‘Shut Up and Dance’

Popular culture is one of the sites where the struggle for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged; it is also the stake to be won or lost in that struggle.
Stuart Hall (1981: 453) 	

Ashley Banjo drops to a prone position, fists joined in a handcuffed lock. As the close-up withdraws, neck–knee–police officer come into view: a public lynching amid a didactic sequence of steps. Banjo’s gaze meets the imagined Saturday night audience of Britain’s Got Talent, fixed in a look of televisual pain. Five members of dance troupe Diversity circle him with smart phones drawn, representing Darnella Frazier, the Minneapolis teenager who documented George Floyd’s murder by a white police officer on 25 May 2020. The camera pans, cueing Banjo to join Diversity downstage-centre where the group he heads slowly takes the knee in unison, the voiceover locking this section of the performance: ‘As the world watched on, another Black life gone, leaving what we thought we knew in tatters / What we thought we knew some clearly didn’t, Black lives matter’ (Foolery 2020).	Comment by Andy Lavender: Tom, I’m pasting here your previous comment re the quotes in italics. I suggest that you mention this in the piece, either in the main body of the text to introduce the first quote, or as a footnote. (I’ve underlined them all in this draft, to indicate to the typesetter that they should be in italics.) That said, I think that actual cited material (rather than paraphrased material) should be in plain text in single quote marks.
Your comment:
Here I am paraphrasing the complaints; these aren’t direct quotes. Elsewhere I use italics to paraphrase speech on Britain’s Got Talent (hosts, judges, contestants…) This is to dramatize speech in contrast to the regular formatted quotes. I can remove the italics if you think this doesn’t work stylistically?	Comment by Tom Hastings: Thanks Andy, I’ve removed italics from the Tom Foolery quotes.
After Diversity’s protest performance aired on the semi-final of Series 14, on 5 September 2020, the UK government watchdog Ofcom received thousands of complaints from counter-protesting viewers. Complaints, demarcated by italics in this essay along with other forms of address, decried the representation of police brutality and racism on primetime family television: Britain’s Got Talent is no place to voice support for Black Lives Matter; This is an entertainment show… Shut Up and Dance! Over the next three weeks the number of complaints reached 27,000, a near record-breaking total. Newspapers like The Sun and The Daily Mail headlined the fallout, conflating the performance with the complaints to foment public anger and create a moral panic whose object had become blurred. Shared on social media, viral clips of the performance were swiftly transformed into second-order signs of Black Lives Matter, as the ‘#BLMperformance’. Piers Morgan and other right-wing pundits praised the timeliness of Diversity’s performance on the grounds of free speech, lambasting, and thereby stoking, the complaints, while politicians like Home Secretary Priti Patel denounced the ‘gesture politics’ of taking a knee (The Times 2021). 
Three weeks after Diversity’s performance aired, Ofcom ended the complaints process with the publication of an eight-page report defending the performance against its own Broadcasting Code, an exceptional move. This document, which reads like an aesthetic tract, interprets the dance by way of government criteria to extricate it from public opinion, redrawing the limits of what counts as acceptable mainstream culture. The main objections, as summarised in Ofcom’s report, claimed that the performance: 

· was unsuitable for a family audience due to themes of violence and racism;
· encouraged societal division and was racist towards white people;
· negatively portrayed white police officers, including in a depiction of the death of George Floyd, and encouraged violence against the police; and
· expressed support for the political organisation ‘Black Lives Matter’ (Ofcom 2020: 3).

The object of these complaints is not the dance group, Diversity, nor is it the representation of anti-Black violence. Indeed, the intensification of the news cycle following the police murder of George Floyd had made forms of Black protest more visible within popular culture (Drake and Henderson 2020: 4). Rather, these complaints indicate racism towards white people as the central affront of Diversity’s performance, and Black Lives Matter as its cultural enabler. By representing a public lynching, the complaints averred, Diversity effectively passed judgment on white people. 
Consider that Ashley Banjo appeared on this semi-final episode in the capacity of judge and victim – if we can use this term to refer to his rendition of George Floyd’s murder. In the producers’ invitation to perform with Diversity, Banjo was also invited to replace Britain’s Got Talent’s creator Simon Cowell, who had sustained a back injury in an accident, as a panel judge for the remainder of the series. Yet Banjo’s embodied shift from judge to victim provoked a ‘fragile’ rush to defend whiteness (DiAngelo 2018). Why? Indeed, it appears that in the imaginary of the complainants this performance shifted, almost immediately, from the representation of anti-Black violence to the spectre of Black criminality. At the core of this controversy, a Black man has been put on trial by the public while serving as judge on behalf of that same public. How, then, did Diversity’s performance interrupt Britain’s Got Talent’s ideological problematic, and how did this interruption function as protest? How is blackness positioned on Britain’s Got Talent?
	
