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To Harry, Danny, Tom and Dad
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INTRODUCTION

THERE ARE MANY THINGS I FEAR. Who I am and what I do puts me at risk. Every morning as I blink the dust of a broken night’s sleep from my eyes, fumbling in the dark to turn off the tinny alarm of my mobile phone, the thing that jolts me awake and forces me to focus is the worry that I will accidentally hit the panic alarm screwed to the wall next to the headboard of my bed.

‘It’s all a bit dramatic in my opinion,’ said my husband when they installed security measures in our home. He may very well be right. I’ve learned to shrug off the situation I find myself in.

Of course I worry about the death threats, of course the constant arrows that arrive on my phone, on social media, in my email and sometimes at my door pierce my skin, but this is all manageable fear. I apply a plaster to each cut, rub on a little lotion and carry on. I can risk-assess these threats, mitigate them, use the power of reason to talk myself around. The fear I cannot control, that eats me up with every passing day, is the fear of appeasement. The fear that people can be controlled by those who are more powerful, more aggressive and with a bigger voice.

For generations, brilliant crusaders have fought long, hard battles to bring us democracy that gives us citizens power. People died so that every adult would have an equal vote and an equal stake. People got together, joined arms and built the union movement, the civil rights movement and the women’s rights movement. Brave activists faced riots so we could love whom we want and live freely without fear of reprisals. Martin Luther King Jr said, ‘The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.’ We have lived through progressive times because of the willingness of people to speak truth to power. So why is everything at the moment so bloody depressing? It feels as if the arc has stopped bending towards justice and has jumped into a gas-guzzling car and hit reverse. Maybe we all got used to things just getting better around us and missed out the bit where it was on us to change things. I feel as if people more than ever want to fight back and do something, but they are just not sure what that something is. People feel silenced and hopeless in the face of the powerful.

The world is a changing place – these are important times. Our politics and our lives, even in my adulthood, appear unrecognizable to the way things once were. We conned ourselves that the trailblazers of equality and human rights who went before us finished the job. Incidents such as Rosa Parks’s defiance on the bus, Harvey Milk’s election or the 1968 Ford Dagenham strike for equal pay for women changed the course of history for ever, it is true, but the backlash was always going to come.

Here in the twenty-first century the backlash is upon us. The far right make gains across Europe, a man recorded bragging about sexually assaulting women takes the White House, and the Chinese build encampments for their Muslim nationals. The reason all of these things can happen is because people without power feel they are powerless to speak up. We have legitimized racism and sexism in our society once again by shrugging and thinking, What’s the point? Every time someone we meet or know says something questionable, we are more scared to be labelled a troublemaker than we are to find ourselves living with the trouble.

If you don’t speak back to the bully, the bully always wins. I’m more scared to stand down than I am to stand up because the slings and arrows leave only temporary marks. Imagine if we capitulated on what we believe to be true and right because of fear of reprisals. The reprisals wouldn’t end; they would come thicker and faster.

We have got to call time on the bullshit that makes us feel as if we are powerless, the bullshit that tells ordinary people they have a defined place in the world and should put up with their lot. The bullshit that means the same people always end up with the same jobs. The bullshit that says we just have to tolerate a rising tide of hatred and division. The bullshit that says the laws are just the way they are and you should live within a system that was designed for someone else. Wherever there is a power imbalance, such as exists between men and women, white and black people, rich and poor, boss and employee, then that power can breed oppressive behaviour. Silence and acceptance from the weaker player is the grease that keeps these wheels turning.

Forcing people to be silent and give up is the most powerful tool any oppressor has in their arsenal. ‘What’s the point, I won’t get anywhere,’ is the victory call that brings joy to the ears of every person or institution that ever sought to control you.

‘What is the point in taking my boss to tribunal because he bullied me out of work? It’s too much hassle and he’ll probably win.’

‘What’s the point in reporting the bloke who groped me on the bus to the police? Nothing will get done.’

‘What’s the point in voting? No one listens to us anyway.’

When you utter these words, you may think that you are picking an easy life for yourself; in fact, you are picking an easy life for them.

Whether on a big global platform or just in your office, speaking truth to power is not necessarily done so that the powerful change; it is rarely that simple. Speaking truth to power is, in fact, mostly for the ears of the oppressed. It speaks to everyday people, offers them the comfort that they are not alone and gives them hope that things can change. A small act of personal resistance viewed by someone else changes the way that they feel about speaking up themselves.

I was in the park with my husband and sons recently. A woman jogged past us, lost in her own world, headphones in firmly, taking her away as she ran. Moments later she ran past three blokes sat on a bench. Unbeknownst to her, they shouted and leered, commenting on her arse and body. It didn’t even register to me, which I guess says something about how I have normalized such behaviour. My husband immediately turned on his heels and walked back over to these three blokes and gave them a bollocking.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ he asked. ‘Do you think it’s okay to shout shit like this about a woman who is just going about her life? Be better!’ he exclaimed. Now these blokes looked sheepish but tried to keep up their bravado with something as innocuous as, ‘Whatever, mate.’ They had called after the woman because they could, because they assessed the situation and found themselves to be the ones with power. Thanks to my husband, who refused to be a silent bystander, they will probably think twice about doing it again, but the outcome of his intervention meant nothing to them compared to what it meant to me, my children and the other people in the park. Him standing up to them mattered to us; we all wished we’d been the one to do it, and we all saw that it was possible and nothing bad happened. He spoke up and we all grew a little bit inside.

