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            THE PUN THAT CHANGED MY LIFE

         

         Puns are possibly the lowest form of humour. I know people say sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, but finding something funny just because two words sound vaguely similar is really very stupid. Sometimes, I love being very stupid and some pun-tastic stuff works a treat. For example, I renamed my iPod The Titanic so that when I plug it in it says ‘The Titanic is syncing’. (Get it? Syncing sounds like ‘sinking’ – and the Titanic sank, right?) But some puns are just embarrassingly silly.

         And so it is with a heavy heart that I must admit that it was because of a silly pun, and a tad too much Cinzano Bianco, that I started down the road of battling for a better society. A society that recognises we all have something to offer irrespective of whether we are Black, White, Brown or any other concentration of melanin (see Dulux colour chart for more details). A society where we are all treated fairly regardless of our gender or whether or not we have a disability. A country where our place of birth, accent or sexual orientation does not determine our future.

         My personal journey has been a long, bumpy road, which has involved everything from arguing with my missus about what racism is like in the UK to buttonholing prime ministers at Chequers. (Comic Relief was invited to Chequers by David Cameron. He was all over me like psoriasis. I have no idea why.) But this journey started because of a terrible pun. So, I know you are dying to know what this terrible pun was and how it had such a big effect.

         Not so fast, amigo. First, a little background …

         On 12 May 2013, I showered, shaved and then pulled my tuxedo out of the wardrobe, splashed on some fresh cologne (Lynx: Dudley – notes of the canal, Graham Willetts’s feet and saveloy and chips), got into a taxi, and headed to the annual BAFTA Television Awards ceremony. I know going to awards ceremonies is a privilege and so it is hard to complain about being there, but as I sat there ploughing my way through the hors d’oeuvres (brie, fig and prosciutto crostini – delicious …), watching award after award being handed out, I could feel my temperature rising.

         Almost everybody who was on the stage that night, whether they were handing out or receiving an award, was White. Of the more than thirty individual nominations, from Best Leading Actor to the Special Award, there was not one Black or Asian nominee. Of the nominated writers, directors, producers and other key creatives of the winning programmes, all forty-two were White.

         I first broke into TV by winning the talent show New Faces in 1975. Back then I was almost always the only Black person on set. At the BAFTAs that night, it felt like even though I’d spent forty years working in television, ethnicity-wise nothing had changed.

         After eating more hors d’oeuvres and drinking several more free glasses of wine, I went to leave the ceremony. At that point I was approached by a journalist from the Evening Standard newspaper, who asked me the most innocent of questions: ‘What did you think of the BAFTAs?’ Which, if you think about it, is almost the journalistic equivalent of, ‘Who’s your favourite member of BTS?’ or, ‘Lockdown’s been crap, hasn’t it?’

         This is when I chose to bust out the fateful pun. In total anger and frustration I said, ‘Well, I guess it was … all White on the night!’

         I know, embarrassing right?

         Terrible pun. I was simply fed up, tired and I’d probably had a leetle bit too much to drink. I don’t even remember what else I said to the reporter but, oh boy, was I reminded when the next day it made headlines across the UK press.

         Cue spinning newspaper headlines just like in the old movies …

         
            ‘BAFTAs were a disgrace for not celebrating

            Black talent, says Lenny Henry.’ Telegraph

            
                

            

            ‘“What were the judges doing?” Lenny Henry blasts BAFTA for not recognising Black talent at this year’s television awards.’ Daily Mail

         

         The Guardian based an entire opinion piece around it titled ‘Why were the BAFTAs so White?’ They all quoted my tirade about the lack of Black people nominated for awards. I’d ranted about the fact that all the executive producers, directors and scriptwriters I saw picking up awards were White. I was just generally angry at the complete lack of awards for any non-White people either in front of or behind the camera. Whilst normally I would keep my feelings and opinions to myself, that night I let that poor unsuspecting journalist have it between the eyes with both barrels. Horrible. 

         It was weird because the next day when I woke up, I didn’t remember half of what I’d said. It was just an emotional outpouring. But as I read through the newspaper pieces, one thing struck me as wrong. The Evening Standard quoted me as saying, ‘In two hundred years’ time, our children are going to look back to now and say, “Remember that really weird period when there weren’t any Black people making programmes?”’

