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FILM CENSORSHIP: CUT! 
 

Michael Cocoman* 

This essay is a concise, detailed account of Irish Censorship law from 
the first legislative enactment in 1923, the Censorship of Films Act 1923, to 
the modern day. The essay deals with the considerable developments in the 
relevant law in line with Ireland’s changing society. Irish film classifications 
have increased and broadened, as have the sanctions for breach of the 
provisions. The essay notes that the need for vigilance regarding the 
emerging multimedia environment and gives a comprehensive analysis of 
the legislatures response and reaction to such. 

Since the era of silent movies, the censorship of films in Ireland has 
been legally enforced initially through local authorities and later through the 
Censorship of Films Act 1923. Remarkably, this act continues to govern film 
censorship today, along with minor amendments in 1925, 1930, 1970 and 
1992. This paper addresses the legal status of film, video and DVD censorship 
in Ireland and proposes abolishing censorship in favour of reformed 
classification reflecting not only the constitutional freedom of expression1 but, 
and to a greater degree, the modern phenomenon of multimedia proliferation. 
The stimulus to which this work responds is this extract from the Annual 
Report for 2004 of the current Film Censor John Kelleher:  

The role of the Film Censor, as set out in the 1923 Censorship of Films 
Act, was defined for times that could scarcely be more different to the 
social, cultural and media environment that obtains in Ireland today. 
Indeed the term ‘Censor’ itself has long since been discarded as a title by 
most other countries. In my view, despite its critics, the main reason that 
the 1923 Act has broadly stood the test of changing times is because those 
who drafted it defined the determining factor in certifying (or censoring) 
a film to be the opinion of the Film Censor. The phrase ‘in the opinion of 
the Film Censor’ enabled the Film Censor of the day to exercise discretion 
in deciding what might or might not be, for example, ‘obscene’ or 
‘contrary to public morality’. Although introduced more recently, the 
Video Recordings Act, 1989, has also been somewhat overtaken by events, 
not least the advance of technology and a rapidly changing media 
marketplace.2 

                                                        
* Final Year Business & Legal Studies, University College Dublin 
1 Bunreacht na hÉireann, Article 40.6.1: (i) The State guarantees liberty for the exercise of the 
following rights, subject to public order and morality: i. The right of the citizens to express 
freely their convictions and opinions. The education of public opinion being, however, a 
matter of such grave import to the common good, the State shall endeavour to ensure that 
organs of public opinion, such as the radio, the press, the cinema, while preserving their 
rightful liberty of expression, including criticism of Government policy, shall not be used to 
undermine public order or morality or the authority of the State. 
The publication or utterance of blasphemous, seditious, or indecent matter is an offence 
which shall be punishable  
in accordance with law. 
2 Annual Report of the Film Censor 2004, p.8. 
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The Office of the Official Censor of Film was established by the 
Censorship of Films Act 1923 under which the Official Censor, appointed by 
the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform, is responsible for 
examining all films, videos and DVDs intended for public distribution in 
Ireland.3 The Censorship of Films (Amendment) Act 1992 provides that the 
Film Censor be assisted in the performance of his functions by Assistant 
Censors, also appointed by the Minister and whose functions are subject to 
the general superintendence of the official censor and are deemed to have 
been performed by the Censor.4 The Office is known as the Irish Film Censor’s 
Office (IFCO).5 

The Censorship of Films Act also established the Censorship of Films 
Appeal Board consisting of nine Commissioners appointed by the Minister, 
one of whom acts as Chairman.6 Refusal to grant a certificate or the granting 
of a limited certificate by the Film Censor can be appealed to the Appeal 
Board. The Appeal Board may affirm, reverse or vary the decision of the Film 
Censor.7 The decision of the Appeal Board is final.8 However, the Censorship 
of Films (Amendment) Act 1970 provides that films may be re-submitted for 
certification after seven years.9 The power of the Appeal Board was 
highlighted by Sheamus Smith, Irish Film Censor from 1986-2003:  

It’s really the Appeal Board who ban a film … every distributor has the 
right to appeal, so while I refused to give a certificate that doesn’t mean 
it’s banned.10 

The legal basis of film censorship in Ireland and the power of the Film 
Censor to prohibit a film from public exhibition is grounded in Section 5 (1) of 
the Censorship of Films Act 1923, which provides that  

“[n]o picture shall be exhibited in public by means of a cinematograph or 
similar apparatus unless and until the Official Censor has certified that 
the whole of such picture is fit for exhibition in public.”11 

