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Taking Belief Seriously 
BBC Governors’ Seminar on Religion 

 
Background 

 
On Friday 13th May 2005 the Board of Governors held a seminar, Taking Belief 
Seriously. Chaired by the Rev Dr Colin Morris, former BBC Head of Religious 
Broadcasting and Controller of BBC Northern Ireland, the seminar explored how the 
BBC could better reflect the increasing impact of religion and belief on the modern 
world, with compelling and popular programmes. 
  
The focus of the seminar was not on broadcasting for religious audiences, but on 
how mainstream programmes, from news and factual to drama and entertainment, 
can directly or indirectly reflect the experience of belief.  Its aim was not to critique 
current output or decide editorial policy, but to debate issues and through that 
debate help generate creative ideas for future programmes. 
 
The Governors’ decision to hold a seminar resulted from two pieces of work they 
commissioned on the BBC’s Religious output.  The reports, both published in full, 
examined the impartiality of the BBC’s religious output and the performance of the 
BBC's religion strategy for television, approved by the Board in 2002.  The seminar 
was arranged as an opportunity to discuss the issues raised by the two reports.  
 
The Chairman and Board of Governors were joined at the seminar by the Director-
General, senior executive and editorial staff and the Central Religious Advisory 
Council (CRAC). A panel of outside experts was invited to lead discussion on four 
questions: Does belief really matter to listeners and viewers?  How complete a 
picture of belief can BBC News deliver? Could belief join History in the mainstream of 
factual broadcasting? Is there untapped potential for coverage of belief in drama and 
comedy? 
  
The panel included: Karen Armstrong, author of A History of God and The Holy War; 
Professor Ian Linden of the School of Oriental and African Studies; Inayat 
Bunglawala of the Muslim Council; Graham James, Bishop of Norwich and Chairman 
of CRAC; Dr Tristram Hunt, historian, author and broadcaster; Mark Dowd, writer, TV 
producer and presenter; Tony Marchant, writer of Holding On and Passer By; 
Armando Iannucci, writer and broadcaster; and Omid Djalili, actor and comedian.  
  
This paper captures the key points and arguments expressed at the seminar. 
The debate and the issues raised will inform BBC management as they develop 
their Creative Future programme strategy. With the exception of selected 
quotes, comments have not been attributed to individuals; rather the paper is a 
summary of the broad range of themes discussed.  
 
The Board of Governors is grateful to the panel for their thoughtful and 
considered ideas about how the BBC might improve this area of its output. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The opinions expressed by individuals at the seminar and summarised in this paper are their own and 
should not be attributed to the BBC. 
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Session 1: 

Does belief really matter to our listeners and viewers? 
Panel: Professor Ian Linden, Karen Armstrong  

 
There's no hard evidence that audiences are asking for more "programmes 
about religion". But if belief is re-emerging as a potent force in the world, are 
there strong public-service arguments for the BBC to "take belief more 
seriously" in its output? Does belief really matter to the lives of listeners and 
viewers?  
 
1a  Audience reaction to the programme label of "Religion"  
Ofcom's 2004 survey puts "programmes on religion" at the bottom of the audience's 
priority list. But the position is shared by politics and business – both key drivers of 
public affairs, and subjects which the BBC has made huge efforts to popularise. 

In contrast, audience figures show a substantial interest in programmes about belief 
– 2.5 million for The Monastery on BBC2 against strong competition, and large and 
appreciative audiences for series on faith in action, like Country and Seaside Parish. 
Traditional worship programmes more than hold their own in the schedules. 
 
1b  4 in 5 people in the UK and worldwide claim a religious identify.    
Only 1.1 billion of the world's 6 billion inhabitants describe themselves as non-
believers. And a surprising 77% of people in the 2001 UK census identified 
themselves with a faith-group (23% didn't 
answer or said they had no religion).  

So though active involvement in religion is 
still declining in Britain, a strong sense of 
religious identity persists.  
 
And levels of participation mustn't be 
underestimated: in the UK’s football-
obsessed culture more people attend 
Anglican service on a Sunday than a 
football match on a Saturday.  
 
1c  The religious instinct survived the 20th century  

In the middle of the 20th century, many commentators were  confident that secularism 
was the coming ideology, and that religion would never again play a major role in 

world events. Now we see that didn't 
happen. Is homo sapiens perhaps 
irredeemably homo religious?  
 
If so, in the words of Professor Linden, 
human beings may be "hard-wired for 
goodness, truth and beauty". The software 
packages on offer include sport, 

philosophy, drugs, institutional religion or spirituality. In Britain the religion package 
isn't doing well, but spirituality's market share is growing.  
 
People can no longer assume that the young are less religious than their parents. 
This is true in Muslim communities, but also of a growing Protestant youth culture in 
Britain.     
 

