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Whistleblowing — The Sovereign Word Against Concealed Power

Dialogue article in the Harmonism cascade, sister to The Sovereign Refusal. See also: Ethics and Accountability, The Sovereign Stack, The Captured Word, Logos and Language.



In 1932 the Soviet press made a thirteen-year-old boy from the Urals into a martyr for reporting his father to the political police. In 1971 a former Pentagon analyst made himself a federal defendant by handing the government’s secret history of the Vietnam War to the New York Times. Both acts carried an insider’s knowledge out of the group that held it. Soviet officials praised the first kind of act as a signal from below; Americans call the second whistleblowing. Writing in the London Review of Books in 2025, the historian Sheila Fitzpatrick argued that the two words name acts that are functionally the same, judged differently because of vocabulary and vantage, and proposed judging any denunciation by its likely outcome rather than its motive.

Harmonism holds that the difference is real and that it lies in direction. Truth carried from concealed power toward the people the concealment harms is the sovereign word, an act of Dharma at the register of speech. Carried from the weaker party toward power, to deliver a neighbour, a colleague or a father into its hands, the same knowledge is denunciation. Three things decide which act a disclosure is: whether what it reveals is true and was hidden, whether it runs against the stronger party and toward those harmed, and who bears its cost. Every institution that pays for disclosure, or routes it back up the hierarchy it concerns, pulls the first act toward the second.


1. What Whistleblowing Is

Whistleblowing is an insider’s disclosure of concealed wrongdoing, beyond the control of the institution that concealed it, to people who have a stake in knowing. All four elements carry weight. An outsider who discovers a wrong is a journalist or a witness. A wrong already public needs no whistle. A disclosure that stays inside the institution’s own channels is a complaint. And a disclosure made to no one with a stake in it is gossip.

Michel Foucault gave the direction test its precise ancestor. In six lectures at Berkeley in the autumn of 1983, he reconstructed the Greek practice of parrhēsia, frank speech, and found five marks in it: frankness, truth, danger, criticism and duty. He was exact about the fourth. The parrhesiastes is always less powerful than the one with whom he or she speaks, he told his audience; frank speech comes from below and is directed above, which is why the king or tyrant generally cannot use parrhesia; for he risks nothing. Foucault was describing a Greek citizen speaking to the assembly or a philosopher speaking to a tyrant. Every disclosure worth honouring has the structure he found.

The informer reverses it. Pavlik Morozov, the boy in the Urals, was killed in September 1932, and the state built a cult around the story that he had denounced his father. When the historian Catriona Kelly worked through the case archive for Comrade Pavlik (2005), she found the evidence for the denunciation thin and largely second-hand; the boy had more probably died after a quarrel among local teenagers. Moscow needed a hero of the reverse direction badly enough to manufacture one. East Germany needed the same direction at scale, and in 1989 its secret police counted roughly 189,000 unofficial collaborators, each one carrying knowledge from the people toward the state.

Each tradition witnesses the direction test independently, and none of them supplies it. Nathan the prophet walked into the court of a king who had arranged a soldier’s death to take his wife, told him a parable about a rich man who stole a poor man’s lamb, and when David pronounced judgment on the rich man, said Thou art the man (2 Samuel 12:7). A hadith preserved by Abu Dawud (4344) names the best striving as a word of justice before a tyrannical ruler. In 1565 the Ming official Hai Rui submitted a memorial telling the Jiajing Emperor that his neglect of government was ruining the empire; by the account that has come down, he bought his coffin and took leave of his family before sending it. He was sentenced to death in 1566 and freed only when the emperor died. Truthfulness, satya, stands among the five yogic restraints. In every case the word travels upward, toward the one who can punish it.

In Harmonist anatomy the act belongs to the throat. Logos and Language places true speech at Viśuddha, the centre where inner contact with reality finds accurate voice, and grounds it in Presence, where the speaker reports what is rather than constructing a verdict. Whistleblowing is that discipline under maximum load: true speech made at the moment it is most expensive.



2. The Record

Every case in the modern record that people still honour passes the test, and most of them cost the discloser everything.