This essay considers Diversity’s performance and the public reaction to it, and gesture as an index of that relation. By gesture, I refer to the incorporation in the performance of poses connected with Black Lives Matter like ‘taking a knee’ – citation marks that indicate their migratory travel from protest to government office. Gesture thus refers to the multifaceted surround of the performance. Drawing on the work of Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy, I focus on a concrete event within the dominant order of television broadcasting to consider resistant possibilities of popular Black performance in the present conjuncture.

The Performance
Diversity’s act is bookended by an epistolary address from father to son, a device used by African-American writers from James Baldwin to Ta-Nehisi Coates to comment on issues of society and racism (Baldwin 1963; Coates 2015). Floyd’s murder features in Banjo’s address, whose text is supplied by contemporary poet Tom Foolery, alongside other scenes from 2020: traders capitalising on lockdown; Amazon distribution and delivery; the Prime Minister’s daily Covid briefing; rainbow painting; and Clap for the NHS. The opening section of the dance is structured by quick scene changes; performers dressed in smart attire mime the voiceover’s tour of 2020 with situational props while the camera follows Banjo across the stage. After depicting Floyd’s murder, the smaller groups combine to take the knee in a square formation. This gesture functions as a hinge, marking a shift from the narration of 2020 to a sequence of street dance that involves a rich imaginary of protest and riot.
‘Taking a knee’, ‘I can’t breathe!’, ‘Hands up, don’t shoot!’, and ‘Hands behind your back!’ describe identifiable poses performed to the beat in a locking sequence. Hooking the audience to the spectacle of anti-Black violence, these gestures’ indexical energy builds through techno-virtuosic stunts: a young Black woman writhes, pulled in directions by lengths of black nylon; riot police rhythmically strike the stage with anti-riot shields, corralling the dancers as they perform breaks; a dancer ascends a ramp of shields to side-somersault before a bomb of white light, clearing the police kettle; projected images of riot, fire, street blockades, and an overturned car play upstage. Meanwhile, the panel of judges is filmed viewing this red-and-black-soaked spectacle in a state of awe. 
As the television studio apparatus is blasted with choreographed mementoes of civil disobedience, the final section cuts to images of polite civic solidarity, the performance drawing to a close with a Black boy dressed in white: ‘But why did it take a virus to bring the people back together?’ asks the child, to which his father responds, ‘Because sometimes you have to get sick, my boy, before you start feeling better’ (Foolery 2020). The acknowledgment of ‘another disease’, racism, is tempered with keynotes of redemption. Filed in droves, the subsequent complaints were equalled by shows of public support for the basic message, Racism is a Pandemic Too. 
Note Ofcom’s summative defence of the performance in their published report: ‘We considered any references to violence in the routine were inexplicit and highly stylised’ (Ofcom 2020: 5). By qualifying the violence as ‘highly stylised’, Ofcom highlighted the dramaturgical aspects of the representation of protest, its universal artistic value, over and above the performance’s critique of the racist police state. In seeking to absorb Diversity’s protest to the representational matrix of Britain’s Got Talent, the report mentions a ‘comparable’ semi-final act, SOS from the Kids, a child choir which exploited codes of pastoral innocence to protest climate crisis. Both acts addressed current affairs with appropriate artistry, we are told. By assimilating the particular to the universal, Ofcom’s use of the term ‘stylised’ would have its reader believe that complainants of Diversity’s performance objected to the violence of the imagery rather than its endorsement of Black Lives Matter – the degree rather than the kind of protest on display. Ofcom’s compensatory defence suggests we need to understand both why Diversity was invited to perform in the first place and the history of the setting in which the performance took place.