         When I say it struck me as wrong, I don’t mean they misquoted me. I mean I was scared it wasn’t true. I was scared that in two hundred years’ time there will be another pissed-off Black actor just like me (probably with more hair and better-looking), leaving another awards ceremony, complaining about exactly the same things. Our jet-pack-wearing descendants won’t be saying, ‘Remember that really weird period when there weren’t any Black people making programmes?’ They are going to be saying, ‘Why didn’t anyone do anything two hundred years ago, so we could actually have some Black folks making programmes now? It is 2213 after all!’

         The more I thought about it, the more I realised that it wouldn’t just be Black people saying this. In two hundred years’ time, if things didn’t change, disabled people would be making similar complaints. As far as I am aware not one nominee in an individual category had a visible disability. Women of all colours will be asking why there are still so few of them behind the camera. Of the forty-two winners officially listed behind the camera that I mentioned earlier only two-fifths were women, and that’s only because the American HBO series Girls brought the numbers up.

         It is not just television that has a problem. At the 2013 BAFTA Film Awards, a few months later, of the more than eighty individual nominations, again including categories from Best Leading Actor to Best Director, there were just four non-White nominees. And, for the record, none of them won. Again there was not one visibly disabled nominee and at that BAFTA ceremony, of the five Best Director nominations only one, Kathryn Bigelow, was female – she didn’t win. The one woman who was nominated in the best screenwriter category, Lucy Alibar, was partnered with a man – she didn’t win. In the Outstanding Debut by a British Writer, Director or Producer, there was only one female nominee, Jacqui Morris – again, she didn’t win.

         And it won’t just be people of colour, disabled people and women asking these questions. Shock, horror – White men might even be saying, ‘It’s, like, totally unfair that we, like, constantly walk away with all the awards. Somebody should, like, do something.’ (That would be a turn-up for the books, right?)

         In those 2013 Film BAFTAs, on the nominee list for Best Actor, there was one of the most skilled practitioners of his generation, nominated for the lead role in the psychological thriller The Master. This is a White dude, who I now suspect was watching this awards ceremony with the same brewing rage, for exactly the same reasons I had had watching the TV awards.

         It was a rage that only came to light seven years later. The actor I’m referring to was, of course, Joaquin Phoenix. Phoenix didn’t win that night, but seven years later he finally picked up the Best Actor prize at the BAFTAs film ceremony for his role in Joker, and delivered one of the most memorable BAFTAs speeches ever. If there’d been a barn nearby, there’d be a plaque bearing the legend, I was stormed by J. Phoenix. The speech was that tumultuous.

         The fact is, in the seven years between 2013 and 2020, no matter how often we prayed for it, there had not been a slow but inexorable move towards better representation. Once again, in the film awards not a single person of colour had been nominated in any of the acting categories. Phoenix called it as he saw it: ‘Systemic racism’.

         I watched the speech with my missus, astounded, as Phoenix articulated what far too many of us say only in private, ‘We send a very clear message to people of colour that you’re not welcome here.’ His speech was a wake-up call for the British film and television industry and made headlines around the world. He didn’t just stop at calling it ‘systemic racism’, he went further and said something I cheered at the time, but now conversely disagree with. He said, ‘It is the obligation of the people who have created and benefit from the system of oppression to be the ones to dismantle it. So that’s on us.’

         He is, of course, correct that it is the duty of the people in positions of power to change a system that excludes far too many. But it is not just the obligation of one group of people to bring about change. It is the obligation of everyone. And by ‘everyone’, I don’t mean ‘other people’, or ‘politicians’ or ‘industry executives’, which is what I find people usually mean when they say ‘everyone’.

         In 2013, seven years before Phoenix’s speech, over the breakfast table I realised I had to roll up my sleeves and be part of that solution. If the dial had hardly moved in the forty years in which I had worked in television, why had I assumed that it would just miraculously move by itself in the next forty years? Or even two hundred years?

         That is why a bad pun and a few newspaper articles set me on a path which would change my life for ever. I’ve tried to make my quote come true, that people will be saying ‘Remember that really weird period when there weren’t any Black people making programmes?’ My dream is to make sure it happens far sooner than two hundred years’ time. For there never to be a need for me to cheer on another actor making a speech about ‘systemic racism’.

