Dissent, Whistleblowing, and Exit Worksheet

Mechanism

Humans make mistakes. They can act from
greed, insecurity, cowardice, ambition, and
sometimes even good intentions. So miscon-
duct happens. Whether it is forgery, data
manipulation, harmful products, abuse of
power, or other ethical failures does not
matter. Real boats rock. If an organization has
no misconduct over several years, it has prob-

ably learned to hide it.

Organizations usually see themselves as bene-
ficial — at least to themselves. So they often
find misconduct unlikely: «This does not
happen here.» If it becomes undeniable, they
usually prefer to handle it internally, because
misconduct threatens legitimacy, self-image,
liability, funding, careers, and public reputa-
tion.

Warning

This is a misconduct-escalation field guide.
It is long because the topic warrants it. It is
also high risk: Do not break the law to
gather evidence. Do not publish impul-
sively. Do not rely on internal counsel as
independent counsel. If there is legal expo-
sure, get independent legal advice before
acting.
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If misconduct happens, you might need to
dissent, even though there is strong pressure
to comply (see also [] Saying No).

Sometimes organizations deal with miscon-
duct well. They stop it, take responsibility,
repair internal and external damage, and
change the conditions that made it possible.
In those cases, ordinary correction can still
work: asking the responsible person to
explain, objecting in a meeting, requesting a
correction, refusing to participate, or telling a
supervisor there is a problem.

In other cases, misconduct is «handled»
differently: hidden, downplayed, denied, or
contained. Then whistleblowing might
become necessary. See also Box 1: Why
Unethical People can Sleep at Night.

Whistleblowing means reporting specific
misconduct to an accountability channel —
internal or external — that can investigate,
stop, or sanction it. It is different from ordi-
nary dissent, disagreement, or trying to
move an organization informally.

Internal whistleblowing uses channels inside
the organization, such as ethics boards, com-
pliance, ombuds offices, research integrity
offices, audit, or internal affairs. It can work
when the organization is still capable of
honest correction.

External whistleblowing uses bodies outside
the organization, such as regulators, courts,
police or prosecutors, professional associa-
tions, journals, funders, accreditation bodies,
or the press. Public exposure — press, public
release, open letter, social media, public law-
suit — is the most irreversible and maximum-

cost subtype.
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Box 1: Why Unethical People
can Sleep at Night

It can seem strange that people who do clear
moral violations, or allow them to continue,
are not visibly disturbed by it. But moral
disengagement is predictable:

1. Role substitution: Moral agency moves
from person to office. Conscience is no
longer experienced as active: «I am not
deciding; my role is implementing.» It

feels already discharged.

2. Aggregation laundering: Harms are
reframed statistically: individual injury
becomes population benefit, concrete
suffering becomes abstract prevention,
consent becomes uptake rates. People
feel morally serious while never encoun-
tering a face.

3. Diffusion plus insulation: Legal teams,
committees, external authorities, and reg-
ulations do not just distribute work.
They dissolve guilt. No one experiences
themselves as «the one who did this».
They experience themselves as one of
many who ensured compliance.

4. Counterfactual moral licensing: «I pre-
vented worse harm>» is powerful because
it cannot be falsified, justifies almost any
coercion, and converts doubt into irre-
sponsibility. Once adopted, dissent
becomes morally suspect.
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Against the first three, questions about per-
sonal responsibility for individual identi-
fied harm can cut deeply. Two faces must be
attached: the person who caused the harm
and the person who suffered it. That reat-
taches agency to a human being, which is
exactly what institutions often prevent. «If
harm occurs, a specific human being bears
responsibility» is poison to bureaucratic
morality. Expect an immune response, usu-
ally through counterfactual moral licensing.

In fraud, motive, opportunity, and rational-
ization play together. Once people have
motive («protect reputation», «publish or
perish», «fame») and opportunity (sole
access, unobserved data, no checks), ratio-
nalization is easy: «good intentions»,
«greater good>, «others do it too». See also
[ Ethics.

Understanding how people justify them-
selves is not absolution. It explains why it
happens, why resistance is rare, why harm
feels invisible to perpetrators, and why
appeals to conscience often fail. It does not
mean responsibility dissolves, judgment is
inappropriate, or «everyone would have
done the same». Some would not. That fact
never goes away, and it explains the ferocity
with which dissenters are treated by those
who complied.
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Organizations are Protecting their
Legitimacy

Organizations are heavily invested in protect-
ing their legitimacy, especially when people
inside them treat the organization as their
own source of legitimacy. If they have not
built a source of meaning or status outside
the institution, and cannot imagine rebuild-
ing one, a threat to the organization feels like
an existential threat to them. The institution
is not just where they work. It is where their
life makes sense.

That can make organizations actively hostile
to any action — even justified action — that
threatens legitimacy. Worse, if identity is
fused with institutional role, honest con-
frontation with misconduct requires tolerat-
ing uncertainty, responsibility, and the
possibility of being wrong. Many people
cannot do that. They defend legitimacy
because they do not know how to live with-
out it.

When misconduct happens, organizations
have two basic ways to preserve legitimacy:

1. Expel the person who committed miscon-
duct and claim that this person does not
represent the organization.

2. Hide the misconduct and protect the
person who did it, because admitting the
misconduct would endanger the organiza-
tion itself.

Organizations also protect useful people until
the cost of protecting them exceeds the cost
of sacrificing them. Protection becomes more
likely if the organization benefitted from the
person’s actions or is liable for the conse-
quences. Admitting the person’s guilt might

indict the organization too.

At its worst, the person who committed mis-
conduct is protected and the person report-
ing it is punished. This is especially likely
when there is a large power difference: the per-
petrator brings in money, has status, has con-
nections, or is structurally useful. The
reporter is often less integrated and less
dependent on the organization’s legitimacy.
Without some friction, they would not have
seen what was wrong. The reverse can also
happen: an organization can protect a false
accuser if it is already biased toward the accu-
sation.

Whatever the reaction, the organizational goal
is often the same: contain meaning. It does
this through narrative control, usually with
neutralized language: «mistakes were made»,
«complex situation», «lessons learned»,
«privacy concerns», «supporting all commu-
nity members», «tragic outcome». The pas-
sive voice often gives it away.

Common deflections include:

* «The delivery is wrong.» Process, tone,
timing, or wording become the issue. For
example, claims that the criticism is «not
useful» or must be «factual and construc-
tive». Sometimes presentation really does
prevent uptake. But often it is a deflection.
Use the established process where possible,
so the organization cannot escape into
tone — or so you can detect when tone is
being used as deflection.

* «Keep it internal to prevent harm.» Ask:
What harm? Who is harmed? Who is
harmed by the truth? Which harm is
being protected from examination?
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* «This is an extreme case / not representa-
tive.» Maybe. But that is a description,
not authority. Extreme cases still have to
meet rules, evidence, and responsibility.

Narrative control is also used against people
who make a principled exit. «He left because
the direction crossed a line» invites ques-
tions. So the exit is re-described: burnout,
temperament, poor fit, unhappiness. This
preserves the institution’s moral self-image
and warns others without acknowledging dis-
sent. It is the exit version of gaslighting.

See also Box 7: Warning Signs that Organiza-
tions have Shifted to Legitimacy Control.

Reality Check: It is Going to Suck

Dissent and whistleblowing can sound
romantic — the underdog, the resistance, the
person who stood up. In reality, they come
with ostracism, misrepresentation, threats, or
worse. At minimum, they mean stress, broken
trust, and often the end of the life you knew.

Especially when other people depend on the
organization or are invested in it, they — and
thus «the organization itself» — can react
with a viciousness you did not expect. Attacks
can come from people you thought you
knew: colleagues, friends, mentors, allies.
Depending on the situation, this can end
careers and even make continuation else-

where difficult.

That is not an argument against dissent or
whistleblowing. It is an argument against fan-
tasy. Be clear about the likely consequences
before you act. Decide in advance what you
need to leave with: resources, documents,
completed certification, legal protection,
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saved money, external references, or enough
distance to think clearly.

Box 2: Why Organizations
Prefer Procedure over
Principle

This box gives background for the probes

above: organizations can speak ethics
while structurally preferring procedure,
containment, and defensible obedience.

Procedures over Principles in
Organizations

Organizations do something incredible:
they coordinate large numbers of people
toward a purpose. But as they scale, they
need bureaucracy — management, inter-
vention, standardization, documentation.

That is why organizations prefer proce-
dures over principles. Procedures are
teachable, checkable, auditable, and defen-
sible. Principles are portable, situational,
judgment-dependent, and variable. Orga-
nizations tolerate variance badly.

Moral variance shows that some people
refuse, some comply, some lead, some
hide, and some rationalize. That would
normally mean:

* Judgment is unavoidable: You cannot
say «anyone would have done the
same». You must ask who did not, and
why.

* Training matters more than design:
Incentives and safeguards are not
enough. Character matters, which is
slow, uneven, and politically fraught.
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* Excuses stop scaling: Pathology explains
behavior only if it applies uniformly. Vari-
ance breaks the excuse.

Organizations flatten this story through:

e Conceptual denial: Behavior becomes
situational, outcomes systemic, individu-
als interchangeable. Convenient, but
false.

e Selective reliance: Organizations depend
on principled minorities in crises, then
call their actions exceptional, sponta-
neous, personality-based, and unteach-
able. If they were teachable, they would
impose obligations and too many people
would dissent for the organization to
function. So heroism is celebrated after
the fact, not cultivated.

e Liability management: If refusal was
possible, then preparation, standards, and
accountability become possible too
(«Why did this person resist and that one
did not?», «Why were not people pre-
pared?», or «Who failed to form judg-
ment?»). It is safer to say the system failed
and promise improvements the organiza-
tion controls.

What organizations fear is comparative
responsibility. Once you admit refusal was
possible, you invite comparison. Compari-
son invites standards. Standards invite
accountability. That is more destabilizing
than admitting «bad systems».

Organizations and Accountability

Organizations cannot reliably teach princi-

pled refusal without undermining their own
authority. People would apply principles
upward: «This order violates X», «This
policy contradicts Y», «I won’t comply.»
That threatens control.

So even well-intentioned ethics training col-
lapses into compliance modules, decision
trees, and escalation pathways. These train
obedience with documentation, not refusal
with consequence. The direction is down-
ward. Principles are not applied upward
when leadership is at stake.

The result is containment: managed scandal
over open accountability, reputational risk
control over justice, legal defensibility over
moral clarity. Even organizations that should
have high standards — universities, journals,
medical boards, police, churches — can
become abuse-containment regimes.

Their primary function becomes localizing
misconduct, managing visibility, controlling
narrative, and minimizing institutional liabil-
ity. Red flags are internal-only reporting,
confidentiality framed as care, delayed pro-
cesses, «moving forward», and retaliation
reframed as performance or fit issues. The
incentives are sufficient here — no malicious
intent needed.

Well-known examples are the Catholic
Church handling of clerical abuse, corporate
HR sexual harassment processes, university
misconduct offices with internal-only juris-
diction, or police internal affairs units with-
out external oversight. Less obvious ones are
research integrity offices that quietly bury
fraud to protect grants, DEI reporting struc-
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tures that treat criticism as harm, medical
peer review boards that discipline whistle-
blowers more than malpractice, or journal
editorial processes that retract selectively to
preserve prestige.

The tell is always the same:

The system activates most strongly when
exposure threatens legitimacy, not when
harm occurs.

Institutionalizing Ethics

Large companies and academia often try to
institutionalize moral vigilance. On paper,
this looks like moral progress. Structurally, it
often fails.