Speaking truth to power has the effect of activation and solidarity, and this is as true in the park or in the office as it is on a global stage. If you think about the wonderful and maverick congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez dropping truth bombs on Donald Trump as an example, she makes absolutely no material difference to his way of thinking. If anything, she makes him double down on anti-migrant policies or environmental projects. He still very much wants to build his wall. She knows this; he is not her audience, we are. Each time she speaks in Congress, she is talking to us not him; she is rallying us to her banner. She is building momentum to change things that she cannot do on her own. She makes us feel confident and safe that at least some good people are left in this crazy messed-up world. The more people who think this the more power she gets, and eventually the power shifts. Donald Trump still doesn’t change his mind, but it doesn’t matter when truth has turned to strength.

When I rise to my feet in parliament and sting the government with the truth about where I live or about migrant communities in my neighbourhood, they don’t just say, ‘Good point well made, Ms Phillips, let’s change our legislation immediately. You are right, we shouldn’t think that people who earn less than thirty thousand pounds are worthless. Bravo, you clever girl, consider yourself heard.’ If only.

But I’m talking to them, then I’m talking to you, the regular people in the world desperate to hear someone not slagging off migrants or bowing down because things are just too hard to change. After one particularly emotional speech I made to Theresa May’s face about how, thanks to her, hunger was rising in my home town, a man whose door I knocked on a few days later pulled me in to a hug and said, ‘I felt like it was me standing there in parliament, that you had possessed me and said exactly what I want to say to her every time I switch on the telly.’ He then asked if he could help me in any way – could he deliver leaflets or be an endorser in my literature? A man who had never been politically active other than voting felt as if he could now get up and do something.

I get that taking on world leaders is not the pursuit of most people and nor would they want it to be. Speaking truth to power does not have to be a grand thing, but what I know is that real change rarely comes from the top. Those who live in this or that bubble can have very little effect on the lives of ordinary people. I want to give you the tools to explore how you can make a change in your own life by showing how those who have been put on a pedestal for being ‘brave’ did it. You too can deal with the fear, the conflict and, let’s be honest, the awkwardness that can come from telling your boss, your family, your neighbour that something is bullshit.

—

In this book we will take a look at some of those who have taken on big powerhouses, governments and multinational companies simply because they are the most vivid examples of a David and Goliath fight, where a simple slingshot defeats a giant. But the aim of this book isn’t to turn everyone into a world-famous campaigner – although if it does, I’ll be chuffed – it is to help people see where unhealthy imbalances exist in all our lives and perhaps encourage you to do something about them.

If something doesn’t sit right, it probably isn’t right.

While writing this book I interviewed people who courageously stood up to be counted when something wasn’t right. These were ordinary citizens who, when faced with calamity or the fatigue of putting up with the status quo that harmed and controlled them, decided to call time and dared to try to change things. They are all truly inspiring, although they would each wince at the suggestion. From every one of them we can learn lessons in how to speak truth to power.

What I learned from these inspirational people – and I hope you will too – is that each of us can find the courage, regardless of how we doubt ourselves. While courage is essential, it is not always enough. I hope this book inspires you to speak truth to power but also shows you how to plan the journey, how to rally people to a cause and how to use the media and platforms you can access to do that. I hope that the words of those who have done it will inspire you, of course, but it would be remiss to ignore the pitfalls and the backlash that can come from stepping forward. Every person I spoke to – and I am sure every person who ever spoke truth to power – was scared but had to keep going; most faced some sort of backlash and it is important to know how to handle fear and dissent. Overall, I hope this book shows you how to do all this and want to come back for more, because I know – and all the people I interviewed know – that changing the world, while tiring and difficult, is the greatest, most liberating feeling in the world. It is a gift.

I make no criticism of those who have not spoken truth to power when they wanted nothing more than to do so. We have all been conditioned to pipe down; it is not our fault. The women who are beaten, the kid who gives the bully the exact reaction they want or the little man who simply cannot fathom how to take on the machine are all conditioned to do so. Grooming and society teach us our place. Stay in your lane.

But my hope is that this little book might give you some inspiration to fix this. Speaking truth to power and learning to call time on bullshit is not something only those born brave do. Those who do it learned it and then keep on practising. These people are an inspiration, but there is no reason why we all can’t do it.

If you believe that speaking truth to power is for the exceptional, it is because that is what the powerful told you to keep you quiet. It doesn’t have to be the exception, it can be the rule that we make those with power live by. There are considerably more of us than them.

Here’s how.
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