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OPINION JUN 18,  2020 BY PREMA MEHTA

Change is coming, but we must work
together

Following the global protests against racism, Prema Mehta, founder of
Stage Sight, says it is not time that will heal the pain, but change. Those in
positions of power need to step up to remove workplace barriers

Prema Mehta is founder of Stage Sight, an organisation designed to create a more diverse offstage workforce.
Photo: Alex Brenner
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Diversity, of all kinds, must not be an afterthought

Prema Mehta. Photo: Joseph Lynn

Since the killing of George Floyd and the protests that followed, people of colour are
sharing their experiences of studying at training establishments, and of working in
the industry. There is a common, undisputed need for change. These voices have
said: “Enough is enough.”

At Stage Sight, an organisation designed to create an offstage workforce that is more
reflective of our society today, we have known this all too well. We issued this
statement: “We stand against racism, we stand for inclusion, we stand with our black
members, colleagues and the entire black community. We must unite and speak out.
We stand for change. We are Stage Sight, we are them and they are us.
#BlackLivesMatter.”

Earlier this month, my friend – and Stage Sight committee member – Mark Dakin
spoke out against structural racism in the industry in an open letter, in which he
voiced the need for institutional change and called for a response.

Mark is a well-respected technical director, who has carved a path in technical
theatre for many to follow. He wrote: “As a man of colour, the privilege of silence is
something I do not have.”

For years, Stage Sight has been clearly calling out that the theatre industry could do
more to observe and question the choices it has made. It is clear the sector must go
further and do more.

If you are in a position of power and don’t create
change and lift others up, I ask you to do better

Over the years, I’ve repeatedly heard that the lack of role models is a significant
factor in the lack of diversity in our offstage workforce. I would ask, as a British
Asian woman, how much space those in positions of power give to women –
especially women of colour – to play the part of a role model.

If you hold power, know that you are in a position to use your privilege to address
this issue. If, in that position, you don’t create change and lift others up, I ask you to
do better.

Like many, I found recent events distressing. I recently tweeted: “I don’t want time to
heal the pain we feel this week. I want change to heal the pain – for racism to have no
space in our world of tomorrows. #BlackLivesMatter.” The events around the killing
of George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter movement have created a debate in the
sector. We’re asking each other to look closely at how we behaved, and how we will
respond to the urgent need for change.

I struggle to talk about race. I’ve spent my whole life being defined by the colour of
my skin, which is a pretty lazy description of my identity. I am creative, caring,
impatient and many more things. I am made up of more than a pigment called
melanin, and I rebel against labels, because it’s exciting to be more than the label
imposed on you by others. But while I struggle to talk about my race, I very clearly
draw associations between race and opportunity.

My dad came to the UK in 1967, aged 16, with his father. Within two weeks of arriving,
his father died of a heart attack, and he had to settle into a new country by himself.
So Dad joined the civil service and continued to work there for 52 years. He tells the
story of how he asked to go on a training course, but his boss said there was no
money for him to attend.

I know how Dad felt, seeing his white colleagues go off to their training sessions,
while he looked on. It fills me with sadness. He tells this story often because, even
today, at the age of 70, it still hurts him. My dad’s story signifies his hope and
ambition. He wanted to be the best he could be – a universal desire that most
humans would rightly wish for – and a very real barrier was put up to stop him
progressing.

In my early years as a lighting designer, I started out in pub theatres and fringe
venues. My first actual paid work came from Tamasha Theatre Company’s co-
founders Kristine Landon-Smith and Sudha Bhuchar. Janet Steel from Kali Theatre
also offered me early opportunities. I’ll always be indebted to these companies.

As a British-Asian designer I ask myself: why was
I only matched or considered well-suited to light

British-Asian productions?

But as a British-Asian designer I ask myself: why was I only matched or considered
well-suited to light British-Asian productions? And if British-Asian productions
aren’t making it on to our West End stages, what does this mean for my career
progression? I find it ironic that recently people have been comfortable asking: “Do
you think you are getting work because of your race?” Using basic maths across a 15-
year career, I could point out how wrong this question is, but that’s obvious, right?

Ultimately this is about who has the right to decide how ambitious someone else
should be. Do we all have a responsibility to hold open the doors? Should those in a
position of power be more mindful of others as they hold their space?

Recent weeks have raised an awareness of what is happening around us, and we must
all have the confidence and responsibility to call it out when we see it. The way things
were done needs changing.

I founded Stage Sight for exactly these reasons. When I feel hurt or angry, I know the
answer lies in change. Stage Sight was created to make change happen. Our process
has always been around three key areas: how the sector recruits, how it reaches out
to invite people in and how it creates new pathways into the industry.

That the sector is inclusive is more vital than ever. We must ensure that, when our
industry returns to strength, it does so because it includes everyone, inclusive of
their ethnicity, class and disability. I recognise that the practicalities of change can
be overwhelming to an institution that may recognise the need to change old
patterns of behaviour, but needs support to find a new way of working.

We are talking about the creation of a new identity – about building a sector that
reflects our society today. I believe that now is the time to listen, plan and commit to
new ways.

I wonder if generosity and bravery play the biggest part in our next steps. The
generosity of those who speak bravely and with openness, and the response of those
actively supporting this with long awaited practical change. It will require a different
kind of bravery, openness and reflection.

Our next steps are far from straightforward, but moving forwards feels better than
standing still. The journey to being better must be a shared goal. At Stage Sight, we
continue to make change, and over the coming months we will work with our
members to ensure change is implemented.

This won’t be done overnight, because for sustained change to be embedded it needs
to be created with thought and planning, not false promise. But yes, change is
coming, you have our word.
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