1. Ethics is subordinated to brand: Once
ethics sits inside HR, legal, or reputation
management,
«what exposes us», not «what is wrong» .

wrongdoing  becomes

2. Protected categories break symmetry:
Some claims become non-falsifiable, criti-
cism becomes harm, dissent becomes neg-
ative character evidence. Shared standards
collapse. See Sacred Categories.

3. Internal reporting replaces accountabil-
ity: «Report internally» can trap infor-
mation, delay exposure, and select
outcomes.

4. Moral inflation erodes courage: If every-
thing is ethical emergency, real emergen-
cies lose force. People habituate to alarm
and stop responding. See Moral Lan-
guage Inflation.

Once ethics is institutionalized, equal stan-
dards, internal criticism, and principled exit
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increase legal risk and reduce managerial
control. So correction becomes disloyalty.

What follows is quiet attrition of principled
actors, formation of external subcultures,
eventual legitimacy crises, and retrospective
«lessons learned» documents. The institu-
tion survives. The moral content migrates.

Words vs Embodiment

A guideline that says «refuse unethical

orders» means little if three conditions are

missing:

1. No lived referent: People have never
watched practiced
refusal, or survived refusal. Under pres-

someone refuse,

sure, that abstract statement collapses.

2. No cost calibration: People do not know
what refusal costs, when the cost spikes,
or what happens after. So they default to
compliance as the safest known action.

3. No trust in enforcement symmetry: If
refusal is punished selectively — espe-
cially upward vs. downward — people
discount the instruction entirely.

«We expect you to refuse unethical orders»
is institutional gaslighting unless backed by
demonstrated protection. Exhortation with-
out embodiment corrodes trust. The issue is
not permission. The issue is who pays the
cost.

See also Box S: Where Principled Resistance
gets Taught and Box 7: Warning Signs that
Organizations have Shifted to Legitimacy
Control.
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Applicability

This sheet is for deciding where you are in the
escalation path: choosing, noticing drift,
resisting early, exiting, or exposing serious
harm.

When this Sheet Applies
This sheet applies when you:

® are choosing or assessing an organization
(— Assessing Organizations and Ethical
Issues),

* notice ethical drift (— How to prevent
being absorbed by an institution),

* see warning signs (— Warning Signs that
Organizations have Shifted to Legitimacy
Control),

* are being pressured to comply (— Deci-
sion heuristic for comply / resist / exit /
expose),

* suspect misconduct and can still act
early (— When and How to Dissent),

* see the machinery closing (— Staying vs.
Leaving / Clean Exit), or

* have evidence of serious harm, especially
continuing harm, internal correction is
unavailable or captured, and the evi-
dence is specific, credible, preserved, and
independently checkable (— Whistle-
blowing).

Dissent and Whistleblowing are
Not the Same Move

Dissent is relevant whenever an organization
— even a whole country — acts in a way that
violates your ethical principles. Not necessar-
ily the organization’s principles. Not neces-

sarily experts’ principles. Yours.

Lawful behavior is not automatically just or
ethical. There have been and are bad laws, bad
judges, and bad institutions. Whistleblowing
can work only if there are people or organiza-
tions able to hold the perpetrators account-

able.

It is distinct from snitching (see Box 3:
Whistleblowers vs Snitches).

But dissent and whistleblowing must be
smart. Otherwise you might feel self-right-
eous and still not stop the problem. Worse,
you are likely to damage your present and
future self. Whistleblowing in particular is a
last resort method.

Where Moral Change Usually
Comes From

Moral change rarely comes from the center of
large organizations. It usually comes from the
edges — religious dissenters reforming cor-
rupt churches, scientific revolutions emerg-
ing from marginal figures, civil rights
movements forming outside institutions
before forcing entry.

Mainstream society and large organizations
depend on conformity to function. They
would not work otherwise.

Moral change has also become harder because
formation is more centralized. Education,
credentialing, and professional access now
pass through fewer gates. If ideological adher-
ence becomes a precondition for study,
hiring, or credentialing, people are selected
for conformity before they even enter the
profession.

Moral language inflation makes this worse.
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When everything is framed as ethics, justice,
or harm, nothing cuts deeply. Real moral
claims get lost in managerial noise. See also
Moral Language Inflation.

This does not mean moral change stops.
People who experience moral betrayal still
cluster. Shared refusal becomes identity-
forming. Informal networks precede formal
ones. These groups tend to be small, mistrust-
ful of scale, heavy on practice, and light on
thetoric. They look unimpressive until sud-
denly they matter.

Societies and organizations survive because
enough people are formed elsewhere — in
small groups that still remember how to say
no. They do not survive because institutions
are ethical, because committees exist, or
because procedures teach conscience.

See also: Box 5: Where Principled Resistance
gets Taught and Box 6: Groups that With-
stand Moral Corruption.

Intervention Variables: Choose
Well
The first intervention is choosing where you

dependent;  bad

become much harder to hold accountable or

become organizations
leave once they hold your money, status,
access, records, or identity.

Responsibility vs. Institutions

Good organizations have personal responsi-
bility. You can answer «who is in charge»,
especially in a crisis. If you cannot, responsi-
bility has dissolved. And dissolved responsi-
bility is the precondition for moral diffusion,
procedural alibis, and systemic harm without

DRAFT VERSION FOR FEEDBACK

perpetrators.

A good question is: Does responsibility
attach to a human being before it attaches
to a procedure?

Many institutions cannot show individual
responsibility because of:

1. Responsibility aversion: No one is autho-
rized or willing to say: «I’ll own the down-
side.» Rules exist precisely to prevent that

Box 3: Whistleblowers vs
Snitches

Reactions to whistleblowing are often neg-
ative. Even when misconduct did occur,
there is a breach of trust. People may
wonder: «Would this person break my
trust too?» The answer should be: if your
behavior is misconduct, yes. The trust was
already broken by the misconduct.

But this applies to whistleblowers, not
snitches. The difference matters:

e Whistleblower: Protects the innocent
or powerless against harm or misuse of
power; addresses the issue, not merely
the person; usually does not profit, or
is harmed; stands by the report when it
becomes costly.

* Snitch: Acts against the innocent or
powerless to ingratiate themselves to
the powerful or be admired; wants to
destroy the person rather than address
the issue; seeks profit or status; disap-
pears when things get hard.

Do not let perpetrators use the fear of
being a «snitch» to silence people with
integrity.
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sentence from being spoken.

2. Procedure fetishism: Rules are treated not
as tools but as moral alibis. «We followed
procedure» replaces ethical justification.

3. Risk externalization: The cost of rigidity
is borne by the weakest actor — employee,
student, contractor, patient — while the
benefit of rigidity accrues upward as legal
safety and reputational cleanliness.

Organizations diffuse responsibility through
task forces, committees, guidelines, overlap-
ping authorities, and permanent deferral to
experts or consultants. That structure guar-
antees that no one owns the moral downside.

In such systems, anything requiring personal
responsibility activates defensive protocols.

See also Box 4: Interview Questions to Deter-
mine whether an Organization is Still Alive
and Assessing Organizations and Ethical
Issues.

Litmus Test: Individual vs
Procedure

Organizations usually do not reason like per-
sons. They reason like this:

* aggregate outcomes > individual risk
* policy coherence > case sensitivity
* optics > consent nuance

* compliance metrics > lived cost

This is not necessarily evil intent. It lets orga-
nizations coordinate and function. But it also
makes individual dignity disappear.

The litmus test for ethical organizations is
whether they can make principled exceptions
for concrete individuals. The moment the

answer becomes «no, because regulation»,
you are no longer in a moral institution. You
are in a compliance machine.

It does not matter whether the policy is rea-
sonable, evidence-based, or ethical. If regula-
tion is placed above principle, the rule has
failed its purpose.

Procedure over person can sound fair, legiti-
mate, or merely boring. That is why it is easy
to miss. But the inability to make exceptions
is informative:

Institutions that cannot bend for identifi-
able individuals in low-pressure contexts
will break people under high-pressure mor-
alization. Once pressure rises, the same rigid-
ity becomes coercion.

This does not mean every emergency response
is tyranny or every institution will go bad. It
means ordinary rigidity can become coercion
quickly once pressure rises.

Assessing Organizations and
Ethical Issues

Ask: Is this institution still willing and able
to make principled exceptions for concrete
individuals?

That question distinguishes living institu-
tions from calcified compliance systems.

* Living institutions can say: «This rule
fails here», «This person matters more
than the metric», or «We will bear the
risk.»

* Dead institutions cannot. Risk has been
externalized upward to law, downward to
precarious people, or outward to society.
Once exception-making disappears, ethics
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becomes decorative. Values statements
become posture, not guidance.

Further questions:

1. Who bears the downside if this goes
wrong? Leadership? Or employees, stu-
dents, juniors, contractors, patients? If
those designing the policy are insulated
from its worst effects, ethics is already
compromised.

2. Can someone say «no» without being re-
described? Are dissenters engaged, or psy-
chologized as «unhappy», «difficult»,
«not aligned»? Once dissent is translated
into personality, the moral channel is
closed.

3. Are exceptions treated as wisdom or
threat? Ask what happens in edge cases or
with specific vulnerabilities. Irritation, rule
invocation, or moral suspicion are bad
signs. You are likely looking at a system
that will sacrifice individuals under pres-
sure.

4. Where does responsibility stop? Can
someone say «This is on me»? Or does
responsibility always point upward, out-
ward, or downward?

5. What cannot be questioned here? Every
institution has sacred objects: goals, narra-
tives, identities. What cannot be ques-
tioned will eventually demand obedience.

6. Is exit honored or pathologized? «They
took another path» is healthy. «They
could not cope» or «were not aligned> is
containment. An institution that must
discredit exit is afraid of reflection.

Ask these questions mostly to yourself, based
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on what you observe. Sometimes ask them
quietly to others. The answers must be behav-
ioral, not on paper.

If you think about starting somewhere, they
might work as interview questions (see Box 4:
Interview Questions to Determine whether
an Organization is Still Alive).

Intervention Variables: Stay
Uncaptured

The second intervention is preserving your
own judgment before the crisis, because cap-
ture usually happens through small accom-
modations, not one dramatic betrayal.

Person and Situation

Behavior is a function of person and situa-
tion. Today, the focus is often on the situa-
tion — people are overwhelmed, systems are
at fault, pressure explains behavior. That view
is useful to organizations because it gives
them power to intervene, or at least to claim
they can.

But it has costs. It shifts attention away from
character, discipline, responsibility, restraint,
and training under pressure. It promises
safety by removing pressure points, but also
removes practice in bearing pressure.

The opposite fantasy is not better. People are
not purely sovereign moral agents floating
above circumstance. A more realistic view is:

* situations matter enormously,

* people differ meaningfully,

e differences are partly trainable,

e carly choices shape later freedom,

¢ responsibility is not total, but it is real.
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Box 4: Interview Questions to
Determine whether an
Organization is Still Alive

If you are evaluating an employer or an orga-
nization you might invest in, use probes that
are non-accusatory, concrete, and hard to

fake.
For example:

Can you tell me a few cases in which princi-
pled exceptions were made for concrete
individuals, even though that violated pro-
cedure or institutional rules?

This avoids loaded terms, embeds the con-
cern in a concrete story, and tests behavior
rather than values.

* Promising answer: A concrete story,
acknowledged risk, explicit admission
that rules were bent or broken without
defensiveness. The key is cost. If no cost is
mentioned, it was not principled.

e Dead: Process deflection, silence, or con-
fusion: «We try to be fair to everyones,
«We follow established processes», «We
do not really do exceptions.» Ethics has
been proceduralized, the person is sec-
ondary.

