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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation project draws from major and minor conversations in rhetorical theory to 

investigate how the subject of whistleblowing offers rhetorical studies the means to advance the 

field in ways that are timely and necessary. The singular condition of US military and 

intelligence whistleblowers as a specially marginalized group, yet one with considerable skills 

and resources, potentially reorganizes how rhetoricians traditionally regard marginalized groups. 

In addition, the sophistication, inventiveness, and technical skill of individuals who are in 

incredibly disadvantageous positions forces us to revise our relationship with significant ongoing 

conversations in the field, from the way that rhetoric determines what is true or probable to the 

role of rhetoric in liberal democracies. As my project argues, whistleblowers also give us 

substantial reasons to revisit the major and minor terms in the discipline, such as ethos, 

parrhēsia, epideictic, and kairos, among others. Yet, for a subject with such inherent dialectical 

wealth, there is an absence of any sustained examination in the field of rhetoric, which is 

puzzling given the historical and concurrent rhetorical study regarding civic discourse in 

democratic assemblies as well as the ongoing focus on the domains of agency, authority, and 

positionality. This project concludes by explicating how whistleblowing in US military and 

intelligence contexts is not simply a check on unconstitutional acts or a correction of waste, 

fraud, and abuse but rather a process that preserves the very same principles that enable rhetoric 

to flourish.  

 

  



 8 

CHAPTER ONE: THE STATE OF WHISTLEBLOWING RESEARCH AND THE FIELD OF 
RHETORIC 

 
In just over a decade after declaring whistleblowers as Time Magazine’s Person(s) of the 

Year, a June 2013 article by the same news magazine paints whistleblowers Edward Snowden, 

Chelsea (born Bradley Edward) Manning, and whistleblowing supporter Julian Assange in a 

much cooler tone. The article, titled “The Geeks Who Leak,” instead portrays Snowden, 

Manning, and Assange as 21st century moles driven by a “hacktivist ethos…disrupting all 

manner of institutional power with online protest and Internet theft” (3). In that same month, a 

memo circulated through the Associated Press staff office and its affiliates. Composed by Tom 

Kent, the AP standards editor, the memo establishes the stylistic guidelines for newsrooms 

across the country to describe Manning and Snowden. In it, Kent writes, “in our general effort to 

avoid labels and instead describe behavior, we can simply write what they did: they leaked or 

exposed or revealed classified information.” Kent’s recommendation for news agencies to 

classify Snowden, Manning, and likely Assange as leakers rather than whistleblowers is based on 

the rationalization that “a whistle-blower is a person who exposes wrongdoing. It’s not a person 

who simply asserts that what he has uncovered is illegal or immoral…a better term to use on our 

own is ‘leakers’” (Calderone). This deliberately cautious approach is rich with rhetorical 

significance and offers some insight into the politics and association of a definition. Key to 

Kent’s distinction is the provability of wrongdoing. To Kent and the AP, proof of wrongdoing by 

the US government still needs to be arbitrated through the crucible of public unanimity, 

historical vindication, or some other means of confirmation such as the law. It appears that in the 

forty-plus years since the term “whistleblower” first surfaced in contemporary political 



 9 

discourse, certain segments of the free press still struggle to come to terms with its basic 

definitions and vocabulary.   

The challenges of speaking about whistleblowing are not unique to the fourth estate. In a 

departure from Kent’s conservative reservations, whistleblower rhetoric in politics and especially 

scholarship seems especially situated to invite an abstract discourse of moral commitments. For 

example, as Richard Lewis et al. argue in the introduction to their anthology of whistleblowing 

research, whistleblowing is likely the “single most important process” to keep institutions and 

governments “accountable to the societies they are meant to serve and service” (1). This 

elevation of whistleblowers as a fundamental stopgap that stabilizes institutions and governance 

or protects the process of modern democracy is well documented. Political policy institutes such 

as the Heritage Foundation and the Brookings Institute also paint whistleblowers with a broad 

brush, commonly arguing that the act of whistleblowing holds the interests of the powerful to 

account (Seibler; Wolf). Although this discourse produces an important moral rhetoric that 

illustrates whistleblowers in more positive than pejorative terms, this view is also partial and 

reductive. Unlike whistleblower stories that are almost always specific and personal, the abstract 

moral universality are discourses overwhelmingly adopted by third parties to speak out on behalf 

of whistleblowers.    

In addition, studies of whistleblowing discourse tend to benefit the range of actors in 

support or in opposition to the whistleblower rather than the whistleblower herself. For instance, 

in Myron and Penina Glazer’s seminal text The Whistleblowers, the authors note that 

whistleblowing cases, such as the 1967 misappropriation of funds in Senator Thomas Dodd’s 

office, contribute to “a new vocabulary that could distinguish acts promoting the public good” 



 10 

(41). However, to the authors, the importance of this vocabulary lies in its practical function in 

developing permanent infrastructure to support whistleblowers, such as lobbyist organizations, 

public-interest groups, protective legislation, and various worker-protection boards. For others, 

whistleblower discourse proves useful to clarifying problems of organizational ethics. Take, for 

example, Hayden Teo’s and Donella Caspersz’s study of whistleblower dissenting discourse in 

the case of a small financial services organization. The authors argue that the rhetorical tactics 

consisting of “codes, sarcasm, jokes, and gossip” that serve as an alternative strategy to voice 

dissent in the workplace amount to acts of “everyday resistance” (244). Although the authors 

advocate “looking beyond a ‘top-down’ conceptualization” of workplace whistleblowing, their 

focus on the sub-groups and sub-cultures of whistleblowers is intended to define how 

fragmented, smaller collectives might influence the culture of organizational ethics (247). These 

two studies broadly illustrate how research generally measures whistleblowing language 

according to its effect on third parties or organizational response and outcomes. Conspicuously 

absent from these characterizations is an examination of how whistleblowers draw upon a wide 

rhetorical taxonomy that is critically instrumental to their goal in proving wrongdoing, waste, 

fraud, and abuse.    

For this reason, my project reads whistleblower rhetoric as both a specific, contingent act 

as well as one that attends to the abstraction of moral responsibility. This reading performs two 

critical functions. First, it frames whistleblowing rhetoric in this study as a pragmatic art that 

produces measurable outcomes. In other words, simply providing evidence that proves 

wrongdoing is often insufficient as whistleblowers routinely face heavy criticism and suspicions 

over motivation. As the following chapters demonstrate, rhetoric is the primary instrumentation 
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by which whistleblowers obliquely resist pejorative characterizations while simultaneously 

making allies of their audiences. Second, it repositions the whistleblower as the central figure of 

study instead of the individuals or organizations that advocate on behalf of whistleblowers. In 

this way, even though a whistleblower often cites abstract commitments to democracy, 

governance, and accountability as reasons to blow the whistle, the purpose of this discourse is to 

achieve a pragmatic purpose that is often distinct from the means by which it is used by external 

parties. In Prisoners of Conscience, Gerald Hauser argues that the general discourse framing 

human rights follows the language of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The 

UDHR, which he calls a “thin vernacular,” is an administrative discourse of universal human 

rights developed by officials on behalf of victims whereas Hauser is instead interested in the 

“thick moral vernacular” that “focuses on abuses, which are always specific, rather than the 

abstraction of human rights principles” (35). Despite the evident differences between human 

rights and whistleblowing, Hauser’s division of human rights as a thin and thick moral 

vernacular as well as his decision to examine the vernacular that comes directly from those 

whose rights are abused articulates my own interest in the kind of whistleblowing rhetoric that 

comes directly from those who blow the whistle  

While this chapter will include whistleblowers from a wide spectrum of organizations, 

industries, and professional contexts, the figures examined in this project speak to a more 

specific configuration of whistleblowing. The principal tension between the responsibilities of 

the government with the civic rights of the public illustrated in the cases of Daniel Ellsberg, 

Chelsea Manning, and Edward Snowden differ from other well-known whistleblowing examples 

such as Cynthia Cooper, Sherron Watkins, and Coleen Rowley. In the latter cases, 
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whistleblowing is categorically framed as an uncovering of unethical or illegal practices in the 

arenas of economic corporations, industrial complexes, and professional bureaucracies. In the 

former, whistleblowing is represented as a commitment to the moral universality of democratic 

governance or as a corrective safeguard that unveils the hegemonic interests of the powerful. 

Democratic chairman Patrick Leahy perhaps characterizes this configuration of whistleblowing 

best in his statement to the Senate Judiciary Committee about the proposed reforms to the NSA 

following Snowden’s leaked documents. He says, “this is a debate about Americans’ 

fundamental relationship with their government—about whether the government should have the 

power to create massive databases of information about its citizens.” Implicit but not referenced 

in Leahy’s statement are the pathways in which whistleblowers enter critical information into 

public deliberation. As the following sections will demonstrate, while it is fairly common in 

research, political discourse, and in the press to speak of whistleblowing in the vernacular of 

universality, there is little precedent in examining how the rhetoric of whistleblowers constructs 

the associative framework that positions whistleblowing as an act of moral commitment. 

Differently put, this project looks to fill in a gap in both whistleblowing and rhetorical 

scholarship by examining how the role of whistleblower rhetoric protects, negotiates, and 

reshapes the relationship between governance and the governed. That is, this chapter will first 

examine how whistleblowing discourse is currently interpreted by researchers and contextualized 

by external groups speaking on behalf of whistleblowers before outlining how a rhetoric of 

whistleblowers might be constructed according to modern interpretations of ancient Greek terms.   
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Definitional and Etymological Uncertainties  

While there are many examples of members or workers who speak out against unjust 

conditions or operations harmful to the public, the term “whistleblower” refers to a specific 

profile located around a carefully defined historical formation. Ralph Nader, a civic activist and 

repeat presidential candidate, is most frequently cited as standardizing the term in his 1972 

conference publication, titled, Whistleblower: A Report on the Conference on Professional 

Responsibility. It was this publication, political scholar Roberta Ann Johnson argues, that 

singularly changed the public perception of whistleblowers to “heroes instead of pariahs” (2). 

However, despite the term’s relatively recent history, its allegorical origins remain unclear. 

The colloquial phrase “blowing the whistle” ostensibly long preceded Nader’s 

characterization and subsequent repair to the whistleblower’s image. Political historian Taylor 

Branch suggests that the term may have roots in the British caricature of a “bulbous-cheeked 

English Bobby wheezing away on his whistle when the maiden cries ‘stop thief’” (qtd. in 

Johnson 4). Miceli and Near speculate that the origin of the term could correspond to an official 

referring a game, such as a “football referee, who can blow the whistle to stop action” (15). 

While the public pronouncement of wrongdoing in both descriptions is certainly analogous to the 

actions of contemporary whistleblowers, the actual analogy linking whistleblowers to police 

officers or referees is less fitting. After all, it is the mandated responsibility of the “Bobby” or 

referee to recognize and prevent wrongdoing. That is, the official position of an officer or game 

official is specifically to determine and persecute wrongdoing. In contrast, a figure blows the 

whistle precisely because she does not have the ability or positionality to correct wrongdoing. In 

other words, of the many mandated positions an organizational member may assume over the 
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course of a career, receiving an assignment to become a whistleblower might as well be a 

statistical impossibility.   

Like its etymological ambiguity, the definition of the terms “whistleblower” and 

“whistleblowing” are relatively contested terms. Brita Bjⱷrkelo and Hege Hⱷivik Bye claim that 

Miceli and Near’s 1992 definition of a whistleblower as a member or insider of an organization 

or institution who discloses “illegal, immoral, or illegitimate practices” to persons or 

organizations in order to direct action in order to solve the issue still holds true today (133). This 

definition, which is often paraphrased in some form by scholars like Alford, Glazer and Glazer, 

and Johnson, is itself the definitional successor to Norman Bowie’s pro-social categories of 

justified whistleblowing. Bowie’s conception consists of six components characterizing the 

whistleblower: 

1) A whistleblower begins with an appropriately moral motive to prevent public harm  

2) A whistleblower comprehensively exhausts all acts of dissent through internal means 

(internal whistleblowing) before moving the dialogue to public record through outside 

entities (external whistleblowing), whenever possible 

3) A whistleblower provides requisite evidence to convince a reasonable person 

4) A whistleblower recognizes the harm that can be directed back to the whistleblower 

after careful study of the danger 

5) A whistleblower acts in concert with his or her own sense of morals 

6) A whistleblower has a legitimate chance for a favorable outcome (143).  

Worth noting, Bowie’s whistleblower categories are not restricted to moral acts of dissent but 

can arise on accident or from other motivations such as careerism, a desire for attention, or even 
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a “general propensity toward being a troublemaker,” although Bowie does later concede that “a 

whistle blower’s motive should be to protect the public interest” (75, 143). Bowie’s standards 

remain an early benchmark that scholars typically cite in the classification, justification, and 

definition of whistleblowing. 

 However, it is the question of motivation where whistleblower researchers begin to 

depart from Bowie’s and Miceli and Near’s definition. In their six-year study of over 64 

whistleblowers across the US, Glazer and Glazer use the terms “whistleblower” and “ethical 

resistor” as synonyms. The authors begin by defining whistleblowers as “employees who 

publicly disclose unethical or illegal practices in the workplace,” before clarifying that 

whistleblowers “[defend] the true mission of their organization by resisting illicit practices” (4; 

6). In this way, the authors characterize whistleblowing as an act that protects the public from 

harm instead of an action that stems from personal motivation or accidental reasons. The authors 

further clarify that whistleblowers must first attempt to solve unethical, immoral, or illegal 

practices in the workplace internally before moving to external sources or the public. Finally, 

they contend that whistleblowers must provide overwhelming proof of malfeasance. In sum, 

Glazer and Glazer portray the whistleblower as a true believer whose actions are based on a 

sense of professional ethics in order to speak out on behalf of the public good.  

In contrast, Roberta Johnson opts for a more neutral interpretation of whistleblowing. She 

follows the general guidelines espoused by Kent in his memo to the Associated Press that defines 

whistleblower as organization insiders or members who provide evidence of wrongdoing. Her 

reading thus allows for the possibility of a whistleblower to leak or expose secrets for purposes 

outside of the public’s interest. Importantly, Johnson notes that a whistleblower must be a 
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member, employee, or ex-employee of an organization. This addendum narrows the definitional 

scope to a specific set of conditions, ensuring that “a journalist or ordinary citizen” would not be 

able to assume the role of the whistleblower (Johnson 4).   

C. Fred Alford outright rejects Glazer and Glazer’s depiction, reasoning that even a 

disgruntled worker or malcontent could fulfill the definitions of a whistleblower. For example, 

Alford argues that part two of Bowie’s requirements do not constitute as a definition, but “only 

[as] a piece of advice,” while he questions the logic of part three, musing what a “reasonable 

person actually represents” (17). These concerns over a categorical definition lead Alford to 

divide the term into two wholly separate categories. A theoretical reading defines a 

whistleblower as a member of an organization who speaks out against harmful practices in order 

to benefit the public. Conversely, a practical reading defines a whistleblower according to the 

amount of harm received for speaking out against wrongdoing (18). Alford asks his reader to 

imagine an employee or member who protests internally against an unethical practice and faces 

no repercussions for her act of dissent. He reasons that although this employee has just 

committed an act of whistleblowing, her position within the company remains unchanged—she 

simply remains an employee who expressed dissatisfaction. Making matters more confusing, in 

the following paragraphs, Alford admits that the whistleblower, “in theory, speaks out in the 

name of the public good” as a true believer, but, in practice, “is defined by the retaliation he or 

she receives” (18). This definition, although possibly made partly in jest, does account for the 

exceptional uniformity of punishment that whistleblowers of all categories routinely experience. 

However, defining an act or a typology based on an authorized punishing action is not only 

reductive, it deliberately shifts any agency away from the whistleblower. A more 
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accommodating definition of whistleblowers, then, must account for not only the act, 

relationship to the organization, and motivation, it must also address the question of agency.  

Research regarding the first two categories are by most measures unanimous, although 

there does not seem to be a common line uniting the other two. While whistleblowing is often 

considered as an act, in research it is generally depicted as a process to correct wrongdoing—

usually according to the classifications of waste, fraud, and abuse. As the works by Glazer and 

Glazer and Miceli and Near state, the configuration of the whistleblower as an employee, ex-

employee, or member of an organization also seems to accommodate the possibility of 

contractors as relationally connected to an organization. This point is particularly important 

given the number of US military and intelligence contractors who blow the whistle such as 

Ellsberg and Snowden. While scholars like Alford, Bowie, and Glazer and Glazer regard 

questions of motivation as a key descriptor defining the whistleblower, Johnson’s disregard of 

one’s motivation seems at first most prudent for the purposes of my study. After all, for 

anonymous whistleblowers like the one who leaked NSA documents that led to the publication 

of the “Drone Papers” by the Intercept in 2015, as well as the US military and intelligence 

whistleblowers like Stephen Kim, a contractor from the State Department, and Jeffery Sterling 

and Shamai Leibowitz from the FBI who, as a result of their sentencing, are prevented from 

discussing their stories, at times it is impossible to make a reasonable inference about one’s 

motives. However, even in these opaque cases, there is some evidence ranging from a short 

public address or a hint from legal representation suggesting that these figures choose to blow 

the whistle because she or he truly believes such an action will correct wrongdoing. In this way, 
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the motivation of a whistleblower parallels that of the “Enlightenment true believer, all those 

naïve types who would “speak truth to power”” (Madar 86).  

