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A reaction to the documentary “Speaking Truth to Power”:

everything is connected to everything
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The documentary no doubt left many viewers, especially teachers and students in International Studies,
inspired and motivated to try to do more to act on humanitarian issues.
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Whether I could personally live up to the renewed call to action weighed on my mind for days and weeks
following the viewing. The documentary for me was both a reminder of where I came from and a reality
check for how far we have fallen away from social responsibility.
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In America, Barbara Lee was a generation ahead of me. From the generation of the 60s in America that
took up the mantle of striving for humanitarian rights after Martin Luther King was assassinated at the height
of his influence. The subsequent generations, including those of us who went to college in the 80s, were often
chastised for our lack of human rights activism and acute social awareness by our forerunners.
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We seemed to make our comeback at a late stage and were championed by the rise of Barack Obama as our
statesman--in some ways, for some of us. “Barry” and I are the same age and went to adjacent “brother” high
schools in Hawaii, so I admit I was one who was caught up in the fervor of his “hope and change” campaign.
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In short, in my opinion, he wasted valuable time and energy trying to straddle the line of appeasing various
sides of the political spectrum in America. Others would say the resistance to the first Black president created
insurmountable roadblocks at every turn—which I also agree with. In the end, important inroads were made
towards social and humanitarian aims. Those efforts may have fallen short in the opinions of some people.
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In present day America, a combination of a demographic upheaval, the exacerbation of political extremism,
and a counter-balance reaction of the political pendulum led to the rise of Donald Trump—of course, many
other factors too. The rise of Trump has been a complicated conundrum that is still causing shockwaves
across the political and social spectrum with each astonishing twist and turn.
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For me, this is part of the context that was situated in my consciousness along with my life experiences
when I encountered the “gut check” documentary Speaking Truth to Power. In addition, I viewed the

documentary with students and teachers in our dept. about two weeks before leading a study tour to Hawaii.
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The multicultural aspects in Hawaii provided cross-cultural insights for reflection on the film.
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Several themes stood out for me as I contemplated feelings of self-doubt, inspiration, regret, and
wonderment following viewing the film. I will limit myself to 5 of them since space is limited and 5 seems a
convenient number.
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1. Everything is connected to everything.

I was reminded that “everything is connected to everything”, especially along the arc of humanitarian
progression. In other words, acts of humanitarianism do not occur piecemeal. America’s humanitarian
journey included many milestones along the way, all of which paved the way for subsequent steps along this
journey.
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In other words, it was necessary for American society to traverse various social struggles in order to
cultivate a humanitarian spirit and a tolerance and acceptance in wide American society for the consideration
of the next steps along the humanitarian journey. Of course, I am not suggesting that the journey is linear and
there are no setbacks. (The reversal of Roe v. Wade and abortion rights in Americas is one example.)
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But I am suggesting that it is not easy for societies to face big steps along the humanitarian arc when the
foundational stages have not been traversed.
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Even the fact that Barbara Lee is a female who almost single-handedly led the resistance to authorizing
“unrestrained” military action in Afghanistan following 9-11 is indicative of the progression of humanitarian
arc. Women leading humanitarian efforts and serving in positions of power and influence have become rather
normalized in American society.
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In the current presidential election in the US, females seem poised to lead America beyond the octogenarian
duo of Trump and Biden. On the GOP side, Niki Haley was Trump’s primary challenger. Though she was not
successful in defeating Trump, many feel she is the future of the Republican Party (Kamarck, 2024). Also,
speculation about Trump’s choice for a VP running mate included several prominent females from American
politics. On the Democratic side, Kamala Harris remained Biden’s VP running mate. (It is also notable that
Haley is of Indian descent and Harris is of Jamaican and Indian descent. Also, Tulsi Gabbard, who some
considered a possible Trump VP pick, is of Samoan descent and the first Hindu member of Congress.)
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On our study trip to Hawaii by our students in International Studies, we had an opportunity to discuss
international affairs with the Mayor of Honolulu, Rick Blangiardi. Students and teachers were surprised to
learn that nearly half of the current Honolulu City Council members are female. In our interaction with a
cohort of graduate school researchers in the Engineering Dept. at the University of Hawaii, we were also
surprised to meet a stand out female student leading the research group.
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From across the political and professional spectrum in the US, important work needs to be done. It makes
sense that the best and brightest are offered opportunities to serve and lead in various positions. If they

happen to be women, they should be given equal opportunity. There are still obstacles to equal opportunity
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for women in America, but the differences between societies that have traversed the steps along the
humanitarian arc can be marked.
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2. Relying on your “superpower”.

