
Australia hcui always 
been a fertile 
playground for the 
cenoor and for the 
various exeroues in 
eon tor ted logio which 
accompany the exercute 
of tha t role. ..
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Censorship: some 
contemporary reflections
T o d a y 's  [28  A p r i l ]  n e w s  te lls  m e  that 

29  Te lstra  te c h n ic ia n s  h a v e  been  stood 
d o w n  tor 'h a v in g  in a p p ro p r ia te  m a te 

r ia l ' w h ic h  th e y  h ad  d o w n lo a d e d  fro m  the 
in te rne t [u s ing  T e ls tra  B ig  Po n d , o n e  hopes] 
o n  th e ir  co m p u te rs . O n e  e n te rp r is in g  c h a p  
w a s  a lle g e d  to  h a v e  h ad  'o v e r  2 9 5  m e g a 
b y tes  o f p o rn o g ra p h ic  m o v ie  f i lm '.  O n  his 
hard  d rive , p resu m ab ly . T h e  w o rd in g  is in ter
esting . S too d  d o w n , not fo r b lu d g in g  on  the 
p u b lic  purse, not fo r m isap p ro p ria t in g  a p u b 
lic  re so u rce  bu t fo r 'h a v in g  in a p p ro p r ia te  
m a te r ia l' on  th e ir  co m p u te rs . P e rh ap s  no t all 
o f T e ls tra 's  w a n k e rs  re s id e  in the  e x e c u t iv e  
bunkers. T h e  q u estio n  has to be asked : 'w h a t  
w o u ld  be c o n s id e re d  appropriate m a te r ia l? ' 
A n d  the in fe ren ce  w h ic h  in e s c a p a b ly  fo llo w s  
is that the  T e ls tra  m an ag e rs  a re  no t p la y in g  
a t b e in g  m an ag ers , bu t a t b e in g  censors.

A u s tra lia  has a lw a y s  b ee n  a fe rt ile  p la y 
g ro u n d  fo r th e  c e n s o r  a n d  fo r th e  v a r io u s  
e x e rc ise s  in c o n to rte d  lo g ic  w h ic h  a c c o m 
p a n y  the  e x e rc is e  o f th a t ro le ; p e rh a p s  b e 
c a u s e  o f the  e a r ly  m a n ife s ta t io n  o f the  te n 
d e n c y  to  p re s c r ib e  fo r o th e r  lesse r m o rta ls  
w h a t  th e y  m ig h t an d  m ig h t n o t read , see  or 
e x p e r ie n c e . T h e  c la s s ic  tr ia n g le  o f  c e n s o r 
sh ip  in A us tra lia  consists o f th ree  p lanks: 'o b 
sce n ity , b la sp h e m y , s e d it io n '.

'S e d it io n : n p u b l ic  sp e e ch  o r a c t io n s  in 
te n d e d  to p ro m o te  d is o rd e r , v a g u e ly ,  a n y  
o ffe n ce  ag a in st the  state, short o f t r e a s o n .. . ' 
T h e  A u s tra lia n  e th o s is fo u n d e d  in se d it io n : 
ad d  to  tha t th e  re c e n t ly  e v id e n t  'le s e - m a j
esty: an o ffe n ce  aga inst the  so ve re ig n  (that is, 
tha t o f the  re ig n in g  m o n a rc h ) p o w e r ' w h ic h  
f lo w e re d  in the  R e p u b lic  'd e b a te ',  a n d  n in e  
o u t o f ten  A u s tra l ia n s  w o u ld  b e  g u ilty  o f 
w h a t  w a s  o n c e  a c a p ita l o ffe n ce . 'S e d it io n ' 
to o  has lost its p o w e r , an d  in m a n y  quarters, 
th e re  is n o w  a su sp ic io n  of, if no t d o w n r ig h t  
hatred  o f government that m akes us a ll g u ilty  
o f w h a t  w a s  o n c e  c a l le d  trea so n . T h e  p o in t 
h e re  is that these  asp ec ts  o f the  d e b a te  h a v e  
lost th e ir  sting; th e y  a re  n o  lo n g e r v a lid .

