
1. 

THE BURNING MAN 
OF TUNISIA

On December 17, 2010, a Tunisian street vendor named Mohamed 
Bouazizi left his home in the countryside and walked twenty minutes 
into the town of Sidi Bouzid. Just as he did every day, Mohamed 

passed by groups of unemployed young men on the roadside, idling in plastic 
chairs and quietly smoking. When he reached the market, he stopped to set out 
his produce stand.

Mohamed was well liked in town. Sometimes he gave away free food 
to poor families. They called him Basboosa, which meant “sweet cake.”a Yet 
Basboosa could scarcely afford his generosity, which made him more popular 
than it did rich.

 Basboosa did not have an easy life. His father had died of a heart attack 
ZKHQ�KLV�VRQ�ZDV�WKUHH��+LV�PRWKHU�WRLOHG�LQ�WKH�¿HOGV�DV�D�GD\�ODERUHU��$V�RQH�
of seven siblings, Basboosa started working odd jobs at the age of ten to support 
his family. Eventually he had to drop out of high school to work full-time. 

Although he tried to join the army, and also applied to a number of other, 
more-promising jobs, Basboosa was rejected each time. At twenty-six, he 
barely managed to make ends meet by selling fruits and vegetables on the street. 
%DVERRVD¶V�SURGXFH�FDUW�JURVVHG� WKH�HTXLYDOHQW�RI�¿YH�GROODUV�D�GD\��PDNLQJ�
him the breadwinner of the nine souls in his home. With these meager earnings, 
he dreamed of saving enough to buy a truck for his business. 

On top of all this, Basboosa faced constant harassment from local authori-
ties. There was no law that required Basboosa to have a license to sell his 
produce on the street, but that didn’t stop the local police. They would routinely 
DVN�%DVERRVD� IRU� KLV� OLFHQVH�� MXVW� DV� D� SUHWH[W� WR� LPSRVH� D� ³¿QH�´�%DVERRVD�
knew what this was: a shakedown. And sometimes the sum the police demanded 
DPRXQWHG�WR�D�IXOO�GD\¶V�HDUQLQJV��6RPHWLPHV��WRR��WKH�SROLFH�VLPSO\�FRQ¿VFDWHG�
all of his wares on a whim. This was infuriating and degrading, of course, but 
what could Basboosa do? This, alas, was the normal price of doing business in 
Sidi Bouzid.
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18  INTRODUCTION

Still, on this particular Friday, Basboosa had reached the end of his rope. 
The global economic crisis had sent food prices soaring, and he had just been 
forced to take out a $200 loan just to buy his produce. In every cell of his body, 
Basboosa burned with resentment.

At 10:30 a.m. that morning, a municipal inspector named Faida Hamdy 
DSSURDFKHG�%DVERRVD¶V�FDUW� WR�VKDNH�KLP�GRZQ�IRU�D�³¿QH�´�7KH�DPRXQW�VKH�
demanded was the equivalent of seven dollars, but to Basboosa it was pure 
EORRG�PRQH\��$QG�KH�UHIXVHG�WR�SD\��7KLV�ZDV�D�VWXQQLQJ�DFW�RI�GH¿DQFH��7KH�
operative rule in town was that nobody ever said “no” to Hamdy; her father was 
D�ORFDO�SROLFH�RI¿FHU��%XW�%DVERRVD�QR�ORQJHU�FDUHG��+H�KDG�QR�PRQH\²DQG�KH�
had stomached enough. When he refused to pay, a shocked Inspector Hamdy 
insulted Basboosa’s dead father. Then she slapped him across the face, spat on 
him, and overturned his cart. Two of her aides proceeded to seize his electronic 
scale and beat him to the ground.

Basboosa was stunned and humiliated, but he was far from defeated. 
,PPHGLDWHO\�KH�PDUFKHG�WR�WKH�JRYHUQRU¶V�RI¿FH�WR�GHQRXQFH�WKH�DEXVH��:KHQ�
RI¿FLDOV� WKHUH� UHIXVHG� WR�HYHQ�KHDU�KLV�FRPSODLQW��%DVERRVD� WKUHDWHQHG� WR�VHW�
KLPVHOI�RQ�¿UH��ULJKW�WKHQ�DQG�WKHUH��$QG�KH�ZDVQ¶W�EOXI¿QJ��$�VKRUW�WLPH�ODWHU��
he returned to that spot with paint thinner to use as an accelerant. One way or 
another, he would have his say. Then, true to his word, right there in front of 
government headquarters, Basboosa doused his body with the thinner and set 
himself alight.