"In the 60s, radical theologians 
predicted that from the ruins of 
organised religion, a maturely 
secular world would emerge. 
Chance would be a fine thing. What 
emerged was a society riven by 
every conceivable form of 
religiosity."  
Dr Colin Morris 

"All I can say is that religion is alive 
and well in my in-tray. No subject – 
politics, history or education – 
creates hotter debates or calls for 
more difficult decisions."  Mark 
Thompson, BBC Director General  
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1d  Spirituality versus organised religion 

There's a paradox: on the one hand statistics show established religion continues to 
decline. At the same time other forms of spirituality are increasing, largely bypassing 
the churches.  
 
The new spirituality hasn't a central headquarters, formal system of beliefs or 
membership. But that doesn't mean it's unimportant to the BBC's audiences. 
Cathedral visitor numbers are rapidly increasing, with candles lit and prayers 
requested by people, in Bishop James's words, "who want us to have faith for them". 
Responding to this new phenomenon is a challenge for programme-makers.  
 
1e  Religion: more a moral aesthetic than a system of belief? 
It may help to think of religion as an art-form which helps us to avoid despair and see 

the world in a spirit of wonder and awe. From 
this perspective the language of "myth" is not 
the same as "untruth". 

Nor is religion necessarily about the 
supernatural. Most religious experience is 
less about believing in a creed than behaving 
in ways that change and transform, and help 
us see the sacred in other people.  

For these reasons, programmes where talking heads debate articles of faith in the 
same way that politicians debate policy may make little sense.  
 
1f  The new religious pluralism 

In the 20th Century for first time in history people have been able to understand the 
very wide range of faiths in the world, and experience perspectives beyond their own 
communities.  

This dimension of globalisation may be liberating but to many it feels very 
threatening. Fundamentalism and religious conservatism are important reactions to 
this modern sensibility.  
 
1g  Belief and the emerging politics of identity 
A dominant secular elite largely determines the nation's affairs. Small, seriously 
religious elites are starting to challenge that dominance in a series of key battles over 
issues like abortion, euthanasia, gay marriage, stem cell research.  
 
These are crucial drivers of the new politics of identity. They help society to 
understand the difference between the politics of the US (where the religious elite is 
strong) and the UK (where it is currently weak). But that position may be changing in 
the UK, with arguments based on belief moving much more into the political 
mainstream.  
 
1h The need to understand the religious dimension of news events 
The classic example is the Iranian Revolution 25 years ago, which should have been 
a wake-up call for secular politicians in the West. Failure to understand its religious 
basis led to serious mistakes in Western policy.  

Society still has a poor understanding of fundamentalism. In Karen Armstrong's view 
it is best understood not as a return to orthodoxy, but as an innovative response to 
modernity: a radical reaction to the status quo. 

"As soon as we fell out of the 
trees and became recognisably 
human, we started to create 
religions. And at the same time 
and for the same purpose we 
started to create works of art."  
Karen Armstrong    
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1i  Politicians are now "taking belief seriously"  
Across the world since 9/11 the interaction of politics and religion has become a 
major preoccupation of governments and international bodies like the UN. The global 
human rights agenda is seen to depend on a successful dialogue between religious 
and secular institutions.   

The British government is now building partnerships with faith organisations to deliver 
social policy, and in foreign affairs and international development.  

30 civil servants work in the "Faith and Cohesion" unit of the Home Office, many 
more in the FCO's "Engaging with Islam" programme. Grassroots religious 
organisations are central to DfID's approach to development in many countries of the 
South. 

 
1j  9/11 can distort understanding of the re-emergence of belief 
9/11 forced secular-minded politicians and journalists to recognise the force of belief 
in the 21st century. But there is a serious danger that it will also distort perceptions, 

by suggesting that the impact of belief is 
always divisive.  

Worldwide this is also the great age of 
religious pluralism…of dialogue between 
beliefs. Fundamentalism is only one or 
many responses. 

The growing social and economic role of 
faith institutions in developing countries, and 
the phenomenal growth of Christianity in the 

Far East have nothing to do with fundamentalism. Nor has the "new spirituality" 
emerging in countries like Britain.   

In particular, several speakers regretted the widespread misunderstanding of the 
nature of Islam in Britain. There was praise for Rageh Omaar's recent BBC4 series, 
which helped to redress this by showing its tolerant, pluralist history. 
 
1k Use of language  
All broadcasters should try to be precise in their use of religious language. Words like 
"fundamentalism", "conservatism", "secular" and "evangelical" need expert handling. 
Particular risks surround phrases (like "Islamic terrorist") linking religion with violent 
action. As impartial broadcasters the BBC should continue to be aware that language 
is often used as a weapon in religious conflicts. 
 
1l   Sensitivity and editorial boldness 
Commitment to better coverage of belief covers a spectrum much wider than 
established religions, and should include 
secular and atheistic beliefs.  

The BBC has a duty to represent the 
established faiths fairly but not uncritically, 
and to be sensitive to their adherents' 
passionate convictions.  

It should attempt to be bold in its coverage 
and take risks if it is to reflect the richness of 
the subject, and explore its growing impact, 
for good and ill, on the world we live in.  
 

