



[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: Image]


First published by iff Books, 2026
 

iff Books is an imprint of Collective Ink Ltd.,
 

Unit 11, Shepperton House, 89 Shepperton Road, London, N1 3DF
 

office@collectiveinkbooks.com


www.collectiveinkbooks.com


www.iff-books.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Carlo Agostoni 2024
 

ISBN: 978 1 80341 984 8 (Paperback)


978 1 78279 472 1 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2024950419


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.
 

The rights of Carlo Agostoni as authors have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
 

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
 

Design: Lapiz Digital Services


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.









For Bastian and Barbara









Introduction


The redefinitions are falsifications which, imposed by the powers that be and the powers of fact, serve to transform falsehood into truth.1


Herbert Marcuse


Words matter. As redundant as this statement may seem it is nonetheless a statement that is especially pertinent in our time. They matter, and we should take the statement literally, because behind their matter, their substance, and subject there is always “a distinctive evaluative assessment.”2 With every word, our realities and our worlds are framed differently. It matters whether I call someone a liar or an honest Joe, whether I frame a newscast as fake news or as news from the mainstream media, just as it matters whether we use the word whistleblower to describe the identity of a disgruntled employee who denounces a crime within his organization or whether we call him a snitch. ‘Disgruntled’ in itself is a framing word. The image of an animal rushes to the brain faster than we can name the creature grunting and shuffling in a sty. I could have chosen to describe the employee as an ethical employee and the frame would be entirely different, or I could have completely omitted employee and simply chosen to use the frame truth-teller. With words we choose to frame reality — an event, an object, an individual, a situation, or an action — in a particular way. It is a matter of choosing where to draw attention to, where to zoom in, where to lead your reader, and simultaneously what to omit. By using the word whistleblower we enact a speech activity, we enter into a discursive field that is, as we will see, never a neutral space. But what ought to be self-mandatory is the question whether the frame is fair, whether the frame is truthful, sincere and whether it corresponds with reality.


Light ’em All Up


In 2010 an intelligence officer in the US Army, Bradley Manning (now Chelsea Manning), gathered hundreds of thousands of classified documents, handed them over to the whistleblower platform Wikileaks, and unearthed a series of publicly unknown truths about modern warfare in Iraq and Afghanistan. Besides revealing diplomatic cables that made confidential inside reports from American embassies around the world known to the public, one of the most controversial elements from Manning’s immense bundle of data was a video recording from an American Apache helicopter. Julian Assange, the controversial founder of the whistleblower platform Wikileaks, established in 2006, framed it with a sarcastic twist as Collateral Murder and published it online to a shocked audience on April 3, 2010.3 The American soldiers heard on the audio track of the video commented on the events as if it was a first shooter video game.




	Just fuckin’, once you get on ’em just open ’em up.


	All right.


	I see your element, uh, got about four Humvees [Armored cars], uh, out along…


	You’re clear.


	All right, firing.


	Let me know when you’ve got them.


	Lets shoot.


	Light ’em all up.


	Come on, fire!


	Keep shoot, keep shoot. [keep shooting]


	Keep shoot (02:36–02:59).





All the people killed by the ammunitions from the Apache helicopter on the video recording were later found to be civilians. Among the casualties were two Reuters employees. The video soon went viral and helped define Wikileaks as a major player in international affairs, and a self-proclaimed “spy for the people,”4 undermining secrecy of world powers, especially the United States. The framing of civilian casualties as enemy combatants and terrorists provided a frame of war, which appalled the world and brought shame and embarrassment to the US army and the administration.


At the time of Manning’s arrest, US President Barack Obama framed Manning, not as a whistleblower, not as a truth-teller, but as a lawbreaker: “We’re a nation of laws. We don’t individually make our own decisions about how the laws operate. … He broke the law.”5 The chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Mike Mullen claimed Manning’s “leaks” had put the lives of soldiers and informers at risk, and that Wikileaks had “blood on its hands.”6 From the Republican side of the political aisle the reaction to Manning’s law-breaking was even harsher with a series of politicians calling it outright “treason,” and that “anything less than execution is too kind a penalty.”7 This shift of perspective and focus from the 24 frames per second of the Apache video with bloodshed in the streets of Baghdad to the framing of Wikileaks and Manning as having blood on their hands is one of the shifts of perspective on the matters unfolded by whistleblowers, which will be explored in this book. Some of the largest and most respected newspapers, The New York Times, The Guardian, and Der Spiegel, were also interested in this shift, and in contrast to several legislators in Washington, they framed Manning predominantly as a whistleblower, sometimes as a hero, and other times as a victim, as communication scholars have studied.8


Changing the Frame


At the end of his presidency, President Obama and his administration suddenly changed their frame, when they commuted Manning’s sentence. On May 17, 2017, Manning was once again a free person after several suicide attempts in prison following an unprecedented severe treatment, prompting UN investigator Juan Méndez “to formally accuse the US military of torture.”9 The media’s framing of Manning, and a mobilized civil society with several support groups, helped shift the official frame from “traitor” and “lawbreaker” to a “victim” and “whistleblower” who deserved clemency.10 However, there are a multitude of frames, narratives, and figures in between these two extremes, but none of the dominant ones in the popular perception do justice to the complex philosophical, social, and cultural issue of blowing the whistle.


Besides the disclosures of Wikileaks and Manning the world has woken up to a continuously growing series of scandals and affairs related to whistleblowers or so-called leakers. These include The Snowden Affair, Swiss Leaks,11 Luxembourg Leaks,12 Panama Papers,13 Paradise Papers, The Cambridge Analytica case and most recently Frances Haugen’s act of whistleblowing from inside Facebook, to name a few of the biggest. All these affairs are almost always referred to as leaks. ‘Leak’ is therefore one of the well-established frames, used even by people and organizations that philosophically and politically welcome transparency and defend whistleblowers, with Wikileaks being the most obvious example. Another example is filmmaker and activist Michael Moore who in 2017 launched the website TrumpiLeaks, hoping to encourage potential whistleblowers inside the administration of the 45th US president. On his website, Moore explained that he was reaching out for “Patriotic Americans in government, law enforcement or the private sector with knowledge of the crimes, lies and general misconduct” committed by the president and he encouraged them “to blow the whistle in the name of protecting the United States of America from tyranny.”14 Despite Michael Moore’s intention with his site, his use of the frame leak is an example of how opinion makers, academics, politicians, and journalists uncritically adopt negative frames that actually benefit wrongdoers and people who are against whistleblowing rather than providing a reframing that benefits whistleblowers and the work for transparency, truth, and justice.


What a leaker does is metaphorically to crack open official pipes of power, and to those in power this constitutes vandalism, theft, espionage, or ultimately treason, and treason is the definitive disobedience to authority, the ultimate betrayal of loyalty to a group, and a negative frame that becomes more than just that: it becomes a decisive stigma. The frame leaker prompts an intrinsically negative emotional structure, which I will study together with other frames and stigmas used to designate and define whistleblowing. For that purpose, I will summon cognitive linguist George Lakoff to look at the conceptual metaphors and moral narratives behind the most dominant frames. One of Lakoff’s prescriptive theories is that if the frame does not fit one’s perception, then one must change the frame. Words matter. They form the frame through which we leave out elements and obstruct associations in order to include and highlight others. It matters whether I call it a leak, an explosion of truth and justice, or, say, a matter of truth.


But what is truth? And how can anyone in the 21st century make a truth-claim such as a ‘leak’ is a ‘matter of truth’ without being contested? The answer is simple: one cannot. A claim to truth will and have always been disputed; such is the nature of the realm of human affairs. “The very concept of truth itself,” as critic Fredric Jameson pointed out, “is part of the metaphysical baggage which poststructuralism seeks to abandon.”15 Yet for Jameson the interesting task for any critic was to ask whether it was possible to “identify some ‘moment of truth’ within the more evident ‘moments of falsehood.’”16 Although the truths Jameson aimed at referred to ideological truths about the postmodern cultural landscape in the world of late capitalism, I argue, that whistleblowing as a sociocultural phenomenon — made up of frames, cultural narratives and dramatic configurations — provides us with moments and matters of truth that expose moments and matters of falsehood and that they ultimately can provide moments and matters of impetus — especially when all those moments and matters are weaved into compelling storytelling. We need coherent narratives in order to fully comprehend the necessity of unleashing truths. They are, however, not metaphysical or ideological truths, but particular factual truths about wrongdoing and the existence and contexts of falsehoods. In other words, if there is a single idea about whistleblowing that stands out for me — a claim that is less transitory and less contentious when trying to understand this frame and phenomenon — it is this: there is no such thing as deceptive whistleblowing. Blowing the whistle untruthfully or falsely paves the way for an oxymoron: falsely true. Whistleblowing is truth-telling, and the whistleblower is a truth-teller. It is the communicative action behind the revelation of a crime, committed by the peers of the truth-teller. The truth-teller is therefore an insider, and his position from the inside grants him the facts of events that the outside does not have. With his or her revelation of truth the whistleblower seeks not only to pave the way for a moment of factual truth. His or her goal is to act as a corrective. It is therefore a matter of offering a corrective to systems of power, group behavior, crimes committed, negligence enacted, and community illusions of understanding. It is a matter of corrective truth-telling anchored in facts and events that the whistleblower has witnessed. How we choose to frame those events and facts matters to the perception of the spectacle of disclosure. With words we highlight some “bits of information about an item that is the subject of communication, thereby elevating them in salience.”17 And this elevation in salience opens for a minefield of signification — a potentially politically, ideologically, and psychologically charged field — and a highly divisive field, where you can either draw from a positive pool, using the frame of the hero, or a negative pool and frame someone as an enemy. Framing and the study of frames is therefore not only a study of rhetorical devices, metaphors, visual images, and other symbolic devices we use in everyday life, in cultural artifacts, in the media, and in academic scholarship; rather it is a study of the cognitive, sociological, and narrative structures we think with, and which shape our understanding of moments and matters in the world and in reality. These tacit structures of thinking and feeling are complicit in turning the whistleblower, a hero of truth, to a tragic hero of impotent truth.


Perhaps no other dramatic genre has been so heavily discussed throughout human civilization as ‘tragedy.’ And no other genre has been declared dead so many times, only to be revived again and again. Meanwhile the linguistic frames ‘tragic’ and ‘tragedy’ have been popularized and are predominantly used to describe when something is ‘sad.’ The concept of tragedy is therefore a floating signifier and has experienced a popular trivialization that does no justice to either its origin as a sublime genre of dramatic art or its complex history as a conception that has sparked the interest and passion of some of the deepest thinkers in human civilization. Truth is that no other art form has puzzled philosophers as much as tragedy. The correlations — both aesthetically and philosophically — between narratives and dramas of whistleblowing and tragedies are striking — both in terms of the Ancient Greek concept of tragedy as well as the modern notions of tragedy. Narratives and dramas of whistleblowing — of this corrective truth-telling — may therefore, as we will see, constitute a new subgenre of tragedy: the tragedy of truth-telling.


But why is it essential to examine narratives about those who put their livelihoods at risk in order to expose truths about falsehoods? Why look at the frames that influence our understanding of their experiences, and the often tragic conclusions of their stories? We live in a time where one of the most influential persons on the planet produced a documented total of 30,573 false or misleading claims over his first four years in the Oval Office, arguably the most privileged and powerful place on earth.18 Words like post-truth and alternative facts have been added to our vocabulary, while this 45th and 47th US president, a convicted felon, has created a social media platform called Truth Social, with a logo consisting entirely of TRUTH in capital letters and the tagline Follow the Truth. An extremely clever frame strategy since every time the felon made a post on his social media he forced mainstream media to refer to his messages as truth social posts or truth posts — thus reiterating the frame truth together with the convicted criminal’s name and outpourings over and over again. In an era where people in power exploit the word truth to truth-wash themselves, while fueling a defactualized world and evading accountability, understanding the social, cognitive, and cultural dynamics that shape our perception of real factual truth-tellers and whistleblowers can perhaps help us to better appreciate the stakes involved.


