This counter-claim of a refused offer is then not put back to the delegation for comment in this 

news report. The counter-claim is made and there appears to have been no attempt to verify it. 

It stands in the news report as truth. When AAP on the same day puts the delegation’s claim to 
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the minister, he denies it as before, and furthermore, in a counter-claim questions the 

delegation’s legitimacy: 

[The Minister] rejected criticism that he refused to consult with an Aboriginal 

delegation in Canberra today. He said he offered to meet some of its members 

yesterday, which they declined, and was too busy to do so today. “[But] are they 

Aboriginal leaders? Are they the people that I should be talking to?” The minister said 

the whole [NTER] program was in response to the plea of residents of the remote 

communities. “They’re the people I’ve actually listened to and who I’ve tried to honour 

their requests of me as their minister. That’s who I feel responsible to.” (“Brough says 

race laws could have delayed intervention”, 2007) 

 

Not only does the Indigenous Affairs Minister use a rhetorical question here to undermine the 

delegation’s legitimacy, but he claims to have consulted with the very people the delegation 

represents. He is allowed to get away with this counter-claim by the journalism discursive 

practice of balance, of ‘getting both sides’ of the story but, as Rosen (2009) argues in regard to 

“He said/She said journalism”, not attempting to establish the truth of the matter. 

Given the degree of inter-media monitoring that occurs (as discussed in chapter 2), with 

the implication that the reporter would (or should) know of the delegation’s status and the 

sequence of events that led to the non-meeting, it is surprising that Brough is allowed to make 

this counter-claim uncontested in the news report. The delegation’s ‘status legitimators’ are 

widely reported elsewhere (e.g. “the father of reconciliation Pat Dodson”, “former NT Labor 

minister John Ah Kit”, “former ATSIC chief executive Pat Turner”, “Arnhem Land elders”, 

“leaders of the Northern and Central Land Councils” as discussed above). There were also clear 

reports that the delegation’s members had expected to meet Brough at the Garma festival. He 

was on the speakers’ program, but pulled out at the last minute without giving an immediate 

reason (Wilson, 2007; also see Murdoch, 2007f
4
), which prompted them to travel to Canberra 

instead. While they were already en route, and before the Garma festival finished, Brough 

tabled the legislation. By the time the festival was closing on the Tuesday night, August 7, the 

                                                 

4When this same report – run here in The Age (Murdoch, 2007f)– was run in the Fairfax sister paper, The Sydney Morning 

Herald (Murdoch, 2007e), the reference to Brough having been scheduled to attend the Garma festival and cancelling was 

deleted.  
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legislation was passed by the Lower House. Brough’s lack of accommodation for the 

delegation’s circumstances, and indeed its authority and representative status, is unequivocal 

and is largely unquestioned on the news reports. 

 

 Discursive depletion of the delegation  7.3

The neglect of the routine journalistic discursive practices of verification of claims and fact-

checking served to favour the minister’s claims over the delegation’s claims. The Indigenous 

Affairs Minister Mal Brough was allowed in the news reports to say he consulted with the very 

people the delegation represented, while at the same time being allowed to undermine the 

delegation’s legitimacy. Other irregularities regarding journalistic discursive practices in the 

reports examined were also identified, such as the lack of follow up questions – that is, 

questions following the answer to a question with the purpose of clarifying or querying a claim. 

Some findings in this data subset’s analysis confirm findings of earlier data chapters. For 

example, the use of asymmetrical rebuttal, whereby oppositional voices’ criticisms are rebutted 

by, for example the Indigenous Affairs Minister, with a non-sequitur (e.g. Peatling, 2007b). 

Also, there were examples when no-one in authority was being called to account. For example, 

no one in authority responded in the news reports that contained Indigenous leaders’ point that 

it is usual practice for a minister or prime minister to visit the site of a declared national 

emergency and that such a visit has not taken place (e.g. Peatling, 2007b). Findings unique to 

this chapter centre on the journalism discursive practice involved in edition changes and of 

contextual investigation (‘joining the dots’). The timeline to the proposed meeting is 

unexplored in the news reports: that is, that it was impossible for the delegation to meet Brough 

at the time he “offered” as they were travelling to Canberra at that time, and that he tabled the 

legislation when they were en route from the festival he was supposed to meet them at but 

instead cancelled his visit at the last minute. The minister’s subsequent undermining of the 
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delegation’s legitimacy was not questioned by the press in their news reports either. On the 

contrary, the press itself whittled away the delegation’s legitimacy, as demonstrated by the 

textual edition changes to news reports concerning it. The minister’s and the journalists’ 

discursive practices separately and together delegitimised the delegation’s standing as 

representative of NT Aboriginal communities affected by the NTER legislation. 