Finally, while it would be incorrect to attribute the organization as the primary agent that 

ultimately defines the whistleblower, as Alford does, it would also be reductive to assume the 

whistleblower as the singular source of agency. After all, whistleblowers will often cite an 

unmovable compulsion to blow the whistle that they describe as separate or beyond their own 

control. For example, as Thomas Drake, an NSA whistleblower who reported waste, fraud, and 

abuse of a surveillance program to upper management in 2002 explains, it was not some 

ineffable quality that caused him to become a whistleblower but rather the “solemn oath to 

support and defend the Constitution four times in [his] military/government career” (Drake). It 

stands to reason, then, that the location of agency that defines the whistleblower is not singularly 

found in the whistleblower or organization. Instead, it is positioned in the liminal space between 

the whistleblower and the places that habituates her values—which, as the above literature has 

noted, might range from a commitment to transparent governance to the personal pleasure in 

causing disorder.  

 For this reason, the definition of whistleblowing used in this project is summarized as the 

process of disclosing information by an organizational member in order to correct wrongdoing 

and is a current or former organizational member who discloses information to correct 

wrongdoing in accordance to some personal values. Consequently, a whistleblower is a true 

believer who trusts that the evidence she provides will expose and hopefully change 

organizational wrongdoing.  
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The Trajectory of Whistleblowing Research  

Scholarship on whistleblowing commonly extends to the branches of law, political 

history, behavioral science, psychology, business ethics, management, communications and 

linguistics. Other stakeholders with strong research agendas include policy makers, lobbyists, 

mutual aid organizers, and political think tanks. The sheer amount of text produced from this 

array of disciplines has largely framed the subject of whistleblowing as a discourse of 

antagonisms: insider vs. outsider, secrecy vs. transparency, truth telling vs. manipulation. These 

oppositions then serve as the primary interpretive lens to investigate the otherwise complex and 

often messy consequences that characterizes the process of whistleblowing. This discourse has 

certainly shaped both the expert and popular judgment of the whistleblowing process as well as 

likely improved the lives of whistleblowers themselves through a small but committed genre of 

whistleblowing technical manuals. However, it is worth noting that the actual discourse or 

rhetoric of whistleblowers itself has received little to no investigation.    

After all, for a subject with such inherent dialectical wealth, there remains a paucity of 

rhetorical analysis that is perplexing given the discipline’s longstanding opposition to false 

judgment and its commitment to open discourse in democratic and civic processes. This section 

therefore compares some of the general analytic frameworks other disciplines have used to study 

whistleblowing with contemporary trends in the field of rhetoric. In this way, I show that while 

the study of whistleblowing rhetoric is undertheorized, the general theoretical and practical 

issues raised by the following studies of whistleblowing are concerns that are also shared by 

rhetoricians.      
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Echoing the ancient partnership between rhetoric and civic oratory, research has long 

portrayed whistleblowing as a civic act or process that is intimately tied to universal notions of 

citizenship and public service. At its root, the whistleblower by definition blows the whistle to 

protect the public or third party from harm. This vital relationship, some scholars argue, is 

actually incomplete as they regard the whistleblowing process as perhaps the quintessential 

function that ensures the health of democratic governance. For example, in his case study of Mia 

Kuch, an Israeli whistleblower in the late 1970s, Abraham Mansbach posits that Kuch’s initial 

actions, first as low-level employee reporting financial impropriety to her later actions as a co-

founder of a whistleblowing organization, points to a united engagement between the 

whistleblower and an ideal conception of citizenship within a democracy. Kuch’s case initially 

follows the pattern of retaliation experienced by most whistleblowers. For her efforts in blowing 

the whistle at Tnuva, an Israeli dairy conglomerate, Kuch was initially demoted from her 

position as a secretary of Tnuva’s head cashier. Subsequent queries to the head management at 

Tnuva resulted in harassment until she contacted the police, was exposed for whistleblowing in a 

daily newspaper, and fired four days later. With the help of a private investigator, Kuch later 

discovered a psychiatric evaluation diagnosing her with paranoid schizophrenia despite having 

never met the doctor personally (Mansbach 364-5). Mansbach theorizes that whistleblowing in 

the workplace “is a personal act that individualizes, yet simultaneously, by being beneficial to 

the public, is not antagonistic to the ‘we’” (371). By “we,” Mansbach refers to the collective 

autonomy and liberty of radical democratic publics. Key to this description is the distinction 

between the individual political identity of the whistleblower and the collective form of 

identification codified by political movements. While he seems to agree that both identify 
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formations warrant investigation, he is decidedly more interested in the latter formation, or what 

Hauser might call the “thin vernacular.”  

To Mansbach, the most enduring consequence of whistleblowing is not caused by an 

individual act of resistance but rather how whistleblower rhetoric parallels the values of liberal 

democracy. In other words, the value of Kuch’s whistleblowing is found in its abstract moral 

commitment that is so critical to the development of third-party institutions. As Mansbach 

argues, it is then these institutions, not the whistleblower, who enables the practice of radical 

democracy to prosper. Kuch’s contributions to the public sphere in founding Oggen and eventual 

recognition as a whistleblowing expert illustrates how whistleblowers offer “political surplus 

value” in that “the personal autonomy and social solidarity inherent in acts of whistleblowing 

extend to other spheres of civil society” (367). To Mansbach, whistleblowing constitutes a 

practice of radical democracy espoused by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in that “it aims to 

ensure that the principles and values advocated by liberal democracies are implemented in 

material life,” which Mansbach describes as a combination of liberal and socialist values (363). 

While he does note that each act of whistleblowing is a micropolitical practice, Kush’s individual 

actions as a whistleblower is secondary in Mansbach’s analysis as her story primarily serves as a 

catalyst to the more important development of external parties. 

This orientation of examining whistleblower rhetoric as a universal vernacular instead of 

a contingent, individual discourse certainly extends into other analytic frameworks of 

whistleblowing. In their quantitative study of internal whistleblowers, Brent MacNab and 

Reginald Worthley cite intrapersonal characteristics of perceived self-efficacy as a statistically 

significant predictor in cases of internal whistleblowing. Building off of the psychologist Albert 
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Bandura’s definition of the term, the authors define self-efficacy as “the conviction that one can 

engage in behavior that will produce the desired outcome” (409). In MacNab’s and Worthley’s 

study, self-efficacy is also determined by several indicators related to whistleblowing: 1) past 

performance, 2) social observation of past whistleblowers, 3) communicative persuasion, and 4) 

physiological state (410). For their method, the authors polled 939 participants from the US and 

Canada and based intrapersonal traits such as gender, management/work experience, culture, and 

age to calculate evidence of self-efficacy among individual whistleblowers. Of their primary 

study, MacNab and Worthley conclude, “within both Canada and the US higher levels of self-

efficacy are related to an increased propensity for internal whistleblowing” (416). Based on these 

findings, the authors suggest that organizations who desire employees who practice a high degree 

of self-reflexivity and consistency in internal reporting can develop specific programs 

encouraging self-efficacy as part of the organizational ethos. In other words, the authors organize 

the presence of rhetoric as a category to be used to improve internal whistleblowing systems for 

organizations. Not mentioned but equally plausible are the possibilities for organizations to 

invert the author’s suggestions and implement programs to suppress self-efficacious tendencies 

and practices in order to prevent future whistleblowing cases.  

Alongside these general trends in whistleblowing research is a concurrent academic study 

that examines the utility of secrets as a necessary if deeply problematic condition of 

contemporary governance. In her philosophical treatise, Sissela Bok observes that secrets, similar 

to the term “whistleblower,” are laden with polarizing connotations. Bok illustrates that secrecy 

has both a positive and negative potential: by preserving secrets, a group or organization ensures 

its continued liberty; yet such liberty affords the possibility of assault on the liberty of others 
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(28). Put differently, because of its purpose to interrupt secret operations, the whistleblowing 

process facilitates the liberty for some at the expense of others. On the other hand, scholars like 

Simone Chambers argue that transparency in the form of publicity like whistleblowing has the 

potential to suspend the democratic process by allowing what she calls plebiscitory reason, or the 

pejorative “pathologies of the public sphere,” to enter into deliberative arenas (323). Plebiscitory 

reason, she explains, inhibits critical accountability and Socratic reason, both crucial qualities in 

democratic deliberation. Clare Birchall’s analysis of WikiLeaks further illustrates the potential 

for secrets to perform work that benefits the democratic tradition. WikiLeaks is designed to 

simultaneously disseminate information into the public sphere while preserving what Birchall 

calls “the singularity” of its sources or founders. In this way “something valuable can take place, 

shift, transform, because of secrecy rather than transparency” (77). Additionally, studies have 

examined the whistleblower from a number of inventive perspectives, including the 

public/private sphere (Hall and Chambers) or as moral choice (Bok; Jensen). Whistleblowing is 

also the subject of much interest to advocates of public and civic policy, domains in which the 

field of rhetoric has had a long-vested interest.  

While these studies indicate how the field of rhetoric might engage with extant 

whistleblowing research, it also illustrates the general tendency to frame whistleblower rhetoric 

as a moral universal commitment or activity that largely benefits external parties. In this way, 

scholarship investigating the relationship between government secrecy and the subject of 

transparency in the whistleblowing process also follows the thin vernacular of whistleblowing 

discourse. The assembly of “local knowledge, concerns, meanings, modes of arguments, value 
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schemes, logics, traditions” rooted in “indigenous language” that summarizes Hauser’s 

vernacular rhetoric is an area of whistleblowing studies currently in need of examination (41).  

The Unexamined Art of Truth Telling 

The outcomes and consequences of whistleblowing is well examined in the fields of 

psychology, political science, and organizational behavior. In comparison, rhetorical scholarship 

is much less engaged with the subject despite the sustained focus from rhetorical histories on the 

place of civic discourse in democratic assemblies. Richard House, Anneliese Watt, and Julia M. 

Williams perhaps come closest in establishing a rhetorical method to analyze whistleblowing. 

Examining Sherron Watkins’ alleged corporate whistleblowing of Enron in 2001, the authors 

tentatively develop a rhetorical approach based on Lloyd F. Bitzer’s “rhetorical situation” using 

audience analysis nomenclature (247). While House et al. do not explicitly say so, their 

observance of Watkins’ “shifting sense of identity” in which she “aligns herself with different 

communities at different points” references ethos as a possible rhetorical theory to understand 

the motivations of whistleblowers (250). However, any sustained analysis of ethos is omitted as 

the authors immediately transition to outline Watkin’s case as a pedagogical practice useful for 

students studying rhetoric. Given that the authors’ approach in this text is intended to serve as a 

starting point to “situate th[e] particular document within the larger context” of whistleblowing, 

their analysis thus only briefly hints the subject’s rhetorical complexities. Taking their cue, it is 

the lack of recognition of whistleblower rhetoric as a contingent act adaptable to a broad range of 

situations that is the focus of this project.  

While US military and intelligence whistleblowers do not seem to use ethos according to 

its traditional definition as the sum of one’s character or the practice of creating character 
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through language, Chapter 2 illustrates how some obliquely refer to a kind of ethos that follows 

an antecedent translation as “dwelling places.” The goals of this chapter are to first establish 

ethos as a central concept necessary to ground an examination of whistleblower rhetoric, and 

second, to develop an understanding of how whistleblowers employ ethos as a process of 

establishing places or stopping points from which to renegotiate agency and authority. By 

reducing the presence of one’s personal ethos, whistleblowers depict their actions and 

motivations as a deontological act, or the normative ethical position of an action as based on an 

obligation to established rules. This effect minimizes the presence of rhetoric in exchange for a 

discourse that positions an adherence to rules or duty. Diminishing the presence of one’s 

personal character also addresses some of the problems of trust as the actions of the 

whistleblower do not seem to be obviously persuasive. I then trace how whistleblower ethos 

originates at the margins rather than the centers of power, which as rhetorical scholarship has 

persuasively argued, has the potential to generate a transformation into new sites of agency. In 

other words, the habituation of whistleblower ethos that inevitably begins from a marginalized 

position is but one part of an ongoing process.  

This examination of ethos as a space or intersections then leads into an examination of 

how the dialectic over the presence of rhetoric in Michel Foucault’s catalog of truth telling in 

ancient Greek and Roman texts informs a separate but similar dialectic over the relationship 

between parrhēsia (fearless or frank speech) and contemporary whistleblowing. In Chapter 3, I 

posit that the forms of argumentation used by Edward Snowden and Chelsea Manning parallels 

the dispute over the place of rhetoric in parrhēsia. Put differently, the arguments for or against 

the presence of rhetoric in parrhēsia routinely manifests at specific junctures in the 
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whistleblowing timeline, indicating how the dialectic of parrhēsia naturally leads to a rhetoric of 

whistleblowing. Similar to the general reticence to describe ethos in personal terms, the decision 

to blow the whistle is characterized by whistleblowers as a process in which rhetorical 

calculation is not considered, which is close, if not identical, to the framework of parrhēsia as 

without rhetoric. However, this implied absence is contrasted with the abundance of methods 

available to the fearless speaker to mediate frank speech from one setting to another. In this way, 

whistleblowers like Snowden and Manning adhere to the basic conditions that governs the 

ancient parrhēsiastes (the one who uses fearless speech) by articulating how one comes to tell 

the truth and then deciding the method and performance best suited to tell the truth. While the 

focus of this chapter is to demonstrate how the study of whistleblowers in rhetorical scholarship 

would potentially gain more by investigating the dialectic of parrhēsia rather than simply 

equating parrhēsia with whistleblowing, it also illustrates how theoretical conversations in 

rhetorical scholarship might stand to benefit from a sustained study of whistleblowers. 

In a deliberate departure from the customary association of the whistleblower as a lone, 

individual actor, Chapter 4 instead examines how whistleblower rhetoric develops critical 

relationships and partnerships with the fourth estate. More specifically, this chapter looks at the 

deliberate moments where whistleblowers openly praise and celebrate the free press and other 

organizations for their support of whistleblowers or their contributions to a more abstract 

democratic universality like the free and open transfer of information critical to an informed 

citizenry. In this apologia to epideictic, I argue that the function of whistleblower encomia is 

removed from the customary association of epideictic as beautiful, if empty, praise. Instead, 

whistleblower epideictic actually fulfills several technically subversive functions: 1) it weakens 
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the bonds developed between the US government and the news media following the events of 

9/11, 2) it rejuvenates the traditional alliances between whistleblowers and journalists, and 3) it 

reshapes and modernizes the fourth estate by marrying the network of networks system of 

communication used to great effect by the fifth estate with journalistic ethics and codes of 

conduct. While these outcomes are certainly not the singular result of whistleblower epideictic, 

the chapter concludes by illustrating how whistleblower rhetoric performs social and political 

work through the epideictic categories of praise and blame.  

Chapter 5 reads the exploratory rhetorics of contemporary whistleblowers regarding 

digital security and the leadership/followership dynamic as a dialectical process of testing ideas 

and producing knowledge in order to directly shape the future of whistleblowing. Given the 

special level of persecution that whistleblowers face under the last several Presidential 

administrations, it is clear that whistleblowers will continue to adjust to conditions that are both 

hostile and deeply unfavorable. Like many marginalized figures, whistleblowers have adopted 

digital anonymity tools as a measure to regain agency and challenge otherwise dominant 

discourses. However, unlike conventional research that positions encryption, secure networks, 

and operation security as instruments to facilitate the management of identity, this chapter 

instead interrogates how the testing of digital anonymity and security tools is a dialogue initiated 

by current whistleblowers to determine which measures prove to be most important, and to reject 

practices that are not. In other words, whistleblowers’ discussions over digital security and 

anonymity is more complicated than linear pragmatic recommendations; it is an epistemic 

conversation over knowledge practices that are based off of probabilistic outcomes. The second 

half of this chapter examines the types of rhetoric available to whistleblowers when the security 
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of remaining anonymous is no longer an option. Here, whistleblowers use a combination of 

leadership and followership rhetorics to resolve some of the mutual complications and 

uncertainty in public engagements. Like the marginalized space that characterizes the 

whistleblower ethos in Chapter 2, the initial default position as an organizational follower offers 

some benefits for the whistleblower during public engagements. However, this position as a 

follower does not account for the whistleblower’s actions after she has blown the whistle and 

potentially transitions into a position of leadership. The ability to switch between leadership and 

followership rhetorics at specific moments or conditions thus serves as an ad hoc protocol for 

whistleblowers to speak effectively in public discourse.     

Moving Forward 

In the dozen plus years since 9/11, perpetual warnings about potential terrorist attacks on 

US soil have broadly shaped the national discourse on secrecy and information leaks. This 

discourse has not only produced material consequences in the form of federal policies and 

procedures, it has also molded a panoptic zeitgeist framing this historical moment. From security 

policies to new and inventive methods of surveillance, from a multi-billion-dollar classification 

system to a parallel top secret government “visible only to God,” the reverberations of 9/11 have 

created what Dana Priest and William M. Arkin describe as the “New American Security State,” 

a state in which secrets are ubiquitous and so well hidden that there is little likelihood of such 

information reaching to public to even begin a conversation, let alone address questions of 

consent (52). One consequence of this perplexing configuration is the ease in which 

whistleblowers fulfill a contrapositive role to the interests of a vastly more powerful state 

apparatus. For example, whistleblowers have been described as “soldiers in the frontline in the 
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battle for openness, honesty, and transparency” and publically encouraged by prominent 

investigative journalists like Glenn Greenwald to “cheer on [whistleblowers] even though they 

are undertaking exactly those actions that the criminal law prohibits” (Sergeant; “The Leakers 

Who”). A similar argument can be found in the dozens of biographies on Snowden and Manning 

available through Amazon.com as well as the hundreds of editorials about whistleblowers 

published from major international newspapers and magazines such as the Guardian, the 

Washington Post, the New York Times, and Der Spiegel.   

This project asserts that the rhetoric of articulating wrongdoing that characterizes the 

process of whistleblowing should not only come from the state, experts, the fourth estate, or 

theorists, but also from the writings and language of whistleblowers. In this way, US military and 

intelligence whistleblowers should be reengaged by scholars as profound rhetorical concerns 

equally affecting the public, political and private spheres and our own disciplinary roots alike. 