The documentary reminded me of the depth of personal sacrifice and internal fortitude that is required to
speak truth to power in many situations. In many instances, Barbara Lee and the leaders that were highlighted
in the documentary relied on their “superpower”.
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It struck me that many were deeply religious. The struggles they endured were so severe that they were
driven and supported by their faith in their Gods and religions. From Barbara Lee to Martin Luther King
to Mahatma Gandhi to Nelson Mandela--they relied on a humanitarian calling that aligned with a religious
calling which led to martyrdom for some of them.
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King called the principle of nonviolent resistance the “guiding light of our movement. Christ furnished the
spirit and motivation while Gandhi furnished the method” (King, 1960).
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Additionally, they turned personal struggle, including poverty and a lack of opportunity, into a strength.
They harnessed the extreme challenges they endured and overcame in their early lives, and turned them into
their personal superpower, step by step, forging a temperament and internal fortitude that allowed them to
persevere through extreme conditions and situations along their humanitarian journey.
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Watching the documentary among the young students in the audience at our university, I wondered what we
could glean from these nuances of these implausible personal qualities that Barbara Lee and others displayed.
I felt turning weakness into a strength does not need to be on such a grand scale in order to be impactful. For
example, it struck me that the graduate students from foreign countries who were in attendance at the viewing
were experiencing various struggles living and studying in Japan. I felt their struggles would indeed teach
them important life lessons and provide them various insights and tools for life. It is the same with the young
Japanese students I meet in my classes. Turning weakness into strength was personified on a grand scale in
the documentary, but it was a reminder that if you believe in yourself, you can eventually turn “your truth”
into power—your superpower.
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3. Calculated risks.

However, at the same time, I also recognized and contemplated the risks of taking grand and bold steps
related to speaking truth to power.
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I wondered about the many “Barbara Lees” that “spoke truth to power” in many arenas around the world,
including in the US and Japan, that were never heard of again because they were diminished, silenced, or
worse.
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I wondered how the fine line between “speaking truth to power” and being silenced and sidelined forever
can be easily straddled. It would have served no purpose for the greater good and end goal, if leaders like
Barbara Lee, MLK, etc. were silenced forever. In fact, in the documentary, Barbara Lee came very close
to being an insignificant footnote in history. She almost completely lost her political career, her voice for

social issues, and her standing in society. And it literally took decades for Barbara Lee to be vindicated for
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her extremely daring and bold stand against “the war on terror”. Her level of self-belief through it all was
beyond impressive.
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How impossible it must be to speak truth to power in non-democratic counties. I wondered if Navalny’s
incredibly bold decision to return to Russia to speak his truth to power cost him not only his life but also a chance
for greater impact (Lawrence, 2024).
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These are the risks inherent in speaking truth to power.
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Congressman John Lewis, who was featured in the documentary has often spoken about his concept of
“getting into good trouble” within non-violent civil disobedience. In 2018, John Lewis wrote on his personal
Twitter account: “Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Be hopeful, be optimistic. Our struggle is not the
struggle of a day, a week, a month, or a year, it is a struggle of a lifetime. Never, ever be afraid to make some
noise and get in good trouble, necessary trouble.” (Weaver, 2020).
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This was his way of straddling the line of speaking truth to power and being silenced. It worked for him;

but it is not for all.
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I wondered why no one dared speak truth to power to save all of the young boys who were victimized by
the founder of the Johnnies group over many decades. There are many instances of cowering in the face of
power throughout the world and throughout history.
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Even in workplace situations. When speaking truth to power can be career-ending, people often strive to
live another day, holding onto the solace of the “truth” that resides within them, especially when they have
a family to provide for. It can be a lonely struggle but one that will take more time. But it may be better to
speak up at some point if others can be protected and the overall good can be championed and advanced.
Because everything is connected to everything.
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4. The abandonment of “truth” in the concept of speaking truth to power.