Acting contrary to this provision, that is showing a film without a 
certificate, is an offence under the Act and fines are imposed upon summary 
conviction.12 Over 50,000 films have been examined by the Film Censor.13  

According to section 7 (2) of the Censorship of Films Act, a film will be 
certified by the Film Censor: 

                                                        
3 http://www.oasis.gov.ie/culture_and_recreation/arts_and_culture/censorship_in_ireland. 
The Censorship of Films (Amendment) Act 1925 extended the provisions of the Act to 
publicity material, posters, trailers and suchlike. 
4 Censorship of Films (Amendment) Act, 1992 s. 2. 
5 www.ifco.ie. 
6 Censorship of Films Act, 1923 s. 3 (1). 
7 Ibid., s. 8 (1). 
8 Ibid., s. 8 (3). 
9 Censorship of Films (Amendment) Act 1970, s. 2. 
10 K. Rockett, Irish Film Censorship, Four Courts Press 2004, p. 247. 
11 Censorship of Films Act 1923, s. 5 (1). Censorship of Films (Amendment) Act, 1930, s. 2 
extended the Act to include the so-called “talkies,” where sounds accompany pictures. 
12 Censorship of Films Act 1923, s. 5 (2). 
13 www.ifco.ie. 
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unless he is of opinion that such picture or some part thereof is unfit for 
general exhibition in public by reason of its being indecent, obscene or 
blasphemous or because the exhibition thereof in public would tend to 
inculcate principles contrary to public morality or would be otherwise 
subversive of public morality, or would harm or otherwise disturb 
children or young persons.14 

In total, over 2,500 films have been banned by the Censor, but only 
seven in the last fifteen years.15  

The Film Censor has the power to prohibit parts of films or cut films 
that are presented for certification. If he decides that part of a film is unfit for 
public exhibition, the person making the application, may either 

(a) cut the part from the film and surrender it to the Censor who retains 
the part and grants a certificate for the film with the part omitted, or 

(b) regard the decision of the Censor as a refusal to grant a certificate and 
appeal to the Appeal Board.16 

 
More than 11,000 films have been cut by the Censor.17 The Film Censor 

may grant a limited certificate containing a condition or restriction as to the 
places at which, special conditions under which, or persons before whom a 
picture may be exhibited if he is of the opinion that a film is not fit for general 
exhibition in public.18 

The power to classify films stems from this provision. Age 
classifications were introduced to Ireland in the 1960s and are displayed in 
the censor’s certificate and advertising of films.19 Irish film classifications, 
recently amended and broadly similar to those in use in other countries, are as 
follows:  

G: A film classified as ‘General’ should be suitable for everyone, 
including young children; 
 
PG: A film with a ‘Parental Guidance’ cert may be watched by 
unaccompanied children of any age. Parental guidance is 
recommended for children under 12 years of age; 
 
12A: Films classified in this category are considered to be suitable for 
those of twelve and upwards. They may also be seen by younger 
children provided a parent or adult guardian accompanies them; 
 
15A: Films classified in this category are considered to be suitable for 
those of fifteen and upwards. They may also be seen by younger 
children provided a parent or adult guardian accompanies them;  
 

                                                        
14 Censorship of Films Act 1923, s. 7 (2). 
15 www.ifco.ie. 
16 Censorship of Films Act 1923, s. 7 (4). 
17 www.ifco.ie. 
18 Censorship of Films Act 1923, s. 7 (3). 
19 M. McGonagle, Media Law, Thompson Round Hall 2003, p.319. 
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16: Films classified in this category are considered to be suitable for 
persons of sixteen or over. Children under this age cannot be admitted 
to cinemas; 
 
18: Films classified in this section are suitable for persons aged 18 or 
over. Only people over the age of 18 may attend a screening of this 
film.20  
 
John Kelleher redesignated the existing ‘12PG’ and ‘15PG’ certificates 

as ‘12A’ and ‘15A’, with the ‘A’ denoting adult so as to avoid confusion with the 
‘PG’ certificate, and introduced the 16s certificate, all of which were effective 
from 1st January 2005. Film trailers are also classified and may only be shown 
with films of similar classification. However the classification of the film 
trailer need not necessarily be the same as the film which it promotes, as it is 
an edited form of that film. The Film Censor must view and approve the 
advertising material connected to the film to ensure it is appropriate. A copy 
of the Certificate must be shown for at least ten seconds immediately before 
the film is shown.21 It is an offence for a cinema to allow a person below the 
classified age entry to a film.22 Private film clubs in Ireland (e.g., the Irish Film 
Institute) are not obliged to seek classification for films that are shown only to 
their club members.23  

The advent of the video-recorder resulted in the introduction of the 
Video Recordings Act, 1989 which bestows responsibility for the examination 
of all video/DVD recordings for sale or distribution in Ireland upon the Film 
Censor. Each video/DVD is classified as being suitable for a specific age group 
unless it is prohibited under Section 3 (1) of the Video Recordings Act, 1989.  

