Whistle-Blowing and Employee Loyalty

There are proponents on both sides of the
issue—those who praise whistle-blowers as
civic heroes and those who condemn them
as “finks.” Maxwell Glen and Cody Shearer,
who wrote about the whistle-blowers at Three
Mile Island say, “Without the courageous
breed 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. . . . That whistle-
blowers deserve both gratitude and protection
is beyond disagreement.”!

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

From Roche’s point of view, not only is
whistle-blowing not “courageous” and not
deserving of “gratitude and protection” as
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Glen and Shearer would have it, it is corrosive
and impermissible.

Discussions of whistle-blowing generally
revolve around three topics: (1) attempts to de-
fine whistle-blowing more precisely, (2) debates
about whether and when whistle-blowing is per-
missible, and (3) debates about whether and
when one has an obligation to blow the whistle.

In this paper I want to focus on the second
problem, because I find it somewhat discon-
certing that there is a problem at all. When [
first looked into the ethics of whistle-blowing
it seemed to me that whistle-blowing was a
good thing, and yet I found in the literature
claim after claim that it was in need of defense,
that there was something wrong with it, namely
that it was an act of disloyalty.

If whistle-blowing is a disloyal act, it deserves
disapproval, and ultimately any action of whistle-
blowing needs justification. This disturbs me.
It is as if the act of a good Samaritan is being
condemned as an act of interference, as if the
prevention of a suicide needs to be justified.

In his book Business Ethics, Norman Bowie
claims that “whistle-blowing . . . violate(s) a prima
facie duty of loyalty to one’s employer.” Ac-
cording to Bowie, there is a duty of loyalty that
prohibits one from reporting his employer or
company. Bowie, of course, recognizes that this
is only a prima facie duty, that is, one that can
be overridden by a higher duty to the public
good. Nevertheless, the axiom that whistle-blow-
ing is disloyal is Bowie’s starting point.”

Bowie is not alone. Sissela Bok sees “whistle-
blowing” as an instance of disloyalty:

The whistle-blower hopes to stop the game; but
since he is neither referee nor coach, and since he
blows the whistle on his own team, his act is seen
as a violation of loyalty. In holding his position, he
has assumed certain obligations to his colleagues
and clients. He may even have subscribed to a loy-
alty oath or a promise of confidentiality. . . . Loy-
alty to colleagues and to clients comes to be pitted
against loyalty to the public interest, to those who
may be injured unless the revelation is made.*

Bowie and Bok end up defending whistle-
blowing in certain contexts, so I don’t neces-
sarily disagree with their conclusions. However,
1 fail to see how one has an obligation of loyalty
to one’s company, so I disagree with their per-
ception of the problem and their starting
point. I want to argue that one does not have
an obligation of loyalty to a company, even a
prima facie one, because companies are not
the kind of things that are properly objects of
loyalty. To make them objects of loyalty gives
them a moral status they do not deserve and
in raising their status, one lowers the status of
the individuals who work for the companies.
Thus, the difference in perception is impor-
tant because those who think employees have
an obligation of loyalty to a company fail to
take into account a relevant moral difference
between persons and corporations.

But why aren’t companies the kind of things
that can be objects of loyalty? To answer that
we have to ask what are proper objects of loyalty.
John Ladd states the problem this way, “Granted
that loyalty is the wholehearted devotion to an
object of some kind, what kind of thing is the
object? Is it an abstract entity, such as an idea or
a collective being? Or is it a person or group of
persons?”® Philosophers fall into three camps
on the question. On one side are the idealists
who hold that loyalty is devotion to something
more than persons, to some cause or abstract
entity. On the other side are what Ladd calls
“social atomists,” and these include empiricists
and utilitarians, who think that at most one can
only be loyal to individuals and that loyalty can
ultimately be explained away as some other
obligation that holds between two people. Fi-
nally, there is a moderate position that holds
that although idealists go too far in postulating
some superpersonal entity as an object of loyalty,
loyalty is still an important and real relation that
holds between people, one that cannot be dis-
missed by reducing it to some other relation.