The backdrop and context to the documentary (the movements of the 60s) provided a stark contrast to
the current US socio-political situations in many ways. What is unfurling now in America, in the so-called
beacon of modern democracy, is astonishing. For example, the reluctance of sitting American politicians to
speak truth to power regarding the antics, behavior, political stances, and crimes of Donald Trump, during his
presidency and as a candidate for re-election is unprecedented.
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Political scientists have struggled to rationalize these adverse reactions to humanitarianism, the truth, and
power.
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It is a complicated social phenomenon and dilemma in America. Explanations have ranged from the

charisma of Donald Trump to influence others like a cult figure (Hassan, 2020; Reyes, 2020). To the fear
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of retribution—actual physical harm to self and family—by fringe elements of the MAGA movement, who
own guns, who make violent threats, and who have engaged in aggravated assaults as witnessed in the Jan.
6 attacks on the US Capitol (Altheide, 2021; Barnett, 2024). To this end, former Presidential candidate Mitt
Romney, an outspoken critic of Trump, stated that he knows that non-senior members of Congress cannot
afford the $5,000 he spends a day on protective services (Goldberg, 2023). The threats are real and so are the
costs of self-protection.
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The abandonment of the truth is also a factor of team politics in the US, the swinging of the political
pendulum from one side to the other with each presidential cycle, and the influence of the internet to foster
and solidify one-sided and extreme beliefs and stances.

FROBHER, KREICEB T 20 EIRNZBAEDENIZ S 2> Tw b, ZHUT & D KifsED
JAZ LICBORDOIR D) FOEAICERNE & S 5123 A v ¥ —F v b OB T 2505
RPLEBEPRL, BEL DL T2

These are complicated and deep discussions. For lack of space, I table them here for consideration at
face value. Suffice it to say, that despite living in an age when our phones are virtually supercomputers with
access to instant and unlimited information in an unprecedented way in the history of mankind, the “truth”
and facts, quite ironically, for many topics and beliefs, have become fleeting.

CHIDLTIREMTHEVEREZET 20, AR—ZADH& L2 ZTIIEIED ICERT HICE
EDD, HATHI K6, HBEGVFEEEA—R—arva—F -tk AFHELOTRL
TiE R I IEFIR ORI T 7 2 ATE MU B IZEZTw 212 b o HALI

% OFEPRERICE > T THE) PHEZFHLDLEL>TVRLDTE,

The influence of the algorithm connected to internet searches has shown to keep internet users occupied
and engaged through sending users material that aligns with their personal affinities, ideologies, and interests
(Kordzadeh, 2022).

A —%y MRRICEHT 27030 ZLDE L), 2=V —DEANRITEAR, £ 74
X — BRIk ary Ty akSs LT, 2y P 23T, BhicIEs L
MHipo T3 (Kordzadeh, 2022),
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This coupled with biased news coverage from major news outlets that cater to specific viewership has
resulted in an indoctrination of extreme and unbalanced information and news on the ultra-conservative and
ultra-liberal political spectrum in the US, setting up a wide chasm of political ideology across the US.

CDZ D, FEDOBUREE IS THRE S 2 RTFAGEEEI DR m#0E & H % > T, KE DA
SFRYL Y N 7OV R BOARMEITIBY 2 i e o 72 E P = 2 — A 2 BAALKIR L 2 D KE
EFRICBURINA TA R X —DRELRTWBEL T3,

The ultimate irony here is that the Jan. 6 US Capitol rioters genuinely believed they were “speaking their
truth to power”, i.e., standing up for justice and the truth.

I CORMDEAZ, 1 H 6 HOEAGEREEERIFOSINE 605, Aol bhy TR
LTHD b DEEZFE>T w5, THOLIEREEEDZDIILE EA3> T3 EfEL
Tkl &7,

From now, these factors and the looming effects of Al will continue to cause the truth to be subject to
interpretation, disagreement, and manipulation.

Itroded, 29 LAERNPED KRS AlOFEIC L > T, HEIIWR, BERONE, #ED
WNREBDHET S5,

5. Final thoughts: a matter of the heart.

Speaking truth to power can be in the eye of the beholder and according to one’s position along the journey
of the arc of humanitarianism—personally or as a society.
5. fZIC—DORE

MR L TEFEEZGES 2 LORKRAVIAICE > TRAZDTH ) ENFEEROTHNDOH T,
AAD 2V IFHELE LT, EDVHICVCL2DO0ICE>THED S,

I am reminded of the comments of Hirotada Ototake in his book “No One’s Perfect” ( Fii&A i & , Gotai
Fumanzoku, 2003) regarding cultivating compassion and empathy along the journey of the humanitarian arc.
His book focused on the barrier-free movement of the 2000s in Japan, a movement to make societies more
accessible to citizens with disabilities. Ototake suggested starting with creating “barrier-free hearts”. He
dedicated a section of his book to this important theme.

