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REFLECTING ON A PAINFUL PAST
Journalism, temporal reflexivity and the
collective memory of child sexual abuse in
a local news setting

Kristy Hess and Kerry McCallum

This study examines the role of a local newspaper in shaping a community’s collective memory of

child sexual abuse by documenting changing representations of a former rural orphanage and its

custodians where such horrific crimes took place. The paper conducts an across-time analysis of

news coverage (1944–1954 and 2010–2020) to map these changing representations in their

media, policy and social contexts. It extends scholarship around collective memory and temporal

reflexivity as a provocation for journalists to acknowledge and engage with their news outlet’s

own mediated past (no matter how uncomfortable) when reporting on and interpreting events

such as Australia’s Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.

KEYWORDS Royal Commission; child abuse; local journalism; media history;
temporal reflexivity; collective memory

Introduction

Australia’s Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse
(Child Abuse Royal Commission or RCIRCSA) provided a voice for thousands of individuals
impacted by horrific institutional abuse. One focal point of the Commission was the former
Neerkol Orphanage located on the outskirts of the regional city of Rockhampton, Queens-
land, in the country’s north-east. Built in 1885, the orphanage was home to more than
4000 children, including child migrants from Britain and Indigenous children separated
from their families, before it eventually closed in 1975. In the 1990s, however, allegations
of sexual abuse against former residents began to surface publicly, gaining media and pol-
itical attention and generating survivor advocacy. In response, the Queensland govern-
ment commissioned the Forde Inquiry into the Abuse of Children in Institutions.1

However, due to criminal proceedings, the findings in relation to St Joseph’s Neerkol
were closed. The true scale of the horror at Neerkol was exposed during Case Study 26
of the Child Abuse Royal Commission (2013–2017) which represented the culmination
of a complex, political and widely discussed commission of inquiry.2

News media coverage generated by the national inquiry was celebrated for helping
to break the silence and providing a shared language around child sexual abuse.3 Local
journalism, especially, was credited for playing a role in instigating the Royal Commission
itself. Local newspaper reporter Joanne McCarthy, based in the regional city of Newcastle,
pursued and exposed allegations of child sexual abuse in both Catholic and Anglican
churches over several years, providing voice to survivors and supporters who had
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previously been silenced by powerful institutions and agents.4 Given the celebrated role of
news media here, it is important to highlight that news coverage can be highly uneven5

and is shaped by the social, cultural and political contexts relevant to the ‘present time’.6

This research, therefore, began with a curiosity about how journalists may have his-
torically represented sites such as the Neerkol orphanage at the height of the horrific
(albeit hidden) abuse. In the case of Neerkol, this was from the 1940s to the 1970s.7

While journalists such as McCarthy valiantly exposed deviant practices of the past, there
is little examination of how reporters reflexively engage with or reconcile with their
local news outlets’ own historical coverage of orphanages and churches during these
dark periods. The research also sought to examine whether news outlets publicly reflect
on mediated history during profound media events such as a national inquiry. Taking
Neerkol as a case study, the research adopts an across-time analysis of news coverage
of the local newspaper The Morning Bulletin, which has served the Rockhampton region
since 1861, focusing on a snapshot comparison between two time periods of 1944–
1954 and 2010–2020.8 Scholarship on collective memory and temporal reflexivity is
adopted and extended to analyse this media content. The research builds on the work
of Cieslik-Miskimen and Robinson who contend collective memory tends to be shaped
with a present-mindedness that obscures historical social, cultural and economic forces
that can and do change.9 It argues the need for temporal reflexivity in journalism prac-
tice10 during moments when collective memory evolves within a community and the
importance of local news outlets acknowledging their own archival past when reporting
on and arguably rewriting subsequent drafts of history.11

The Role and Place of Local Journalism

Local journalism—the kind that serves small towns, cities and suburbs—has long
been acknowledged for its powerful meaning-making role within the geographic places
it serves.12 In this way, journalism is studied through a cultural lens, shifting beyond nor-
mative understandings of mainstream journalism that foreground objective, fact-finding
reporting to consider a ‘closeness to community’ thesis that focuses on the way in
which local reporters shape the way a geographic community views itself. Local journal-
ists—especially those with who work for established, long-standing newspapers that
have served their geographic regions for decades—have been positioned as custodians
of civic identity13 and community caretakers.14 They arguably have a ‘special’ responsibil-
ity to report for their community during times when their community is the focus of
national or international attention. It is also widely documented that local journalists
help to unify an often fractured public during times of distress or disaster by offering
an explanation of the situation, reassuring people of institutional authorities’ competence,
and reconnecting citizens with each other as well as with mainstream norms and values.15