W i th  the  d e c lin e  o f re lig io n  as a m o ra l, 
p o lit ic a l and  so c ia l fo rce  an d  the  e m e rg e n ce  
o f a s e cu la r  so c ie ty , the  o th e r b la s p h e m y  in 
the sh ap e  o f 'a  c o n te m p t o r in d ig n ity  o ffe red  
to  G o d ' — - o n c e  a h a n g in g , d ra w in g  an d  
q u a r te r in g  o f fe n c e  —  has s o m e w h a t  la n 
g u ished  and  is o n ly  in v o k e d  in th o se  steam y  
litu rg ic a l q u a rre ls  w ith  w h ic h  C h r is t ia n s  o f 
va rio u s  c o lo u ra tio n s  a re  w o n t  to d ive rt th e m 
se lv e s  fro m  th e  se r io u s  issues o f th e  rea l 
w o r ld . D id  I say  'C h r is t ia n s '?  P e rh ap s  unfa ir: 
the  still s m o u ld e r in g  Ir a n ia n  fa tw a h  w h ic h  
c an  re n d e r th e  life  o f a n o ve lis t  fo rfe it  fo r a 
so m e w h a t ill- judged  ex cu rs io n  in to  re lig io u s  
fan tasy , has had  a h ig h ly  d iv e rt in g  e ffe c t in 
c e r ta in  M u s lim  sta tes. P e rh a p s  p u tt in g  a

p rice  on  the  head  o f an  au th o r is the  u lt im a te  
fo rm  o f c e n so rsh ip .

'O b s c e n it y ',  in A u s tra lia  the  m ost c o m 
m o n  g ro u n d  for c e n so rsh ip , u su a lly  rests on  
o n e  o r tw o  g ro u nd s : the  first is s im p ly  w h a t  
used  to b e  k n o w n  as 's w e a r in g ',  lik e  o th e r  
fo rm s o f 'o b s c e n it y ' it is (o r u sed  to b e ) a 
co n tex t-b ased  o ffe n ce . T h u s  it w a s  all righ t 
fo r sh e a re rs  to  use o b s c e n it y  f r e e ly  in th e  
sh ed , bu t if a w o m a n  h o v e  in to  v ie w  (o r  
h e a r in g ) th e  u tte ra n c e  o f the  p h rase  'd u c k s  
on  the  p o n d ' p ro d u ce d  a Su n d ay- sch o o l- lik e  
d e c o ru m  on  the b oards . T h a t w a s  ye s te rd ay . 
N o t  s in c e  th e  f a r c ic a l  b a n n in g  o f  th e  p la y  
Rusty bugles on  a c c o u n t  o f the  p u b l ic  u tte r
a n c e  o f th e  w o rd  'b lo o d y ',  has th e  v e rb a l 
a sp e c t o f th e  o b sc e n ity  c la u s e  h ad  a n y  real 
p la y . In d e e d , in a re ce n t ju d ic ia l d e c is io n , a 
reg io n a l co u rt  in N e w  So u th  W a le s  d e c lin e d  
a p ro se cu tio n  o ve r the  use o f a c e rta in  p o p u 
lar s w e a r  w o rd  on  th e  g ro u nd s  o f its p u b lic  
u tte ra n c e . A s a n y o n e  w h o  has w a n d e re d  
th ro u g h  a sh o p p in g  m a ll re ce n t ly  k n o w s , to 
b la sp h e m e  (that is, sw e a r ) in a p u b lic  p la c e , 
is n o w  c o m m o n p la c e ,  no  m o re  so th a n  in 
an d  fro m  th e  m o u th s  o f  su b - p u b e sc e n t fe 
m a les.

In e a rth y  O z  it is o f co u rse  the sexual as
pects o f the c o n c e p t o f o b scen ity  w h ic h  h ave  
fo r d e c a d e s  co n stitu ted  the  c o c k p it  in w h ic h  
p o lit ic a l roosters o f va r io u s  c o lo u ra tio n s  strut 
th e ir  re s tr ic t iv e  stuff, w h i le  the rea l o b s c e n i
ties o f w a r , rape, s ta rva tion , in fan tic id e , m as
sa c re  a n d  fo rce d  e x p a tr ia t io n  go on  la rg e ly  
un rem arked , and  u nab ated . D iffe ren t strokes, 
d iffe ren t fo lks . O n e 's  o b s c e n ity  is a n o th e r 's  
v ia g ra . W h a t  is art to  so m e  is o b s c e n it y  to 
o th e rs . W h ic h  is to  s a y  tha t th e  n o tio n  of 
o b s c e n ity  lie s  not so m u ch  in the  d e p ic t io n  
o r re la t io n  o f a n y  p a r t ic u la r  an d  c o n se n t in g  
a d u lt  a c t  itse lf, bu t in th e  c ir c u m s ta n c e s  in 
w h ic h  it is seen  o r e x p e r ie n c e d  an d , a n d  by 
w h o m .