After all, whistleblowers do not only offer surplus value to rhetorical scholars in the form of 

revisiting and reimagining ongoing conversations important to the field, but rather, the actions of 

whistleblowers will likely continue to shape the political and social narratives in the US in ways 

extraordinary and unpredictable for years to come. Take, for instance, Manning’s job as an Army 

intelligence analyst, which Senator Susan Collins described as “a low-level member of the 

military” (qtd. in Greenberg 38). Unlike Ellsberg, who worked as a senior level analyst for the 

RAND Corporation, a Pentagon think-tank, a position that granted him unprecedented access to 

classified files on the Vietnam War, Manning had much lower clearance classification than 

Ellsberg but in turn had access to a far greater tranche of classified information. The quantity and 

ease of access available to Manning and eventually published by WikiLeaks dwarfed Ellsberg’s 
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Pentagon Papers by orders of magnitude, leading Andy Greenburg to declare, “there may not be 

many Daniel Ellsbergs in the world, ready to push through the twentieth century’s stubborn 

barriers to leaking. But the twenty-first century would be wise to expect more Bradley 

Mannings” (45). It seems the field of rhetoric would do well to anticipate this prediction.  
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ETHOS OF WHISTLEBLOWERS 
 

  Because of its customary interpretation as a term describing credibility or moral 

character, a study of whistleblower ethos seems like a logical place to examine a broad array of 

related inquiries separate from rhetorical examinations. After all, researchers have found that 

whistleblowers routinely struggle to identify with their own stories, consistently absorb attacks 

on their character and mental soundness, and are inevitably challenged to precisely defend their 

conceptions of loyalty and duty (Alford; Miceli and Near; Smith). Rhetoric’s meaningful and 

historically situated engagement with ethos thus potentially affords whistleblowers and those 

who study them a powerful new means for expression or analysis.  

 The goal of this chapter is twofold: first, to establish ethos as a fertile, reliable, and 

relevant rhetorical concept for whistleblowing scholarship, and second, to develop a theory of 

ethos that specifically considers the unique dynamics of US military and intelligence 

whistleblowers. Just as some researchers have argued that whistleblowing is among the “most 

important processes—if not the single most important processes—by which governments and 

corporations are kept accountable,” I understand ethos as the most important rhetorical concept 

by which to interpret whistleblower action and discourse (Lewis et al. 1). Of all of the 

Aristotelian “proofs,” standard criticisms of whistleblowers inevitably orbit around questions of 

professional ethics and its satellites in moral character and the role of the individual in 

organizations. The importance of ethos, however, is not only limited to its potential in 

developing more sophisticated examinations of individual character. Ethos can also help to orient 

the communicative boundaries or territories of whistleblowers, in effect creating an 

“‘architectural’ function of the art,” designed to “mark out the boundaries and domains of 
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thought” (Hyde xiii). For whistleblowers like Stephen Kim from the State Department and CIA 

agent Jeffrey Sterling who may have been unacquainted with their predecessors at the time of 

their investigations, the architectural function of ethos that “takes form as the artist uses 

materials to attract attention, maintain our interest, and encourage us to judge the work as 

praiseworthy and persuasive,” may also indicate to researchers how some whistleblowers seem 

to naturally invent rhetorical defenses to improve their circumstances and why others do not 

(Hyde xxi).  

For others who are more aware of whistleblowing history, some evidence of this 

architectural function is arguably already in place, if for ill-defined reasons. While ethos is a 

term rarely invoked by whistleblowers to describe themselves or other whistleblowers, some 

have employed a translation of the term that is uncommon outside the field of rhetoric. For 

example, whistleblowers like Thomas Drake and William Binney of the NSA and national 

intelligence contractor Edward Snowden have all made remarks about figurative sites common to 

whistleblowers—ranging from professional training to the places where whistleblowers commit 

sacred oaths to the Constitution to the sites of resistance of previous whistleblowers like Daniel 

Ellsberg—as spaces where whistleblowers negotiate agency against vastly more powerful 

opponents. This conception of space recalls Henri Lefebvre’s investigations of space as a 

dialectical arena of conflict that shapes ideas, beliefs, and values. The common spaces that make 

up whistleblower ethos, then, function in a manner similar to Edward Soja’s conception of 

thirdspace as “simultaneously a social product (or outcome) and a shaping force (or medium) in 

social life” (7). That is, some whistleblowers obliquely refer to a kind of ethos that follows an 

antecedent translation as “dwelling places” instead of the traditional definition as the sum of 
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one’s character or the practice of creating character through one’s words. As Nedra Reynolds 

explains, “character is formed by habit, not engendered by nature, and those habits come from 

the community or culture. One identifies an individual’s character, then, by looking to the 

community” (329). Although it is improbable that this turn to ethos as place-based is a conscious 

decision, the whistleblowers included in this chapter strongly create the impression of publically 

favoring the translation of ethos as “dwelling places” over “personal character” for reasons I 

understand as rhetorical. As a result, I posit that US military and intelligence whistleblowers 

appear to broadly reject or at least diminish the definition of ethos that is rooted in personal 

character for a translation of the term that indicates that the characteristics necessary for 

whistleblowing stem from multiple ethical locations.  

Ethos in Whistleblowing Literature and the Media 

Although I am unaware of any featured studies directly linking ethos with 

whistleblowers, there are several unifying characteristics of whistleblowers that studies seem to 

agree upon. To date, whistleblowers in the US are inevitably recognized as “ordinary” men and 

women, professionally indistinguishable from their peers except for a heightened sense of 

principle often defined as professional duty or loyalty. They are almost always well-established 

members in their fields with years of experience, and are rarely individuals who are “beginning 

their careers” or “nearing retirement” (Glazer and Glazer 5). The literature also broadly 

recognizes whistleblowers as “conservative”—although this definition generally refers to the 

whistleblower’s attitudes towards work and professional conduct rather than any indication of 

political sensibilities. In many cases, research indicates that whistleblowers “have a low 

tolerance for ambiguity and…may be more acutely aware [than their peers] of wrongdoing” 
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(Miceli and Near 133). As the author of one study explains, whistleblowers “buil[d] their careers 

by conforming to the requirements of bureaucratic life,” (Vinten 11). Yet beyond these general 

characteristics, as researchers have overwhelmingly concluded, there is “much unexplained 

variance in the observations” (Miceli and Near 52). 

In turn, this work on whistleblower characteristics has since introduced a popular thread 

in whistleblowing research. In the last decade studies have begun to probe the effects and 

consequences of whistleblowers’ independence, from the potential of policy and legislation to 

encourage or suppress moral autonomy (Tsahuridu and Vandekerckhove), to how perceived acts 

of whistleblowing dissent elicits patterns of response from organizations (Alford; Martin; 

Patrick), to how ethical perceptions of organizational independence shifts among cultures (Chiu; 

Park, Rehg, and Lee).  

While the focus of these investigations in some form involves an analysis of 

whistleblower characteristics, it is largely their recommendations that indicate the most 

immediate approach in which ethos can begin to fulfill the kinds of unresolved advice that 

regularly appears in scholarship. Take, for example, Eva E. Tsahuridu and Wim 

Vandekerckhove’s conclusions that whistleblowing policies, “if they are to enable moral 

autonomy at work, that is, if they are going to enable people to live in accordance with their 

values, to author their lives, need to be developed” (119). In another article, Brian Martin 

disavows current whistleblowing legislation as largely flawed and recommends that “far more 

helpful to whistleblowers are practical skills at understanding organizational dynamics, 

collecting data, writing coherent accounts, building alliances and liaising with the media,” 

including the self-awareness to “understand one’s own motivations, aspirations, capabilities and 
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vulnerabilities” (125). Paired together or alone, these recommendations are sensible, measured, 

and largely unproblematical in the context of their research. Unfortunately, these authors, like 

many others, decline to offer how whistleblowers are expected to achieve these benchmarks or 

skills. How are organizational policymakers supposed to recognize the policies that “enable 

people at work to be moral agents, who are responsible for their behavior, and have the 

autonomy to behave as their conscience dictates them,” let alone develop measures to honor 

those values when researchers have noted a great variance among whistleblowers (Tsahuridu et 

al. 116)? How will whistleblowers develop the practical skills and reflective practices in the 

areas outlined by Martin, if not with the inventive and symbolic capacity of ethos, which we as 

rhetoricians already know not only seeks to locate one’s character and sense of ethics, but also its 

place at the center or margins among communities, locations and relationships?   

As it turns out, the news and media has already engaged in a robust effort to pair ethos 

with whistleblowing, although not likely in the way that we might hope or anticipate. For 

instance, a recent LexisNexis search of “whistleblowers” and “ethos” lists 714 results, with the 

overwhelming majority utilizing ethos to describe the motivations or characteristics of every 

party, both real and imaginary, other than the actual whistleblower. For instance, editorials and 

internal or commissioned studies of corporate practices predominantly use the term as a holistic 

synonym for workplace culture. Ethos is also used with regularity to indicate “something like 

zeitgeist,” such as age, collective moods, habits, or eras—again, principally in reference to the 

workplace or ethical standards (Reynolds 327). At times, the word appears to be stretched to the 

limits of its already remarkable elasticity. In a few noteworthy examples, ethos is described as a 

kind of invocation for inaction, or as one author describes, a “self-preservation ethos” that bars 
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potential whistleblowers from engaging in whistleblowing in the first place, whereas another 

calls the same basic instinct a “keep-your-mouth-shut ethos” (Friedrichs 22; Aubin B7). From 

these examples alone, it is evident that such use of the term offers little utility for whistleblowers.  

However, in the few news articles that do explore a relationship between ethos and 

whistleblowers, there is an impression, regardless of intention, of the term being used in a 

fashion that might actually prove useful for whistleblowers and researchers. The main difference 

here is the attempt by the authors to unpack common historical traits in order to define the 

contemporary character of the 21st century whistleblower. The “hacktivist ethos” and its 

associated doctrine in “information that wants to be free, that privacy is sacred” attributed to 

Snowden, Chelsea Manning, who released Afghan and Iraq war logs and diplomatic cables to 

WikiLeaks, and Julian Assange of WikiLeaks in a 2013 Time Magazine article is perhaps the 

most well-travelled—if fundamentally inaccurate—attempt to identify the common places that 

unite some whistleblowers (Scherer). In it, the author even suggests an implicit bond between the 

contributions of Vietnam-era protestors—here, probably meaning Daniel Ellsberg—as 

predecessors to “this new breed of radical technophiles” (Scherer). Liberal interpretations of 

whistleblower ethos certainly extend beyond the Time Magazine masthead. In other news stories, 

phrases such as the “Christian ethos of right and wrong” and the “ethos of [the health and social] 

profession,” that define the character or motivations of whistleblowers rely on the heritage of 

traditional ethical fortresses in religion, education, and professional practice to ground and 

explain their actions (Clensy 26; Connolly 6). Clearly, there is an attempt being made to pair 

ethos with whistleblowers, even if not in name and for undefined reasons.   
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The Character of US Military and Intelligence Whistleblowers      

Although the interpretation of ethos in the examples above at first seems in line with its 

translation as discursive locations where character dwells, the difference is that such a reading 

still largely centers around ethos as character. Among issues of oversimplification and the 

inability to account for difference, conflict, or fractured subjectivity, the primary drawback to 

this definition is its inflexibility that draws new insights. Whistleblowers already seem to be 

moving away from this conception for two broad reasons: 1) in general, and especially at the 

onset, whistleblowers naturally seek to reduce the presence of rhetoric in personal ethos in favor 

for a deontological oriented discourse, or a conversation that evaluates the ethics of an action 

when the action is framed as an obligation to established rules, and 2) by deemphasizing the 

presence of one’s character, it paradoxically solves some of the problems of trust precisely 

because the whistleblower does not appear to seduce the audience into believing that she or he is 

trustworthy.       

The seemingly natural response from whistleblowers to paint their actions as an 

inevitable ethical obligation, or what C. Fred Alford calls “choiceless choice,” also ensures the 

secondary status of ethos and rhetoric in whistleblower discourse (40). For example, as Thomas 

Drake clarified to me in correspondence, at no point before or after he was exposed by the FBI in 

2007 as the whistleblower who reported gross wrongdoing, fraud, and abuse at the NSA did he 

intend “to “self-fashion [his] character to the public” (Drake). He maintained this position even 

after the US government dropped all counts against him, including five charges under the 

Espionage Act four years later in 2011. Instead, according to Drake, his decision to blow the 

whistle surfaced when he realized the NSA’s Trailblazer project, a warrantless domestic 
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eavesdropping apparatus, violated the Fourth Amendment to the Constitution as well as Foreign 

Intelligence Surveillance Act laws, Title III, and the Electronic Communications Privacy Act. He 

explained, “I would not remain silent. I took an oath to defend the Constitution. Here I am 

finding myself defending the Constitution against my own government…I had to stand up to it” 

(Drake and Fitzgerald). This point reappears in nearly all of Drake’s multiple interviews for the 

media, documentary features, and invited talks.   

In the deontological discourse of US military and national intelligence whistleblowers, 

there is no higher ethical virtue than the legal authority of the Constitution. References to the 

Constitution are cited as central to the motivations for all those who blow the whistle on 

wrongdoing. In their interviews, J. Kirk Wiebe and William Binney, colleagues of Drake at the 

NSA around the same time, speak at some length about their professional responsibilities, the 

instinct to protect democratic processes, and commitment to the NSA culture—referencing its 

zealous protection of domestic privacy that characterized the agency pre-9/11—as reasons why 

they blew the whistle internally. However, it was the violations to the Constitution that caused 

the most distress to both former civil servants. For Binney, the violations were enough to cause 

early retirement. Wiebe viewed the NSA’s newfound willingness to eavesdrop on US citizens in 

the Trailblazer project as a contradiction of the Constitution, and voiced concerns about the “type 

of government we once had and grew up under in which the Constitution was held sacrosanct 

more or less to one today where the Constitution is almost an afterthought” (Kirk). This same 

concern is a familiar refrain in Snowden’s interviews, where he argued from his first interview as 

a whistleblower that his intentions in leaking classified documents to the public emerged from a 

hope to start a democratic dialogue over a warrantless domestic surveillance program that was at 
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odds with the Constitution. Even in the case of John Kiriakou, a former CIA operative who blew 

the whistle on US waterboarding and torture following 9/11, where the targets of torture were not 

US citizens and thus not protected by the Constitution, he maintained, “my oath was to the 

Constitution. And to me, torture is unconstitutional” (Kiriakou). 

 The effect of reducing the appearance of rhetoric, of ethos, in exchange for a discourse 

that adjudicates the adherence to rules or duty as the normative ethical position is often the best 

and most immediate discursive advantage afforded by the whistleblower. In this way, public 

attention is guided toward moral exactness and civic duty inherent in the act of whistleblowing 

while potentially redirecting criticisms of whistleblowers instead to the spaces or locations where 

character is developed. 

The effort to minimize any suggestion of premeditation in developing a public ethos is in 

part the product of the naturalizing appeal of rhetoric as an art that appears artless, or ars est 

artem celare. Put differently, the capacity of rhetoric to persuade is “most effective when it 

accomplished its purposes without drawing attention to itself,” as Duane Litfin observed of 

religious oratory in the Pauline epistles (98). The practice of persuading through dissimulation 

does not emerge only in the religious oratorical tradition but also surfaces as the very center of 

rhetorical principle. This centeredness is made starkly evident in Carolyn Miller’s work on the 

role of artful concealment in public discourse where she traces the initial stages of ars est artem 

celare in rhetoric “beginning at least with Aristotle” through Quintilian and Cicero, within 

literature and historical scholarship, Castiglione and Machiavelli in the Renaissance, and its 

legacy in 20th and 21st century criticism, before explaining, “rhetoric seeks not to “flourish” or to 

“reign,” but to disappear, to get out of the way, possibly even to admit to being “mere rhetoric”” 



 40 

(20). The goal, then, is to persuade naturally and without evident artifice, which demonstrates 

one possible reason why whistleblowers like Drake are quick to dismiss any suggestion of self-

fashioning or rhetorical ornamentation in his interviews, despite admitting “the only place left, 

the only other check on the secret side of government…was the court of public opinion” 

(Silenced). It stands to reason that although Drake is most likely genuine when he claims to 

reject any effort to embellish his public character, it is also just as likely that this rejection 

strategically improves his case’s likelihood for success in the public arena.     

The hiding or erasing of rhetoric from public view that is central to the precept ars est 

artem celare also overlaps with ethos along meaningful points, indicating the intimate 

relationship between the two. As classicists and historians of rhetoric have observed, in order to 

achieve success in public oration, the positive traits in one’s character in ancient Greece such as 

honor and virtue needed to be simultaneously displayed and disowned. James Fredal echoes this 

observation in his investigation of Greek citizenship and public gendering, explaining, “while 

attaining manhood required the acquisition and performance of Greek masculine civic virtues, 

this performance could never appear to be studied or rehearsed” (179). He writes that public 

figures like orators and Sophists needed to attend to their mannerisms, delivery, and appearance 

without seeming to cater or please their audience. The overlap between art that appears artless 

with ethos also makes its way into contemporary rhetorical and leadership handbooks. In one, the 

author notes, ars est artem celare “applies to most top persuaders. Just as some athletes make 

their performance appear effortless, so do speakers who are really good at motivating others” 

(Hazel 15).  
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The dissimulation of rhetoric, of ethos, in whistleblower testimonies does not indicate a 

partnership to deception but instead indicates how the repudiation of one’s ethos is part of the 

natural matter in gaining trust. Whistleblowers seem to broadly agree with Michael Cahn’s 

assessment that “one of the peculiarities of language is that the claim to truthfulness is 

incompatible with any elaboration and artistic sophistication” (79). Just as Cahn argues that the 

demands of rhetoric in concealing its artfulness is incompatible from a science theory 

perspective because it cedes “authority as a rule-giver,” whistleblowers face similar challenges in 

speaking the truth in a manner that avoids the suspicion associated with rhetoric while using one 

of rhetoric’s most powerful concepts in ethos to claim authority in reporting wrongdoing and to 

earn goodwill and trust from the court of public opinion. 

