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C e n s o r s h i p  a n d  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  w a y

In the early  to m id  1970s fierce battles w ere w aged  in 
A ustra lia  over censorsh ip  an d  the righ ts o f  adu lts to 
see, hear an d  read w h a t they  w an ted  —  w ith  occa

sional references to the para lle l rights o f  those w ho  d id n ’t 
w an t to see certa in  types o f  m ateria l not to be confronted  
b y  them .

I w ell rem em b er a tu to r ia l on censorsh ip  d u r in g  m y  
grad  d ip  lib  d ays, w h en  one stu d en t tr iu m p h a n t ly  p ro 
duced  a se lec tio n  from  the S ta te  L ib ra ry ’s ‘lo cked  cu p 
b oard ’ co llection  o f  serious ero tica as an  exam p le  o f  w hat 
the debate w as abou t.

H e p o u red  sco rn  on  peo p le  
w a n t in g  to d e n y  access to such  
m ateria l b u t w as so m ew hat sub 
d u ed  w hen  I c o u n te red  w ith  
som e exam p les th a t I h ad  o b 
ta in ed  from  a V ice  S q u ad  con tact 
o f ' o ver-th e-co un ter’ sexu a lly  v io 
len t p o rn o g rap h y  an d  b e s tia lity  
m agazines.

W ere  w e, as lib rar ian s, go in g  
to defend this equa lly?  W o u ld  w e 
be w il l in g  to sp en d  scarce  re 
sources on m a te r ia l th a t on  the 
face o f  it d id n ’t seem  to have 
m u ch , i f  an y , l ite ra ry  m erit .
W o u ld  w e sto re  it , an d  i f  so, 
how? 1 d o n ’t th in k  w e resolved the issues that day.

W h at em erged  at the end o f  the p ub lic  d ebate  w as ba
s ica lly  a system  o f  c lassification  w ith  very litt le  censorship , 
in  the sense of p ro h ib itio n  or o f  govern m en t agencies ‘cu t
t in g  b its o u t ’. F ilm s, v ideos, lite ra tu re  an d  m ore la tte rly  
v ideo  and co m p u te r gam es, an d  telev ision  p rogram s are 
now  all c lassified , rather than  censored. T h e  first lo u r cat
egories are d ea lt w ith  on a federal basis but telev ision  p ro 
g ram s are c lass if ied  b y  in d iv id u a l n etw o rk s. In d iv id u a l 
item s in  this b road  range o f  m ateria ls are g iven  a label that 
ind icates the typ e  o f  con ten t the v iew er or reader can  ex
pect.

1 he o n ly  m ateria ls  n ow  ‘censo red ’, in the  sense o f  be
ing  bann ed  or m ore correctly  ‘ refused reg is tra tio n ’ in A us
tra lia , in c lude dep ic tion s of ch ild  sexual abuse, b estia lity , 
u n d u ly  d e ta iled  o r re lished  acts o f  extrem e v io lence or c ru 
e lty , e xp lic it  o r u n ju s t if iab le  (in  term s o f  p lo t) acts o f  
sexual v io lence aga in st n o n -co n sen tin g  persons, an d  de
ta iled  in struc tio n  in  m atters o f  c rim e or the abuse o f  p ro 
scribed  drugs.

T h e  federa l co -o p era tiv e  system  for c lass if ic a tio n  o f  
film s, v ideos, lite ra tu re , an d  video  gam es is n ow  ad m in is
tered by  the O ffice o f  F ilm  and  L iterature  C lassification  
(O F L C ) based in  S yd n ey . T h e  office is h eaded  by the ch ie f  
film  censor, w ho  also presides over the sta ff  of the F ilm  
C en so rsh ip  B oard , s ta tu to ry  officers w ho  carry  o u t the 
d ay -to -d ay  c lassification  o f  film s and  videos.

W h en  a d is tr ib u to r or p ub lish er is d issatisfied  w ith  the 
c lassification  decision  o f  the O F L C , they  m ay  appeal to 
the F ilm  an d  L iteratu re  Board  o f  R eview . T h is  is a group  
o f  six c itizens from  d iverse backgro un ds em p lo yed  on a 
p art-tim e  basis an d  w ho  m eet w hen  necessary to hear the 
appeal and  v iew  the m ateria l in question . T h e ir  decision  is 
then b in d in g . T h e  R ev iew  B oard  h it the new s in Jan u a ry  
1993  am id  co n tro versy  over its d ec is io n  to reverse the

F ilm  C en so rsh ip  B o ard ’s ‘b an n in g ’ o f  P aso lin i’s Sab.
W ith  the  exp iry  o f  the term s o f  service o f  several m em 

bers o f  the R ev iew  B oard  in la te  1993 , it has had a tu rn o 
ver o f  m em bers. I jo in ed  in A p ril 1994  an d  w as appo inted  
C h a irp erso n  from  1 Ju ly . So th a t I can a tten d  I take tim e 
o u t from  m y  p a id  job  as p art-tim e  lib rary  m an ager for the 
C h ild , A do lescen t and  F am ily  H ea lth  Service in A delaide , 
an d  as h o n o rary  d irecto r o f  Y o un g  M e d ia  A ustralia , a n a
t io n a l in fo rm a tio n , research  an d  t ra in in g  agen cy  ab o u t 
ch ild ren  an d  the m ed ia .