This analysis of journalistic practices around edition changes provides insight into 

editorial decision-making in the production process, regarding representation of NT Aboriginal 

communities’ opposition to the hasty enactment and much of the content of the NTER policy, 

and it provides a resource that may be drawn upon for journalists’ individual reflective practice 

in the production process. 

The journalistic practice of favouring official over unofficial sources, as identified in the 

research literature and as shown in the news reports examined here, favoured the Indigenous 

Affairs Minister over Indigenous community leaders. The latter’s ‘unofficial’ position was 

starkly reinforced when the Indigenous Affairs Minister questioned the delegation’s legitimacy 

and furthermore when this was unchallenged by reporters. However, this thesis argues (as it did 

in chapter 6) that the ‘unofficial’ category in the official/unofficial sources dichotomy in the 

literature does not adequately convey the dynamic in a post-colonising society, where there is 

an Indigenous minority who never ceded sovereignty.  
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Chapter 8 Conclusion: Rethinking routine practice 

This thesis demonstrates that some routine journalism practices, discursive practices involved 

in newspaper reports’ production, run counter to the Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role, in 

relation to the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal Australians of the Northern Territory at 

the advent of the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) in 2007. By identifying 

these lexical mechanisms in the news reports, this thesis indicates how they may be mitigated 

or dismantled in the course of routine news-gathering, news-writing and news-editing practices. 

This has implications for both journalism practice and journalism education. This thesis argues 

that the changing newspaper industry environment is increasingly vulnerable to these 

problematic practices, particularly by dispensing with the mitigating subeditorial role – while 

also demonstrating in chapter 7 that routine subeditorial practices can in themselves be 

problematic and undermine the Fourth Estate role when not diligently applied to ensure that the 

sense of a story remains unchanged. It further argues that the awareness of these problematic 

practices and their implications for Australian democracy would be a valuable inclusion in 

journalism education and practice. 

The main aim of this study was to investigate how Australia’s print media reported on 

the NTER at a time of crisis and transition in the newspaper industry, particularly in performing 

its Fourth Estate role in relation to the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal residents of the 

Northern Territory. It found that at this confluence of events, the Fourth Estate role was 

underplayed. It theorised that the confluence itself played a part in that: that the combination of 

newsroom pressures wrought by the industrial changes, the tendency for Indigenous affairs 

reporting to be a routinely neglected round, and the surprise and speed of the NTER policy 

announcement and roll-out, plus its legitimisation by government as a  response to what it 

claimed to be nightmarish levels of child sexual abuse – a powerful consensus-builder for 
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policy – provided a context within which routine journalism practices were demonstrably 

inadequate and often actively counter to the fair representation of the views and perspectives of 

Aboriginal opposition to the NTER policy.  

This thesis examined the Australian metropolitan press’s coverage of the NTER 

between its announcement and its enactment by parliament. When announced, the NTER was a 

shock to the bureaucracy who had to implement it (McCallum and Waller, 2013) and to the NT 

Indigenous communities who had to live with it. It was also a shock to the Little Children Are 

Sacred trigger report’s authors (Anderson and Wild, 2007), to the Northern Territory 

Government and to the wider Australian community, including the journalism community. The 

Australian media had a two-month window in which to interrogate all aspects and implications 

of this policy before it was passed into legislation by an Act of Parliament. This was an 

important timeframe of activity to examine because once policy is legislated it is very difficult 

to roll back. This study assesses the press’s performance of its Fourth Estate democratic 

watchdog role in this regard, in the context of and with regard for the industrial pressures it was 

operating under, through an examination of the news texts it produced about the NTER. This 

study finds that the Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role was underplayed at this time in 

relation to the interests and perspectives of Aboriginal Australians. While this can be theorised 

as a consequence of the industrial flux, it is also consistent with the literature on the poor record 

of Indigenous affairs reporting in Australia. The insights are important for informing journalism 

practice at this time when reporters are increasingly expected to subedit their own stories. By 

way of a timely example, in mid-October 2014 as this thesis was nearing completion, Fairfax 

announced that it would strip subeditors and photographers from its regional newspapers, and 

that reporters would be expected to subedit all their own work (Meade, 2014).  