Family Love
It’s the Britain’s Got Talent judges!!! show hosts Ant and Dec announce, as Banjo, Alesha Dixon, David Walliams, and Amanda Holden enter the stage. Let’s kick off with the new boy [sic], BGT winner Ashley Banjo… Thank you, this is a little bit crazy right? So excited to be sitting here, it feels full circle. 
When Banjo formed Diversity with his brother Jordan in 2007, the group consisted of friends and three sets of siblings from London; today, they continue to present tightly rehearsed street dance and gymnastic stunts on television and festival stages. Diversity defeated Susan Boyle to win the third series in 2009, appearing on subsequent iterations as non-competing home favourites. Sold as a global franchise by Cowell, Britain’s Got Talent is a talent competition that revamps the variety show, a popular form derived from the Victorian music hall. Indeed, the winner of Britain’s Got Talent secures a place in the Royal Variety Performance to perform to the British Royal Family. 
Far from mere entertainment, nineteenth-century culture institutions like the Victorian music hall served to mediate ‘“structures of feeling” that support, elaborate, and consolidate the practice of empire’ (Said 1994: 15). Spurred by the importation of US minstrelsy in the 1830s, the image of ‘a distant denigrated Other’ was domesticated in the music hall to negatively define British values at home (Mullen 2012: 64). This genealogy of popular imperialism inheres to the judges’ criteria today: if ‘talent’ depends on how well the performer embodies values of contemporary Britain, the weird and the monstrous are encouraged to test and determine those values. In this schema, as David Lloyd has argued, the figure of the Savage constitutes the threshold of a good act, representing at once ‘the instance of subjection and the latent potentiality of the aesthetic’ (Lloyd 2019: 51), and the panel of judges identifies this racialised threshold for the home audience, providing them with ‘relevant vocabulary’ to aid the interactive voting process (Robinson 2014). 
The performance of contortionist Papi Flex earlier in Series 14 exemplifies this moment. Adorned in a traditional Vodou skeleton pattern, Flex emerges from a wooden chest to perform ‘high-affect juxtapositions’ of bodily dislocations, his expression fixed in a cool mask (Gottschild 2001: 334). The judges address Flex as a non-human thing and his Africanist aesthetics as monstrous: Does he speak?... We need more monsters… Whoever you are, wherever you’re from, I don’t care… That’s my worst nightmare. Flex won the judges’ vote. Channelling the pleasure of a modern white spectator at a vaudeville freak show, the panel’s racist discourse drew on the perceived ‘monstrosity’ of Flex’s performance to reproduce the dominant and exclusionary ideology of Britain’s Got Talent: national-belonging-as-family-love (Jackson 2020: 108). 

Family love is evident everywhere on the show, from family acts onstage to close-ups of a mother and daughter whispering in the studio audience; parents waiting offstage with Ant and Dec to receive their talented kin; recorded footage visiting contestants in the home; and performer tributes to relatives living and lost. As this diverse panorama indicates, family love is primarily an effect of televisual editing: shifts between live and recorded elements, onstage and offstage segments, as well as shot/reverse shots of hosts, judges, and contestants, allow the viewer to invest in family love as a presiding unity whose sign, repeated to the colours of the UK flag by the judges ad nauseam, is ‘You make me proud to be British’. National family, or the ‘nation as family’, is a powerful myth of Britishness that has served political projects from the Commonwealth to Brexit. Here, the televisual image’s constant breaks are sutured by this ideology, creating the impression of flow, a diversity-in-unity that draws its vibrancy from the show’s editing. As Jane Feuer writes, ‘The closeness, availability and interpellative nature of the television image… can create families where none exist’ (Feuer 1983: 14…20).[{note1}] The introduction of a virtual wall of home audience on this semi-final episode, with the capacity to enlarge any viewer, or group of viewers, to fill the entire auditorium, intensified the near/far surrogacy of the ‘tele-visual’ image (Weber 1996). 
Becoming a father is the most magical journey you can experience and a responsibility that lasts forever… My dad is my hero, and he gave me his greatest gift: his belief in me. Footage of father-and-son magic act James and Dylan Piper walking in nature, the Welsh flag hoisted over a sunny copse. Break. James Piper invites Banjo onstage to assist their magic trick by choosing six photographs from those scattered on the floor. While portraying relatives of the Piper family, the selected images also spell out ‘Micah’, the name of Banjo’s lockdown baby. The sixth photograph, showing Banjo holding his newborn son in hospital, is reproduced on a large easel under James’s son Dylan, who appears remotely on Zoom before entering the auditorium in a final twist. Banjo and his son are thus interpolated into the white family by a sleight of technology that both guarantees Banjo’s right to judge on Britain’s Got Talent – the portrait of the Black father, authorised onstage – and reveals the ‘work’ of televisual editing.
That Banjo was invited to serve as judge suggests his group reproduces the dominant ideology of Britain’s Got Talent in several ways. First, Diversity’s paradigmatic relation to the ‘diversity’ of contemporary multicultural Britain is confirmed by its composition of Black, brown, and white dancers, presenting a marketable image of unity. Given that some members of Diversity were children when they first performed in 2009, this conception of national belonging was always already structured by family love, now a mainstay of their popular legacy. 
If family love is largely an effect of televisual editing, street dance’s vocabulary of gliding and popping produces another kind of editing. Diversity’s technical prowess, through the bounded and explosive manipulation of breaks and flow, are part of what makes them popular on Britain’s Got Talent. As Thomas DeFrantz has observed, street dance is a form of containment for African diasporic protest that produces ‘unmarked popular pleasure’ for global audiences of young people (2014: 226). Yet it also makes protest possible under conditions of social dispossession; from the plantation to urban enclosures, ‘the history of blackness is testament to the fact that objects can and do resist’ (Moten 2003: 1). How did Diversity utilise street dance, as a site of containment and resistance, to make its claim on the 2020 semi-final?