* Brand-driven: Abstract moral posturing:
«We care deeply about inclusion»,
«Equity is one of our core values.»
Values are slogans if no risk-bearing exam-
ples exist.

e Asymmetric morality: Exceptions only
where politically sanctioned, not where
conscience demands it (e.g., «We make
accommodations  for  marginalized

groups.»). This is category protection,
not moral flexibility and a negative signal.

* DPsychologizing the person: Hostile
signal.

* No example: Inert signal.

Follow up abstract answers with:
Who took responsibility for that decision?

If no concrete person took responsibility,
that is a negative signal.

A possible example, if they ask for one:

«A case that clarified this for me involved a
PhD student with a known medical risk early
in COVID. Before remote work was normal-
ized, it was considered <impossible> to even
offer temporary home office because of regu-
lations and insurance — despite the risk
being non-trivial and the work being fully
remote-capable. What mattered to me was
not hindsight correctness, but whether
anyone felt able to say: <This is an exception,
and I’ll take responsibility for it.> That’s the
kind of judgment I look for in an organiza-
tion.»

Possible answers:

* Procedural closure: «We have to treat
everyone the same», «Insurance rules
exist for a reason», «We could not have
known then.» Strong negative signal of
procedure over person.

* Retrospective evasion: «Given what we
know now ...», «In hindsight ...», «But
did the PhD student actually ask?»
Avoids judgment under uncertainty —
negative signal.
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* Moral deflection: «We were trying to
keep everyone safex», «It was a difficult
time.» Abstracts away from the individ-
ual — negative signal.

* Living institution: «That is a fair exam-
ple», «That was a failure of flexibility>,
«Someone should have owned that deci-
sion.» Positive signal.

If they push back hard, do not escalate. Say:
«That’s helpful — it tells me how you
approach these situations.» Then stop. The
test is complete.

Ambiguity vs. Dead Certainty

How organizations treat ambiguity is also
informative. Is ambiguity a space for judg-
ment, or a threat to coherence?

* Promising ambiguity: «We struggled
with this», «We got that wrong at first»,
or «There’s still disagreement». This sig-
nals learning capacity.

* Dead certainty: «We are very clear on
our values», «This is non-negotiablex, or
«We’ve learned the right lessons». Cer-
tainty here is defensive.

Institutions reveal themselves behaviorally

Test institutions by what they do, ideally by
asking people who work there or left.

* Edge-case reaction: Bring up a mildly
uncomfortable hypothetical involving a
vulnerable individual, rule conflict, or
reputational risk. Watch for curiosity vs.
irritation, reasoning vs. rule citation, and
speed of shutdown.

e DPast dissent: Ask: «Has anyone pushed
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back hard here and still thrived?» Listen
for respect vs. pathologizing, named
examples vs. vague gestures, success after
dissent, not despite it.

* Exit narratives: Ask indirectly: «What
usually leads good people to leave?» If
the answer is always fit, burnout, or per-
sonal reasons, exit is being neutralized
narratively.

* Rule-breaking stories: Healthy cultures
have legendary rule-breaking stories —
the time someone broke protocol to do
the right thing and was later defended for
it. If no such stories exist, rules have
replaced judgment.

¢ Temporal honesty: Ask: «What would
you say this organization got wrong five
years ago?» If they cannot name a mis-
take that mattered, hurt someone, and
required change, learning is cosmetic.

If the organization produces negative signals,
walking away is the correct move — if you
have that option. How they interpret it is
irrelevant. They may call you «not a fit»,
«too idealistic», «wanting exceptions», or
«a potential troublemaker». That protects
their self-image. Your withdrawal protects
your agency.

Possible exits from interviews: «Thank you
for the conversation. I’ve realized this would
not be a good fit for me, so ’'m withdrawing
my application.»

Do not try to correct the institution. Just do
not place yourself where honesty requires
self-erasure.
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That is demanding and inconvenient. It is
also hard to teach in mass education — hard
to grade, hard to standardize, politically risky,
and incompatible with many institutional
legitimacy needs.

Education would have to admit that some
students will respond better than others,
effort and restraint produce uneven out-
comes, failure is not always remediable, and
character development includes exclusion,
discipline, and discomfort. It is safer to
emphasize skills without stakes, empower-
ment without cost, and resilience without
testing. See also Box 5: Where Principled
Resistance gets Taught and Box 6: Groups
that Withstand Moral Corruption.

The reality is blunt:

You will be tempted, pressured, tired, afraid,
and still expected to choose well.

That implies practicing refusal, tolerating
unpopularity, and enduring discomfort with-
out external validation.

How to prevent being absorbed
by an institution

The danger is slow accommodation, not

sudden betrayal.
Absorption happens through language drift,

incentive drift, normalized silence, and «just
this once» exceptions. People imagine moral
collapse as the final visible act: public denun-
ciation, explicit order, clear wrongdoing. But
collapse usually happens earlier, at a moment
that feels administratively small and morally
ambiguous.

Signing language you mostly agree with.
Enforcing a rule you privately oppose. Stay-

ing silent while others are targeted. Accepting
a false frame «for now.

These moments are boring, plausibly deni-
able, temporary, pragmatic. Once crossed,
later actions feel compulsory. The final act
feels inevitable because agency was spent ear-
lier.

The dramatic moment is where responsibility
becomes visible. The irreversible step is where
responsibility is lost.

Practical anti-absorption rules

1. Never let procedure replace justification in
your own thinking.

2. Notice when you stop naming individuals
and start naming abstractions.

3. Track whether dissent still feels thinkable,
not merely permissible.

4. Leave environments where exit is morally

pathologized.

S. Keep at least one external reference group
that is not impressed by your institution.
Isolation is the solvent of conscience.

See also [] Saying No.
You can also make yourself harder to capture:

¢ Right employer: Work for organizations
with clear accountability, tolerated dis-
agreement, named responsibility, and exit
without smear. Values statements are
noise. Behavior is signal. See also Assessing
Organizations and Ethical Issues and Box
4: Interview Questions to Determine
whether an Organization is Still Alive.

* Separate income from meaning: Trying
to get all income, meaning, ethics, and
identity from one employer is how people
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Box 5: Where Principled
Resistance gets Taught

Mass education and bureaucracy cannot
teach principled resistance. It does not scale,
and they would not want it to scale. It
would disrupt their functioning.

Principled resistance is usually formed in
small-scale groups with thick culture, high
entry cost, strong narrative identity, and real
consequences for violation: monastic orders
at their best, tight professional guilds, cer-
tain military units, dissident religious com-
munities.

They do not teach principles abstractly but
embed them in practice with repetition and
lived cost.

1. Repetition under low but real cost:
Refusal is practiced in small, annoying,
socially costly moments. Saying no is
practiced, not praised. The key is cost
that is real but survivable, e.g., embar-
rassment, delay, displeasing authority.
For example, military units with strong
ethical cultures drill refusal in simula-
tions when unlawful orders are inserted
deliberately. Good scientific labs histori-

get captured. Earning money in one place
and doing meaning-generating work else-
where is risk management, not selling out.
e Keep one domain where you decide:
Writing, teaching independently, consult-
ing, building tools, publishing — any-
thing that prevents epistemic erosion.

e Expect misinterpretation and do not
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cally trained juniors to push back on
sloppy methods, even when it slowed
publication.

2. Visible exemplars: Principles are trans-
mitted by watching respected people pay
a price. Without visible cost-bearing
exemplars, principles become decorative.
For example, religious communities that
venerate martyrs do not do so for specta-
cle — they keep alive the idea that obedi-
ence has a limit. Certain legal cultures
elevate judges who dissented, not just
those who «won». In pre-managerial,
pre-legacy academia, senior scholars occa-
sionally tanked grants rather than sign
dishonest statements — and juniors
noticed.

3. Narratives that pre-interpret pressure:
These groups already have a story before
the crisis arrives: «You will confuse loy-
alty with obedience», «Power will flatter
you into silence», «Your first compro-
mise will be the easiest.» So when pres-
sure arrives, it is recognized as familiar,
not exceptional.

You might not have such a group where you
work or study. Perhaps you can build one.

fight it: You will be misread, reframed,
simplified. Do not waste your energy
trying to be recognized correctly by sys-
tems that benefit from misrecognizing
you.

People who resist absorption usually have a
low burn rate — low ongoing dependency on
money, status, access, and approval from the
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institution — plus separate income from
meaning, independent work, or a jurisdiction
with higher tolerance for dissent.

Having Gone along with
Misconduct

Sometimes people have already gone along
with unethical actions. That creates a conflict
— admitting it threatens the self-concept of
being moral, while not admitting it continues
compliance and makes future violations more
likely.

The way out is simple, though not easy:
saying «A» does not obligate you to say «Bx.
You can recognize that saying «A» was
wrong.

It is especially hard to admit you were
deceived. But acknowledging deception gives
you an exit and reduces the chance of future
manipulation. People who pressure you will
often stress consistency. You can say you
learned. You can also get angry at those who
abused your trust and good faith.

This applies even to institutions you trusted
that crossed lines you thought were impossi-
ble. The lesson is not cynicism. It is condi-
tional trust, constant vigilance, and early,
effective dissent.

Intervention Variables: Detect
Early

The third intervention is early detection: once
legitimacy control, public commitment, and
narrative lock-in are present, the cost of dis-
sent rises sharply and persuasion often stops
working.

Conditions that Make Dissent
Less Likely

Most people are not primarily constrained by
fear of punishment. They are constrained by
fear of being alone in judgment.

That is why the first follower matters and why
resistance clusters. People do not merely copy
each other morally. Shared dissent lowers exis-
tential cost. When coalitions do not form,
even decent people fold. The comforting fic-
tion is: «If something is wrong enough,
people will notice.» Often they do notice.
They just do not act.

The COVID-19 pandemic illustrates how dis-
sent conditions can become harder, irrespec-
tive of one’s position on the policies. No
conspiracy is required. Policies can pre-
dictably produce these effects, and the effects
can still be tolerated by decision-makers.

1. Physical atomization: Remote work,
closed common spaces, and canceled infor-
mal gatherings destroyed lateral coordina-
tion. Coalitions form in hallways,

cafeterias, after meetings, conferences, and
shared irritation moments. Email is
logged. Slack is searchable. Atomization
makes dissent visible only vertically, which
is the worst direction.

2. Moralized fear: Communication shifted
from risk and tradeoffs to «If you ques-
tion this, people will die.» Fear narrows
cognition, increases conformity, and col-
lapses tolerance for ambiguity. Once fear is
moralized, dissent becomes evidence of

defect.

3. Public compliance rituals: Status disclo-
sure, badges, access rules, differential free-
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Box 6: Groups that Withstand
Moral Corruption

Maintenance is easier than repair. Some
groups are more resilient because they make
principled refusal practicable.

1. Shared negative knowledge: The group
explicitly knows what failure, corrup-
tion, and rationalization sound like.
Pathologies first, ideals second. Example:
«Here’s how people talk themselves into
compliance. Here’s how pressure shows
up. Here’s how reputations are traded
for silence.»

2. Routine low-stakes dissent: Pushback is
practiced. Silence can count as failure.
The group trains the muscle, not the
belief. Examples: Rotating «designated
skeptic» roles. Mandatory critique
rounds where silence counts as failure.
Explicit reward for catching errors, not
just producing output. See also Box 5:
Where Principled Resistance gets Taught
and [] Viewpoint Diversity.

