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Frmn One-Man Rule to "People Power" 
joaquin G. Bernas, SJ. * 

I. THE ANTECEDENTS OF ONE MAN Rul..E: A STRONG PRESIDENCY 

Presidencies are wh.at ~residents make of them. True enough, presidents 
work through conslltuoonal structures. But presidents who take command 
~ work any presidential structure. Conversely, presidents who cannot take 
co~d can be buried or paralyzed by the presidential structure. One can 
orate about a governp1ent of laws; but when the chips are down, it is men 
(or wpmen) who can work the laws, or fuil to work them; 

\ 

T'1e history of the Alperkan presidency is instructive. One same 
Constituti~n in t~e hands of' different personalities can take on richly valied 
forn:s of etther Vlgorous vitality m·. the lack ofit. As Corwin put it in The 
Pres~dent: . Office and Power.~, 1 after reviewing the history of various 
pres~denCles_ from Washington to Lincoln's dictatorship: "what the 
prestdency ts at any particular moment depends in important measure on 
who is the President." 

!he American Constit1Jtion was held the model for the 1935 Philippine 
prestdency, alth~ugh th: arc.hitec~ of the historic document probably had 
one eye cocked tn the direcoon or Manuel L. Quezon when they fashioned 
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it. It was that distinguished leader who set the trend for what the 1935 
Constitution's presidency could mean. Without making use of the powerful 
emergency powers of 1935, Quezon dominated the scene in a manner that 
was imperial. His presidency confirmed the strength of the office of the 1935 
Constitutional Convention had constructed. 

Executive power under the 1935 Constitution was, as now, vested in the 
President. In vesting executive power in one person rather than in a plural 
executive, the evident intention was to invest the power holder with energy. 
Even as originally set down in the 1935 Constitution, the powers given to 
the president were both ample and couched in generalities. He enjoyed the 
power of appointment and removal, as well as control over all executive 
department, bureaus and offices.> He was Commander-in-chief of all the 
armed forces, could call on the armed forces to suppress lawless violence,· 
and, under skeletal limits, suspend the privilege of the writ of habeas corpus or 
impose martial law.l He spoke for the nation in foreign relations.4 As 
formulated, the powers were such that a President could test their limit and, 
in so doing, even overwhelm the two other theoretically co-equal 
departments:, 

President Marcos was the President who tested executive power to the 
limit. Ironically, however, the broad sweep of executive, reproduced from 
the 1935 Constitution in the 1987 version, was laid out generously against 
him by the Supreme Court in Marcos v. Manglapus. s In concluding that 
President Aquino had the authority to prevent the return of Mr. Marcos 
even in the absence of a specific iaw granting her such authority, the 
Supreme Court, speaking through Justice Irene Cortes, laid down the 
premise for its conclusion affirming the existence of "residual powers" not 
specifically mentioned in the Constitution: 

The inevitable question then arises: by enumerating certain powers of 
the President did the framers of the Constitution intend that the President 
shall exercise those specific powers and no other? Are these enumerated 
powers the breadth and scope of" executive power'? Petitioners advance the 
view that the President's powers are limited to those specifically enumerated 
in the 1987 Constitution. Thus, they assert: "The President has enumerated 
powers, and what is not enumerated is impliedly denied to her. Inclusii> uni~s 
est exclusio alterius." [Memorandum for Petitioners, p. 4; Rollo p. 233.] This 
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