This thesis posed the research questions:  
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1) What discursive practices employed to produce the NTER-related news reports in 

Australian newspapers, in the two months between announcement and enactment, 

demonstrate the press’s failure to prosecute its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog 

role, as normatively theorised? 

2) How were NTER-critiquing Aboriginal ‘oppositional voices’ represented in the 

news reports? 

3) What implications might the newspaper industry’s industrial changes have for the 

reporting of the NTER, and Indigenous affairs in general?  

4) What emergent insights from this analysis could there be for enhanced or new 

journalism practices for this changing newspaper industry? 

 

This thesis is based on a research approach that examines texts in the sociocultural and 

discursive practices contexts of their production. The sociocultural contexts identified for this 

text-oriented Faircloughian critical discourse analysis’ analytical process were the 

consequential newspaper industry changes, the Howard Government’s approach to Indigenous 

affairs policy including the NTER, and the nature of Australian journalism’s Indigenous affairs 

reporting. These were examined in turn in chapter 2. The industrial changes’ detrimental effects 

on journalism practice were discussed, particularly in relation to its normative watchdog role. 

This thesis argues for the validity of the application of normative theory, as expressed in 

journalism’s codes of ethics, as a benchmark by which to measure actual journalism practice. 

The context of the NTER in Australian government policy history and its operation as both 

policy and as politics within the Howard Government’s interventionist and assimilationist 

neoliberal agenda were also discussed. The NTER’s dissimilarity to the recommendations of 

the Little Children Are Sacred report, which the government said triggered it, was examined. It 

was argued that the spectre of child sexual abuse, the unassailable ‘politics of the child’ (Baird, 
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2008), ensured a political consensus (Brennan, 2001), a consequence of which was a lack of 

critical examination of the policy by the press (Bennett, 2009). The implications of the 

industrial, political and policy contexts for Indigenous affairs reporting were discussed, 

particularly in light of the research literature that demonstrates the Australian media’s poor 

record in representing the interests and perspectives of Indigenous Australians.  

The analytical process also entailed the examination of the texts in their ‘discursive 

practices’ context, which is the intermediary layer in the Faircloughian approach’s three-

layered concept of discourse. Discursive practices are the processes through which the 

journalists produce news texts. The analytical process drew on professional and research 

literature and my own professional experience. The discursive practices identified through this 

process were categorised as those involved in newsgathering, news-writing and news-editing. 

This analysis finds that, in the Australian metropolitan press’s coverage of the NTER between 

announcement and enactment by parliament two months later, there is a pattern of concerning 

routine journalism discursive practices that counteract the press’s Fourth Estate democratic 

watchdog role. The interrogation and dismantling of these discursive practices – detailed below 

in answer to research question (1) – is particularly important at this time of ongoing deep 

structural change in the newspaper industry, in order to support the journalism profession to 

better fulfil its avowed goal of fulfilling a Fourth Estate role, as embodied in journalism’s 

ethical codes and as expressed consistently as an aspiration by journalists to social researchers 

(such as Henningham, 1996; Schultz, 1998; and Hanusch, 2008). This support is urgently 

required in the face of the emerging trend of reporters having to subedit their own news reports. 

The implications of this trend have been the subject of little research to date.   

Fairclough recommends a data-selection strategy of focussing on ‘moments of crisis’ 

for their potential to reveal aspects of routine practices that might otherwise go unnoticed 

(Fairclough, 1992, p. 230). Consequently, four such moments were identified in the NTER 
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trajectory from its announcement to its enactment, and news reports about each of the four 

moments were selected from the data set, with each one the basis of the analysis in one of the 

four findings chapters.  

 

8.1.1 Rethinking paraphrasing and repetitive lexical choices  

Analysis presented in chapter 4 identified the similarity across news reports of the 

NTER across mastheads. This is demonstrated by three findings related to problematic 

discursive practices: inaccurate recurrent lexical choices (for example, “all communities”); the 

representation of consensual teenage relationships as abusive; and the over- and under-

representation in the news reports of Indigenous and non-Indigenous perpetrators respectively. 

