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FO I‘eWO I’d Jude Kelly

A few years ago | went for a week’s workshop with 10
others, all of us writing screen plays. | met Gurpreet
Kaur Bhatti, whose film was about a group of young,
male, illegal immigrants that came to the UK and
ended up being virtual slaves to the Asian owner
of a small supermarket chain, who had organised
their smuggled presence and then taken away
their passports.

It gave me a glimpse into a world of detail and
complexity within the Asian community that | had
never known about. | had always seen plays and films
that spoke of the racial harassment and discrimination
suffered as a result of white prejudice. But this was
the UK Asian community, warts and all: normal life,
the good and the bad and the muddled. It was terrific
and an immediate leveller.

Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti told me that the play that she was
writing for Birmingham Repertory Theatre was about a
sexually corrupt community leader. Again, there was no
special pleading or whitewashing, just the usual story of
people in power being tempted to abuse that power as
they do the world over since the start of human time.

When | heard the demands to prevent its staging,
| assumed these extreme voices could not prevail.
But when | realised the violence of intent and tenacity
of purpose behind those voices, | understood how
the play came to be cancelled and Gurpreet to be in
hiding - from the media, the protesters and, indeed,
from some impassioned supporters who took up
her case for the purpose of furthering many of their
own agendas. That simple act of offering a window
on the world, an artistic gesture - a play - was no
longer possible and her voice was silenced. But not
just her voice, the voices of her characters - those
imagined people that we ask to stand in for real ones
so we can scrutinise and understand our motives and
circumstances, however perplexing, inconsistent and
sometimes horrific. These imagined characters are
often the only way to legitimise and hear from the
real victims and perpetrators of crime.

The silencing of artists will silence all of us when we
really need to be heard. We all have a duty to protect

the artist’s voice.

Jude Kelly is artistic director of the Southbank Centre



|nt|’OdUCtiOn Julia Farrington

The policing of freedom of expression is the story within the story within the story in this case
study. In 2004, Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s play Behzti (Dishonour) was cancelled after demonstrations
against it turned violent and its staging was considered a threat to public order. Her subsequent play
Behud (Beyond Belief) is a response to these events, exploring the tensions between public order
and freedom of expression. And the dialogue between the theatre and the police in the lead up to the
premiere of Behud in 2010 is a principle feature of this case study.

Staging Behud at the Belgrade Theatre, Coventry S h oy | d wWe mana g e

(the play was co-produced with Soho Theatre) was,

according to Hamish Glen, Belgrade’s artistic director, a3 rt | St | C free d om

an opportunity to put right the wrong that he felt had

taken place at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, Of ex p reSS | O N | N

where Behzti had been scheduled to run. It was also an

opportunity to learn from Birmingham’s mistakes and th e Same \/\/ay
when, after careful preparation, Behud was staged

without incident, he and the Belgrade’s executive that we maﬂage

director, Joanna Reid, welcomed the idea that Index on

Censorship should put together a case study so that p O | | t ICa | fre e d om
the experience of their planning could be shared as :
of expression?

widely as possible.

Behud trailed a complex history in its wake; the fact that it was being put on at all was controversial
and there was always the risk that, like Behzti, it would cause offence to some people. This study
focuses on how the theatre managed the potential controversy and looks at the lessons learnt.
It also addresses questions about our cultural landscape and how we manage the space that opens up
between people with different ideological positions. Who defines it and who controls it?

If, as the experience in Coventry suggests, that space is ultimately patrolled by the police, then that
raises important issues. Should we manage artistic freedom of expression in the same way that we
manage political freedom of expression? Should a play be regarded from a policing point of view in
the same way as a political rally: a group of people exercising their right to express their opinion within
a community that is known to be hostile to that opinion? What are the alternatives? How effectively
do the police handle freedom of expression in the arts? Is potentially offensive art necessarily a public
order issue? And perhaps the single most important question: are these tensions creating a climate
of self-censorship in contemporary culture? We hope this case study will stimulate discussion around
these questions and raise others.

We open with a keynote essay by Kenan Malik, writer, lecturer and broadcaster, who investigates
the conditions that gave rise to the events of 2004, when the opening run of Behzti was cancelled.
Jo Glanville, editor at Index on Censorship, writes about Behud in detail, describing it as ‘a play
that resonates as a metaphor for the constraints on artistic freedom’. The case study also includes
articles by and interviews with key players in the story. And to test the present cultural climate, we
have commissioned a series of opinion pieces that discuss whether Behzti could be produced today.
A detailed description of another recent controversy, at Glasgow’s Gallery of Modern Art, is a further
exploration of freedom of expression in the arts in the light of the 2010 Equality Act. Finally, a piece
by solicitor Tamsin Allen argues the case for greater clarity in the policing of these issues, which leads
on to our recommendations.