Words matter. Narratives matter. Especially in matters of truth.









Outline of the Book


Chapter 1 Frames of Opposition


The first chapter introduces frame theory in order to discuss the anthropological and sociological foundation of the theory and the subsequent focus on the smaller units of narratives: the words, metaphors, and all which is taken for granted in whistleblowing scholarship and in the media. I thus summon the concept of frames by anthropologist Gregory Bateson, and how sociologist Erving Goffman readdressed it, but my theoretical focus is cognitive linguist George Lakoff’s understanding of frames, not only as linguistic units, but also as the ways our cognitive structures are shaped by how we frame events such as whistleblowing.


In this chapter, I address the frame whistleblower, look at its history and evolution, and how its emergence was an attempt at reframing an act otherwise known via negative frames. This part therefore provides a literature review of the most dominant perceptions of whistleblowing in scholarship from a wide array of disciplines, merged with a critical discussion of how scholars have framed the whistleblower.


I go back to the source of the reframing itself: Ralph Nader, who wrote the first “Anatomy of Whistleblowing,” and on which most subsequent scholarship on whistleblowing relies. I look at the emergence of the frame, and the most dominant ways it impedes a positive perception of the whistleblower. The aim is to break with many theorists’ tendency to frame the whistleblower as a dissenter in particular. I address the problem of the concept of dissent, a term there is scholarly consensus about, and I discuss it critically in relation to whistleblowing as factual truth-telling. My alternative reading identifies framing-problems with other dominant frames of whistleblowing such as disobedience, deviance, and other frames of opposition, which I argue evoke a conservative moral model, which is detrimental to the perception of whistleblowing. I instead suggest reframing the whistleblower, not only as proactive, but also as a figure that speaks to a whole other moral model than authorities, which seek to silence the whistleblower. I moreover discuss legal scholar Cass Sunstein’s theory of dissent and conformity, and especially what he calls crippled epistemology.


I thereafter turn to German social psychologist and psychoanalyst Erich Fromm’s example of reframing disobedience as autonomous obedience, which paves the way for a critical discussion of the concept of loyalty and betrayal, the figures, frames, and moral narratives evoked by such concepts, and I moreover provide a reframing of loyalty as what American philosopher Josiah Royce called loyalty to loyalty. In connection to the loyalty aspect, or disloyalty, which is yet another frame scholars agree is essential for understanding whistleblowing, I discuss the frame of Judas, its controversial and paradoxical role, as not only a frame, but as a stigma, drawing once again on Goffman’s work.


I end this chapter by looking at another theoretical frame that is often evoked in whistleblowing scholarship: civil disobedience. The transgression of a law in order to expose the immorality of another law is thus addressed, and this discussion marks my turn to the subsequent part, which pulls focus from the frames of opposition to the deep narratives of truth-telling.


Chapter 2 Narratives of Truth


In this chapter I begin by looking at the deep narrative of truth-telling, opening with Plato’s cave allegory, arguing for Plato’s philosopher as an alternative underlining narrative when assessing the role of the modern whistleblower. I then differentiate between two concepts of truth: rational truth and factual truth, via Hannah Arendt’s theory of truth-telling in the realm of human affairs, where truth is problematized. The importance of storytelling as a safeguard against deception, self-deception, and what Arendt calls image-making is analyzed in relation to whistleblowing as factual truth-telling.


I then turn to how literary and narrative theory has dealt with the topic of truth, and I go on to inquire how whistleblowing scholarship thus far has incorporated narrative theory to understand whistleblowing. I furthermore summon A.J. Greimas’s actantial model to understand the actants of whistleblower narratives and juxtapose it with whistleblowing scholars Janet P. Near and Marcia P. Miceli’s five stage model of whistleblowing. I go on to ask how whistleblowing can be regarded as truthful public denunciation, drawing on French sociologist Luc Boltanski’s own use of the actantial model and his grammar of affairs and scandals. I then suggest a differentiated actantial model for whistleblowing, which I propose is present in the narrativization of The Dreyfus Affair in British novelist Robert Harris’s novel An Officer and a Spy (2013), which I provide a short analysis of, and readdress the need for storytelling and coherent narratives to understand the role of the whistleblower as a particular truth-teller and public denouncer-witness.


Political theorist and whistleblowing scholar C. Fred Alford’s narrative understanding of whistleblowers’ personal life-narratives is subsequently addressed, and his four main themes of whistleblowing are discussed, as well as the hero typology about how whistleblowers fit into that typology in contemporary debates. I suggest that the theorists have overlooked the tragic aspects of whistleblowing, and this chapter thus prepares the ground for a new reception, and stages my turn towards tragedy theory.


Chapter 3 Tragedies of Truth-Telling


In this chapter I offer my alternative reading of whistleblowing as fundamentally tragic. I identify Aristotelian elements of tragedy and their interplay with actantial components and the themes and concepts introduced in the preceding chapters through a reading of Mike Nichols’s film Silkwood (1983).


French hermeneutical philosopher Paul Ricœur’s theory of mimesis is summoned in order to expand the normative restrictions of tragedies by Aristotle, and also to provide grounds for an analysis of the hermeneutical and ethical functions within the reader/viewer experience of whistleblower plots. Furthermore, I briefly address the historization of fiction, the historical connectors in whistleblower narratives, which, like in Silkwood, are connectors to true, historical events.


I go on to evoke G.W.F. Hegel’s understanding of tragedy as ultimately a struggle for recognition and a collision between one-sided subjectivities, among other things, through his reading of Sophocles’ Antigone. I follow up by criticizing the contemporary alignment between what makes Antigone a tragic figure and the role and particular characteristics of the modern whistleblower. The aim is to reassert factual truth as the realm of the whistleblower, and my goal is thus to better inform and guide how whistleblowing is tragic, in an Aristotelian and Hegelian way, but with the conception of factual truth as the defining singularity of factuality and the new, modern, and secular hamartia of the whistleblower as tragic; and not as one scholar argues the singularity of moral power and the error of one-sidedness.


Chapter 4 Whistleblowing as Modern Parrhesia


In this brief chapter I proceed to investigate the conceptual framework of the truth-teller by attending to philosopher Abraham Mansbach’s attempt to frame the whistleblower as a modern parrhesiast, or truth-teller, who promotes radical democratic ideals. I go on to study the concept of parrhesia with philosopher Michel Foucault, and track the ways in which he perceived the qualities of truth-telling in ancient Greece, and in particular in his reading of Euripides’ tragedy Ion, which he calls a tragedy of truth-telling. On this reading of Foucault’s distinction of parrhesia as a modality of truth-telling, or veridiction, and how it relates to what he calls jurisdiction, I continue to the next chapter with an in-depth analysis of Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People (1882).


Chapter 5 Cure and Poison of Democracy


Ibsen’s play, I argue, is a modern tragedy of truth-telling, and one of the first whistleblower narratives, which has been called a prototype, but has received only superficial attention by whistleblowing scholars. Unlike Mansbach’s assertion of whistleblowing as a radical democratic practice, I read the whistleblowing procedures of Ibsen’s play as a criticism of the paradoxes of democracy, where truth is rendered impotent, when the factual truth-teller meets the lies and deception of power, media, and the tyranny of the majority.


On this reading, I track the dichotomy between what German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk calls modern cynicism, or enlightened false consciousness, and the pursuit of a naked truth in Ibsen’s drama. Besides locating the Aristotelian and Hegelian tragic elements of the drama, I conclude this chapter by detecting yet another tragic aspect of not only Ibsen’s whistleblower, but of whistleblowing as a phenomenon: the figure of the scapegoat, or in Greek: the pharmakos.


Attending to French philosopher Jacques Derrida’s deconstructionist fascination with the etymology of the pharmakos, I offer an analysis of how Ibsen’s protagonist is turned into a pharmakos, a modern scapegoat, who is paradoxically both remedy and poison. These last evocations of the figure of the modern cynic versus the parrhesiast, and the tragic pharmakos, prepare the ground for and mark my turn to the subsequent chapter.


Chapter 6 System Insiders and Emancipation


In this chapter I expand the rim of the framework and look at how social evolution has differentiated society into what German philosopher Jürgen Habermas calls system and lifeworld. Besides attending to the tension between system and lifeworld, the capital logic of the state and market and the communicative action in the private and public sphere, I address Habermas’s notion of validity claims, or what he calls propositional truth, normative rightness, and sincerity. I seek to draw parallels between already established theoretical framework of truth and truth-telling and Habermas’s social theory in order to nuance and reframe the whistleblower as a system insider who enacts a communicative action that seeks to reaffirm the relationship between what he calls the objective, social, and subjective world — all encompassed in my definition of whistleblowing as corrective truth-telling, or as system corrective. All of which Habermas emphasizes as pivotal for democracies, but also challenged and threatened by what he calls colonization of the lifeworld.


On this reading, I turn to an in-depth analysis of Michael Mann’s motion picture The Insider (1999). In my reading of The Insider, I thus synthesize foregoing narrative, tragic, and framing theories together with the added framework of system imperatives and actions versus the communicative action. I address the juridical interzones displayed in the film, and the concept of the contractual agreement, which not only stands in relation to civil disobedience, but with the strategic actions of the system, the protagonist-whistleblower, Jeffrey Wigand, is part of. I also address the role of the public sphere, and the analysis of the plot conveys how system imperatives (of money and power) hamper even the media that is supposed to secure free speech. The Insider is not just about one system insider who seeks to transport a factual truth about deception to the public sphere; it is also about the role of the journalist. In order to understand the difference between these two seekers of truth, I summon the frame and history of the muckraker, which I argue is a frame that can shed light on the distinction between the reporter of truth and the whistleblower. The evaluation of muckraking, in addition, functions to further illustrate the ambivalent moral narratives that frames evoke, and how power has a tendency to frame denouncers evoking negative emotional textures.


Within The Insider, an intertextual reference to German-American philosopher Herbert Marcuse impels me to argue, that the film plays with the theories of one-dimensional man and society. I hence briefly mobilize the main idea of Marcuse and interpret how it relates to the main characters and the different struggles, conflicts, and tensions in the plot. I thereafter look at how the film also thematizes acquiescence, and I briefly relate that to the theory of spectatorship by American philosopher and film theorist Stanley Cavell, besides also briefly addressing French film theorist André Bazin’s claims of the realist, truth-enhancing aspects of the film medium.


After my detection of Habermasian social theoretical framework in The Insider, I go on to incorporate English philosopher Miranda Fricker’s theory of epistemic injustices — hermeneutical and testimonial — and I motivate why the theme of whistleblowing as truth-telling is especially suitable for the use of her theory. The analysis of epistemic injustices paves the way for my following in-depth analysis of a whistleblower film: The Pentagon Papers (2003).


