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WHISTLE-BLOWING 

Some Paradoxes of Whistle-Blowing 

INTRODUCTION 

By "paradox" I mean an apparent—and, in this 
case, real—inconsistency between theory (our 
Systematic understanding of whistle-blowing) 
and the facts (what we actually know, or think 
we know, about whistle-blowing). What con­
cerns me is not a few anomalies, the excep­
tions that test a rule, but a flood of exceptions 
that seems to swamp the rule. 

This paper has four parts. The first states 
the standard theory of whistle-blowing. The 
second argues that the standard theory is para­
doxical, that it is inconsistent with what we 
know about whistle-blowers. The third part 
sketches what seems to me a less paradoxical 
theory of whistle-blowing. The fourth tests the 
new theory against one classic case of whistle-
blowing, Roger Boisjoly's testimony before the 
presidential commission investigating the 
Challenger disaster ("the Rogers Commission"). 
I use that case because the chief facts are both 
uncontroversial enough and well known 
enough to make detailed exposition unnec­
essary. For the same reason, I also use that case 
to illustrate various claims about whistle-
blowing throughout the paper. 

JUSTIFICATION AND 
WHISTLE-BLOWING 

The standard theory is not about whistle-
blowing, as such, but about justified whistle-
blowing—and rightly so. Whether this or that 
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is, or is not, whistle-blowing is a question for 
lexicographers. For the rest of us, mere 
moral agents, the question is—when, if ever, 
is whistle-blowing justified? 

We may distinguish three (related) senses 
in which an act may be "justified." First, an 
act may be something morality permits. Many 
acts, for example, eating fruit at lunch, are 
morally justified in this weak sense. They are 
(all things considered) morally all right, 
though some of the alternatives are morally all 
right too. Second, acts may be morallyjustified 
in a stronger sense. Not only is doing them 
morally all right, but doing anything else in­
stead is morally wrong. These acts are morally 
required. Third, some acts, though only 
morallyjustified in the weaker sense, are still 
required all things considered. That is, they 
are mandatory because of some non-moral 
consideration. They are rationally (but not 
morally) required. 

I shall be concerned here only with moral 
justification, that is, with what morality per­
mits or requires. I shall have nothing to say 
about when other considerations, for exam­
ple, individual prudence or social policy, make 
(morally permissible) whistle-blowing some­
thing reason requires. . . . 

Most acts, though permitted or required 
by morality, need no justification. There is no 
reason to think them wrong. Their justifica­
tion is too plain for words. Why then is whis­
tle-blowing so problematic that we need 
theories of its justification? What reason do we 
have to think whistle-blowing might be 
morally wrong? 
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Whistle-blowing always involves revealing in­
formation that would not ordinarily be revealed. 
But there is nothing morally problematic about 
that; after all, revealing information not ordi­
narily revealed is one function of science. Whis­
tle-blowing always involves, in addition, an actual 
(or at least declared) intention to prevent some­
thing bad that would otherwise occur. There is 
nothing morally problematic in that either. That 
may well be the chief use of information. 

What seems to make whistle-blowing morally 
problemat ic is its organizational context . A 
mere individual cannot blow the whistle (in any 
interesting sense); only a member of an orga­
nization, whether a current or a former mem­
ber can do so. Indeed, he can blow the whistle 
only on his own organization (or some part of 
it). So, for example, a police officer who makes 
public information abou t a burglary ring, 
though a member of an organization, does not 
blow the whistle on the burglary ring (in any 
interesting sense). He simply alerts the public. 
Even if h e came by the information working 
undercover in the ring, his revelation could not 
be whistle-blowing. While secret agents, spies, 
and other infiltrators need a moral justification 
for what they do, the justification they need dif­
fers from that which whistle-blowers need. In­
filtrators gain their information u n d e r false 
pretenses. They need a justification for that 
deception. Whisde-blowers generally do not gain 
their information under false pretenses. . . . 