Julia Farrington is head of arts at Index on Censorship



Arts for whose sake?

As the audience has ever more influence
over what is produced in our theatres,
Kenan Malik explains how it is that the most
censorious voices hold the greatest sway.

To understand the issues around the production of Behud in the light of the Behzti controversy, we need
to understand how two recent trends have combined to transform not only the way in which the role
of theatre has changed in recent years, but the very character of censorship in the arts. The first trend
is a shift in the social meaning of theatre - and in the arts more generally - and in the perception of
the role of the audience. The second is a change in our understanding of diversity and of how it should
be managed. The consequence has been the remaking of censorship which, as Svetlana Mintcheva and
Robert Atkins observe in the introduction to their book Censoring Culture: Contemporary Threats to Free
Expression (The New Press, 2006), has become ‘invisible’, operating increasingly as a moral imperative,
or as the inevitable result of the impartial logic of the market, rather than as a legal imposition.

Over the past 20 years there has been a growing tendency to view the arts in terms of its social impact.
There is nothing new, of course, in the idea that the arts should have a social function. What has changed,
however, has been the development of an increasingly instrumental view of culture and the enthroning
of the audience as the gauge of artistic value. These ideas have become embodied in two seemingly
very different political philosophies: the Thatcherite free market ideology of the 1980s and the idea of
social inclusion promoted by New Labour at the end of the following decade.

In the 1980s, the Conservative administration rowed back on state subsidies and opened up the arts to
the market. This process of marketisation undermined ‘elite’ forms of art and encouraged more populist
programming. It also led to a new emphasis on the audience as the arbiter of artistic (and social) worth.
‘We are coming to value the consumer’s judgment as highly as that of the official or the expert,” wrote
the Arts Council England (ACE) chairman William Rees-Mogg in his 1988 annual report. ‘The voice of the
public must... be given due weight.’ ‘The way in which the public discriminates,’ he added, ‘is through its
willingness to pay for its pleasures.” The meaning of ‘the public’ had subtly changed here, referring not
so much to the body politic of democracy as to the collective weight of individual consumers.

When New Labour came to power in 1997, these trends became intensified. At the heart of the new
administration’s cultural policy was a belief that the arts had a crucial role in promoting economic growth,
urban regeneration and, in particular, ‘social inclusion’. Cultural organisations had to think about how their
work could support government targets for health, social inclusion, crime, education and community
cohesion. In the words of one Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) study, ‘Culture on
Demand’ (2007), the wider social benefits of cultural involvement included ‘the reduction of social
exclusion, community development, improvements in individual self-esteem, educational attainment or
health status’. The Arts Council insisted that only works that sought ‘to provide positive benefits for
communities, such as bringing different groups of people together, reaching people who experience
particular disadvantage or deprivation’ would receive funding.

‘Consultation’ became a centrepiece of arts policy. ‘Cultural planning,” as Graeme Evans and Jo Foord
explained in Cultural Mapping and Sustainable Communities: planning for the arts revisited (2008),
‘is a process of inclusive community consultation and decision-making that helps local government
identify cultural resources and think strategically about how these resources can help a community



to achieve its civic goals’. It needed to be ‘a consultative and participatory process involving
all interested groups within the local and artistic community’. It was not enough to expect the
audience to come to the theatre or visit a gallery or museum. The cultural institutions themselves
had to develop their audiences by meeting the needs of diverse groups. All ‘ages, religions, cultures,
sexualities, disabilities and socio-economic backgrounds... should be given the chance... to find
their voice and to contribute to the culture, diversity and creativity of this country,” as Sir Brian
McMaster, in his landmark report for the government on excellence in the arts, put it (Department
for Culture, Media and Sport, January 2008).

And thisleads us to the second important change over the past 20 years: the remaking of our understanding
of diversity and of how it should be managed. In 2000, the Commission on the Future of Multi-Ethnic
Britain, set up by the Runnymede Trust under the chairmanship of political philosopher Bhikhu Parekh,
published its report. Britain, the Parekh report concluded, was ‘both a community of citizens and a
community of communities, both a liberal and a multicultural society’. Since citizens had ‘differing needs’,
equal treatment required ‘full account to be taken of their differences’. Equality, the report insisted, ‘must
be defined in a culturally sensitive way and applied in a discriminating but not discriminatory manner’.