Street Scene
The competition framework of Britain’s Got Talent, with its tight segmentation of acts, demands that crews perform progressively spectacular and virtuosic feats; hence, televised street dance tends to relegate the embodiment of cultural difference in favour of sheer visual display (Robinson 2019). To remain in the competition, crews must ‘perform excess’ by stretching their capabilities to imagine ‘monstrous lifeforms’ (181), a term that retrospectively captures Diversity’s enactment of ‘a three-tier robot with claw-like legs’ to secure its win on Series 3 (175-6). Note how the threshold of a good act is constituted by harnessing the monstrous, a virtuosic capability that, as Laura Robinson makes clear, draws from ‘the African diaspora’s aesthetic resistance to “stasis or capture”’ (172). When the producers invited Diversity to perform as guests in 2020, the competition framework was suspended. Not only were the judges silent after the performance, leaving it untranslated for the home audience, but the group performed for four minutes, double the length of their first audition. This allowed for complex dramaturgy; shifts in soundtrack; extended sequences, and a social lexicon of gestures to materialise. Though still displaying the same level of technical prowess, this performance was defined by its relative slowness, drawing attention to the threshold of a good act.
In Bertolt Brecht’s 1950 essay, ‘The Street Scene’, an eyewitness demonstrates the circumstances of a traffic accident to interested bystanders at a street corner. Through gesture and speech – gestus – the demonstrator brings his view of drivers to the story; as Brecht writes, ‘Only if he adopts a quite definite point of view can he be entitled to imitate the driver’s excited voice; e.g. if he blames drivers for doing too little to reduce their hours of work’ (124). He mimes the event without engendering the illusion that he himself has transformed into the driver or victim and the bystanders do not lose sight of the demonstrator as a passing man on the street; indeed, his performance has a practical purpose, ‘to allow the spectator to criticise constructively from a social point of view’ (125). 
Diversity’s performance met Brecht’s basic model for an epic theatre, the street corner, to the extent that it produced social commentary. The gestures of ‘Taking a knee’, ‘I can’t breathe!’, ‘Hands up, don’t shoot!’, and ‘Hands behind your back!’ conveyed the daily fact of anti-Black police violence on the street, and the ‘stylised violence’ of the riot imagery served to contextualise these gestures in relation to Black Lives Matter, the pyrotechnics augmenting this movement’s social message. Crucially, these gestures were embedded in a locking sequence of street dance, lacing the smooth transition of ‘unmarked popular pleasure’ with a definite social point of view.
Banjo’s demonstration of George Floyd’s murder went further, however. If the street dance sequence transmitted a protest that was already prevalent in the mainstream through an already incorporated form – street dance – Banjo’s ‘gestural intermittency’ brought the experience behind the protest home (Ruprecht 2019: 91). Banjo is the father of Diversity, a family that embodies the national ethos of Britain’s Got Talent. He is also a judge, whose role is to lead the audience by the hand in forming opinions about what they have witnessed. When he played Floyd, the dance slowed to a near halt and the camera closed on his expressive face, transmitting an experience of duress through conventions of theatrical empathy. In this moment, ‘where performance meets ontology’, Banjo the Father/judge collapsed into the figure of a Black man, engendering a theatrical illusion to demonstrate a white crime (Marriott 2016: 40). Leveraging the audience’s trust in him, this fund of empathy was then redistributed as gestus through the street dance routine in the multifaceted surround of the performance, producing an epic theatre. 
Yet a massive contingent of viewers responded to Banjo’s authority by trying to shut down the questions he opened up, their insistence on the racist ‘imago of Black men in cultural life’ – monstrous criminality – marking a symptomatic inability to bear their own implication in racist violence (Marriott 2000: 14). Grimly, this response recalls the constituent of Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, who remarked that ‘in this country in 15 or 20 years’ time the Black man will have the whip hand over the white man’ (April 20 1968). Diversity’s protest performance was thus identified as Black crime, a transformation that is eloquent about racialisation in present day Britain. How, we might ask, did the UK media steer the public reaction to Diversity’s #BLMperformance against a longer history of race relations in this country? 