What then is morally problematic about the 
whistle-blower's organizational context? The 
whistle-blower cannot blow the whistle using 
j u s t any informat ion ob ta ined in virtue of 
membersh ip in the organization. A clerk in 
Accounts who, happen ing u p o n evidence of 
serious wrongdoing while visiting a friend in 
Quality Control, is not a whistle-blower just be­
cause she passes the information to a friend 
at the Tribune. She is more like a self-appointed 
spy. She seems to differ from the whistle-blower, 
or at least from clear cases of the whistle-blower, 
precisely in he r relation to the information in 

question. To be a whistle-blower is to reveal 
information with which one is entrusted. 

But it is more than that. The whistle-blower 
does not reveal the information to save his own 
skin (for example, to avoid perjury under oath). 
He has no excuse for revealing what his orga­
nization does no t want revealed. Instead, he 
claims to be doing what he should be doing. If 
he cannot honestly make that claim—if, that 
is, he does not have that intention—his reve­
lation is not whistle-blowing (and so, not justi­
fied as whistle-blowing), bu t someth ing 
analogous, m u c h as pulling a child from the 
water is not a rescue, even if it saves the child's 
life, when the "rescuer" merely believes herself 
to be salvaging old clothes. What makes whis­
tle-blowing morally problematic , if anything 
does, is this high-minded but unexcused misuse 
of one ' s position in a generally law-abiding, 
morally decent organization, an organization 
that prima facie deserves the whistle-blower's 
loyalty (as a burglary ring does not ) . 

The whistle-blower must reveal information 
the organization does not want revealed. But, in 
any actual organization, "what the organization 
wants" will be contested, with various individu­
als or groups asking to be taken as speaking for 
the organization. Who, for example, did what 
Thiokol wanted the night before the Challenger 
exploded? In retrospect, it is obvious that the 
three vice presidents, Lund, Kilminster, and 
Mason, did not do what Thiokol wanted—or, 
at least, what it would have wanted. At the time, 
however, they had authority to speak for the 
company—the conglomerate Morton-Thiokol 
headquartered in Chicago—while the protest­
ing engineers, including Boisjoly, did not. Yet, 
even before the explosion, was it obvious that 
the th ree were doing what the company 
wanted? To be a whistle-blower, one must, I 
think, at least temporarily lose an a rgumen t 
about what the organization wants. The whistle-
blower is disloyal only in a sense—the sense the 
winners of the internal argument get to dictate. 
What can justify such disloyalty? 



Ethical Treatment of Employees 149 

The Standard Theory 

According to the theory now more or less stan­
dard, such disloyalty is morally permissible 
when: 

(51) The organization to which the would-be whistle-
blower belongs will, through its product or pol­
icy, do serious and considerable harm to the 
public (whether to users of its product, to in­
nocent bystanders, or to the public at large); 

(52) The would-be whistle-blower has identified that 
threat of harm, reported it to her immediate 
superior, making clear both the threat itself 
and the objection to it, and concluded that the 
superior will do nothing effective; and 

(53) The would-be whistle-blower has exhausted 
other internal procedures within the organi­
zation (for example, by going up the organi­
zational ladder as far as allowed)—or at least 
made use of as many internal procedures as 
the danger to others and her own safety make 
reasonable. 

Whisde-blowing is morally required (accord­
ing to the standard theory) when, in addition: 

(S4)The would-be whistle-blower has (or has ac­
cessible) evidence that would convince a rea­
sonable, impartial observer that her view of the 
threat is correct; and 

(S5) The would-be whistle-blower has good reason 
to believe that revealing the threat will (prob­
ably) prevent the harm at reasonable cost (all 
things considered). 