  Gaining trust though the exchange of discourse, though, is not simply a matter of hiding 

the presence of rhetoric in communication. Even the decidedly more mundane tasks of teaching 

skeptical students or trusting in one’s own writing process expose the general difficulties of 

developing ethos. For example, Robert Brooke invokes a general sentiment raised by his students 

as they examine Socrates’ discussions with Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles over the nature of 

rhetoric and dialectic in the Gorgias. Brooke summarizes that his students intuitively sense that 

Socrates is “vigilantly enforcing…his opponents to play by one set of rules” but then “not 

holding to his own rules himself” (“Trust” 159). If the reactions from Brooke’s students is 

unsurprising it is likely because the problem of frustration and fair play in the Gorgias arguably 

serves as the underlying basis for the Athenian indictment of Socrates as “guilty of not 

acknowledging the gods the city acknowledges” and “guilty of subverting the young men of the 
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city” (Waterfield 5). For Brooke, the line between trust and suspicion is drawn according to how 

one interprets Socrates’ ethos.  

This interpretation largely takes place, he argues, not through the disjuncture between 

dialectic and rhetoric, but through the psychological concept of transference. In the Freudian 

theory of transference “a patient transfers onto his or her psychoanalyst feelings and thoughts 

that originally pertained to important figures in his or her earlier life” (Erwin 127). Although 

Freud assumes this process to be sexual, Jacques Lacan instead reconfigures transference as the 

subjective structure undergirding a multitude of relationships. Lacan opens the possibilities of 

transference to multiple contexts—each of which, he notes, “acquires meaning by virtue of the 

dialectical moment in which it is produced” (225). In kind, Socrates becomes, in Lacanian terms, 

the “Subject Supposed to Know,” or the authority figure who adroitly interprets baffling 

behavior (in the case of the therapist) or contradictions in argumentative reasoning (in the case of 

Socrates) (“Lacan” 681). Thus, Socrates becomes the object of transference. In rhetorical terms, 

the students of 5th century Athens project onto Socrates as the Subject Supposed to Know the 

same kind of qualities that Aristotle would later organize as the three divisions of ethos—

wisdom, virtue, and goodwill.    

The problem with transference is that if one accepts the role of the Subject Supposed to 

Know, over time it carries the potential to undermine ethos. After all, despite the spell of 

Socrates’ ethos, contemporary readers such as Brooke’s students continue to interpret his 

arguments as hypocritical and at times dishonest. In contrast to therapy where the transference 

relationship “is something to be worked through and overcome,” there are a number of instances 

where Socrates appears to embrace the ethos of the Subject Supposed to Know (“Trust” 165). To 
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Brooke, this is a mistake as the ideal position of the Subject Supposed to Know is to reject any 

projections of transference and to assume an ethos of not knowing. As Baumlin and Weaver 

observe in a slightly different context, the teacher should “ultimately repudiate the role of 

inviolate authority” and refuse the domain of the Subject Supposed to Know because trust as 

well as knowledge in both the classroom and in therapy “proceeds dialogically” (82-83).  

Whistleblowers have used this dynamic to their advantage on more than a few occasions. 

Just as the therapist serves her patient best through countertransference, or “taking the stance of 

not knowing” and denying the role of Subject Supposed to Know, the whistleblower may seek to 

minimize the presence of personal ethos by understating her or his own opinions, playing down 

their expertise, authority, or any other professional marker in order to encourage the public to 

come to their own truth (“Lacan” 686). Take for example Snowden’s comments when asked by 

Glenn Greenwald why he chose to expose himself as the PRISM whistleblower instead of 

remaining anonymous: 

I’m no different from anybody else. I don’t have special skills. I’m just 

another guy who sits there day to day in the office, watches what happens 

and goes, “This is something that’s not our place to decide, the public 

needs to decide whether these programs and policies are right and wrong.” 

And I’m willing to go on record and defend the authenticity of them and 

say, “I didn’t change these, I didn’t modify the story. This is the truth, this 

is what’s happening, you should decide whether we need to be doing this.” 

(Rodriguez)  
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From the onset, Snowden’s self-description is intended as calculated refusal to point to the 

spaces that grant him some measure of authority, such as his credentials, systems expertise, and 

professional reputation. In other words, he appears to deliberately abstain from citing reasons 

why the public should place any level of trust in his actions as whistleblower. Instead, he takes 

pains to highlight the opposite. By painting himself as someone without “special skills,”—even 

though moments earlier in the interview he describes his “[position] of privileged access” as a 

systems administrator and senior advisor of the CIA, among others—he suggests that the best 

course of action for the public is to follow their own instincts and to judge the matter of 

warrantless government wiretapping independently from his influence (Rodriguez). In this way, 

Snowden deliberately refutes the ethos of the expert or even moralist as he seems to recognize 

that such a position could be misconstrued as portraying himself as the Subject Supposed to 

Know, even as he lays hints throughout his testimony of his credentials as a person more than 

worthy of the public’s trust. 

 Although this exchange or performance that alternates between assuming and rejecting 

the appearance of being trustworthy does not arise in every case, it seems to occur with greater 

frequency in recent whistleblower narratives and perhaps more often with younger 

whistleblowers. For instance, in Manning’s chat logs with “Nathaniel Frank,” an alias US 

investigators believed was the nom de guerre for Julian Assange, when she was twenty-two, 

Manning uses the handle “nobody,” indicating her disinterest in assuming an authoritative role 

despite her experience in analytic tradecraft as an intelligence analyst. In her chat logs with 

Adrian Lamo, a hacker who eventually turned Manning over to US Army Counterintelligence, 

Manning explains that she “didn’t want to be a part of it…at least not now” (Hansen). Although 
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she initially points to her gender identity disorder as the primary reason to remain anonymous, 

Manning’s decision to blow the whistle because the Signal Intelligence documents and 

diplomatic cables “might actually change something” indicates rhetorical intent and a sense, 

however counterintuitive, of the ethos in being “nobody” and letting the records speak for 

themselves (Hansen).  

While it may be impossible to state with certainty the reasons why Snowden, Manning, 

and others undersell their expertise and ethos, the effect, according to Brooke, achieves a kind of 

paradoxical harmony between transference and countertransference. In composition terms, “the 

process involves the trust that one can place in one’s own developing text and the need to move 

beyond that trust when the time comes” (“Trust” 169). The same is likely true for the 

whistleblower who recognizes that her professional judgment is often at first perceived as 

incomplete and partial, and that if her actions in blowing the whistle are to be taken as ethical or 

deontological, the audience must first reach that conclusion before trust can be formed.      

The Space of Whistleblower Ethos 

 Perhaps the largest contribution in the etymological recovery of ethos from its translation 

as “ethics or “moral character” to “dwelling,” “habitat,” or “gathering place” is the reconfiguring 

of identity as embodied self-structure to one that is generative depending on audience and space. 

After all, as Marshall Alcorn reminds his readers, characters are not static constructions and 

selves “do not emerge as they choose to do things with rhetoric; rather, rhetoric continually does 

things to selves” (5). This view, which reflects postmodern theories of subjectivity, parallels 

Foucault’s interest in resurrecting the treatment of space as “the dead, the fixed, the 

undialectical” to account with the spatiality of social life, on par with time, which was treated as 
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richness, fecundity, life, dialectic” (qtd. in Soja 10). In turn, the translation of ethos as various 

metaphors of social space is treated by Alcorn as a meditation between “the discourse structure 

of selves and the discourse structure of ‘texts,’” a concept that Reynolds seems to agree upon 

with the addition of a temporal dimension (6). Ethos not only connects texts with selves but also 

changes and adapts “over time, across texts, and around competing spaces” (Reynolds 326). At 

the center of this negotiation between selves and texts is an interaction between the rhetor and 

overlapping community that shapes a shared sense of ethics even when its members may be in 

discord. It is the space between speaker and audience, Craig Smith argues, where “ethos dwells 

pervasively in the rhetorical situation” (16).     

Notably, this translation ensures two models of ethos broadly defined by Sharon Crowley 

and Debra Hawhee as situated and invented, or respectively “where a rhetor’s ethos is either 

bolstered or compromised by his reputation or position in the community” and the active 

construction of a “character for herself within discourse” (196; 169). In the former, Hyde 

suggests that Aristotle’s understanding of ethos is “made possible by past social, political, and 

rhetorical transactions that inform the orator’s and his audience’s ongoing communal existence” 

(Hyde xvi). Put differently, these transactions form the places or habitats where the ethical virtue 

of the orator—or whistleblower—was initially trained and made into habit. In the Nicomachean 

Ethics, the places that develop virtue in ethos emerge on the scale from the micro, such as 

practices learned in childhood, to the macro in legislative statehood:  

This is confirmed by what happens in states; for legislators make the 

citizens good by forming habits in them, and this is the wish of every 
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legislator, and those who do not effect it miss their mark, and it is in this 

that a good constitution differs from a bad one. (Aristotle 21)    

As discussed above, the arenas of legislation and constitution form the architectural scaffolding 

of ethos that enable whistleblowers like Drake, Binney, Wiebe, Kiriakou, and Snowden to feel 

most at home. While some like Drake use the space to express short reservations when he writes 

of the Constitution as “flawed…but a grand experiment as well,” the implication persists that all 

subjects, and not just whistleblowers, are formed by the habits and ethics of their culture and 

communal places (Drake). This implication is powerful as it creates a socially created space for 

the audience to identify with the whistleblower. 

 On a micro scale, pointing to one’s virtuous experiences is not intended to be a 

representation of “real ethos the speaker may or may not possess,” but as an invented, artful 

account that attributes locations and communities where a person’s moral development dwells 

(Hyde xvi). For example, there is no direct evidence in Drake’s public comments that frame his 

principle characteristics as the catalyst transforming him into a whistleblower. Instead, the ethos 

that led him to blow the whistle is almost wholly attributed to past communities or communities 

where his ethical characteristics were made habitual. In our conversations, Drake explains that he 

“wasn’t born a whistleblower,” but that his civic awakening as young teenager in the 1970s 

developed in step with “Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers, Watergate, resignation of President 

Nixon, Church Committee, etc.” (Drake). Other whistleblowers follow this general pattern of 

artful self-description. Snowden speaks obliquely of an ethos that dwells along many guiding 

points, including allegiances to the Constitution and his work as a Signals Intelligence analyst, 

but also from the culture of open software, Greek mythology, and video games that played such a 
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vital role in his development from childhood to young professional. In this way, Drake’s and 

Snowden’s training that led to their status as whistleblowers is meant to be read as the product of 

an ethos that suggests, but does not directly state, that the habituating process of the past inform 

current actions.   

 This leads to the second model of ethos, or invented ethos, where the whistleblower’s 

character is negotiated according to the rhetorical situation. Although every whistleblower 

narrative is a unique blend of context and circumstance, the rhetorical situation for just about 

every case is nearly indistinguishable. As Alford notes, the typical response of an organization to 

acts of whistleblowing is to “remove him, not just beyond the margins of the organization but all 

the way to the margins of society,” to the effect in which whistleblowers lose access to all future 

lines of work in her field (54). For the whistleblowers of this study, this reality is exacerbated by 

the language and actions of the US government that has “striven to show people around the 

world that its power was constrained by neither law nor ethics, neither morality nor the 

Constitution” (Greenwald 83-84). Drake alludes to this comparison when he explains that 

whistleblowers “have become an endangered species, to say it that way, and you have a 

government who’s decided that they need to become extinct” (Silenced). In other words, if the 

classic corporate or organizational whistleblower finds herself pushed from the center to the 

margins of society, the US military and intelligence whistleblower discovers that even the 

margins have margins. 

 Take, for example, the singular degree of persecution leveled against whistleblowers by 

the Department of Justice during the Obama administration. Drake, who had first attempted to 

blow the whistle through all the official channels before contacting the press, was charged with 
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ten felony counts. For those who allegedly leaked unauthorized classified information to 

members of the press—a practice common in government/media relationships in the US—like 

Stephen Jin-Woo Kim, Shamai Leibowitz, Jeffery Sterling, Chelsea Manning, John Kiriakou, 

and Edward Snowden, each whistleblower not only lost her or his job but also faced decades of 

imprisonment and hundreds of thousands of dollars in penalties in addition to prohibitive legal 

fees. In addition, another commonality that defines the immediate place of contemporary 

whistleblowers is an almost expected guarantee of receiving charges under the Espionage Act, an 

arcane federal law originally enacted to persecute German spies during the First World War. One 

of the immediate problems of being charged under the Espionage Act, Drake explains, is that the 

whistleblower “cannot make a public defense,” meaning that whistleblowers are unable to cite 

public interest in defense during a trial, effectively removing any consideration of personal 

motivation or public goodwill (Drake and Fitzgerald).  

 Given such conditions, whistleblowers understandably anticipate the paucity of agency 

and authority as the natural starting point and consequently seek to establish the margin as the 

place where whistleblower ethos dwells. Because the act of whistleblowing is generally directed 

toward the centers of authority, assuming agency from the margin demands from a whistleblower 

to recognize her position—which is almost always subordinate in relation to the organization—at 

each juncture in the rhetorical situation. For example, Drake’s decision to “follow the rules, 

including the rules that govern whistleblowing,” even though he knew that such precautions 

would at minimum cost him his livelihood, indicates the dangers but also the necessity of 

claiming the margins to develop goodwill and credibility with the public (Drake and Fitzgerald). 

In an interview with Frontline, Drake makes it clear that every step he took in blowing the 
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whistle pushed him further to the periphery until the only recourse left was the “third-rail option: 

Go to the press with what you knew, and you could share a lot that was unclassified” (Kirk). 

Initially, he reported his concerns with the Trailblazer project to his superior, who eventually 

directed him to contact the lead attorney of the NSA General Counsel, Vito Potenza. After a 

thirty-minute conversation in which Potenza assured Drake that the program met all legal 

requirements, Drake was advised to stop “ask[ing] any more questions” (Kirk). This led Drake to 

contact Diane Roark, a staffer on the House Permanent Subcommittee on Intelligence, who 

drafted a confidential complaint and audit with Binney, Wiebe, and Ed Loomis to the Inspector 

General at the Department of Defense, with Drake included as an unnamed senior official. Two 

and a half years later, with the audit still in process, the DOJ launched a massive national 

security leak investigation but by then Drake had left the NSA to teach at the National Defense 

University. Drake explained the final option that could still make a difference was to “go to the 

press under the First Amendment as an American citizen” (Kirk). Throughout this timeline, 

Drake’s credibility is artfully articulated through his increasingly desperate position and his 

devotion to encourage others to “see differently, to shift position, to make adjustments” 

(Reynolds 332).   

The power of organizations to “move the whistleblower so far to the margins that it keeps 

the rest of us in line” also has the contrapositive consequence of generating new sites for 

authority, which, in effect, provides an unintended but productive space to negotiate where ethos 

resides for the whistleblower (Alford 118). This space does not ensure an advantageous position 

for every whistleblower but instead offers alternative standpoints from which to claim authority. 

For example, many whistleblowers such as Kim and Sterling find themselves from the onset at a 
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severe disadvantage and at the very edge of the margin. In’s Kiriakou’s case, he was 

understandably blindsided by the charges against him. According to the Bush administration 

Justice Department, Kiriakou “had not committed a crime” and “closed the investigation,” but 

reversed the decision in a similar manner to Drake’s case and reopened the investigation as part 

of the Obama administration’s systematic persecution of leakers (Scheer). However, 

whistleblowers who anticipate retaliation have elected to speak from a number of inventive 

spaces along the margins. Manning chose to remain anonymous, disclosing wrongdoing via 

encrypted electronic communications. Snowden’s is perhaps the most well-read example. Not 

only did he begin blowing the whistle by partnering with well-regarded journalists, he also pre-

emptively left the U.S. for Hong Kong and connected with prominent human rights in order to 

better protect his civil liberties from his own government.   

Although the margins might be the natural default position characterizing all 

whistleblower experiences, it only indicates the initial position where ethos dwells. As time, 

popular support, and personal narrative reshape the whistleblower’s reputation, the sites and 

places where ethos is habituated change according to the rhetorical situation. Put differently, for 

those whistleblowers lucky enough to command significant public support, there is the 

possibility to speak from a place of authority. Following feminist subject position theories that 

position ethos as a point of intersection, the advancement through and hopefully past the margin 

is part of a process to reconstruct one’s position and its attendant associations in credibility, 

authority, and agency. Johanna Schmertz describes the process as “never finished because it is 

always shaping its own critique, shifting to a new position or location” (89). To paraphrase 
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general feminist rhetorical theories of ethos, its basic thrust as social spaces or stopping points 

from which to renegotiate authority or agency also applies to the whistleblower.  

A New Whistleblower Ethos? 

Concurrent with establishing the spaces where whistleblower ethos dwells, there are 

suggestive indications of a new, undefined ethos enacted by currently operating whistleblowers. 