Critical scholars highlight that this power can generate inequalities around who is
cast in and out of community, whose story gets told or is ignored—or in the context of
this paper, what parts of media history might be forgotten or overlooked. We are con-
cerned with the way institutional child sexual abuse was represented within a community
that was the subject of national inquiry. We are also interested in the way journalists tell
the story in retrospect as there has been little examination of how local news outlets

2 KRISTY HESS & KERRY MCCALLUM



position or engage their own historical reporting during coverage of profound mediated
moments such as national inquiries.

Local Journalism and Collective Memory

Given local journalists’ recognised cultural authority to shape meaning, local news
has more recently been examined as a site of memory construction.16 Costera Meijer
argues that audiences expect local journalism to perform the powerful sense-making prac-
tice of creating civic memory.17 Drawing on Dagger,18 she contends that in order to create
a sense of cohesion or unison, a city needs to have a ‘memory’—a recollection of events,
protagonists and developments that together make up its history.19 Zelizer reminds us
that journalism has a central role as a primary repository of collective memory but that
its role in the ‘establishment and legitimation of shared memory’ has often been
neglected.20

Edy highlights that studies of collective memory—society’s retention and loss of
information about its past, of remembering and forgetting—are relevant to journalism
because ‘journalists’ work impacts ‘whether we remember our past at all’.21 Much scholar-
ship on journalism’s relationship to collective memory tends to focus on the commemora-
tion of historical key events, although Edy highlights there are other forms of memory
work that deserve attention such as historical analogies, which, in contrast to commem-
orations, attempt to make the past relevant to the present by using it as a tool to
analyse the outcome of a current situation. Scholarship in the field of Indigenous cultural
studies has shown that settler-colonial societies enact a cycle of remembering and forget-
ting, whereby knowledge about past atrocities are erased from popular memory and then
periodically remembered through ‘a shifting, heterogeneous, partial and repetitive assem-
blage of acts, utterances and artefacts’.22 Of particular importance here is Judith Herman’s
concept of ‘cultural trauma’23 which describes how communities bear the collective
burden of past violence, ‘which moves between remembering and forgetting, between
speech and silence and knowing and not knowing’. As key cultural interpreters, local jour-
nalists play a role in both the erasure and recognition of past events on the public record.24

Meyers, meanwhile, argues normative roles of journalism around objectivity, imme-
diacy and seeking the truth create a blind spot around their interpretive role in memory
construction.25 He contends that when journalists act as memory agents they engage in
three complementary dimensions of their work: they tell the public stories about realities
that are beyond their immediate reach; the journalistic coverage of the past always situ-
ates it within larger cultural and social contexts and; when journalists narrate the past
they tell stories about their own work, and the role they have played and still play in
shaping social memories. Ultimately, it can be argued, the edifice of objectivity protects
journalists from confronting their role in both representing and perpetuating a particular
history and social order.26

This study draws particular inspiration from the extensive body of literature gener-
ated by American scholar Sue Robinson, who has focused on local media and its relation-
ship to collective memory, examining how journalism plays a role in remembering events
such as Hurricane Katrina27 and K-12 racial achievement disparities.28 This scholarship
highlights relationships between community institutions in performing mnemonic work
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and the increasing prevalence of counter-narratives in disrupting formalised collective
memory. Of particular relevance to this paper is concern that a lack of historical perspec-
tive can limit progressive representations of collective memory at the local level. In their
study of racial achievement disparities, Cieslik-Miskimen and Robinson contend there is
a ‘present-mindedness’ to local reporting that leads to a silencing of history or ‘quietening
of certain perspectives’ specifically around marginalisation and segregation.29 In the Aus-
tralian context this is most clearly evidenced through the cycle of remembering and for-
getting the history of settler-colonial relationships, which includes the forced removal of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their parents.30 News media has a ten-
dency to report breathlessly about the present manifestations of state-sanctioned past
policies as though they had been revealed for the first time. This paper builds on Robinson
and Caitlin’s salient point,31 by assessing how a local newspaper may have publicly
engaged with its own past representations of a district orphanage, accepting history as
the ‘way it was’ or merely forgetting or overlooking previous representations.32 We
suggest that in journalism practice, the importance of this practice can be illuminated
via the concept of temporal reflexivity.