The two arguments at the heart of the Parekh report - that Britain is a ‘community of communities’
and that equality must be defined ‘in a culturally sensitive way’ - have come to be seen as defining the
essence of multiculturalism. These ideas first emerged in the 1980s as both local and national authorities
attempted to respond to the anger of minority communities at the entrenched racism that they faced, an
anger that exploded into the inner-city riots of the late 1970s and early 1980s.

Theriots led to the recognition that minority communities
had to be given a stake in the system, a recognition out
of which developed the policies of multiculturalism.
The Greater London Council in particular pioneered
a strategy of organising consultation with minority
communities, drawing up equal opportunities policies,
establishing race relations units and providing funding
for minority organisations. At the heart of the strategy
was a redefinition of racism. Racism now meant not
simply the denial of equal rights but the denial of the
right to be different. Different peoples should have the
right to express their specific identities, explore their own
histories, formulate their own values, pursue their own
lifestyles. In this process, the very meaning of equality
was transformed: from possessing the same rights as
everyone else to possessing different rights, appropriate
to different communities.

At the same time, as an instrumental view of culture
encouraged arts institutions to view their work
primarily through the lens of social inclusion and the
commodification of culture placed a premium on
audience development, the emergence of multicultural
policies helped define both social inclusion and
audience development in terms of the empowerment
of communities. Central to empowering the community
was ensuring that its culture and beliefs were
not traduced.



For diverse societies to function and to be fair, so the argument ran, public discourse had to be policed both
to minimise friction between antagonistic cultures and beliefs and to protect the dignity of the individuals
embedded in those cultures. ‘If people are to occupy the same political space without conflict, as the
sociologist Tarig Modood has put it, ‘they mutually have to limit the extent to which they subject each others’
fundamental beliefs to criticism’.

It was in the wake of the campaign against Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988) that this
argument began to influence mainstream cultural policy. The philosopher Shabbir Akhtar became the
spokesman for the Bradford Council of Mosques at the height of the Rushdie affair. ‘Self-censorship,” he
insisted, ‘is a meaningful demand in a world of varied and passionately held convictions. What Rushdie
publishes about Islam is not just his business. It is everyone’s - not least every Muslim’s - business.’
In other words, in a plural society each community should have the right to decide what can be
written or said about any matter that it regards as being of crucial cultural or religious importance.

Rushdie’s critics lost the battle - they failed to prevent the publication of The Satanic Verses. But they
won the war. Policy makers and arts administrators have come broadly to accept the argument that
it is morally unacceptable to cause offence to other cultures, and that every community possesses
a right to be consulted over how it may be depicted. It was an argument that brought together a
moral claim, a social aspiration and a commercial imperative. Communities had a moral right not to
be traduced. Social inclusion required arts institutions to give communities a voice and allow them to
depict themselves. And the market established the audience as a key arbiter of both the artistic value
and the moral worth of a work. All three of these strands were woven into the Behzti controversy.

How do we define a community? That question

has been all too rarely asked in the debate about H OW d O We d efl ne
cultural diversity and community empowerment. |
a community?

In fact, much cultural policy as it has developed over

the past two decades has come to embody a highly T h at q U eSt | O n

peculiar view of both diversity and community.

There has been an unstated assumption that while h a S bee n a | | tOO

Britain is a diverse society, that diversity ends

at the edges of minority communities. The claim ra re|y asked |n

that The Satanic Verses is offensive to Muslims,

or Behzti to Sikhs, or indeed that Jerry Springer: the d ebate a bout

The Opera is offensive to Christians, suggests that

there is a Muslim community, or a Sikh community Cu |tu ra | d |\/e rS | ty
or a Christian community, a/l of whose members

are offended by the work in question and whose a ﬁd COm m U ﬂ |ty

ostensible leaders are the most suitable judges of

what is and is not suitable for that community. em p owermen t .

All such supposed communities are viewed as uniform, conflict-free and defined primarily by ethnicity,
culture and faith. As a Birmingham Council report acknowledged about the council’s own multicultural
policies, ‘the perceived notion of homogeneity of minority ethnic communities has informed a great
deal of race equality work to date. The effect of this, amongst others, has been to place an over-reliance
on individuals who are seen to represent the needs or views of the whole community and resulted in
simplistic approaches toward tackling community needs.’

The city’s policies, in other words, did not simply respond to the needs of communities, but also to
a large degree created those communities by imposing identities on people and by ignoring internal
conflicts and differences. They empowered not individuals within minority communities, but so-called



‘community leaders’ who owed their position and influence largely to the relationship they possessed
with the state.