Under Section 3 (1) of the Act the Film Censor has the power to grant a 
certificate declaring the work to be fit for viewing unless he is of opinion that 
the work is unfit for viewing because: 

(a) the viewing of it: 
 

(i) would be likely to cause persons to commit crimes, whether by 
inciting or encouraging them to do so or by indicating or suggesting 
ways of doing so or of avoiding detection; or 

(ii) would be likely to stir up hatred against a group of persons in the 
State or elsewhere on account of their race, colour, nationality, 
religion, ethnic or national origins, membership of the travelling 
community or sexual orientation; or 

(iii) would tend, by reason of the inclusion in it of obscene or indecent 
matter, to deprave or corrupt persons who might view it; or 

 

                                                        
20 http://www.ifco.ie, 
http://www.oasis.gov.ie/culture_and_recreation/arts_and_culture/censorship_in_ireland/. 
21 
http://www.oasis.gov.ie/culture_and_recreation/arts_and_culture/censorship_in_ireland/. 
22 Censorship of Films Act 1923, s. 6 (2). 
23 
http://www.oasis.gov.ie/culture_and_recreation/arts_and_culture/censorship_in_ireland/. 
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(b) it depicts acts of gross violence or cruelty (including mutilation and 
torture) towards humans or animals.24 

 
The wording of this provision is stricter and more precise than the 

provision relating to public exhibition of films because of the fact that control 
of access to videos/DVDs is more difficult to exert than control of access to 
cinemas and because harmful scenes can be replayed over and again. 

If the Film Censor grants a certificate, he must classify the video or 
DVD under the aforementioned categories that are in place for films.25 He is 
not obliged to give a video or DVD the same classification as the feature film 
but he cannot refuse to grant a certificate for a video for which a certificate 
under the Censorship of Films Acts is in force.26 A video and DVD may be 
classified differently from each other if they contain different material.27  

The Office of the Film Censor maintains a Register of Certified Video 
Works and a Register of Prohibited Video Works and also registers wholesale 
and retail licences for the sale, etc of videos/DVDs.28 Over 3,000 videos have 
been banned to date by the Film Censor.29 An appeal against a prohibition 
order or classification may be made to the Appeal Board not later than 3 
months after the date of the publication of the order or the granting of the 
certificate respectively. The Appeal Board may affirm or revoke the decision of 
the Official Censor or direct that the video be given a specified higher 
classification.30 

There are a number of offences under the Video Recordings Act, 
including the importation, possession or supply of prohibited or wrongly 
certified videos/DVDs or supplying videos/DVDs without a licence.  

Video games are exempt from classification under the Video 
Recordings Act 1989 unless they fall under section 3 (1) of the Act in which 
case they can be prohibited. Consequently games rated 18+ are examined by 
the Film Censor to ensure they comply with section 3 (1).31 Ireland, along with 
15 other European countries, is a member of PEGI, the Pan–European Games 
Information system, which classifies video games in the age categories 3+, 7+, 
12+, 16+ and 18+.  

REVIEW AND REFORM OF THE LEGISLATION 

Twenty-first century Ireland is politically, socially and culturally far 
removed from Ireland of 1923 when the original film censorship legislation 
was framed and yet audiovisual material viewed here continues to be 
governed by an act legislated for in the same year as the Civil War ended. In 

                                                        
24 Video Recordings Act 1989, s. 3 (1). 
25 Ibid., s. 4 (1). 
26 Ibid., s. 3 (2). 
27 
http://www.oasis.gov.ie/culture_and_recreation/arts_and_culture/censorship_in_ireland/. 
28 Video Recordings Act 1989, s. 15, Video Recordings Act 1989 s. 23. 
29 www.ifco.ie. 
30 Video Recordings Act 1989, s. 10. 
31 Supra, fn. 2. 
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his Annual Reports of both 2003 and 2004, John Kelleher said he would 
welcome a general review of censorship legislation. Former Deputy Censor 
Audrey Conlon remarked that she would ‘throw out the whole legislative basis 
of film and video censorship’32 and advised the adoption of self-regulation, the 
approach favoured by the Government with regard to the internet.33 Although 
this view was not shared by Sheamus Smith, it is promoted by John Kelleher, 
who introduced the ‘Consumer’s Guide’ to film in 2004.34 

