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Introduction 

Fayda Hamdy learned of the downfall of Tunisia's autocratic president 
from her jail cell. The date was January 14, 201 r, and Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali had ruled Tunisia for over twenty-three years. Though she didn't 
dare acknowledge it to her cellmates, Hamdy had played no small part 
in the dictator's overthrow. A council inspector from the small town 
of Sidi Bouzid, Hamdy stood accused of humiliating a street vendor 
whose self-immolation provoked nationwide demonstrations in Tu­
nisia that ultimately sparked the string of popular revolutions across 
North Africa and the Middle East known as the Arab Spring. 

Four weeks earlier, on December 17, 2010, Fayda Hamdy was making 
the rounds of the vegetable market in her hometown. Sidi Bouzid is 
one of those provincial small towns in Tunisia neglected by tourists and 
the government alike. A woman in hej forties dressed in an official blue 
uniform, her authority reinforced by epaulets and stripes, Hamdy was 
accompanied by two male colleagues. Most of the unlicensed hawkers 
fled on the inspectors' approach, but Mohamed Bouazizi, a twenty-six­
year-old street vendor, refused to budge. Hamdy knew Bouazizi and had 
already cautioned him against selling fruit in the vicinity of the market 
without a license. On December 17, Bouazizi stood his ground and 
accused the inspectors of harassment and corruption. The altercation 
turned into a shouting match, with Bouazizi defending his cart and the 
inspectors seizing the young man's wares. 

There is no agreement on what precisely happened in the fateful scuf­
fle between the inspectors and Mohamed Bouazizi. The young vendor's 
friends and family insisted that Fayda Hamdy insulted and slapped 
Mohamed Bouazizi- 'a grave insult in Middle Eastern societies' - before 
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