Shabbir Akhtar no more spoke for Muslims than Salman Rushdie did. Both represented different
strands of opinion. So did Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti and the outraged protesters outside the Birmingham Rep.
In both cases, the conflict was not between a community and the wider society, but was one within that
community itself. In fact, in almost every case, what is often called ‘offence to a community’ is actually
a dialogue or debate within that community. That is why so many of the flashpoints over offensiveness
have been over works produced by minority artists - not just Salman Rushdie and Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti
but also Hanif Kureishi, Monica Ali, Sooreh Hera, Taslima Nasrin and countless others.

Thanks, however, to the perverse notion of diversity that has become entrenched, Shabbir Akhtar has
come to be seen as an authentic Muslim, and the anti-Behzti protesters as proper Sikhs, while Salman
Rushdie and Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti are regarded as too Westernised, secular or progressive to be truly of
their community. To be a proper Muslim, in other words, is to be offended by The Satanic Verses, to be
a proper Sikh is to be offended by Behzti. The argument that offensive talk should be restrained is, then,
both rooted in a stereotype of what it is to be an authentic Muslim or a Sikh and simultaneously helps
reinforce that stereotype. And it ensures that only one side of the conversation gets heard.

Kenan Malik is a writer, lecturer, broadcaster and Senior Visiting Fellow at the Department of Political,

International and Policy Studies at the University of Surrey. With research by Bogdan Dragos.






The play’s the thing

Jo Glanville reviews Behud, which, like the
events it parodies, struggles to be heard
above the political and religious cacophony
surrounding its performance

Behud is a satire about censorship. To my knowledge, it is the only contemporary drama or work of fiction
to tackle the politics of freedom of speech when it clashes with the sensibilities of a minority group:
a scenario that has played itself out in multiple variations over the past 20 years since Ayatollah Khomeini
delivered his Valentine’s Day fatwa to Salman Rushdie.

Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s play is not only a remorseless
anatomy of the chain of events that make censorship
possible - from the self-interest of local politicians to
the personal motivations of the religious activists -
it is also an acute portrait of the artistic process.
The struggle for any artist or writer is the ownership
of their own creation - from the creative act itself to the
performance or publication of their work. Censorship
is perhaps the most extreme experience any writer will
face in the battle for control. Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s
achievement is to write a play that will have a resonance
as a metaphor for the constraints on artistic freedom.

Behud is a fictionalised version of the events that followed the staging of Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s play Behzti.
It is a play about a play within a play - and the sophistication of the multiple narratives in Behud drives
the drama and is the source of much playful comedy. Tarlochan is a playwright, writing a play about the
censorship of her play Gund. She is unattractive, smelly and given to poor table manners. Her unappealing
appearance is commented upon by all the characters in Behud - indeed the comic revulsion for the
playwright is clearly a metaphor for the response to the offensive nature of her work.

When the play opens, two policemen discuss the play and the playwright: they’ve been assigned to protect
her and are somewhat excited at the prospect of dealing with their first ‘faith hate’ operation. This is a work
in progress - Tarlochan comments on the police officers’ dialogue as they speak, dissatisfied with the play
that she is in the midst of writing. She has total control over the action. As the play progresses, the characters
stop doing her bidding. Tarlochan realises that not only does she no longer have control, she has actually
become part of the play. She has a breakdown and alienates all sympathy from her supporters. When Behud
itself was briefly threatened with censorship at its premiere last year, Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s satire of the
playwright imprisoned within her own play for a moment gained a nightmarish reality - for the second
time in her career. ‘At some point during rehearsals the writer always becomes surplus to requirements,
the director Andrew tells Tarlochan, a barbed throwaway line with bitter truth for any artist.

Everyone in Behud is operating from a position of self-interest: the politician who seeks re-election,
the artistic director of the theatre who wants to promote his career (‘A real riot outside the stage door!
You don’t get much more fucking cutting edge than that’), the protesters who want to dictate the
contents of the play to the playwright and the playwright herself who refuses to compromise. It is a case
study in expediency. The Home Secretary is on a local visit (‘licking brown bottoms at the usual ethnic
churches...followed by a top secret trip to a poledancing club where CCTV will be temporarily suspended?)



which further complicates the policing of Tarlochan’s play and raises the political stakes. While the censorship
of art is the subject of the play, Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti relentlessly mocks the pretensions of the theatre
world. DCI Vincent Harris describes the theatre where Tarlochan’s play is staged as ‘a venue famous for
championing the dissenting voice in society’. When his colleague asks what that means, he replies: ‘It puts
on plays nobody wants to see’