This form, which is presently unfolding, appears to be developing primarily on the basis of 

previous whistleblowing acts, which represents a different emphasis from the ethos of 

communal/social “dwelling places” in education, professional training, or religion. For example, 

at the end of Citizenfour, Laura Poitras’ 2014 Oscar-winning documentary detailing the US 

domestic spying apparatus in conjunction with Snowden’s flight from the US and revelation as 

the NSA whistleblower, there is a short scene set a year after Snowden’s disclosures where 

journalist and former civil rights litigator Glenn Greenwald reveals to Snowden a second NSA 

whistleblower. This whistleblower, who to this date is only known as “the source,” is later 

credited with leaking the documents to The Intercept that became known as “The Drone Papers” 

in October 2015 (Scahill). In the documentary, the only evidence of the source’s existence 

appears during a stilted, awkward exchange between Greenwald and Snowden, both of whom are 

speaking in a kind of shorthand—with Greenwald scribbling suggestive notes on camera to 

Snowden before ripping the paper to shreds as they speak—in an effort, presumably, to protect 

the identity of the whistleblower. As Greenwald begins to share the details of the drone program 

provided by the source, Snowden remarks “that person is incredibly bold,” an assessment that 

Greenwald agrees with, before replying that “the boldness…was obviously motivated by what 

you did” (Citizenfour).   
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Although Greenwald’s response to credit Snowden as the inspiration for the source could 

be interpreted as merely a derivative of “the copycat effect,” a criminological term that points to 

“the power of mass communication and culture” to induce similar behaviors, it is more likely an 

indication of a potentially crucial shift from the traditional stopping points in which 

whistleblowers adapt and negotiate their identities with audiences’ perceptions of character 

(Coleman 1). Recent whistleblower testimony indicates as much; as public perception begins to 

side in favor of whistleblowers, new US whistleblowers in the military and national intelligence 

are beginning to identify with an ethos established by their predecessors, one that appears to 

acknowledge the overlapping spaces where actions, character, and communities consolidate to 

shape character. For example, Snowden claims in an interview, “it’s fair to say that if there 

hadn’t been a Thomas Drake, there couldn’t have been an Edward Snowden” (“Exclusive”). 

Here, Snowden refers to Drake’s case as an example of how whistleblowers’ engagement with 

the public can produce a critical layer of defense. As Drake explains, Snowden “watched my 

case very carefully. One of the things that was huge in my case, turning it around, was that I now 

was a public figure by virtue of the government indicting me” (Levy). In an even more 

illuminating response during a Q & A with readers from the Guardian, Snowden asserts:  

Binney, Drake, Kiriakou, and Manning are all examples of how overly-

harsh responses to public-interest whistle-blowing only escalate the scale, 

scope, and skill involved in future disclosures. Citizens with a conscience 

are not going to ignore wrong-doing simply because they'll be destroyed 

for it: the conscience forbids it. Instead, these draconian responses simply 

build better whistleblowers. (Greenwald) 
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Although Snowden likely refers to whistleblowers becoming more technologically adept, 

tactical, and experienced in order to circumnavigate aggressive retaliation, I also see a rhetorical 

address to examine where ethos dwells for the whistleblower when he speaks of the US 

Government unintentionally building “better whistleblowers.” In other words, like Lefebvre’s 

assertion of space as both the “outcome of past actions” as well as “what permits fresh actions to 

occur,” building a better whistleblower signifies a more thorough and self-reflexive engagement 

on the part of the current and future whistleblower to recognize the locations, communities, and 

liminal spaces of past whistleblowers (73). After all, the accounts of each whistleblower—

Binney, Drake, Kiriakou, Manning, and Snowden—are not just separate parallel stories of 

deontological action and organizational retaliation, but spans a narrative that points to the places 

where whistleblower ethos is developed, and just as importantly, the locations and intersections 

where it must change and adapt.   
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CHAPTER THREE: IN TRADITION OF SPEAKING FEARLESSLY: LOCATING A 
RHETORIC OF WHISTLEBLOWING IN THE PARRHĒSIASTIC DIALECTIC 

 
The act of speaking uncomfortable truths initially appears as an example of rhetoric in 

practice and historically occupies what seems to be a secure place in the rhetorical tradition. The 

general inclination to assume truth telling as long steeped in Western rhetorical consciousness 

likely begins with the Socratic correspondence theory of truth and Plato’s ideal forms, but is 

perhaps articulated best in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, who credits the learned man—in this case, those 

studying rhetoric—with the “capacity to see the true and [to see] what resembles the true” (34). 

Rhetoric seeks to change what is previously known, as Lloyd Bitzer famously observed in 

another context, by “bringing into existence a discourse of such a character that the audience, in 

thought and action, is so engaged that it becomes a mediator of change” (4). If rhetoric is the 

process that alters knowledge through discourse, how then could the act of speaking frankly or 

truthfully—especially within the situational context of politics or governance—not be considered 

rhetorical?  

Since the publication of Michel Foucault’s Collège de France and Berkley lectures on 

parrhēsia (fearless or frank speech) in English, whistleblowing scholarship has moved to 

position parrhēsia as evidence of truth telling as an act long embedded in civic discourse. The 

breadth of current research spans wide, from the transformative potential of frank or fearless 

speech when paired with digital communications culture (Nayar; Sauter and Kendall) to the 

similarities of parrhēsia with workplace whistleblowing (Mansbach; Rothschild) to the ethical 

influence of parrhēsia on the practice of whistleblowing (Weiskopf and Willmott; 

Vandekerckhove and Langenberg). For the purposes of these studies, it is enough that the 

principles/values/characteristics of the parrhēsiastes (the one who uses parrhēsia) and 
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whistleblower seem to naturally overlap. After all, both figures claim to speak from a sense of 

moral duty, are courageously committed to disclosing truth, criticize from a position of 

inferiority, recognize the risk or danger in telling the truth, and express a desire to change the 

actions and policies of more powerful actors (Mansbach 367). In turn, during the occasional 

moments that rhetorical scholarship has seriously examined whistleblowing, much of the work 

either continues to accept the reductive equivalency between the two terms or argue that any 

causal similarities masks the conceptual gulf between ancient parrhēsia, a dynamic term with 

shifting domains of reference, with the moral qualities of contemporary whistleblowing. 

Clarifying the historic treatment of parrhēsia, however, is not the focus of this chapter, 

nor is underscoring the similarities between an ancient form of civic discourse with the activity 

of exposing wrongdoing to the public. Instead, I examine how the defense and justification of US 

military and intelligence whistleblowers Edward Snowden and Chelsea (born Bradley Edward) 

Manning parallels the dialectic over the presence of rhetoric in parrhēsia. Although the 

parrhēsiastic dialectic, or discussion based on logical reasoning to uncover the rhetorical 

potential of parrhēsia, reduces the parrhēsiastes to rhetorical and non-rhetorical configurations, I 

am uninterested in dividing whistleblower rhetoric according to such a schism. This chapter 

explores an alternate approach: to look for the argumentative structure—in this case, the 

contention over the place of rhetoric in the parrhēsiastic dialectic—that imparts power to the 

whistleblower’s language. Put differently, I investigate how the dialectic over parrhēsia parallels 

the rhetoric of the whistleblower. I hope to ultimately demonstrate that the nascent study of 

whistleblowing in rhetorical scholarship will likely find more potential in connecting the 
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dialectic of parrhēsia with whistleblowing than a reductive equivalence between whistleblowing 

and the word itself. 

I focus primarily study Snowden and Manning the because I understand their variety of 

whistleblowing and subsequent lack of protection as relationally closer to the Greco-Roman 

parrhēsiastes than that of corporate whistleblowers like Cynthia Cooper of WorldCom. Through 

their case studies I examine how the arguments made over the presence of rhetoric in parrhēsia 

emerge around two general moments in the whistleblowing timeline: 1) in the articulation of how 

one crosses the threshold to become a whistleblower, and 2) in selecting a method to blow the 

whistle. In the first category, the decision to blow the whistle in the US is most commonly cited 

by whistleblowers as an automatic moral compulsion and not a calculation based on rhetorical 

premises, which is close, if not identical, to many scholars’ framework of parrhēsia as without 

rhetoric. This grounds the whistleblower—and parrhēsiastes—narrative upon a foundation of 

innate morality or virtue rather than as a decision influenced through discourse or some other 

rhetorically artful means of decision-making. The purported absence of rhetoric in this first 

moment stands in contrast to the second moment in which the abundance of methods best suited 

to tell the truth strongly indicates evidence of rhetorical calculation. 

Parrhēsia as a Game  

 To better understand how the role of parrhēsia informs and fashions the ethos of the 

whistleblower, it is necessary to first recognize how scholars describe the term in both its non-

rhetorical and rhetorical configurations.  

Foucault pinpoints the initial appearance of parrhēsia in the Greek written word in six of 

Euripides’ tragedies around the end of the fifth century B.C.E. Derived from the Greek pan 
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[πᾶν], meaning “all,” and rhema [ῥῆσις], meaning “speech,” or “that which is said,” the primary 

meaning of the term indicates an account of everything a speaker has in mind, delivered in the 

clearest terms, and in a manner devoid of uncertainty and ambiguity (Fearless Speech 12). In 

practical terms, he interprets parrhēsia of this time as two possible forms. Of the “lesser,” 

pejorative form, Foucault briefly offers the example of the citizens in Plato’s Republic who 

“appear as the impenitent chatterbox, someone who cannot restrain himself, or at any rate, 

someone who cannot index-link his discourse into a principle of rationality and truth” (The 

Courage of Truth 10). In contrast, the quality of parrhēsia that is Foucault’s main interest is the 

positive analog, which most often occurs when truth coincides with courage. In this version, he 

identifies five associated categories of fearless speech in ancient Greece and Rome: frankness, 

truth, danger, criticism, and duty. As Foucault explains, each category functions as a crucial 

component essential to the overall system of truth telling: 

Parrhēsia is a kind of verbal activity where the speaker has a specific relation to truth 

through frankness, a certain relationship to his own life through danger, a certain type of 

relation to himself or other people through criticism (self-criticism or criticism of other 

people), and a specific relation to moral law through freedom and duty. More precisely, 

parrhēsia is a verbal activity in which a speaker expresses his personal relationship to 

truth, and risks his life because he recognizes truth-telling as a duty to improve or help 

other people (as well as himself). In parrhēsia, the speaker uses his freedom and chooses 

frankness instead of persuasion, truth instead of falsehood or silence, the risk of death 

instead of life and security, criticism instead of flattery, and moral duty instead of self-

interest and moral apathy. (Fearless Speech 19-20)   
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In this depiction, parrhēsia is conceived as a special kind of dialectical game in which the 

established players act out certain roles, resulting in a discourse that seems to shape itself. For 

instance, Foucault sees the parrhēsiastes as someone always in a position of weakness and 

subject, in a number of ways, to the anger of the receiver, who himself is unable to use parrhēsia 

“for he risks nothing” (see Plato’s verbal engagement with Dionysius in Syracuse or US 

Secretary of State John Kerry’s remarks about Snowden on May 28th, 2013 for example) (16).  

Although the two main roles in the parrhēsiastic game are generally fixed, Foucault notes that 

the players involved are subject to change depending on the type of game being played. For 

example, he portrays the Socratic game as an “intricate and winding path from an ignorant 

understanding to an awareness of understanding,” which stands in contrast to the Cynic game 

that is more martial in nature and intended to target pride instead of ignorance (Fearless Speech 

131, 127). Yet for all these variations, to Foucault, each parrhēsiastic game remains divorced 

from the influence of rhetoric.  

While in his late lectures Foucault does seem to consider the possibility of rhetoric as an 

“ambiguous” or “technical partner” to parrhēsia, he ultimately pits the two against each other 

(Hermenutics 373). As Barbara Biesecker summarizes, Foucault “reportedly dismissed the 

Sophists by opposing them to the parrhesiast” (352). In creating what David Beard describes as 

a “new binary” between sophistical rhetoric and Platonic parrhēsia, Foucault frames parrhēsia 

as incompatible with rhetoric on two general premises: 1) the act of telling the truth to power 

results from a kind of courageous frank speech that relinquishes any presence of rhetorical 

calculation and 2) frank or sincere speech is adversarial towards flattery (102). The presence—or 

lack thereof—of flattery is important as he views it as the basis underpinning all rhetorical 
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activity (Hermenutics 373). This arrangement recalls Socrates’ metaphor of rhetoric as cookery 

that flatters the tongue but only “pretends to know what foods are best for the body” (Gorgias 

464d). To Foucault, flattery is a defect inhibiting the process of self-care (or what he calls the 

“technology of the self”), which serves as further evidence proving rhetoric as irreducible with 

parrhēsia (Hermenutics 374). This apparent incompatibility leads Carlos Levy to observe that, 

for Foucault, rhetoric serves as an “an obstacle to sincerity” (316). Such comparisons, as one can 

imagine, have long irritated rhetoricians who point to Marcus Antonius or Demosthenes as 

historical proof that sincerity serves as a prerequisite for speaking rhetorically in civic discourse.  

Despite the initial depiction of parrhēsia in democratic city-states as a relational term 

expressed through discourse between unequal parties, as the word evolves through the works of 

Philodemus, Plutarch, and John Chrysostom in the second and first century B.C.E, it moves 

away from its association with civic discourse to an activity more inward-facing and philosophic 

in practice. In this version, parrhēsia becomes a game “which now consists in being courageous 

enough to disclose the truth about oneself” instead of telling truth to others (Fearless Speech 

143). Foucault posits that this form of self-stewardship, or epimeleia heautou, serves as the main 

internal motivation to speak frankly even at the risk of retaliation (Fearless Speech 92). For this 

reason, Bradford Vivian summarizes the prime ethical requirement of parrhēsia as “courage, not 

technique,” reasoning that such speech serves the interests of the self, not others (Gehrke et al. 

370). Vivian contends that any attempts to enfold rhetoric as a framework that accounts for all 

types of parrhēsia must assume, incorrectly, that the relationship between the two is reducible to 

the “operative epistemic status of the term ‘rhetoric’ at the time,” when instead it emerges from 
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another kind of speech, “neither philosophy nor rhetoric,” but with traces of the two (Gehrke et 

al. 369, 371).  

Since Foucault and others generally theorize parrhēsia as a non-rhetorical concept, a 

paradox emerges when we consider the ways in which rhetoric supports or acts as its technical 

partner. Given that the role of the fearless speaker changes depending on context, how does 

rhetoric assist frank speech while remaining apart or parallel in a multitude of settings such as 

the agora, the classroom, or the senate court? At what point can we determine where technical 

assistance ends and rhetorical work begins? In short, what mediates frank speech from one 

setting to another, if not rhetoric?  

Foucault attempts to circumvent this paradox by framing parrhēsia as a meditative 

tension between the self and one’s relationship with the truth, which stands in contrast to the 

general framework of rhetoric that prioritizes the relationship between the speaker and audience. 

Of the latter characterization, he offers the example of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus and his 

rhetorician student who shows up elaborately dressed to “embellish” and “seduce” his audience 

(teacher and classmates). The manner of rhetorical emphasis on the part of the student and the 

ensuring light teasing from Epictetus, Foucault posits, illustrates how rhetoric is primarily 

preoccupied with “pleasing others” and less concerned with the “care of the self” (Hermenutics 

96). Foucault maintains that the emphasis on self-care ultimately separates the parrhēsiastes—

and philosopher—from the rhetor regardless of physical setting or discursive context. This 

general premise of parrhēsia as an inward-facing practice is likely the first and most powerful 

shield in defense of the parrhēsiastes (and later, the whistleblower) as it frames the decision to 

speak frankly as a commitment or duty to the self rather than an urge to “please others.”  
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However, before a citizen can act on this sense of duty, he must first be able to instantly 

recognize the moral conditions that necessitate frank speech. This ability occurs through three 

general methods of training: 1) solitary self-examination, 2) diagnosis of the self, and 3) self-

testing (Fearless Speech 145-166). These three methods of training form the requisite 

perspective for the truth teller to not only speak frankly (because after rigorous self-examination, 

diagnosis, and testing, one supposedly knows the difference between truth and falsity) but to 

deliver truth in a manner that is consistent with the “true” nature of the self. Foucault sees these 

methods as a kind of Pythagorean training in which the end game is to enable the parrhēsiastes 

to speak fearlessly without much, if any, prior contemplation. “For the Greeks, however, the 

coincidence between belief and truth does not take place in a (mental) experience, but in a verbal 

activity, namely parrhēsia” (Fearless Speech 14). In this formation, the supposed lack of 

negotiation between a speaker’s beliefs and verbal expression leads Foucault to conclude that the 

use of parrhēsia occurs independently of rhetorical consideration. Put another way, a rhetorician 

considers the best manner to move an audience; the parrhēsiastes speaks without forethought.  

In summation, Foucault depicts parrhēsia as residing apart from rhetoric because of its 

commitment to sincerity and opposition to flattery; its reliance on courage to care for the self 

instead of technique; its emphasis on the relationship between the self and truth as opposed to the 

relationship between the speaker and audience; its manifestation as an instantaneous verbal 

response instead of formulated through a deliberate mental process. Most scholars are willing to 

engage this term according to Foucault’s epistemic framework. Their point of departure, 

however, typically begins with questions of accuracy in Foucault’s analysis of Greco-Roman 

texts and leads to speculation as to how parrhēsia, a seemingly rhetorically deficient concept, is 
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routinely employed by a number of means that end up being highly tactical and ultimately 

beneficial for the orator.   