Daniel Ellsberg had served the war he exposed. A RAND analyst with access to the study of American decisions in Vietnam that Defense Secretary Robert McNamara had commissioned, he copied some 7,000 pages and gave them to the New York Times in 1971, and to some seventeen other newspapers after a court stopped the Times. Washington charged him under the Espionage Act of 1917 with conspiracy, espionage and theft, carrying a possible 115 years. In May 1973 Judge William Byrne dismissed every charge before the jury could rule, because the White House’s own operatives had burgled his psychiatrist’s office and the government had wiretapped him illegally. Ellsberg withheld the four volumes on diplomatic negotiations so that talks still under way would not be compromised. Every element of the test holds: the history was true, it was hidden from the public that was paying for the war in money and sons, and Ellsberg expected to spend his life in prison.

Later disclosures came from further down. Chelsea Manning, an Army intelligence analyst, passed some 750,000 military and diplomatic records to WikiLeaks in 2010, was sentenced to thirty-five years, and served seven before President Obama commuted the sentence in January 2017. Edward Snowden, a contractor, disclosed the National Security Agency’s mass collection of Americans’ phone records in June 2013, was charged under the same 1917 Act, and has lived in Russia since, becoming a Russian citizen in 2022. As the journalist Spencer Ackerman has pointed out, Ellsberg’s reach came from his rank. Those who exposed the security state after him came from much further down, contractors and enlisted analysts with less protection and a smaller audience.

Medicine supplies its own record, and the regulator appears in it on both sides. On November 18, 2004, David Graham, an epidemiologist in the Food and Drug Administration’s drug-safety office, told the Senate Finance Committee that Merck’s painkiller Vioxx, withdrawn that autumn, had caused between 88,000 and 139,000 excess heart attacks and sudden cardiac deaths in the United States, of which he estimated 30 to 40 percent were fatal. The FDA, as currently configured, is incapable of protecting America against another Vioxx, he said. We are virtually defenseless. He was speaking against his own employer, in the one room with authority over it. In August 2014 William Thompson, a senior statistician at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, said through his lawyer that he and his co-authors had omitted statistically significant information from their 2004 study of the timing of the MMR vaccine and autism; the case is set out in Vaccination. He received federal whistleblower protection and has not been deposed.

Corporate records run the same way. Frances Haugen, a Facebook product manager, carried tens of thousands of pages of internal research to the Wall Street Journal, the Securities and Exchange Commission and Congress in 2021. One internal slide reported that a third of teenage girls who already felt bad about their bodies said Instagram made them feel worse. Facebook had studied the harm and kept the study. John Barnett spent thirty-two years at Boeing and went public in 2019 with claims that defective parts were being fitted to aircraft at the North Charleston plant and that up to one in four emergency oxygen systems might fail. He was found dead in March 2024, in Charleston for the depositions in his retaliation case against the company. In May the Charleston County coroner ruled the death a suicide; his lawyers had described him as in good spirits in the days before his death.

Artificial intelligence laboratories supply the newest record. In May 2024 it became public that OpenAI had asked departing employees to sign non-disparagement agreements or forfeit their vested equity; the company withdrew the provision after the reporting. On June 4, 2024, thirteen current and former employees of OpenAI and Google DeepMind, eleven of them from OpenAI, published A Right to Warn, asking for protection when they raise risk concerns. Suchir Balaji, a former OpenAI researcher, argued publicly that October that the company’s use of copyrighted data to train its models did not qualify as fair use. He was found dead in his San Francisco apartment in November 2024; the medical examiner ruled the death a suicide in February 2025, and his parents dispute the finding. Senator Chuck Grassley introduced the AI Whistleblower Protection Act on May 15, 2025.



3. Why Institutions Punish Disclosure

An institution that has concealed a wrong punishes the person who reveals it because the disclosure takes away its control over its own story, and that control has become the thing it protects. C. Fred Alford, a political theorist, spent years among whistleblowers for Whistleblowers: Broken Lives and Organizational Power (2001) and found that nearly all of them lost their jobs, many their careers, their houses, their friends and their marriages, and that most would not do it again. He named the deeper injury as a loss of faith that the world is just. The whistleblower, he wrote, is a political actor in a nonpolitical world: the organization recognizes no value above its own continuation, so the employee who brings one in becomes the scapegoat.