She is equally merciless with the self-regard of the Sikh community who want to keep control of how
their society is portrayed to the mainstream and fear the impact on their individual identities: ‘No one
knows how to place me any more, complains the glamorous Sikh journalist Satinder. ‘It’'s as if | don’t
belong because she’s made our community look like intolerant fools.” The representation of a community’s
truth (which is so often at the heart of any censorship row - think of the furore over the filming of
Monica Ali’s Brick Lane) is bitterly fought over by the Sikh characters in the play. Satinder believes that
her newspaper’s stories portray a palatable truth, while Tarlochan brings shame on the community.
When the theatre director Andrew tells the protester Amrik: ‘This play is a piece of fiction. It’s not real,
do you at least accept that?” Amrik replies: ‘Our taxes pay for your fiction.” The representation of reality
is a recurrent theme in the play - possibly the most important issue of the drama. Everyone manipulates
the truth for their own purposes - including the playwright - and all are ultimately defeated by events.
The writer’s grip on reality - not knowing by the end who is real or who is a figment of her imagination -
is also a moving depiction of a psychological breakdown: ‘Is what’s in my head stronger than what’s real?’
Tarlochan asks when she has literally lost the plot.

How far will any politician go in support of a writer who challenges the status quo? The message of Behud
and the lesson of Behzti is not very far. ‘No writer has the right to frighten a community,” the politician
Joanne tells Tarlochan. Joanne has an entirely cynical view of the playwright’s work, thinking her deliberately
offensive and lacking in talent. Furthermore, the Sikh protesters think that Tarlochan is being used by the
fashionable middle-class theatre establishment: “You won'’t ever, can’t ever, be anything more than the exotic
ethnic who makes them feel multicultural,” Amrik tells her.

Throughout the action, we gain glimpses of the play Gund (the
play within the play that is to be performed and is ultimately
censored) in a disturbing series of scenes that culminate in a
girl’s murder. By the end of Behud we realise that not only is the
playwright’s relationship with the community of protesters more
intimate and complex than first appears, but that the shocking
content of the play Gund is autobiographical. The drama of the
playwright Tarlochan’s personal life - and the suppression of
that drama on stage and within the community - is the heart of
darkness in a skilfully constructed satire. Censorship is not just
about the play that is cancelled or the book that is banned, it is
about the wrongdoings that are buried in a society and which
can destroy the lives of individuals.

It is the failure to acknowledge and expose those secrets which is at the heart of both Behzti and Behud.
The great irony, of course, is that neither the theatre staff, the politicians or the activists in Behud are able
to appreciate or recognise what the true story really is - the fixation on religious offence and political
expediency obscure the deeper message of the playwright’s work. And that, sadly, is to some extent what
happened to Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’'s work. Until Behzti receives a proper staging in the UK, it will only
be remembered as the play that was censored and not as the brilliant black comedy that exposes the
conseguences of repression.

Jo Glanville is editor of Index on Censorship magazine



Theatre under siege

Natasha Lehrer charts the events surrounding
the axing of Behzti and the ensuing scandal

The cancellation of Sikh playwright Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’'s play Behzti (Dishonour) at the Birmingham
Repertory Theatre in December 2004 became a byword for the threat to artistic free expression in
Britain and was described by the Guardian’s theatre critic Michael Billington as ‘the most shaming’
theatrical event of the decade.

The action of Behzti revolves around a visit to
a gurdwara, or temple, by its principal characters,
a widowed mother and her daughter, during
which we learn that the mother’s late husband
killed himself in the wake of a homosexual affair
with a leader of the community. That same leader,
it is revealed, had abused a series of women in
the gurdwara. Almost as shocking as the rape
that takes place is the revelation of the failure of
the women in the community both to prevent
and to expose past abuse of young women,
revealing what is, in effect, the older women'’s
complicity in the abuse. The play ends with the
girl’s mother fatally stabbing the man who has
abused her daughter.

In the interest of openness and dialogue, the theatre proposed a ‘consultation’” with several local Sikh
leaders, whom they invited to a reading of the play in the presence of the writer and director, among
others. The Sikh leaders requested that the action be moved from a gurdwara to a more neutral community
centre setting. Both the director and the playwright refused to comply with this request.

Two weeks later, during previews, around four hundred Sikhs gathered at the theatre to demonstrate
against Behzti. Demonstrations continued, growing in size and intensity outside the theatre for the
first ten performances, but the measures put in place jointly by The Rep and the police were successful
in enabling audiences to attend the theatre, until violence erupted on Saturday 18th December.
A minority of the protesters, fuelled by alcohol, stormed the theatre and serious concerns for the
safety of staff and the public led to the cancellation of the rest of the run.