There does seem to be a view of loyalty that
is not extreme. According to Ladd, “‘loyalty’ is



taken to refer to a relationship between
persons—for instance, between a lord and his
vassal, between a parent and his children, or
between friends. Thus the object of loyalty is
ordinarily taken to be a person or a group of
persons.”6

But this raises a problem that Ladd glosses
over. There is a difference between a person or
a group of persons, and aside from instances
of loyalty that relate two people such as
lord/vassal, parent/child, or friend/friend,
there are instances of loyalty relating a person
to a group, such as a person to his family, a
person to this team, and a person to his coun-
try. Families, countries, and teams are pre-
sumably groups of persons. They are certainly
ordinarily construed as objects of loyalty.

But to what am I loyal in such a group? In
being loyal to the group am I being loyal to the
whole group or to its members? It is easy to see
the object of loyalty in the case of an individual
person. Itis simply the individual. But to whom
am I loyal in a group? To whom am I loyal in a
family? Am I loyal to each and every individual
or to something larger, and if to something
larger, what is it? We are tempted to think of a
group as an entity of its own, an individual in
its own right, having an identity of its own.

To avoid the problem of individuals exist-
ing for the sake of the group, the atomists in-
sist that a group is nothing more than the
individuals who comprise it, nothing other than
a mental fiction by which we refer to a group
of individuals. It is certainly not a reality or en-
tity over and above the sum of its parts, and
consequently is not a proper object of loyalty.
Under such a position, of course, no loyalty
would be owed to a company because a com-
pany is a mere mental fiction, since it is a
group. One would have obligations to the
individual members of the company, but one
could never be justified in overriding those
obligations for the sake of the “group” taken
collectively. A company has no moral status ex-
cept in terms of the individual members who
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comprise it. It is not a proper object of loyalty.
But the atomists go too far. Some groups, such
as a family, do have a reality of their own,
whereas groups of people walking down the
street do not. From Ladd’s point of view the
social atomist is wrong because he fails to rec-
ognize the kinds of groups that are held to-
gether by “the ties that bind.” The atomist tries
to reduce these groups to simple sets of indi-
viduals bound together by some externally im-
posed criteria. This seems wrong.

There do seem to be groups in which the
relationships and interactions create a new force
or entity. A group takes on an identity and a
reality of its own that is determined by its pur-
pose, and this purpose defines the various rela-
tionships and roles set up within the group.
There is a division of labor into roles necessary
for the fulfillment of the purposes of the group.
The membership, then, is not of individuals who
are the same but of individuals who have spe-
cific relationships to one another determined
by the aim of the group. Thus we get specific re-
lationships like parent/child, coach/player, and
so on, that don’t occur in other groups. It seems
then that an atomist account of loyalty that re-
stricts loyalty merely to individuals and does not
include loyalty to groups might be inadequate.

But once I have admitted that we can have
loyalty to a group, do I not open myself up to
criticism from the proponent of loyalty to the
company? Might not the proponent of loyalty
to business say: “Very well. I agree with you. The
atomists are shortsighted. Groups have some
sort of reality and they can be proper objects
of loyalty. But companies are groups. There-
fore companies are proper objects of loyalty.”

The point seems well taken, except for the
fact that the kinds of relationships that loyalty re-
quires are just the kind that one does not find
in business. As Ladd says, “The ties that bind the
persons together provide the basis of loyalty.”
But all sorts of ties bind people together. Iam a
member of a group of fans if I go to a ball game.
I'am a member of a group if I merely walk down
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the street. What binds people together in a busi-
ness is not sufficient to require loyalty.

A business or corporation does two things in
the free enterprise system: It produces a good or
service and it makes a profit. The making of a
profit, however, is the primary function of a busi-
ness as a business, for if the production of the
good or service is not profitable, the business
would be out of business. Thus nonprofitable
goods or services are a means to an end. People
bound together in a business are bound to-
gether not for mutual fulfillment and support,
but to divide labor or make a profit. Thus, while
we can jokingly refer to a family as a place where
“they have to take you in no matter what,” we
cannot refer to a company in that way. If a
worker does not produce in a company or if
cheaper laborers are available, the company—
in order to fulfill its purpose—should get rid of
the worker. A company feels no obligation of
loyalty. The saying “You can’t buy loyalty” is true.
Loyalty depends on ties that demand self-sacri-
fice with no expectation of reward. Business
functions on the basis of enlightened self-inter-
est. Iam devoted to a company not because it is
like a parent to me; it is not. Attempts of some
companies to create “one big happy family”
ought to be looked on with suspicion. I am not
devoted to it at all, nor should I be. I work for it
because it pays me. I am not in a family to get
paid, I am in a company to get paid.