Why is whistle-blowing morally required when 
these five condit ions are met? According to 
the standard theory, whisde-blowing is morally 
required, when it is requi red at all, because 
"people have a mora l obligation to prevent 
serious harm to others if they can do so with lit­
tle cost to themselves." In other words, whisde-
blowing meet ing all five conditions is a form 
of "minimally decent Samaritanism" (a doing 
of what morality requires) ra ther than "good 
Samaritanism" (going well beyond the moral 
min imum) . 2 

A n u m b e r of writers have pointed out that 
the relation between the first three conditions 
a n d the full five does n o t seem to be tha t 

be tween the morally permissible a n d the 
morally required.3 If, for example, the whisde-
blower lacks evidence that would convince a 
reasonable, impartial observer of the threat in 
question (S4), he r whistle-blowing could no t 
prevent harm. Since it could not prevent harm, 
her whisde-blowing would not be even morally 
permissible: what could make morally per­
missible an a t tempt to help a stranger when 
the a t tempt will probably fail and the cost be 
high both to the would-be Samaritan and to 
those to whom she owes a compet ing obliga­
tion? The most that can be said for blowing 
the whistle where only conditions S1-S3 are 
met seems to be that the whistle-blower has an 
excuse when (without negligence) she acts on 
inadequate evidence. So, for many writers, the 
standard view is that S1-S5 state sufficient con­
dit ions for morally required whistle-blowing 
even t h o u g h S1-S3 do n o t state sufficient 
condi t ions for morally permissible whistle-
blowing b u t (at best) for moral ly excusable 
whistle-blowing. 

The standard theory is no t a definition of 
whistle-blowing or even of justified whistle-
blowing. T h e theory pu rpor t s to state suffi­
cient conditions, no t necessary conditions (a 
"when" but not an "only when") . But these suf­
ficient conditions are supposed to identify the 
centra l cases of morally just if ied whistle-
blowing. Since a theory tha t did only tha t 
would be quite useful, we cannot object to the 
theory merely because it is incomplete in this 
way. Incomple te only in this way, the theory 
would be about as useful as theories of practical 
ethics ever are. 

Three Paradoxes 

That ' s the s t andard theory—where a re the 
paradoxes? The first paradox I want to call at­
ten t ion to concerns a c o m m o n p l a c e of the 
whistle-blowing literature. Whistle-blowers are 
no t minimally decent Samaritans. If they are 
Samaritans at all, they are good Samaritans. 
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They always act at considerable risk to career, 
and generally, at considerable risk to their 
financial security and personal relations. 

In this respect, as in many others, Roger 
Boisjoly is typical. Boisjoly blew the whistle on 
his employer, Thiokol; he volunteered infor­
mation, in public testimony before the Rogers 
Commission, that Thiokol did not want him 
to volunteer. As often happens, both his em­
ployer and many who relied on it for employ­
ment reacted hostilely. Boisjoly had to say 
goodbye to the company town, to old friends 
and neighbors, and to building rockets; he 
had to start a new career at an age when most 
people are preparing for retirement. 

Since whistle-blowing is generally cosdy to 
the whistle-blower in some large way as this, 
the standard theory's minimally decent Samar-
itanism provides wo justification for the cen­
tral cases of whistle-blowing. That is the first 
paradox, what me might call "the paradox of 
burden." 

The second paradox concerns the preven­
tion of "harm." On the standard theory, the 
would-be whistle-blower must seek to prevent 
"serious and considerable harm" in order for 
the whistle-blowing to be even morally per­
missible. There seems to be a good deal of play 
in the term "harm." The harm in question can 
be physical (such as death or disease), finan­
cial (such as loss of or damage to property), 
and perhaps even psychological (such as fear 
or mental illness). But there is a limit to how 
much the standard theory can stretch "harm." 
Beyond that limit are "harms" like injustice, 
deception, and waste. As morally important as 
injustice, deception, and waste can be, they 
do not seem to constitute the "serious and con­
siderable harm" that can require someone to 
become even a minimally decent Samaritan. 