Retaliation is usually quick, and the law meant to restrain it is usually narrow. Brook Jackson, a regional director at the contractor running three Texas sites of Pfizer’s COVID-19 vaccine trial, emailed the FDA on September 25, 2020, to report falsified data, unblinded patients and slow follow-up of adverse events; the contractor fired her that afternoon. Her account appeared in the BMJ in November 2021. Her suit under the False Claims Act was dismissed on August 9, 2024, after the government moved to end it, and the court found that her complaints had not alleged fraud against the government and so did not count as protected activity. The law protects a narrow channel, and she had spoken outside it.

Against the state, force is available and the Espionage Act supplies it. Congress passed the statute in June 1917 to punish spying in wartime, and in espionage prosecutions the courts have not admitted a public-interest defence: the jury hears that the defendant disclosed national-defence information and does not hear why. Manning was convicted under it. Snowden was charged under it. Daniel Hale, a former Air Force analyst who disclosed documents on the drone program, was sentenced in July 2021 to forty-five months. Julian Assange pleaded guilty to a single count of conspiracy under it in June 2024, after five years in Belmarsh prison, and went home.

Harmonism reads the cost as structural rather than accidental, as The Sovereign Refusal reads it across three millennia of refusers: the institution that has severed itself from Logos cannot hear its own conscience, so the conscience must leave the building to be heard, and pays for leaving. Emerson put the other half of the law in 1841: Every secret is told, every crime is punished, every virtue rewarded, every wrong redressed, in silence and certainty. A whistleblower shortens the interval in which the concealment can keep harming people, under a law that was there before him, and Multidimensional Causality names what the interval costs everyone who had the knowledge and kept it.



4. How Institutions Absorb Disclosure

Punishment is the institution’s first answer. Its second, slower and more effective, is to absorb the act into a channel. A channel turns a conscience speaking to the public into a report moving up a hierarchy, and once the report moves upward, the direction that made it sovereign has been reversed.

Internal hotlines are the purest case. Each asks the employee who has found a concealed wrong to report it to the organization that concealed it, under the supervision of the compliance function Ethics and Accountability calls theatre: ethics officers employed beside the teams doing the extracting. A hotline can catch the rogue employee. It cannot catch the policy, because the policy is the hotline’s employer.

Europe’s Whistleblower Directive of 2019 protects reporters who go to internal or external authorities, and protects public disclosure only when those channels have failed to act or the danger is imminent. Its architecture is sensible, and its sequence tells the truth about it: the public is the last address, reached only after the institutions have had their chance. The Right to Warn letter asks for the same order, an anonymous channel to the board and regulators first, the press after internal processes fail.

Money completes the absorption. Since the Dodd-Frank Act created it in 2010, the Securities and Exchange Commission’s whistleblower program has paid between 10 and 30 percent of any sanction above $1 million that a tip produces. In the 2025 fiscal year it awarded more than $60 million to 48 people and received about 27,000 tips. It has recovered real money for defrauded investors, and its awards go to people who took real risks. It also changes the act. A tip with a percentage attached is an informer’s contract, and the information it buys flows to the regulator rather than to the public, which learns of the wrong when the enforcement action is announced, if then.

None of this condemns the channel. A regulator that did not conceal the wrong is a legitimate address, and Haugen’s choice to go to the SEC and the press together used the channel without being captured by it. The test is narrower. When the channel is the concealer, or answers to it, the disclosure that stays inside the channel has not happened yet. Graham’s warning had gone up the FDA’s own hierarchy before it reached the Senate; inside the hierarchy it was a dissent, and in the hearing room it became a disclosure.



5. Where the Discloser Fails the Test

Disclosers fail the test too, and each of its three elements fails in a recognizable way.