Entertainment and Crime
In There ain’t no Black in the Union Jack, Paul Gilroy explored how, through the 1970s and 1980s, the dominant classes used the ‘public debate’ about Black crime to question Black settlement in the UK (1987). Scrutinising public opinion, Gilroy tracked ‘the idea that Black law-breaking is an integral element of Black culture’ (90). From dreadlocks and ‘noisy parties’ to institutions like Mangrove – a Caribbean restaurant that launched a campaign against local police in Notting Hill, London – and the Notting Hill Carnival, an annual celebration of Caribbean culture rooted in protest, dominant society positioned Black culture as an expression of alien status and evidence of a cultural criminality that warranted the legislation of new Immigration Acts (McQueen 2020). 
Yet Black popular culture – reflected here in Diversity’s performance – is a form of protest, Gilroy argues. Anti-racism campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s were organised and waged through dance-halls and clubs where ‘the heavy beat of the sound systems pumped righteous blood’ and arrests were frequently made. West Indian culture was key to ‘the political repertoire of Black activism’ because it signified alien status, a site of containment by the law and resistance by the people (116). The police, Gilroy explains, concentrated forces on local areas and made arrests in Black communities through a policy of ‘containment’ (123). In the aftermath of the 1981 Brixton Riots, he goes on, they shifted tactics and media attention from the ‘isolated black ‘mugger” to the ‘disorderly black crowd’ by adopting the collective term, ‘street crime’ – a term whose cultural correlate might be street dance. By eliding robbery, violent disorder, and protest, ‘street crime’ positioned the Black population as intensively criminalised in their person (136).[{note2}] As Jackie Wang put it more recently, this term ensures ‘an a priori association of Blackness with guilt (criminality)’ (Wang 2012: 148).
	In Policing the Crisis, a text that paved the way for Gilroy’s analysis, Stuart Hall and others are concerned with why ‘British society reacts to mugging in the extreme way it does’ (1978: vii). Without denying such crime exists, they set out to investigate the social causes of the moral panic around ‘mugging’ – hence its historical significance for determining the public reaction to Diversity’s performance. This label purported to define a new kind of criminal activity in the conjuncture 1972-73, when in fact such crime had long existed; but as the authors contend, “mugging’ ha[d] come to be unambiguously assigned as a Black crime’, and hence was useful to conservatives and liberals alike (328). Through scrutiny of press and public opinion, Hall et al. argue that a crisis around ‘police–black relations’ was actively construed through the machinations of the media, the judiciary, and the police, constituting dominant perceptions of Black culture as further defined by Gilroy (44). 
This social process worked in the following way. First, the police identified a crime wave by concentrating forces in local areas and inflating statistics by aggregating petty crimes under the designation ‘mugging’ (41). These statistics then played a key ideological function by grounding moral panic about a Black ‘crime wave’ in ‘the hard, incontrovertible soil of numbers’ (9). Second, by quoting at length from judges’ case reports on individual offenders, newspaper articles confected a consensus of public opinion to confirm the crime wave: ‘Strictly speaking’, the authors argue, ‘these reports are not coverage of ‘muggings’ but rather of the nature, extent, and severity of the official reaction to the so-called mugging ‘crime-wave” (31). Individual cases become news-worthy through the report of the judge, which stands for, and in doing so defines, society’s ‘moral consensus’ (225). Finally, the media translates the judiciary’s pronouncements into a ‘public idiom’ (61) that establishes a link between the police, the courts, and ‘the lowest threshold of visibility – in talk, in rumour, in the exchange of quick views and common-sense judgments’ (136). Minimally, this ‘threshold’ suggests how the citizen’s private racist fantasies are produced and supported by an ideological infrastructure borne by the state.