Parrhēsia as a Situation 

A more complete study of parrhēsia, then, must account for not only the ancient 

speaker’s relationship with truth but also how truth is presented to an audience. One approach 

reimagines frank or fearless speech as a carefully orchestrated performance. In his rigorous and 

discerning essay, “Parrhesia: The Rhetoric of Free Speech in Early Modern England,” David 

Colclough observes that frequent claims to speak plainly by 4th century Greek orators ensures 

“that the audience or reader is aware of the speaker’s valorization of his words, and is forced to 

take a position in relation to this valorization” (184). This tactic is well recorded in pre-

Hellenistic speeches in the democratic assembly by major figures including Isocrates, Plato, and 

Pericles who, in Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, remarks in his eulogy to the 

citizens of Athens about the difficulties in speaking truthfully about the dead before proceeding 

to claim to speak truthfully about the dead. This quality of speaking openly despite a volatile or 

uncertain outcome is regarded by Thucydides as one of Pericles’ primary qualities (184). Yet to 

Colcolugh, as Pericles’ speech unfolds it becomes clear that his initial hesitancy to speak the 

truth (“for it is hard to speak properly upon a subject where it is even difficult to convince your 

hearers that you are speaking the truth”) serves as an important part of his performance as 

eulogist and public figure (Thucydides 2.35). In other words, by explicitly announcing his 

intention to use parrhēsia, Pericles presents himself as hesitant yet morally resolved to speak the 

truth despite potential reprisal—a quality that has proven to be suasory in Greek democratic 

deliberations as it is in whistleblowing cases. Unlike the Epicurean and Cynic approbation of 
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parrhēsia as the “prime value of [moral] philosophical thought,” Colcolugh reads Pericles’ use 

of the word as a discursive move performed for rhetorical advantage (182). Colcolugh does not 

reject the ontological status of parrhēsia as a means of self-care but instead focuses on how an 

orator’s claims to speak frankly or fearlessly is presented to the audience. Through this 

perspective, the conception of parrhēsia shifts from a philosophic relationship between self and 

truth to an alternate configuration that instead underscores the relationship between the truth 

teller and the audience as the primary focus. Simply put, while parrhēsia may indeed attend to 

one’s inner sense of self, it is also simultaneously an act that aims to influence others. 

Arthur Walzer’s understanding of parrhēsia also follows a dual model of the concept, 

even if he does not characterize the exchange between the orator and his audience as a matter of 

performance. Instead, he seems to see the circumstance of frank speech play out as two 

discursive systems. The first system refers to the ideal form of parrhēsia, a role that “Socrates 

himself intends to play” (8). This interpretation of fearless speech as seemingly non-rhetorical 

has already been explored in some detail earlier. In the second, although he does not explicitly 

say so, he cites a rhetorical version of parrhēsia made possible through the careful employment 

of deception. In his alternate analysis of Greek and Roman texts, Walzer’s reading of fearless 

speech as distinctly rhetorical generally emerge from moments in which the orator subtly 

misleads, disarms, or outright deceives his audience.      

The question of how one reads sincerity in ancient translated texts is Walzer’s first point 

of contention with Foucault. Walzer argues that sincerity can be falsified and that statements 

appearing to be artless may only seem as such through the exercise of rhetoric (3). After all, the 

interpretive problem of recognizing the difference between sincere expression and figurative 
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speech leads scholars to cast “some doubt on the claims of non-dissimilatory parrhēsia to be a 

figure at all” (Colcolugh 186). Making matters even more complex is a separate problem of 

interpretation. Walzer offers the example of Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias to illustrate the issues 

that arise from disparate readings. In the passage, Foucault cites Socrates’ characterization of 

Callicles as parrhēsiastes on the basis of three qualities the latter possesses: “he has episteme; he 

has friendship, affection for Socrates; and ‘as for your frankness (parrhēsiazesthai) and absence 

of timidity, you strongly affirm them’” (Government of Self 365). However, as Walzer points 

out, each of these qualities take on a wholly pejorative meaning when read ironically. Building 

off classists’ alternative interpretations of this scene, Walzer positions each “quality” of Callicles 

as a trait that Socrates would not value: Callicles’ knowledge is not founded on proper education, 

his friendship is inconsistent, and his sincerity is hypocritical. To Foucault, this passage affirms 

how philosophy instructs the soul during times of adversity; to Walzer, it indicates that there are 

already two versions of parrhēsia in the ancient world: a rhetorical version and one rhetorically 

artless (8). A rhetorical reading views Socrates in the role of the parrhēsiastes (instead of 

Callicles), and if Socrates is being ironic or sarcastic in speaking as Walzer and others conclude, 

his speech suggests a certain amount of rhetorical artfulness as he intentionally misleads or hides 

information from his audience. In other words, Socrates’ audience (Callicles or the reader) must 

work to some degree to uncover his meaning as his speech reveals the truth but not in a manner 

that is plainly or frankly stated. As this scene shows, Socrates does not necessarily have to be 

sincere in his criticism in the strict Foucaultian sense but instead has the option to utilize 

deception as a means to achieve parrhēsia. Once again, the presence of rhetoric is found in the 

mode of delivery. 
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As Walzer demonstrates throughout his article, the hallmarks of parrhēsia—sincere 

criticism or forthright expression—rarely occur without conflicting interpretation in ancient 

Greek and Roman texts. Instead, for each example of an orator who claims to speak plainly there 

is a separate analysis of the orator speaking rhetorically. Colcolugh’s and Walzer’s arguments to 

rethink frank speech as a performance or tactical deception proves more logical in the context of 

democratic and monarchal criticism as it softens the edges of blunt speech and enables space for 

rhetorical expression. Frederick Ahl translates this intermediate ground between direct and 

rhetorical criticism as “figured” speech, or deinotes, and describes it as a discourse that expresses 

truths in a manner that is safe for the speaker, is artful in delivery, allows room for the hearer or 

reader to work out the speaker’s intention, and is made in good judgment (176). He argues that 

the technique of figured speech, and not parrhēsia, operates as the typical mode of critical 

discourse in Greek and Roman antiquity, reasoning that the expression of sincere, blunt truths 

not only exposes the speaker to danger, but also is “usually less effective, even with friends” 

(174). For example, he cites Demetrius’ summary of Plato’s Phaedo in which the philosopher 

wishes to reproach two associates of Socrates for failing to visit Socrates in prison but does not 

actually want to appear as attacking the men. When Plato asks Phaedo if the two men had visited 

Socrates, Phaedo replies that both men were in Aegina, a town close by and easily accessible to 

Athens. By implying that the men were physically capable of seeing Socrates but chose not to do 

so, Ahl concludes “the point is to achieve reproach without committing oneself to an outright 

statement of reproach. The effect is powerful” (178). To Ahl it is figured speech, and not direct 

speech, that marks the sign of a formidable speaker in ancient Greece.  
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Speaking formidably, however, is not the same as speaking plainly or fearlessly. Given 

Snowden’s and Manning’s considerable intelligence, credentials, and professional expertise, 

their interactions with the public include moments of figured speech but are mostly framed as 

direct criticism. In some instances, figured speech offers an alternative, and often more 

persuasive, set of tools to deliver the truth. However, figured speech does not always reside in 

the intermediate ground between direct and rhetorical criticism but rather can be read as a choice 

largely determined by one’s audience. For example, Phaedo’s criticism of Socrates’ associates is 

clearly rhetorical as the arrangement of facts is intended to lead Plato to a conclusion shared by 

Phaedo. Although figured speech is rhetorical in nature, it is also parrhēsiastic in orientation. As 

Ahl notes, our contemporary understanding of frank or plain speech leaves little room for 

statements that are not sincere or emphasis that is concealed whereas “the ancient writer does the 

exact opposite” by indirectly arranging the facts to present as the truth (179). Thus, according to 

the ancient Greek and Roman sense of the word, the emphasis behind the Phaedo’s criticism “no, 

they were in Aegina” is actually directly stated. Like the parrhēsiastic dialectic, the ability for 

figured speech to balance both direct and rhetorical statements allow whistleblowers to speak in 

a manner that is both formidable and fearless. 

The Parrhēsiastic Conditions of US Military and Intelligence Whistleblowers 

Like the definitions and interpretations of rhetoric and parrhēsia of ancient Greece and 

Rome, whistleblowing is a broad term that accounts for a range of actions and actors spanning 

across a variety of industries, including private corporations (pharmaceutical companies, 

construction, trading centers), government-regulated industries (nuclear, chemical), and public 

administration (education, police, and department of health). Further complicating matters are 
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the asymmetric representations of whistleblowers in print journalism, with editorials inviting 

their readership to participate in a discourse of binary oppositions. Given the scope of how 

whistleblowers are treated in mass culture, I specifically examine US military and intelligence 

whistleblowers who work in national intelligence sectors because their lack of legal and federal 

protections is relationally analogous to the kinds of risk experienced by the ancient parrhēsiastes 

in Foucault’s and others’ texts.  

Unlike the wide variety of whistleblowing situations listed previously, the positions held 

by Snowden and Manning—as well as others like Daniel Ellsberg and Thomas Drake—preclude 

them from the quintessential safeguards enjoyed by other whistleblowers. US whistleblowers in 

both the public and private spheres in general rely on legislation such as the [Enhanced] 

Whistleblower Protection Act, journalistic shield laws, congressional immunities, Occupational 

Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) provisions, and other specific industry/institutional 

procedures as a means of shelter. While these legal and systematic protections are certainly not 

inviolable, combined they create a mostly comprehensive safety net protecting the typical 

whistleblower from direct retaliation. These protective measures afforded to US whistleblowers, 

however, do not necessarily apply to persons with access to national security information.    

As C. Fred Alford catalogs in his study of whistleblower narratives, retaliation against 

whistleblowers generally occur through three general mechanisms: 1) in the repainting past 

experiences to attack one’s character, 2) by disconnecting the act of retaliation from the act of 

whistleblowing, and 3) in transforming whistleblowing from an issue of policy to an issue of 

character and psychological health (“Whistleblowers” 31-32). However, being persecuted under 

the Espionage Act presents an entirely new set of obstacles to the whistleblower. When asked by 
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Glenn Greenwald in early June 2013 to predict the US government response once he revealed 

himself as the source of the NSA leaks, Snowden said, “They’ll say I violated the Espionage Act. 

That I committed grave crimes. That I aided America’s enemies. That I endangered national 

security. I’m sure they’ll grab every incident they can from the past, and probably will 

exaggerate or even fabricate some, to demonize me as much as possible” (No Place to Hide 50). 

This prediction proved well founded as two weeks later he was charged by the US Department of 

Justice with the theft of “unauthorized communication of national defense information,” 

distributing “willful communication of classified communications intelligence information to an 

unauthorized person” and one count of theft under the Espionage Act (Greenwald “On the 

Espionage Act”). The Espionage Act not only prevents Snowden from claiming legal protections 

such as the Whistleblowing Protection Act, but also, as Julian Borger, diplomatic editor of The 

Guardian writes, it is so broadly written that “the law does not stipulate whether the information 

involved would have to be classified, as that word was not in usage at the time the act was 

passed. More important from Snowden’s point of view, it says nothing about exemptions for 

leaks claiming to be in the public interest.”  

For her role in leaking government and diplomatic cables to WikiLeaks from her position 

as an intelligence analyst in the Army, Manning was charged in May 2010 under the Espionage 

Act as well as failing to obey general orders of the Uniform Code of Military Justice and 

Congressional charges such as the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act. She was found guilty of 20 

counts, including six under the Espionage Act, and sentenced to 35 years of confinement, even 

though the information she leaked was technically not to another country but instead to a hybrid 

half media, half whistleblowing organization. Just like the parrhēsiastes before them, Snowden 
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and Manning expected and received no assurances of safety from the retaliation of more 

powerful figures for speaking the truth.   

The Dialectic of Parrhēsia as a Rhetoric of Whistleblowing 

The language each whistleblower employs in articulating her reason to blow the whistle 

is inevitably contextual to her profession and circumstance. However, when stripped of context, 

that language tends to pull from a more limited set of terms—terms that appear to parallel the 

perception of parrhēsia as not rhetorical. For example, in describing his decision to leak the 

Pentagon Papers to the New York Times in 1971, Daniel Ellsberg writes first of a growing 

dissatisfaction with the government “lying machine,” a system that “lies automatically, at every 

level from bottom to top—from sergeant to commander in chief—to conceal murder” (289). 

Ellsberg’s stated sense of disillusionment emerged from his unique set of experiences as a 

protestor, conference presenter, and most importantly, insider to the stories spun by the US 

Government over the Vietnam War. Spurred by his own sense of complicity, Ellsberg explains:  

The L.A. Times story that morning, on top of all the influences of the past month, 

had tipped me over the edge. I felt ready to go to prison just to expose lies about 

murder. Once I began to really think about it, I started to see that it might actually 

be useful to make this history public—if it could be done fast, before the president 

made it Nixon’s war. Within weeks, by all signs, the president would go one way 

or another. These documents weren’t as good as I might have wished for the job 

of influencing that choice, but along with the letter from Rand, they were all I 

had. It was time to cast my whole vote. (295) 
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Ellsberg’s description follows the same pattern of decision-making documented in whistleblower 

scholarship such as Glazer’s and Glazer’s study, Alford’s work on whistleblower narratives, and 

Marcia Miceli’s and Janet Near’s examination of whistleblower behavior. Just as tellingly, it also 

matches Snowden’s and Manning’s general timeline of decision-making from committed 

professional to disillusioned insider to whistleblower. Although Ellsberg’s personal experiences 

that led to his professional disillusionment are unlike that of other whistleblowers, his sense of 

resolve is articulated around a common language that draws on the most fundamental categories 

of parrhēsia—truth, duty, criticism, and danger. When he says “I felt ready to go to prison just to 

expose lies about murder,” Ellsberg taps into a narrative that is especially important to US 

military and intelligence whistleblowers. Unlike conventional whistleblowers who are able to 

rely on legal and civil protections, the primary defense of whistleblowers like Ellsberg, 

Snowden, and Manning is the strength of their evidence and their abilities as orators and 

storytellers to communicate that truth to the public.    

In a move that follows the parrhēsiastes of the Platonic tradition, the impression of 

speaking truthfully at times requires the whistleblower to reject any association with rhetoric. An 

examination of Snowden’s and Manning’s core justifications to blow the whistle will, for 

example, easily find remarks detailing their actions as synchronous with their true sense of self—

regardless if their statements of motives are in fact truthful or sincere. In her chat logs to Adrian 

Lamo, a former hacker who eventually turned Manning over to federal authorities, Manning 

writes in May 2010 of her Cassandra-like involvement as a military intelligence analyst as 

someone who sees all but cannot convince others of the truth. “We’re human…and we’re killing 

ourselves…and no-one seems to see that…and it bothers me…I prefer a painful truth over any 
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blissful fantasy” (Hansen). Later on in her formal plea of guilty to one charge under Article 92 of 

the Uniform Code of Military Justice in March 2013, Manning recounts the events leading to 

exfiltrating Significant Activities (“SigAct”) tables from US military servers. She describes her 

thought process after sending the information to the WikiLeaks Organization as “this sense of 

relief by [WikiLeaks] having it. I felt I had accomplished something that allowed me to have a 

clear conscience based upon what I had seen and read about and know were happening in both 

Iraq and Afghanistan everyday” (Manning). Assuming that these chat logs delivered to Wired by 

Lamo a year after Manning’s arrest are authentic as well as a true representation of her motives, 

Manning’s words and actions indicate an internal process of decision-making far removed from 

the influence of rhetoric. The effect is understated, yet potent. Even if we as the public doubt the 

sincerity of her statements, Manning’s description frames her actions through a moral lens, 

establishing her position on terms more difficult for critics to engage directly.    

This difficulty largely stems from her description of her decision as an inner-directed 

process. After all, her depiction on her account in blowing the whistle is not to gain fame, 

money, or even the respect of her peers. Instead, like the ancient fearless speaker, the language of 

Manning’s chat logs and court dialogues point back towards a specific need of the self. For 

example, at no point in her court testimony does she indicate a desire to be associated with the 

leaked documents. Instead, Manning’s only contact besides “the crazy white-haired dude=Julian 

Assange” is Lamo, whom she clarifies is not a co-conspirator or someone to persuade but rather 

her “moral and emotional fucking support” (Hansen). Part of her reticence to be identified as the 

WikiLeaks source and whistleblower can be traced to her fear over her image “plastered all over 

the world press…as [a] boy” (Hansen). However valid these concerns proved to be, her words 
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and actions demonstrate her lack of interest in establishing any bond with an audience. As will 

be discussed in more detail later, Snowden also follows a similar desire to maintain distance 

from his audience after his initial series of interviews with journalists in Hong Kong. By limiting 

engagements with their audience, the common criticism of whistleblowers as “self-publicizing 

narcissist[s]” is consequently more difficult to support (Withnall).   

Of course, only a few whistleblowers choose to remain totally anonymous. The act in 

revealing one’s identity as a whistleblower, however, does not immediately signify a return of 

rhetoric. As the parrhēsiastes changes from the democratic Greek states to the Roman Empire, 

Foucault observes “now the use of parrhēsia is put increasingly upon the disciples as his own 

duty towards himself,” with the purpose now to challenge one’s own convictions (Fearless 

Speech 164). This shift is significant because it signals a break from the ancient Greek 

configuration of truth as transferred from master to student and instead emphasizes how truth 

emerges from a personal relationship with the self.  

Unlike the examples of parrhēsia in Christian texts that point to the relationship between 

the self and truth as emerging from a spiritual source tied closely to conceptions of the soul, the 

rationale undergirding this relationship in Greek and Roman texts, Foucault stresses, is based on 

reasoned principles. Snowden’s decision to self-identify as the NSA whistleblower follows the 

same trend. In his interview with Laura Poitras, Ewan MacAskill, and Greenwald while still 

cloistered in Hong Kong, Snowden asserts that given the nature of the leaked documents, his 

duty as a whistleblower and champion of governmental transparency required him to disclose his 

identity to the public. He explains that “anyone who does something this significant has the 

obligation to explain to the public why he did it and what he hopes to achieve” (No Place to Hide 
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51). This sentiment is further clarified in a response to Vanity Fair nearly a year after his 

disclosures. In it, Snowden responds, “every person remembers some moment in their life where 

they witnessed some injustice, big or small, and looked away, because the consequences of 

intervening seemed too intimidating, but there’s a limit to the amount of incivility and inequality 

and inhumanity that each individual can tolerate. I crossed that line. And I’m no longer alone” 

(Andrews et al). In his decision to reveal his identity as part of his duty as a whistleblower, 

Snowden’s stated reasoning follows the conscious principles of the fearless speaker “grounded in 

general statements about the world, human life, necessity, happiness, freedom, and so on, and, on 

the other, practical rules for behavior” (Fearless Speech166). In other words, Snowden describes 

his decision to blow the whistle as not metaphorically emerging from some arcane well deep 

inside his being but instead as the product of rational principles that are knowable, grounded by 

experience, and cogently expressed.  