Yet, many cases of whisde-blowing, perhaps 
most, are not about preventing serious and 
considerable physical, financial, or psycho­
logical harm. For example, when Boisjoly 
spoke up the evening before the Challenger 

exploded, the lives of seven astronauts sat in 
the balance. Speaking up then was about pre­
venting serious and considerable physical, 
financial, and psychological harm—but it was 
not whistle-blowing. Boisjoly was then serving 
his employer, not betraying a trust (even on 
the employer's understanding of that trust); 
he was calling his superiors' attention to what 
he thought they should take into account in 
their decision and not publicly revealing con­
fidential information. The whistle-blowing 
came after the explosion, in testimony before 
the Rogers Commission. By then, the seven as­
tronauts were beyond help, the shuttle pro­
gram was suspended, and any further threat 
of physical, financial, or psychological harm 
to the "public" was—after discounting for 
time—negligible. Boisjoly had little reason to 
believe his testimony would make a significant 
difference in the booster's redesign, in safety 
procedures in the shuttle program, or even in 
reawakening concern for safety among NASA 
employees and contractors. The Challenger's 
explosion was much more likely to do that 
than anything Boisjoly could do. What Boisjoly 
could do in his testimony, what I think he tried 
to do, was prevent falsification of the record. 

Falsification of the record is, of course, 
harm in a sense, especially a record as histor­
ically important as that which the Rogers Com­
mission was to produce. But falsification is 
harm only in a sense that almost empties 
"harm" of its distinctive meaning, leaving it 
more or less equivalent to "moral wrong." The 
proponents of the standard theory mean more 
by "harm" than that. De George, for example, 
explicitly says that a threat justifying whistle-
blowing must be to "life or health."6 The stan­
dard theory is strikingly more narrow in its 
grounds of justification than many examples 
of justified whistle-blowing suggest it should 
be. That is the second paradox, the "paradox 
of missing harm." 

The third paradox is related to the second. 
Insofar as whistle-blowers are understood as 
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people out to prevent harm, no t ju s t to pre­
vent moral wrong, their chances of success are 
not good. Whistle-blowers generally do not pre­
vent m u c h harm. In this too, Boisjoly is typi­
cal. As he has said many times, the situation at 
Thiokol is now much as it was before the dis­
aster. Insofar as we can identify cause and effect, 
even now we have little reason to believe that— 
whatever his actual intention—Boisjoly's testi­
mony actually prevented any h a r m (beyond 
the moral ha rm of falsification). So, if whistle-
blowers must have, as the standard theory says 
(S5), (beyond the moral wrong of falsification) 
"good reason to believe that revealing the 
threat will (probably) prevent the harm," then 
the history of whistle-blowing virtually rules out 
the moraljustification of whistle-blowing. That 
is certainly paradoxical in a theory purpor t ing 
to state sufficient condit ions for the central 
cases of justified whistle-blowing. Let us call 
this "the paradox of failure." 

A Complicity Theory 

As I look down the roll of whistle-blowers, I do 
no t see anyone who, like the clerk from Ac­
counts, jus t h a p p e n e d u p o n key documents 
in a cover-up. Few, if any, whistle-blowers are 
mere thi rd parties like the good Samaritan. 
They are generally deeply involved in the ac­
tivity they reveal. This involvement suggests 
that we might bet ter unders tand what justifies 
(most) whistle-blowing if we unders tand the 
whistle-blower's obl igat ion to derive from 
complicity in wrongdoing ra ther than from the 
ability to prevent harm. 

Any complicity theory of justified whistle-
blowing has two obvious advantages over the 
s t andard theory. O n e is tha t (moral) com­
plicity itself presupposes (moral) wrongdoing, 
no t harm. So, a complicity justification auto­
matically avoids the paradox of missing harm, 
fitting the facts of whistle-blowing bet ter than 
a theory which, like the s t andard o n e , em­
phasizes prevention of harm. 

Tha t is one obvious advantage of a com­
plicity theory. T h e second advantage is that 
complicity invokes a more demand ing oblig­
ation than the ability to prevent ha rm does. 
We are morally obliged to avoid doing moral 
wrongs. W h e n , despi te ou r best efforts, we 
nonetheless find ourselves engaged in some 
wrong, we have an obligation to do what we 
reasonably can to set things right. If, for ex­
ample, I cause a traffic accident, I have a moral 
(and legal) obligation to call help, stay at the 
scene until help arrives, and r ende r first aid 
(if I know how), even at substantial cost to my­
self and those to whom I owe my t ime, and 
even with little likelihood that anything I do 
will he lp m u c h . Jus t as a complicity theory 
avoids the pa radox of missing ha rm, it also 
avoids the paradox of bu rden . 