ZEPEEDEE THRARNE, (19984F) ofrc, NBNEEROFNADfTELP D &IER 5
I EIDVTHRZEFEZLFE VS, ZORBEELZFFOTRICE>THERZ XD T 7R
LR TW0bDIZT 570, 20004 ERICAARTI TN 77 ) —HBICERA 2 Y TbDTH
5, LRF TNV 77V —Diy 2152 oo X HREL, FEO—Hiz ZOEELT —
<,

Matters of humanitarianism are afforded us every day. Being honest, doing what is right, saying hello to a

fellow student who has no friends, treating all people we meet as equal, etc., etc. Step by step they may lead
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to bolder and more impactful endeavors and stances along the journey. In the documentary, we observed and
celebrated the greatness that was cultivated and achieved along the lifetime journeys of revered civil rights
leaders in America. But I am reminded that they started where many of us are and they shone the light on
what is possible—for them and for us, in our own space and time, should we choose to traverse steps along
the journey.

NEBTLZICBT 2MEICFAZ BIFHABIR L Tw5, EETHLIE, ELWIEETHIE,
RELDWRAMEICE 215 2 8 HE) ATRTUSTPEHEICE T e AhthE, 20L&k
TR DOBHCT—HF O, IO ANHETEENDO D 2 HALEBI OB 5H0b Livke, F
FaxXyy)—ohT, b IOKRE OB NS ARMEER) O 15545 7 & 3V EHE O R o h TR
W, B LBERIZHOY DI L, BHELA, UL, EBEICIES 3R EDE 05 L
CAHDSHDTLOERZIED D TH D, 2L T, b LI EDBZDORED - H2 ARl &
ZIERL S ZTHUE, KO THRAB T, Hoebaiw 22 LTI 2 X ) kI i
Hzmj7zoths,

Returning to the opening premise of this commentary—the documentary caused me to ponder where I
came from and where I have gone, along this journey and arc of humanitarianism. In this light, my recent
study trip that I led to Hawaii connected to my first study trip that I led to Hawaii.

COFOBHTHITLHHRICR 2 L. ZOFF X vy ) —IZ NENEEORNO BT, B
MEIDERT, EINToDDpE2BEZIRDbDE o, ZIFZDLE, RLFADHIFL fon
T A NOUWFIIHE S, DRI L 72 d D EHEDPIT OB > T 507,

Years ago, I was teaching in a Dept. of Social Work at a university in Japan. I led a group of 16 students
and two teachers on an in-depth study trip to the University of Hawaii and social work agencies in Hawaii.
At that time, a graduate student in the Nursing Dept. at the University of Hawaii relayed the following story
about taking a final exam for one of her courses in Nursing.

BAERTICIADSHAR D & 2 REDHSMWHER THA T L &, 16 ADEAE L 2 N\OBEEDPS
8% 7N =TI & B NTARFEENT A DR 2 35 2 70 DMsHE D51 % L 7,
Z 2 THR 2 TN T A REFELHRDORAGAD, B D H % FHH OHIAGERIC OV TRD &9
afize LTl e,

She said she had studied fairly well and was able to answer all of the questions on the exam until she
encountered the final question on the exam: “What is the name of the janitor that cleans our classroom every
week?” After the exam, she said she approached her professor and asked if the final question was a real exam
question and would be counted toward the exam score. The professor answered: “Yes, it will. In your field (of
nursing) people will come in and out of your life in many different ways. It is important for your work and
position to acknowledge and appreciate all of them.”

W3 X CmL T, SBIOFRTORMBICERS 2L TEkEw), kL, THHE
BEZRRL TSN ABEIADALRNIMTTH? 5 L) ilBoREHEICHC T £ T,
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AR, BAIIBAZDOILICIIT AR D . R HIE IR A Y O BRHIE T, BB I Yy FEh
DhrzFRlzb ), BRIZIDEIICEAT, 29 TY, bhlopl (i) Tld, AL4d
SESELRTHLIDNEICHAD LET, ZOITXRTOAZRD, EHT LI LD, b0
g LB E > THEERDTT,

(It is a lesson that many of us took to heart. But, of course, I am not suggesting that such a question would
be a proper question on an exam in Japan or elsewhere. There are certainly different approaches and steps
that can be taken. In fact, my colleague on the trip questioned the premise and purpose of the story that was
relayed to us. It was the approach taken by a professor in Nursing at the University of Hawaii at the time.)