Help did not come quickly. By the time an ambulance could take Basboosa 
WR� WKH� ORFDO�PHGLFDO� FOLQLF�� WKH�ÀDPHV�KDG�EXUQW����SHUFHQW�RI�KLV�ERG\�� DQG�
the heat had incinerated his lips and charred his clothes right into his body. 
Incapable of treating him, the clinic transferred the young man to the city of 
Sfax, eighty-four miles to the east.

%DVERRVD�VHW�PRUH�WKDQ�KLPVHOI�RQ�¿UH��(YHQ�WKRXJK�SURWHVWLQJ�ZDV�EDQQHG�
in Tunisia, angry demonstrations spread within hours through the town of Sidi 
Bouzid. Police tried to crush the protesters with violence, but their tactics back-
¿UHG��%\�WKH�IROORZLQJ�GD\��IXOO�EORZQ�ULRWV�KDG�EURNHQ�RXW��:KLOH�WKHUH�ZHUH�
no conventional media to cover the unrest, the townspeople captured the vio-
lence with cameras and cellphones and uploaded images of police brutality onto 
Facebook and YouTube. That, in turn, gave birth to an Internet campaign to 
VXSSRUW�%DVERRVD�DQG�WKH�SURWHVWHUV�LQ�6LGL�%RX]LG��7KH�³¿UH´�ZDV�VSUHDGLQJ��

Soon the country’s lawyers’ union went on strike and sent three hundred 
members to rally at the government palace in Tunis. In an attempt to defuse the 
crisis, the government had the severely burnt Basboosa transferred to a hospital 
in the capital, and President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali personally went to visit 
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THE BURNING MAN OF TUNISIA  19

him at the trauma center. The president even promised the Bouazizi family that 
he’d be sent to France for treatment, and the government also offered a $15 
million economic-aid package to pacify Sidi Bouzid. None of that worked; the 
civil unrest continued to escalate. 

Basboosa’s example soon inspired others. Lahseen Naji, a protestor in his 
twenties, railing against “hunger and joblessness,” climbed up an electricity 
pylon and electrocuted himself. Then Ramzi Al-Abboudi, a desperate man 
overwhelmed by micro-credit debt, publicly committed suicide. As the protests 
swelled, the international hacker group “Anonymous” shut down over a dozen 
websites of the Tunisian government. This helped shine the global spotlight on 
Tunisia and its corrupt regime.

But it didn’t come fast enough for Basboosa: he died from his wounds the 
IROORZLQJ�GD\��7R�PLOOLRQV�RI�7XQLVLDQV��WKRXJK��KH�GLHG�D�KHUR��DQG�LQ�D�¿QDO�
WULEXWH��PRUH�WKDQ�¿YH�WKRXVDQG�SHRSOH�DWWHQGHG�KLV�IXQHUDO�SURFHVVLRQ��

6WLOO�� WKH�¿QDO� WULXPSK�EHORQJHG� WR� WKH�KXPEOH�SURGXFH�YHQGRU��7KH�SUR-
tests against President Ben Ali and his repressive regime did not subside; they 
grew—with the popular anger this time serving as the accelerant. As the demon-
strations spread across the country, their focus shifted from the injustice in Sidi 
Bouzid to the gaping economic disparities in Tunisia. The unbearable unem-
ployment rate contrasted sharply with the opulent lifestyle of the elite. An espe-
FLDOO\� LQWHQVH� KDWUHG� FHQWHUHG� DURXQG� WKH� IDPLO\� RI�7XQLVLD¶V� ¿UVW� ODG\��/HLOD�
Trabelsi, whom a lecturer at the University of Exeter had once called an “Imelda 
Marcos incarnate. But instead of shoes, Madame Leila collects villas, real estate 
and bank accounts.”1

Protestors then directed their rage at the tight restrictions on media and 
political freedoms, which President Ben Ali had smothered during his twenty-
three years in power. The resentments ran deep. His security forces had perse-
cuted the socialists, on the left; on the right, they had driven Islamist leaders into 
exile. Ben Ali’s government also had forbidden the wearing of headscarves in 
public institutions. He called the hijab a “sectarian dress,” perhaps pejoratively 
referring to the Qur’an’s mandate (33:59) that women draw a garment over their 
heads so as to avoid harassment.