What about the third paradox, the paradox 
of failure? I shall come to that, bu t only after 
remedying one disadvantage of the complicity 
theory. Tha t disadvantage is obvious—we do 
not yet have such a theory, no t even a sketch. 
He re , then , is the place to offer a sketch of 
such a theory. 

Complicity Theory. You are moral ly re­
qu i r ed to reveal wha t you know to t h e 
publ ic (or to a sui table agen t o r r ep re ­
sentative of it) w h e n : 

(CI) what you will reveal derives from your work 
for an organization; 

(C2)you are a voluntary member of that orga­
nization; 

(C3) you believe that the organization, though legit­
imate, is engaged in serious moral wrongdoing; 

(C4) you believe that your work for that organiza­
tion will contribute (more or less direcdy) to 
the wrong if (but not only if) you do not pub­
licly reveal what you know; 

(C5) you are justified in beliefs C3 and C4; and 
(C6) beliefs C3 and C4 are true. 

The complicity theory differs from the stan­
dard theory in several ways worth pointing out 
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here. The first is that, according to CI, what 
the whistle-blower reveals must derive from 
his work for the organization. This condition 
distinguishes the whistle-blower from the spy 
(and the clerk in Accounts). The spy seeks out 
information in order to reveal it; the whistle-
blower learns it as a proper part of doing the 
job the organization has assigned him. The 
standard theory, in contrast, has nothing to 
say about how the whistle-blower comes to 
know of the threat she reveals (S2). For the 
standard theory, spies are just another kind of 
whistle-blower. 

A second way in which the complicity theory 
differs from the standard theory is that the 
complicity theory (C2) explicitiy requires the 
whisde-blower to be a voluntary participant in 
the organization in question. Whistle-blowing 
is not—according to the complicity theory— 
an activity in which slaves, prisoners, or other 
involuntary participants in an organization en­
gage. In this way, the complicity theory makes 
explicit something implicit in the standard 
theory. The whistle-blowers of the standard 
theory are generally "employees." Employees 
are voluntary participants in the organization 
employing them. 

What explains this difference in explicit-
ness? For the Samaritanism of the standard 
theory, the voluntariness of employment is ex­
trinsic. What is crucial is the ability to prevent 
harm. For the complicity theory, however, the 
voluntariness is crucial. The obligations 
deriving from complicity seem to vary with the 
voluntariness of our participation in the 
wrongdoing. Consider, for example, a teller 
who helps a gang rob her bank because they 
have threatened to kill her if she does not; she 
does not have the same obligation to break off 
her association with the gang as someone who 
has freely joined it. The voluntariness of em­
ployment means that the would-be whistle-
blower's complicity will be more like that of 
one of the gang than like that of the con­
scripted teller. 

A third way in which the complicity theory 
differs from the standard theory is that the 
complicity theory (C3) requires moral wrong, 
not harm, for justification. The wrong need 
not be a new event (as a harm must be if it is 
to be prevented). It might, for example, consist 
in no more than silence about facts necessary 
to correct a serious injustice. 

The complicity theory (C3) does, however, 
follow the standard theory in requiring that 
the predicate of whistle-blowing be "serious." 
Under the complicity theory, minor wrong­
doing can no more justify whistle-blowing than 
can minor harm under the standard theory. 
While organizational loyalty cannot forbid 
whistle-blowing, it does forbid "tattling," that 
is, revealing minor wrongdoing. 