S ir A rth u r R y lah , fo rm er c h ie f  sec re ta ry  of 
V ic to r ia ,  h an g e d  R o n a ld  R y a n  w ith o u t  tu rn 
ing a h a ir; b u t he  w o u ld  b lu sh  (it is sa id ) at 
so m e  o f the  ex p re ss io n s  used  in the  th e a tre  
an d  f ic t io n  o f his tim e. H e  used to  a rgue  that 
that if m a te r ia l w e re  not fit to  b e  seen , read  
o r h e a rd  b y  h is s ix te e n - y e a r  o ld  d a u g h te r  
(w h o  r a p id ly  a ssu m e d  m y th ic a l status and  
the  so b r iq u e t  o f 'F r e d ')  it sh o u ld  no t be seen  
b y  a n y o n e , ex ce p t o f co u rse , th e  h a rd e n e d  
p ersona  o f the  c h ie f  cen so r, an o ffice , w h ic h , 
c o - in c id e n ta l ly ,  he a ls o  h e ld . T h e  re ce n t 
c o n fu s io n  a ro u n d  th e  b a n n in g , then  
u n b a n n in g  o f th e  F re n c h  f ilm  Romance is 
t y p ic a l  o f  th e  b lu r re d  th in k in g  w h ic h  p e r 
va d e s  th is a sp e c t o f h u m a n  b io lo g y  an d  b e 
h a v io u r . W h a t  w a s  a t issue w a s  m e re ly  the 
q u es tio n  o f w h e th e r  o r no t it w a s  p ro p e r  to

/ / /  d V / r2 0 J u n e  2 0 0 0



p e rm it th e  p u b lic  at la rge  to see c in e m a t ic  
sc re e n s  fu ll o f the  o rg an s  c o m m o n  to o n e  
g en d e r o r a n o th e r, an d  in d a ily  use, c lose- 
up: an d  in a c t io n .

T h is  is no t to  d e n y  th a t  th e re  a re  rea l 
o b s c e n it ie s  o f a sexu a l k ind , th e  d e p ic t io n  
and  re ticu la t io n  o f w h ic h  the in ternet, b lind , 
u n k n o w in g , a m o ra l a n d  u n re a s o n in g  has 
been  the h ig h ly  e ffe c t ive  agent. T h e  ab u se  of 
c h ild re n  for sexua l en d s  an d  th e  m e rc h a n 
d is in g  o f im ages d e p ic t in g  tha t p ro ce ss  a re  
in d is p u ta b ly  a b h o rre n t  in th e m s e lv e s . W e  
need  not a p p ly  the in c item en t test to see that 
it is so.

B u t  th e  a c tu a l a b u s e  is o n e  th in g : the 
d e p ic t io n  an d  p r iv a te  v ie w in g  o f  it is a n 
o th e r. W h e t h e r  th e  a b u s e  w o u ld  o r w o u ld  
not o c c u r  if the re  w e re  not a m a rke t fo r the 
im ages o f  it is a m o o t p o in t. B u t  the  v ie w e r  
per se is not at the  sam e  le ve l o f d e p ra v ity  
as the p e rp e tra to r, the  c o n n iv e r  o r the 'e n 
t re p re n e u r ',  a lth o u g h  to ju d g e  b y  the  
o u tc ries  w h ic h  o c c u r  w h e n  so m e sad sexual 
iso la te  (it is a lw a y s  a m a le ) has tro u b le  w ith  
his h ard  d r iv e  an d  takes it to  b e  fix ed , th is 
d is t in c t io n  is o ften  o v e r lo o k e d .