The end was not pretty. With a mass of people now shouting for him to step 
GRZQ��3UHVLGHQW�%HQ�$OL�DQG�KLV�LPSHULRXV�ZLIH�/HLOD�ZHUH�IRUFHG�WR�ÀHH�7XQLVLD�
on January 14, 2011. France denied them asylum while they were in midair. 
Ultimately, the Ben Ali family was granted exile in Saudi Arabia, one of only four 
states in the world that does not even claim to be a democracy. Within only weeks 
of Ben Ali’s ouster, his people gained several freedoms; the new government in 
Tunisia relaxed dress codes and legalized three banned political parties.
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*   *   *

The story of Basboosa does not end there. Scarcely a day after the overthrow of 
%HQ�$OL��D�PDQ�LQ�$OJHULD�VHW�KLPVHOI�RQ�¿UH�ZKHQ�D�ORFDO�PD\RU�UHIXVHG�WR�PHHW�
to discuss his unemployment. Then a second Algerian self-immolated . . . and a 
WKLUG��$UDE�PHQ�VHW�WKHPVHOYHV�RQ�¿UH�LQ�(J\SW��6DXGL�$UDELD��0DXULWDQLD��6\ULD��
Morocco, and Iraq. 

)ROORZLQJ� WKH� ÀDPHV�� SURWHVWV� EURNH� RXW� LQ� HDFK� RI� WKHVH� FRXQWULHV�� ,Q�
addition, a wave of civil unrest rolled across Bahrain, Djibouti, Jordan, Oman, 
Yemen, Kuwait, Lebanon, Sudan, Western Sahara, Iran, and Pakistan. Echoing 
the “Twitter Revolution” of the 2009–2010 Iranian election protests, the young 
organizers of the “Arab Spring” used social media to declare “days of rage.” 
Like Basboosa’s Tunisia, many of these other states were suffering from massive 
unemployment, government corruption, and long-entrenched dictatorships.

%\�HDUO\�)HEUXDU\�������WKH�¿UH�KDG�VSUHDG�WR�(J\SW��7KH�UHJLPH�LQ�&DLUR�
attempted to counter immense demonstrations by disabling access to the 
Internet—and also by unleashing brutal violence on the protestors. In only eigh-
teen days, however, President Hosni Mubarak had arrived at the point where 
he had no choice but to end his thirty years in power. And within the year, the 
FRXQWU\�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�$UDE�ZRUOG�KDG�LWV�¿UVW�IUHH�HOHFWLRQV�LQ�WKUHH�JHQHUD-
tions. In fact, the ensuing parliamentary and presidential races were the most 
JHQXLQHO\�UHÀHFWLYH�SROOV�RI�WKH�SRSXODU�ZLOO�LQ�WKH�FLYLOL]DWLRQ¶V�¿YH�WKRXVDQG�
year history.b

1H[W��DUPHG�FRQÀLFW�HUXSWHG�LQ�/LE\D��ZKLFK�WKH�QRWRULRXV�&RO��0XDPPDU�
*DGGD¿�KDG�UXOHG�IRU�IRUW\�RQH�\HDUV��(LJKW�PRQWKV�DQG�WKLUW\�WKRXVDQG�FDVXDO-
WLHV�LQWR�WKH�/LE\DQ�&LYLO�:DU��UHEHO�VROGLHUV�¿VKHG�D�WHUUL¿HG�*DGGD¿�RXW�RI�D�
drainage pipe and lynched him in a frenzy of gunshots, beatings, and stabbing. 
A thoroughly dead dictator then went on display in an industrial freezer. Libyans 
ÀRFNHG�IURP�KXQGUHGV�RI�PLOHV�DZD\�WR�VHH�WKH�FRUSVH�ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�H\HV�

The underlying currents driving the Arab Spring then reached Syria and 
the regime of Bashar al-Assad. The Syrian people rose up, Assad responded 
with ruthless killings, and the situation spiraled into civil war. When the Arab 
Spring arrived in Yemen, President Saleh negotiated his resignation in exchange 
for immunity from prosecution—after suffering severe injuries from a bomb 
attack on his compound. To escape the rising tide, the leaders of Sudan and Iraq 
announced their decisions not to seek re-election, and the kings of Jordan and 
Morocco implemented legal reforms in the hope holding on to power. 

In one of the world’s most authoritarian regions, the increasing force of 
the public voice is eroding the power of autocrats. The appearance of free elec-
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tions in several countries represents one step toward democracy, although the 
outcomes have been decidedly less liberal and secular than many optimistic 
Western pundits had expected. And it remains to be seen whether countries like 
Egypt will develop the other elements of democracy (protecting minority rights, 
balancing powers, respecting term limits, and so forth). But whatever the future 
holds, one thing is clear: public opinion will impact the political destiny of the 
Middle East more than ever before. Dictating just isn’t what it used to be.