A fourth way in which the complicity the­
ory differs from the standard theory, the most 
important, is that the complicity theory (C4) 
requires that the whistle-blower believe that 
her work will have contributed to the wrong in 
question if she does nothing, but it does not re­
quire that she believe that her revelation will 
prevent (or undo) the wrong. The complicity 
theory does not require any belief about what 
the whistle-blowing can accomplish (beyond 
ending complicity in the wrong in question). 
The whistle-blower reveals what she knows in 
order to prevent complicity in the wrong, not 
to prevent the wrong as such. She can prevent 
complicity (if there is any to prevent) simply 
by publicly revealing what she knows. The rev­
elation itself breaks the bond of complicity, 
the secret partnership in wrongdoing, that 
makes her an accomplice in her organization's 
wrongdoing. The complicity theory thus avoids 
the third paradox, the paradox of failure, just 
as it avoided the other two. 

The fifth difference between the complic­
ity theory and the standard theory is closely 
related to the fourth. Because publicly reveal­
ing what one knows breaks the bond of com­
plicity, the complicity theory does not require 
the whistle-blower to have enough evidence 
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to convince others of the wrong in question. 
Convincing others, or just being able to con­
vince them, is not, as such, an element in the 
justification of whistle-blowing. 

The complicity theory does, however, re­
quire (C5) that the whistle-blower be (epis-
temically) justified in believing both that his 
organization is engaged in wrongdoing and 
that he will contribute to that wrong unless he 
blows the whistle. Such (epistemic) justifica­
tion may require substantial physical evidence 
(as the standard theory says) or just a good 
sense of how things work. The complicity the­
ory does not share the standard theory's sub­
stantial evidential demand (S4). 

In one respect, however, the complicity the­
ory clearly requires more of the whistle-blower 
than the standard theory does. The complic­
ity theory's C6—combined with C5—requires 
not only that the whistle-blower be justified in 
her beliefs about the organization's wrongdo­
ing and her part in it, but also that she be right 
about them. If she is wrong about either the 
wrongdoing or her complicity, her revelation 
will not be justified whistle-blowing. This con­
sequence of C6 is, I think, not as surprising as 
it may seem. If the would-be whistle-blower is 
wrong only about her own complicity, her rev­
elation of actual wrongdoing will, being oth­
erwise justified, merely fail to be justified as 
whistle-blowing (much as a failed resuce, though 
justified as an attempt, cannot be justified as 
a rescue). If, however, she is wrong about the 
wrongdoing itself, her situation is more seri­
ous. Her belief that wrong is being done, 
though fully justified on the evidence avail­
able to her, cannot justify her disloyalty. All 
her justified belief can do is excuseher disloy­
alty. Insofar as she acted with good intentions 
and while exercising reasonable care, she is a 
victim of bad luck. Such bad luck will leave 
her with an obligation to apologize, to correct 
the record (for example, by publicly recant­
ing the charges she publicly made), and oth­
erwise to set things right. 

The complicity theory says nothing on at 
least one matter about which the standard the­
ory says much—going through channels be­
fore publicly revealing what one knows. But 
the two theories do not differ as much as this 
difference in emphasis suggests. If going 
through channels would suffice to prevent (or 
undo) the wrong, then it cannot be true (as C4 
and C6 together require) that the would-be 
whistle-blower's work will contribute to the 
wrong if she does not publicly reveal what she 
knows. Where, however, going through chan­
nels would not prevent (or undo) the wrong, 
there is no need to go through channels. Con­
dition C4's if-clause will be satisfied. For the 
complicity theory, going through channels is 
a way of finding out what the organization will 
do, not an independent requirement of justi­
fication. That, I think, is also how the standard 
theory understands it. 

A last difference between the two theories 
worth mention here is that the complicity the­
ory is only a theory of morally required whistle-
blowing, while the standard theory claims as 
well to define circumstances when whistle-
blowing is morally permissible but not morally 
required. This difference is another advantage 
that the complicity theory has over the stan­
dard theory. The standard theory, as we saw, 
has trouble making good on its claim to ex­
plain how whistle-blowing can be morally per­
missible without being morally required. 