Temporal Reflexivity and Journalism

In scholarly research, reflexivity means ‘to bend back upon oneself’ and, as an
analytical tool, it allows researchers to interrogate their own social location and disentan-
gle how it may have shaped their definition of the situation.33 Reflexivity challenges the
ideas of science which favour professional distance and objectivity over engagement
and subjectivity.34 Constructionists embrace reflexive approaches as they see themselves
as part of the process of constructing meaning while Nightingale and Cromby highlight
the importance of considering how a researcher’s involvement with a particular study
influences, acts upon and informs their research.35 In the context of our research, reflexiv-
ity has meant critical self-reflection of our role as members of local communities where
abuse took place and where its consequences continue. We are also reflexively aware of
the responsibilities to account for the consequences of our own research and its potential
to act as a retraumatising trigger to survivors of abuse in the communities about which we
write.

A second dimension is to consider journalists’ own reflexive practice. Journalism is
revered for the role it plays in lubricating the wheels of democracy, keeping the powerful
accountable and serving as a conduit of information that helps people connect and delib-
erate about public affairs.36 Concepts of objectivity, accuracy and truth are at the core of a
shared normative understanding of professional journalism.37 Journalists claim the exist-
ence of an objective and ultimate truth ‘out there’ that ought to be mirrored and not
created.38 Shifting from normative views of the ‘objective’ journalist, some journalism
scholars have advocated the value of ‘temporal reflexivity’ to acknowledge the importance
of critically engaging with notions of time across both journalism studies and practice.39

For example, ‘timeliness’ is considered a key news value in broader mainstream journalism,
and reporters often attach authority and legitimacy with their ability to be ‘first with the
news’. Franscisco contends that media systems with their structures and actions have
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been directly affected by and affect the social experience of time and yet there is a fixation
with the present rather than the past in journalism practice.40

Carlson and Lewis’ approach to temporal reflexivity in journalism focuses on turning
the lens back on history to engage and understand journalism’s place in a digital environ-
ment.41 A recent issue of the Media History journal also highlights the value of history to
understanding the role of local press and tracing discourse around news sustainability.
While they do not adopt the idea of temporal reflexivity, Matthews and Hogdson draw
on the historicization of the provincial newspaper to inform contemporary understandings
of the industry—to offer a ‘long view’.42 Earlier, Putnis found temporality has long charac-
terised Australian journalism and is deeply related to our sense of time and distance. This
paper contends that the practice of temporal reflexivity has merit as a conscious-raising
practice for local journalists who play a powerful role in shaping collective memory for
a given geographic community. Through analysis of St Joseph’s orphanage, Neerkol,
this paper’s media analysis extends the idea of temporal reflexivity to argue local journal-
ists have a responsibility to cast a critical lens back on journalism practice performed by
their newspaper over time, not just to consider changing digital practices, but to consider
how an issue, event, person or moment has been discussed or represented and the social,
cultural and political contexts that may have shaped such representations. It will highlight
that while there is an attempt at temporal reflexivity in contemporary media coverage, this
is at a societal level where citizens and leaders are asked to think about their past practices,
rather than engaging in a newspaper’s own reporting history and approach.

The Royal Commission and the Neerkol Orphanage

The RCIRCSA held 57 formal public hearings, reported as 57 case studies, during
which it heard evidence from 1200 witnesses, over 400 days about child sexual abuse
within institutions across all Australian capital cities and in several regional areas.43 In
addition, the Commission heard from 17,000 survivors, including private sessions with
8000 individual victims.44 The Commission travelled to every state and territory and
employed research and engagement teams to ensure that abuse in both prominent
and smaller institutions was exposed. A national apology to the victims of child sexual
abuse in 2018 was a global media event, representing Australian Government’s official
response to the Royal Commission.