"We assume that because 
something has been around for 
hundreds of years, people know 
everything about it. There's a great 
hunger for information about 
religion which co-exists with a deep 
mistrust of religious institutions."  
Armando Iannucci 

"The challenge is to take 
religion out of the box, and to 
see the way religion and 
spirituality bleed into each 
other, and into our political 
and cultural life."   
Jane Little, Religious Affairs 
Correspondent (WS) 
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Session 2:  

How complete a picture of belief can BBC News deliver? 
Panel: Inayat Bunglawala, Bishop Graham James  

 
Is it realistic to expect BBC reporters to explain the religious dimensions of big 
news events as well as the hard facts? And if religion is always linked in the 
news agenda with crisis or conflict, isn't a polarised portrayal of belief 
inevitable? Is that the price to be paid for the "mission to explain"? 
 
2a  Explaining the religious motivation behind news events  
The BBC analyses the economic, scientific or political background to news stories 
because without understanding these factors, the events may be incomprehensible 
to audiences.  

The same principle should hold when issues of belief drive news events. It is 
important to explain the human motivation behind these stories. 
 
2b Resources and specialist expertise 
Ofcom research suggests that politics and business are not intrinsically popular, 
though they are of key importance in the lives of audiences. The panel noted that the 
BBC employs a large number of expert 
journalists to make these topics accessible. 
By contrast, BBC Newsgathering has just 
two specialists to cover the whole field of 
belief across all programmes.  

The panel expressed concern that 
inaccuracy (particularly in terminology) is 
sometimes tolerated in news coverage of 
religion which would never be tolerated in 
sport or arts journalism.  

Strengthening links with the expertise of the 
Religion and Ethics department in Manchester, and enhancing the knowledge of 
journalists in key issues of belief improved through in-service training, might help 
address this.  
 
2c The growing influence of belief on UK politics 
Critics have suggested BBC News was slow to recognise the decisive impact of 

organised religion on the 2004 US 
presidential election campaign.  

Faith-groups are also central in debate on 
some of the hottest subjects facing politicians, 
from stem-cell therapy, euthanasia and other 
"life" issues to trade reform and global 
poverty.       

2d The impact of news media on the 
public image of religious minorities  

There is a particular responsibility on BBC News to give fair and balanced portrayal 
of religious minorities.  

For most of the majority population, the image of Islam, Hinduism or Sikhism carried 
by the news is their only window into those faith communities. Their perception of 
those faiths might be distorted if portrayal is dominated by news-making voices from 
the extremes.   

"Just remember that the 
combined membership of all the 
political parties in this country is 
less than the number of people 
who take communion in the 
Church of England on a wet 
Sunday in February." 
Bishop Graham James   

"It's not just a question of 
providing excellent coverage of 
religion as an institution, or of 
news stories like the Pope's 
funeral. It's showing how 
important religion is as a factor 
influencing major political and 
social events."  
Richard Tait, BBC Governor 
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This ideal of "fair and balanced 
portrayal" is difficult to achieve, since 
the hard news agenda is inevitably 
dominated by crisis and conflict.  

As a counterbalance, it's important 
for religious minorities to be seen in a 
wide variety of stories as part of the 
normal fabric of life in multicultural 
Britain.  
 
 
2e Does the idiom of current affairs limit discussion of belief? 

News and current affairs interviews 
traditionally offer two sides to a debate, and 
generally no option of a middle way.  

On issues of belief, this confrontational 
idiom may lead to a tendency to represent 
the extremes of a spectrum of belief, but 
rarely the position of the tolerant majority of 
believers in between.  
 

 
2f Assessing the motives in "religious" conflicts 

In the past religious labels have been used as verbal weapons in wars which are 
primarily political or nationalistic in 
nature.  

On the other hand, knowledge that 
there are widespread areas of 
consensus and understanding between 
faiths worldwide must not soften 
reporting of intolerance, bigotry and hatred on the ground in areas of conflict.  
 
 
2g The media image of institutional religion  
Recent news coverage of the major religious institutions in the UK has been 
dominated by internal divisions over issues like homosexuality and the consecration 
of women bishops.  

These may seem obscure debates to secular audiences who take gender and sexual 
equality for granted.  A generation ago the churches were newsworthy in more 
positive ways because they were seen to be reaching out to the wider community 
through movements like "Faith in the City". Leaders like Bishops Sheppard and 
Jenkins were confident, engaging media performers.   

Broadcasters might consider working with the major faiths to encourage today’s 
church leaders to adopt a bolder approach to the media.   

"There's a lot of warfare in the US 
media between strident religious 
voices that speak of hatred. Liberal 
believers can't get their voice 
across. Here the BBC can be a 
counterbalance, showing a fuller, 
more inclusive picture of religion. 
Karen Armstrong 

"Growing up, I knew that sectarian 
killings in Northern Ireland weren't the 
truth about Christianity, because I was 
at school with Christians in a majority 
Christian country. When it comes to 
Islam, all most people know is what 
they see on TV News. They have no 
other reference points." 
 Inayat Bunglawala 

"in our journalism we have to 
recognise that extremism is part of 
the picture, but not give the sense 
that extremism is the picture" 
Mark Thompson 
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2h News coverage of belief may have inevitable limitations 

News programmes on their own may not be able to provide depth in portrayal of the 
religious context of controversial news events. 
Time-constraints are tight, and the editorial 
agenda is inevitably driven by the pressure of 
breaking news stories. 

