LOLA YOUNG DEBATE

Clip 1:

JEREMY:
Good afternoon everybody.  This is the third of the Equal Works Debate.   For those of you who watched the last two which were on general equality issues and particularly on racial and ethnic issues and the last one which was actually on the third sector. This is the third and is on gender and employment.   As I always say when I start these, remember that if you’re logged onto the site you can actually take part in the debate.  So log on and if you want to send comments and questions to us while the debate is going on, I will do my best to include those in the conversation that I’m having with our guest for the next hour, who is Professor Baroness Lola Young, academic, life peer and arts consultant.  Started life as an actor – notice I didn’t say actress Lola.

LOLA:
No, very good [laughs].

JEREMY:
Started life as an actor and was Head of Culture at the Greater London Authority.  So, she has actually experienced gender issues in the workplace in small organisations, in large organisations and in the academic world, which isn’t always proof against various forms of discrimination sadly.

LOLA:
Sadly not. 

JEREMY:
Lola welcome and thank you very much for giving us your ...

LOLA:
Thank you. 

JEREMY:
... time this afternoon.  I want to start out by just asking you, in this week where the gender equality duty has become law, where do you think we are in terms of gender equality at work and looking for work?

LOLA:
It’s quite a complicated picture, I think.  It’s not easy to sum up in one or two sort of pat phrases in my view.  On one hand there are more women in the workplace than there’s ever been and to some extent we’re kind of comfortable with that.  I think there’s still some ambivalence about that as if somehow we can say women should be doing one thing or the other.  There’s still that sense that somehow if you work, have children and a family, you’re trying to have it all and that isn’t quite the right thing to do.  So there’s still a little bit of ambivalence about that.


So, we’ve got women in the workplace, we’ve got women getting more and better qualifications and we’ve got women, young women doing well at school and so on and so forth.  But there are these big kind of gaps, if you like, big absences - the boardrooms in the private sector, the boardrooms in some public sector organisations.  I work in the arts and cultural sector and it’s not entirely even across that sector.  If we look at the number of women who are in the most senior positions in the FTSE100 - again, a small proportion.   


So although we’ve got a large number of women in the workplace, we’re still not seeing a lot of women come through to the very top echelons of organisations and companies.  As regards to pay, we are still waiting, as it were, to catch up with our male counterparts, which is a big issue...
JEREMY:
Yes, I was going to raise the issue of pay, because Janice Kinory of JIVE, which is one of the large Equal partnerships which is concerned with gender, she’s making that point about pay and really drawing our attention to the fact that there’s still a 20% pay gap for equal work for equal jobs.  And also 1 in 4 single women in retirement actually end up in poverty, which tells you something about pay and pensions then, doesn’t it?

LOLA:
I mean, you know, it’s shocking but not surprising that statistic. Obviously, that’s due in large part to the amount of contributions that women make.  I mean, one wonders when it is we’re going to find equality in the workplace.  I mean, there’s some estimates that on the current rate of progress, we’re looking at another 300 years.  And so the question is are we prepared to wait a couple more centuries before we actually do this?  

 
It’s been quite interesting this year because, as you may know, it’s the bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade and people have been saying well in a couple of hundred years, should the world survive or should people survive and we look back and we think about the things that we could’ve done, that people could’ve done and perhaps should have done, here at the beginning of the 21st century.  And, it will be quite shocking for those people then to consider how little progress perhaps in some areas we’ve made.  And I think that’s worth bearing in mind.  We need to speed up the rate of progress. 

JEREMY:
You really feel that we’re lagging in terms of progress?  Because we’re not short of legislation, are we?

LOLA:
No, absolutely not and actually I’m not one of those people who think yes let’s have a law, let’s have a new regulatory framework that makes people do this, that and the other.  As far as I’m concerned, the laws, the regulations and so on are in place. What people need to do now is actually implement them.  But this is perhaps, in a way, it’s the most difficult thing because this is attitudinal. It’s about what people think, it’s about stereotypes, it’s about certain notions that have become normalised, not normal, which isn’t to say that they’re necessarily normal, or let’s say, naturalised - they’ve become naturalised.  So it’s natural to think of women in particular roles and doing part time work and working with young children and all the rest of it.  And that also means incidentally, of course, or hardly incidentally, it also means that men miss out as well because as it where, that’s the other side of the gender coin. 