As part of the Royal Commission, a public hearing was held in the regional Queens-
land city of Rockhampton in April 2015. Case study 26 of the RCIRCSA inquired into the
experiences of a number of men and women who were residents at St Joseph’s Orpha-
nage, Neerkol, operated by the Sisters of Mercy between 1940 and 1975. The circum-
stances that brought the children to St Joseph’s should be understood in the wider
context of the principles of segregation and assimilation that underpinned child protec-
tion policies and social expectations of the time. Rather than being ‘orphans’ the 4000 chil-
dren sent to St Joseph’s were wards of the state of Queensland, many of whose parents
were alive. A small number had been brought to Australia from Britain under the child
migration scheme, and many were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander children who
were removed from their parents under the Queensland government’s child removal

REFLECTING ON A PAINFUL PAST 5



policies whereby from 1939 the Director of Native Affairs was the guardian of all Indigen-
ous children under 21.

Specifically, the Commission examined cruel treatment of 13 former residents of St
Joseph’s Orphanage at Neerkol, near Rockhampton. The men and women—now aged
from their 50s to 80s—recalled abuse at Neerkol, ranging from public floggings and
being walked on by high heels to being made to drape urine-soaked sheets over their
heads. Upon their arrival, the children were separated from their siblings, had appalling
levels of nutrition, and were given virtually no education, toys or entertainment. The Com-
missioners explored the responses of the Sisters of Mercy, the Catholic Diocese of Rock-
hampton and the Queensland government to complaints, which had often fallen on
deaf ears in the past. The Commission found the case study raised a raft of systemic
issues including problems with policies for reporting child sexual abuse, complaint hand-
ling, monitoring and oversight and the maintaining of records. Experiences at the Neerkol
orphanage received some of the least amount of national media attention45 during the
course of the inquiry, but the experiences of victims were none the less shocking.

Research Approach

This paper is guided by a constructionist approach to analysing news content that
positions news as a socially created product, not a reflection of an objective reality. Bing-
ham’s examination of representations of child sexual abuse in the British Press indicates
how child sexual abuse moved from brief reports of court proceedings in the early twen-
tieth century to more explicitly discussing the issue from the 1950s.46 Drawing on Bing-
ham’s insights, we divided the research into two stages. Firstly, as part of a preliminary
research phase, we undertook a search of the Morning Bulletin from 1944 to 1954 using
the National Library’s Trove historical research portal to ascertain how the issue was dis-
cussed in this local Queensland newspaper. As guided by Bingham, we used search
terms such as ‘child sexual abuse’, ‘homosexuality’, ‘child abuse’ and ‘sex offender’ that
tended to be the terminologies adopted during this era. This search generated 50 articles.
In the second phase, an across-time analysis47 of media coverage involving the Neerkol
Orphanage was conducted in the Morning Bulletin at two time periods: 1944–1954 and
2010–2020. The decades from the 1940s to the 1970s were the height of the reported
abuse, with understaffing and brutal disciplinary practices.48 The period 2010–2020 rep-
resents the period of heightened awareness following the Forde Inquiry and the attention
of the Child Abuse Royal Commission. A total of 136 stories containing the search terms
‘Neerkol Orphanage’, ‘Neerkol and Orphanage’ were identified in the Australian database
Trove in theMorning Bulletin during the period of 1944–1954. Of these, 100 stories directly
related to the orphanage and/or children. This content was open coded to identify key
themes and a word frequency search using Nvivo. A total of 102 stories were collected
during the period 2010–2020 via the database Factiva (and Newsbank for cross-checking
purposes), using the search terms, ‘Neerkol’ and ‘Neerkol and Orphanage’ and ‘Neerkol
orphanage’. This content was also open coded to identify themes in the reporting. With
this content, there was specific intent of searching content for reference to the newspa-
per’s historical coverage of the orphanage as guided by the research questions underpin-
ning the study. A word frequency search of this content was also conducted via Nvivo and
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comparisons of the keywords were made between the two eras. Key themes and compari-
sons were developed across both data sets to answer the following research questions:

. RQ1—How was the orphanage (and child sexual abuse) represented in local newspa-
per coverage during the 1940s and 1950s and how might journalism practices have
been shaped by social, cultural, or political contexts of the time?

. RQ2—How was the orphanage represented in local newspaper coverage in the
period leading up to, during and after the Royal Commission into Institutional
responses to Child Sexual abuse?

. RQ3—How was the newspaper’s historical reporting drawn upon or discussed (or not)
in this contemporary coverage?