So it's vital that audiences can find out more 
through accessing online background material 
and listening to radio sequence programmes 
and phone-ins which have the space to 
explore these issues in greater depth.  

Above all the BBC is fortunate that its output includes many other broadcasting 
genres. Programme strands like factual, drama and even comedy might help 
audiences put news stories in context.  
 

"There are limitations on what 
you can explain in a news 
bulletin. But you have a fantastic 
website in BBC Online. It can 
give depth to a news story and 
explain what the background to a 
conflict really is." 
 Inayat Bunglawala  
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Session 3:  
Can belief join history in the programming mainstream? 

Panel: Dr Tristram Hunt, Mark Dowd  
 

20 years ago, history programmes were widely seen as worthy TV for a 
minority audience. Inspired producers and presenters changed all that. Could 
the same happen with the story of evolving beliefs, values and ideas? Is the 
definition of the scope of BBC "religion and ethics" output too narrow?  
 
3a Defining the scope of religious broadcasting 
The seminar discussed whether the current definition of religious broadcasting was 

perhaps too narrow to realise the full 
creative potential of the areas of 
experience discussed in the first part of 
the seminar. 

The Ofcom analysis pushes programme-
makers towards a genre approach to 
belief. But this is not a genre area like 
sport.  

Programmes about belief in 2005 may 
have nothing to do with the great faiths 
of the world. Equally those religions may 

be their core subject-matter.  

The BBC should be encouraged to open up the creative space in which great talents 
and authorial voices can explore these issues. 
 
3b Showing confidence that these issues matter 
The revitalisation of history broadcasting in the 1990s took the subject out of its 
ghetto and into the mainstream. 
Difficult or painful subjects can now 
now attract large audiences in 
prime time.  

Something similar could happen for 
for programmes exploring belief. The 
Shared commitment of creative staff, 
commissioners, and schedulers is 
crucial.  

 Audiences will take on the 
challenge of unfamiliar material if they sense from promotion and scheduling that it 
really matters.  
 
3c Telling human stories  

One key to history's revival was that 
broadcasters learned to tell stories again.  

From Simon Schama's Citizens to David 
Starkey's Six Wives of Henry VIII, 
programmes won broad audiences with 
accessible human narratives which had 
meaning and relevance for them. 

Stories of the impact of belief on human 
lives – both in the past and today's world – 

are equally compelling programme material.  

"Go back to the word religion – from 
ligare, to connect or bind. Religion is 
about reconnecting to something. It 
can be about God or simply about the 
instinct to belong to something bigger 
than oneself.  
So binge drinking, drug culture, sex in 
saunas – these to my mind are cries 
for communion with oblivion."  
Mark Dowd  

"Try to find epic individuals whose 
lives are caught up in great 
moments of belief, conflict or 
tension in the past or today. We're 
fascinated by people facing 
dilemmas and choices. 
Mark Dowd  

"It's very, very tough to ask the 
audience to watch six hours on the 
history of Auschwitz. But what we can 
do is to marry a BBC sensibility about 
what is important with the best creative 
talent in the business. And what do you 
get? A series watched by 4 million 
people." Glenwyn Benson, BBC 
Factual  Controller 
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3d Authoritative and engaging presenters 
History TV's revival also depended on the credibility of its presenters. Schama, 
Starkey, Wood, Holmes and Ferguson brought both engaging personalities and huge 
expertise to the screen. They might 
infuriate or excite, but audiences 
listened to them because they knew 
they were at the cutting-edge of 
knowledge on the subject. 

Belief programmes often use familiar 
presenters or journalists in the role of 
ingénues in search of the truth.   

This approach can help to make difficult 
material accessible – but the huge 
impact of expert history presenters 
suggests the BBC might benefit by having "belief" equivalents  – today's Don Cupitts.  
 
3e Courageous scheduling and promotion  
The intellectual ambition of the audience mustn't be underestimated. Programmes 
about belief can win substantial prime-time audiences. 

 During development, Simon Schama's history of Britain was often referred to by 
sceptics as "the Albatross". But it was vigorously promoted and given prime-time 
scheduling, and the result was a ratings and critical success.  
 
3f A wide range of genres and creative formats 
History TV stayed popular through constant re-invention. Techniques ranged from 
Schama and Starkey's "lantern-lectures" to drama-documentaries and even hybrid 
"reality history" series. Each can engage audiences in ways which inform, educate 
and entertain.  
 
The same spirit of cross-genre 
experimentation can make belief 
accessible. "The Monastery" is a 
pioneering example of "reality religion". 
 
There's also potential for programmes 
which explore the interweaving of 
history and belief. This can help 
audiences better understand the nature of religion today, and give a richer insight 
into historical events.   
 