This is consistent with the literature on interinstitutional news coherence (Schudson, 2003; also 

Crouse, 1973; Johnson-Cartee, 2005). The discursive practices identified included the repetition 

of unfounded claims and particular discursive constructions which amounted to schema in the 

telling of the story of the relationship between LCAS and the subsequent NTER announcement 

and legislative program. These findings make a contribution to journalism studies and critical 

discourse studies by drawing on and adding to the literature about inter-institutional news 

coherence and homogenisation of news, regarding how different news outlets report on the 

same news and in similar ways (Phillips, 2012a; Bourdieu, 2005; Schudson, 2003; Herman and 

McChesney, 1997; Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). It also adds to the literature on Indigenous 

affairs reporting, confirming that such reporting poorly serves the interests and perspectives of 

Indigenous Australians (for example, Waller, 2013; Simmons and Lecouteur, 2008; McCallum, 

2007; Bacon 2005; Meadows 2001; Jakubowicz et al., 1994).  

This thesis finds that the resulting collusion in tone amounts to the press’s ‘rhetorical 

cheerleading’ for the government’s policy without critically engaging with it. This is counter to 

the watchdog role of the press (Josephi and Richards, 2012; Bennett, 2009; Economou and 
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Tanner, 2008). A pattern to this tendency is discernible, with the implication that journalists 

and journalism educators need to consciously guard against this tendency. In an environment of 

time pressures and other newsroom resources becoming increasingly scarce, journalists easily 

and conveniently avail themselves of these discursive shorthand tools in the rush to tell stories, 

and, as a result, distort the integrity of the story in the process. 

 

8.1.2 Rethinking the use of anonymous sources 

The analysis in chapter 5 revealed journalists’ problematic use of anonymous or 

unnamed sources. The use is problematic on the basis that the codes of ethics stipulate that 

journalists should use unnamed sources sparingly and only if they are vital to the story and if 

any manipulative self-interest on the part of the source is ruled out (for example, MEAA, n.d., 

3). Analysis of the news texts found that in the NTER news reports, the anonymous sources 

invariably gave the perspective of the government. This allowed the journalist to play the role 

of ‘savvy insider’ at the expense of the watchdog role (Rosen, 2011), while allowing the source 

to be unaccountable for their claims (Carlson, 2012). This thesis contends that such 

inappropriate use of anonymous sources can serve to undermine the watchdog role of the press 

and argues that Australian newsrooms need to recommit to not using unnamed sources without 

robust justification in the name of watchdog journalism for doing so. 

 

8.1.3 Rethinking critical engagement and active listening 

A lack of journalistic scrutiny of official sources’ inaccurate claims and veiled threats 

emerged from chapter 5’s analysis. The contribution this analysis makes to journalism studies 

is an original approach to examining the nature of the false claim that serves to deflect scrutiny. 

The contribution it makes to critical discourse studies is the identification of the discursive 

practice of the veiled threat, through a CDA deconstruction of the discourse involved in its 
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construction. This finding supports Dreher’s (2009) observation that there is a certain lack of 

active listening occurring amongst the routines of news-gathering: the veiled threat was 

unidentified and unmarked in any way as a veiled threat in the news report. A practice of active 

listening might have noticed its – newsworthy – nature. (It is newsworthy, because a 

government minister making veiled threats aligns with the news values of conflict and scandal.) 

False claims reported uncritically – that is, without an opposing voice or other mechanism for 

scrutiny in the news report – stand in the news reports as truth. The news media were complicit 

in circulating veiled threats unchallenged, by hearing them and reporting them but not listening 

to what the veiled threats were saying and what they were doing. That is, the press did not 

grasp their nature as veiled threats. 

 

8.1.4 Rethinking balance and objectivity 

The routine discursive practices that work against oppositional voices being heard, and 

indeed listened to, emerged from chapter 6’s analysis. For example, news reports overtly 

cueing to the reader a shift in focus away from the oppositional voice to the official 

(government) voice, in order for the latter to refute what the former is saying. Furthermore, this 

shift in focus has been demonstrated by this analysis of newspaper texts about the NTER as 

often embodying an ‘asymmetrical rebuttal’, which is in effect a practice of ‘not listening’ and 

silencing: the government source does not address the oppositional voice’s concern when 

rebutting it. This analysis contributes to journalism studies literature on the discursive practices 

of objectivity and balance and how in tandem they can work against their own supposed 

objectives. It also adds to the literature on the utility of reflective practice in journalism. 