JEREMY:
That’s interesting you raise that and I’m glad you did.  Maybe we’ll talk about it a bit later as well.  But Joe Bridge, who’s again from another Equal partnership, CWLWM, which is concerned with child care in Wales, raises the point about the difficulty of the stereotypical attitudes towards males in childcare, because if they take too much interest in children, there’s something wrong.  It’s very difficult, isn’t it, to strike that balance in those sorts of jobs, but very difficult for the men who are trying to do them?

LOLA:
Yeah it is. It’s difficult and it shouldn’t be difficult because, you know, a lot of men like to nurture and look after children.  And to see something sinister every time a man kind of, as it were, signals that he has an interest in children, even as you say that phrase that a man is interested in children ... 

JEREMY:
Yes.

LOLA:
... it immediately takes on this kind of veneer of, you know, oh it’s paedophilia, it’s something sinister and so on and so forth.  And it’s a real shame because it means that we’re not able to fulfil some of the promises that we make to children as it were.  So if we want to say to children that it’s really important that you grow up with positive images of men and women, and yet we won’t allow men or we’re very very wary and make men feel very uncomfortable about being in a playgroup or teaching primary school children or looking after children in care, we’re going to immediately suspect them as something really depraved.  Then actually, we’re not kind of fulfilling that promise of giving children a balanced view of men and women across society.  

 
So I do think it’s a shame and you know, you have to keep telling people that children are more likely to be abused and exploited by a relative or a very close neighbour than this stranger, this teacher or this nursery school worker.  But nonetheless, there’s this kind of visceral reaction. To me, I’m not ashamed to call myself a feminist, a true feminist is actually interested and has at heart the interest of men and women, and that’s really really important.  So for men to have to, as it were, deny or suppress their interest in children, you’re back into this thing, but you know what I’m saying.  It just doesn’t seem right to me that men aren’t able to express ... 

JEREMY:
Yes.

LOLA:
It just doesn’t seem right to me that men aren’t able to express affection and love ... 

JEREMY:
Etcetera.

LOLA:
... and so on ... 

JEREMY:
I was about to say their feminine side.

LOLA:
Well yeah. 

JEREMY:
But you’re allowed to be affectionate if you’re masculine as well so…

LOLA:
Yeah exactly, exactly.  So ... and of course the kind of culture in which we live at the moment, and have done for a while, has a whole range of abusive terms for men who are so called, as you say, in touch with their feminine side. So, it actually makes it difficult for men themselves to express their feelings for children or their desire to work with children. 

JEREMY:
Do you think that aspect of, if you like, gender as related to work in some ways has got more difficult in the last few years, as there has been more legislation and as awareness has grown for some of the things we ought to be doing?

LOLA:
Well, I think that often, you know, there’s a reaction against something because a particular group of people might feel threatened by what seemed to be an undesirable development. So you do sometimes get that feeling that there’s a group of people often described as being middle England who are apparently appalled at every kind of progressive move that is made, including, or perhaps especially, gender equality.  I mean, my feeling would be that around a lot of these issues, it’s actually quite interesting to look at the history of how those changes have happened and when they’ve happened and the reactions to them.  

 
And I think society or our culture reacts in quite, how can I say, sometimes quite explicit ways as a kind of fear of the changes.  So for example, if I look back at the 70’s, you know, everybody – or 60’s and 70’s, love and peace and all the rest of it, all very well, but then there’s this complete demonisation of women who wanted liberation or who were, you know, that second wave of feminist women.  And it happened in the press, it happened in politics to the extent that it did become something that was really difficult to say that you were a feminist or interested in women’s equality or however you chose to express it.


And I think there’s still, not just a residue, I think there’s a solid kind of rump of that kind of feeling around, that somehow you know, like they used to say, oh if we allow women to be in work it means there’ll be less jobs for men.  But hey, well there aren’t actually less jobs for men because there are women in work.  So these very kind of, as I say, sort of visceral feelings about changes in our culture in society, often come out through scare stories, through demonisation and all of which adds up to an atmosphere where it’s actually quite difficult, can make it quite difficult, for people to know what they think and what they really want to do. 