 3g Taking audiences on a "learning journey" 
As a multi-media producer, the BBC has the ability to invite audiences on a learning 
journey. A populist, accessible TV or radio programme on history or belief can whet 
the appetite for further exploration of the subject – through BBC online and beyond.  

The BBC History Website is a model of its kind, combining high standards of 
scholarship with a lively and accessible engagement with ideas.  

Basic knowledge of religion is very poor in Britain. With the expertise of its Religion 
and Ethics department, the BBC can help to provide much-needed basic education 
about the nature and history of religion.   
  
 

"The journalist in search of 
religion, in search of God, has a 
distinguished prehistory. Malcolm 
Muggeridge in the 60s and 70s 
was an example of that. I think a 
broadcaster as big as the BBC 
can do both expert and presenter-
led series on belief." Mark 
Thompson, BBC Director General 

"Programmes like Seaside Parish and 
Monastery are breakthroughs because 
they show ordinary people undergoing 
transformation through the power of 
religion. It's a very, very new 
experience for people who don't see 
religion in their lives." 
Jana Bennett, BBC Director Television 
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3h Bold concepts driving ambitious series 

There's a substantial audience for programmes which tackle ambitious themes with 
passion and individuality. Is there a People's Century or Power of Nightmares 

approach to the story of religion and 
spirituality?  

Speakers suggested the need for a series 
on the rise of religious fundamentalisms in 
the 20th  century. 

On a more personal level, are there ways 
the BBC could reflect experiences of pain 
and despair in modern life?  

Mark Dowd reminded the seminar that 
God more often appears in times of 
abandonment than in the "magic, positive 

moments" in our lives. Is there a way someone with a spiritual mindset could interpret 
those aspects of modern behaviour?  
 
3i Breaking down barriers through music  
Music programmes have the power to break down barriers and establish common 
ground between different faiths.  
 
BBC radio gives coverage to music drawn from an extraordinary range of religious 
backgrounds, from gospel to oratorio and church music within the Christian tradition, 
and from many other faith traditions in world music broadcasts.  
 
This can powerfully reflect the "new spirituality" and religious pluralism discussed in 
the first part of the seminar.  
 
3j Making sense of a dangerous world 
As a public service broadcaster, the BBC has a responsibility to help audiences find 
the knowledge they need to 
make sense of a dangerous 
world.  

Rigorous, sensitive 
programmes about belief 
should not be seen as 
optional extras in 2005, but 
essential tools for 
understanding the world our children will inherit.   
 

"…. the programme-making 
community is genuinely engaged 
and excited by religion and 
spirituality, keen to explore new 
agendas, new ways of telling stories, 
just as history has done in the past." 
Adam Kemp, BBC Commissioning 
Editor for Religion 

" Rageh Omaar's Islam series had a 
wonderful reception in our community 
because it showed how different religious 
communities co-existed positively in the 
past, and proved  that the default position 
isn't always conflict." 
Inayat Bunglawala 
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Session 4:  
Is there untapped potential for coverage of belief in drama 

and comedy? 
Panel: Tony Marchant, Armando Iannucci, Omid Djalili 

 
Drama and comedy have always been powerful ways of exploring changing 
values in the world of its audience. In 2005 belief is re-emerging as a key factor 
shaping world affairs and a multicultural UK. Yet it's largely forbidden territory 
for comedy, and rarely impacts on the storylines of TV drama. Are programme-
makers missing a trick?  
 
4a Belief is about the "first order questions": and so is great drama. 
Great drama deals with the first order questions. Why am I here? What happens 
when I die? Why do I do things I don't intend to do? These are also the great  
religious questions, though they may 
have no direct connection with 
institutional religion. 

BBC Drama should have the courage to 
go with these big questions, and into the 
depths. They're part of a writer's remit to 
explore what it is to be fully human.  

There may not be many dramas which 
are overtly about religion. But they do 
deal with issues of morality and faith – 
because that's the heart of all serious 
drama.  
 
4b Commissioning and scheduling of dramas about religion 
Very few dramas are commissioned which tackle the phenomenon of religion head-
on. Russell T Davis's The Second Coming was a bold and provocative exception, 

though it was ultimately a rejection 
of religious conviction.  

There may be wariness in   British 
television about commissioning 
and scheduling dramas which are 
overtly religious, and contain 
characters who have religious 
motives. This contrasts with a 
much more accepting attitude to 
strong political beliefs. 

Recent BBC productions like "Mr Harvey Lights a Candle" show that these themes 
can win very appreciative audiences.  

 
4c The potential of current controversies involving belief 

The developing debate over a number of "life" issues like therapeutic cloning, stem-
cell research and euthanasia have great dramatic potential. They represent a public 
interface between modern science, medicine and social policy and deeply-rooted 
ethical and religious beliefs.  
 
The re-colonisation of public space by religion (particularly in foreign affairs and the 
so-called war on terror) is also fertile ground. For instance British soldiers and 
development workers now routinely find themselves in the middle of highly volatile 
situations involving conflicts of belief.  

