
Abstract 

This essay will analyse whether the people have power by examining Tiananmen Square, the French 

Revolution, the anti-war Iraq protests and the #MeToo movement. Finally, it will conclude that the 

power of the people is on the rise due to the platform that social media and the internet provide. 

How much power do the people really have…? 

‘The power of the people, is so much stronger than the people in power.’  1 Ever since 507 BCE, when 

the Athenian leader Cleisthenes introduced the concept of demokratia into the Athenian political 

landscape, it has undergone profound reform and change.2 The Greek word demokratia translates 

directly into ‘rule by the people,’ but even today, over 2000 years after the fall of Ancient Greece, is 

our society really ruled by the people? According to the Oxford Dictionary, power is defined as the 

capacity or ability to direct or influence the behaviour of others or the course of events.3 We can only 

look to our history to determine whether ‘the people’ truly have any power. This essay will contrast 

and compare historical events where the people had power and where the people lacked power. 

Finally, it will examine whether the people’s power is on the rise. 

It was the 15th of April, 1989. Pro-democratic student protestors marched through Beijing’s 

Tiananmen Square, frustrated by the lack of democracy in their country, frustrated with their lack of 

personal freedom, and ultimately frustrated by their individual lack of power. According to Jane 

Bingham – author of ‘Tiananmen Square,’ as protestor numbers began to swell into the millions, on 

the 20th of May, the Chinese government enforced Martial Law. 4 On the night of June 4th 1989, the 

Chinese military began firing live rounds into the crowds.5 CNN estimated that casualties ranged in 

the tens of thousands and that even more citizens were arrested and incarcerated.6 Ironically, 

Tiananmen translates into ‘gateway of heavenly peace.’ 7 Out of the thousands killed, none of these 

people had any power. They were unable to direct or influence the course of events8 and their 

seemingly futile attempts ultimately led to their death. The New York Times stated that: ‘It would be 

churlish to point out that such people are ill-prepared for democracy, when they risked their lives for 

it.’9 While Ma Jian from the Guardian emphasised that the Chinese people seized the possibility of 

freedom and human rights, and desired a democratic nation.10 So how did the protests at 
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Tiananmen Square fail? Furthermore, does this prove that no matter the perceived power of the 

people, the power of the people who rule is far greater?   

An ABC News article, published in 2019, details how the Chinese government strictly censors public 

discussion of Tiananmen and goes to great lengths to scrub references to it from the internet. 11 The 

article referenced several Chinese students who had little to no knowledge of the events of June 

4th.12 Furthermore, when a Weibo user briefly evaded Chinese censors by turning a tank man image 

into a meme by replacing the tanks with rubber ducks, the image was removed within 24hrs and 

censored permanently from all accessible Chinese sites.13 The speed and finality of the censorship of 

this image highlights that the Chinese government has so much power that it has the ability to 

censor the free speech of the Chinese people, 30 years on from the massacre.14 The fact that three 

decades later, all knowledge of Tiananmen Square has effectively been erased from the memory of 

China’s population clearly proves that the power of the Chinese government is far greater than the 

power of its “free” peoples. The Chinese government has effectively been able to rewrite history, 

blinding its citizens to the truth and highlighting the people’s extreme lack of power. It has not only 

censored their people’s freedom of speech and freedom of belief but it has prevented them from 

protesting peacefully about what they believe in and learning about the history of their culture. 

On the other hand, there is other evidence in history that proves that the power of the people is far 

greater than that of any individual. The French Revolution of 1789 exemplifies the people’s power to 

affect real change in their society. It was the late 1780s, and France was on the verge of bankruptcy 

following the Seven Year War and American Revolutionary War.15 The French economy capitulated 

and on the 14th of June, the people stormed the Bastille, sparking the real beginning of what we now 

call the French revolution.16 Following the attack on the Bastille, a general panic set into the French 

aristocracy and is known today as the Great Fear of July.17 To prevent a revolt, the Declaration of the 

Rights of Man and the Citizen was introduced, proclaiming equal rights, personal liberties, individual 

freedoms and the abolition of the feudal system.18  

On the 5th of October 1789, the Parisians marched on the king’s palace in Versailles, parading the 

royal family through the streets of Paris.19 Following the execution of Louis XVI and his wife Marie 

Antoinette for high treason in 1793, the ‘Reign of Terror’ or la Terreur began.20 This resulted in the 

execution of an estimated 17 000 people, the arrest of over 300 000 suspects and the death of over 

10 000 people in prison.21 The French Republic was proclaimed, and France also adopted its first 
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written constitution, declaring that ‘France would be ruled by her people.’ 22 The people had 

successfully taken back their power. Even today, 226 years after the Revolution, France still adheres 

to the same democratic system that was introduced by the people two centuries ago. William A. 