Furthermore, it adds to the literature on listening practices. The contribution this analysis makes 

to critical discourse studies is in offering the conceptualisation of ‘asymmetrical rebuttal’ to 

capture the instances of sources not answering questions that are put to them but instead 
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replying with non sequiturs and thereby silencing criticism through deflection. This analysis not 

only identifies this practice but identifies it as common, which points to journalists not 

detecting its implications as a discursive silencing mechanism. This silencing of oppositional 

voices without addressing their concerns is counter to the Fourth Estate role in representing the 

interests and perspectives of Indigenous Australians. This entrenched silencing practice is 

important to address because, as Couldry (2010) argues,  

We need to think about how constraints on voice, initially based on direct acts of 

exclusion, become reinforced and naturalized. (Couldry, 2010, p. 124)  

 

This thesis argues that journalism education and practice therefore needs to revisit the 

objectivity and balance norms, to ensure that in practice they do not actually work against their 

apparent goal of providing an objective account that seeks to provide a ‘balanced’ – as in fair, 

not simply ‘both sides’ – representation of antagonists’ positions and perspectives.  

 

8.1.5 Rethinking subediting  

Subediting plays a powerful role in newspaper representation, but is largely 

unacknowledged in the literature and undervalued in the newsroom. In chapter 7’s analysis, it 

was found that changes made to a news story between a day’s editions are revealing of the 

choices made in the process of progressing a story, for example in order to add new 

information or more sources’ perspectives. This finding adds to the literature on Indigenous 

affairs reporting as well as that which demonstrates that journalists tend to favour official over 

‘unofficial’ sources. This also contributes to the examination of running stories, that is, stories 

that progress over time, be it over a day or days. The contribution this makes to critical 

discourse studies is that this is the first analysis this researcher knows of that explores the 

nature of edition changes in any way. 
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These findings suggest that journalists and journalism educators should become more 

conscious about the implications of their lexical choices in developing texts. For example, in 

foregrounding some information, other information might be backgrounded. Similarly, when 

journalists add in new sources to a news story, they need to have conscious consideration for 

which other potential source is having to make way for this new perspective to be incorporated, 

and in what way are they making way. Perhaps they are being relegated in the hierarchy or 

deleted altogether. The question then arises as to why and whether that is the desired outcome. 

This thesis’ findings regarding subediting addresses research question (3), by a 

theoretical moreso than empirical conclusion: subeditors’ disappearance from the newsroom 

has the implication that such problematic practices as discussed above will be increasingly 

common. Firstly, the fact-checking and verification ‘last defence’ gatekeeper – the subeditor – 

is becoming increasingly absent from newsrooms (Meade, 2014). Theirs was not a perfect craft 

before or during the NTER, as the large body of literature regarding the Australian media’s 

neglect and misrepresentation of Indigenous affairs attests to. However, their demise makes 

problematic practices even more likely. Secondly, time pressures caused by dwindling staff 

numbers and ever-increasing workloads with the need to feed the now-continuous online news 

cycle, also mean that journalists, including the subeditors or reporters subediting their own 

work, will likely fall back on, automatically resort to or rely upon the discursive shorthand and 

quick-fixes identified. What could be summarised as ‘mis en place’ practices – pre-prepared to 

aid speed of production – will be more likely followed. Furthermore, the resources squeeze in 

the newsrooms works against the likelihood of subeditors being reinstated or more reporters 

being sent to remote locations to report directly from and of communities.  
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8.1.6 Rethinking the ‘official’ versus ‘unofficial’ sources conceptualisation 

In answer to research question (2), this thesis finds that the NTER-critiquing Aboriginal 

oppositional voices were routinely represented as: unofficial; illegitimate; not worthy of being 

listened to and responded to; having suspicious motives; not caring about child sexual abuse; 

apologists for paedophiles; and homogeneous. The research literature refers to journalists’ 

favouring official over unofficial sources. This thesis offers, in relation to the NTER newspaper 

texts, the recategorisation of ‘unofficial’ to ‘oppositional’ sources. It argues that the ‘unofficial 

sources’ conceptualisation does not capture the oppositional sources referred to in this thesis. 