T h e  p resen t m em b ersh ip  o f  
the R ev iew  Board  inc ludes S yd 
n ey  n ew scaste r an d  p resen ter 
A nne F u lw oo d ; head  o f  p sych iat
ric services at St V in cen t’s H osp i
ta l B ren t W ate rs ; p rin c ip a l o f  a 
B risb an e  h ig h  schoo l W ill ia m  
W ilco x ; an d  Sydn ey-b ased  fam ily  
th erap ist Jan  W illiam s . T h ere  is 
one vacan cy  to be filled  shortly.

T h e  em phasis o f  the w ork  o f  
the O F L C  an d  o f  the R ev iew  
Board is on  u tilis in g  the c lassifi
cation  system  to g ive the p ub lic  
accu ra te  in fo rm atio n  ab o u t the 
type o f  con ten t that they  w ill en 
co u n te r . T h e  w o rk  is not all 

abou t lo o k in g  at m ateria l on ‘the fringe ’ .
In m y  five m onths on the B oard  w e ’ve looked at two 

film s th a t had been refused reg istration  an d  have had  to 
m ake  ju d g m e n ts  in v o lv in g  th e  e ssen tia l d ifferences be
tw een  c lassifications G and  P C , betw een  PG an d  M , and 
betw een  M  and  M A . M y  n ear ly  n ine years o f  experience 
in  ap p ly in g  c lassification  criteria  as a m em b er o f  the C h il
d ren ’s P rogram  C o m m itte e  o f  the A ustra lian  B roadcasting  
T r ib u n a l provides a very useful b ackgro un d .

T h e  c lassification  c riteria  for film s, v ideos an d  lite ra 
ture  are d e ta iled  in  a coup le  o f  useful booklets pub lished  
by the O F L C , an d  w h ich  o ught to be part o f  the range o f  
c o m m u n ity  in fo rm ation  availab le  in pub lic  lib raries.

T h e y  are: What to see before y o u  see a movie, and  Prin ted  
m atter classification gu idelin es , both  availab le  from  the O f
fice o f  F ilm  and  L ite ratu re  C lass ification , 2 3 5  E lizabeth  
S treet, S yd n ey , N S W  2 0 0 0 .

W h en  new  leg isla tion  is passed th rough  federal p a rlia 
m en t la te r this year, as part o f  a package to b ring  about 
som e u n ifo rm ity  an d  a red u c tio n  in  the co m p le x ity  of 
A u stra lia ’s censo rsh ip  law s, the n am e o f  the responsib le  
bodies w ill f in a lly  reflect the rea lity  o f  the situatio n : w e w ill 
have a c lassification , not a censorsh ip , system .

T h e  n ew  federal leg islation  w ill be know n as The classi
f ica tion  (publications, film s a n d  com pu ter gam es) Bill; the 
F ilm  C en so rsh ip  B o ard  w ill b eco m e the C la ss if ic a tio n  
Board; an d  the F ilm  and  L iterature  R eview  Board changes 
to the C lass ification  Review  Board .

T h e  nam es o f  the Boards w ill change but the faces w ill 
rem ain  the sam e. I’m  keen  to encourage  feedback from  the 
c o m m u n ity  ab o u t the  ap p ro p ria ten ess o f  c lass ifica tio n s 
g iven  to film s and  videos, and also to p rom ote the use of 
the c lassification  system  as a useful consum er in fo rm ation  
too l. A ssistance  from  lib ra ry  n etw o rks to ach ieve  these 
aim s is m ost w elcom e. t

In  t h e  p r e v i o u s  i s s u e  o f  i n C i t e  
w e  r e p o r t e d  t h e  a p p o i n t m e n t  o f  
B a r b a r a  B i g g i n s  t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n  

o f  C h a i r p e r s o n  o f  t h e  
C o m m o n w e a l t h  F ilm  a n d  
L i t e r a t u r e  R e v i e w  B o a r d .  

B a r b a r a ,  w h o  i s  a  l ib r a r ia n ,  
r e p o r t s  f o r  u s  in  t h i s  i s s u e  o n  
c e n s o r s h i p  a n d  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

i s s u e s ,  w i t h  a n  e y e  t o  t h e  
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  b e  m a d e  b y  t h e  

l i b r a r y  c o m m u n i t y .