         Now, before we get too carried away about the BAFTAs, I just want to clear up one common misconception. This is not a story about how I want more disabled, Black and working-class luvvies receiving awards and handing them out to each other. This was not an #OscarsSoWhite moment – the hashtag launched in 2015 to try to get more people of colour receiving awards. I’m not saying it is a bad campaign, but it is not what has driven me to fight for more diversity – I can’t stand the word ‘diversity’, by the way. More on that later. 

         This wasn’t about the glamorous winners. After all, every few years you do see a few more non-White winners, such as in the BAFTA 2020 Television Awards, which saw a few more Black and Asian people pick up gongs. This looked great, but industry insiders know that just two weeks earlier not a single Black or Asian person won a BAFTA Craft Award – the awards given to the directors, writers and people who make the programmes.

         Awards ceremonies cast a light on the industry they celebrate. Whether they’re for the television or film industries or an evening recognising the double-glazing or plumbing industry. Here is the secret that no one tells you: if you want to know who really controls the industry, take your eyes off the stage.

         The stage where the awards are given out to the handful of winning nominees is merely the tip of the iceberg. The other 90 per cent of that iceberg is sitting at the tables around the stage. The power-brokers who control the industry, in this case the film industry, are literally and metaphorically in the shadows. Not in some sinister cat-stroking, secret lair in the Bermuda Triangle, James Bond villain kind of way. More in the boring civil servant type of way. The studio heads, executives and media regulators are all there at the awards ceremonies. Unlike the nominees, they are there year after year – they are people that control the industry.

         Viewers might focus on the glittering celebrities who receive and then go home with the ugly-ass gongs, but if you want to change the industry, you can’t do it by concentrating on the 10 per cent above the water in the spotlight. You do it by looking at the 90 per cent below the surface who never even leave their seats.

         My pun-tastic effort did not start me on a journey to change the glossy people we see on our television screens. It set me on a quest to change the people who control the industry. That is a journey I think we can all relate to, whatever our line of work.

         It is not just BAFTA and the film and television industry that has a problem. In the UK less than 7 per cent of police officers are non-White. Less than 10 per cent of British teachers are people of colour, and that drops to less than 5 per cent for head teachers. There are just six female chief executives of companies in the FTSE 100. When it comes to the country’s top judges, almost two-thirds – 65 per cent – went to private school, despite the fact that only 7 per cent of the population receive a private education. 

         We live in a society that excludes far too many people, from far too many walks of life. It is time we focus on just one aspect of Joaquin Phoenix’s speech when he said we must ‘dismantle’ the system, and ensure everyone can access all areas of power throughout society.

         The question is: how?

         It is a question I have been trying to answer for the last seven years. I want to share some of that journey with you and some of the lessons I have learnt along the way. It might have all started with a terrible pun but this is no joking matter.

         (For the record, there are some very good puns on the circuit. Masai Graham, a pun fu master, won the National Pun Championships with this: ‘I’m a 35-year-old mixed-race guy from West Bromwich, so I’ve got a reputation to uphold. It’s difficult for me to write jokes about flowers, without the stigma attached …’ Thank you, good night! Please tip your waitresses on your way out.)
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         When I first proposed that Marcus and I should collaborate on this book, the publishers invited us in for coffee and biscuits. Joaquin Phoenix had just made his speech and it seemed like it might be a good time to write something on media diversity. This was before Covid-19 had turned everything upside down and before Black Lives Matter had swept the world following the death of George Floyd. The sad reality is, I suspect, it is always a ‘good time’ to write this kind of book.

         I arrived at Faber’s offices near the British Museum with my learned colleague, marathon-runnin’ Marcus Ryder, and we were ushered into a room they call Arcadia – it’s at the back of the building, has a large table and is lined with lots of bookshelves. Lovely.

         Waiting at that table was all-round good egg Walter Donohue, and after a few brief pleasantries about the weather and some damn fine coffee, we were joined by Alex Bowler. Walter is originally from New Jersey, and has the kind of laid-back, world-weary persona where you feel nothing could shock him. He has seen it all before and although patient and polite, clearly doesn’t suffer fools gladly. Alex is younger, and after meeting him just once, you just know that he is a bottle-rocket firework destined for greatness.