Darity commented that: ‘the French Revolution invented modern revolution—the idea that the 

people can transform the world according to a plan.’23 Part of the success of the revolution was the 

freedom of press that was granted to appease the French people during the early stages of the 

uprising. France was quickly flooded with pamphlets detailing the reconstruction of the state and 

the grievances of the people.24 These posters informed and invigorated the French, spreading a 

message and spurring the people to action. They acted as a rudimentary method of social-based 

media. This starkly contrasts to Tiananmen Square, expunged from the memory of the Chinese 

people through censorship of all material relating to June 4th 1989. 

Overall, the French Revolution is an extreme example of the might of the masses, truly 

demonstrating the extent of what can be achieved by a united people. They were able to not only 

overthrow the monarchy, but instituted new laws and France’s first constitution that favoured the 

common man. We can conclude then, that the Revolution of 1789 truly embodies the ‘power of the 

people.’ 

However, the 2003 global anti-war protests tell a different story about the power of people. 

Between the 3rd of January and the 12th of April 2003, there were coordinated protests across over 

600 cities throughout the world25 where millions of people took to the streets to protest the looming 

Iraq War. The imminent war, declared necessary by US President George W Bush during a speech to 

the United Nations, was to be led by a United States – British Coalition. 26  

According to French academic Dominique Reynie, in the protests leading up to the war 

approximately eight to forty million protestors publicly opposed the war.27 According to the BBC 

News28, six to eleven million people from over sixty different countries took part in the coordinated 

protests on February 15th 2003. The protest in Rome is listed as the largest anti-war rally ever, with 

over three million participants.29 In Sydney, Australia, over half a million people flooded Hyde Park 

and streets of Sydney’s CBD, to protest the war on February 15th 2003.30 It was reported by the 

Sydney Morning Herald as the largest peace rally in Australia’s history and involved toddlers, 

children, teens, adolescents, adults and the elderly – from all walks of life.31 The combined might of 
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the protestors was so strong that New York Times writer Patrick Tyler claimed that ‘they showed 

that there were two superpowers on the planet: the United States and worldwide public opinion.’ 32  

Instead, the so-called leaders of the free-world, George W Bush, Tony Blair, and John Howard 

ignored the people.33 Mr Howard even remarked that he was not convinced that the mass rallies 

proved public opinion was against a possible war, despite the attendance of over 600 000 

Australians in Sydney alone. 34 At the time, 0.6% of the entire world’s population had protested the 

war, and only four countries announced that they would support the war, causing the United 

Nations secretary general, Kofi Annan, to declare that the US-led war on Iraq was illegal as it was not 

sanctioned by the UN Security Council.35 However, despite the seemingly overwhelming ‘power of 

the people,’ on the 20th of March 2003, the United States led ‘coalition of the willing’ bombed 

Baghdad, the capital city of Iraq.36 Ultimately, the power of forty million people was not great 

enough to prevent the conflict in Iraq.  

In a more recent setting, the #MeToo movement highlights the change that a united people can 

affect in their society. Since the start of the #MeToo movement in 2017, fifteen American states 

have passed new laws to protect victims,37 with over 425 prominent people across industries 

publicly accused of sexual misconduct in 2018 alone.38 Most importantly, it has started a global 

conversation about sexual harassment and sexual assault, leading to the creation of organisations 

like ‘Time’s Up,’ to share the stories of survivors and support victims.39 This movement highlights 

how effective social media and the internet are at empowering the common people. The 

instantaneous global social-based connection that social media provides has meant that the #MeToo 

movement, like the viral message of the Free Press in 1789, has been able to spread their message 

to others and encourage more people to speak out. Social Media has given victims and advocates a 

platform to spur the world to act in a way that the leaders of the world cannot ignore. It seems then, 

that Social Media and the internet, are what is truly empowering the people in today’s world, and 

perhaps it was this connection that the people of 1989 and 2003 lacked. 

Today, over half the countries in our world are democratically ruled and in the ‘golden age of free 

speech’ we have the capacity to spread our ideas, beliefs or opinions instantaneously and to the 

world stage. The world has changed drastically since the events of 1989 and 2003. And for the first 

time, innovations such as social media provide us with a place to express our views freely, virally and 

on a global platform. We are more connected than we ever have been before. Technology is 

resulting in the ‘democratisation’ of power, enabling the voice of the people. The failure of the 

people’s power in both Tiananmen Square and in 2003 is perhaps due to the lack of a platform for 
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the people to express their views, and to rouse others to action as social media can today. This is 

evident in the #MeToo campaign where Social Media has been used to urge others to speak out. 

Even the success of the French Revolution in 1789 was partly due to the shocking nature of the 

message of revolution and call to arms that quickly went ‘viral’. 

Therefore, despite the evidence for both sides of the argument, it is logical to conclude that with 

new technological innovations every year, every month, every day, the people DO have the power to 

direct or influence the course of events.40 With every message we send, every tweet we post, we are 

empowering the common man. It seems then, that the power of the people, is stronger than the 

people in power.41 We can only hope that this power will be used wisely. 
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