"Drama and comedy began as art-
forms in Athens as part of religious 
festivals. They existed to give people 
transcendence and compassion. 
They can help us today to learn to 
grow together as a multi-cultural 
world community. But you must 
expect clashes over what people feel 
is sacred – between freedom of 
speech and fixed religious attitudes." 
 Karen Armstrong  

"A popular drama like A Thing Called Love 
can ask fundamental questions about belief: 
how do we love in the 21st century? How 
should we lead our lives? It ended with a 
speech at the funeral which was full of faith 
for hope in darkness – what the character 
called 'a light that never goes out'. Yet it 
wasn't overtly religious." Hilary Salmon, BBC 
Senior Executive Producer, Drama 
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4d Drama inevitably seeks out conflict 
It is understandable that large areas of belief ("quiet spirituality") are unlikely to 
feature in popular drama. Dramatists seek out the new, the shocking, and the 
revelatory. Institutional religion in Britain rarely ticks any of these boxes.  
 
Christian churches in the UK offer little to writers in search of strong storylines. There 
are bitter divisions, but over issues like homosexuality, celibacy and the consecration 
of women bishops. These seem obscure to general audiences who've long taken 
gender and sexual equality for granted.  
 
It's largely in the minority faith communities that tensions between modern secular 
culture and religious belief is being played out with real force. But writers need first-
hand experience to explore this subject-matter.  
 
4e Inside knowledge and understanding 
Writers of drama and comedy agree that knowledge of faith communities from the 
inside is essential for fair and rounded portrayal. So a Catholic or a lapsed Catholic, 
can write about Catholicism with authority. Conversely Goodness Gracious Me would 

have been unthinkable as the 
product of a white programme 
team.  

Broadcasters need to be 
particularly sensitive in the way 
they portray a religion about which 
there is general public ignorance.  

Islam is the crucial current 
example. Broadcasters must 

avoid sensational storylines or two-dimensional characters which convey a 
caricatured view of the complexities of Muslim community life.  

The recent rise of fundamentalisms (Christian and non-Christian) is a very rich 
ground for broadcast drama. But also very difficult – writers tend to come from 
secular, liberal, "modern" backgrounds, so the mindset of fundamentalists may be 
impossible empathise with.  
 
4f Portrayal of religious characters in TV drama and comedy  
"Normal" characters in popular drama are almost exclusively secular. In comedy 
programmes, religious characters are rarely credited with a sense of humour: they're 
targets of humour, not its source. Geraldine in the Vicar of Dibley is a rare exception. 

In the past there's been a tendency 
in British mainstream comedy and 
broadcast drama to treat a religious 
world-view as eccentric and a 
secular approach as normative. 

 Following on from the success of 
the BBC's Hawking film, it is felt that 
there's potential for dramas which 
explore issues of belief through 
telling the stories of key transitions 
or turning-points in the lives of 
historical figures or individual caught 
up in dramatic situations of belief 
today.  

"The best way to avoid committing 
offence is always to create characters 
which are three-dimensional. There 
have been dramas …  where 
fundamentalist characters were two-
dimensional and everyone else three-
dimensional. Emotionally and morally 
that approach wasn't even-handed. I 
believe you must never create straw 
people." 
Tony Marchant 

"We invited a Sikh comedian to write a 
satirical piece about his own upbringing. The 
community reaction was fantastic: 'We've 
arrived – now we can laugh at ourselves.' 
What made the difference was that the Sikh 
faith was an important element in the writer's 
own life." Christine Morgan, BBC Executive 
Producer Religion and Ethics  
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4g  Comedy and belief  
The purpose of comedy is to make people laugh, not to convey a message or explain 
a belief. But it can also help an audience understand someone else's point of view or 

change a prejudice.  

But the concept of "responsible comedy" is 
fraught with contradiction. "Responsible 
journalism" is all about balance, providing 
evidence, searching for the truth. Comedy is 
about twisting logic, being unfair, making up 
amusing lies. The essence of comedy is 
distortion and exaggeration. 

This makes religion a very difficult subject for 
comedy, since it involves dealing with  beliefs 

which may hold certain things sacred and beyond discussion. Fear of causing 
serious offence can turn religion into a no-go area for comedy.   
 
4h  Can religious practice be a comic target, but not the core of belief? 
The concept of religious comedy is neither new nor revolutionary. There's a long 
tradition of satire in Christianity  and other faiths going back to medieval times.  

But there are implicit limits. Speakers felt there was a crucial difference between 
making fun of religious people, practices and institutions, and ridiculing the central 
figures of a faith. 

Writers agree the most effective comedy comes from an inside knowledge of a faith – 
not from the perspective of a total outsider. 
 
4i Comedy helps us understand each others' lives and beliefs  
As Hilary Salmon, BBC Senior Executive Producer for Drama, said at the seminar, "If 
comedy isn't about looking for meaning in chaos, I don't know what it is about."  

Comedy's purpose is laughter, and laughter breaks down psychological barriers, 
bringing the unfamiliar or alien within our imaginative grasp. An obvious example was 
Goodness Gracious Me. Another was Richard Curtis's determination in creating The 
Vicar of Dibley to confront the furore over women priests and show how normal a 
woman's ministry would be in the real world. 

