
December 17
A young man sets himself
on fire after police refuse to
let him sell fruit and
vegetables without a permit
and confiscate his stall.
Youth protests break out in
response

December 18-20
Hundreds of people take to
the streets in protest
against the economic
situation and high
unemployment in Sidi Bouzid,
south-east of the capital
Tunis, and demand that
the police release people
arrested during the
weekend protests

December 24
An 18-year-old man is shot
dead during riots outside the
offices of the ruling party in
Menzel Bouzaiene

December 27
Protests spread to Tunis as
labour activists clash with
troops in the capital.
President Zein al-Abidine Ben
Ali makes his first public
statement since protests
began, saying he
“understood” people’s anger
but that violence will not be
tolerated

January 9
Clashes in the western towns

of Thala and Kasserine leave
at least 14 people dead.
Some agencies put the death
toll much higher. Online
activists target government
websites

January 10
The government orders all
schools and universities to
close indefinitely. Mr Ben Ali
announces plans to create
300,000 jobs in an effort to
quell the protests

January 12
Mr Ben Ali fires Rafik Belhaj
Kacem, the interior minister,
and calls for the release of
detained protesters. The

government says committees
will be established to
investigate corruption
allegations. The action fails
to stop the rioting

January 13
Mr Ben Ali says he will
not run again for president
when his term ends in 2014

January 14
Mr Ben Ali is forced from
office after earlier declaring a
state of emergency.
Tour operators begin
repatriating some of the
estimated 1,800 British
holidaymakers from Tunisian
resorts
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Anger on streets smashes authoritarian rule

Zein al-Abidine Ben Ali, the
Tunisian president who has
been forced out of office by
a wave of political protest,
leaves a country with weak
political institutions under-
mined by 23 years of
authoritarian rule.
Tunisia has a handful of

legal opposition parties, but
they have played a small
role in the popular uprising,
which has raged for almost
a month and proved impos-
sible to quell, even after
dozens died in clashes with
the security services.
Neither Mr Ben Ali’s

promises of job-creation nor
of greater political freedom
could stem the fury of riot-
ers fed up with unemploy-
ment, corruption and the
repressive atmosphere of
the president’s police state.
Mohammed Ghannouchi,

the prime minister who has
taken over as interim presi-
dent, is a technocrat and
economist with a career in
government going back to
Mr Ben Ali’s first adminis-
tration. He has promised to
implement social, economic
and political reforms, but
has yet to spell out what
these might be.
The haste with which Mr

Ben Ali left – barely an
hour after announcing a
state of emergency and
sacking his government –
suggests the authorities are
in disarray and casting
around for the next step.
Ahmed Wenayes, a form-

er ambassador and political
analyst, says they will need
to take quick measures to
restore the confidence of a
population aroused after
decades of repression.
“In the coming period we

have to have a broad-based
government, grouping rep-
resentatives of all existing

legal parties and all credi-
ble democratic organisa-
tions such as trade unions
in the country,” he said.
Political opposition was

stifled under Mr Ben Ali.
Tunisia had the trappings
of a democracy, with elec-
tions and political parties,
but the president’s Consti-
tutional Democratic Rally
had near total majorities in
all elected bodies.
Having first promised –

when he ousted his prede-
cessor Habib Bourguiba – to
put in place a democratic
system, he changed tack,
marginalising the opposi-
tion and vastly bolstering
the security services.
Critics, outspoken jour-

nalists and human rights
activists have frequently
been targets of harsh treat-
ment including street beat-
ings. Severe curbs have
been placed on the press.
Mr Ben Ali also clamped

down on Islamists, jailing
thousands after the erup-
tion of strife in Algeria,
sparked by the halting of an
election that an Islamist
party was winning.
Despite all this, Tunisia

under Mr Ben Ali has often
been touted as a model of
stability and prudent eco-
nomic management. The
country opened up to for-
eign investment and Mr
Ben Ali encouraged the
development of a diversified
industrial base supplying
European markets.
The “Tunisian miracle”

however, failed to enthuse
local investors, who were
put off by allegations of cor-
ruption swirling around the
family of Leila Trabelsi, the
first lady. Observers say
Tunisians have preferred to
put their money in neigh-
bouring countries rather
than risk having to pay
cuts to the “ruling family.”
Public fury erupted a

month ago when an unem-
ployed graduate set himself
on fire.
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Tunisia
The president’s
belated promises of
reform failed to
quell the fury that
has toppled him,
writes Heba Saleh

President and
protesters speak

‘I am not the sun that
shines over everything . . .
I understand the Tunisians,
I understand their
demands. I am sad about
what is happening now
after 50 years of service
to the country, military
service, all the different
posts, 23 years of
the presidency’
President Zein al-Abidine
Ben Ali on Wednesday

‘I have understood you.
I won’t accept that
another drop of Tunisian
blood be spilt’
Mr Ben Ali, also
on Wednesday

‘Ben Ali, c’est fini’
Protesters in Tunis

‘The president is a man
of his word. He said
[he will step down in
2014], he believes it
and he will do it’
Kamel Morjane, foreign
minister, on Thursday

‘We don’t want bread
or anything else, we just
want him to leave.
After that we will eat
whatever we have to’
Protesters’ chant
in Tunis

‘Since the president is
temporarily unable to
exercise his duties, it has
been decided that the
prime minister will
exercise temporarily the
duties. I call on the sons
and daughters of Tunisia,
of all political and
intellectual persuasions, to
unite to allow our beloved
country to overcome this
difficult period and to
return to stability’
Mohammed Ghannouchi,
prime minister, on Friday

‘You could see [Mr Ben
Ali] was off-balance in his
speech. He’s afraid’
A protester in Kasserine
on Friday

Zein al-
Abidine
Ben Ali

Violent times

Action against fruit seller sets off chain of deadly events

Popular uprising: rioters throw stones at a protest against the rule of President Zein al-Abidine Ben Ali in the capital, Tunis, yesterday Reuters
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