Chapter 7 Expanding Epistemic Space


The Pentagon Papers (2003) tells the story of one of the 20th century’s main figures of whistleblowing, Daniel Ellsberg — the ultimate insider within the most powerful system of the world. In my reading of the film, I register the parallels to other whistleblower narratives, and draw on the already established theory, but I moreover seek to incorporate a different theoretical perspective of cognitive dissonance theory. I link the social psychological framework — by social psychologist Leon Festinger and social psychologists John Jost and Mahzarin Banaji — with Arendt. Besides conveying how the story of the system insider again is a story about coming to consciousness, and having truth as actantial object and sender, I analyze the use of the frame leak (and the figure of the leaker), which appears in the film, and which is one of the most dominant frames of whistleblowing. I address its narrative texture, the conceptual metaphor behind it, and criticize the moral narratives it evokes in relation to what has thus far been established as essential characteristics of whistleblowing. Ellsberg also finds himself in a juridical interzone, but in comparison to Wigand in The Insider, his arrest is concretized and far more stigmatizing, since the system of power brands him as a spy and traitor by evoking The Espionage Act of 1917. Therefore, I address this act, its history, and complicated relation to American whistleblowers, which I regard as more problematic than one of its foremost historians, American historian Lloyd C. Gardner. After addressing how Ellsberg fits into that history, I end my analysis of The Pentagon Papers by highlighting how Arendt found her trustworthy witness in Ellsberg, and how she, by responding to the affair at the time, reapplied and reanimated the theory of truth-telling she had proposed five years prior.


Chapter 8 Public Secrets in the Private Sphere


In the eighth chapter I focus on a close reading of the Dogme 95 movie The Celebration (1998) by Danish filmmaker Thomas Vinterberg. The Dogme 95 movement was interested in creating more truthful dramas, so before I jump into the film, I provide a brief outline of the movement’s manifest and vow of chastity for a new avant-garde cinema.


In my in-depth analysis of The Celebration, I suggest that the film, although it takes place in the private sphere, elicits many of the same narrative and thematic elements as whistleblowing narratives that take place on a macro-level public sphere. I thus propose to expand the conception of whistleblowing to also include the private sphere, and not as most scholars argue, to be exclusive to the workplace. What the film moreover addresses is the theme of what anthropologist Michael Taussig calls public secrecy and defacement; the terrible truth people know, but do not speak of, and the subsequent dynamic of unveilment and repression. I look at how that relates to the formerly addressed issues of social psychology and how it is conveyed through the film medium. In addition, I summon the frame theory of philosopher Judith Butler, and analyze how characters in the drama lack what Butler calls grievability, and apprehension or recognition of precarious life, and how frames by breaking out of their confined contexts can reframe a subject’s vulnerability.


Chapter 9 The Known Unknown Veil of Surveillance


In the last chapter I return to the macrosphere whistleblowing with a close reading of Oliver Stone’s motion picture Snowden (2016). The narrative about one of the most famous whistleblowers of the 21st century, a man whose name has become a synonym for whistleblowing, necessitates that I address the new digital infrastructure that defines our era: the Internet and social media. Shoshana Zuboff provides me with the necessary theoretical framework to understand the particular power-play of surveillance capitalism that defines the 21st century in her book The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power (2019). Zuboff dates the shift of this new capitalist paradigm to the time after 9/11. With the rise of Silicon Valley and corporate adventures such as Microsoft, Apple, Google, and later Facebook, the setting for a whistleblower as Edward Snowden is therefore a societal infrastructure that is defined by the complexity of the new digital realm of human affairs. A realm that is unprecedented and where the drivers in the marketplace are no longer just profit and pleasure but human experience or what Zuboff calls behavioral futures markets. It is the alliance between the surveillance state apparatus and the surveillance capitalists and the transaction of raw data about our private lives, which constitutes the field for Snowden — a field of tension between arguments for security and arguments for privacy. By unveiling surveillance Snowden simultaneously hypothetically gives citizens of the world a test to ask us: how would you, dear citizen of the 21st century, design the world fairly? For this part I evoke John Rawls’ idea of the veil of ignorance and his theory of justice, and arrive to questions like: would you allow for surveillance exceptionalism for the few — a one-way mirror for the state and the corporate giants — or would you choose liberty and privacy? In order to further an understanding of the specific conflict of interest, or this specific tragic knot, I address Francis Fukuyama’s analysis of the struggle for recognition and the schism between what he calls megalothymia and isothymia — the desire to be recognized as superior versus the desire to be recognized as equal. This is furthermore juxtaposed with Snowden’s own ideological beliefs that are deemed paradoxical. In order to determine the context of Snowden I also briefly summon Ulrich Beck’s idea of the risk society and the staging of the global threat and risk of terrorism. Snowden’s story reveals perhaps better than any other story of whistleblowing how truth-tellers are system correctives. Just like an immune system sometimes needs a vaccine with antibodies in order to combat a virus, or as a computer that relies on a system-integrated antivirus software, the system of power needs an insider agent. And what this story’s inside agent experienced was the truth about the scale of surveillance. A truth that is first in Bruno Latour’s terms a matter of fact for the young NSA insider but gradually becomes a matter of concern, and as I propose towards the end, when it materializes into a narrative, it converges into what I call a matter of truth. A certain matter that Snowden plans to reveal in order to prevent what he sees as a pathway to tyranny. I therefore highlight how the framework of Snowden is significantly larger than any other whistleblower formerly dealt with in this book. The Snowden Affair touches upon privacy rights and hermeneutical justice for every citizen of Planet Earth, exactly due to the digital infrastructure that defines our information age. However, Snowden’s choice to flee the country and move to Russia to avoid standing before a criminal court in the US is criticized as a deferral from Rawls’ concept of fidelity to law, which I propose will and has damaged the frame of whistleblowing.


Nonetheless whistleblowing cases have succeeded Snowden, and I address briefly two of the biggest: Christopher Wylie and Frances Haugen — both relating to how Facebook as a surveillance capitalist dealing with behavioral data was implicated in scandals where personal data was either weaponized to impact political elections (Wylie) or found to do harm to vulnerable people and deliberately ignored in order to push profits and retain user activity (Haugen).


The last reflection in the book deals with what is to come and is more shaped as a question to future researchers rather than as an answer. The question is simple: What impact will AI have on the future of truth-telling?


Conclusion


In the book’s Conclusion, I recap my main arguments and findings, and also address the limitations of my study and suggest possible pathways for future research on the topic of blowing the whistle, and the frames and narratives of corrective truth-telling.









Chapter 1


Frames of Opposition


Play for the Golfer Is Work for the Caddy


Anthropologist Gregory Bateson originally coined the term frame and argued that communication occurs within “psychological frames” that delimit “a class or set of messages (or meaningful actions).”19 Bateson believed that frames provided a means through which people achieve an awareness of certain issues, and transmit cues and messages through what is implied, included, or excluded. He reasoned that frames are exclusive by including certain messages (or meaningful actions) within a frame and excluding other messages; and they are inclusive, because by “excluding certain messages certain others are included.”20 Bateson used the analogy of the picture frame to designate how a frame is involved in the evaluation of the messages which it contains, assisting the mind in understanding the contained messages by reminding the thinker that the messages outside the frame may be ignored: “The picture frame tells the viewer that he is not to use the same sort of thinking in interpreting the picture that he might use in interpreting the wallpaper outside the frame.”21


Sociologist Erving Goffman, whose work Frame Analysis (1974)22 is one of the most important books on framing, borrowed the term from Bateson to explore how meaning is produced in groups, communities, and social interactions. The assumption made by Goffman was that when individuals attend to any social situation, they face the question: “What is it that’s going on here?”23 Framing is therefore a theory of how individuals focus, whether their focus and organization of experience include “a wide swath” or “a narrow one,” and whether the focus is a “close-up” focus or a “distant” one. Another differentiation in the situations and interactions relating to the particular frameworks people interact in is perspective. Just as people focus differently, their perspective differs, and what appears as “play for the golfer is work for the caddy.”24 The focus, perspective of each and every one is thus also a matter of interest, or what Goffman calls having “different motivational relevancies.”25 However, even though people have differing focuses, perspectives, and motivational relevancies of social situations, in many cases “those who are committed to differing points of view and focus may still be willing to acknowledge that theirs is not the official or ‘real’ one.”26 Goffman’s frame theory is therefore in addition a theory of people’s biases, and as Goffman writes, our bias helps us make reality simpler and appear easier to understand: “biases matters in the direction of unitary exposition and simplicity.”27 To frame an event is therefore a distinctive evaluative assessment. In order to explain his methodology of studying certain frameworks and frames, Goffman explained that doing a frame analysis in itself constitutes an act of framing. Goffman uses the term “strip” to label the analyst’s selection of starting points for any analysis, or what he also calls its “raw batch of occurrences.”28 To strip is therefore to limit, to select and focus.


We could on this premise therefore argue that our strip is the whistleblower, and a further slice or cut from the stream of ongoing activity would be to ask: “how has the whistleblower and the act of whistleblowing been framed?” But because this book furthermore seeks to trace how the whistleblower has been framed in narratives, drama, and film, it is not just a matter of looking at scripts and frames, it is also a matter of analyzing what Goffman calls dramatic scriptings. Goffman gathers all cultural products, whether they are comic strips, novels, movies, or newspaper articles under the term dramatic scriptings, which are elaborate strips that have special interest to frame analysis, since they are “strips of depicted personal experience made available for vicarious participation to an audience or readership.”29 Dramatic scriptings offer a “mock-up of everyday life, a put-together script of unscripted social doings, and thus are a source of broad hints concerning the structure of this domain.”30 This understanding of dramatic scriptings is the basis for our encounter with cultural artifacts, as materials, which “generate a realm of being.”31 However, there is a difference between how truth is assessed in fictional worlds and in reality. Within a novel, film, or drama the factual truth is the truth. We know that Hamlet’s discovery of Claudius’s treachery and murder of Hamlet’s father is true, because the world of the text says it is true. The followability rests on the play’s diegetic world, and we as spectators/readers refigure the discovery as truth. Narratives of whistleblowing push forward the intellectual desire for truth, the final denouement of truth, and as such do not leave behind any doubt about what is factual truth within the world of the text. In reality, this is of course complicated by the fact that self-deception, or the way subjects frame events, can be misleading or downright wrong. Put differently, characters in a play such as Hamlet only live within the constrained configuration of the world of the text, but real people live in a multitude of narratives, frameworks, and frames, and truth can thus be contested from a multitude of angles, focuses, perspectives, biases, and interests. What is inside the frame of a narrative therefore demarcates the world of the text, and even then it still offers itself for interpretation. One can therefore speak of differing conflicts between frames, or collisions between worldviews.


The theory of framing and frames therefore stems from anthropology and sociology, where the object of analysis was the ways in which people organize their experiences and involvement in the social world. But already from the beginning it sought to include ways to harvest knowledge from dramatic scriptings.


Don’t Think of an Elephant!


Inspired by Goffman, George Lakoff developed his own frame theory that combines insights of neuro- and cognitive science, linguistics, sociology, and narrative theory. Metaphors We Live By was groundbreaking when it came out in 1980 and argued that metaphors are much more than devices of the poetic imagination; rather, metaphorical concepts are “pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action.”32 For Lakoff and his co-author Mark Johnson, our whole conceptual system, our making sense of the world, is metaphorical in nature, and this “conceptual structure is grounded in physical and cultural experience, as are the conventional metaphors. Meaning, therefore, is never disembodied or objective and is always grounded in the acquisition and use of a conceptual system.”33 In other words, the mind is inherently embodied and abstract concepts are chiefly metaphorical. For example, up is good, down is bad, and the cognitive conceptual system is intricately woven into our everyday language.