‘Unofficial sources’ in the literature refers to news sources outside of the government, 

bureaucracy and state agencies. However, the oppositional voices identified in this thesis are 

‘official’ sources from an Australian Indigenous perspective. They are spokespeople of a 

colonised minority which never ceded sovereignty. However, they are treated discursively by 

journalists and ministers as simply unofficial sources. This recategorisation of Indigenous 

oppositional sources in this way is a signal against and a remedy to their off-hand treatment as 

evidenced by the lack of attention and legitimacy they are afforded in the NTER newspaper 

reports. 

 

8.1.7 Emergent insights for enhanced or new journalism practices 

In answer to research question (4), emergent insights for enhanced or new journalism 

practices for this changing media industry, apart from the ones discussed above, include that 

cultural awareness training for journalists appears to be lacking and would be useful to enable 

them to be aware of their own cultural blind spots. Journalists need to consciously include and 

listen to Indigenous sources in the news stories – Indigenous Australia has its own ‘official’ 

sources, as argued above. Verification and fact-checking skills need enhancing, including 

knowing when and what to check. With the ‘last line of defence’ subeditorial role being 
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discarded, other journalists need to be more diligent in this regard. Linked to this, there needs to 

be a renewed emphasis on primary-source verification, rather than regurgitation of that seen in 

other media or heard from government ministers. Finally, there also needs to be a renewed 

commitment to only using anonymous sources where necessary. 

This thesis finds that the routine journalistic discursive practices discussed served to 

exclude, misrepresent and silence the oppositional voices. It conceptualised these standard 

processes in order to remedy them. Although they are standard, routine processes, they are 

demonstrated to have acted against the Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role and the aims of 

fairness, balance and objectivity incorporated in the codes of ethics. 

 

 Methodological contribution 8.2

The methodological value of this research is that while CDA is concerned with analysis 

of social change, this thesis further extends to analysis of times of rapid policy change.  

The research also utilises the CDA focus on ‘moments of crisis’ to break open the very 

large data set of 1754 newspaper reports, which is an atypical size for CDA, for close analysis, 

as detailed chapter 3. This strategy enabled the extraction of four smaller data sub-sets. 

Furthermore, NVivo software was employed for the management of the initial analysis of the 

first subset (the Launch), which itself comprised several hundred texts and yielded unwieldy 

amounts of data. NVivo aided the organisation and reorganisation of the codes into categories 

and themes. 

This thesis’ conception of an analytically emergent macro-focus per moment is also 

offered as a methodological contribution to the CDA analysis of a large data corpus. 
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 Contribution to the literature 8.3

This thesis offers perspectives – that is, categories and logic – from journalism 

education, the sociology of news and media studies as a contribution to a transdisciplinary 

approach. It adds to the literature about the NTER’s policy development, by demonstrating that 

the metropolitan newspapers: underscrutinised the policy before it was passed by parliament; 

paid scant attention to the contents of the LCAS report; reported the government ministers’ 

assessment of oppositional voices uncritically; reported the government ministers’ assessment 

of the premise for and necessity of the NTER uncritically; and adopted the government 

ministers’ tone of voice in their news reports. The literature shows that journalists hold the 

Fourth Estate ideal dear when expressing their self-perception of their roles as journalists 

(Schultz, 1998; Hanusch, 2008). These aspects are in conflict with this. 

This thesis adds to the literature about the sociology of news by suggesting a third 

category – oppositional voices – to add to the official/unofficial sources duality, as discussed 

above. It also demonstrates strong evidence of inter-institutional news coherence and inter-

media monitoring. It adds to the literature about Indigenous affairs reporting by demonstrating 

that even where Indigenous sources are quoted, they are not listened to; that even though inter-

media monitoring is a ubiquitous practice, Indigenous sources are not always included even 

then; and that cued shifts in perspective (for example, as demonstrated, signified by transitions 

such as ‘but’) commonly silence Indigenous oppositional voices.   

This thesis adds to the literature about the media’s democratic role, including during 

times of political consensus such as the NTER, relating to Bennett’s (2009) argument that times 

of political consensus are a test for the Fourth Estate role, in that the press is less likely to play 

the watchdog role if there is no opposition to a particular policy. This also relates to the strong 

evidence of news coherence (Schudson, 2003) – that is, how the newspapers reported the 
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NTER in the same way, often also using the same language (as demonstrated by the findings on 

recurrent lexical choices). 