Of course, we cannot know if Snowden’s statements are entirely genuine, just as we 

cannot know with certainty if Ion and Creusa in Euripides’ Ion use parrhēsia sincerely as 

Foucault claims (Fearless Speech 50; 52). There is, however, compelling evidence linking 

Snowden’s decision to reveal himself to the public as a quintessentially parrhēsiastic trait. Like 

the Cynic parrhēsiastes before him who “wanted [his life] to be a blazon of essential truths 

which would then serve…as an example for others to follow,” Snowden’s decision to identify 

himself as the NSA whistleblower envisions a similar role (Fearless Speech 117). Although 

Snowden’s typically understated public persona initially appears quite unlike Foucault’s 

inflexible Cynic parrhēsiastes, his use of moralistic language to describe both his own 

experiences as well as the advice he would offer to others suggests that he perceives his own 
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course as a public whistleblower as an appropriate model for potential whistleblowers to follow. 

For example, when asked in a Q&A session by Kashmir Hill about advice Snowden could offer 

to would-be whistleblowers, the language in his response “think about what is right for you, 

what’s right for your family, and what’s right for the world you want to live in” recalls one of his 

earliest interviews with Greenwald and MacAskill where he explains, “I do not want to live in a 

world where everything I do and say is recorded. That is not something I am willing to support 

or live under” (MacAskill).  

To be sure, the former quote—along with many others like it—does not expressly advise 

potential whistleblowers to follow his example. A careless reader might conclude that the 

absence of any direct statements indicates Snowden’s disinterest in assuming the role of the 

Cynic parrhēsiastes. Yet, while Snowden’s professed reticence to talk about himself is well 

documented, as Walzer and Colcolugh point out, such personal characteristics can also be used 

for rhetorical advantage. In a manner reminiscent of his general statement in leaking classified 

NSA documents “to inform the public [of invasive government surveillance programs] so they 

could make a decision and provide their consent for what we should be doing,” Snowden enjoins 

potential whistleblowers to come to their own decision, all the while emphasizing the success of 

his initial goals and the moral imperative of reporting wrongdoing over any personal drawbacks 

he experienced in blowing the whistle (Edward Snowden and ACLU). As Snowden explains to 

Barton Gellman from the Washington Post, “I already won. As soon as the journalists were able 

to work, everything I had to do was validated.” Without ever needing to say it outright, Snowden 

fashions his experiences in whistleblowing as one that will likely work for other whistleblowers 

in a similar position. In this way, the themes and sensibilities in Snowden’s statements retains the 
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premise of Cynic parrhēsia to serve as an example but enacted in a manner more in line with 

Ahl’s impression of figured speech that is oriented towards parrhēsia. 

Like the Socratic practice of self-care that precedes the modern whistleblower, Snowden 

describes his guiding point in making judgments over competing issues of the truth as a matter 

self-training. In recounting his decision to blow the whistle, for example, he explains, “the true 

measurement of a person’s worth isn’t what they say they believe in, but what they do in defense 

of those beliefs. If you’re not acting on your beliefs, then they probably aren’t real” (No Place to 

Hide 45). These beliefs were concretized through a number of experiences that trained him to 

recognize right from wrong: through the liberal criticism found in free and open source software, 

in the stories of Greek mythology and Joseph Campbell’s concept of the monomyth, and in 

playing video games. Snowden particularly identified with the trope of free will and the 

influence of moral reasoning to guide one’s actions found in the latter two storytelling mediums. 

Of the lessons learned from mythology and gaming, he remarks, “the protagonist is often an 

ordinary person who finds himself faced with grave injustices from powerful forces and has the 

choice to flee in fear or to fight for his beliefs. And history also shows that seemingly ordinary 

people who are sufficiently resolute about justice can triumph over the most formidable 

adversaries” (No Place to Hide 45-46). As unconventional as Snowden’s training may appear in 

comparison to Foucault’s perception of the parrhēsiastes, it nevertheless serves as contemporary 

technique for self-examination, educating him to not only recognize the difference between truth 

and falsity but also when situations call for direct intervention.  

Based on the overlapping trajectories between whistleblowing and parrhēsia, it is 

tempting to conclude that whistleblowing conceptually owes more to the rhetorically artless 
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configuration of parrhēsia advanced by Foucault, Vivian, and others. After all, the military and 

government whistleblower seemingly acts in accordance to their true sense of self, refrains from 

using language to rule or flatter, chooses to limit engagement with their audience, and executes a 

plan of action based on training and self-examination. However, as Walzer, Colclough, and Ahl 

have cautioned, statements that appear sincere can be used to mask motives and claims to speak 

as a matter of self-care are often powerful rhetorical tactics.  

Further complicating matters is that the conception of truth telling as an inner-directed act 

only amounts to part of the process of truth telling; the second part of how the truth is told is a 

component Foucault often overlooks. For instance, in a discussion between Thesus and an 

unnamed herald in Euripides’ Suppliants over the merits and disadvantages of democracies 

versus monarchies, the herald obliquely references parrhēsia in its pejorative sense, arguing that 

citizens in a democracy are most prone to speak when led by their most immediate and base 

impulses. To this Thesus replies, “Freedom’s mark is also seen in this: “Who hath wholesome 

counsel to declare onto the state?” And he who chooses to do so gains renown, while he, who 

hath no wish, remains silent,” implying that democratic systems encourage a learned citizenry 

who speak for the betterment of the state (Euripides). Foucault reads this passage for the problem 

that free speech presents to democracy (61). Yet a close reading of Thesus’ response produces a 

second meaning: along with the privilege of speech, the parrhēsiastes not only has an obligation 

to speak frankly even at the risk of retaliation, but must do so in a manner that is productive and 

tempered by wisdom (“wholesome counsel to declare”). In other words, to use parrhēsia means 

to practice rhetoric. 
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 The channels in which both Snowden and Manning publicized information they 

exfiltrated from their respective branches in the government and military are clearly the result of 

methodical planning. From an organizational perspective, as whistleblowers, both had access to 

an internal policy system to file complaints and concerns, or what is known as internal 

whistleblowing. In normal situations, this includes bringing concerns to superiors, reporting 

fraud to the US Attorney’s Office or other appropriate agency, or filing a claim under the False 

Claims Act. Because these options were not applicable to Snowden and Manning due to their 

positions in handling national intelligence, and also because both as potential whistleblowers 

recognized the historical treatment of whistleblowers in the US federal system such as Daniel 

Ellsberg, they looked for alternatives externally.  

Although due to her incarceration we cannot know her exact decision making process, 

her series of determinations to choose the medium of publication best suited to publish classified 

information suggests that Manning initially approached media outlets during her mid-leave tour 

in 2010 in terms of impact rather than its history of protecting sources. Where the Greek and 

Roman parrhēsiastes had but a few options such as the agora or the monarch’s chambers to 

speak the truth, the availability of methods in making the “SigAct” tables public instead allowed 

Manning to consider the most rhetorically expedient and personally safest option to blow the 

whistle. Her decision to hold onto the information for a period of time before deciding “it made 

sense to try to expose the SigAct tables to an American newspaper” indicates premeditation and 

an awareness of audience and one’s self in relation to that audience (Manning). In her deposition, 

she explains that she first called the Washington Post to gauge their interest in “receiving 

information that would have enormous value to the American public” (Manning). Upon intuiting 
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that the reporter did not take Manning’s claims seriously, she then contacted the New York Times 

to leave a message. With no word from either newspaper, she then considered visiting the offices 

of Politico, a political commentary blog, but was obstructed by a blizzard. With these familiar 

channels exhausted, she submitted the information to WikiLeaks as it “seemed to be the best 

medium for publishing this information to the world within my reach” (Manning). As Manning’s 

deposition suggests, although her decision to publish the “SigAct” tables to WikiLeaks initially 

appears as a matter of last resort, her choice in organizations shows a timeline of rhetorical, and 

not just prudential, consideration. Despite accusations of political cronyism, the Washington Post 

and the New York Times both have a long history supporting whistleblowers and responsibly 

managing classified information. Politico, an organization started by two former staff members 

from the Washington Post in 2008, is particularly attuned to covering whistleblowing stories that 

affect the US Government. Finally, WikiLeaks is perhaps best known as an organization 

dedicated to protecting its whistleblower sources.  

For Snowden, his decision to externally blow the whistle is perhaps even more than 

Manning’s decision a judgment based on rhetorical premises. Snowden intuitively mistrusted the 

New York Times as he saw the publications as complicit in serving the interests of the US 

Government. In particular, he noted the suppression of a 2005 publication in the New York Times 

over then-President Bush’s warrantless eavesdropping program by the NSA as evidence of 

collusion between the fourth estate and entrenched Washington (Folkenfilk). At the time of the 

intended publication, leadership from the Times including Washington Bureau Chief Philip 

Taubman and Executive Editor Bill Keller “quashed the story” on the premises of the US 

Government’s insistence that the exposure of such information constituted a massive breach of 
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national security (Folkenfilk). Because of this incident and others like it, such as the Times’ 

current Executive Editor Dean Baquet’s suppression of a similar story in the Los Angeles Times 

over a clandestine collaboration between the NSA and AT&T, Snowden intentionally turned 

away from the publication (No Place to Hide 233). He briefly considered submitting the 

information to WikiLeaks, but given their status as an organization under immense external 

pressure legally and otherwise, he decided against such an action. Snowden ultimately decided to 

invite Greenwald (and accompanied by MacAskill) from the Guardian and Poitras, a 

documentary filmmaker and journalist to join him in Hong Kong. By first supplying the 

journalists with encrypted information prior to their meeting, then revealing himself upon their 

arrival, Snowden sought to control the narrative of the story by emphasizing the story over the 

messenger. He explains to Greenwald, “Once I identify and explain myself, I won’t do any 

media. I don’t want to be the story” (No Place to Hide 52). While this statement may be a sincere 

statement of his motives, it also serves to somewhat mask Snowden’s deliberate arrangement of 

the facts to align the public with his perspective, a move quite in line with Walzer’s and Ahl’s 

orientation of the parrhēsiastes. 

Both whistleblowers’ methods in making the truth public indicate that rhetoric plays a 

large role in their decision-making. Like the fearless speaker of ancient Greece and Rome, 

Manning and Snowden follow the timeline established by the parrhēsiastes in the articulation of 

how one comes to tell the truth and then the method and performance best suited to tell the truth. 

Whistleblowing is in one sense an act that cares for the self, to speak in accordance with one’s 

own sense of identity; in another, to speak the truth also implies a performance, ensuring that the 

truth is presented in a manner best suited for its audience.        
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A Rhetoric of Whistleblowing 

For all the historical risk and danger in using parrhēsia and the almost assured level of 

special persecution directed towards those who blow the whistle on intelligence and military 

contexts, reports of whistleblowing continue to statistically and anecdotally rise. Annual 

statements from the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) indicate that reports of 

whistleblowing cases have increased by 7.5% from the 2012 to 2013 fiscal year, which follows 

the Office of Special Counsel’s (OSC) report of a 22% increase of incidences from 2011 to 2012 

(LaCroix; Katz). While a percentage of rising cases can be attributed to the incentives from the 

SEC’s Dodd-Frank Act, which provides a bounty payment to whistleblowers who successfully 

report threats to financial systems, there are also numerous studies demonstrating that most 

whistleblowers are motivated more by moral concerns over financial reward (Davis; Lipman).  

Despite the upward trending in whistleblowing cases and the attendant interest from 

intelligence experts, the media, and researchers from a variety of disciplines, to my knowledge, 

scholarship in rhetoric has yet to meaningfully enter the national and global dialogue. This gap is 

especially surprising given the role of rhetoric in democratic deliberation and the general 

character of truth telling in the rhetorical tradition. For all the similarities between parrhēsia and 

whistleblowing, a simple equivalence between the two insufficiently addresses the dynamic and 

challenging interplay between both terms. Instead, a more complete approach to developing a 

rhetoric of whistleblowing is needed. As the dialogues from Snowden and Manning attest, the 

decision to the blow the whistle is usually not described in terms such as “choice” but rather as a 

determination to act in a way consistent with the whistleblower’s sense of self. However, the 

very definition of whistleblowing implies that the purpose, regardless of intent, is to serve the 
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public. This inward-facing yet ultimately outward-directed orientation of whistleblowing has a 

unique historical precedent in the parrhēsiastic dialectic—if not the word itself—and indicates 

that whistleblowing in military and intelligence contexts is likely to be rhetorically conditional 

even when it claims to be otherwise—a position that some rhetoricians are apt to point out that 

has long been the case with the parrhēsiastes. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: WHISTLEBLOWER EPIDEICTIC AND THE REJUVENATION OF THE 
FOURTH ESTATE 

 
As of October 5th 2017, the WikiLeaks page “Co-publishers, Research Partners, and 

Funders” displays an impressive collection of mastheads such as the Washington Post, El País, 

the Guardian, and the New York Times. The genesis of these partnerships, however, 

appropriately began with a leak. WikiLeaks first announced its presence on a global stage on 

April 5th 2010 with the release of “Collateral Murder.” The classified gunsight footage shot from 

the perspective of two Apache helicopters depicted a fatal attack by the US military on a group 

of Iraqi men, including two Reuters journalists, Namir Noor-Eldeen and Saeed Chmagh. Taken 

during the height of the “troop surge” in Iraq in 2007, the video confirmed many of the US 

public’s anxieties over the human consequences in entering yet another unending war. The 

release of this video, coupled with the appearance of Julian Assange on the Colbert Report a 

week later, convinced journalist Nick Davies from the Guardian to make every effort to contact 

the founder and de facto face of WikiLeaks. Two months later, Davies finally received word 

from “one of the people who was close to Julian saying, ‘don’t tell Julian I’m telling you this, but 

he’s about to fly into Brussels to give a press conference to the European Parliament’” (“The 

Man Who Spilled”). The following day, Davis and a colleague met with Assange at the Hotel 

Leopold in Belgium. During the early morning conversation that stretched into the afternoon, 

Assange announced to the journalists that he possessed “a record of every single episode 

involving the U.S. military in Afghanistan for the last seven years,” a cache of similar documents 

detailing the US military involvement in the Iraq war, and two other tranches that would later be 

known as the diplomatic cables and the Guantanamo files (“The Man Who Spilled”). By the 

conclusion of the meeting, Davis and Assange agreed to not only partner their respective 
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organizations, but to also include the New York Times in part due to the powerful guarantees—

secured, in large part, by the actions of a whistleblower—that the US Constitution grants the free 

press.   

The meeting that started from a single leak was not only responsible for significantly 

bridging the conceptual distance between the public and its access to information, it also initiated 

perhaps one of the most consequential challenges to the traditional top-down model of the fourth 

estate. As Beckett and Ball write, the partnership between reporters from a news organization 

with an international reputation for ambitious investigative journalism and an organizational 

figure married to a system of transparency virtually analogous with anarchy signified a “radical 

development in journalism story-telling on a par with the creation of a new genre like blogging” 

(1). Although their conclusions will be interrogated later in this chapter, this radical 

development, the authors explain, transforms journalism from a hermetic, procedural system to 

one in which information is networked, decentralized, and nearly immediate.  

In this way, WikiLeaks mirrors the celebratory image of the whistleblower as a figure 

seeking to change the conditions of society for the better through the open, transparent exchange 

of information. This is an association that WikiLeaks seems to actively cultivate. For example, in 

his official statement from the Ecuadorian Embassy in August 2012, Assange condemned “talk 

about prosecuting any media organizations, be it WikiLeaks or the New York Times” before 

stating in the next line that the “US administration’s war on whistle-blowers must end” (“Official 

Statement”). In these such instances, the proximity between WikiLeaks and whistleblowers is so 

intimate that any distinction between the two appears unsettled. While most whistleblowing 

researchers like Janet P. Near and Marcia P. Miceli and Harvard Law professor Yochai Benkler 
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argue that WikiLeaks is more accurately defined as a media publication and online archive, 

highly respected mainstream media organizations like the Guardian and the International 

Business Times continue to characterize the organization as a “whistleblowing website” 

(Pascaline; Goodman). In the Habermasian public sphere, which Gerard Hauser defines as a 

“discursive space in which individuals and groups associate to discuss matters of mutual interest 

and, where possible, reach a common judgement about them,” WikiLeaks occupies a very 

similar role as the whistleblower (61). After all, the goals of both whistleblowers and WikiLeaks 

appear in concert: to reveal evidence of wrongdoing, to counter oppressive systems of power, 

and to ensure the sanctity of democratic processes through an informed public. Although public 

and media sentiment of the organization is certainly not uniform, at its inception, WikiLeaks was 

regularly praised as an organization “able to improve the quality of our democracy” and a 

“significant link in the chain of events that sparked a ‘new culture of popular resistance’” (“In 

Defense”; Pieterse 1914). Given these panegyrics, it stands to reason that in WikiLeaks, US 

military and intelligence whistleblowers have found a fitting partner to share in the mutual 

benefits and costs of making secrets public.    

Except, in practice, whistleblowers are not partnering by any meaningful measure with 

WikiLeaks. Of the high-profile whistleblowers to have emerged since WikiLeaks first became 

operational in 2006, only Chelsea Manning appears to have collaborated with the organization in 

terms of publication. Edward Snowden received aid in the form of a “special refugee travel 

document” procured by WikiLeaks after Snowden’s US passport was revoked (Shane). In 

addition, Snowden was accompanied by WikiLeaks editor and advisor Sarah Harrison as he 

travelled from Hong Kong to Moscow in 2013. The close association between both 
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whistleblowers and WikiLeaks, however, seems to have diminished over the past few years for 

reasons not entirely clear. Since Manning’s release from military prison in May 2017, her only 

consequential statement about the organization was to “not have this debate right now” when 

asked by a journalist from the New Yorker to articulate her thoughts about WikiLeaks’ decision 

to include the names of Afghan citizens in its publications (Bertrand). For his part, Snowden has 

also taken pains to distance himself from the organization after a brief dispute over Twitter about 

the handling and publication of Democratic National Committee records in July 2016. This raises 

a seeming paradox: while the aims, goals, and self-referential praise that broadly characterize 

WikiLeaks and whistleblowers are in virtual alignment, whistleblowers, even those with 

previously close relationships with the organization, now appear reluctant to continue as 

advocates.  

