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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Daniel White-Spunner                       Ref. No. 423/08   
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	The Late Late Show
	14 November 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. White-Spunner’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: sections 3.3.2 offensive language and 3.4.5 persons & groups in society).  The complainant states that comedian Des Bishop made a complete mockery of the administration of the Eucharist during Mass.  He referred to those receiving the Host on their tongues as “queers”.  He described people going to receive communion as a disorganised rabble with open mouths protruding tongues and closed eyes inviting the audience to imagine what would happen if the priest “missed his target”.  He also had one communicant tell the priest to “hurry up as he would not be in time to buy his Sunday Independent”.  He also used coarse language the “F…” word.    Des Bishop was actively encouraged in this programme by Pat Kenny and applauded by the audience.  

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that Des Bishop’s comedian style is an observational look at Irish life.  One of the phenomena he spoke about on the Show was his observations on the different ways people in America and people in Ireland attend Mass and receive Communion.  His observations did not mock religion.  They were gentle observations about human behaviour in an area of common experience to many people.

RTÉ regrets that Mr. White-Spunner has taken offence.  They believe that the performance of Des Bishop was within the bounds of what is acceptable.  RTÉ believes that most viewers would have seen that Des Bishop’s remarks were not an attack on religious beliefs but rather an observation about the way people worship in different ways in Ireland and the United States.

Des Bishop did not appear on the programme until a quarter to eleven, almost two hours after the beginning of the watershed.  By this time in the late evening, viewers can expect to hear language which would be inappropriate for broadcast earlier in the evening.  Many Irish comedians pepper their performances with language which some viewers dislike.  Programme production teams remind performers that their audiences on television are qualitatively different to the audiences who attend their live performances and ask that their language be adjusted accordingly.  Sometimes performers have difficulties in adjusting their language to the requirements of live television.  On the night in question, Mr. Bishop’s language was relatively moderate with only a couple of expletives.  RTÉ would have thought it was within the parameters of acceptability, given the time of night and the audience’s expectations from contemporary comedians. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns an interview with the comedian Des Bishop, in particular his references to the administration of the Eucharist and his use of language.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the Code of Programme Standards, sections 3.3.2 coarse & offensive language and 3.4.5 persons and groups in society. 

The Commission noted that the opening of the interview set the context for the subsequent discussion.  The presenter asked the comedian about his foray into learning the Irish language and what it meant to him.  The comedian’s response included:

“..in terms of identity it has meant a lot to me….I feel I fit in more.  I love Ireland, I love the Irish way of life, I love it.  I love when I’m late that no-one gives a shit, especially the people I’m meeting because they’re not actually there yet themselves.”
The presenter then asked him about his t-shirt which was embossed with ‘Is féidir linn’.  The comedian responded:

“Yes we can….that Wednesday it was easier to be an American in Ireland, it was easier to be an American all over the world…….but I would fear in Ireland you couldn’t be able to be that positive.  So I’d imagine the Irish Barak Obama slogan might have to be something like “I’d say so, I’d say so’ or ‘We’ll give it a go anyway, we’ll give it a go’….”

The interview continued in this fashion, with the comedian telling in a humorous manner how “he just knows us [the Irish] so well”.  He said he learnt a lot about the Irish approach to life when he first arrived, eighteen years previously.  He loved mass and had been an altar boy and a reader in New York.   He couldn’t understand how Irish people hated mass as it was so quick here compared to New York.  In relation to the Eucharist, he explained two differences he noticed:

“..I was taught that when the Priest says Body of Christ, you take it in your hand, you put it in your mouth, you say Amen and then you go right or left depending what queue you are in”.  Unless of course you are a weirdo, then the Priest says Body of Christ and you go [opens mouth, sticks out tongue and closes eyes].  I’ve never understood those people……I’ve never seen anybody who takes it on the tongue with their eyes open and I just wish a Priest with a sense of humour and when he said Body of Christ he just waited, so they were just left there like [opens mouth, sticks out tongue and closes eyes]”

And in relation to Holy Communion:

“….in New York….first row, second row…each pew waiting for the other pew to exit before the other one would join.  Each pew waiting in order, perfect order...................then I got to Ireland and it was like the Mexican wave.  The whole congress, come on lads we’re all going to Communion, go for it, go for it, everyone rushing into the middle……one guy rushes up the side ‘I’m getting out before everyone else.  The Sunday Independent was gone last week when I stayed to the end’….”
The complainant objects to this treatment of religion.  The Commission would acknowledge that the humour may not have appealed to all tastes.  However, the Commission must respect the right to freedom of expression.  On viewing the entire interview, it was evident that the comedian was expressing his observations on the differences between the Irish ways of life compared to those of New York.  He sought to portray aspects of Irish life through the use of humour.  As religion is a major facet of Irish society, it was included in this broadcast.  Audiences would be aware that often in such interviews religious ways are, and can expect to be, subject to observation through humour.  The Commission noted that the tone throughout the interview was respectful and the butt of the humour was cultural differences in behaviour as opposed to the tenets of the Catholic religion.  The Commission found that a large majority of the audience would have understood the observations as humorous scrutiny of a facet of Irish ways.  Given the context, it would not be reasonable to infer that this piece sought to encourage ridicule or demean the Catholic congregation and/or the Eucharist.  

With regard to the use of coarse and offensive language, the Commission noted that the interview was broadcast in the third segment of the programme.  While the Commission acknowledges that expletives were used, the use was infrequent and vernacular in style; it was sufficiently moderated.  In this context, the Commission could not determine that the language used was unjustifiable.       

The Commission found that the comedy was not intended to cause undue offence and/or belittle Catholic religion, nor would it be reasonable to make such an inference.  Further, the language was suitably moderated for the third segment of the programme.  This broadcast was unlikely to cause widespread offence.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: 3.3.1 coarse & offensive language and 3.4.5 persons & groups in society).
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