Lakoff’s frame theory hails from a fusion between his cognitive metaphor theory, new findings in neuroscience, his own inquiry into morality, politics, and moral narratives, and the conception of framing borrowed from Bateson and Goffman. It encompasses, most broadly considered, the ways unconscious thought contributes to conscious thought, and it is more expressly a theory of how morality and politics is shaped by conceptual metaphors through narratives and frames. His understanding of language is therefore that it is both a surface phenomenon as well as a source of power, shaping thought and our perception of the world and reality.


When teaching frame theory at the University of Berkeley, Lakoff always began class by giving his students a simple exercise: “Don’t think of an elephant!” The point was that even negating the frame elephant evokes and heightens that very frame. Frames are therefore not just words or metaphors; rather, they constitute units in the cognitive structures we think with. Lakoff uses an example from Goffman to describe just how propagated frames are, and how different institutions in society are structured and perceived in the capacity of its frames. For instance, a hospital, a so-called framework, has roles like “doctors, nurses, patients, visitors, operating rooms, X-ray machines, and so on, with scenarios like checking in, being examined, having an operation, being visited.”34 Each element is a frame within the larger framework hospital, each element has a role, and the well-established frame structure would be violated or broken “if the visitors were performing operations on the doctors at the check-in desk.”35


As a cognitive scientist working with a parallel interest in neuroscience, and an overall goal of merging philosophical thought with empirical scientific research, Lakoff also seeks to explain the creation of frame structures through what is called “neural binding” — a brain activity, which allows us “to bring together neural activation in different parts of the brain to form single integrated wholes.”36 Lakoff sums up that neural binding circuitry needed to create frame structures is a relatively simple process in the brain: “Neural binding is the mechanism that creates a linkage between such highly general event structures and particular kinds of actions or narratives.”37 This theory of neural computation shows that the brain moreover favors incidents when smaller units, such as elephant or hospital or whistleblower, form part of larger structures such as narratives, which essentially and most generally Lakoff considers to be “frame-based scenarios, but with extra structure.”38


Lakoff distinguishes between simple narratives and complex narratives. Whether simple frames, simple narratives or complex narratives are evoked, they are all equally “fixed in the neural circuits of our brains” and can be activated and function “unconsciously, automatically, as a matter of reflex.”39 Complex narratives is Lakoff’s term for not only dramatic scriptings — fairy tales, novels, and dramas — but are in addition “the kind we find in anyone’s life story,” and those are made up of smaller narratives with very simple structures, which Lakoff designates as “frames” or “scripts.”40 Narratives can be about real people, imaginary people, or people in general. Lakoff offers various examples of simple narratives. For instance, the rags-to-riches scenario with the following event-structure: “the initial state of the Protagonist is poverty, where the appropriate emotion is sadness; then there are intermediate states of hard work with varying emotions of frustration and satisfaction; and finally a state of wealth, with the emotions of joy and pride.”41 This simple narrative is the narrative of the American Dream and thus also constitutes a cultural narrative, and it is by way of such cultural narratives that we understand other people, and ourselves. But other cultures have the rags to riches scenario as well, so underneath the cultural specifics of cultural narratives are therefore also what Lakoff calls deep narratives, which are the archetypes and general structures that have been canonized through ongoing repetition.


Narratives and narrative structure as an intricate set of frames is therefore understood first and foremost as cultural narratives that are embedded not only in our culture, but also in our cognitive structures. We understand events in the world through these narratives, they are narratives we live by, and they are comprised of a number of frames, semantic roles, cultural prototypes, themes, images, and icons. All these dramatic scriptings have less power and impact over our cognitive structures than those frames that are propagated more continuously in everyday life. Put differently, narratives and frames require a long-range effort of repetition in order to establish themselves as a fixed system of thought.


In brief, Lakoff’s goal with his books on framing is to show how frames and narratives shape our thoughts, politics, and morality, and by learning about the basic mechanisms behind framing, conceptual metaphors, and narrative structures, propose how we can potentially reframe the way the public perceives events in the social world. Lakoff’s political stance is not opaque; rather he is openly a liberal, and large parts of his books are about how conservatives in America rather than liberals have understood the power and importance of framing in American politics.42 He therefore speaks of cultivating a New Enlightenment for the 21st century in contrast to an 18th century Old Enlightenment. Lakoff hence provides guidelines to liberals how to tap into the political unconscious and reframe their issues, values, and moral worldviews. As stated, it matters what words we use, what language we utilize to define and debate issues, and reframing therefore equals social change. It is therefore uninteresting whether Lakoff identifies as a liberal or conservative; his theory shows that evoking a new narrative, new frame, can be a kind of activism no matter the political origin: “Reframing is changing the way the public sees the world. It is changing what counts as common sense. Because language activates frames, new language is required for new frames. Thinking differently requires speaking differently.”43


The negative aspects of reframing, however, are spin and propaganda, which Lakoff defines as “deceptive” and “manipulative use of framing.”44 This is not the prescription Lakoff suggests; rather, Lakoff suggests using frames that one really believes, to make “facts and figures meaningful through framing and narrative,”45 and frames that express “moral views.”46 However, reframing is not just using new words. Words cannot magically reshape reality and perception; rather, it is a question of ideas, and ideas have to be in place in people’s brains “before the soundbite can make any sense.”47 It is my opinion that thoughts about whistleblowing are not primarily thoughts about truth-telling. This has to do with not only the words used to describe the phenomenon, but the perceptions and ideas that prevail. This brings us back to the elephant. Lakoff lists a guide to reframing debates, issues, and events. What is most relevant for our study is Lakoff’s suggestion to avoid the usual mistakes of repeating a frame by negating it. Instead what is needed is simply to reframe — not only to state the facts and negate a competitor’s frame but also to deliver an equally strong counter-metaphor or frame: “Frames trump facts.”48


As an example of how conservatives have won the debate by evoking certain frames over others, Lakoff mentions the frame “tax relief.” Introduced by George W. Bush when he entered office, it became a winning frame, not only because the President repeated it again and again but to a great extent because his political opponents adopted it. Lakoff explains how metaphorical mapping and the simple narratives ignited by the two-word frame tacitly shape our political unconscious:49 “When the word tax is added to relief, the result is a metaphor: Taxation is an affliction. And the person who takes it away is a hero, and anyone who tries to stop him is a bad guy. This is a frame. It is made up of ideas, like affliction and hero. The language that evokes the frame comes out of the White House, and it goes into press releases, goes to every radio station, every TV station, every newspaper. And soon the New York Times is using tax relief. And it is not only on Fox; it is on CNN, it is on NBC, it is on every station because it is ‘the president’s tax-relief plan.’ And soon the Democrats are using tax relief — and shooting themselves in the foot.”50


The relief frame is an instance of a more general rescue scenario, or simple narrative. In this simple narrative there is a hero (the reliever of pain), a victim (the afflicted), a crime (the affliction), a villain (the cause of affliction), and a rescue (the pain relief). The hero is intrinsically good, while the villain is evil, and the victim after the rescue owes thankfulness to the hero. From a Lakoffian analysis the term tax relief evokes the abovementioned frame-based scenario. Taxes, in this phrase, are the affliction (the crime), advocates of taxes are the causes of affliction (the villains), the taxpayer is the suffering victim, and the advocates of “tax relief” are consequently the heroes who deserve the taxpayers’ gratitude. From a liberal point of view, taxation should rather be framed as “wise investments in the future.”51 However, because liberals (among others) have not understood how framing and reframing works, the alternative frames are not yet preserved in our brains. This is because frames need time and repetition in order to form part of our neural circuitry: “They need to be repeated over and over again, and refined until they take their rightful place in our synapses.”52


In addition, one should put those frames into a counter-narrative to the above sketched out hero-rescue narrative: “Tell a story.”53 Framing is therefore about acquiring language that fits one’s worldview and nuances the way the world is understood. “It is not just language. The ideas are primary — and the language carries those ideas, evokes those ideas.”54 This does not mean that one ought to take more liberty with facts, but that facts have to be framed effectively in order to have an impact.


We can thus begin to sketch out the significance of not only analyzing the ways whistleblowing has been framed, but also how it is framed within storytelling, and how those narrative configurations are important to fully comprehend the phenomenon.


Origins of the Whistle


Whistleblowing is in itself both a metaphor and a result of a deliberate act of reframing. On the linguistic, metaphorical, cognitive, and neurological level of frame analysis, the whistleblower is a construct that evokes a new figure, a new narrative, a new way of thinking, but it is a figure that has deeper historical roots than the majority of whistleblowing scholars argue. On the sociological and anthropological level of frame analysis (Goffman, Bateson) it is a matter of contradictory ways of understanding the events, contexts, and in general a question of epistemology: how events are organized as experiences. But both as a sociological and metaphorical concept the whistleblower and whistleblowing is not as established as one might think. The goal of this book is therefore double and somewhat reciprocal: by evoking the frame of whistleblowing in the analysis of dramatic scriptings that are not usually perceived to be about whistleblowing, I intend to reframe the literary figures of truth-telling as figures of whistleblowing in works of art from times before the frame of whistleblowing was even conceived; on the other hand my mission is to reframe whistleblowing as moments and matters of truth and the whistleblower as a truth-teller by evoking alternative theoretical and philosophical concepts and figures than those that have hitherto mobilized our neural mapping circuitry. The cultural history of whistleblowing is therefore a mutation and extension of the cultural history of truth-telling as such. But how did this frame enter into our brain structures? Who blew the initial whistle?


The exact origin of the term whistleblower and whistleblowing is, as whistleblowing scholars argue, “obscure,”55 and the popular usage of the term is probably as scholars have formulated it “confounded as its original source.”56 This Anglo-Saxon term, which, although it is widely used and has been adopted in many languages — including German and Scandinavian languages — is not fully universal. In my native country, Denmark, legislators, media, and popular discourse shifts between whistleblower and sladrehank (“tattle-tale”). For instance some municipalities in Denmark have in recent years chosen to create what has been framed in the media as sladrehank-tjenester (“tattle-tale services”) or stikker-linje (“snitch-line”) for employees to anonymously blow the whistle if they detect local wrongdoing. This is of course, from the perspective of frame theory, destined for failure. The civil society organization, Transparency International, that promotes anti-corruption campaigns, and finances research on whistleblowing worldwide, have listed the most common positive/neutral uses of the term together with some of the negative frames in a variety of languages. For example, in Dutch the positive term is klokkenluider (“bell-ringer”) and a term ostensibly used by former Dutch whistleblowers is interestingly slachtoffer (“slaughter offering”) — a clear reference to the figure of the scapegoat, which I will dive into in a later chapter of this book. In French dénonciation is used to designate whistleblowing, but in recent years the term lanceur d’alerte (“the one who alerts”) has been more common. In Modern Greek parrhesia is not used, as could have been expected, rather the neutral/negative is πληροφοριοδότης/pliroforiodotis (“informant”) or the positive μάρτυρας δημοσίου συμφέροντος (“public interest witness”). In Italian denunciante is the most common, which is regarded as neutral, but there is more confusion in Italian, and informatore (“informant”), and segnalante (“reporting/signaling person”) is also used, but not that frequently. A very negative term in Italian is also delatore. The negative frames are furthermore often associated with former members of the mafia, who inform on the mob. In Portuguese the most common is negative: chibo/bufo, which resembles the English term snitch, otherwise denunciante is seen as more neutral and used by the media. In Spanish denunciante is the only term widely agreed upon and used by the media. A more thorough and competent comparative analysis of the different linguistic contexts, terms, and etymologies would be interesting, however, it is outside the scope of this book.57 A brief look, though, of the different cultural variants point to the fact that the image of the one who sounds an alarm, the whistleblower, has been embraced by many cultures. The frame and metaphor analysis I will carry out is of the Anglo-Saxon term, and how scholars have defined the phenomenon of whistleblowing.