         Alex exudes the kind of youthful, boisterous energy that gives the impression he’s about to make his first million in the next five minutes. Walter is the older Mr Seen-It-All, who sits you down, lists the bizarre ways he spent a million in the eighties, and is now happy just to read a good book. If they ever leave the world of publishing, they would make great characters in a cop buddy movie. I just don’t want to be the police chief that tells them they have to hand over their badges and they have forty-eight hours to solve the crime because the DA’s on my ass … (I get easily distracted in business meetings.)

         Anyway, they both thought it was ‘good timing’ for a book on diversity. After a brief while discussing the book’s possible content, they asked me the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question all publishers ask a prospective author: ‘Who is the target audience for this book’?

         My answer was simple: ‘Everyone.’ 

         Walter and Alex looked at each other and smiled, which told me that they’ve heard people say this before and they just didn’t believe it. They kindly explained to me, the way a patient parent explains to an excited child, that no book appeals to everyone. Not even Julia Donaldson appeals to everyone. (I love The Gruffalo. I want to go down to the deep dark wood. Talking mice for life, yo.)

         And then came the line that almost felt like a physical punch in the stomach.

         ‘This is a book about diversity, so, by definition, this is a book about a minority of people.’

         I conceded that they were right, the book might not appeal to everyone – maybe that was an oversell – but it definitely wasn’t about ‘a minority’. Let me explain how we answered their question and subsequently further explain how that answer changes the way we should all think about diversity. It all has to do with a retired White woman who most people would not think of when talking about diversity.

         Her name is Susie Symes and she is a woman on a mission. Susie loves facts and figures. More specifically, she loves to correct lazy thinking and wrong assumptions by using data and statistics. It is one of the reasons she helped to set up 19 Princelet Street – Britain’s first museum dedicated to immigration and diversity. It’s in Spitalfields. A teeny-tiny museum, for Borrowers only. More people could fit into a small camper van than into this museum. You could get maybe one – at a pinch, two and a half – Ewoks in there. But for Susie its size is not the point. 19 Princelet Street has one job to do: to correct some of the incorrect assumptions about immigration.

         Did Black people first arrive in the UK on HMS Windrush from Jamaica in 1948? No. 19 Princelet Street has all the facts and figures showing a Black presence on British shores since Roman times. Are immigrants a massive drain on the country’s education and healthcare system? No. 19 Princelet Street can give you the economic data of how much immigrants pay in taxes versus how much they receive in benefits or use public services.

         Susie loves her immigration stats, facts and figures. So do we. But she loves them more because she spent a large part of her working life as an economist for Her Majesty’s Treasury. One of the pieces of lazy thinking she loves to squish is the idea that diversity is a minority issue. In fact, she says it is a majority issue. When we think about diversity, she explains, we invariably think about marginalised, disadvantaged groups. But answer these questions and see if they apply to you.

         
            	Do you often feel excluded from society?

            	Do you ever feel like you are living in the ‘wrong’ part of the country to really have your voice heard?

            	Do you ever feel you are the ‘wrong’ colour to call yourself British with the same confidence as someone else?

            	Are you gay or lesbian? Are you routinely made to feel wrong because you are seen to love the ‘wrong’ person?

            	Would you describe yourself as ‘typical’ or ‘normal’?

            	Are you simply just the ‘wrong’ gender to get paid equally, pursue the career you want or have an equal chance of getting the top jobs?

         

         If you answer yes to any of these questions, according to Susie, you are in the majority. In her typical Treasury-tastic statistical way, Susie has crunched the numbers and proved that people who are counted as diverse, which we think of as a minority, are, in fact, the majority. She looks at what percentage of the population are women and then combines that with the percentage of the population which is disabled, then she combines that with the percentage of the population which is non-White, then finally tops it all off by adding the percentage of the population that says they are lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans.

         I am definitely not a statistician (just like I wasn’t a real chef or from Brixton or a soul-singin’ sex god), so I don’t know how she does it, but Susie then makes sure that she doesn’t do something called ‘double accounting’ – counting the same person twice (or even three times) because they are a woman and disabled, or Black and gay. Then she churns out the grand number: 67.5 per cent. Or, in old money, ‘two-thirds’.