More generally as Jon Plowman, Head of BBC Comedy, suggests great comedy and 
drama share a common concern with exploring the human condition in all its 
complexity and richness – and that includes the enduring impact of belief.  
 
4j Handling controversy 
It may be tempting to play safe and declare religion a no-go area for drama and 
comedy. Coverage of belief in drama and comedy is more dangerous than in news  
and factual programmes.  If it's to be part of the mainstream of broadcasting across 
genres in Britain, both programme-makers and faith leaders need to be robust.  

Broadcasters should be encouraged to find better ways to share information with 
religious leaders and be more open about the inherent difficulties faith programming 
involves.  
 

"At the highest level in comedy, 
as in any art-form, you try to be 
entertaining and educating and 
elevating. Comedians who pause 
to reflect on the seriousness of a 
point often get a bigger laugh 
because they've really connected 
with their audience." 
Omid Djalili 
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Next steps  
 
BBC management has begun work on a Creative Future programme strategy, which 
will cover a number of different programme genres. When considering this strategy 
later in the year, Governors will draw on the discussions at this seminar in assessing 
management’s proposals.  
 
Following the seminar the BBC issued this press statement: 

 
The BBC's Board of Governors held a seminar this morning to discuss the BBC's 
religious programming and the way that religion is portrayed across all genres. 
  
Entitled Taking Belief Seriously, the seminar explored how the BBC could reflect 
the increasing impact of religion and belief on the modern world, with compelling and 
popular programmes, to an audience which has in recent years turned away from 
religious output. 
  
The Chairman and Board of Governors were joined at the seminar by the Director-
General, senior executive and editorial staff, the Central Religious Advisory Council 
(CRAC) and a panel of invited experts. 
  
The panel included: Karen Armstrong, author of A History of God and The Holy War; 
Professor Ian Linden of the School of Oriental and African Studies; Inayat Bunglawala 
of the Muslim Council; Graham James, Bishop of Norwich and Chairman of CRAC; 
Dr Tristram Hunt, historian, author and broadcaster; Mark Dowd, writer and TV 
producer and presenter; Tony Marchant, writer of Holding On and Passer By; 
Armando Iannucci, writer and broadcaster; and Omid Djalili, actor and comedian.  
  
Chaired by the Rev Dr Colin Morris, former BBC Head of Religious Broadcasting and 
Controller of BBC Northern Ireland, the seminar focused on four key questions: 
  

• Does belief really matter to listeners and viewers? 
 

• How complete a picture can BBC News deliver? 
 

• Could belief join History in the broadcasting mainstream? 
 

• Drama and Comedy: untapped potential? 
  
Director-General Mark Thompson said: "In the past religious programming has been 
associated with duty and caution rather than energy and life.  
  
"In broadcasting, religion and faith is not just a genre. Instead issues of belief and 
non-belief inspire programme-makers from many genres. 
  
"This morning’s seminar has been one of the most wide-ranging and creatively 
inspiring on the subject for many years. 
  
"It will have a big impact as we develop our Creative Future programme strategy." 
  
Chairman Michael Grade said: "Hopefully the results will show evidence of the 
stimulation engendered here this morning. The true test will be the lasting creative 
ripples it creates for the benefit of audiences." 
  
Ends. 
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Appendix 
Panel Members 
 
 
DR COLIN MORRIS 
After National Service and Oxford, Colin Morris worked as a Methodist missionary in 
Africa, becoming president first of the United Church of Central Africa, then of the 
United Church of Zambia. Back in the UK, Colin became President of the Methodist 
Conference, before moving to the BBC in 1978 as Head of TV Religious 
Programmes, then Head of Religious Broadcasting. After a period as Special Advisor 
to the Director-General, in 1987 he took over as Controller BBC Northern Ireland. 
Since then he has presented many religious programmes for the BBC, including 
Radio 4's Sunday. He has lectured widely in Britain and overseas on religion and 
broadcasting, and has written many books on faith and media issues. He was 
Director of the Centre for Religious Communication in Oxford from 1991-96, and is a 
frequent contributor to Radio 4's Thought for the Day..  
 
KAREN ARMSTRONG 
Karen Armstrong spent seven years as a Roman Catholic nun in the 1960s, but left 
her teaching order in 1969. She studied English Literature at the University of Oxford, 
and then taught modern literature at the University of London. In 1982, she became a 
full time broadcaster and writer. Her books include the autobiographical Through the 
Narrow Gate, The Gospel According to Woman,  Holy War, The Crusades and their 
Impact on Today’s World, A History of God ( which became an international 
bestseller) and The Battle for God, A History of Fundamentalism. Since September 
11th Karen has become best known for her work on Islam and fundamentalism. She 
has twice addressed members of the US Congress on this subject, and was one of 
three scholars to speak in the United Nations in its first session devoted to religion. 
She is currently involved in a major project to develop a pluralistic American Islam.    
 