According to Tom Mueller “to whistle” and to “blow” had since Elizabethan times been used as ambiguous synonyms for the act of revealing secret information.58 We know the phrase “to whistle of these secrets” from Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale. There it appears as a synonym for “whispering,” applied when the character of the Clown complains about whispering maids.59 However, in conjunction “to whistle-blow,” according to language columnist Ben Zimmer, the term unsurprisingly first referred to “people blowing actual whistles.”60 Those were mainly sports referees who blew their whistles when fouls were committed on the pitch or in boxing arenas. Most whistleblowing scholars support this origin in the world of sports. The whistleblower as the arbiter, the referee who interrupts a gameplay with his high pitch sound to hand out a red or yellow card (in soccer), or who jumps in between two fighters (in boxing) is therefore evoked. Another figure that is referred to is the London Metropolitan policeman, the English Bobby, “wheezing away on his whistle when the maiden cries ‘Stop the thief!’”61 Other scholars have proposed the monitor or teacher in the schoolyard as a reference point.62 A whistleblower could in sum ostensibly refer to any context where a whistle is used to stop an activity or to signal danger. Yet another example of this is the whistle used in mountaineering, in seafaring or the train whistle, signaling that a train is approaching. Either way, the term did not initiate its path into our cache of frames as a metaphor, but referred literally to the singular and signaling act of blowing air through a whistle to make a sound. A signal via a high-pitch sound, an alarm, which cuts through other noises and focalizes our attention on an ensuing event of transportation, a committed fault, or an outright hazard. This is the referential baggage the term carries, and we could already point out a problem with this reference, and the simple narrative it evokes. The two main figures, the referee and the whistling policeman, generally figures shaped into their current role in the late 19th century, are distinguished categorically by being legitimate authorities. Their whistle is an extension of a legitimate power, given to them by way of what sociologist Luc Boltanski (citing legal scholar Olivier Cayla) calls “the device of a third party.”63 The root for the metaphor can therefore semantically be regarded as problematic, and in this brief history of the term it is necessary already to question the discrepancy between the original whistleblower and the metaphorical whistleblower.


In any game, whether it is a social game or a competitive game, the rules of the game function as the authoritative foundation, just as rule of law in a democracy — rules and principles that form the basis for a larger social contract. In order to determine the winning party of a dispute, an authoritative verdict has to be reached. Some entity, an artificial third party, has to have “the last word” that designates who wins or loses. The verdict cannot be the object of an individual response, for the expression of a point of view is insufficient to meet the demands of others, who have their own points of view. What is instead needed is the device of a third party, to whom, by agreement, it is accorded: “the prerogative of ‘having the last word’ — that is, a monopoly on correct interpretation.”64 The third party is usually presented in the form of a character. Cayla uses the constitutional judge as an exemplary character that embodies law as the third party, but it could be extended to include the sports referee or the English Bobby as the extension of the law and the police whistle as the device through which the artificial third is manifested — just as the sign-value of a red light in an intersection has the monopoly on when to drive and when to stop. But perhaps “embodiment” is a wrong term, for according to Boltanski, what is necessary in order to count as a third party and be able to issue “the last word” the constitutional judge, the English Bobby, or the referee must forget his own body, and his own “point of view,” which an ordinary person supposedly is unable to. It is a question of establishing a third party that ideally does not provide an interpretation of the law, but a clear, incorruptible representation of law itself.


One might think of the popular representation of the Roman Goddess Justitia who is habitually depicted carrying a sword (power) in her left hand and a balance scale (justice and truth) in her right hand, in modern times blindfolded, representing impartiality. Or as Boltanski explains: “The only conceivable solution is therefore to delegate the task of saying the whatness of what is to a bodiless being.”65 With the somewhat convoluted conception of “whatness of what,” Boltanski aims at determining the most general understanding of the “social world” or “what is for everyone (…) what is here as well as there.”66 Whatness of what can thus never be the object of an individual response. Therefore, it must be a matter for the institution to evaluate and not for individuals to frame events. The constitutional judge, the English Bobby and the sports referee therefore represent each their own institution: “a bodiless being to which is delegated the task of stating the whatness of what is.”67 This “phenomenology of institutions” is of course, as Boltanski notes, a phenomenology of “mere fictions” and the representatives of those institutions do not possess any particular qualities that would enable us to have complete confidence in them. They are bodies, and more often than not in modern sports coverage, sports referees have blown their whistles to the frustration of spectators who could watch on their TV screens that the referee’s view was obstructed. Something that has changed significantly with the inclusion of VAR — Video Assistant Referee — that could count as a modern day last word. Yet, this contradiction and dilemma that we on the one hand want to believe in the institution, to empower them with the last word, and on the other hand are ready to criticize their judgment, is what Boltanski calls the “hermeneutic contradiction,”68 which to a certain degree is what calls for the necessity of critique in the first place.69 However, the operation of providing an institution with this task of stating the whatness of what is an operation that ideally establishes the frames and narratives, and hardwires them into our brains and institutions. Or as Boltanski formulates it, it is an operation that establishes “types, which must be fixed and memorized in one way or another (memory of elders, written legal codes, narratives, tales, examples, images, rituals, etc.) and often stored in definitions, so as to be available, when the need arises, to qualify, in a situation of uncertainty, states of affairs that are the object of ambiguous or contradictory usages and interpretations.”70 This is yet another way of framing a frame theory.


But the whistleblower is not and has never been, as the judge, the Bobby or the referee, recognized as one that has been given any legitimate authority, or who has been entrusted with any impartiality. On the contrary, whistleblowers are often subordinates within the systems they blow the whistle on, they face risk and danger, and their disclosure is rendered impotent exactly because they do not, officially, have the last word. The third party of whistleblowers is therefore up to debate, and faces superior artificial third parties. They do not legitimately possess the last word, because for the most part they do not speak from a position of superiority or authority: they mostly speak from a position of inferiority. However, the whistleblower does have specialized insight into the organization, group, or government that he blows the whistle on, and they do not merely offer an opinion, they provide a testimony based on facts and events.


Whistleblowers are in other words insider experts, who in principle have special insight into the spheres they expose, but their lack of a legitimate authoritarian voice is part of what makes them especially vulnerable and ultimately tragic characters. The term whistleblower therefore first referred to authorities within a sport or society as such — a distinction and difference from what defines a whistleblower now. The main difference that can thus be highlighted is that whistleblowers do not act as legitimate, institutionalized artificial third parties. They take it upon themselves to act as artificial third parties. The frame whistleblowing consists of a metaphor that points to its own official illegality, and perhaps that is also one of the reasons why it is so easy for people to use it negatively: regarded as a somewhat presumptuous character, or a character that commits a secular, factual hubris of knowing what people prefer not to know. Nonetheless, the term whistleblowing did not begin its wayward path as a negative frame.


According to Zimmer, the earliest figurative expansion of the term “to blow the whistle on something” appeared in print in the first decade of the 20th century and signified to stop an activity, not necessarily an illegal one. In a 1909 short story by author Sewell Ford, published in the San Francisco Chronicle, the protagonist begs another character to “Blow the whistle on that, can’t you?”71 A metaphor was therefore in the making. The relationship from refereeing to actual high-pitch whistleblowing to a figurative sounding of an alarm in order to stop something came into being. Not only a metaphor, but also a frame was established. However, it was not a static metaphor or frame, and the development of the term did not stop at the first metaphorical whistleblow.


In the 1930s, the meaning of “blowing the whistle” changed into the slightly more specific task of impeding something illicit and wrongful from going on by voicing concern, and as Zimmer writes “in certain walks of life that meant getting painted as a ‘rat’ or a ‘snitch.’”72 Zimmer mentions Jacob Pfefer, a Polish immigrant turned professional wrestling promoter, who publicly denounced that wrestling was staged and faked. In a 1936 Washington Post article, journalist Jack Miley wrote that the disgruntled wrestling promoter was “a whistle-blower, which is unforgivable.”73 Up until the 1960s the term was therefore mainly “used to tar someone who breaks a code of silence and squeals to the authorities.”74


In the late 1950s and 1960s the epithet whistleblower was used in a negative sense in especially union circles. Teamster union chief Jimmy Hoffa, now famous for his disappearance and presumed murder, was publicly accused of being “a notorious fink and whistleblower” by a fellow labor leader.75 This pejorative use of the term ostensibly continued until the late 1960s, early 1970s.


Whistleblowing scholar Wim Vandekerckhove traces the first use of the term in an organizational context back to an op-ed from 1971 in the journal Computer. Here, the approach towards whistleblowing is also very negative and it is considered an act of bad-mouthing: “why should a professional belittle his own gremium when it appears that his whistle blowing […] only enhances the power and prestige of an outsider at the expenses of his own profession and himself (…) it is unethical to ‘badmouth’ professional colleagues outside of the given profession.”76


Although the tracking of its use and proliferation in the beginning of the 20th century is not crystal clear, the steep rise in the early 1970s is better documented. In order for reframing to be effective it takes a long-range effort with an insistent, conscious choice and application of language. The choice of words matter, because they are the igniting units that evoke the moral and conceptual frames and narratives. Consumer and civil rights activist Ralph Nader was perhaps aware of this. He is the man behind the reactivation of the framing “whistleblowing.” Nader deliberately sought to challenge the scornful terms as “fink,” “stool pigeon,” “squealer,” “informer,” or “rat.”77 Nader knew there was an elephant in the room, and he knew the only way to chuck that elephant was by interchanging its frame with another, and never mention the elephant again. But what ultimately motivated Nader to initiate this reframing was his personal experience with and recognition of the necessity for individuals to report factual truths regarding transgressions within their own organizations.


Nader’s book, Unsafe at Any Speed published in 1965, would not have seen the light, had it not been for his source: a General Motors engineer turned whistleblower. With help from the anonymous engineer, Nader showed how the automobile industry for over half a century had brought death and injury to millions of people.78 More concretely, Nader aimed his critical torchlight at the 1960-63 Chevrolet Corvair model. He, together with his source, provided proof that the rear-engine car had a suspension defect that far too easily could make the driver lose control and the car roll over. Something GM was fully aware of. For Nader, the Corvair was more than an industrial mistake: “The Corvair was a tragedy, not a blunder. The tragedy was overwhelmingly the fault of cutting corners to shave costs.”79 Nader’s use of the term tragedy is of course in the promiscuous and popular use of the term, but Nader was — perhaps unconsciously — tapping into the dramatic structure of narrative that helps define the complex affair of whistleblowing. Besides criticizing the imperative to “shave costs,” in a passage, Nader touches upon the issue of conformity that had led engineers and people responsible for the GM Chevrolet car to let it exist in the first place:


There are men in the automobile industry who know both the technical capability and appreciate the moral imperatives. But their timidity and conformity to the rigidities of the corporate bureaucracies have prevailed. When and if the automobile is designed to free millions of human beings from unnecessary mutilation, these men, like their counterparts in universities and government who knew of the suppression of safer automobile development yet remained silent year after year, will look back with shame on the time when common candor was considered courage.80


Besides the direct critique of Chevrolet, GM, and academics who had researched the vehicle and who should have put their knowledge to good corrective use, Nader provided a long list of neglected safety issues ranging from brake performance to poor crash protection. There was consequently a “gap between existing design and attainable safety” and the “moral imperatives” to make people safer. By the spring of 1966, Unsafe at Any Speed turned into a surprising bestseller for nonfiction. And in September 1966 — about 10 months after the book was published — President Lyndon B. Johnson reacted to the outrage the book had provoked by signing the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act, requiring the adoption of new, upgraded vehicle safety standards, and simultaneously launching an agency of federal oversight, the U.S. Department of Transportation. Nader’s importance for traffic and motor vehicle safety can therefore not be overestimated — not only in the US, but also around the globe, since his book and the regulations that followed created ripples in the water outside the US.