Findings

Findings from the preliminary search of how the issue of child abuse was covered
more broadly in The Bulletin during the time period, found that these stories related
mostly to Queensland-wide issues rather than local affairs, including calls for a prison to
exclusively accommodate sex offenders, and—of particular relevance here—a state
inquiry in 1945 that recommended the establishment of ‘honorary probationary officers
nominated by the churches to deal with adult sex offenders as appointed by the executive
counsel’.49 There were also several articles in 1946 about legislation to protect children in
picture theatres from sex offenders. This contextual search, following Bingham highlights
that while the issue was attracting media coverage from the 1940s, it was in the direction
of institutions other than orphanages and churches—the latter of which were positioned
as advisors as to how best to deal with offenders.50

Period 1: 1944–1954

Two key themes emerge in the Bulletin’s media coverage of the Neerkol orphanage
during the snapshot period 1944–1954: community giving and civic celebration. There was
minimal coverage of the orphanage between 1944 and 1948, with most of the news stories
appearing from 1949–1953. Possible explanations for this shifting attention might be a
lack of resources and focus during wartime (1940–1945), followed by the post-war era
of nation-building through immigration and the assimilationist Indigenous affairs policy.
Stories about Neerkol during this era related mostly to fundraisers for the orphanage, or
community entertainment for orphans which often aligned to festive and/or religious
rituals, especially Christmas. Examples include ‘Orphans try out Christmas toys’,51 and a
photo with the caption ‘This is the life: Some 300 children from orphanages attended
the AMIEU picnic at Emu Park. Throughout the day ice creams and soft drinks were
theirs for the asking’.52 A keyword search of Nvivo found that the most commonly used
words within stories about the orphanage during this timeframe included ‘ball’ and ‘com-
mittee’ (both denoting reference to community and church fundraising galas and events).

This snapshot of coverage highlights the importance of appreciating the social, cul-
tural and political context that shapes news coverage in any given era. The period follow-
ing World War II in Australia was marked by a policy agenda promoting assimilation and
social cohesion.53 During this time a concerted effort was made to represent Australia’s
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warm intentions to welcome and assimilate both migrants and Indigenous Australians.54

Strategies included imagery of ‘clean’ orphans being presented into mainstream society at
debutante balls and with local dignitaries. It is perhaps relevant to note the emphasis on
fundraising during this period given the cost of maintaining orphanages in the absence of
State funding was significant. The use of charities for children’s institutions was attractive
for governments, particularly churches given their preparedness to take children at short
notice. Orphan asylums were, in fact, among the earliest charitable institutions established
in the emerging cities in the Australian colonies, moving towards philanthropic manage-
ment as civil society developed.55 From the late 1800s, orphanages were largely depen-
dent on private funds and relied on business activities and fundraising activities.56 It
was not until social change came about in the 1970s that state and federal governments
began to look for alternative funding models to support the humane functioning of the
child care and protection systems. No serious attention was given to the effects on chil-
dren in institutional life until the early 1960s—orphanages and children’s homes in Austra-
lia were under-resourced, poorly supervised and lacked government scrutiny, despite the
State government being ultimately responsible for the welfare of the children who were its
wards.

The content analysis highlights that the collective memory developed around the
Neerkol orphanage at this time was in fact a celebration of charitable ‘obligation’—a
mediated perception of a community doing good for its under-privileged. It should also
be recognised that it was in the interests of philanthropic orphanages to cultivate a posi-
tive image in the press, despite being abusive environments with celebrations around the
marking of anniversaries, celebration of the achievements of founders, donors and promi-
nent staff members.57 Consider this story from 1954 celebrating Jaycee Week—an official
week to commemorate service to the community:

…Orphans will be taken tomorrow to a special matinee of the Ice Frolics by members of

the Rockhampton branch of the junior chamber of commerce in celebration of Jacycee

Week. 225 children will be taken by private cars, trucks and fire engines to the theatre

and free ice-creams provided.58

Custodians of the orphanage, notably priests and the inspector of the state children’s
department, were presented in a positive tone in all articles. One such exemplar, was
the story marking the retirement of the state inspector in 1953 after almost 40 years in
the role, referring to him as a ‘ray of sunshine’ on page 5:

Mr Paterson was the ideal public servant. He had been loyal to the department and at the

same time helped the public by giving of his best. Mr Paterson was courteous and there

were many who would regret his retirement. He had been everything a public servant

should be and in retiring he would have the satisfaction of having done his best. Detec-

tive Senior Sergeant H.G Cook said he had known Mr Paterson since arriving in Rock-

hampton three years ago. He had been closely associated with Mr Paterson whose

opinions were always respected. Mr Paterson always had a happy smile and he always

brought a ray of sunshine into every sphere in which he moved.59
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This exemplar highlights that despite the sanitised media representations of Neerkol, there
are always competing versions of a ‘truth’ that depend on the social, political and cultural
contexts of the time.60 The story suggests that journalists at the Morning Bulletin in 1953
were strongly aligned with the agendas of the State government and the Queensland
Police, and that no attempts were made to challenge official sources referenced in the
article. This is not to suggest that journalists were unethical in their practices at this
time, but rather there was a lack of scrutiny of those in power, from police through to reli-
gious leaders. For example, by the 1950s children had made complaints to the local police
and to the Catholic diocese.61 Ultimately, the state inspector highlighted above was later
implicated in the Royal Commission for failing to address abuse under his watch—a point
that will be discussed shortly.

Period 2: 2010–2020

The across-time analysis charts how this narrative of civic giving and celebration,
shifted to one of horror decades later. Contributing factors included a heightened aware-
ness of child sexual abuse globally,62 shifting political attention and policy priorities, and a
growing social movement calling for justice and redress for the victims of child sexual
abuse. Whereas no media attention had been given to abuse at Neerkol until the early
1990s, by 1995 this was a topic on the news agenda following the publication of a
book and political agitation. Two themes were identified in contemporary coverage of
Neerkol in the Bulletin between 2010 and 2020: ‘site of abuse and failings’ and ‘community
healing’—a stark contrast to the positive tone associated with articles in the 1940s and
1950s. Headlines during this contemporary period included ‘He failed the victims of
sexual abuse at Neerkol and he will be sorry’.63 ‘Neerkol masters robbed me of my inno-
cence’,64 ‘Demons return on day 1’,65 ‘We hope hearing can help healing’,66 ‘Neerkol
victim gets welcome Christmas gift’.67

Most frequently used words identified within this dataset included ‘abuse’, ‘crime’
and ‘Commission’. Much of the coverage during this period related to coverage about
the Royal Commission, especially when the case study and testimonies were held in Rock-
hampton in 2015. Half of the total number of stories collected during this snapshot period
were published this year. This suggests that collective memory is, in part, shaped by
powerful community institutions and structures. Secondly, the intensity of reporting on
the Royal Commission demonstrates that journalism responds to ‘timeliness’ in reporting
historical events.

In drawing comparisons to the historical dataset, of note is the changing represen-
tation of Mr Paterson, the state inspector. In 1954 he was referred to as a ‘ray of sunshine’
in an article in the Bulletin. In 2015, the newspaper ran a story featuring the testimony of a
Neerkol victim who gave evidence about the failings of ‘a Mr Paterson’, the state children’s
department inspector. In media coverage that is shocking in its explicit nature, and deeply
revelatory about the horrific crimes perpetrated under the care of the Sisters of Mercy at
Neerkol, local journalists from the Morning Bulletin reported the victim’s testimony that:

Before being sent out to Mr Hanrahan’s farm I was sent to see Mr Paterson when he

visited Neerkol. ‘He (Paterson) told me I was a good worker but I couldn’t go out to

service until I stopped bleeding from the backside. He said he knew Fr Anderson was
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abusing me but I wasn’t to tell anyone, and that if I was caught bleeding I was to say that

it was piles. Mr Paterson and Fr Anderson were friends … he would have dinner at the

presbytery with Fr Anderson when he came to see the children at Neerkol, and this was

around once every three months’.68

In response to RQ3, no stories from the second data set (2010–2020) engaged with the
newspaper’s own changing representations of the orphanage over time or contextualised
this changing representation for readers. All references to history came via testimonies or
interviews with victims during the royal commission, or during separate hearings relating
to sexual abuse charges within the local courts. Engaging with history appears to require a
‘timeliness’ value that relates to the ‘present moment’ and is provided by institutional
structures. For example, consider this introduction to the article ‘59 years of abusive
priests’ which highlights the importance of the present in covering the past.69

A newly-released report detailed diocese of Rockhampton’s dark history of child sexual

abuse cases.70

There were several exceptions, where the newspaper engaged reflexively with community
history, such as in a comment piece written by a journalist covering the Commission for
the Bulletin in 2015:

History holds us accountable for our actions. One of the positives of this commission is

that it pushes us all to examine ourselves and question how we act in certain situations.

