LOLA YOUNG DEBATE

Clip 2:

JEREMY:
I said at the start, I pointed out that you’ve worked in all sorts of different settings, in small companies, in large organisations, in public organisations and now you’re drawing your allowance in the House of Lords and all ...

LOLA:
Not quite my pension but you know ... nearly there.
JEREMY:
Not your pension yet.  And I wanted just to ask, you have grown up and grown into all those occupations, have you found that being both female and black has been a double difficulty, handicap for you?  Has it presented you with twice the number of obstacles or I’m sure it’s more complicated than that?

LOLA:
Yeah, but that’s almost – you’ve pre-empted my response, because I always say well it’s much more complex than that.  But it’s true that it is and in fact of late I’ve sort of thought, well actually I don’t want to use terms like being doubly disadvantaged, or you know, doubly deprived or double burden and all the rest of it, because all of that sort of can become a bit of a self fulfilling prophecy.  Which isn’t to say that it isn’t real and that doesn’t really happen, but I think it’s how we can change our approach to that.  

 
We, as women, and I’d like to think that, you know, all women could be sort of as it were, united in that whether they’re poor, black, white, Asian or whatever.  But you know that we can sort of think through what these challenges are.  Challenge always sounds a bit of a weasel word now because people use it when they really mean problems and difficulties.  Yes, there are problems and difficulties, how are we actually gonna deal with that.  So we can say oh my gosh you know this is really difficult, it’s really horrible, I’m black, I’m a woman, I can’t do this, I can’t do that.  Or if people are telling you oh you can’t really do this because you’re black and woman nah nah nah, all of that.  Well, if you listen to that, again it becomes a self fulfilling prophecy.  

 
So, what you have to be saying, and it’s tough, it’s hard work, but you have to keep saying: I have a choice and this is my choice, I’m not going to be put into that pigeon-hole.  You can see me as that if you like.  When you look at me if that’s what you see that’s fine.  When I look in the mirror, I see something else.  I see a person who wants to do lots of different things in lots of different ways and whoever you are, and that’s what I’m going to do.  You can put all the obstacles you like in my way and I will find a way round them.  So if you say you’re not qualified enough, I will get more qualified.  If you say you haven’t had enough experience, I will get the experience.  

 
And as I say, it’s tough, it’s hard work, but otherwise you’re kind of, you know, it’s almost like you say oh well okay then you know I just can’t do anything, it’s all too overwhelming.   I also think that you kind of do it in bite sized chunks.  So we know we can’t single-handedly change everything overnight, that ain’t gonna happen.  So what is it that you can do within your span as it were of life that will make a little bit of difference?  And just got to kind of keep – I love that phrase “keep your eyes on the prize”.  

 
A friend of mine gave me a wonderful metaphor which was, you know think about you can’t do everything in your life time so think of yourself as part of a relay team and somebody’s handed you the baton, you’re building on what other people have done - and one thing I would say is always know your history - building on what other people have done and then you’ll do as much as you can, run as fast as you can but then you’re handing over the baton to somebody else.  So you’re not responsible for winning the race, because the race never ends, but you do your bit for it.  Now, you may do a short stint or you maybe do a very long stint.  You may do spectacular things or you may do relatively small things, but they all have an impact in the end. 

JEREMY:
As long as you don’t drop the baton?

LOLA:
As long as you don’t drop the baton.  And if you do, yes, you’ve kind of undermined the metaphor.  As somebody who used to run in a relay I know how easy that is and people do do it.

JEREMY:
I’ve done it myself.

LOLA:
And people do do that. 

JEREMY:
Yeah.

LOLA:
But then unlike in athletics, you can pick that baton up again and carry on. 

JEREMY:
You can.  One of the things that seems to me and I think a number of the people who have been communicating with us, in advance of this discussion, have brought out is that it’s a matter of when you start.  And quite a number of the Equal partnerships that have been working over the last 4 to 5 years have actually been trying to address the sort of stereotypical attitudes in families, in friends, in education institutions that actually discourage young women and young men from pursuing what they really want to do from the very start.  And I think they’ve made a certain amount of progress with that, but I’ve got a point here actually made by Theresa Schofield from the Women’s Engineering Society.   She’s saying: if we want to address global issues where science and engineering are vital to our success and knowledge economy, we need to ask why so few people aspire to be professionals in something like innovative technology.  And I think she means there, why too few women have that aspiration to start out.

LOLA:
Well the whole thing about science and engineering and in fact of course it isn’t just women. 

JEREMY:
No.

LOLA:
Because as you probably know, have been aware, that engineering departments in universities have been sort of shutting down through lack of interest in the area.  And you know the question is right, you know we’ve got a huge set of problems on our hands, let’s say what it is. You know, we’ve got a huge set of problems around the environment, around conflicts and so on and so forth.  And clearly, it’s specially in relation to environmental issues, technology, engineering, science are all really key subject areas that we’d want to encourage people to go into and come up with some really bright innovative maybe even inexpensive and quick solutions to these.  


If we’ve got a situation where, as it were, one half of the working population is told or says don’t want to do this, you know we can’t do this, we don’t want to engage with that, i.e. if women are being told or sense that or feel that, that someone a set of subject areas in which they’re not interested then we’ve got a real problem because we’re not having that diversity of thought, diversity of perspective.  


Now, I’m not one of those essentialists who say that you know automatically as soon as you get a woman in a role you’re automatically gonna have a very different feminine perspective on these things, because I don’t think it actually works like that.  But what you do, you’re immediately just widening your talent pool.  

 
So, how are we gonna change things and turn things around?  Well I say it can be done.  Because if you look at medicine, my understanding is that there was a time when, you know, a huge percent of majority of doctors were male.  But real efforts have been made, got women into training as doctors and in fact now I believe it’s a case of women even outnumbering men, I think. 

JEREMY:
I think so.

LOLA:
Or on the way to doing so.  Certainly it’s been evened up.  And that’s within a relatively short space of time.  So can we make that work - can we somehow make that work in other sectors?  Another example, because you know you talk about when you start - is crucial is at school.  And there was a time when girls actually weren’t outperforming boys in exams at school, but people recognised that there was an issue and developed a set of strategies that would enable girls to be more likely to fulfil their educational potential.


So again, we need to look at what are those strategies, what’s worked.  So when I say it’s always important to know your history, that’s partly what I’m talking about.  What has worked in other instances, in other sort of decades if you like, in other times, that in a similar kind of vein that we can actually learn from that experience about how we change things? 