The cold hard truth is that the goal of profit
is what gives birth to a company and forms
that particular group. Money is what ties the
group together. But in such a commercialized
venture, with such a goal, there is no loyalty, or
at least none need be expected. An employer
will release an employee and an employee will
walk away from an employer when it is prof-
itable for either one to do so.

Not only is loyalty to a corporation not re-
quired, it more than likely is misguided. There
is nothing as pathetic as the story of the loyal
employee who, having given above and beyond
the call of duty, is let go in the restructuring of
the company. He feels betrayed because he mis-

takenly viewed the company as an object of his
loyalty. Getting rid of such foolish romanticism
and coming to grips with this hard but accurate
assessment should ultimately benefit everyone.

To think we owe a company or corporation
loyalty requires us to think of that company as
a person or as a group with a goal of human
fulfillment. If we think of it in this way we can
be loyal. But this is the wrong way to think. A
company is not a person. A company is an in-
strument, and an instrument with a specific
purpose, the making of profit. To treat an in-
strument as an end in itself, like a person, may
not be as bad as treating an end as an instru-
ment, butit does give the instrument a moral
status it does not deserve; and by elevating the
instrument we lower the end. All things, in-
struments and ends, become alike.

Remember that Roche refers to the “man-
agement team” and Bok sees the name “whistle-
blowing” coming from the instance of a referee
blowing a whistle in the presence of a foul. What
is perceived as bad about whistle-blowing in
business from this perspective is that one blows
the whistle on one’s own team, thereby violat-
ing team loyalty. If the company can get its em-
ployees to view it as a team they belong to, it is
easier to demand loyalty. Then the rules gov-
erning teamwork and team loyalty will apply.
One reason the appeal to a team and team loy-
alty works so well in business is that businesses
are in competition with one another. Effective
motivation turns business practices into a game
and instills teamwork.

But businesses differ from teams in very im-
portant respects, which makes the analogy be-
tween business and a team dangerous. Loyalty
to a team is loyalty within the context of sport
or a competition. Teamwork and team loyalty
require that in the circumscribed activity of the
game I cooperate with my fellow players, so that
pulling all together, we may win. The object of
(most) sports is victory. But winning in sports is
a social convention, divorced from the usual
goings on of society. Such a winning is most
times a harmless, morally neutral diversion.



But the fact that this victory in sports, within
the rules enforced by a referee (whistle-blower),
is a socially developed convention taking place
within a larger social context makes it quite dif-
ferent from competition in business, which,
rather than being defined by a context, per-
meates the whole of society in its influence.
Competition leads not only to victory but to
losers. One can lose at sport with precious few
consequences. The consequences of losing at
business are much larger. Further, the losers in
business can be those who are not in the game
voluntarily (we are all forced to participate) but
who are still affected by business decisions.
People cannot choose to participate in busi-
ness. It permeates everyone’s lives.

The team model, then, fits very well with
the model of the free market system, because
there competition is said to be the name of
the game. Rival companies compete and their
object is to win. To call a foul on one’s own
teammate is to jeopardize one’s chances of
winning and is viewed as disloyalty.

But isn’t it time to stop viewing corporate
machinations as games? These games are not
controlled and are not ended after a specific
time. The activities of business affect the lives
of everyone, not just the game players. The
analogy of the corporation to a team and the
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consequent appeal to team loyalty, although
understandable, is seriously misleading, at least
in the moral sphere where competition is not
the prevailing virtue.

If my analysis is correct, the issue of the per-
missibility of whistle-blowing is not a real issue
since there is no obligation of loyalty to a com-
pany. Whistle-blowing is not only permissible
but expected when a company is harming so-
ciety. The issue is not one of disloyalty to the
company, but of whether the whistle-blower
has an obligation to society if blowing the whis-
tle will bring him retaliation.
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