Testing the Theory 

Let us now test the theory against Boisjoly's 
testimony before the Rogers Commission. Re­
call that under the standard theory any justi­
fication of that testimony seemed to fail for at 
least three reasons: First, Boisjoly could not 
testify without substantial cost to himself and 
Thiokol (to whom he owed loyalty). Second, 
there was no serious and substantial harm his 
testimony could prevent. And, third, he had 
little reason to believe that, even if he could 
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identify a serious and considerable h a r m to 
prevent, his testimony had a significant chance 
of preventing it. 

Since few doub t that Boisjoly's testimony 
before the Rogers Commiss ion const i tutes 
justified whistle-blowing, if anything does, we 
should welcome a theory that—unlike the stan­
dard one—justifies that testimony as whistle-
blowing. The complicity theory sketched above 
does that: 

(CI) Boisjoly's testimony consisted almost entirely 
of information derived from his work on 
booster rockets at Thiokol. 

(C2) Boisjoly was a voluntary member of Thiokol. 
(C3) Boisjoly believed Thiokol, a legitimate orga­

nization, was attempting to mislead its client, 
the government, about the causes of a deadly 
accident. Attempting to do that certainly seems 
a serious moral wrong. 

(C4) On the evening before the Challenger ex­
ploded, Boisjoly gave up objecting to the 
launch once his superiors, including the three 
Thiokol vice presidents, had made it clear that 
they were no longer willing to listen to him. 
He also had a part in preparing those superi­
ors to testify intelligently before the Rogers 
Commission concerning the booster's fatal 
field joint. Boisjoly believed that Thiokol 
would use his failure to offer his own inter­
pretation of his retreat into silence the night 
before the launch, and the knowledge that he 
had imparted to his superiors, to contribute 
to the attempt to mislead Thiokol's client. 

(C5) The evidence justifying beliefs C3 and C4 con­
sisted of comments of various officers of 
Thiokol, what Boisjoly had seen at Thiokol 
over the years, and what he learned about the 
rocket business over a long career. I find this 
evidence sufficient to justify his belief both 
that his organization was engaged in wrong­
doing and that his work was implicated. 

(C6) Here we reach a paradox of knowledge. Since 
belief is knowledge if, but only if, it is both jus­
tified and true, we cannot show that we know 
anything. All we can show is that a belief is 
now justified and that we have no reason to 
expect anything to turn up later to prove it 
false. The evidence now available stiUjustifies 
Boisjoly's belief both about what Thiokol was 
attempting and about what wTould have been 
his part in the attempt. Since new evidence is 

unlikely, his testimony seems to satisfy C6 just 
as it satisfied the complicity theory's other five 
conditions. 

Since the complicity theory explains why 
Boisjoly's testimony before the Rogers Com­
mission was morally required whistle-blowing, 
it has passed its first test, a test the s tandard 
theory failed. 
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Science, and Environment, Oregon State Univer­
sity, for raising several hard questions after I read an 
early version of this paper to them, April 24, 1996; 
those who asked questions (including my copan-
elist, Roger Boisjoly) at a session of the annual meet­
ing of the Northwest Section of the American 
Society of Engineering Educators, Oregon Institute 
of Technology, Klamath Falls, Oregon, April 26, 
1996; attendees at a symposium sponsored by the 
Centre for Professional Ethics, University of Cen­
tral Lancashire, Preston, England, November 12, 
1996; and the editors of Business and Professional 
Ethics Journal. 

1. Throughout this paper, I take the standard the­
ory to be Richard T. De George's version in 
Business Ethics, 3rd. ed. (New York: Macmillan, 
1990), 200-214 (amended only insofar as nec­
essary to include nonbusinesses as well as busi­
nesses). Why treat De George's theory as 
standard? There are two reasons: first, it seems 
the most commonly cited; and second, people 
offering alternatives generally treat it as the 
one to be replaced. The only obvious com­
petitor, Norman Bowie's account, is distin­
guishable from De George's on no point 
relevant here. See Bowie's Business Ethics (En-
glewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1982), 143. 