3. Visible asymmetry penalties: The group
watches for rules applied downward but
not upward, accountability gaps, or pro-
tected classes of people. It names asym-
metry early. Groups that do not do this
slide into self-deception fast.

4. Exit honor: Members who leave on prin-
ciple are spoken of respectfully, not
pathologized or erased. It teaches that
refusal is survivable even if costly. This is
crucial and rare, as two incompatible
things happen at the same time: a moral
violation that caused a member to leave
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AND being morally clear enough to not
defame the leaving member. Example:
«He left because the direction crossed a
line for him.» No smear, no silence.

5. Scale limits: The group refuses to grow
beyond trust capacity, narrative coher-
ence, and mutual visibility. Growth is
treated as moral risk, not success. This is
where most promising groups fail. Their
success leads to growth, the growth
impedes moral viability, and the group
corrupts.

Even promising groups fail when rhetoric
replaces  practice, founders become
untouchable, external validation becomes
addictive, or moral grandstanding replaces
cost-bearing.

If growth is necessary, a cell structure can
work — once a group reaches a certain size,
it splits. Overlap fades naturally, informal
contact persists, and no one controls succes-
sion. A decentral network without central
authority. Mycelial, not architectural. Cells
are legally and normatively independent,
there is no enforcement mechanism
between them, schism is treated as normal
and not as failure, and shared identity is nar-
rative, not procedural.

This requires accepting impermanence. You
lose coherence and avoid capture. That
tradeoff is unavoidable. Knowledge must
move laterally, not hierarchically. No single
group must become the answer, otherwise
the other cells become compliance nodes.

A federation of monasteries, not a franchise.
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doms — all become loyalty signals. Public tions have Shifted to Legitimacy Control.

Box 7: Warning Signs that
Organizations have Shifted to
Legitimacy Control

Under pressure, organizations can shift
quickly from deliberation to power game.

Three or four of the following are enough

for high confidence:

as character flaw. At this point, you are
not deciding policy. You are deciding
identity.

signaling makes reversal harder and con- Large organizations will continue to talk situ-

ationally, act selectively, outsource courage to
individuals, and deny that they do so. On an
individual level, institutional narratives will
not protect you when pressure arrives. They
are designed for after-action reports, not deci-
sion points.

VErts peers into monitors.

4. Asymmetric insulation: Leaders often
keep privacy, income, and status while
employees and students bear the pressure.
That asymmetry is not accidental to mobi-
lization.

* Narrative lock-in: External authorities
are invoked as final. Media consensus is
cited as evidence. Appeals to future
judgment appear. Critics are patholo-
gized as anxious, angry, unhappy, unsafe.

* Language shifts: Technical language is

tions. It is how to live truthfully knowing replaced by moral language. Disagree-

what they will and will not do. If you want to ment becomes harm. Uncertainty
becomes irresponsibility. Slogans replace

5. Narrative monopolization: When media, The question is not how to fix these institu- Once future moral certainty is claimed,

scientific  institutions, and political present debate is closed.

authority reinforce one frame, dissenters

lose epistemic oxygen. Internal coalitions Best reaction if anonymity is unavailable

survive ethically challenging situations with
your integrity intact, you need to prepare,

refuse early, accept that courage differs.

collapse without external validation. arguments. When moral adjectives out- and conscience is non-delegable:

number verbs, deliberation is over.

6. Sanctioning exemplars: A few visible pun-
ishments train the rest («punish one, edu-
cate a thousand»). The purpose is
deterrence, not justice.

Dealing with Organizations that
avoid Accountability

Many people do not fail because they lack
values. They fail because they misclassify the
actor and the game until it is too late.

Misclassifying the actor is usually a failure of
imagination under institutional trust. You
think: «This is a deliberative, pluralistic, evi-
dence-responsive institution that may blun-
der but will self-correct if it knows the
truth.» But the organization may be capable
of deliberate, dignity-violating pressure in
pursuit of a moralized goal.

Playing the wrong game is a category error.
You think you are playing checkers — argu-
ment, fairness, symmetry, persuasion. The
organization is playing chess — initiative,
asymmetry, sacrifice, containment, endgame.
See also Box 7: Warning Signs that Organiza-

This requires non-naiveté. Enter institutions
knowing their stories will excuse them, not
you; their ethics will be procedural, not prin-
cipled; their praise will come late, if at all.

Expect pressure. There is no safe model of
refusal. But there are patterns, and patterns
allow better decisions. Institutions treat prin-
cipled actors as latent threats. Self-protection
narratives are predictable and impersonal.
Moral regeneration, where it happens, usually
happens through small, temporary, semi-
anonymous groups.

Your actions must be principled and smart.
Pattern recognition, incentive realism, and
principled skepticism of scale are not cyni-
cism. They are protection against avoidable

stupidity.

Moral Language Inflation

When disagreement is framed as moral evil,
error as harm, and procedural violations as
atrocities, three things happen:

1. Signal-to-noise collapses: People stop dis-
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* Process closure: Timelines accelerate
without justification. Consultation
becomes performative. Feedback chan-
nels exist but change nothing. Decisions
are announced before discussion ends.

* Asymmetry markers: Rules apply differ-

ently by status.
demanded downward but not upward.

Transparency is

Leaders exempt themselves for privacy.
Costs are externalized to the precarious.
The symmetry loss predicts punishment
of dissent.

* Coalition suppression: Informal gather-
ings are discouraged. One-on-one com-
munication replaces group discussion.
«Let’s take this offline» becomes fre-
quent. Written communication is
emphasized over face-to-face. When
people cannot coordinate, dissent indi-
vidualizes.

* Loyalty signaling: Visible markers of
compliance, rituals of affirmation,
silence treated as assent, refusal framed

e 1-2 signals: Ask technical questions.
Delay commitment. Stay reversible. Do
not do anything that commits you to a

path.

* 3—4signals: Stop public argument. Pre-
serve optionality. Build lateral ties qui-
etly. Prepare exit paths.

* 5-6 signals: Do not expect persuasion.
Decide what line you will not cross.
Choose between silent exit and costly
dissent. Document independently. At
this stage, strategy is about self-preserva-
tion, not victory.

See also Box 10: Example of an Unsuccess-
ful Dissent.
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tinguishing serious wrongdoing, bad judg-
ment, and ordinary disagreement.
2. Moral fatigue sets in: If everything is

unethical, nothing demands special
courage. People disengage to survive.

3. Real offenses gain cover: Actual abuses
hide inside the moral fog. Whistleblowing
becomes indistinguishable from factional
conflict.

For example, «words are violence» allows
«words» to borrow the emotional authority
of «violence» («behavior involving physical
force intended to hurt, damage, or kill some-
one or something»). That may be useful
rhetorically, but it collapses categories. The
vocabulary no longer helps distinguish reality,
discriminate between kinds of harm. It
becomes emotionally powerful and opera-
tionally vague.

The same applies to terms such as «survivor»
when detached from its older meaning («the
person did not die when people or external
circumstances meant them to die»). It also
can confer unearned moral authority and
protected status where skepticism becomes
cruelty and conclusions are preloaded.

Moral language inflation is useful to organiza-
tions. It discredits dissent by moral overload,
makes selective enforcement invisible, and
trains people to stop responding. It is «The
Boy Who Cried Wolf» with an institutional
incentive structure behind it.

Sacred Categories

Many organizations have sacred categories:
groups declared morally shielded, epistemi-
cally privileged, or criticism-immune. These

can be founders, religious figures, ideological
groups, status groups, or groups based on
immutable characteristics.

Once a group is sacralized, three things follow:

1. Moral language becomes strategic: Cri-
tique shifts from truth-seeking to bound-
ary management. It no longer matters
what is true, but that certain things cannot
be done regarding these specific groups.

2. Expectations
becomes

drop:  Accountability
and development
diverges. The «soft bigotry of low expecta-

unequal,

tions» follows as expectations drop.

3. Resentment goes underground: Open
disagreement  becomes  reputationally
unsafe, so it mutates into silence or sabo-
tage.

The mechanism is a general feature of sacral-
ized categories. The issue is not the moral
aim, but the operational effect (see also []
Ethics, especially regarding Good Inten-
tions).

It adds noise, not care, justice, or growth.

Intervention Variables:
Preserve Reversibility

The fourth intervention is protecting future
options, because irreversible participation is
where agency is often lost before the dramatic
moment arrives.

Decision heuristic for comply /
resist / exit / expose
The following damage-minimization map

preserves agency without pretending safety.
Ask four questions early and revisit them
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often.
Is this reversible?

¢ Reversible actions: silence, delay, ambigu-
ous assent, internal critique, quiet non-
participation.
e Irreversible actions: signing, public
endorsement, enforcement against others,
data manipulation, reputational harm to

third parties.

e Rule: Never cross an irreversible line for
reasons you would not defend publicly
after losing your position. Most moral col-
lapse happens at the irreversible step, not
the dramatic one.

Am I being asked to do, enable, or merely
permit?

Institutions blur these intentionally.
¢ Doing: direct action; high responsibility.
¢ Enabling: making wrongdoing possible;
delayed responsibility.
* Permitting: not stopping it; diffuse
responsibility.
e Rule: Treat «enable» as closer to «do»

than to «permit», even if the institution
does not.

Has the narrative locked in?

Narrative lock-in is the point at which an
organization has settled on one acceptable
story. After that, facts are no longer received
neutrally. Evidence, questions, and dissent are
filtered through the fixed story and re-de-
scribed as disloyalty, confusion, harm, hostil-
ity, or procedural violation.

Ask:
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* Can I still state the issue in plain factual
language without being re-described?

* Who controls the story if this goes wrong?

¢ Will my dissent be recorded, erased, or
reframed?

* Is there an internal archive I do not con-
trol?

Rule: The moment dissent threatens narra-
tive control, cost spikes. That is when «rea-
sonable disagreement» becomes

«disloyalty>.
Do I still have a clean exit?

* A clean exit means no retaliation against
dependents, no legal gagging, no misrepre-
sentation already fixed in the record, no
irreversible endorsement already made,
and no need to justify yourself inside the
institution’s frame. See Clean Exit.

* Rule: Exit before you need to justify your-
self morally. Once justification begins,

you are already inside the machinery.
Situation Best move
Reversible + early  Resist quietly

Irreversible Exit
imminent

Harm to third
parties

Expose, rarely and
with evidence

Narrative capture
complete

Leave, do not fight

Exposure is the last resort, not heroism.

Most people mistake this ordering. You do
not fix this from inside, «speak truth to
power» as strategy, or wait for vindication.
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Instead, preserve reversibility, watch narrative
inflection points, exit early, keep lateral ties
alive, and invest in small durable circles that
remember what refusal looks like.

Refusal Costs

There is no clean model for what refusal will
cost. But there are regularities.

* Cost is nonlinear: Early, quiet refusal usu-
ally brings mild social cost and career fric-
tion. Late refusal after partial compliance
brings higher reputational damage. Public
refusal either protects you or expels you.
The spike comes when refusal creates
records, forces others to choose, or threat-
ens narrative control. That is why whistle-
blowers who go external are radioactive
even to sympathetic organizations. They
have proven they will prioritize principle
over containment. From an institutional
view, that’s not virtue — it is unpre-
dictability.

* Timing matters more than content:
Institutions tolerate dissent before policy
crystallizes, especially if objections are
technical. They punish refusal after
endorsement, especially if it exposes
inconsistency. Earlier and less moralized
usually costs less. Later and more princi-
pled costs more. Ugly, but observable.