The cancellation of the production provoked a scandal at the heart of the British cultural
establishment. Seven hundred playwrights, directors and actors signed a petition in defence of
artistic freedom of expression. Criticism was directed at the Home Office minister at the time, Fiona
Mactaggart, for her refusal to offer support for either the theatre or the author. During an interview
on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, she asserted that the protest was a ‘sign of free speech that is
so much a part of the British tradition” and refused to make a stand against the challenge to artistic
freedom that was clearly the consequence of the enforced closure of the play. Bhatti received death
threats and was forced into hiding with 24-hour police protection. Salman Rushdie blasted the New
Labour government for its failure to come out in support of Bhatti’s right to freedom of expression:
‘It’s been horrifying to see the response,’ he said. ‘It is pretty terrible to hear government ministers
expressing approval of the ban and failing to condemn the violence when they should be supporting
freedom of expression.’
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As Sunny Hundal has written: ‘Behzti was about a woman who finds herself silenced by the community
because she’s accused of bringing shame upon it. The poster showed a woman holding up dirty laundry.
Bhatti became a victim of the problems she was trying to highlight.

An unusual bond developed between Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti and the two policemen who were allocated to
protect her following a series of death threats in the tense lead up to the cancellation of Behzti in 2004.
There were darkly humorous moments amidst the anger and sadness that accompanied the closing of the
play. When the Guardian printed her statement, one of her police bodyguards told her, ‘Gurpreet, you’'ve
made me do something I've never done before - I've bought the Guardian!

Bhatti’'s most powerful emotion in the aftermath of Behzti, more so even than the fear of attack, was
one of loss, the loss of a play she believed in and was proud of and which, eventually, did not get out
into the world. With a playwright’s ability to see multiple viewpoints, she was sympathetic to almost
every perspective, reserving anger only for the politicians, in particular Mactaggart, who privileged the
protesters’ rights to express their views over her rights as an artist.

Natasha Lehrer is a freelance writer, editor and translator
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Anatomy of a drama

Julia Farrington and Natasha Lehrer on how
the staging of Behud has much to teach arts
organisations about negotiating a way through
security, policing and censorship issues

Behud (Beyond Belief), commissioned by the Soho Theatre, directed by Lisa Goldman and
co-produced with the Belgrade Theatre, Coventry, was Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti’s imaginative response
to the traumatic events surrounding the production of Behzti - a play that ignited extreme passions
in many people, though very few actually saw it.

‘A banner from the original Behzti protest, reading “Shame On Sikh Playwright
For Her Corrupt Imagination” was reproduced and hung above the Behud set.
The play is about that “corrupt” imagination. Do you censor what’s in your head,
sanitise it?’

Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti interviewed by Dominic Cavendish, the Telegraph, 12.3.2070

In Behud, a fictional playwright attempts to make sense of the events surrounding her previous play,
Gund (Filth). Tarlochan, the playwright, excavates her imagination and her memories of the previous
production as she works on her characters - members of the theatre establishment, politicians,
protesters, the police. Notebook in hand, she is continuously refining the script as her characters take
over and start to debate with the playwright herself.

Behud opened at the Belgrade in March 2010 and played there for a three-week run, before moving to
London’s Soho Theatre for a further three weeks. The original plan was to open in London and move
to Coventry but, to accommodate the schedule of Chetna Pandya, who played the lead character,
Tarlochan, the play opened in Coventry first. This twist in the schedule meant that the Belgrade
theatre had to manage the risk of potential violence around the production, in a city with a large Sikh
community, only half an hour’s drive from Birmingham where Behzti had been pulled five years earlier.
No one knew what to expect.

‘Is it like walking back into the fire? Yes, but | think | have to do that. There’s no way
round it. | don’t want to be foolhardy but my play was pulled. I’'ve got a right to look
at that, talk about that.’

Gurpreet Kaur Bhatti interviewed by Dominic Cavendish, the Telegraph, 12.3.2070

Hamish Glen, artistic director of the Belgrade, was utterly committed to Behud and had the full
support of the theatre’s board. Since the theatre had reopened after an £11m refurbishment in
September 2007 under Glen’s artistic directorship, it had positioned itself with a progressive
programme, to include seven in-house productions of innovative and challenging work a year. While
fully supportive of the production, the theatre’s board stipulated that the Belgrade administration
had to be prepared, with effective and detailed contingency plans in place in order to avoid a
repetition of the controversy that had engulfed Behzti. It was assumed that because of the notoriety
of Behzti, Behud would attract a high media profile and bring in audiences, a key consideration in
the decision to stage the play.
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A key component in the both the marketing and production strategy of Behud was to avoid Birmingham
Rep’s perceived errors relating to the consultation with representatives of the Sikh Community about
Behzti. As Trina Jones, general manager of the Rep recalled in a panel discussion, ‘We were clear that
there were elements of the play that may upset folk... The purpose of that dialogue was really to share
our concerns, not really to enter into consultations about the play itself; our intention was never to offer
the play up for any development or change.’ Sikh leaders, however, believed they were being consulted
about the play itself, and their views would be taken into account. As Kenan Malik has said, ‘Out of that
difference of expectations, one could argue, emerged the Bezhti controversy’. The producers of ‘Behud’
learnt from this experience and constructed their approach accordingly.