This thesis adds to the literature on journalism studies by demonstrating how some 

routine discursive practices run counter to the avowed aims expressed in the codes of ethics. It 

also adds to the literature about the implications of the changes in the newspaper industry, in 

that it hones in on a research gap: the losses of the subeditorial role and what that means for 

fairness and accuracy in reporting. It in turn adds to the scant literature about the changing and 

diminishing role of the subeditor, by exploring the implications of this on textual level. 

Finally, it adds to the literature on critical discourse analysis, by demonstrating how 

discursive practices work as power relationships in the NTER discourse; reveals the role of the 

NTER discourse in constructing and maintaining dominance and inequality in society; and how 

Aboriginal people of the Northern Territory in general and oppositional voices in particular are 

constituted and reconstituted through discourse (Fairclough, 1995, p.132).  

 

 Scope for further research  8.4

These findings are of benefit to journalism education and journalism practice. For 

example, as argued, ‘oppositional voices’ or ‘oppositional sources’ would be a better category 

for Indigenous sources than ‘unofficial sources’ in a post-colonising context such as 

Australia’s, when examining resistance to Government policy. It follows, then, that a different 

category might also be appropriate to decentre the government in the discourse. Perhaps the 

government can be classed as the/an oppositional voice when examining government resistance 

to Indigenous people’s self-determination. The question then arises: Would the focus of the 

press’s Fourth Estate role too, then, need to be shifted from holding the government to account 

to holding the Indigenous leadership to account? At present, the complexities of Indigenous 

leadership is largely ignored by the press, whose journalists tend to rely on a few ubiquitous 
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sources (McCallum and Waller, 2014). With a decentring of the government in the discourse, 

the press might pay Indigenous leaders and representatives in general more attention. However, 

it could be argued that fairness is impossible from a press that has been shown to grossly 

underperform its Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role in relation to the interests and 

perspectives of Indigenous Australians. I would argue that fairness is a worthwhile ambition, if 

reflective practice and cross-cultural communication training in relation to the interests and 

perspectives of Aboriginal Australians were to become a staple of journalism training. Cottle 

(2000) has argued that it is not resources but organisational values that determine the relative 

favouring of official over ‘unofficial’ sources. That suggests that there is hope for change in 

this currently resource-poor newspaper industry. 

Further research would be valuable into Indigenous news-sources’ perceptions of their 

treatment and representation by the press in its reporting of the NTER before it was enacted by 

parliament. It would be interesting and useful to compare this thesis’ findings with Indigenous 

news-sources’ reflections on this question, in order to further enhance the pedagogical and 

practical contributions of this thesis. For example, including Indigenous sources’ views and 

perspectives would be a valuable, indeed vital, inclusion to suggestions regarding how 

metropolitan newspaper journalism practice may be improved.  

Similarly, although this thesis argues in chapter 3 that an interview-based research 

approach might not be fruitful in reconstructing the production of individual news stories, 

especially given the time lapse since the NTER event and the current industry flux, it would 

nevertheless be valuable to interview individual journalists about their interpretations now of 

their  representations of Aboriginal opposition to the NTER in their own news reports, in a 

similar approach to Zajc and Erjavec (2014) regarding journalists’ interpretations of their own 

representations of biotechnology. As the research literature shows, journalists hold the Fourth 

Estate ideal dear. It would be a good idea to include them in exploring ways to support it. 
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There is scope for the undertaking of cross-crises analyses to ascertain whether there are 

patterns of problematic journalism discursive practices at times of contemporary crisis. The 

analytical framework developed in this thesis could be usefully applied to explore news 

media’s representation of other marginalised groups in crisis situations. 

A new ethnography of page editors’ work in the changing newsroom would be 

valuable, to see how much of their work incorporates traditional subediting and how much does 

not, in order to ascertain what aspects and how much subediting skills might need to be taught 

to reporters. There also needs to be research into the further development of methodologies 

aimed at capturing changes to news stories as they are updated online.  

A limitation of this research is that it almost fully excludes instances of ‘good’ 

journalism practice, and the noting of such instances would be valuable for their pedagogical 

and practical application. The problematic journalism practices uncovered here are important to 

remedy because what is at stake is democracy itself. This thesis is critical, but much more than 

an argument that the press is ‘doing it wrong’. It is important that the critique is made with 

compassion for the pressures journalists are working under. Journalists have been shown by 

numerous studies to hold in general the Fourth Estate democratic watchdog role dear. This 

thesis’s findings will be a reflective-practice resource to support them in that regard. 
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