* Vindication is slow, selective, and rarely
reparative: Some people are vindicated
after leadership changes or reputational
collapse elsewhere. But vindication

restores truth, not position. «Doing the

right thing» and «career survival» are
orthogonal variables. Institutions know

this, but individuals often learn it too late.

Justlook at what happens to whistleblow-
ers, especially in science.

See also Box 8: Misrepresentation and
Ostracism and Box 9: Why Dissenters are a
Problem.

Intervention Variables: Resist
Quietly if Possible

The fifth intervention is trying low-escalation
moves before public conflict, but only while
the organization can still process them.

Moving Organizations

If you dissent from what an organization is
doing, the best first step is often to move the
organization without confrontation. Identify
the joints and apply pressure in a way the
organization can comply with.

That means making the good behavior easier
than the current behavior — from the point
of view of the responsible person inside the
organization.

Keep a clear head. Emotional rants can feel
right. Sometimes the anger is justified. But if
you rant, do not pretend you care about

uptake.

Systems fail when you assign them jobs they
cannot perform. Organizations usually do
not process «true» directly. Nor should you
assume the issue is self-evident or that the
response will be to the argument itself. They
process categories, forms, authority, dead-
lines, liability, precedent, documented excep-
tions, and records. The best truth can do is
accumulate cost.

So the right argument is not enough. You
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Box 8: Misrepresentation
and Ostracism

Misrepresentation and ostracism are often
underestimated.

Humans evolved in small groups where
exclusion meant death, misrepresentation
meant loss of protection, and reputation
was survival. Your nervous system does not
know that this is not the tribe. When an
organization rewrites your motives or casts
you as difficult, your body can react as if
you are being expelled into the wilderness.

The emotion is biology, not weakness. You
can feel it and still act differently.

The pain is not about truth. Truth remains
true. The pain is about belonging and
recognition. Reduce the cost by changing
where you expect accurate representation.
Do not seek it from systems that must mis-
recognize you to remain stable.

This is why independent circles matter.
You can be ostracized in one circle and still
accurately known in another.

have to make the institution able, or afraid
not, to act on it.

Identify the person with discretion — usually
not the first person at a table. Define the issue.
Invoke the right rule. Create a paper trail. Ask
the question that forces action. That action
might be escalation upward, an interim
remedy, or written refusal.

Examples:

e «This is a documented functional issue. I
need an interim remedy. If you lack
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Box 9: Why Dissenters are a
Problem

Dissenters are a problem for organizations
and for those who complied because they
break three protective fictions.

1. They falsify inevitability: Compliance
narratives rely on «there was no real
alternative». A resister disproves that
by existing.

2. They introduce comparative responsi-
bility: Once someone resisted under
similar ~ constraints, the question
appears: «Why didn’t you?» Systems
that depend on moral absolution via
necessity cannot tolerate that.

3. They contaminate memory: Institu-
tions curate memory to stabilize iden-
tity. Resisters are omitted because
remembering them would reopen
moral accounting.

Resisters are erased because they make
excuses stop working, not because they are
wrong. Resistance still matters because it
creates a fact that cannot be fully

absorbed.

authority, identify who has it. Put the
refusal or escalation in the record.»

* «Please document that [condition], that
[request] because [reason], and that
[office] declined to [needed action]
today.»

«If something happens, this is on you» is
emotionally satisfying but institutionally
indigestible. Liability threats can work, but
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often only after they have put the refusal in
writing. If used too early, they become defen-
sive and close ranks.

That is the hard thing when moving organiza-
tions: play by their rules, even if those rules
created the situation and you detest these
games. This is not about liking — this is
about what works.

«I did not say it was true, but you will admit
that I can convince the public that you are
deliberate villains. As to it being a difference
of opinion ... you are none of you atomic
physicists; you are not entitled to hold opin-
ions in this matter.» [...] Lentz discussed it.
He dwelt on the appreciation that would be
due them from a grateful world. He invited
them to make a noble sacrifice, and, with
subtle misdirection, tempted them to think
of themselves as heroes. He deliberately
played on one of the most deep-rooted of
simian instincts, the desire for approval
from one's kind, deserved or not.

Dr. Lentz, to the> Board of Directors
of a possibly world-destroying reactor,
in «Blowups Happen> by Robert A. Heinlein

When and How to Dissent

Dealing with moral failure is a power game,
even when organizations market themselves
as places of evidence, arguments, and truth.

If you go against institutions, you need actor-
model realism. For example, a university
under pressure is not primarily truth-seeking.
It is legitimacy-preserving. It may sacrifice
individuals quietly and justify it sincerely.
This does not mean you expect the worst
everywhere. It means you ask better questions

carly.

Rules:

1. When moral language saturates policy, exit
early or stay silent. Do not expect dia-
logue.

2. Asymmetric cost is the strongest signal
that conscience will be penalized.

3. If media and politics align, institutions
will not protect dissenters.

Dissent without anonymity works better
under specific structural conditions:

1. Pre-mobilization phases: Dissent can
matter before a moral narrative locks. Lan-
guage is tentative (e.g., «we’re considering
...»), alternatives are listed, commitments
are not public, external authorities are not
yet final. Once slogans appear, delibera-
tion is over.

2. Lateral peer groups: Dissent works best
among peers with roughly equal risk,
mutual trust, and no single narrative
owner. For example, research collectives,
professional guilds, informal faculty coali-
tions, or editorial boards before policy
alignment.

3. Plural legitimacy sources: Dissent sur-
vives where power is divided: courts with
independence, professional bodies, multi-
ple funders, federated structures with
weak center. A single-source legitimacy
that decides what is true closes ranks.

4. Cultures that expect principled exit:
Where exit is honorable, dissent does not
need to win to matter.

5. Early coalition: Dissent changes outcomes
when multiple credible actors object

before enforcement and retaliation
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becomes costly.
Dissent almost never works when:
* policy is framed as moral emergency,
e dissent is individualized,
* compliance is publicly visible,
* penalties are indirect,
* media reinforce the narrative.
In that environment, dissent has symbolic

and personal value, but usually no instru-
mental value.

Dissent is not one act. Sometimes you dissent
to change outcomes. Sometimes to preserve
lines. Sometimes to signal to others. Some-
times you do not dissent and exit instead.
Wisdom is not always speaking. Silence is not
always safe.

Dissent can be the right side, just not the win-
ning one.

See also Box 10: Example of an Unsuccessful
Dissent.

Green Flags

Reporter protected from retaliation
Accusation taken seriously

Neutral evidence-based investigation
No social execution before findings
Updates when evidence changes
Proven misconduct punished

Malicious fabrication punished if proven
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Gauging Reactions

How an organization reacts to dissent tells
you how alive it is. Some reaction depends on
your delivery; process and tone matter if you
care about uptake. But some reactions reveal
institutional health. See Table 1.

Red flags can be useful. A cover-up can pro-
vide evidence the original misconduct did
not.

Anonymity

Anonymous dissent sounds attractive. If the
issue is factual — toxic product, plagiarism,
manipulated data — the evidence should
matter more than the name. But anonymity
has practical and impact costs.

Practically, anonymity is harder than it
looks. Even if communication is encrypted,
metadata remains. Systems log access, down-
loads, prints, versions, and combinations of
documents. Few people may have access to a
particular combination. Writing style can
identify you. In reality, people often find out
or strongly suspect who dissented.

Red Flags

Ad hoc answers

Emotional manipulation

Reduced contact or ostracism

Threats or surveillance

Confidentiality used as secrecy

«Exceptional circumstances» to suspend ethics

Process camouflage without intent to change

Table 1: Green Flags vs Red Flags
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Box 10: Example of an
Unsuccessful Dissent

A personal example was a university directive
that aimed to make one group’s life
«uncomfortable» so it would comply with a
legally voluntary medical treatment. Coer-
cion was framed as public health. Moral lan-
guage shifted into economic and social
pressure. Conformity was enforced through
reputation.

My dissent had almost no chance of changing
the policy, because it came under the worst
possible conditions:

e Late stage: The policy had already been

chosen.

e Public forum: The institution had to

defend face.

e Moral language: I used terms such as
«unethical» and «dignity of persons».

* Narrative challenge: I attacked the legiti-
macy of the policy, not a technical detail.

¢ No coalition: Dissent was individualized.

¢ External alignment: Politics, media, and
institutional authority reinforced the
same frame.

By the heuristic in this worksheet, that com-
bination predicts zero policy change, refram-
ing of the dissenter as the problem, and
reputational containment.

Which is exactly what happened.

Private communication did not work either.
The issue was not lack of information. The
policy was already fused with moral identity:
«We are protecting people.» Once that hap-

pens, counter-evidence is not received as
information. It is received as attack. Evi-
dence against effectiveness becomes immoral
skepticism. Ethical objection becomes
obstruction. Disagreement becomes threat.

The asymmetry was also visible. Students
and employees had to prove compliance,
while decision-makers kept privacy and bore
little personal cost. Asking about that asym-
metry was analytically useful — and institu-
tionally explosive. It named the power
geometry. Institutions do not like that —
especially when the room can hear it.

This was a near-perfect case for principled
resistance to fail instrumentally:

* moralized policy,

* binary categorization,

* scapegoating,

e political reinforcement,
* public commitment,

* information asymmetry,
* career asymmetry,

* media alignment,

* no internal counterweight.

Under those conditions, no internal lever
exists that a lone actor can pull to reverse
policy. Not pessimistically. Structurally.

At that point, you are not dealing with a
deliberative institution. You are dealing with
a mobilized moral bureaucracy. Such sys-
tems do not reverse course because someone
makes a better ethical argument. They
punish visible dissent, reward compliance
and silence, and justify harm as necessity.
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Expecting moral responsiveness there is a cat-
€gory error.

So public critique had only two realistic
functions:

1. preserve my own integrity,
2. create a dissenting record.

It did not change the outcome. But that does
not make it pointless. It clarifies what the
action was for.

Dissent was still the right action for me.
Compliance would have crossed an irre-
versible line: enabling coercion. Silence
would have implicated me in enforcement.
Exit without resistance would have preserved
more reputation, but at the cost of self-era-
sure. I valued — and still value — self-re-
spect higher than that. The cost was real. So
was the agency preserved.

What could have been different? Not what
would have «worked> .

Could the policy have been changed? Almost
certainly not. Could I have reduced personal
cost? Probably, but only with trade-offs.

Earlier exit without public critique would
have reduced reputational damage, but
increased self-silencing. Technical objections
would have been more digestible, but would
have blurred the moral line. Anonymous
external critique would have lowered per-
sonal cost, but weakened the integrity signal.

Refusing to help make another person’s life
«uncomfortable» as a policy tool preserved
self-respect. It felt lonely and somewhat
stupid at the time. In hindsight, it preserved
something worth preserving.
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The major mistakes were misidentifying the
actor and playing the wrong game.
Academia presents itself as morally adult and
truth-oriented. I had invested in that self-im-
age. Discovering its incentive reality was a
form of institutional betrayal. Administra-
tion drove much of it, but many scientists
went along. Some enthusiastically.

This worksheet exists because future dissent
should be more likely, more effective, and
less costly — for me and for others.
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Impact-wise, many institutions do not take
accusations seriously unless the person
reveals themselves. Some misconduct offices
require names before acting and may require
permission to share the name with the
accused organization. That makes the institu-
tion more symbolic than effective. In such
cases, a media outlet that protects sources
may be safer than a supposedly protected
internal channel.

Intervention Variables: Exit
Before Machinery Closes

The sixth intervention is leaving before the
organization controls the record, the interpre-
tation, and your practical options.