PROFESSOR IAN LINDEN 
Ian Linden is a writer on politics and development with a particular focus on religion 
and conflict in Africa – and an advisor to the UK Government on the role of religions 
in development (a key emphasis of the Commission for Africa). He is an associate 
professor at the School of Oriental & African Studies in London, and a director of the 
Catholic Institute for International Relations, a respected think-tank linked with radical 
Church groups in Southern Africa, Central America and Philippines. Ian was awarded 
a CMG for his work for human rights in 2000. His last book A New Map of the World 
investigates the impact of globalisation on the world religions and the growth of a 
global civil society.  
 
INAYAT BUNGLAWALA 
Inayat Bunglawala is the Media Secretary of the Muslim Council of Britain – the UK's 
main Muslim umbrella body. He has studied Islam under some of the most senior 
British Muslim scholars, including Khurram Murad, Professor Khurshid Ahmad and Dr 
Basil Mustafa, and has been actively involved in the affairs of the Muslim community 
for over 17 years, and particularly with reaching out to Muslim young people. As the 
Council's Media Secretary, Inayat makes regular appearances on radio and 
television, and writes articles for all areas of the national press, from the Sun to the 
Observer.  
 
BISHOP GRAHAM JAMES 
Graham James is Bishop of Norwich and chairman of the Central Religious Advisory 
Committee of the BBC (CRAC). His roots are in Cornwall where many members 
of his family worked in the tin mines. After reading history at the University of 
Lancaster, he trained for the ministry at Cuddesdon College in Oxford. He worked as 
a team vicar in Welwyn Garden City, and then moved to Church House, Westminster 
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to oversee selection procedures for candidates for ordination. In 1987 he 
was appointed as chaplain to the Archbishop of Canterbury. Returning to his native 
Cornwall, Bishop Graham was consecrated Bishop of St Germans in 1993, and 
finally in 2000 enthroned as Bishop of Norwich.  
 
DR TRISTRAM HUNT 
Historian, journalist and broadcaster Dr Tristram Hunt lectures in modern British 
history at Queen Mary, University of London and is visiting professor at Arizona State 
University. Previously, he was an associate fellow at the Centre for History and 
Economics, King’s College, Cambridge. He read history at Trinity College, 
Cambridge and the University of Chicago. He has worked for the Labour Party on 
two general election campaigns, as special adviser to the Science Minister, and as 
research fellow at the Institute for Public Policy Research. He writes regularly for UK 
and US newspapers and magazines, and is a leading British history broadcaster. He 
is also a trustee of the Heritage Lottery Fund.   
 
MARK DOWD 
A former monk, Mark is a writer, presenter and television producer. After graduating 
with first class honours in political science, he trained for priesthood in the Dominican 
order at Blackfriars Priory in Oxford. He gained an M Phil in international relations at 
St Antony's College, Oxford, then joined the Times as a journalist. He later worked 
for LWT and the BBC as a current affairs producer, including six highly successful 
years as producer/director on Panorama. Recently Mark has written extensively 
about religion and presented a number of innovative television programmes on 
issues of belief, including Hallowed be thy Game and Children of Abraham. 
 
TONY MARCHANT 
Tony Marchant's outstanding contribution to television drama was recognised by 
the 1999 Dennis Potter Award at BAFTA. Best known for his ground-breaking 8-
part television drama Holding On, Tony has a unique reputation as the great 
moralist of TV drama in Britain. In plays and TV drama series like Passer By, Kid in 
the Corner, Swallow, Take Me Home, Bad Blood and Goodbye, Cruel World, he 
brings to life some of the key moral dilemmas of modern life. He is currently 
working on Birthright, a 3-part drama for the BBC and a Channel 4 film, Iraqi 
Prisoners.   
 
ARMANDO IANNUCCI 
Scottish-born Armando Iannucci is a comic writer, performer, director and producer, 
responsible for some of the most original comedy on radio and television, including 
The Day Today, I'm Alan Partridge, Knowing Me, Knowing You and The Saturday 
Night Armistice. He started in BBC Radio launching shows like The Mary Whitehouse 
Experience, Girls will be Girls and On the Hour before diversifying into television. 
Armando has won two Sony Radio Awards and three British Comedy Awards, one a 
special award for his contribution to television comedy. His own topical show, 
Armando Iannucci's Charm Offensive, started this week on BBC Radio 4, and a 
satirical TV drama series, The Thick of It begins next week.  
  
OMID DJALILI 
Iranian-born Omid Djalili is one of Britain's most successful stand-up comedians, as 
well as a prolific TV and film actor. His stand-up career took off at the 1995 
Edinburgh Festival with Short Fat Kebab Shop Owner's Son, followed in 1996 with 
The Arab &The Jew and Omid Djalili Is Ethnic in 1997. Omid's comedy is unafraid of 
controversy, prepared (in shows like the post-9/11 Behind Enemy Lines) to confront 
sensitive issues of belief and identity. He has won a number of comedy awards, as 
well as the One World Media Award for his TV documentary, Bloody Foreigners. He 
performs across Europe and in North America.  
 