Nader’s source blew the whistle and provided Nader with the expertise and information needed to expose the dangerous automobile industry and provided an exposé of corporate malfeasance. But Nader categorically stood outside of the industry, and he recognized that he would not have been able to expose the wrongs had it not been for the one individual to pierce through the timidity, conformity, and rigidity of GM. Nader early on recognized that in order for truth to come out about corporate malfeasance, the world needed to cultivate an “ethics of whistleblowing.”81 He had succeeded in telling a story out of the facts provided to him by an insider.82 The world now needed to encourage being an insider source, instead of branding people with nasty epithets. In other words, a reframing and storytelling was needed in order to provide a social change.


On January 30, 1971, Nader, together with his associate Peter Petkas, organized the conference on the subject of whistleblowing in Washington DC. In his work to spotlight corporate malfeasance as an independent investigator, Nader had, besides his GM whistleblower, relied on the intelligence from several insiders in his investigations into the meat and poultry industry, the environmental and energy industry, and many other areas. Inside sources simply provided the needed expertise, information, and evidence in order for him and his assistants to prosecute corporate lawbreakers, and therefore Petkas and Nader invited several insiders turned whistleblowers to give speeches on their experiences blowing the whistle.


A year after the conference on whistleblowing, the contributions and papers then formed the basis for the book publication Whistle Blowing: The Report of the Conference on Professional Responsibility.83 In this, apparently the first publication ever to feature the frame ‘Whistle Blowing’ in the title and focus on the phenomenon of whistleblowing, Nader and his co-authors defined and framed whistleblowing as:


(…) the act of a man or a woman who, believing that the public interest overrides the interest of the organization he serves, publicly ‘blows the whistle’ if the organization is involved in corrupt, illegal, fraudulent or harmful activity — and some of the individuals who in different circumstances have felt compelled to speak out against the activities of their organizations.84


This is still the prevailing definition most often cited and generally agreed upon by scholars in a multitude of academic fields that work on the topic of whistleblowing — primarily sociologists, scholars in management, business ethics, organization studies, law, and most recently in psychology as well. Nader and Petkas directed the first initial spotlight on the phenomenon of speaking out against the unlawful activities of one’s group. They gave voice to the individuals who believe the public interest overrides group interests, and they revived and reframed the word whistleblower as a necessary societal figure. Nader’s book contribution “An Anatomy of Whistleblowing” (based on the keynote address at the conference called “The Principles of Whistleblowing”) functions as the core text reframing the phenomenon — a reframing that was to lay the foundation for all subsequent whistleblowing scholarship.


Nader historically and contextually places this so-called “whistleblowing ethic”85 as an American phenomenon, dating back to when aggrieved Americans fought and won independence from the royal tyranny of King George III and established the model society, the liberal democracy of individual freedom, which became the epitome for other nations to follow: “Americans became a nation with the conviction that arbitrary government action should not restrict the freedom of individuals to follow their own consciousness.”86 But the arbitrary treatment of citizens has in contemporary times assumed a new form: that of the organization. “Within the structure of the organization there has taken place an erosion of both human values and the broader value of human beings as the possibility of dissent within the hierarchy has become so restricted that common candor requires uncommon courage.”87 What Nader called for was a paradigm shift. Where previous attention had been given — scholarly, politically — on the external pressures on different parts of organizational life such as regulation, competition, litigation, and exposure to public opinion, little attention had been given to what he — with firsthand experience — knew was equally essential: “the internal freedom of those within the organization.”88 The key question was therefore to ask when “allegiance to society (e.g. the public safety)”, or what he in Unsafe at Any Speed called the “moral imperatives,” must supersede “allegiance to the organization’s policies (e.g. the corporate profit),” and when the act of informing outsiders or legal authorities is called for.89 He therefore reframed this ethic of whistleblowing as an activity of dissent, information, personal freedom, allegiance to society, and uncommon courage. While dissent is agreed upon by a variety of scholars, I will in a later section take the term and concept up for revision, since I contend that it perhaps ignites negative moral narratives, which tacitly shape our perception of whistleblowing. Nonetheless, Nader called for the development of “an ethic of whistle-blowing,” which he wished could be “practically applied in many contexts, especially within corporate and governmental bureaucracies.”90


Unlike Lakoff, who focuses on reaching knowledge of the cognitive unconscious structures behind framing, Nader, as practitioner of the law, called for a formalization of this new frame through legislation. For Nader it was more than shifting the discourse and rewiring the metaphorical concepts of the brain; rather, it was a matter of defending, upholding, and anchoring the rights of man against the oppressive structures of organizations: “The organization has emerged and spread its invisible chains.”91 These rights — core rights in liberal democracies — include “the right to speak freely,” “the right to due process,” “the right to information,” “the citizen’s right to participate in important public decisions” and “the individual’s obligation to avoid complicity in harmful, fraudulent, or corrupt activates.”92 But all these democratic rights were in Nader’s perspective constantly challenged by corporate and organizational powers: “as organizations penetrate deeper and deeper into the lives of people — from pollution to poverty to income erosion to privacy invasion — more of their rights and interests are adversely affected.”93 It was therefore imperative that the reframing not only changed the cognitive structures, but that it also mirrored the changes in legislative power to protect potential whistleblowers. Ironically this was already imprinted in the Code of Ethics for United States Government Services, where the oath sworn upon still is to “put loyalty to the highest moral principles and to country above loyalty to persons, party, or Government department.”94 Throughout the book, the claim is made that there is a substantial democratic deficit, which the book furthermore provides prescriptions and concrete strategies for — both for Government, organizations, and corporations. It even provides an appendix with drafts for acts and laws to protect whistleblowers.95 But Nader knew — perhaps only instinctively — that it was also a social, psychological issue, and that a real development of a whistleblowing ethic needed all corners of society to participate in an “enabling environment.”96


The historical roots of whistleblowing were not thoroughly investigated in Nader’s anatomy of whistleblowing, or in the subsequent contributions by its authors and presentations made by whistleblowers (both within science communities, government, and corporations). Besides having linked it to the founding context of America as a dissenting nation, Nader only briefly addressed that “The whistleblowing ethic is not new,”97 and that the principles of whistleblowing were also at play when the United States took the stance at the WWII Nuremberg tribunal to unequivocally reject the explanation that Nazis were just “following orders.”98


One of the contributors to Nader’s book, Robert Townsend, a former CEO, proposes US president Dwight D. Eisenhower as a modern father of whistleblowing. In Eisenhower’s 1960 farewell address, the former president warned the American public to beware “the military-industrial complex.”99 The frame of Eisenhower as a father of whistleblowing is interesting, although not entirely well argued. In 1960, after having served his country as the 34th President for eight years, and before that as a five-star general in the United States Army during WWII, Eisenhower was indeed an absolute insider when he decided his last presidential delivery would be a warning:


In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes. We should take nothing for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper together.100


Eisenhower’s critical framing of “the military-industrial complex” as a threat to basic democratic liberties, and his warning to people to safeguard against a system he was very much an insider in, might constitute an abstract level of whistleblowing. But Eisenhower did not provide any steadfast evidence; only allegations without naming names, without specific address. One could thus easily dispute Townsend’s claim, and point to his lack of sufficient differentiation between speculative allegations and whistleblowing, for as Nader also states in his essay, the knowledge the whistleblower has to acquire before blowing the whistle has to be “complete and accurate.”101


Nevertheless, throughout the book the contributors consequently use the frame “whistle blower,” and very rarely refer to those who exposed wrongdoing as other than “whistle blowers.” The conference and the following book publication was therefore fueled by a conscious strategy: to repossess power over the concept and shift focus from the pejorative framing that engines a negative perception to an intended neutral or positive framing. But Nader did not frame whistleblowing as truth-telling, only as the right to information that is accurate and complete.


Since then, Nader’s scholarship on whistleblowing has spread into different fields of study. Although there is a handful that directly discourages whistleblowing, and focus on the negative aspects of blowing the whistle,102 generally scholars are positive about whistleblowing, and seek to justify whistleblowing in one way or another. A great deal of this literature consists of real-life case studies, which either seeks to provide prescriptive paths through which an employee can blow the whistle, or to tell the stories of whistleblowers who have publicly denounced their organizations.103 Whistleblowing has also received some attention in law, and to great extend in management and business ethics.104 In the two latter disciplines in particular, efforts have been made to clarify the legal status of the whistleblower and the ethical dilemmas scholars detect, as well as the paradoxes of employee loyalty. Among scholars that highlight the positive and moral benefits of whistleblowing, Near and Miceli are the most prolific scholars.105 Ever since their large contribution, many scholars have followed arguing for whistleblowing as organizational social responsibility.106 Ethics and engineering scholar M.A. Hersch summarizes whistleblowers as “principled individuals with strong moral convictions, high levels of moral development, universal standards of justice and self-efficacy and high levels of internal control.”107 Whistleblowers are also theorized — in line with Nader’s whistleblowing ethics — to have a role in alerting organizational leaders to early warning signs of potential disasters and of corruption and fraud within their organizations. Frederick D. Lipman has argued that any company or organization should create “robust whistleblower mechanism” in order to “obtain the critical information necessary to prevent these scandals.”108 For Lipman, every organization should welcome whistleblowers. Not only out of conscientious incentives, but in order to defend their business’s reputation. Whistleblowing is thus agreed upon by a variety of scholars as “an important internal control.”109 L. Vickers divides whistleblowers into two categories: watchdog whistleblowers and protest whistleblowers. The former raises concerns and sounds the alarm in order to avoid financial or safety crisis, the latter denounces illicit behavior on a broader and more general level. The protest whistleblower may therefore be politically motivated.110


Many researchers have debated whether whistleblowers act to protect societal interests. Dozier and Miceli argued that whistleblowing is a form of “prosocial organizational behavior.” The authors define prosocial organizational behavior referring to Brief & Motowidlo as behavior that is: “(a) performed by a member of an organization; (b) directed toward an individual, group, or organization with whom he or she interacts while carrying out his or her organizational role, and (c) performed with the intention of promoting the welfare of the individual, group, or organization toward which it is directed.”111


Psychologist Brita Bjørkelo associates whistleblowing similarly with the theory of proactive behavior: “In essence, proactive behaviour concerns how employees, through intent and action, change an existing social or non-social situation.”112 Political Science scholar Roberta Ann Johnson suggests whistleblowers can be thought of or framed as “policy entrepreneurs,” defined as people who are willing to invest their resources, time, energy, reputation, and salaries “in the hope of a future return” — a return, which comes in the form of “changed agency practices.”113 The whistleblower is in this frame seen as someone who is not only a watchdog, but also seeking policy impact instead of merely protesting, and the act of whistleblowing is hence to have a sociopolitical entrepreneurial impact on policy agendas, bureaucratic procedures, and public policy.