Staying vs. Leaving

If an organization has become corrupt, you
can stay and try to change it, or leave.

At a university, for example, Path A is to enter
university politics: gain influence, protect aca-
demic freedom from the inside, and try to
move structures. The upside is possible struc-
tural change. The cost is becoming a political
operator more than a scientist. Daily work
becomes alliances, budgets, and power strug-
gles, not truth-secking. There is also the risk
that you adapt to the incentives and become
what you meant to resist: a career politician in
alab coat.

Path B is leaving legacy academia and building
through new media, online education, inde-
pendent institutions, consulting, or other
routes. The upside is direct control over work
and less need to conform to bureaucratic pol-
itics. The cost is loss of resources, traditional
legitimacy, and some formal influence. The

risks are audience capture, echo chambers,
and dependency on volatile platforms.

Quitting can be moral grandstanding: «the
domain is corrupt», «I am the last honest
person». But it can also be values-based exit.
If the core mission you signed up for —
truth, open inquiry, public service, patient
care, safety — is no longer operative, staying
can become bad faith.

Especially if you made concrete, fact-based
attempts to address the problem and gave the
institution a chance to respond, leaving is not
purity theater. It is refusing to become com-
plicit in abandoning the mission.

Clean Exit

There is nothing wrong with leaving an orga-
nization whose ethical values have become
incompatible with yours. But make it clean:

* no dependent retaliation,

* no legal gagging,

* no institutional record already fixed
against you,

* no irreversible endorsement already made,

* no need to justify yourself inside the insti-
tution’s frame.

Getting out early is often better and lower
stress than rearranging deck chairs on the
Titanic.

After the Misconduct

Organizations have always had to deal with
misconduct, value decay, and norm erosion.
In the best case, the person who committed
misconduct is punished, those who enabled it
are addressed, structures are checked, and
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incentives are corrected. Misconduct does
not automatically damn an organization. It
shows where incentives failed and which

people advanced.

In serious cases, misconduct can destroy an
organization: vaporware products, lost public
trust, corrupted research records, systemic
abuse. Then progress is phoenix-like — the
old burns so something new can exist.

Intervention Variables: Expose
When Harm and Accountability
Require It

The seventh intervention is exposure, but
only when harm, evidence, and accountabil-
ity justify the cost.

Whistleblowing

Whistleblowing means informing an internal
or external accountability channel about spe-
cific misconduct. In ethically alive organiza-
tions, this can happen internally. In severe
cases, when the organization is unable or
unwilling to deal with the misconduct,
people outside the organization must be
informed.

An accusation of misconduct is heavy. You are
throwing grenades. You need to be as sure as
the situation allows and have specific, credi-
ble, preserved, and independently checkable
evidence. False accusations can destroy lives
and organizations even if innocence is later
established. See Box 11: Accusation vs Guilt
and Box 12: False Accusations.

So try to disprove your conclusion. Make sure
you did not misunderstand the situation.
This protects truth and prepares you for the
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moment when others challenge your evi-
dence.

If whistleblowing goes outside the organiza-
tion, it burns trust in both directions:

¢ DPerson: The organization was not able to
handle the issue itself, so the person stops
trusting it.

* Organization: The member did not keep
the issue in-house, so the organization
stops trusting the person.

The following steps are based on Gunsalus
(1998).

Examine the Situation

Given the severity of the accusation, assume
you could be wrong.

Ask:

e Was there actual misconduct?

* Are there alternative explanations?

* Is the situation ambiguous?

* What would disprove my interpretation?

* Do I want the accusation to be true?

Ideally, you are wrong. Then no one was
harmed and no trust needs to be burned.

Self-righteousness is lethal for truth. It blinds
you to what is actually there. Be especially
careful if you dislike the person, find them
weird, or think they are an asshole. That is a
conflict of interest.

Separate belief from evidence. Evidence mat-
ters. Try to disconfirm what you think you
know. It protects you against confirmation
bias and prepares you for attack.
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Box 11: Accusation vs Guilt

Misconduct is serious. Being wrong about
misconduct is serious too.

An accusation can become a verdict in peo-
ple’s minds. Even if later disproven, the accu-
sation may stick. People say «where there’s
smoke, there’s fire». Often true. Sometimes
the fire was arson.

Language worsens the problem. People
quickly ~ become  «perpetrator» and
«victim». But before evidence is in, we do
not know who the victim is: the accuser, the
accused, both, or neither. The honest
answer to «Don’t you believe victims?» is:

«I'do not know who the victim is yet.»

If accusation equals verdict, accusation
becomes a weapon. Once weaponized, cate-
gories of innocent and guilty collapse.
People eventually stop believing all accusa-
tions, which helps actual perpetrators hide.

Some people claim that with certain accusa-
tions, the innocence of the accused does not
matter. The false accusation becomes a
«useful learning experience», a symbolic
correction, or a sacrifice for the greater cause.
That is collective guilt with better branding,
not justice. What the accused learns is that
innocence is not enough once the room
enjoys their guilt. And this does not protect
victims — it destroys the credibility of real
accusations.

A good inquiry is neutral. Reports are taken
seriously. Accuser and accused are protected
from retaliation. Evidence is preserved. The
accusation is investigated competently with-
out assuming guilt or innocence.

Neither belief nor disbelief should decide.
Evidence should. Otherwise it is not justice.
It is a witch hunt.

If a false accusation is proven malicious, not
merely unsubstantiated, the false accuser
must be punished. Otherwise false accusa-
tions become weapons and true accusations
lose credibility.

If someone is accused:

* Defer to the inquiry: Professionalism
and confidentiality, not speculation or
gossip.

* Presume innocence: An accusation is
not evidence.

* No ostracism without findings: Social
punishment before evidence is punish-
ment without judgment.

e Gravity changes punishment, not
assumption: The more severe the accusa-
tion, the stronger the need for evidence.
An atrocious accusation — abuse, rape,
fraud, bribery, toxic products, environ-
mental poisoning, data manipulation, or
safety violations — is still an accusation,
not a ﬁnding. Precautionary separation
may sometimes be necessary to protect
people, evidence, or the process. But
exclusion, ostracism, or reputational
punishment before evidence-based find-
ings is guilt by accusation.

* Legal consequences: If someone did it,
destroy them legally. If they did not, do
not destroy them socially because the
room wants guilt.

* Cover-ups matter: If evidence proves
guilt and the person claimed innocence,
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punishment should be stronger. Punish-
ment has to mean something true.

Sometimes dissent means refusing to partici-
pate in a witch hunt. That is not a defense of
perpetrators. It is a defense of the process
required to identify and punish them. The
usual counter is «Are you defending crimi-
nals?» The answer is: No. I am defending
the principle that guilt must be proven
before punishment. Defend principles, not
persons. If the evidence proves guilt, punish
hard. If it does not, do not destroy someone
because the room wants certainty.

Another common claim is that accused
people should remove themselves until the
investigation is finished. Sometimes that is
rational: if evidence might be falsified, wit-
nesses pressured, or retaliation made easier,
temporary separation can protect the
process. But exclusion from ordinary partic-
ipation — a concert, conference, workplace
event, publication, panel, or public role — is
already punishment if there is no finding.
The accused should be free to decide
whether to participate, and neither choice is
an admission of guilt. Withdrawal can mean
«this accusation is destabilizing» or «I do
not want the event to become about this».
Participation can mean «accusation is not
guilt». Both can be legitimate. If the person
participates while knowing they are guilty,
punish harder later: they preserved status,
pressured those harmed, and extended the
cover-up. Taking accusations seriously
means investigating them competently not
mean treating accusation as verdict.
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Ask Questions Before Accusing

Before escalating, examine the situation and
ask questions. Start from a good place if you
can, and pose questions as questions, not
accusations. This reduces defensiveness, gives
the other person a chance to explain, and
gives you more information.

For example:
* «Why are the data this way?»
¢ «How were the participants recruited?»
e «Why are these results different?»
* «What explains this discrepancy?»
* «Where is the original file?»
¢ «Who changed this, and when?»

* «What procedure was followed here?»

The answers might explain the situation.
Good. Then you avoid a false accusation.

Or the answers might be evasive. That is also
information. Then ask follow-up questions
or investigate further.

Examples:

* «You don’t understand.» — «Then
explain.»

e «It’s complicated.» — «I know. Start
somewhere.»

e «I care about X.» — «That is not rele-
vant to what you did.»

* «People were happy.» — «People are
happy when drugged. Try again.»

* «Iunderstand I fucked up.» — «Under-

standing is irrelevant if damage was done
or the behavior continues.»

The point is not to win the exchange. The
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Box 12: False Accusations
False accusations destroy real lives.

«You have nothing to fear if you are inno-
cent» does not cut it. Many people treat
accusation as guilt. If you are innocent and
treated as guilty, that is destabilizing in the
extreme (see Box 8: Misrepresentation and
Ostracism). Effects can include ostracism,
extreme stress, breakdown of trust in jus-
tice, health damage, career damage, and sui-
cide.

Presumption of innocence exists because
innocence usually cannot be proven. Guilt
must be proven.

Ideally, the inquiry is conducted well (see
Box 11: Accusation vs Guilt). Still, if you are
falsely accused, these points may help. No
warranty. Check with legal counsel first.

¢ Keep your cool: The misrepresentation
is destabilizing. Take care of sleep, food,
movement, and basic functioning. Dis-
trust emotional reactions.

e Treat the organization as neutral at
best: It may care more about legitimacy
and liability than truth. It may become
hostile.

* Seeck independent counsel: Counsel
employed by the organization is not
independent.

* Do not use organizational email or
phone systems: Records can be turned
over, accessed, or monitored.

* Understand the procedure: Know what
should happen and what is actually hap-

pening.

Get legal support: Serious accusations
require expert help, it is too morally
charged to deal with it yourself.

Ask for clarification: Reject vague accu-
sations such as «wrong», «harm» or
«unsafe». Ask: What exactly is alleged?
What evidence exists? What policy is at
issue?

Avoid many-to-one meetings without
protection: Bring counsel or a witness if
possible. Ask for questions in writing.

Never talk to police without an attor-
ney: Police can be biased as well and
truthful statements can still falsely
incriminate you.

Do not talk about it: Even with friends
— hidden resentment, envy, wanting to
do «the right thing» — they might do
pretext calls and try to get you to admit
guilt, or at least incriminate yourself. No
social media.

Be wary of physical danger: Some accu-
sations trigger mob justice — a false
belief'in your guilt can be intoxicating.

Record only if legal: Otherwise take
dated notes (see Box 14: Always Be
Recording?).

Document everything: Collect docu-
ments, build a timeline, keep external
records.

Adhere to orders: Legal or institutional
orders must be followed exactly. If some-
one pressures you to bypass them,
inform your attorney. Even if the one
who accuses you asks for a meeting and
you have a no-contact order.
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point is to separate misunderstanding from
misconduct, explanation from evasion, and
remorse from repair. A clean question gives
the other person an opening. What they do
with that opening tells you something.

Careful with Emotions

Misconduct often produces intense emotions
— betrayal by an organization, a mentor, col-
leagues, friends. The anger can be justified. A
thesis adviser fabricated data and your scien-
tific work is built on vapor. A company
claimed to heal people but prolonged the
problem to make money. It would be con-
cerning if you were not angry.

But emotions can make you stupid.

Stupid means ineffective moves that backfire,
or worse, mistaking ambiguity for miscon-
duct and making a false accusation.

If the purpose is not merely to burn, delivery
matters, process matters, and evidence mat-
ters. Honesty matters, but form decides
whether truth enters the room or gets rejected
at the door. Burning feels righteous, but it
leaves you with no strategy.