Global audiovisual horizons and media complexity have expanded 
beyond belief by often unregulated access to multiple media through the 
exponential increase in the number of television channels and platforms, 
including terrestrial, satellite, cable and digital television, as well as the 
emergence of the internet, enabling subscribers to access global multimedia 
via telephone line, television set-up, mobile phone or wireless technology. 
According to Dr. Kevin Rockett, lecturer in Film Studies at TCD: 

the internet makes available a vast global distribution system through e-
commerce, while the actual content of the internet, including games 
which can be freely downloaded, throws film censorship into relief and, it 
would seem, serves to produce anomalies in a more extreme way than 
television did from the 1950s onwards.35 

The power of the film censor to decide what the adult public may or 
may not view in the cinema does not sit well with such unlimited and 
unrestricted exposure. According to Potter Stewart, Associate Justice of the 
US Supreme Court (1915-1985), “[c]ensorship reflects a society’s lack of 
confidence in itself.”36 I do not believe that adult cinema-goers, informed as to 
the film content, should be prevented from seeing that which, in the opinion 
of the Film Censor, is 

unfit for general exhibition in public by reason of its being indecent, 
obscene or blasphemous or because the exhibition thereof in public 
would tend to inculcate principles contrary to public morality or would be 
otherwise subversive of public morality, or would harm or otherwise 
disturb children or young persons 

in an age when such material is already in the public domain and is 
accessible to adults in other platforms, eg the availability of pornographic 
magazines in ordinary newsagents or adult films online. This prohibition fails 
to serve the purpose it once did and to burden cinema as the principle genre 
over which images of indecency, obscenity or blasphemy cannot cross seems 
an unnecessary and pointless stand to take, constituting an unwarranted 
intrusion into the freedoms of the general adult public and film-makers. 

                                                        
32 Supra  fn. 10, p. 292. 
33 ‘Illegal and Harmful Use of the Internet,’ First Report of the Working Group (July 1998), 
p.4. 
34 Supra fn. 10, p. 292. 
35 Ibid., at p. 293. 
36 http://www.ifla.org/faife/litter/subject/censor.htm. 
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The Oireachtas should recognize that the prohibition has been 
rendered obsolete by modern media and should legislate to end the practice of 
banning and cutting of films in Ireland.  

 There is an important caveat to be noted with regard to illegal material 
which will not be exhibited in public, such as child pornography. Under the 
Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998, it is an offence to knowingly 
produce, distribute, print, publish, import, export, sell, show or possess child 
pornography.37 Included are visual and audio representations of children 
(persons under the age of seventeen) and persons depicted or represented as 
children engaging in or witnessing sexual activity as are representations that 
advocate sexual activity with children or imply that children are available to 
be used for sexual exploitation. Forms of representation include books, 
periodicals, films, videos, photographs, tapes, computer disks and graphics 
and “any representation, description or information produced by or from 
computer–graphics or by any other electronic or mechanical means.” 
However any of these that are examined and permitted by the Censorship of 
Publications Board under the Censorship of Publications Acts 1929-67 or the 
Film Censor under the Censorship of Films Acts 1923-92 or the Video 
Recordings Acts 1989 and 1992 are expressly excluded. Sanctions include 
fines and terms of imprisonment.38 

The power to prohibit or cut videos or DVDs should remain in force in 
accordance with Section 3(1) of the Video Recording Act 1988. I would not 
extend the reform to public exhibition of films to videos/DVDs due to the 
difficulties in controlling videos/DVDs and the resulting risk posed to minors 
viewing videos or DVDs. Entry to a cinema is regulated and it is an offence for 
a cinema to allow entry to a film to someone below the classified age. This 
ensures that films shown in cinemas cannot be viewed by those for whom it is 
deemed unsuitable. However the same cannot be said for videos/DVDs which 
are sold or rented to the public in the marketplace and can be inappropriately 
exhibited to minors. The protection that exists in the cinema cannot be 
guaranteed. An amendment to the act to remove the current provision of the 
Video Recordings Act 1989 which states that a film awarded a certificate for 
public exhibition automatically (and without further cuts) is given a 
video/DVD certificate39 is required to allow for the censorship reform 
mentioned above. This would solve the difficulty encountered by film censors 
in wishing to certify a film for the ‘controlled conditions’ of the cinema but 
being unable to do so due to its availability on video/DVD for home use which 
made it incumbent on him to ban it. 

