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In recent years the Mddle East (Muslimsocieties in particular) have been
pl aces of extremes. Saudi Arabia and Iran inmpose severe restrictions on the
freedom of wonen while Tunisia and Turkey have no such restrictions.

In a recent visit to Tunisia -- that small strip of land |ying between
the eastern border of Algeria and the Mediterranean sea-- | was chauffeured
around by two young, very independent, Tunisian |adies. Both had recently
received their "license" (or Bachel ors of Science) in psychol ogy, and were now

wor ki ng on conpletion of their Masters theses. They were al so applying for
graduate study for their Ph.d s in Canada and France

Li kewi se, at the conference on "Attitudes Toward Sci ence," at which
gave a paper on the Internet as a new nedium of commercial and intellectua
devel opnment, nore than half of the participants were fermale. And no young wonen
wore any kind of head covering. In general, no young wonen will be seen in the
cities of Tunisia wearing any kind of traditional (or nodified "nodern")
Islam ¢ head covering that we associate with Islam For these Muslins the fear
of "mxing", the mngling of nales and fenal es together in public, has been
lifted.

When | asked one of ny young feral e escorts, "Who arranges the marriage
for young peopl e?" she quickly and exuberantly replied, "the girl does!" This
seenmed to inply a conplete |liberation of young people, as narriages, especially
in Arab and Muslimcountries, have traditionally been arranged by the parents.
But, | said, "The bride still has to wear the [heavy] traditional jewelry of
Tunisia," that | had seen on display in the fanous Bardo Museumin Tunis
"Yes," she replied

In brief, nodern Tunisia is a place in which wonen are about as
"liberated" as they can be, though this sanme young |lady told ne that when she
was in Quebec, Canada applying for graduate study, she "really felt free." A
neasure of how significant this |iberation of wonen in Tunisia is can be gauged

by the fact that since 1991, there has not been one case of "honor killing" in
Tuni sia. These are killings in which a husband, brother, or father killed a
wi fe, sister, or daughter who was suspected of having an adulterous or illicit

sexual alliance. As a result, the Tunisia governnent enacted a new law in 1994
whi ch made such liaisons strictly the girl’s responsibility, and any viol ence
done against her is exenpted fromthe traditional category of "crine of

passi on" (or honor), which would exonerate the perpetrator.

But even nore fascinating is the fact that what was fornmerly treated as a
crime of passion revengi ng honor, has now turned into a formof nental illness
My col | eague who is a practicing psychologist, told me about two cases in which
the groons were distressed by the fact that their brides were probably not
virgins, and this resulted in divorce. But the enptional energy connected to
this know edge was now transformed into nental anxiety and actually treated by
a psychol ogist, while the two couples ended up divorced-- a far better result
than nurder. But this progressivismof Tunisia stands in marked contrast to
Jordan, where CNN viewers recently | earned, about 100 honors killings occur
each year.

However, the path by which Tuni sian women gai ned such freedom of action
and novenent was al nost solely due to the bold actions of the great Tunisian



former president, Habib Bourgui ba, now 96 years old and in poor health

Bour gui ba came to power in the 1940s and in 1956, as President, he fashioned

l egislation that greatly nodernized Tunisian |aw, which was then based on
traditional Islanmic law --the shari‘a. The new | aw el i m nated pol ygany (the
only Muslimcountry to have done so) made narriage a civil event that had to be
regi stered by the court, expanded the rights of wonmen to apply for divorce, and
al so granted themthe right to work. Whnmen were thus freed fromthe requirenent
that they ask their husbands or guardians for permission to work, to travel, or
to nove about unescorted. Today wonen appear everywhere, but, apparently due to
a shortage of work, the streets seem overwhel m ngly popul ated by men, nen on
their way to cafes serving tea and "chicha"-- Turkish water pipes (but no
drugs), where they sit and sipping tea for hours.

Yet Bourgui ba and his successors have maintained a one-party state,
forbidding the formati on of autononpbus opposition parties, and never allow ng
wonen or other groups to attain intellectual independence. Al associations are
fundamental ly controlled by the state, even sports clubs, which are given a
list of candidates for elective office chosen by the governnent. The current
President Ben ‘Ali, who took over in a bloodl ess palace coup in 1984, was an
expert in mlitary security, including conputer technol ogy, and has used that
know edge to restrict all freedonms that we take for granted in the U S A
fam |y of opposition |leaders told nme that both their "Hotmail" and "Yahoo"
emai | accounts have been bl ocked by the governnent. Similarly, there appears to
be an electronic filter in place so that if certain words appears in a fax
transm ssion the system automatically shuts down, giving the user a "sorry,
technical difficulty," nessage

As we were discussing such matters, ny host (who had been an anbassador
and high official in Bourguiba’s adninistration in the 1980s), laid out the
abstracts of the conference proceedi ngs, which contained both the abstract of
ny paper as well as my CV. "All of this,"” he said, "was read and approved by
governnent officials before the Conference was held." Sonewhat surprised at
this news, | relied in jest, "Shall | held straight for the airport?" O
course, it was true that nmy colleague at the University of Tunis who had
organi zed the conference had worked with officials in the Ofice of the
Secretary of the Interior, and that the Conference was as nmuch sponsored by the
Mnistry of the Interior as by Center for Social and Econonic Research that mny
col |l eague directed. There had been sone difficult nonents while organizing the
conference, but the Conference went off just as palnned with no interference

In short, Tunisia is a paradoxical country where tranquillity seens to
prevail, where people are secure in their person and property (unlike
I ndonesi a, where every mddle class hone is guarded by walls with barbed wire
and broken shards of glass). But university canpuses in Tunisia are severely
controlled by security guards at every |location: at the nain gate, around the
canpus, between floors in the buildings, etc. Mreover, Presidents Bourguiba
and Ben ‘Ali, apparently fearing student unrest, nade it a point to break up
the national university into several canmpuses, each with only three or four
departnents. Thus one canpus houses the Psychol ogy and "Humane Sci ences" while
anot her houses Economi cs, Political Science, Managerment and the School of Law.
The Natural sciences and engineering are located on still other canpuses
scattered around Tunis, a city of about 1 million.

Simlarly, there is no freedomof the press: all newspapers are basically
cheer -l eadi ng sections for the governnent, those in French as well as Arabic.
Sone time ago a | eading soccer player retired with considerable wealth and was
asked what else he would Ilike: he replied that he would like a villa like
President Ben ‘Ali’s in Argentina. The news of this secret palace was reveal ed
to the Tunisia people via Spanish and Italian TV, and soon thereafter those
international TV sources were bl ocked.

Wth the arrival of the Internet, the possibility of freedom of
expressi on and public organizing in "cyberspace" are going to be great threats



to such a security state. At the sane tine the Internet opens up vast new
possibilities for conmerical and econonmic growh on a global scale. Tunisia and
the other devel oping states of the Mddle East (but al so Southeast Asia) wll
have to make a choice between restrictions on freedom and enhanced econonic
devel opment. In this regard, the 21st century represents a powerful new
cultural and political threat to many traditional ideas and practices in

devel opi ng countries |ocated thorughout the M ddle East.