This does not mean emotions are wrong. It
means they are not plans. They can also make
you less believable. At minimum, the process
must be clean so the perpetrator cannot crawl
away through procedural holes.

Get distance. Use trustworthy people who are
not involved. Get professional help if needed.
Keep focus on the issue, not the person.
Channel anger into clear, useful tasks. An
accusation is not a way to resolve emotional
conflicts or resentments.

Balance matters — sport, work outside the
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misconduct, other people, other domains. If
you are suicidal, remove yourself from the sit-
uation and contact crisis support or someone
outside the institution immediately.

Evidence

Evidence turns a vague «person X did some-
thing wrong» into specific behavior that can
be examined. A universal condemnation of an
organization, society, or institution may be
rhetorically satisfying, but it is practically
sterile.

Accusations must remain toothless unless
supported by evidence. Evidence must be
preserved before it vanishes through time,
deletion, deliberate action, or circumstances.
It must be preserved well. Not every situation
requires forensic methods or an unbroken
chain of custody, but a plausible claim that
your evidence was fabricated or manipu-
lated can reduce its value to zero. See also Box
13: Documenting Misconduct.

Ask: What is the specific, credible, preserved,
and independently checkable evidence for
the accusation? How can it be preserved
best?

Examples:
* raw data if data were manipulated,
* documents showing misconduct,

¢ audio or video recordings capturing the
act (see Box 14: Always Be Recording?),

* contemporaneous notes,
* third-party witnesses,

* official records,

* version histories,

* exported correspondence.
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Box 13: Documenting
Misconduct

Revealing misconduct requires docu-
mented evidence. Otherwise «it did not
happen» and should not lead to punish-
ment. See Box 11: Accusation vs Guilt.

Documentation has two different pur-
poses. Confusing them is dangerous.

1. Internal documentation for the orga-
nization: Emails, meeting notes, tick-
ets, reports, internal platforms. This
helps only if enforcement is symmetric,
records are immutable, and escalation
paths are honest. In most institutions,
internal documentation is primarily for
the organization, not for you.

2. Independent documentation for you:

Private archives, contemporaneous
notes, external timestamps, exported
emails outside the organization’s email
system, third-party witness statements,
copies on hardware you control. This is
the documentation that matters if the

organization turns hostile.

Check legal data-protection requirements.
Possession matters, but illegal possession
can become a liability. Make sure the hard-
ware is actually yours.

Independent documentation does not
protect you from retaliation. Done well, it
gives you external evidence and protects
you from epistemic erasure, especially
when the organization tries to rewrite
events. Done badly, it creates a false sense

of safety and legal risk.

Box 14: Always Be
Recording?

Recording is easy. Easy is not the same as
legal, useful, or wise.

Check whether recording is legal before
you do it. Consent rules differ by jurisdic-
tion. In some countries, secret recording is
a crime.

If recording is legal, it can preserve evi-
dence. But distribution burns evidence
quickly. A recording that gains attention
on social media may lose usefulness as evi-
dence or leverage. Use recordings strategi-
cally, not impulsively.

If recording is not legal or not possible,
take contemporaneous notes. Date them.
Keep them outside the organization’s sys-
tems where legally permitted.

If evidence itself is treated as a threat, the
process is not truth-seeking.

A timeline is often useful. Include both the
misconduct and your investigation: what hap-
pened, when you learned it, when evidence
was preserved, and what you did next.

Evidence counts most when it is under your
control. See Box 13: Documenting Miscon-
duct.

Determine Your Goals

Especially when trust was broken and emo-
tions run high, determine your goals before
acting. What would count as success?

* an apology,

e correction of the record,
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* removal of a product,

* protection of affected people,

* punishment of the person responsible,
* public disclosure,

* institutional change,

* or simply not becoming complicit?

Goals must be specific enough that others can
understand what you expect, and specific
enough to shape your own actions. «Make
them admit it» is usually too vague. «Cor-
rect the published record» is clearer. «Stop
distribution of product X until safety issue Y
is investigated» is clearer still.

Be realistic, especially when the goal depends
on people you do not control. An apology,
admission of guilt, resignation, or public vin-
dication might be satisfying, but it may not
be reachable. If your goal requires the perpe-
trator to become honest, redesign the goal.

Aim for outcomes that can actually happen
— preserved evidence, corrected records,
stopped harm, formal investigation, external
review, clean exit, or documented refusal.

Get Support

Misconduct situations are complex, and you
might be wrong. Get a second opinion from
a competent, non-involved person — ideally
someone at a similar or higher level who
understands the domain.

The person must be able to maintain confi-
dentiality. Be careful with mandatory report-
ing duties, liability, conflicts of interest,
institutional loyalty, and personal agendas.

Involving others changes the dynamic. There
is strength in numbers, but the more people
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know, the less control you have. Some people
may want revenge. Some may want to feel
righteous. Some may panic. Some may warn
the bad actor. Evidence can disappear
through «computer problems». A first strike
can become more likely — reputation
damage, formal complaint against you, social
isolation, legal pressure.

Secure evidence first, within legal limits.

When asking for a second opinion, state the
situation as objectively as possible. Use your
notes and timeline. Be professional. Stick to
facts and questions. Do not perform outrage.
Ask questions and listen closely.

Take feedback seriously. Positive and negative.

Be skeptical if the person dismisses the possi-
bility because «I know them», because they
dislike the tone, or because the accused
person had «good intentions». But if they
give rational counterarguments, take them
seriously. If they agree that it looks like mis-
conduct, you may have an ally.

Useful questions:

* How did you notice there could be an
issue?

e What did you do to look for alternative
explanations?

* Which evidence supports the suspicion?
* Which evidence contradicts it?

* What rebuttals exist?

* With whom did you discuss the issue?

* What advice did you get?

* What did you do with that advice?

See also Box 15: Worthwhile People in Orga-
nizations.
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Box 15: Worthwhile People
in Organizations

Some organizations strongly self-select for
conformity, but most still contain a variety
of people — helpers, climbers, cowards,
quiet professionals, exhausted decent
people, and a few who can still act under
pressure. The ratios depend on incentives.

Some people may agree with you privately
but refuse to act for fear of reprisals. Some
are eager to be «allies» only while it costs
nothing. Few will stand with you before
you are clearly winning. Misconduct cases
can threaten jobs, reputations, criminal
exposure, police pressure, ostracism, and
one’s place in the group.

Still, worthwhile people exist. Usually not
where institutions tell you to look.

They are rarer, quieter, and more position-
ally constrained than people assume. They
tend to speak later, when the cost is lower.
They actlocally rather than publicly. They
protect individuals rather than challenge
whole systems. They avoid becoming sym-

bols.

That makes them hard to see during crises
— precisely when you expect them to
appear.

The people you can trust are often those
who did not grandstand, did not signal
loudly, and did not attack dissenters —
even if they stayed silent. But do not attack
the whole room before you know who is
in it. Saying «this organization is corrupt»
may be true, but it makes exclusion easy.

Still right, tactically stupid.

Official Way: Understand the
Process

If there is misconduct and you can prove it —
or if an investigation would secure the proof
— you might choose the official route. Know
what you are starting. Once the process
begins, it may become public and you may
lose control over timing, framing, and conse-
quences.

Do not start what you or others cannot con-
tinue.

First, understand the process.
Questions to ask:

¢ Who is responsible for addressing miscon-
duct?

* How must accusations be made — verbal,
written, through a form, through a spe-
cific office?

* Who will be informed about the accusa-
tion?

* When will they be informed, and in how
much detail?

¢ What s your role after making the accusa-
tion?

* How are conflicts of interest handled?

* Who will be informed about the result?

* When, and to what degree?

* What retaliation protections exist?

* What confidentiality rules apply?

* What happens if the responsible office
does nothing?

If you inform responsible persons, do it neu-
trally and professionally. No ego. No emo-
tional unloading. Even if trust was broken.
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Stick to the evidence. Make it about the issue,
not the person.

Do not say «She fabricated data.» but «The

evidence points to data manipulation.»

You could still be wrong. You are pointing to
possible misconduct. You are not judge or
executioner.

Ask questions and take notes. Processes can
take months or years. Update your timeline
when things change, with date and time.

Track:
* Which steps happen when?
* Who informs you, when, and how?

e Who is the contact person for status
updates?

* Will you be needed as a witness?

¢ Can you bring legal counsel, a mentor, or
a friend?

* Are you allowed to inform people who
advised you?

* Will you be informed when the process is

finished?

e What are the check-in intervals?

Patience is not passivity. Set reminders. Check
in. Keep records. Do not rely on memory.

Failure Mode: Social Media

Because official processes are slow, public out-
rage can be tempting.

Social media burns bright. It can release
energy, damage reputations, attract allies, and
create pressure. But it rarely produces sus-
tained correction. It also invites co-option.
Others will drag the issue into their own con-
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flicts, brands, movements, grudges, and status
games.

That helps perpetrators. The concrete issue
disappears into spectacle.

If you want a correction, social media is usu-
ally the wrong tool. If you want to burn
everything down, be honest that this is what
you are doing — and understand that fire
does not distinguish well.

Failure Mode: Becoming a
Professional Martyr

A major failure mode in whistleblowing is
retreat into abstraction.

An employee discovers a concrete case of
fraud or safety violations. If they stay with
the concrete fight, they must deal with docu-
ments, courts, counterclaims, procedures, and
weaknesses in their own case. They might
lose.

If they pivot to abstraction — «the whole
industry is corrupt», «all corporations are
evil», «science is broken» — they enter a
space where the claim is morally forceful but
factually harder to test. They can keep the
integrity story intact without proving the
original allegation in a concrete forum.

The psychological payoft is high. You swap
accountability for identity. You avoid the pain
of watching a concrete cause fail. You keep
the moral high ground without risking con-
tradiction by real-world outcomes.

The cost is worse. The original injustice
remains unresolved. You may win admira-
tion, but lose the ability to deliver results.
Over time, you confuse being right in princi-
ple with making a difference.
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Pain can become identity. If someone stops
being «the survivor», «the betrayed one»,
«the only honest person», or «the under-
dog», they may lose the role and self-coher-
ence built around the wound. The wound
stays open because it proves they were right.

Movements with abstract goals are especially
tempting. They offer identity as moral, pure,
and right. They create a cause so vast and
unsolvable that the person can remain the for-
ever-righteous underdog. What protects
them from humiliation also protects them
from effectiveness.

Mechanisms:

1. Identity fusion: «I am the truth-teller /
the incorruptible / the last honest one.»
Attacks on the cause become attacks on

the self.

2. Status preservation: In a concrete fight,
you can lose. In abstraction, there is no
scoreboard. You can always claim the
moral win.

3. Cognitive closure: «The system is cor-
rupt» ends inquiry. No need to build
coalitions, test evidence, or persuade
doubters.

4. Immunity from disconfirmation: Con-
tradictory facts become proof of the
thesis: «They attack the evidence because
they fear the truth.»

5. Moral narcissism: Being pure becomes
more important than being effective. Com-
promise feels like contamination.

6. Social reinforcement: The inner circle
rewards purity with praise, donations, loy-
alty, and protection from reality testing.

Reversing this is hard because it requires loss:

* Loss of face: Returning to the concrete

fight can look like selling out.

* Loss of identity: Compromise feels like
killing your own mythology.

* Loss of safety: The concrete world has
measurable outcomes.

* Loss of followers: Purist audiences
punish effectiveness when it looks impure.