The first failure is the leak that runs sideways, from one faction of power against another, with the public as the weapon rather than the beneficiary. In July 2003 the columnist Robert Novak named Valerie Plame as a CIA officer, after senior officials of the Bush administration disclosed her identity to reporters, eight days after her husband, the former ambassador Joseph Wilson, had publicly challenged the case for the Iraq war. What they disclosed was true and had been concealed, and the disclosure ran from the administration against a critic and his wife. Lewis Libby, the Vice President’s chief of staff, was convicted in 2007 of obstruction and perjury in the investigation. Washington leaks constantly in this direction, and the leakers borrow the whistleblower’s vocabulary for an informer’s purpose.

The second failure passes the cost to the innocent. In February 2011 two Guardian journalists printed the passphrase to WikiLeaks’ encrypted archive of diplomatic cables in a book, believing it temporary; by late August the encrypted file had circulated and enough had been published for others to work out the key. On September 2, 2011, WikiLeaks put all 251,287 cables online unredacted, including the names of people who had spoken to American diplomats in confidence. Its five newspaper partners, among them the New York Times and the Guardian, condemned the release. Responsibility for the chain is shared and contested. Apportioning it does not change the verdict: a disclosure that exposes bystanders to retaliation has moved part of its cost onto people who had no share in the wrong.

The third failure is the informer wearing the whistleblower’s name. East Germany’s secret police recruited its 189,000 collaborators by persuasion, pressure and payment, and some of them believed they were defending the socialist order against its enemies. Fitzpatrick’s question returns here and receives its answer. The direction test sets sincerity aside and asks which way the knowledge travelled, and toward whom the power it delivered was aimed. Motive does not decide the matter in either direction. A whistleblower moved partly by grievance, ambition or the wish to be heard has still carried true knowledge from concealed power to the people it harms, and the act stands. Motive matters where it shapes the selection: a disclosure that tells the part of the truth that injures an enemy and keeps the part that injures a friend has become an operation, whatever it reveals.



6. What the Insider Owes

Anyone inside an institution who has found a concealed wrong owes the truth a discipline, which is the test applied in advance.

Verify first. What you know has to be true, it has to be hidden, and the hiding has to harm people who cannot see it. Document while the evidence is fresh, in records that would persuade a stranger rather than an ally. Graham walked into the Senate with an estimate and the method that produced it.

Then ask whether the channel is the concealer. Use the internal channel when it has not been compromised, because it is sometimes enough and it costs the least. Go outside it when the people who would receive the report are the people who decided to conceal, and choose the outside address that can act: a legislature, a regulator that did not take part, a newsroom with the means to protect a source. The Sovereign Stack lists the tools that make the last address safe to reach, among them SecureDrop, the submission system Aaron Swartz and Kevin Poulsen built for newsrooms.

Protect the innocent before protecting yourself. Remove the names of bystanders, withhold what does not bear on the wrong, and keep material back where its release would harm people who never consented to the risk. Ellsberg’s four withheld volumes are the standard.

Count the cost before speaking, because the institution will set the price afterward. Ethics and Accountability gives the person inside a corrupt system three choices: change it, leave it, or be corrupted by it. Disclosure is the fourth, and it usually costs the career that leaving would have saved. Hai Rui bought the coffin first.

Then speak once, completely, from Presence rather than from grievance. Alford found many of his whistleblowers trapped in what he called narratives stuck in static time, retelling the injury for decades because the world had not acknowledged it. A discloser who has said the true thing to the people entitled to hear it has done the work. The rest belongs to consequence, which runs on a longer clock than any institution’s.

An institution that can hear its own conscience has no need of whistleblowers, and Architecture of Harmony describes a civilization in which governance answers to Dharma and the hidden wrong is a short-lived thing. Until then the word travels the old way, from below to above and out through the wall, in the throat of one person who decided that the people deserved the truth more than the institution deserved the silence.



See also: The Sovereign Refusal, Ethics and Accountability, The Sovereign Stack, The Captured Word, Logos and Language, Vaccination, Big Pharma, Multidimensional Causality, Wheel of Service.
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