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Edit Schlaffer* 
The Power of Soft Power

Never before has there been such an ambitious and resourceful segment of women as there is today. Women make up a significant portion of the creative, educated, and forward-thinking citizens in this world. Now is a prime opportunity to engage them in the struggle for social, political, and economic change that will benefit all of us. 

Women without Borders is an advocacy and PR organisation encouraging women to step forward and contribute with their energies and creativity to much needed societal change. The organisation is based in Vienna and promotes a platform for dialogue and alternative female diplomacy. 
Increasingly – and universally – societies see women’s empowerment as critical to their advancement. Dependant on local governments, women’s rights and their inclusion as partners in the development process vary tremendously with some of the greatest investment for social progression going towards women’s leadership and business skills. 

In the last decade alone, work on the effort of women has shifted from solely an intellectual debate to a more concrete and practical one, with a strong focus on economic empowerment and inclusion in the business world. While, in the past, women’s issues were addressed in isolation, the global market has emphasized the need to consider women’s empowerment as a prerequisite for achieving social and economic progress as stated in the Human Development Reports.

Research: Women, the face of Arab modernisation 

Women without Borders conducted a field study surveying around 5000 female and male students in Saudi Arabia, Jordan and the Emirates. This already educated generation will be the driving force for change in the region. The female students a driven to become part of the workforce and want to contribute to their countries’ development. 
But questions and challenges to this emergence remain. Who are these women? How can they maintain the momentum and help empower the next generation to bridge the gap that exists between the traditional and the modern, the orthodox and the moderate, which reside within their own societies? To answer these questions and help solve future problems, we implemented this action-research project to examine the experiences of young graduates and post-graduates as it is precisely this group that will be the driving force of Arab modernization. We analyzed the ambitions, perspectives, and hurdles to achievement – both tangible and intangible – of male and female students and their teachers, and will distribute this data to policy makers and opinion shapers in spring. 
It is the communication of ideas and the capacity to translate them into political and social action that will promote best-practices and address specific needs so that the younger generations are prepared to produce a progressive and tolerant society for the 21st century. And as the transformation in these societies continues, the inclusion of women will be necessary to create a society that is truly resourceful and effective. 

The Middle East is a region in transition where an effective and well-connected cadre of women are emerging as an acceptable face of modernization. At least 50 percent of students worldwide are female and in regions such as the Middle East, female students are often the majority. Supporting these women not only becomes a human prerogative, but also makes sense in terms of economics and security. Nicholas Stern, former Chief Economist of the World Bank, is a strong proponent for women as public stakeholders: “When women get involved, education, health, productivity, credit, and governance work better.” 

Yet these young women remain at a crossroads, at once refusing to accept their culturally-determined destinies and being ambivalent about their preparedness to enter the public realm. Women fail to promote themselves effectively and old school networks do not actively tap into women’s potential. Socio-economic infrastructures must be gender blind in order to include the best minds and ideas as no society can afford to sideline this forthcoming female ambition and energy. The challenge thus remains not only to change and transform women’s perceptions of their abilities, but also to change the way society views women’s competence and potential for public contribution. 
The tools: This is me! Personal and professional skills advancement strategies 

Having confidence and competence is the magic formula for creating well-developed roadmaps and plans. Women need to say, “This is me!” and be proud of who they are, where they have been, and where they are going. So we developed the “This is me!” training workshops which were kick started in Riyadh in cooperation with Prince Sultan University and UNDP and in Jeddah at the Dar el Hekma College last year and will travel across the region and beyond. 
In order to propagate and maintain the equal participation of women in decision-making processes, it is necessary to build programs that emphasize their personal and professional development and strengthen their aptitude and confidence to make a lasting imprint on their societies. Women have the ambitions and dreams – now they require a plan. They need to identify their own ‘edge’ and to master self-marketing tools to be effective and competitive within their own communities and on a global scale. 

Men for Change

Women’s leadership and inclusion in the public sphere may only come into effect as a result of their own conscience efforts and through those men who position themselves with collaborative change. When observing conflict zones, it is common to see male leadership spearheading violent tactics. For real progression to ensue, weapons of choice cannot be stones, guns, and bombs, but rather they must be self-reflection, words, and ideas.  
One must not look for fresh inspiration as modernized women, especially, may be important mediators, offering a different set of insights and less combative styles of discussion and debate. Women are artists in communication, knowing that – with people – the smallest relations are often the key to the bigger picture.

The battle can only be won when men and women discontinue traditional gender roles and embrace a broader spectrum of responsibilities and contributions. 

It has been shown that men’s treatment of women within the home can positively affect what takes place outside of the home. Women without Borders’ “Bridging the Gap” Study revealed that the most outstanding and motivated young women had the most supportive fathers and that these men were also particularly proud of their wives’ achievements. 