         That’s right. According to Susie Symes, the people we generally think of as the majority – White, heterosexual, able-bodied men – make up less than a third of the population. The rest come under the umbrella term of ‘diverse’. Which is why she prefers to use the term ‘majority’ rather than ‘minorities’ when talking about diversity. In her typical statistician’s way, she prefers to pick a term with a simple mathematical meaning. 

         When Walter and Alex told me we were writing a book for a minority of the population, I, Lenny Henry, decided to go full Susie Symes on them and say, ‘Oi! Walter and Alex! No! We’re writing for the majority.’

         When someone looks at you sceptically (think Scooby Doo and crew realising the monster was actually Mr Jamerson, the janitor), you begin to doubt yourself. I hate to admit it, but even though no one questioned me that day, I doubted myself. I doubted Susie Symes. Could White, able-bodied, straight men really make up less than a third of the UK population?

         They seem to make up the vast majority of every important part of society. Could our politicians, judges and police be so unrepresentative? Could our television programmes have got it wrong? Susie Symes – if you are reading this, please forgive me – I had to double-check your maths. And yes, you’ve guessed it, the great Susie Symes (whose statistical skills I have been praising to the heavens) got it a little wrong.

         I went to the very top to check the statistics. I called up Hetan Shah, at the time the executive director of the Royal Statistical Society, and said, ‘All right, Hetan, chap, can you check these numbers for me? I’ll buy you a Cherry B and a cheese and pickle bap next time I see you.’ Hetan Shah modestly declined and, instead, put me onto the deputy director of the Office of National Statistics, the bookkeepers of the British population’s data. The deputy director said they would put their best person on the case. I felt it was complete overkill just to double-check a retired Treasury official’s statistics but I knew it was important.

         Four weeks later I received an email from another Susie. This time Suzi Robertson, Research Officer for the Policy Evidence and Analysis Team of the Office for National Statistics. What percentage of the UK population are White, heterosexual, able-bodied men?

         29.5 per cent.

         Susie Symes had got it a tiny bit wrong – they are an even smaller minority than she had estimated. Just take a moment for that to sink in – and it’s not a misprint. Even now, like a two-day-old rock cake, I find it hard to process. If we had a level playing field, then, for every White, able-bodied heterosexual man you see on TV, in Parliament or in any position of power, you should see a woman or Black person or Asian person or disabled person or gay person. Not just once, but more than twice.

         Suzi from the Office of National Statistics went one step further. She knew that I am originally from Dudley (we’ve got a zoo and a canal!), just outside Birmingham, and that I was looking at these statistics for television – so they decided to add one more criterion: inside London and outside London. Why? Well, the majority of British television is still made in London and the South East. People on our TV screens, whether they are reading the news or acting in a comedy, are disproportionately from London or have South East accents. People working behind the camera invariably live in London or the surrounding areas.

         So when we talk about diversity, especially when it comes to television, we should consider what percentage of the population are non-White, not heterosexual, not able-bodied, not men, and do not live in the South East. Because these are the people who we typically think of when we think of diversity. These are the under-represented.

         The number Suzi Robertson from the ONS sent me almost knocked me off my chair.

         96.9 per cent.

         That’s right, again that is not a misprint. The people we invariably think of as the majority make up only 3.1 per cent of the population.

         The numbers are almost too staggering to comprehend. For every three White, able-bodied heterosexual men with a London accent you see on TV, you should see ninety-seven people with a Birmingham or Welsh accent, or a woman, or a lesbian or gay person, or a Black or Asian person, or a disabled person, or some combination of these characteristics.

         (Editor’s note: ‘You know having an accent doesn’t necessarily mean you live in a place?’

         Me: ‘Yes, but if they really wanted a dry statistics book they would have bought An introduction to statistics. I think they know what I mean.’)

         Three vs. ninety-seven is the reality of the UK today. This glaring fact is so obscured by the programmes on our television screens and the radio we listen to and by every politician we see that I doubt myself whenever I am sitting in a meeting with publishers and they don’t even question me but simply raise an eyebrow.
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