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Although there is a long list of must-see films that tackle the world of investigative 

journalism, few make the arduous work quite as engaging as Spotlight. Reminiscent of 

All the President’s Men (Pakula, 1976), the film details the frustrating and granular 

process of the Boston Globe team’s ever-expanding investigation into paedophilia in the 

Catholic Church. Against the dreary backdrop of early 2000s Boston, they uncover a 

system taking advantage of the power imbalances, class struggles, and gender 

stereotyping well established in this deeply Catholic city. Despite the at times slow pace, 

the story steadily gains momentum, giving a well-crafted and engrossing look into the 

methodical process of investigative journalism and the exposure of countless systemic 

failures.  

It’s easy to draw parallels between Spotlight and All the President’s Men not only in the 

sense that they focus on the day-to-day minutiae of journalism, but in the fact that their 

investigations face similar obstacles in uncovering vast webs of corruption. Both films 

perfectly capture culturally and politically significant periods in history without the 

sensationalism that one comes to expect in cinema. Both films also have considerable 

sociological and criminological implications, in that they’ve given issues that so many 

wanted to sweep under the rug, even larger platforms. Although Spotlight is certainly the 

most hard-hitting of co-writer and director Tom McCarthy’s filmography, his earlier films 

Win Win (2011) and The Station Agent (2003) reflect an affinity for the underdog. While 

Spotlight’s narrative doesn’t explicitly champion the underdog, it works to disrupt the 

hierarchy and highlight the importance of justice for those who’ve been voiceless for too 

long. 
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From the opening scene, viewers are made aware of the challenges faced by survivors 

and shown just how reluctant those in positions of power were to stand up against the 

Catholic Church. It’s worth noting that these events took place during the early years of 

the Bush administration. Then-president Bush is said to have distanced the White House 

from the scandal in order to win favour from Catholic voters, insisting that those in the 

Church’s hierarchy were “men of integrity and decency” who “will clean up its business 

and do the right thing.” In an interview with The New York Times, law professor Marci 

Hamilton notes that bishops have extraordinary power over Republican leaders. The 

administration’s tone-deaf attempt to address the scandal and save face reflects the 

Church’s own half-baked attempts to stop the abuse – attempts that allowed paedophiles 

to move from parish to parish and never be held accountable. We see this same 

behaviour in Spotlight, where so many deem the Church “good people” and entrust them 

with cleaning up their own mess. 

The film opens with a flashback to 1976, where a single mother waits at a police station 

to report the abuse of her children. A young officer outside makes a passing comment, 

anticipating media interest in the case after the Bishop’s arraignment. His superior 

responds, “What arraignment?” These kinds of interactions are woven throughout the film 

and show how those at every level – from parishioners to police officers – were supporting 

the Church’s culture of secrecy. This emphasis on systemic failings, and the pressures to 

turn a blind eye, are perfectly packaged in the line, “If it takes a village to raise a child, it 

takes a village to abuse one.” In his 2015 article in The Daily Beast, Nick Schager points 

out that the real danger lurking in Spotlight isn't posed by predatory priests, but by this 

very real possibility that cowardice may continue to prevail over integrity. 
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The film places a particular emphasis upon social class and socioeconomic status, with 

the dialogue often referencing how the abusers preyed upon children from poor and 

broken families. As one survivor says, when a priest pays attention to you it’s, “like God 

showing up.” The film underlines just how easy it is for the most vulnerable of our 

population to be downtrodden in the criminal justice system. It’s the vulnerable children-

turned-sidelined victims fighting to tell their stories of abuse while the wealthy, well-

respected men insist that the Church are good people, of great benefit to the city. It’s 

made clear that these survivors were easy to target, and even easier to silence. 

There are also several references made to gender and the fact that boys were most likely 

to be targeted. Not due to sexual preference, but due to the shame that boys are more 

likely to experience. The shame that means they’re less likely to speak up about abuse. 

In recent decades, as sexual abuse scandals have come to light more frequently, it's 

become clear that men who were abused as children are stigmatised and marginalised. 

Although certain scenes make reference to both girls and boys having been abused, there 

is a particular focus on disclosure by males. This is interesting given that the team at the 

Boston Globe received criticism for excluding female victims from the narrative. It’s 

difficult to know if it was a conscious choice on the part of the film’s directors to do the 

same. 

Interestingly, the film also does not include any disclosures made by survivors of colour. 

This omission is perhaps unsurprising, and representative of the time, given the city’s 

reputation for racial prejudice. You’d be forgiven for thinking that all survivors of the 

Catholic Church sexual abuse scandal were white. In reality, many people of colour were 
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easy prey, marginalised and silenced within both the Church and criminal justice system 

due to their race and socioeconomic status. Although the film very much acknowledges 

the systemic failures that allowed the abuse to go on for so long, perhaps early 2000s 

Boston was not yet ready to confront the systemic racism that compounded the problem. 

Spotlight provides a captivating look into the undoing of the Catholic Church and the ways 

in which it has been allowed to exist above the law. While the film touches on several 

contentious issues, namely social class and gender identity, it makes an overarching 

statement as to the ways in which power imbalances and corruption fuelled these issues. 

Although women and people of colour are excluded from the narrative, this is more a 

criticism of the original investigation, rather than the film that recounts it. The film 

highlights the flaws in the criminal justice system and the ways in which the most 

marginalised are failed when everyone in the system turns a blind eye. It’s made 

abundantly clear that these issues are not limited to one person, one parish, or even one 

city. Spotlight reminds us that this is real life, and abuses of power are happening all 

around us. 
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