Reform of the existing legislation should include DVDs in the wording 
of the legislation. Classification of films and videos/DVDs plays a vital role in 
the protection of children from harmful audiovisual material. Despite the 
emergence of the multimedia environment in which control of material 
viewed by children is increasingly difficult, I strongly advocate the retention of 
mandatory classification of films, videos and DVDs but within reformed 

                                                        
37 Child Trafficking and Pornography Act, 1998 s. 5. 
38 Ibid., s. 2. 
39 Supra fn. 10, p. 260. 
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legislation. The current rating system used by the Film Censor is an effective 
method of protection and an informative consumer guide. An obligatory 
system of classification grounded in law ensures maximum protection for 
children and results in greater consistency and transparency in classification 
than a self-regulating system. The current provisions whereby the Film Censor 
is not obliged to give a video or DVD the same classification as the feature film 
and whereby the video and DVD may be classified differently from each other 
if they contain different material ensure optimal protection for children.  

The introduction of additional age categories such as 16 excludes fewer 
young people from access to suitable films but which they could not see 
without the additional age category. The recently introduced 12A and 15A 
categories indicate a recommended age for the viewer but empower parents to 
decide what their children see in the cinema. These developments provide a 
welcome flexibility and widening of access to films. 

A further development which should be considered is a specific 
category, in addition to the upper age limit categories, for extremely violent 
and pornographic films, as has already been implemented in France, 
Germany, Portugal, Spain, the UK, where ‘R18’ films are shown only in 
specially licensed cinemas, or supplied only in licensed sex shops, and to 
adults of not less than 18 years. The ‘R18’ category is primarily for explicit 
works of consenting adults.40 Australia also has an upper category, X 18+, 
which applies to films that contain only sexually explicit content.41 

Ensuring widespread knowledge of the classification categories and the 
content included therein as well as strict enforcement of the classification 
system in cinemas and in retailers alike is necessary for effective protection of 
minors. In light of this, the Oireachtas should consider criminal rather than 
civil convictions for serious breaches of the relevant legislation as is the case 
in the UK, (especially bearing in mind the aforementioned proposed reform of 
film censorship which could potentially result in the illegal sale of banned 
videos and DVDs of films shown uncut in cinemas). 

The “Office of Official Censor of Film” is another aspect of the 
Censorship of Films Act 1923 which requires redress. Our constitutionally 
enshrined democracy should not be compromised by an office, the holder of 
which is not publicly elected, with the power to decide what adults in this 
country may or may not view and to classify the suitability of all films, videos 
and DVDs. Since 1923 these very powers have been vested in one man (no 
woman has yet held the office) by the State.  

In Confessions of a Sewer Rat, Ciaran Carty said:  

                                                        
40 http://www.bbfc.co.uk/classification/c_R18.php. 
41 Classification (Publications, Films and Computer Games) Act 1995, Part 2, Division 1, 
Section 7. 
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The Film Censorship of Films Act 1923 gives the Minister for Justice 
absolute power to appoint a film censor without requiring that the person 
appointed should have any experience or knowledge of cinema.42 

According to the critic, novelist and teacher Granville Hicks (1901-
1982), “A censor is a man who knows more than he thinks you ought to.”43 It 
appears to be an overly influential position, especially as the determining 
factor with regard to censorship and classification is, according to legislation, 
“the opinion” of the censor. Carty made an interesting comparison, “the 
Censor’s responsibility, as set out, was even more demanding than that of a 
judge since he only had his own subjective judgement to guide him.”44 In a 
society in which racial, social and cultural variety is a pronounced 
characteristic, this is no longer desirable. One person or office cannot 
adequately censor and classify films on behalf of an entire multicultural 
nation. A commission or board, similar to the BBFC (British Board of Film 
Classification) in the UK, composed of a cross-section of Irish society, with a 
broader perspective would fulfill the task of film classification with greater 
objectivity and transparency than an individual film censor. Indeed Dermot 
Breen, Irish Film Censor from 1972-1978, prior to his role as censor said,  

I think that the present system of censorship is too much of a burden on 
the Censor. It is asking too much of any man to arbitrate on every film. 
The Appeals Board shows what group censorship can achieve.45 

Legislative reform establishing a representative board to engage in 
collective decision-making with responsibility for film, video and DVD 
classification as opposed to censorship is required. 

                                                        
42 C. Carty, Confessions of a Sewer Rat: A Personal History of Censorship and the Irish 
Cinema, New Island Books 1995, p. 65 
43 http://www.ifla.org/faife/litter/subject/censor.htm. 
44 Supra fn.42, p. 44. 
45 Ibid., at p. 50. 