In the same line of thought, whistleblowing scholar William De Maria calls whistleblowers “moral people of action,” and as one of few recognizes, that they are “truth-bearing ethical citizens.”114 De Maria in addition realized, that in Australia, where his study is set, almost all types of whistleblowing become “deadly disclosures,” thus evoking the problem of tragic outcome of factual truth-telling without, however, mentioning tragic aesthetics or philosophy. Moreover, De Maria also argues that this is because whistleblowers pose a threat to the convenient myths of democracy and citizenship: “the myth that our personal behaviour and social life [and democracy] are relatively immune from despotic conduct.”115


C. Fred Alford draws a parallel between the whistleblower and the rescuers of Jews during WWII, especially the rescuers studied by Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman: “The rescuer was the odd man or woman out, the one who didn’t fit any of the standard social scientific categories by which human beings are classified.”116 Opposite the rescuers stood bystanders who witnessed suffering, but did not rescue. In some way, Bauman’s theory of WWII rescuers, which Alford refers to and applies to whistleblowers, therefore basically stipulates that they are individuals beyond explication. Alford does, however, make a distinction between the rescuers of Jews during WWII and whistleblowers. According to Alford, the rescuers had a more visceral connection to the people they rescued, in what he calls “skinship.” It was a recognition of bodies, the precariousness of their bodies, and the realization that the skin of the Jew was the same as their own. Whistleblowers, on the other hand, work at a more abstract level rather than visceral. Whistleblowers rescue principles, ideas, and their rescuing is done in solitary.


From a similar positive and moral perspective Eyal Press studies a wide range of different cases both of direct whistleblowing and of border-line cases of whistleblowing, and Press also addresses the Jewish rescuers under WWII and frames them with the Jewish term yafeh nefesh, which is a Hebrew expression for “beautiful soul.” According to Press, in Israel the word has the connotation of one being a naïve, yet kindred spirit. In Press’s examination of beautiful souls they are framed as idealists who yearn for moral clarity, and have the capacity to feel sympathy and empathy with victims of wrongdoing in a way normal people are not.117 Press draws on insight from everything from Hebrew texts, social psychology, philosophy, and moral psychology, and theorizes that whistleblowers, or beautiful souls, might be people born with unique “sympathetic brains.”118 What unifies these beautiful souls are, like Alford argued, that they stand alone, and as such have defied the majority, because they are willing to tolerate “the painfulness of standing alone.”119 Beautiful souls have a “clean conscience,”120 they have no ambivalence in terms of moral values. But this, to Press, also marks their less than fortunate destiny: they naively believe that wrongdoing will always be stopped. The beautiful soul is therefore a morally laudable individual, but in the world of political and power affairs, he becomes disillusioned since everyone else around him is a cynic “with a more jaded outlook.”121 Unlike the cynic, the beautiful soul far too late experiences that the principles he upholds are ignored and compromised again and again. The whistleblower is therefore a “true believer” who eventually becomes someone feeling “truly deceived.”122


One of the recent titles with the perhaps most explicitly positive frame is Bravehearts (2016) by Mark Hertsgaard. In his book, he focuses on three whistleblowers: Edward Snowden, Thomas Drake, and one anonymous whistleblower. Hertsgaard concludes, that whistleblowers are conscientious employees who have a “moral stubbornness” and that they belong to a certain “tribe” of “bravehearts” who are singled out by their self-sacrifice: “they do what they do not for themselves but for the common good.”123 Therefore, they deserve our respect and gratitude. Hertsgaard ends his appraisal of whistleblowers announcing: “our lives, our liberty, and much else may depend on whistle-blowing and the tribe of singularly brave, eccentric, morally stubborn individuals who give it life.”124 Hertsgaard therefore represents the strain of writers and media pundits, who believe the whistleblower is a hero: “It is time for every organization to stop treating legitimate whistleblowers as pariahs rather than heroes.”125 But the stubbornness is not as such linked to the stubbornness of facts as to the theorized moral compass of whistleblowers, which almost gravitates towards superstition of the whistleblower’s supposed heroism and intrinsic moral character. As a frame ‘braveheart’ ushers in a figure that is governed by an emotional compass and not what I believe is more pertinent of the whistleblower: factual truth, justice, and a call for corrective action.


Although many of these scholars regard whistleblowing as a necessary, democratic, principled, moral, and proactive behavior, the vast majority of authors still define whistleblowing using terms, words, and ultimately frames that can be considered to provoke underlying narratives that work counterproductively against their fundamental care for whistleblowers.


For instance, criminal justice professor Terance D. Miethe, who, although on a similar overall mission to highlight the societal benefits of whistleblowers in his much quoted book Whistleblowing at Work: Tough Choices in Exposing Fraud, Waste, and Abuse on the Job (1999), consequently evokes the cognitive elephant by referring to the phenomenon as a unique form of “snitching.” By explaining the concept of whistleblowing using a derogatory term, Miethe retains the negative frame to explain the positive side of the phenomenon.


Nonetheless, it is Miethe’s point that the whistleblower is an ambivalent figure, pendulous between being represented as a “snitch” or a “savior,”126 depending “on one’s perspective.”127 The perspectives Miethe see applied to the whistleblower are implicitly either the perspective of the whistleblower or of the wrongdoer, or (once again using the negative frame) the perspective of “the societal norms about snitching”128 to which he concludes that “whistleblowers are more typically viewed as snitches than public saviors even when their actions contribute to the greater good of society.”129 The reason for this could be because the frame of the whistleblower, as is the case in Miethe, is often explained with problematic frames, which cognitively backfire just as with the widespread use of “tax relief.” Additionally, unlike Nader who focused on prescriptive theory of whistleblowing, Miethe goes far to list all the many “personal, situational, organizational, and legal impediments to the disclosure of misconduct at work that may limit the likelihood and effectiveness of whistleblowing,”130 hence in the end functioning as much as a descriptive theory of past whistleblowers as a prescriptive warning directed at potential whistleblowers. Seeking to put whistleblowing in a linguistic context, Miethe lists several alternative frames for snitching and their differentiation with the whistleblower, who, Miethe concludes — to the dismay of any frame-scholar — is an “office snitch”:


As a snitch, the whistleblower is considered a lowlife who betrays a sacred trust largely for personal gain. When the betrayal occurs among children, the snitch is the tattletale or fink. The snitch who divulges intimate secrets about friends is called the “gossip,” whereas the snitch who receives financial payment or other direct benefits from exposing “dirt” is the informant. The prison snitch is the “rat,” and the “mole” is the company snitch who is planted by the organization itself. Whistleblowers are unique snitches in that their disclosures involve organizational misconduct, occur within the work setting, and are not necessarily supported by the organization (as is true of moles). From this perspective, the whistleblower is the office snitch.131


“To snitch” as a verb has an equally diffuse origin as whistleblowing (as do all the other frames mentioned), but according to dictionaries, it originally signifies “to steal,” and the use of “snitch” as a noun with the meaning “informer” is thought to derive from an 18th century slang-use for “the nose.”132 The snitch, referring to the nose, is not necessarily animalistic, but is associated to a certain body part, and not, say, an intellectual faculty, whereas all the other pejorative terms referred to by Miethe — fink,133 rat, and mole — are clearly pertaining to the animal kingdom. These metaphors are not coincidental; they pertain to what Lakoff calls our “moral models” or “moral narratives” made up by metaphors through neural mapping.134 And negating the elephant evokes the elephant. One is therefore tempted to give whistleblower scholars like Miethe the task: Don’t think of a Rat!


Lakoff explains that our moral narratives have roughly two parts: one is “the dramatic structure of the narrative” with the prototypes (or actants), and roles like “hero, villain, victim, helper performing and undergoing events,”135 as illustrated in an earlier section. The second is “the emotional structure of the narrative,” which is neurologically linked with the dramatic structure to provoke emotional responses, as “anger, fear, relief.”136 The rat is perhaps the most dramatic frame, which evokes historical narratives of rodent bearers of the black plague, causing sickness, disease, and deaths of millions of people, and to have a rat on board a ship in the seafaring days of Western Civilization meant a high risk that your crew could die before getting ashore. The rat is the animal from bellow, roaming around in the sewer systems of metropolitan areas. The deep moral narrative thus ignites an unequivocally negative emotional structure. The rat is therefore more than just a frame, more than a metaphor, it is simultaneously a narrative, and that narrative is by way of cultural repetition a brain structure: “Narratives are brain structures that we can live out, recognize in others, and imagine, because the same brain structures are used for all three kinds of experiences.”137 Lakoff provides an example of how moral judgments in the brain are bound to the “mechanisms for positive emotions (well-being) and negative emotions (ill-being): joy and satisfaction versus anger, fear, anxiety, and disgust.”138 The example Lakoff gives is eating rotten food versus eating pure food. If we were to take a bite of a rotten fruit we would normally react by activating negative emotional pathways. In contrast, we would experience well-being if we ate fresh and pure fruit. One experience elicits positive emotions, the other negative emotions. These experiences lead to the conceptual metaphor: “Morality is Purity; Immorality is Rottenness.”139 A widely used frame in this context is therefore the bad-apple frame. There are many of these conceptual metaphors, which have their basis in our cognitive, bodily experiences of the world: Morality is Up; Immorality is Down, Morality is Light; Immorality is Darkness. The alternative frames for whistleblowing — almost all pertaining to the animal kingdom — evoke the conceptual metaphor: Moral is Up; Immoral is Down, and in continuation of this concept: “immoral people are animals (that live close to the ground).”140 Or better still: Human is Moral; Animal is Immoral. This, of course, pertains to the ancient and biblical stratification and separation of the animal kingdom from the human kingdom, and is so common in our derogatory vocabulary that we most of the time take it for granted. Other pejorative animal framings besides the mole, the rat, and the fink include the stool pigeon,141 and the term “squealer” could also be argued to evoke an animalistic form of expression as in “a squealing pig.”


A Hollywood prototype that is often interchanged with the whistleblower, and which rat and snitch are the nasty synonyms for, is the informer and informant. The first definition of informer, according to the Oxford dictionaries, is a person “who informs on another person to the police or other authority.”142 So a police informer is an insider in a target organization secretly helping or working for the police. An informant is defined as “A person who gives information to another” and listed as a synonym for informer. However, when looking up the other proposed synonyms, the confusion and relation to whistleblowing becomes apparent. Under synonyms, dictionaries list: “betrayer, traitor, Judas, collaborator, double-crosser, fifth columnist, double agent, spy, infiltrator, plant, turncoat, tattletale, rat, squealer, stool pigeon, stoolie, telltale, tale teller, whistle-blower, snake in the grass, canary, snitch, peacher.”143 What a nice company! It is clear that the majority of all these synonyms pertain to a negative pool of frames, with the whistleblower caught in between them all, with the minor exception of the canary, which we will encounter in a later chapter as a deep narrative linking the whistleblower with the alarmist.