Do not let misconduct turn you into a monu-
ment to your own injury. The point s to stop
the harm, correct the record, protect people,
or exit cleanly — not to become profession-

ally wounded.

Failure Mode: Cause — Business
— Racket

As Hoffer wrote: «Every great cause begins as
a movement, becomes a business, and eventu-
ally degenerates into a racket.»

A common COI‘I‘llptiOIl path:

1. Clean evidence: The cause begins with
accurate, verifiable facts.

2. Resistance: Authorities, funders, institu-
tions, or the public push back because the
facts threaten interests.

3. Frame shift: The leader moves from con-
crete claim to abstraction: «The real prob-
lem is systemic corruption / the evil
majority.»

4. Weaponized data: Evidence is selected,
aggregated, broadened, or framed to sup-
port the abstraction. Nuance becomes

betrayal.

5. Self-sealing loop: Criticism of methods
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becomes proof of corruption. «They
attack our data because they fear the
truth.»

6. Metrics as identity props: The leader’s
righteousness becomes tied to the num-
bers. The numbers are shaped to protect
the righteousness. The cause now sustains
the leader’s role more than it fixes the

problem.

Avoid this by building anti-racket mecha-
nisms early:

1. Define measurable goals from the start.
Tie legitimacy to progress, not grievance.

2. Use sunset clauses. If the cause is
achieved, the organization winds down or
changes purpose. Otherwise self-preserva-
tion takes over.

3. Separate identity from role. Leaders are
temporary stewards, not embodiments of
the cause.

4. Protect internal dissent. People must be
able to challenge leadership without being
branded traitors.

5. Publish reality checks. Show transparent
metrics, even when they show failure.

6. Limit personal rewards. Cap salaries,
speaking fees, perks, and status incentives
so leaders do not profit from keeping the
problem alive.

Avoid the point where moral self-protection
becomes more rewarding than fixing the
thing that justified the moral stance in the
first place.
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Trial Definition

The trials here are not heroic rehearsals. They
are small tests of whether you can preserve
agency before a situation becomes irre-
versible.

See Table 2 for an overview.

e Trial Option 1: Organization Assessment
Trial: Use Assessing Organizations and
Ethical Issues. Observe or ask three
responsibility / exception / exit probes.
Evidence: written answers, concrete inci-
dents, observed reactions. Decision: trust,
watch, reduce dependence, or prepare exit.

e Trial Option 2: Anti-Absorption Trial:
Use How to prevent being absorbed by an
institution. Define one line, maintain one
external reference group, or reduce one
dependency. Evidence: written line, sched-
uled outside contact, concrete depen-

dency step.

* Trial Option 3: Early Warning Trial: Use
Warning Signs that Organizations have
Shifted to Legitimacy Control. Track the
six warning signs for one concrete policy
or conflict. Evidence: dated examples, not
interpretations. Decision: technical ques-
tions, quiet resistance, exit prep, or no
action.

¢ Trial Option 4: Low-Stakes Refusal Trial:
Use When and How to Dissent plus
Saying No. Make one small refusal, correc-
tion, or boundary statement before stakes
rise. Evidence: what was said, reaction,
cost, and whether the line held.

e Trial Option 5: Documentation Trial:
Use Documenting Misconduct. Maintain
a factual timeline for a bounded period.
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Evidence: dated entries, documents, sepa-
ration of fact from interpretation. Abort
if unsafe, illegal, obsessive, or legally risky.
* Trial Option 6: Exit-Option Trial: Use
Staying vs. Leaving. Improve one clean-
exit condition. Evidence: updated CV,
external contacts, financial buffer, legal or
contractual clarity, alternative projects.

Full-blown whistleblowing is not something
you want to trial. It may become necessary.
The trial is usually a precursor: assessment,
documentation, refusal, external reference, or
exit capacity.

Hand-Off

Use this sheet to choose one concrete move,
not to build an identity around courage,
betrayal, or certainty.

Do not use this sheet to admire courage,

Situation Main Risk

Choosing organization
knowledge

Ethical drift
Warning signs

Pressure to comply

Early misconduct
escalation

Machinery closing Narrative lock-in

Serious harm Containment

continues

Dependency before

Slow accommodation
Legitimacy control

Irreversible participation

Wrong lever / over-

rehearse grievance, or become certain. Use it
to preserve agency through one concrete,
observable move.

Pick one trial. Define observable behavior,
time frame, success and stop criteria, and evi-
dence. Then use the [] Integration Work-
sheet to run it under real conditions. The
point is to know what happens when the
behavior meets reality.

More Information

* Gunsalus, C.K. (1998). «<How to blow the
whistle and still have a career afterwards.»
Sciences and Engineering Ethics, 4, 51-64

* Dreher, R. (2020). Lives not by Lies. 4
Manual for Christian Dissidents. Sentinel.

* Browning, C. R. (1992). Ordinary Men.
Harper Perennial.

¢ «The Hangman» by Maurice Ogden

Best First Move

Assess responsibility / exit /
exception behavior

Define lines, keep external reference
Track signals, stay reversible

Use comply / resist / exit / expose
heuristic

Ask technical questions, document

Clean exit

Whistleblowing with evidence

Table 2: Trials — Situations, Risks, and Best First Move
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Box 16: Key Takeaways
regarding Organizations

1. Institutions optimize for legitimacy, not
truth — especially under pressure. Do not
rely on institutions to protect dissent or
judgment when stakes rise. Design your life
so institutional misalignment is survivable.

2. People who go by evidence and argu-
ments are rare, quiet, and constrained —
but they exist. You will not find them
where institutions point you to look. They
often surface late, indirectly, or privately. Do
not mistake silence for absence or loudness
for character.

3. Misrepresentation is not a misunder-
standing — it is a stabilizing function.
When institutions recode principled dissent
as defect, it is not error. It is immune
response. Stop trying to be understood cor-
rectly by systems that require you to be mis-
read.

4. Trust must be engineered, not granted.
Blanket trust is a liability. Differentiated
trust is a skill. Use limited, scoped, condi-
tional, and time-bounded trust as default.

5. Responsibility attaches to people, not
procedures. When responsibility diffuses,
harm becomes invisible. Ask «who is in
charge?» early. If there is no answer, do not
invest yourself deeply.

6. Burn rate determines moral freedom.
Burn rate means the ongoing cost of keep-
ing your life running — money, status,
access, obligations, and institutional
approval. The more you need from one
organization, the less truth you can afford.

DRAFT VERSION FOR FEEDBACK

Protect a low burn rate and separate income
from meaning where necessary.

7. Exit is judgment, not failure. Leaving
early preserves agency and prevents rehearsal
of self-betrayal. Honor exit as an ethical
action. Do not wait for the institution to
recognize your justification.

8. Recognition must be rehomed. Pain
comes less from truth being buried than
from expecting recognition from those who
cannot give it. Seek recognition from peers
and your own standards, not institutional
narratives.

9. Independence is not isolation if it is
structured. Autonomy without design
becomes loneliness. Autonomy with struc-
ture becomes freedom. Build a deliberately
asymmetrical life: some parts carry meaning,
others carry load.

10. Precision beats purity. You do not need
perfect institutions or moral unanimity. You
need accurate placement. Filter for compati-
bility, not validation. Design for survival,
not symbolic victory.

11. Disillusionment is not loss — it is
decontamination. What hurts is not seeing
institutions fail, but losing the illusion that
they could not. Once that illusion is gone,
you can engage the world as it is without
becoming smaller.
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Quotations

«First the alien, then the Jew... I did no more
than you let me do.»

«Thes Hangman> by Maurice> Ogden

«No.» is a full sentence.

unknown

«For what is a man profited, if he shall gain
the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or
what shall a man give in exchange for his
soul?»

Matthew 16:26, King James Version

«<The lesser of two evils>, or <the greater
good>. Get a good man to utter either of
those phrases, and there is no one more ea-
ger to begin perpetrating evil.»

«An Echo of Things to Come >
by James Islington

«Morality is doing what’s right regardless of
what you’re told. Obedience is doing what
is told regardless of what is right.»

Unknown

«The simple step of a courageous individual
is not to take part in the lie. One word of
truth outweighs the world.»

Alexandr Solzhenitsyn

«Before I can live with other folks I've got to
live with myself. The one thing that doesn't
abide by majority rule is a person's con-
science.»

«To Kill a Mockingbird> by Harper Lee

«We should decide now, in the light of the
morning, how we will act when the dark-
ness of night and when the storms of temp-
tation arrive.»

Howard W. Hunter

«You can be in the middle of a hurricane, or
you can be on a calm day, north is still
north. You could be in a thunderstorm,
north s still north. People can yell at you,
north is still north. It doesn't change fun-
damental things. And in this business,
right is still right, even if you stand by your-
self.»

Clarence,> Thomas

«The world will not be this way within the
reach of my arm.»

Clarices Starling in «Hannibal»

«It's amazing how much panic one honest
man can spread among a multitude of hyp-
ocrites.>»

Thomas Sowell

«It didn't start with gas chambers. It started
with one party controlling the media. One
party controlling the message. One party
deciding what is truth. One party censor-
ing speech and silencing opposition. One
party dividing citizens into «us» and
«them>» and calling on their supporters to
harass «them>». Itstarted when good peo-

ple turned a blind eye and let it happen.»

Unknown

«A whole machine works because everybody
does what they're supposed to. And I
found out ... I was supposed to be some-
thing I didn't like. That's what's in the pro-
gram. That's my rotten little part in the rot-
ten machine. I don't like it. So I'm going to

find out if they're right.»
Outland

«We lost everything but kept our integrity.»
Dr. Ryan Coles
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«Open your eyes, Captain. Why is the Feder-
ation so obsessed with the Maquis? We’ve
never harmed you - and yet we’re con-
stantly arrested and charged with terror-
ism. Starships chase us through the Bad-
lands, and our supporters are harassed and
ridiculed. Why? Because we’ve left the Fed-
eration — and that’s the one thing you can-
not accept. Nobody leaves Paradise — ev-
eryone should want to be in the Federa-
tion. Hell, you even want the Cardassians
to join; you’re only sending them replica-
tors because one day, they can take their
rightful place on the Federation Council.
You know, in some ways, you’re even worse
than the Borg. At least they tell you about
their plans for assimilation. You’re more in-
sidious; you assimilate people, and they do
not even know it.»

Eddington in Star Trek DS9: «For the Canses»
«Thank you, but I'd rather die behind the

chemical sheds.»
Evey in <V for Vendetta >

«Having once received His Majesty's com-
mission to be general of his forces, there are
certain commands of His Majesty which,
acting in that capacity, I am unable to ac-
cept.»

Sun Tzu

«There is no better test of a person's in-
tegrity than their behavior after they realize
they were wrong about something.»

Unknown

«May have been the losing side. Still not con-
vinced it was the wrong one.»

Firefly
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«Dissent comes with consequences but so
does submission. Choose your conse-
quence.»

unknown

«You could have obeyed me!>»

«But Caprtain, to obey, just like that, for obe-
dience’s sake... without questioning...
That's something only people like you

do.»
Vidal and the> Doctor in «Pan's Labyrinth>

«You can look the other way once, and it's no
big deal, except it makes it easier for you to
compromise the next time, and pretty soon
that's all your doing; compromising, be-
cause that's the way you think things are
done. You know those guys I busted? You
think they were the bad guys? Because they
weren't, they weren't bad guys, they were
just like you and me. Except they compro-
mised ... Once.»

Jack Bauer in «24»

Trying to squash a rumor is like trying to un-

ring a bell.
Shana Alexander
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