S u c h  issues h a v e  a w a y  o f s p ill in g  o ve r, 
and  in o u r c u r io u s ly  sp lin te re d  so c ie ty , b e 

c o m in g  in fla ted  in to  a fo rm  o f m ass-hysteria  
ve rg in g  on  a b lo o d  sport. It is, o f co u rse , the  
h ig h ly - p u b lic  a n d  a c c e s s ib le  n a tu re  o f th e  
in te rn e t  w h ic h  has e n e rg is e d  th is p h ase  o f 
the  d eb a te , o r at least, m a d e  it im p o ss ib le  to 
ig n o re . 'In  th e  p r iv a c y  o f o n e 's  o w n  h o m e ' 
tha t l ib e ra l b o u n d a ry  o f w h a t  w a s  p e rm is s i
b le  b e h a v io u r  has la te ly  b ee n  sh a tte red  as a 
d e fe n c e ; o n e 's  c o m p u te r , tha t s ile n t w itn e s s  
o f la te-n igh t fo lly  m a y  n o w  be in v o k e d  in a 
c r im in a l p ro se cu tio n  o f its o w n e r .

T h e  federa l g o ve rn m e n t has severa l tim es 
re c e n t ly  fa lle n  in to  th e  lo g ic a l trap  o f m a k 
ing  a p erso n  o th e r than  the  p a re n t o f an  u n 
der-age c h ild  re sp o n s ib le  fo r w h a t  that c h ild  
m a y  see in the  fa m ily  h o m e. R e lia n c e  o n  the  
v a r io u s  fo rm s o f N e t N a n n y  a n d  th re a ts  to 
p ro s e c u te  in te rn e t  s e r v ic e  p ro v id e rs  o v e r  
w h a t  passes u n seen  an d  u n k n o w n  d o w n  the  
e le c t ro n ic  c o n d u its  w h ic h  c o n n e c t  th em  to 
the  c u s to m e r a re  e a c h  lo g ic a l ly  and  le g a lly  
r is ib le . It w o u ld  b e  e q u a lly  se n s ib le  to p o s 
tu la te  th e  p ro s e c u t io n  o f Z ig g y  S w itk o w s k i 
fo r w h a t  is transm itted  and  re ce iv e d  o ve r  the 
'1 9 0 0 ' te le p h o n e  lines .

T h e  d e b a te  w i l l  n o  d o u b t  c o n t in u e  to 
p ro d u c e  its sh a re  o f lo g ic a l a n d  t e c h n ic a l  
ab su rd ity . W a t c h  th is sp a ce  fo r d eta ils . ■

I t  id, o f coiirde, the 
highly-public and 

acceddible nature of the 
internet which had 

energidcd l hid phade of 
the debate, or a t leadt, 
made it unpoddible to 

ignore...

T h e  M a r g e r y  C  R a m s a y  a n d  

B a r r e t t  R e i d  S c h o l a r s h i p s

The Library Board of Victoria is offering two scholarships, 
each valued at $15,000. The scholarships are named in 
honour of the late Barrett Reid and Margery C Ramsay, 
eminent librarians in Victoria.
Applications for the two scholarships are invited from 
Victorian public library staff.
Applicants must:
• hold a senior or middle management position in 

a Victorian public library
• have at least two years' management experience
• have a proven record of library management.
In previous years the scholarships have been awarded to 
library staff undertaking management courses, study tours 
within Australia and overseas, internships or secondments 
at appropriate organisations.
Guidelines for the scholarships are available from 

Michael Byrne 
Statewide Projects Officer 
Library Network Unit 
State Library of Victoria 
328 Swanston Street 
Melbourne. 3000 
mbyrne@slv.vic.gov.au

State Library
For further information contact ofVictoria
Michael Byrne on 9669 9013

Closing date for applications is Friday 28 July 2000
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LINKS
Always at the bottom 

of your list?
Checking web links. Tedious and 
time consuming, but still one of 
the most important maintenance 
jobs around any high quality site.
• L inkA la rm ’s web serv ice tes ts  your entire s ite  

from  your v is i to r s ’ perspective
• Every link  on every page, every week
• W orks on any site , any size
• Noth ing to ins ta ll - ju s t use a browser
• Free tria l report - v is it our s ite  now

Always at the top 
of ours.

Link A l a r m '

Web Site Quality A ssurance
w w w .l i n k a l a r m . c o m
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