(CNBRLDE L PLICHOIEINTH D, bboA, DX HHEDHALALDE DR
BTHHEY 2D THZEE>TVEDIFTERS, BAZTEPLTERDED 2D bEN7, FE.
WHE AT L 2RO R IE, ZO5E0HiRPCHWICEEM ZHn7cDiE 57, THUIHETHZD
WE, NI A KRFDFEFHOREBIZ - 177k ThH ),

Similarly, one of the professors in the TESL Dept. (Teaching English as a Second Language) instructed his
students to sign up for lessons for a language that was totally new to them. Over the ensuing weeks of the
TESL course, he inquired about the situations his students faced in the language courses. Over a short time,
the students bemoaned their struggles of feeling belittled, lost, and overwhelmed. The professor then relayed
his teaching point and life lesson at that point: “Never forget this feeling. It is what your students will go
through.” Tt is a life lesson and professional teaching point that has remained core to my approaches as a
language teacher.

FfRIC, TESL (35 ~Fafi & L CORGREIIE) HRDdb 2Bk, FAhELBITE o7 (IR
DR CEEDOERHEERIEET 2 X 5 ITHR L7, TESL 2 —AOR0AEMICH 72 ) | B ix L0535
DEZFETHEIA L T ORBUSOWTHEM L 72, A5 RN, BobaiEsh, HiE2 0
KL, b0 IN T3 I zBwk, 2L THERIE, ZoRoEELFERIE L NEoHKG%
UTD kI iEzt, TCoGFLEZRL TENTEAD A, JHUSFEEENTE L CORDN
HEmOBLTH Vel 2 NEDQZGENTH D . HITIC S BEAIRERHLDTY,

(Related to a different aspect, my mentor and Director of Studies for my degree in International Studies,
Prof. Mike Featherstone in the UK, sometimes reminded me that it is better for my research and data of my
specific focus to be relayed and disseminated in strategic and careful steps. Certain bold steps, in his opinion,
would be counterproductive to the overall purpose and goals of my research.)

GHEIZZD 2035, BOBRITH h | HEEELDOWERNETH o> 2 EEFD< A 7 « 72— A b —
VEELE, O E DR AR YT T — 8 13, BIRIICHBEICEREZ A TIEA, Rk
T3k v ERGA MR 2L 72, OBETIE, »2HOKRHATTERZ, TAOWIFEDO AN HI
EHBEC E > TR AR 2 L) 2 E7),

These are some of the steps that I reflected upon connected to the documentary “Speaking Truth to Power”.
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INGEFXFaXxyy ) —Wm 28N THELZ) 2@ L URVIERS ZLickh>7, RAS
DLHHRD T —ETH 5,

These are some of the small steps that can make a difference in the lives of the people we encounter on a
daily basis and meet along our journeys. These are the small steps that Barbara Lee took to cultivate her rise
from a youth from an extremely poverty-stricken community who had an extreme fear of public speaking
to one of the greatest humanitarian voices of our time. These are the steps that are precursors aligned with
the current SDGs movement. SDGs, in my opinion, is an attempt to quantify and measure some of the steps
along the humanitarian arc. But the attainment of points and scores toward the goals falls short if actions lack
the ideals and cultivation of the barrier-free hearts that Ototake speaks of.

NS IR EPHECH AV, ROBHTHE ) AL DANEICEZZ 76T 2 ENTES
NS B ADIZAD—TBTH S, ZNSIEN—NTF - Y= ARTTHEET I & 2B ICBNnT
W7 BRI S DO FE P S BIRICE T 2B HERENELERED AN LIRS 5 72D IR
ML7NS—5TH2, ToI3BIHED SDGs HHIC b BRI A TH 203, TS bEN
X, SDGs & IFNBEMFEED VO 28 EL L, WEL LX) ¥ 2AICTE Ry, LrLl, &
H2EES X 9 BEELLONY 77 ) —OBEMZ RCTATEITIE, BRI 72 SBCRR R D@ K
EBIFODRVES ),

These small steps do speak truth to power because everything is connected to everything, especially along
the personal and societal journeys of the humanitarian arc.

) LIS =BT 2D, MO L THEZEY LI 207, ¥k 6, RICABLERZ D
CHMAAR, HERMNEEROTICE W TE, TRTOHERBLNICOBEB> TV D5,
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