	Diversity contested society’s entrenched moral panic about Black criminality – most obviously by depicting white criminality against a Black person. And they did this by encoding an inverted version of the infrastructure of moral panic, as analysed by Hall et al., hijacking its received forms and tropes. The narrative voiceover established itself at the outset of the performance as a kind of media machine, whose moral consensus about the events of 2020 and the existence of anti-Black violence was supplied by Banjo, and intermittently confirmed by his fellow judges’ awe, the judges panel incorporated in the performance by wide-angle camera shots. Given Britain’s Got Talent’s sheer viewing figures, and the actual equivalence between television audiences and the British Public, this symbolic takeover of key infrastructure seemed to issue from the centre. In this sense, Diversity urged viewers to confront racist tensions through the same logic that has historically served to exclude Black people, that of a national family, effectively deploying a critique of the UK’s racist police state via that state’s means of reproduction. 
And there was immediate and widespread support for this move in the press, as journalists drew on the entertainment show’s dominant logic of family-love-as-national-belonging to defend Diversity. In place of judiciary reports, the tabloids headlined quotes from Banjo’s co-panelists, Alesha Dixon and Amanda Holden, respectively as follows: ‘Alesha Dixon hits back at BGT row and tells trolls to ‘kiss my black a**’ (Daily Mirror 2020); ‘As Britain’s Got Talent family, and Diversity is very much part of our family, we stand by that performance 100%’ (Metro 2020). Further, ITV and Ofcom rallied around Diversity as part of their stated support for Black Lives Matter, reflecting Banjo’s own assessment on the BBC’s Graham Norton Show: ‘It’s genuinely a moment for race relations in this country… This is what change looks like’ (Norton: 2020). Taken together, these statements described a new moral consensus with anti-racist politics at its centre.
At the same time, Diversity’s performance produced an actual moral panic in the mainstream, with segments of its audience reconverting the spectacle of white crime (the murder of George Floyd) into evidence of Black criminality. Not only did the mass of complaints prove Gilroy’s thesis about Black culture as a site of protest and criminalisation, but they also illustrated the overwhelming lure of the racist stereotype of Black criminality. Indeed, the complainants’ violent disavowal of white criminality reproduced the structure of the crime itself. After the performance, offended viewers formed a kind of power bloc. By filing a complaint with Ofcom, each complainant sought to increase the total number of complaints, adding to a statistic that would serve as ballast against Diversity. In the schema of Hall et al., this contingent of viewers launched a containment policy from below, weakly reproducing police tactics in the sphere of public opinion; a mobilisation of armchair energy whose sole intent was to create a Black crime out of the representation of white criminality, albeit in the disarticulate zone of Ofcom statistics. How, as far as can be told, did the mainstream media shape and air these conflictual accounts?
Over three weeks, the media headlined the exponential number of complaints to Ofcom along with sample accusations, creating a ‘public idiom’ that revived something of the moral panic around mugging, as described by Hall et al. Augmenting ‘the lowest threshold of visibility’, journalists shared Tweets – per the title of this essay – and punditry outlining an alternative ‘moral consensus’ that was powerful because it came from the margins. For example, The Sun ran the following article: ‘Jim Davidson rants Diversity “should do mugging dance” & “they don’t give a f*** about George Floyd” after BGT storm’ (2020). Whether or not The Sun condones the opinion of Davidson, a television host prominent in the 1990s remembered for his racist views, they still provided generous column inches, making space for his ‘expertise’ under the editorial header ‘Race Rant’ to draw a consensus around Black crime in 2020.
Diversity’s performance was lauded by media organisations because it provided an opportunity for them to double down on their anti-racist commitments following the murder of George Floyd. In the same breath, they encouraged readers to submit complaints to Ofcom by recirculating the total number of complaints in a bid to profit from the controversy. This equivocal and contradictory response is symptomatic of the way public and private institutions tend to parcel out their support for Black Lives Matter through EDI initiatives and public statements without enacting actual structural change. And Diversity’s performance was perfectly positioned to draw out this symptom.
Indeed, Stuart Hall reminds us that popular culture is an ongoing site of struggle for class relations that can transmute containment into resistance, and vice versa (1981; 1983). In the performance, gestures of Black Lives Matter were indexed to images of riot and the destruction of property, and motifs of duress and rupture shone through the street dance routine. In drawing a line between good and bad forms of protest, between marches and riots, the BBC and ITV, as well as The Sun, have a financial and ideological interest in sustaining a moral panic around Black criminality, whether above or below the line (Osterweil 2014; Clover 2016). Having assumed the role of judge on this semi-final, Banjo overtly tied the murder of George Floyd to a broader critique of racial capitalism via his voiceover: ‘It was a world of waste and wonder, of poverty and plenty / Back before we understood why hindsight’s 2020’ (Robinson 1983; Foolery 2020). The performance included some redemptive notes, inserting grounds for broadcasters to defend it, but it did not separate protest from riot, leaving the audience to contend with anti-Black violence and the ambiguity of their own relation to it.   
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Notes:

1 This is captured by the tautology of ITV’s defence of the performance: ‘Britain's Got Talent has always been an inclusive show, which showcases diversity and supports strong storytelling in all forms and ITV stands behind the decision to broadcast Diversity’s performance on BGT’.

2 Mugging and street crime, and the ideological infrastructure that produces them, are direct antecedents to the expansion of police powers in the wake of the 2011 London Riots. If in London young Black men are 19 times more likely to be ‘stopped and searched’ by police (The Voice 2020), the recent Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill promises new powers to restrict protest by legalising the establishment’s view of public assembly as ‘public nuisance’ (Parliament 2021). The Bill led to nationwide protests under the slogan, ‘Kill the Bill’. 
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‘Shut Up and Dance’     Popular culture is one of the sites where the struggle for and against a culture of the  powerful is engaged; it is also the stake to be won or lost in that struggle.   Stuart Hall   ( 1981 : 453)         Ashley Banjo drops to a prone position, fists joined in a handcuffed lock. As the close - up withdraws, neck – knee – police officer come into view: a public lynching amid a didactic  sequence of steps. Banjo’s gaze meets the imagined Saturday night audience of  Britain’s Got  Talent , fixed in a look of televisual pain. Five members of dance troupe Diversity circle him  with smart phones drawn,  representing  Darnella Frazier, the Minneapolis teenager who  documented George Floyd’s murder by a white police officer on 25   May 2020. The camera  pans, cueing Banjo to join Diversity downstage - centre   where the group he heads slowly take s   the knee in unison, the voiceover locking this section of the performance:  ‘ As the world  watched on, another Black life gone, leaving what we thought we knew in tatters   /   What we  thought we knew some clearly didn’t, Black lives matter ’   (Foolery 2020 ).   After Diversity’s  protest  performance   aired on the semi - final of Series 14,  on  5  September 2020, the UK government watchdog Ofcom receive d   thousands of complaints  from  counter - protesting viewers. Complaints ,   demarcated by italics   in this essay  along with  other forms of address ,   decried the representation of police brutality and racism on primetime  family   television :  Britain’s Got Talent is no place to voice support for Black Lives Matter;  This is an  entertainment  show … Shut Up and Dance!   Over the next three weeks the number  of complaints  reached   27,000, a near record - breaking total. Newspapers like  The Sun   and  The Daily Mail   headlined  the fallout , conflating the performance with the complaints to  foment public anger and create a moral panic whose object had become blurred.  Shared on  social media, v iral clips of the performance were  swiftly   transformed into second - order signs  of Black Lives Matter,  as  the  ‘ #BLMperformance ’ . Piers Morgan and other right - wing  pundits praised the timeliness of Diversity’s performance on the grounds of free speech,  lambasting ,   and thereby stoking ,   the complaints ,   while   politicians like Home Secretary Priti  Patel denounc ed   the   ‘ gesture politics ’   of taking  a   knee   ( The Times   2021 ) .     T hree weeks   after  Diversity’s  performance aired , Ofcom  ended   the complaints process  with the publication of an  eight - page report defending the performance against its own  Broadcasting Code, an exceptional move. This document, which reads like an aesthetic tract,  interprets the dance   by way of  government criteria   to extricate it from public opinion, 