We all, in some way or other, have relationships in our lives where we have power. How

we act in these relationships will determine how we will be judged in the future. The

world has moved a long way from the ‘old-school’ power relationships that used to

exist.71

This comment piece highlights how the journalist comes close to engaging in the practice
of temporal reflexivity. The journalist does position the orphanage as an integral part of
Rockhampton’s past and present. However, the article suggests society as a whole—
rather than the news media or journalists who reported on the orphanage—need to
self-reflect on practices and behaviour in certain situations and their relationships to
power. This suggests a form of discursive distancing that plays into the journalists’ per-
ceived role as ‘objective’ reporter of the truth rather than as a social actor who was com-
plicit in constructing the community’s memory of past local events. Analysis of
contemporary coverage shows that in the construction of collective memory—there is
little engagement with the role local journalism plays or has played in shaping social
memory—these representations are left in the archives and not engaged with—the
past ‘is what it is’.72 That said, the role of the newspaper in generating a sense of commu-
nity and giving remains strong across both historical and contemporary coverage. Head-
lines capture this theme such as ‘Healing the dark shadows of shame’73 and ‘We hope
hearing can help healing’.74 A story to generate fundraising support for a children’s mem-
orial garden in memory of Neerkol’s past quotes group leader Mark Torr who gives new
meaning to the power of community fundraising:
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If you look at the Morning Bulletin going back to the 1880s, the people of Rocky were

always giving. They were always raising money. The people of Rocky have big hearts.75

Conclusion

Taking Neerkol as a case study, the paper adopts an across-time analysis76 of news
coverage of the local newspaper The Morning Bulletin. The research found that while the
newspaper reported on the issue of sexual abuse more broadly in its news pages from the
1940s, the orphanage was considered a site of community pride and was not associated
with child sexual abuse. We have documented how coverage of the orphanage shifted
from one of community giving and the glorification of ‘ideal public servants’ serving the
institution in the 1940s and 1950s to a site of horror and healing some decades later.
We argue that media coverage analysed for this research was a reflection of the social, cul-
tural and political context of the time. Queensland did not have a Children’s Services Act
until 1965, and state sponsored child removal policies continued for decades. Mandatory
reporting of child sexual abuse was not introduced in Australia until 1969. During the
1940s, it is evident the Neerkol Orphanage was a site of shared community responsibility
and its custodians celebrated for their noble work. This is despite the State government
being ultimately responsible for the care of its wards. It is not the intention of this
paper to suggest local journalists failed victims of child sexual abuse, but to acknowledge
the role of journalism in recording history, and engaging with past media practices to
inform, if not enrich, the present.

While collective memory scholars tend to focus on commemorative events,77 the
across-time analysis highlights that collective memory is one shared and constructed
across community institutions—in the historical coverage it is the church, police and
business leaders that are referenced in articles that build a collective understanding of
‘giving’ and ‘community celebration’ and the glorification of orphanage custodians. In con-
temporary coverage, meanwhile it is the Commission itself that appears to instigate and
redirect the collective memory to one of horror and healing. Further the shaping of collec-
tive memory tends to orbit around constructed or spontaneous events in the ‘present’
time, from annual spiritual celebrations and organised fundraising festivities to royal com-
missions and court hearings. There is little engagement within the Bulletin’s coverage of
how its own reporting has changed over time, or how those in power were not scrutinised
by local journalists when reports were beginning to surface to police about abuse taking
place at the orphanage.78

This paper argues temporal reflexivity may be an important step for journalism prac-
tice in both reconciling and making sense of the past and the present during profound
mediated moments such as national inquiries. While some journalists were celebrated
for bringing past atrocities into the light, this research serves as a provocation to the
broader journalism field about the need to turn a critical lens back on itself and document
and reconcile with mediated representations of the past (no matter how uncomfortable).
There is a need for future research to identify the types of best practice that a temporal
reflexivity approach demands, beyond the scope of this paper. An inspector who is
praised in news coverage for outstanding civic leadership in one decade, only to be
exposed for his role in facilitating (or turning a blind eye) to evil decades later highlights
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how this reflexivity may be important during profound moments when subsequent drafts
of history are rewritten for audiences.
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