Beyond the private sphere, however, these ‘unorthodox’ shifting gender roles have created inevitable anxiety, social ambivalence, and conflict, as well as stress. The gender issue has become the paramount challenge of the decade and the newly public positions that women are assuming will impact the landscape of personal as well as professional and political life. The change is unavoidable and it must be greeted in order for society to flourish and thrive and is on the agenda of the Millennium Development Goals. 

Men must come to terms with emerging female ambitions and qualifications and see it from a positive and self-benefiting perspective. Men often feel stuck in between traditional concepts of manhood and are not prepared at their best to face the challenges, demands and threats of their environments. As women enter the public sphere and share responsibilities, men will gain more space to escape the limiting cultural pressures on their own lives.

Women without Borders’ “Fair Share!” gender cooperation workshops from Zanzibar to Yemen train men and women together in practical life skills so that they can navigate through the everyday frictions and frustrations to create coinciding and supportive active spaces for themselves and each other. 
Muslims and the West: Living together – but how?
In April of this year, Women without Borders organized the Matinee “Women against Terror” in an Austrian theatre to share the power of reconciliation and tolerance. Phyllis Rodriguez, the American Jewish mother of a victim of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center, and Aicha el Wafi, the French Moroccan mother of the alleged 20th hijacker on trial for involvement in the attacks. The two women encompassed every trait that would make them natural enemies, but instead they chose to work together to fight the intolerance that allowed their sons to fall victim to hatred. They represent a friendship without borders: two human beings suffering unimaginable pain that chose to look past their race, nationality and religion to forge a bond that represents the true power of soft power.  The grief, fear and hope of victims are similar as are the anger and hate of the perpetrators. Conflicts are inevitable, but it is how we deal with conflicts that matters. Hundreds of participants joined together to show that another way is possible, and terror does not silence their voices. 
And we must ask ourselves, what is the alternative to the beautiful friendship that Rodriguez and el Wafi represent? Anger and desire for revenge are the probable symptoms of an age-old disease with a predictable outcome: more support of military retaliation, a greater divide and further resentment of the “other,” the “enemy.” Women such as el Wafi choose to tell to others about the trap into which her son fell and the consequences of his actions, in order to keep others from meeting the same fate. Dialogue and tolerance are the tools we must focus on.  If we are truly convinced of this approach, then those in power will have to listen.
If we fail to encourage dialogue of this kind, feelings of frustration and exclusion will prevail and parallel societies will become the norm, in which fear and hatred of the “other” will run rampant. The creation of these parallel communities poses a great danger to tolerance; unless we promote access to these divided communities through communication, tolerance will be a term with no meaning, an empty shell. 
Communities will occupy the same territory, but will never interact, and ‘tolerance’ will mean nothing more than the concession of the others’ existence. This was the focus of our recent conference in the National Library of Vienna in cooperation with the US embassy in Vienna and the US mission to Brussels, posing the key question: “Living together, but how?” 
For this conference, we invited Muslim women and men from around the world to tackle the question of how to deal with Europe’s growing Muslim population that exists alongside, but not interacting with, mainstream Europe. Through panel discussions engaging public figures from the U.S., South East Asia, the Middle East and Europe, they tackled the issue of not only promoting tolerance, but also encouraging mutual respect.  The panel members included former Muslim fundamentalist Ed Husain, who has since renounced extremism and is author of the British bestseller, The Islamist. Today, Husain acts as a spokesman of moderate Muslims wishing to end the hatred that is bred in mono-cultural ghettos in Europe which subsist next to prosperous all-white neighbourhoods.   He is the voice of moderate Islam, and we must continue to provide a platform for moderate groups of all races, religions and nationalities experiencing intolerance and discrimination.  Husain believes that this moderate majority should speak up and overcome their fears of reprisals from extremists and concern for breaking ranks with fellow Muslims. Ultimately, it is the moderates such as Husain who have access to those that have chosen a more extreme path.  And while moderate and extremist Muslims deserve a platform from which they can be heard, Europeans must also embrace Muslim populations as one of their own. Those that have witnessed the growing tension and division in Europe must speak out to prevent this division from happening elsewhere. Integration is a two-way street.

With these present challenges, questions, and hopes, we begin our expedition into the future and the waters upon which we set sail may be rough. Experienced sailors are needed to navigate and careful preparation is required before embarking. The better we prepare, the more likely we are to arrive at our destination in good condition. 

Still, questions are left to be answered: What equipment do we need for such an expedition? Which mind maps will show us the way? And, above all, what must we leave behind? If our trunks are burdened with fear and prejudice, we are most likely to sink. So we must travel light, trust in our companions, and embark on this journey together – women, men, and youth – with open minds and the will for a more equal and inclusive future.
*Social scientist, author and founder of Women without Borders in Vienna, www.women-without-borders.org
