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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Ms. Mary Ward                                     Ref. No.26/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	TG4
	Cos car Ghnéas
	6 January 2007


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Ward’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to what she describes as objectionable material broadcast on TG4 on Saturday, January 6 last, at 11.30 p.m.  The programme, Cos ar Ghnéas, dealt with the banning of two books; Frank O’Connor’s 'The Midnight Court' and Eric Cross’s 'The Tailor and Ansty'.   She states that freedom of speech is a cherished and healthy right as is what can be read and seen.  However, to open a programme with a present day scene of lap dancing is quite another matter.  The young, barely clad, dancer had one foot and leg on the seated man’s shoulder while gyrating crudely, licking her finger and jabbing her lace covered vagina in an obscene way.  Ms. Ward states that we are subsidising sexual slavery, via lap dancing through paying the television licence fee.  

Ms. Ward further states that overseas studies have shown that there is a definite link between attacks on women and pornography.  Ireland has a rising number of rapes and attacks on women.  Also it is well known that young people are being brought into many countries, including Ireland, as sex workers.   Lap dancing is frequently used as a front for prostitution.  The scene was objectionable in every way, most particularly with regard to the dignity and safety of women.

Station’s Response: 

TG4 states that the complaint refers to a repeat broadcast of an important documentary on the subject of censorship in Ireland in the 1940s.  This was made for TG4 by the renowned director Louis Marcus, one of Ireland’s foremost master film directors in this genre.  

The programme dealt in particular with the in(famous) banning of two books that are now considered classics; Frank O’Connor’s 'The Midnight Court' (his translation of Brian Meriman’s 'Cúirt an Mheánoíche') and Eric Cross’s 'The Tailor and Ansty' (a profile of a colourful local tailor, character and storyteller in the Ballingeary Gaeltacht of North West Cork over fifty years ago).

The television programme featured discussion of both works, with illustrative paintings in the case of the poem and use of the archive material of actors, Eamonn Kelly and Maura O’Sullivan’s dramatisation of the Eric Cross work.  Some of the Seanad debates on the banning of these works and on the issue of censorship generally were also reconstructed and shown in the television programme.

This was an important and serious television documentary from a master of the craft on a subject very worthy of discussion.  The programme dealt sensitively and fairly with the subject matter.  None of the excerpts, segments or illustrations were included to shock or titillate.  The contrast between attitudes of the Irish public and the authorities towards sex and sexual matters then and now were an important element for the producer as he set out to put the material in context in the opening scene of the programme.  While a small number of people in Ireland might still take offence at some of O’Connor’s poetic translation of the Merriman satire or at some or all of the stories contained in Cross’s book, such content is deemed very tame by almost all of the contemporary audience.  The point was central to the programme and needed to be illustrated.  

The scene to which the complainant refers was aimed at raising a key question as Irish society virtually eliminated censorship.  The club scene depicted might have been representative of London’s Soho or New York’s Times Square but is in fact a feature of post censorship Irish society.  The programme does not postulate that suppressive censorship such as obtained in mid twentieth century Ireland is something to be proud of but the programme does pose a very salient and valid question about the extent and merits of the change that has occurred.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The programme dealt with the banning of two books in Ireland in the 1940s due to their sexual content.  The Commission noted that the voiceover at the start of the programme asks: 'What were these two books all about?'; 'Why was Ireland in the 1940's so shocked by them?'; and 'How do they relate today?'  The opening scenes of the programme were of a lap dancing club and pictures of topless women.  The Commission acknowledges that a broadcaster is entitled to make programmes about sexual matters.  What was of interest to the Commission was how the subject matter was treated and the context in which sexual material was used.  The Commission also had to consider the scheduling of the programme.  

It was clear from the title of the programme what the subject matter of the programme would be; a ban on sex.  The programme set out to explore the reasons for the banning of two books in the 1940's, due to sexual content, and how such decisions would compare in Irish society today.  In the opinion of the Commission, given the context of the programme, the lap dancing scenes were used to highlight the difference between contemporary Irish society and that of the 1940's.  Lap dancing clubs are part of Irish society today, while a little over 50 years ago books were banned due to sexual content.  The Commission was also of the view that the sexual imagery was not used in a gratuitous manner.  This programme explored the censorship of sexual material in Ireland in a non-gratuitous and informative manner.

With regard to the time of broadcast, the Commission noted that the programme was scheduled in a late night slot, well after the start of the industry-wide accepted watershed of 9 pm.  The Commission was of the opinion that given the broadcast time, together with the non-gratuitous use of sexual imagery, this programme was unlikely to cause widespread offence.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency).
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