‘As executive director my job was to prepare the theatre for whatever might happen
off stage. One of the first things | did was draw up a risk assessment which identified
everything we had to consider - it was a surprisingly long and wide-ranging list, not just
detailing the obvious issues of how to manage the media, but also considering under
what circumstances we would consider cancelling a performance or even the entire run,
whether we would allow staff to refuse to work on the show and how we would ensure
that the front of house staff felt supported rather than feeling that management had
knowingly programmed a troublesome piece of work and then simply sauntered off for
their Easter holidays.’

Joanna Reid, executive director, Belgrade Theatre

As per procedural requirements, the theatre informed the Event Safety Committee (ESC) at Coventry City
Council of the forthcoming production of Behud. The ESC, chaired by Clive Townend, exists to bring together
all players in the City’s cultural life and all emergency services in order to plan cultural events effectively.

Hamish Glen, artistic director of the Belgrade recalls: ‘When we decided to put this show on we let
the police know, and they undertook to keep an eye on the world to see if anything was rumbling
and what, if anything, might kick off. Having done that, they came back to let me know that the cost
of the policing that they felt was appropriate to the risk of violence was £10,000 a day. This is an
interesting idea for a registered charity and theatre - to have a three-and-a-half week bill of £10,000
a day. The thought of me going to my board, and suggesting that we might have to foot a bill of
£10,000 a day, well I'm pretty certain that any board, just to carry out their own fiscal duties, would
be obliged to inform me that the play would not be going ahead. | took it upon myself to write to
the Chief Constable of the West Midlands to tell them that we were a registered charity, while they
were arguing that we were a commercial organisation and that the play would have to be pulled.
Because it's discretionary, they came back with £5000 a day. | said, even at £5,000 a day, we
can’t afford this. This is on top of advice from the police about levels of security that we should be
employing within the theatre ourselves, which | think amounted to some £14,000 over the run. Which
is hefty enough in its own right, but you’re trapped in the context of making sure your staff are safe.
That’s a lot of pressure militating against us doing the show.’

‘The public outcry that followed the closing down of the Birmingham production
expressed disgust at this attack on the country’s hard-won freedoms by a group
of violent protesters. The Belgrade, indeed the entire theatre industry, argues that
the same attack on these freedoms cannot be allowed again and the writer who
subsequently was forced to go into hiding in the face of death threats must be allowed
to practise her craft in freedom and her work to meet a public free of violence or
intimidation. The public must be allowed to exercise their own freedom of choice to
attend the play or not.’

From a letter from the Belgrade management to Mr C Sims, chief constable,

West Midlands Police Constabulary, 24 February 2010
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As it turned out, the police agreed to provide the proposed level of policing free of charge.

‘My police constable in charge of planning our operations work in other areas -
for example, football matches - took the view that if we were being asked to police a
private event there might be costs. | think that is legitimate. Some in the community
might say whilst | have got police officers enabling, or being seen to enable,
a controversial play, that means that officers are not dealing with other matters.
However, as things moved on, as the risks changed because of the dialogue and the
meetings with the safety advisory group, | took the decision that we wouldn’t charge
for policing. But what it categorically wasn’t about was the police being seen to incur
costs on an organisation or theatre to prevent them putting on a play.’
Superintendent Ron Winch, in charge of local policing, Coventry

As Hamish Glen emphasises: ‘In the end, and to be absolutely fair to the police, they were sophisticated and
articulate, they did waive all costs and did provide a sizeable presence.” Nonetheless, the dialogue between
the police and the theatre clearly highlighted the fact that there is a need for greater clarity in policing
an event that takes place in a not-for-profit venue. The police’s original assessment about the cost to the
theatre of a nightly police presence was based on how a football stadium would be charged for policing -
in other words a subsidised non-profit organisation with charitable status was being equated with a football
stadium, which is run as a commercial enterprise. This issue was taken up by Julia Farrington in an interview

with Superintendant Ron Winch after the production (see page 25). An excerpt follows:

If you have a political protest that is planned for Saturday afternoon going through the centre of
town could you charge that political party for policing?