The number of informers and informants in film history is abundant and they mostly suffer a grim fate. For instance, the portrayed mobster-coward Fredo Corleone in The Godfather II (1974),144 the protagonist Henry Hill in Goodfellas (1990),145 or the character Eduardo Ruiz in Traffic (2000).146 But where the informer/informant is most often a criminal who is forced by authorities to inform on his own in order to save himself (as is the case in the abovementioned movies), the whistleblower is not driven by that impulse. Put differently, informers and informants in popular culture elicit a self-directed singular interest, whereas whistleblowers from the outset elicit a proactive, public, prosocial, ethical behavior. The reality, however, is that law enforcement agencies around the world heavily rely on informers, informants, or sources to fight crime and terrorism. Confidential informants are commonly regarded as one of the most effective tools in law enforcement. For instance, former FBI Director Robert Mueller once stated: “Human sources are vitally important to our success against terrorists and criminals. They often give us critical intelligence and information we could not obtain in other ways, opening a window into our adversaries’ plans and capabilities. Human sources can mean the difference between the FBI preventing an act of terrorism or crime, or reacting to an incident after the fact.”147


However, there are scholars who do not recognize that significance and importance. For example management scholar Peter Drucker, by some regarded as the founder of modern management, sees whistleblowing as simply another word for informing and not in a positive sense. Drucker does not beat around the bush, and argues that it is “not quite irrelevant that the only societies in Western history that encouraged informers were bloody and infamous tyrannies — Tiberius and Nero in Rome, the Inquisition in the Spain of Philip II, the French Terror, and Stalin … For under ‘whistle-blowing’, under the regime of the ‘informer’, no mutual trust, no interdependencies, and no ethics are possible.”148 The same argument of a detrimental informer-culture leading to mistrust in society is shared by J.L. Cobbs who compares whistleblowing with “a Byzantine system where betrayal is the shortest road to advancement.”149 Legal scholar Alan F. Westin, on the other hand, regards such arguments as bordering totalitarianism, and argues that the authors “would elevate silent loyalty to employers who act unlawfully or in clear disregard of public interests above any other moral or social duty.”150 It could thus be concluded that informer and informants are frames that have negative connotations, because of their cultural representations in Hollywood films, but also due to their historical associations. The difference is, again, what the incentives for informing are: is it to provide information to a regime of oppression, or is it to provide truthful denunciation for a public, an effective tool for law enforcement, and fostering accountability for the wrongdoers? Nonetheless, the frames still keep appearing as synonyms for whistleblowing, just as the animalistic frames, in dictionaries, in scholarship, and in popular culture. But the synonyms, or as Nader calls them, the nasty epithets, interchanged with the whistleblower are not the only frames that cause confusion and evoke negative narratives. Within whistleblowing scholarship, besides — and often alongside — the interest in the moral imperatives of whistleblowers and their organizational role in pushing agendas of responsibility and democratic accountability, there exists a consensus about whistleblowing as fundamentally an act of opposition. I will now seek to analyze how one could reframe the whistleblower exactly from a more proactive perspective, instead of retaining the whistleblower with the cognitive role of the opponent. For opposition is tapping into hitherto undiscovered deep moral narratives that only do harm to the intended framework of whistleblowing.


Nader, as already indicated, designated whistleblowing as an “overall phenomenon of internal dissent”151 and also called whistleblowers “organization dissenters.”152 The same year as Nader’s book on whistleblowing, Charles Peters and Taylor Branch published the second anthology on whistleblowing: Blowing The Whistle: Dissent in the Public Interest (1972). Peters and Branch characterized whistleblowing as an overall “positive, courageous dissent in the public interest.”153 In management studies, whistleblowing is naturally predominantly referred to as “employee dissent.”154 For philosopher Sissela Bok, who in 1980 wrote the first philosophical take on whistleblowing in her much cited paper “Whistleblowing and Professional Responsibilities,” dissent, or disagreement, is the first of three elements that Bok sees as distinctive about whistleblowing. Besides dissent, the two other elements are breach of loyalty and accusation. Bok regards whistleblowing as a “new word in the glossary of labels,” but for her it is “generated by our increased awareness of the ethical conflicts encountered at work.”155 Her definition is therefore restricted to the workplace, a definition which most of whistleblowing scholars agree with. According to Bok, all three elements impose certain requirements in order to count as whistleblowing: “accuracy and judgment in dissent; of exploring alternative ways to cope with improprieties, thus minimizing the breach of loyalty; and of fairness in accusation.”156 Bok refers to whistleblowers as “dissenters from within.”157 However, the task of the dissenter, according to Bok, is not to dissent for the sake of dissent; rather it is “to disrupt the status quo: to pierce the background noise, perhaps the false harmony or the imposed silence of ‘affairs as usual.’”158 But whereas dissent can concern all forms of disagreement with, for instance, “religious dogma, government policy, or court decisions,” whistleblowing, according to Bok, is dissent with the narrower aim of “shedding light on negligence or abuse: of alerting to a risk, and assigning responsibility for this risk.”159 Bok’s three distinctive elements of whistleblowing have become almost dogmatic in order to assess if a case is whistleblowing or not.160 The same axis is for instance outlined as defining by Peter B. Jubb, who sought to condensate all prior scholarship into a coherent definition: “Whistleblowing is characterized as a dissenting act of public accusation against an organization which necessitates being disloyal to that organization.”161 Jubb’s definition is one of the most cited definitions of whistleblowing and highlighted by scholars as the most appropriate.162 Whereas accusation will be dealt with later in my designation of whistleblowing as public truthful denunciation, the two former definitions call for a reevaluation. This is because they are some of the most agreed upon and discussed conceptions of whistleblowing across all disciplines, but also some of the most implicitly problematic.


Frames of Contradiction


In Why Societies Need Dissent (2005), Cass R. Sunstein similarly develops the idea of “reasonable dissent,”163 introducing two types of dissenters, namely the discloser and the contrarian.164 While the latter mainly aims to disagree and challenge popular opinion without relevant newfound information, the discloser has factual important information that he reveals with the goal of changing the status quo. To illustrate his point, Sunstein brings up a dramatic scripting, which has become canonized in Western culture, and could also be regarded as a cultural narrative of truth-telling: Hans Christian Andersen’s The Emperor’s New Clothes (1837). The boy who cries out is not merely a contrarian, “a sceptic or a malcontent”; rather he is a discloser, “revealing the information that he actually holds.”165 Sunstein hereby emphasizes that not all dissent is fruitful and relevant, but that it depends on the nature of the information and manner revealed. The whistleblower can therefore be regarded as a discloser who is framed as a contrarian. All dissent stands in contrast to conformity, according to Sunstein. And while it is a book that highlights the benefits of dissent in free societies, it is also a study of the downsides of conformity. According to Sunstein, whose interdisciplinary research draws on philosophy, jurisprudence, and social psychology, conformists (those who blindly assent) all “suffer, much of the time, from a crippled epistemology (…) Public forums do not supply a complete corrective.”166 Crippled epistemology can in short be translated to the social psychological phenomenon, where a subject’s epistemic position is ruled by a very narrow subset of information. Put differently, crippled epistemology is Sunstein’s version of thinking with a restricted, narrow frame, and having what Goffman called bias.


Sunstein therefore understands dissent overall as the “rejection of the views that most people hold,”167 and highlights the dangers of conformity and groupthink as a set of crippled epistemologies that conform to the same narrow framework of understanding and perceiving the world. This is also why he reads Andersen’s story of the emperor as far too optimistic when it unfolds how “a single statement of truth — coming from a child, no less — is sufficient to defeat falsehood.”168 But nonetheless, Sunstein argues, it is dissent that really defines a well-functioning society. It is what makes societies free: “Free societies depend on a high degree of reciprocity, in which many perspectives are heard and in which dissent and disagreement are not unwelcome.”169 Dissenting in an environment of uninformed thinking is thus laudable, and it is therefore difficult to disagree with Sunstein on this point. In a well-ordered democracy everyone has a right to his or her own opinion, but do we have a right to our own facts? Can a dissenter also be a reporter of factual truth?


Media theorist Nick Perry, as one of very few, theorizes on whistleblowing, and acknowledges the whistleblower as an ethical truth-teller. But according to Perry, the dissent definition, the label of whistleblowing as contradiction, becomes so, because, in contrast, the associations of an expression such as “truth-telling” belongs to “the mythology of an earlier era.”170 In contemporary times, with a new social, political, and media context, any claim for truth becomes, Perry argues, simultaneously a moral judgment, which demarcates it as an oppositional stance, or yet another opinion or claim for truth and not truth as such: “The result is that the truth claim which the whistleblower’s message advances is always not just cognitive (its content) but moral (its form).”171 The truths and exposures therefore become mere contradictions, or “permutations on a more general opposition between the truth as politically transcendent and the political as an absolute imperative.”172 The question is whether the problem of truth also derives from the manner in which truth is framed: as an act of opposition, contradiction or dissent.


Dissent in the Oxford dictionaries is defined as: (a) “The holding or expression of opinions at variance with those commonly or officially held,” (b) “Refusal to accept the doctrines of an established or orthodox Church; nonconformity,” (c) “(in sport) the offence of expressing disagreement with the referee’s decision,” and (d) “[US count noun] A statement by a judge giving reasons as to why he or she disagrees with a decision made by the other judges in a court case.”173 On a strictly semantic level, dissent as a constitutional element in describing whistleblowing poses a problem, if one accepts that there is no such thing as untruthful whistleblowing. If one accepts that all whistleblowing is truth-telling, as factual truth-telling and truthful denunciation, defining whistleblowing with a word that from the outset either regards it as an opinion at variance with common or official opinion, a refusal to orthodox doctrine, disagreement with a sports referee or disagreement with a judge’s court decision may place the whistleblower in a dangerous zone, where factual truth is at risk of being transformed to merely another opinion, and in the worst case scenario rendered impotent and tragic. The use of dissent can thus be argued to relativize factual truth, to be part of the battle for the last word without having the acquired third party, which a judge has in a courtroom, or a referee on the pitch. In other words, dissent presupposes that there are differing validity claims for what is true, and automatically frames it as an opinion in yet another dispute. However, my main argument is that in whistleblowing there are no alternative facts; the denunciation is by definition true, otherwise it would not count as whistleblowing in the first place.


So rather than framing the whistleblower as the dissenter against the untruths of power and people who seek to sustain their profit and pleasure, why not turn the tables: the fabricators of frames, the persecutors, wrongdoers, the deceivers, liars, and modern cynics are the dissenters from factual truth and dissenters from law that assent and consent to deception and self-righteousness. The activity of the whistleblower is therefore not dissent, but the assent to factual truth: a crime was committed, a crime is exposed. The whistleblower is thus an assenter and the denounced wrongdoers or deceived ones are dissenters from the law and from the factual truth about their own wrongdoing and democratic accountability.


The label and frame of the dissenter is far from the only oppositional figure the whistleblower is aligned with in scholarship. Besides dissent, the most often evoked frames of opposition in scholarship on whistleblowing are disobedience, dissidence, resistance, and deviance. Jubb speaks of “disobedience to organizational authority.”174 Some scholars call whistleblowing an “active resistance to organizational authority,”175 and argue that it is similar to a political act of opposition, others that it is an “anti-management act.”176 It has moreover been framed as an act of “organizational dissidence,”177 and sociologist Joyce Rothschild and Terance D. Miethe have argued it is a form of “occupational deviance.”178


Deviance is not a concept with a dominant positive network of associations, and even though whistleblowing statistically is a deviant act, the evocation of the conceptual metaphor of deviance does not do any good for the possible interpretation of whistleblowing as essentially proactive, factual and corrective truth-telling, and public denunciation.


According to sociologist Howard S. Becker, there are different forms of deviance, just as there are different ways of determining whether or not an individual constitutes a deviant. The statistical definition of deviance is perhaps the most used in media. Basically, it defines deviance as “anything that varies too widely from the average.”179 Those who do not fit in the statistical majority are rendered “outsiders.”180 But this definition is too simplistic. It disregards the central fact about deviance that “it is created by society.”181 By this, Becker means to say that it is social groups of any sort that create deviance by “making the rules whose infraction constitutes deviance.”182 By applying these rules they create for themselves a method to label those, who transgress them, as outsiders or deviants: “From this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a consequence of the application by others of rules and sanctions to an ‘offender.’”183
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