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―The revolution that surprised the world‖ was a headline 
in 1986 and just as easily applies to the revolutions now 
sweeping the Middle East.   Today is the 25th anniver-
sary of the first People Power Revolution that took the 
Philippine dictator, Ferdinand Marcos, out of 
power.  That was Feb 22-25, 1986, the remarkable 
days of non-violent civil resistance against the 20-year 
repressive rule of a dictator.  Those were the 4 days 
when 2 million unarmed people –
common folks, priests, nuns – took to 
the main thoroughfare of Manila, called 
EDSA, built barricades, sang songs, 
made prayer vigils and refused to dis-
perse.  Those were the days when sol-
diers and tank crews facing the crowds 
were given kind words, praises and 
flowers.  Also the days when soldiers 
simply could not fire on their own peo-
ple and turned their guns around to join 
the revolution instead. 
 
Back then, I was among the millions 
watching the events unfold on televi-
sion, but in the comforts of home in 
New York.  My parents and I were 
among the few that managed to go on a 
self-imposed exile to escape the dicta-
torship and could not return until the 
dictatorship was over.  So, the events 
of those four days took on a more per-
sonal meaning for me. 
Many similar revolutions have followed 
since then, taking the Philippine exam-
ple of nonviolent regime change, such 
as that in East Germany and many 
other former Soviet Bloc coun-
tries.  These last few weeks see history being made 

once again in the Middle East. 

Non-violent civil disobedience is not new.  It was hap-
pening already in many instances long before and 
made more widespread by Gandhi against British rule 
in India.  But, it was never in the scale seen in the last 
25 years.  Why such a phenomenon only in the last 25 
years?  Repressive regimes have been around for mil-
lennia and people suffered through successions of re-
gimes—good and bad—without triggering a massive 

popular revolt.  What made the last 25 

years so different?  

I suppose dictators can blame it partially 
on science and technology! 
 

People Power then 

Perhaps the first attempt at people 
power revolt ever recorded was during 
the reign of Ramses III of ancient 
Egypt.  In that instance, the wives and 
concubines of Ramses conspired to start 
revolts against their own pharaoh by 
sending written messages to their rela-
tives in the far flung empire at the same 
time.   The revolt failed and all the con-
spirators executed.  Ramses III ‗s reign 
was also the first time in recorded history 
of a labor strike when tomb builders 
were not provided with adequate grain 
supply. 
 
Back then Ramses could blame his 
problem on the invention of the papyrus. 
 
The Philippine experience 3,000 years later 
was two million people coming out on the 

streets almost at the same time, surprising a dictatorship that  
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could not muster effective resistance against such an 
unexpected, passive, non-confrontational show of dis-
pleasure against the government.  Soldiers would not 
fire on the mass of people, many of whom are their 
own relatives.  Although there were organized opposi-
tion leaders at the time, they too were surprised by the 

unexpected turn out.  

That revolution was made possible by portable ra-
dios.  People listened to Radio Veritas (a Catholic 

church owned and operated radio station), coordinat-
ing the revolt by listening to the minute by minute 
events, troop movements and where food/ water were 
needed.  If it were not because of the popularity of 
cheap, portable ‗transistor‘ radios, it is doubtful that 
such a spontaneous mass movement of people can be 
coordinated back in 1986.of rock and roll music.  And 
there were plenty during the People Power Revolution 
to coordinate the mass uprising. 
 
People Power now 

 
Though the passions, anger, resentments and collec-
tive suffering were all part of the common experiences, 
the single catalyst that made these revolutions in Tuni-
sia, Egypt and now Libya possible was the technology 
of cell phone, video and internet.  Had the mobile sys-
tems not evolve from its original 80 lb weight in 1946 
by Bell Labs engineers to its current light weight de-
sign first developed by Motorola in 1973 , these popu-
lar uprisings would have been more difficult.  The first 
call made from a cell phone by Motorola‘s inventor, 
Martin Cooper, in 1973 was to his rival at Bell Labs, 
Dr. Joel S. Engel.  Even years before that, the concept 
of cellular phone was already part of the science fan-
tasy of Star Trek in the late ‗60s.  Back then, it was 
called the ‗communicator.‘ 
 
Mobile phones and internet are the first to be shut 
down by besieged dictators because of their power to 
mobilize people.  Just like cryptic messages written on 
papyrus 3,000 years ago, mobile text messages, voice 
and videos certainly made the call to action even more 
immediate, compelling and personal. 
 

People Power in the future 

While dictatorships are slowly fading to the pages of 
history just like hard core communism, there will al-
ways be room for dissent in mass scale.  Being dissat-
isfied is a very human thing and there will always be 
some cause to take up later on.  What technology will 

propel the future people power revolt?  Can‘t imagine. 

But, if I have to fantasize, I would say teleportation, 
just like in Star Trek episodes and movies.  Scientist 
are making progress now in transporting tiny objects 
from one place to another already.  The popular 
phrase ―Beam me up Scotty‖ will be in common usage 
by then and people will simply materialize instantly for 

the next people power revolt. 

Star Trek‘s creator, Gene Roddenberry would had 

been ecstatic. 

 

 

 