2. There is now a significant literature on the re­
sponsibilities of the minimally decent Samari­
tan. See, for example: Peter Singer, "Famine, 
Affluence, and Morality," Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 7, no. 2 (1972): 229-43; Alan Gewirth, 
Reason and Morality (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1978), 217-30; Patricia Smith, 
"The Duty to Rescue and the Slippery Slope 
Problem," Social Theory and Practice 16, no. 1 
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5. 

(1990): 19-41; John M. Whelan, "Charity and 
the Duty to Rescue," Social Theory and Practice 
17, no. 3 (1991): 441-56; and David Copp, "Re­
sponsibility for Collective Inaction, "Journal of 
Social Philosophy 22, no. 2 (1991): 71-80. 
See, for example, David Theo Goldberg, "Tun­
ing In to Whistle Blowing," Business and Pro­
fessional Ethics Journal!, no. 2 (1988): 85-94. 
For an explanation of why whistle-blowing is 
inevitably a high risk undertaking, see my 
"Avoiding the Tragedy of Whistleblowing," 
Business and Professional Ethics fournal 8, no. 4 
(1989): 3-19. 

After I presented this paper in Klamath Falls, 
Boisjoly told me that though his motive for tes­
tifying as he did was (as I surmised) to prevent 
falsification of the record, part of his reason 
for wanting to prevent that was that he wanted 
to do what he could to prevent the managers 
responsible for the disaster from having any 
part in redesigning the boosters. This secondary 
motive is, of course, consistent with the com­
plicity theory. 

De George, p. 210: "The notion of .smoMsharm 
might be expanded to include serious financial 
harm, and kinds of harm other than death and 
serious threats to health and body. But as we 
noted earlier, we shall restrict ourselves here to 
products and practices that produce or threaten 
serious harm or danger to life and health." 
See Myron Peretz Glazer and Penina Migdal 
Glazer, The Whistleblowers: Exposing Corruption 
in Government and Industry (New York: Basic 
Books, 1989) for a good list of whistle-blowers 
(with detailed description of each); for an older 
list (with descriptions), see Alan F Westin, 
Whistleblowing! Loyalty and Dissent in the Corpo­
ration (NewYork: McGraw-Hill, 1981). 
Compare De George, p. 211: "By reporting 
one's concern to one's immediate superior 
or other appropriate person, one preserves 
and observes the regular practices of firms, 
which on the whole promote their order and 
efficiency; this fulfills one's obligation of min­
imizing harm, and it precludes precipitous whistle 
blowing." (Italics mine.) 

Whistle-Blowing and Employee Loyalty 

T h e r e are p r o p o n e n t s on b o t h sides of the 
i ssue—those who praise whistle-blowers as 
civic he roes a n d those who c o n d e m n t h e m 
as "finks." Maxwell Glen and Cody Shearer, 
who wrote about the whistle-blowers at Three 
Mile I s land say, "Wi thou t t h e courageous 
b r e e d of assorted company insiders known as 
whistle-blowers—workers who often risk their 
livelihoods to disclose information about con­
struction and design flaws—the Nuclear Reg­
ulatory Commission itself would be nearly as 
idle as Three Mile Island. . . . Tha t whistle-
blowers deserve both gratitude and protection 
is beyond disagreement." 

Still, while Glen and Shearer praise whisde-
blowers, others vociferously condemn them. For 

Ronald Duska 

example, in a now infamous quote, James Roche, 
the former president of General Motors said: 

Some critics are now busy eroding another sup­
port of free enterprise—the loyalty of a man­
agement team, with its unifying values and 
cooperative work. Some of the enemies of busi­
ness now encourage an employee to be disloyal 
to the enterprise. They want to create suspicion 
and disharmony, and pry into the proprietary in­
terests of the business. However this is labeled— 
industrial espionage, whistle-blowing, or 
professional responsibility—it is another tactic 
for spreading disunity and creating conflict.2 

From Roche ' s p o i n t of view, n o t only is 
whist le-blowing n o t "courageous" a n d n o t 
deserving of "grat i tude a n d p ro tec t ion" as 

Reprinted by permission of the author. 