No, that would be very different. It is entirely fair that a profit-making private enterprise
that needs to use public resources to enable their business interests - for example in the
case of a football match - be charged for the privilege. On the other hand, in the case
of a political party that is not making any profit, then it is entirely appropriate that the
resources of the state enable it. There is a distinction.

RW

But many theatres are not-for-profit charities and are perhaps more comparable to a political
party. They promote and facilitate artistic expression, just as political parties promote and
facilitate political expression. Both have to raise funds. Is there a category within your assessment
for charitable not-for-profit arts organisations?

Ultimately it comes down to professional judgement, based on threat and risk around
events. And the risk initially with this play was high, though the threat really did recede
as we did the work.

RW

It could have gone the other way - Behud could have been pulled. Whereas you wouldn’t
exercise that same discretionary judgment about a political party.

You could if the political party wanted to march; there is legislation around that because
there are public safety considerations. If a political party wants to make a static protest
there is very little you can do to prevent it from going ahead in terms of the law.

RW

But a static protest of political expression isn’t that different from a static protest of artistic
expression - in other words, a play. There seems to be more structure, more acceptance and
more clarity around political expression than around artistic expression, which leaves theatre
vulnerable to professional discretion preventing it from going ahead.

JF

JF

JF

JF
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The Belgrade was advised on additional health and safety issues by the ESC, but clear lines of responsibility
were drawn. The Council was clear that all communications with the Sikh Community were to be conducted
by the police.

‘The police, Coventry City Council and the city’s Event committee have specifically
said that they support the theatre’s right to put on the play...The issues of artistic
integrity, freedom of speech and the theatre’s independence have all been
accepted and are being supported by these organisations. A press release is being
prepared to this effect by the city’s Events committee, which will only be issued
should the need arise.’

From Belgrade Theatre briefing to board of directors, 10 February 2010

Discussions that took place between members of Coventry Council were reported through the ESC,
which revealed that there was some dissent among councillors as to whether the play should be
staged at all, as well as concern about community relations. ‘There was word coming from the local
authority that | would have to face the music if there was any trouble with the show,’ said Glen.
‘Clearly, the council is our major grant-giving organisation. Half our entire revenue grant comes from
the city council. So that’s a significant amount of pressure. It's an interesting picture of a situation in
community relations whereby the starting position is to try to squash anything that might kick off a
dispute.” There was some insinuation that the theatre was being deliberately provocative in choosing
to stage Behud. To allay concerns, letters were sent from the Belgrade Theatre to all local councillors,
MPs, and MEPs, informing them of their decision to stage the play and their reasons for doing so.
The theatre did not receive a single response.

‘Given the history of Gurpreet’s previous play, we thought it prudent to prepare for
possible high profile adverse reaction to her new play. For the same reason, we thought
we should alert you to this potential so that you will have had some background
information should you need it.

We have been in discussion with the police and the Coventry City Council Events team
to plan for the possibility that some members of the Sikh community - and others -
may find some elements of the play offensive, and protest. Our expectation is that
any protest will be peaceful but the risk is that something non-peaceful may happen,
in which case it is likely that there will be media coverage that may match the coverage
of the protests around Behzti caught.’

Extract from letter sent by Belgrade’s senior management team to local MPs and MEPs

In line with a request from the ESC, the theatre produced a 100-page health and safety manual and
hired additional security staff at a cost of around £14,000, paid for by the Belgrade. The theatre’s senior
management team was scrupulous in its communication with the entire staff of the theatre, with first
weekly and then daily meetings in the run up to the production. Senior management took it in turns to
work front of house shifts alongside regular staff.

‘Theatre should be a place where people gather to talk about their lives.
The Belgrade lives by this and is committed to presenting work that talks about issues
that are relevant to contemporary British life. Behzti went on to be performed in
Europe to sell-out audiences and no disruption. Behud is a new play by a promising
playwright that felt urgent, relevant and important and needed to be seen in the West
Midlands, because that is where Behzti happened and that is where Behud is set’
From the Belgrade Theatre’s briefing notes for Behud.
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Joanna Reid, executive director of the Belgrade, described the period leading up to the opening as
‘like preparing for a siege’. It was, for all those involved, in both Coventry and London, stressful and
uncertain, and it threw into sharp perspective the financial and practical implications of any theatre or
arts organisation taking on a controversial project.

‘From January until April the operational planning took at least 50 per cent of the
commercial director’s time and 25 per cent of mine, as well as additional meetings
between the Health & Safety Committee and key staff. Eventually we were holding
weekly meetings of the event advisory group that included representatives from
the city, police, fire brigade and others. Staff time input increased once the 