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Shirley Williams tells Women's Parliamentary Radio women can save the world

Baroness Shirley Williams has told wpradio.co.uk that women in the West needed to do more to help women globally fight prejudice and abuse.

Speaking exclusively to Women's Parliamentary Radio following the 2008 Women's Library lecture in the 90th year since women got the vote Baroness Williams said: 

“I am very struck by the scale of the division between that part of the world where women are substantially involved in making decisions and politics and that part of the world that is smaller but still substantial where women are not involved at all. 

“One of the points I was trying to make is that if you look all over the world, where women are 40 per cent or upwards of the ministerial positions, it is very striking that they are almost identical with those societies that are fair, that live by the rule of law that accept democracy.

“The ones where there are no women and again it doesn't matter if you are looking at  -  Africa, Asia, Europe, Middle East  - the ones with no women tend to have a history of conflict of aggression, of poverty, all the things one would not like to see in Society.”

Baroness Williams said women civilised societies: 

“One of the great divisions in the World today is not either religious or racial it is a division between those countries that do accept the role of women and those countries that still try to exclude them. “   

Baroness Williams talked of how she had been in India in 1993 when an amendment was moved to give women more say in local government. She said initially the men thought it would make no difference but that it had brought about real change: “Once women get involved they tend to be more practical more down to earth more aware of the impact on families and their influence is considerable.”

She had seen how at a Worldwide Women's Conference in Bejing, Hillary Clinton had helped the Korean “comfort women” to put their case to get compensation from Japan and others: “Hillary Clinton, to her great credit, led that march, and in the end the comfort women got some compensation for the degradation they suffered all of those years.”

Baroness Williams called on women to do more to help women elsewhere: 

“I think we haven't identified with women elsewhere to the extent that we should have, we are the lucky ones, but there are an awful lot of women still captured in degradation, prostitution, rape, all these things, and we really have an obligation we are not carrying out. “

She went on to talk about young women in Britain today:

“I think there is a commercialisation of fashion and sex which means that many young women don't see the role that women ought to have in society and let themselves be seen as sex objects which is a great shame because .”

Baroness Williams, who is writing her autobiography, said her mother the feminist Vera Brittan, was a very important figure in her life but so was her father: 

“My father made no distinction between his daughter and son and never treated me as a frail child.  One of the things I am going to call my book after, is that he always made me climb to the highest book shelves. My mother was scared I would fall off and break something, but my father said “go on you can make it” and that was terribly important. I have done a lot of research into women in politics – and if a woman has a father who believes in her, she is almost unstoppable. 

“My mother was more of a moral figure, she always taught me if you are lucky enough to be able to contribute to society, because you are strong, or bright or have advantages you have an absolute duty to use that on society's behalf and that was an important moral lesson.”  

90 years since women got the vote, Baroness Brittan said she thought women had made immense progress but that they lacked self confidence still:

“I think the progress is immense, but there is a lack of self confidence, and  as Cherie Blair says women still often define themselves as being somebody's wife, daughter or mother. They shouldn't define themselves in those terms.”

She said the press was: “terribly unfair on women and terribly unfair on able women.” She said she admired Margaret Thatcher, Angela Merkel and Claire Short: 

“I do admire them and I think because they are women it has taken more effort to get where they are.”

Commenting on how the press had depicted her with scruffy hair, she said there was an obsession with what women looked like:

“ I think one of the problems is when women first went into politics in the 60s and 70s, we were were subject to the most intense analysis of what we looked like. We have still got to deal with that a lot, there is obsession with appearance, with  hair-dos, with fashion, and never reveal your private life, but it is something that doesn't much apply to men.”

She said she had been upset by how much attention was given to her relaxed hair style but that eventually it had worked in her favour. “I think the one thing that hurt me was my hair; it's just made that way. I can't look very good however hard I try, but I thought what the hell.  I found far  from doing me damage it did me good, because most women with children and jobs identified with me and they thought it was what life was like for them too, so it actually helped me, I became rather popular. “ 

Talking on her new role as an advisor to the Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, she said she would “welcome the support of women” on preventing nuclear proliferation. 

Baroness Shirley Williams was interviewed by the Executive Producer of wpradio.co.uk, Boni Sones. Copyright Boni Sones.   

Footnotes:

1. Wpradio.co.uk is a web based broadcaster supported by all parties.

2. Wpradio.co.uk now has a number of interviews with women and male politicians of all parties which can be listened to online or downloaded as podcasts.

3. Our supporters include Harriet Harman MP, Theresa May MP and Jo Swinson MP and many other female politicians listed on our site. 

4. For more information contact Boni Sones on 07703 716961.
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