And where did all this start? Many observers traced the roots of the Arab 
Spring right back to Mohamed Bouazizi. The news program 60 Minutes was one 
of many that attributed the entire transformation of the Middle East to, in their 
words, “the desperate act of one single man . . . a poor fruit vendor who decided 
that he just wasn’t going to take it anymore.”

*   *   *

The story of Basboosa illustrates one of the key tenets of this book: that there 
are certain hot-button realms inside the human psyche that lie just below the 
surface, realms which even government leaders often fail to perceive. And we 
ignore them at our own peril. Inspector Hamdy tripped right over one of these 
hidden triggers, and in doing so, she lit the match that set an entire region ablaze.

In the pages ahead, we are going to dig deep into the personality traits 
that divide us into left and right, helping lock and load these hidden triggers. 
We will discover how these universal character traits make some people prone 
to conform, and others prone to rebel. Likewise, we will learn why some 
people have conservative dispositions, while others are liberal. As the under-
lying science here becomes clear, we will understand what was ticking inside 
Basboosa on that fateful day that drove him to commit the ultimate protest. 
:KDW�ZDV�LW��VSHFL¿FDOO\"�$Q�XQEHDUDEOH�VHQVH�RI�LQGLJQDWLRQ��

Yes, it was precisely Basboosa’s moral rejection of inequality that activated 
one of these universal hot buttons residing within him, and within so many of his 
compatriots. And this is why his story resonated with a critical mass of people 
in the Middle East, for whom Basboosa symbolized the humble, well-meaning 
FRPPRQ�PDQ�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�DEXVHG�E\�JRYHUQPHQW�¿DW�DQG�FRUUXSWLRQ�

Now, the story of Basboosa might seem rather remote to many American 
readers. But the same hidden trigger at play in the Middle East underlies the 
concurrent transformation of the political landscape in the United States. As the 
Arab Spring was unfolding, the “Occupy Wall Street” movement emerged on 
the far left of the US spectrum. The demonstrators in New York shouting, “We 
are the 99 percent!” were railing not against Middle Eastern dictators, but rather 
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against bankers and large corporations. And yet the same issue that ignited the 
Arab Spring had inspired and galvanized their movement: a moral rejection of 
economic and social inequality. 

Despite the fact that the Occupiers claimed to represent 99 percent of the 
population, the American public was evenly split in favor of (35 percent) and 
against (36 percent) their cause. This division didn’t simply pit the haves against 
the have-nots; rather, it polarized America based on people’s attitudes toward 
inequality. And these attitudes stemmed from the personality differences at 
WKH� FRUH� RI� SDUWLVDQVKLS��'HPRFUDWV�ZHUH� DOPRVW� ¿YH� WLPHV�PRUH� OLNHO\� WKDQ�
Republicans to support the Occupy Movement.2

At the same time, the Tea Party emerged on the far right of the American 
political spectrum. This movement’s central aims included reducing taxes and 
government spending (especially on social programs, like Obamacare). Its 
underlying ideology opposed expensive government interventions designed to 
force an equality of outcomes. Tea Partiers were instead committed to incentives 
based on market forces, regardless of the social and economic inequalities that 
result from free competition. Compared with the Occupiers, adherents of the Tea 
Party had a much higher tolerance of inequality. 

Still, as a group, the Tea Partiers’ ideology didn’t come primarily from the 
VHOI�LQWHUHVW�RI�ELJ�¿VK�DW� WKH� WRS�RI� WKH� IRRG�FKDLQ�� LQ� WHUPV�RI� WKHLU� LQFRPH�
bracket, employment status, educational background, race, gender, and age, Tea 
Partiers were quite similar to the general population. Rather, their tolerance of 
LQHTXDOLW\� UHÀHFWHG�D�personality disposition that lies at the heart of political 
partisanship. That’s why Republicans were over six times more likely than 
Democrats to support the Tea Party.3 

Attitudes toward inequality are only one group of hot-button traits that sep-
arate people on the left from people on the right. In the coming chapters, we will 
also examine the two other clusters of measurable personality traits that give rise 
to political orientations across space and time. One emerges from opposing atti-
tudes toward tribalism, and the other concerns differing perceptions of human 
nature. 

Step by step, we will unearth the evolutionary roots of these three per-
sonality clusters, to learn why a left-right political divide runs through every 
country on earth. And the excavation begins in the next chapter. In this age of 
public opinion, it is high time we understand at a much deeper level why we 
love and hate in such different ways.
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