Adequately resolving the causes of this paradox is not the focus of this chapter. Instead, 

my goal is to investigate how the epideictic encomia of whistleblowers is actually a creative and 

consequential rhetoric that transforms the infrastructure of the fourth estate into a system more 

hospitable for the transfer of information into the public sphere. In other words, I examine the 

moments where whistleblowers publically praise the free press, nongovernmental associations, 

and organizations for their vital contributions to the democratic public in civil society. I argue 

that this epideictic encomium, far from being hollow self-serving praise or even an instrument 

facilitating moral consensus, actually fulfills a technically subversive role. As scholars have 

previously theorized, the function of epideictic is to not only celebrate or censure, but to 

reinforce an action until it is completed (Poulakos; Agnew). Here, the action caused by 

whistleblower epideictic is both a rejuvenation of the alliance between whistleblowers and 
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journalists and a simultaneous weakening of the bonds that adjoin the US government with the 

free press. However, I posit that it is the epideictic rhetoric from whistleblowers, not WikiLeaks, 

that is primarily responsible for this action. Although the general epideictic orientation of both 

parties appears to have the same goal in keeping powerful figures and the systems that support 

them accountable to the public, it is in the anticipated outcomes that a distinction between 

whistleblower and WikiLeaks rhetoric emerges. Put differently, whereas whistleblowers appear 

to publically express a preference to develop stronger partnerships with a modernized fourth 

estate, WikiLeaks’ “single-minded view of transparency and openness” seems to envision 

displacing the hierarchy of the news media writ large (Leigh et al. 8). For a genus of rhetoric 

long regarded as preoccupied with the problem of aesthetics and not practical consequences, it 

appears that even among outwardly alike agents, epideictic rhetoric serves an essential function 

in projecting visions of the world to be accepted and changed or rejected and dismissed.   

To Trust the Watchdog or the Black Cat 

 Although it would seem that their overlapping goals would make natural allies of 

whistleblowers and the news media, their history of collaboration illustrates both deep fissures as 

well as long periods of stability, if not always steady productivity. Especially from the onset, this 

ad hoc partnership produced some of the most enduring and consequential news stories of the 

20th century. However, by the turn of the century, the understructure of the press had perceptibly 

changed to a point where contemporary whistleblowers have begun to disconnect previously 

established alliances.   

Daniel Ellsberg, the State Department whistleblower responsible for leaking the Pentagon 

Papers to the New York Times, and Mark Felt, the Associate Director of the FBI who provided 
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the Washington Post critical leads that exposed the Watergate scandal, are without exception 

among the two most prominent examples of how whistleblowers and journalists can collectively 

shape policy and public sentiment on a national scale. Ellsberg first went to the press in March 

1971 after sending copies of the Pentagon Papers to members of Congress, including antiwar 

Senators William Fulbright and George McGovern and Congressman Pete McCloskey. Ellsberg 

first hoped to present the Pentagon Papers, a 7,000-page tome painstakingly copied on a Xerox 

machine over the course of 20 months, to the public in the form of a Congressional Record. This 

action would not only publically preserve the Papers in perpetuity, it also offered Ellsberg a 

measure of Congressional protection from the expected outcome in which he would never see his 

“children again except through thick glass” (The Most Dangerous Man). He altered his plans 

when Senator McGovern, who had initially agreed to enter the papers into record as a 

Congressional filibuster, reversed his promise in preparation for a run for the presidency. As a 

result, Ellsberg visited the New York Times foreign reporter Neil Sheehan in Washington in early 

March and again in New York ten days later to discuss the impact of the Papers. The publication 

of the Pentagon Papers in mid-June 1971 not only confirmed to the public that the office of the 

president was fallible. It also set a precedent for the rights of the free press when the US 

government, which had tried to halt publication of the Papers, “failed to provide enough proof” 

to the Supreme Court “that the Papers’ First Amendment rights should be sidelined for national 

security reasons” (Swaine). The Court’s decision to uphold the constitutional protections 

guaranteed to the press is perhaps Ellsberg’s most consequential legacy.         

 The Washington Post’s investigation of the Watergate scandal a year later further baked 

in the narrative of the whistleblower as the principal agent in modern investigative journalism. 
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Felt was first contacted by Bob Woodward about a burglary on June 17, 1972 at the Watergate 

hotel. Felt had met Woodward two years before by accident in the West Wing of the White 

House and had since served as a “mentor, keeping [Woodward] from toilet-paper investigations” 

while occasionally disclosing inside information about illegal activities in the Nixon 

administration when it served his interests (“How Mark Felt”). On that day, Felt explained to 

Woodward over the phone that the Watergate break-in was part of a larger story. Utilizing his 

training as a former Nazi spy hunter, Felt developed a system of communication to establish 

contact with Woodward when needed: Woodward would transfer a red cloth flag attached to a 

flowerpot “which normally was in the front near the railing, to the rear of the balcony if I needed 

an urgent meeting” (“The Secret Man” 63). From there, the two would meet on that same night 

at 2 AM on the bottom level of an underground garage in Rosslyn, Virginia. It was in these 

meetings that Felt guided Woodward in specific directions at opportune moments that ultimately 

led to the undoing of the Nixon presidency. In his work on the development of whistleblower 

laws, Robert G. Vaughn argues that the stories of whistleblowers at the center of the Watergate 

scandal “likely influenced the adoption of the whistleblower provision of the [Civil Service 

Reform Act]” (52).  Along with Ellsberg, the narrative of dramatic tension and tradecraft of 

Woodward’s mysterious source, immortalized in the film All the President’s Men, also likely 

concretized to the public the central role of whistleblowers in the story of the modern press.  

 This narrative of productive partnership between whistleblowers and the fourth estate 

changed by measures both overt and imperceptible after the events of 9/11. In his address to the 

Senate Judiciary Committee in December 2001, Attorney General John Ashcroft directly 

addressed “those who scare peace-loving people with phantasms of lost liberty” and critics of the 
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Bush administration would only “aid terrorists” (“Ashcroft”). The directed implication that the 

mainstream news should follow the judgment of the administration on all issues relating to 

national security reshaped the role of the media in ways difficult to predict at the time. For 

example, the media response to project a unified front with the US government resulted in 

recommendations that reached conspiratorial proportions. Condoleezza Rice, the then-National 

Security Advisor, warned the leaders of major news outlets that the videos released by Osama 

bin Laden shortly after 9/11 might contain coded messages that could incite more terrorist 

attacks. This warning, “limited [the media’s] coverage of bin Laden’s videos,” with the CNN 

chairman stating “after hearing Dr. Rice, we’re not going to step on the land mines she was 

talking about” (qtd. in Kowalski 58). Although the precautionary deference of the free press in 

reporting matters of national security was certainly not uniform, the pattern of acquiescence was 

so prevalent that any governmental request to hold or censor a story, even among the institutional 

leaders like the Times and the Post, were likely to be granted. To some like Glenn Greenwald, 

the defanging of the watchdog was complete. He writes,     

One of the principal institutions ostensibly devoted to monitoring and 

checking abuse of state power is the political media. The theory of a 

“fourth estate” is to ensure government transparency and provide a check 

on overreach, of which the secret surveillance of entire populations is 

surely among the most radical examples. But that check is only effective if 

journalists act adversarially to those who wield political power. Instead, 

the US media has frequently abdicated this role, being subservient to the 
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government’s interests, even amplifying, rather than scrutinizing, its 

messages and carrying out its dirty work. (Greenwald 210) 

Notably, the subject of Greenwald’s outrage is not directed towards the working reporter but 

towards the media leaders who willingly participate in a system that protects the interests of the 

powerful. After all, prominent journalists like the Times’ James Risen, who allegedly 

collaborated with whistleblower Jeffery Sterling on a report of the CIA’s failure to use the 

Stuxnet malware to sabotage the Iran nuclear program, continued to conduct the important work 

of investigative journalism despite the climate of collusion between the press and the US 

government. For this and his next story in 2004 about the Bush administration’s authorization of 

an illegal eavesdropping program on US citizens, Risen not only faced significant pressure from 

Arthur Sulzberger, the Times’ publisher, and Bill Keller, the executive editor, to sit on the story 

as it might enable another terrorist attack that “the [Bush] administration would hold the Times 

partly responsible,” it also resulted in a criminal investigation of Risen’s book that detailed both 

stories (“What was New York Times Reporter”). Along with Fox News’ James Rosen, who 

reported on a planned North Korea nuclear testing based on information provided by the State 

Department whistleblower Stephen Jin-Woo Kim, Risen’s investigation signaled a new 

willingness by the Justice Department to prosecute journalists who were, by most definitions, 

simply doing their jobs.   

 For those about to reveal massive national security stories like Snowden, Manning, and 

the anonymous whistleblower who leaked National Security Agency [NSA] documents to the 

Intercept about the US drone program, their reticence to collaborate with the fourth estate 

certainly reflects some of the above concerns regarding the role of the press in a post-9/11 
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mediascape. Just as strikingly, smaller-scale whistleblowers like Reality Winner, who provided 

classified intelligence to journalists from the Intercept in 2017 about Russian intervention in the 

US presidential election, and John Tye, a State Department whistleblower who exposed 

Executive Order 12333, a Reagan-era rule that allows the collection of US citizen 

communications outside of US borders, both decided that the most prudent option was to partner 

with journalists outside the mainstream media and whistleblowing lawyers, respectively. 

  Credit for such nontraditional partnerships, at least in some measure, is attributable to the 

influence of WikiLeaks and the fifth estate. The fifth estate is described as a social institution 

that relies on the information and communication networked capabilities of the Internet to 

“reconfigure access to alternative sources of information, people, and other resources” (Dutton 

2). By this definition, WikiLeaks is effectively synonymous with the term as a matter of practice 

but also, in part, due to the 2013 film of the organization that shares the same title. Even though a 

key feature of the fifth estate is the deliberate “break from existing organizational and 

institutional networks,” the structure of WikiLeaks is intentionally more unstable than other 

networked mediums like community websites and social networks (Dutton 4). After all, 

WikiLeaks has been accused of endangering the lives of Afghans cooperating with NATO and 

US forces by releasing the Afghan War Logs without redacting the names of informants in 2010 

as well as committing the same mistake with the publication of the Turkish Erdogan Emails that 

included the home addresses, telephone numbers, and political affiliation of millions of female 

Turkish citizens (Leigh; Ellis). These outcomes can be partly explained by WikiLeaks’ function 

as “‘rhizomatic’ alternative media, a more protean form of anti-mainstream organization or 

network that…operates according to its own imperatives, principles and methods” without regard 
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to journalistic ethics, the consequences of unfiltered transparency, and untethered to the interests 

of institutions or even nations (Beckett et al. 31). Like Hemingway’s observation that “no animal 

has more liberty than the cat; but it buries the mess it makes. The cat is the best anarchist,” 

WikiLeaks’ extra-legal status affords the organization tremendous freedoms; however, unlike the 

cat, WikiLeaks rarely bothers to bury its own messes (398). Put simply, the anarchical structure 

of WikiLeaks and the problems left behind as a result of its executive decisions are by design. 

 Faced with the option of a knowable, yet institutionalized, fourth estate or an anarchic, if 

potentially uncompromised, fifth estate, it appears on the surface that whistleblowers are 

increasingly choosing the third rail option. Media organizations like the Intercept, which 

launched in 2014, combines the traditional outlook of journalism as a specific check on the 

interests of state power with the model of decentralized “network of networks” that characterizes 

how information is processed and published in the fifth estate. While it may seem like the 

position of the Intercept and other similar organizations occupy a central position virtually 

equidistant from the fourth and fifth estates, these new news outlets are not simply a product of 

compromise or a hybrid of two social institutions. Instead, I read the choice of contemporary 

whistleblowers to specifically partner with these organizations as an indication of their 

preference to work with the fourth estate. Although whistleblowers like Thomas Drake have 

publically expressed uncertainty regarding the mainstream press’ fidelity to the interests of the 

US government, their ongoing collaboration with working journalists speaks to the long-term 

interests of whistleblowers to reform and modernize the fourth estate as opposed to any short-

term gains by bedding with WikiLeaks. The evidence of this interest in reform and 

modernization is found primarily through the persuasive rhetoric of whistleblower epideictic.   
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The Practical Outcome of Praise 

 The treatment of epideictic oratory in the rhetorical tradition paints the genus as both the 

height of what is achievable in the art as well as its lowest form as hollow flattery. Unlike 

deliberative and forensic rhetoric which are concerned with questions of expedience and justice, 

epideictic rhetoric deals with the conditions of praise (epanios) and blame (psogos)—important 

categories that uplift or condemn, certainly, but also appear to lack the particular density of 

pragmatic outcomes. In this way, the framework of epideictic appears to have more in common 

with literature or poetry than the types of argumentation found on the senate floor or courts of 

law. As a “literary” rhetoric, Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca explain, the reputation 

of epideictic as a speech “which no one opposed, on topics which were apparently 

uncontroversial and without practical consequences” became translated as its defining 

characteristics (48). Seen this way, the presence of eloquence in epidictic actually appears to 

inhibit the rhetoric’s inherent social or political agency. This assumption of the practical, civic 

oratory of the agora or assembly as the “primary” rhetoric and the epideictic poetics as the 

lesser, “secondary” form requires serious reexamination as even the relatively basic 

interpretation of the rhetoric as an articulation of praise and blame reveals an important social or 

political investigation regarding values, justice, and virtue. As classics scholar Jeffrey Walker 

argues, even in its “nonpragmatic setting,” the purpose of epideictic is to lead its audience “to 

contemplation and insight and ultimately to the formation of opinions and desires” (9). Seen this 

way, it stands to reason that Walker reads the “pragmatic setting” of epideictic as evidence of its 

place as the primary rhetorical art. In other words, the histories of rhetoric have broadly 
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misinterpreted the parabola of the rhetorical genera by placing epideictic at the bottom of the 

hierarchy instead of at its pinnacle.  

 While it is certainly not my intention to assess which genera of rhetoric is “primary,” it is 

the development of epideictic from a relatively linear term to a complex form of rhetorical 

persuasion that is most consequential for the purposes of this chapter. This development provides 

a more sensitive understanding of how whistleblower rhetoric performs social and political labor 

through the epideictic categories of praise and blame. As this section will examine, this labor 

includes critical reforms to entrenched institutions, reinforcing an adherence to democratic and 

Constitutional values, and mediating the interests of the powerful—along with, of course, the 

traditional aims of epideictic in gathering applause and making allies of audiences.  

 Both Laurent Pernot and Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca trace how the inspirational and 

pathetic properties of epideictic, as well as its apparent goal in assessing beauty, reduces its 

importance to Aristotle in comparison to its more esteemed siblings in deliberative and judicial 

rhetoric. The authors regard Aristotle as partially responsible for the lightly pejorative reputation 

of epideictic in subsequent rhetorical histories. In dividing rhetoric into three genera based on the 

concept—or in the case of epideictic, the absence of—value-judgment, Aristotle appears to have 

“confused the concept of the beautiful, as the object of the speech (which was, besides, 

equivalent to the concept of “good”) with the aesthetic value of the speech itself” (Perelman et 

al. 48). Although they do not say so outright, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca indicate that in his 

focus on how the technical properties make epideictic distinct from judicial and forensic rhetoric, 

Aristotle fails to consider its role in legitimizing social and political values in the public sphere.  
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Pernot appears to agree with this assessment. In his monograph, Epideictic Rhetoric: 

Questioning the Stakes of Ancient Praise, he illustrates how the technical components of 

epideictic might reasonably cause Aristotle and later rhetoricians to misread its pragmatic 

function in civil society. The separation between epideictic with deliberative and judicial rhetoric 

appropriately begins with the role of the audience. Pernot claims that, according to Aristotle, the 

epideictic audience “is a “spectator” or “examiner” (theoros), which, in contrast to the other 

classifications of rhetoric, the expectation of the audience is to adjudicate (67). Secondly, 

epideictic rhetoric uses the literary technique of amplification instead of description, whereas the 

fundamental tools of deliberative and forensic rhetoric are examples and enthymemes. Thirdly, 

concerning matters of form, Aristotle regards epideictic as primarily a “written style suitable for 

reading, whereas the other two genera have a spoken style, suitable for debate” (Pernot 68). 

Finally, epideictic does not have clear functionality. In other words, it is a genus defined 

according to what it lacks, or as James Herrick explains, “epideictic speaking thus did not have a 

pragmatic goal so much as a cognitive or contemplative one—to prompt the audience to think, to 

reflect, and to perhaps embrace a new idea” (86). The seeming disinterest of epideictic oratory to 

produce—and reproduce—a specific, categorical outcome, which of course is conditional to 

judicial and forensic rhetoric, is perhaps the most compelling reason why Aristotle’s judgment of 

the genera as a morally important, if categorically incoherent, rhetoric continues to endure.  

 However, where Herrick depicts the umbrella of epideictic as sheltering such a broad 

range of functions that its actual functionality is unclear, others see the panegyrics, ceremonial 

praise, and commemoration of festivals, games, and state events as a structural rhetoric that 

guides communities towards a more absolute criterion. After all, if the reader will briefly allow 
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the function of deliberative and forensic rhetoric to be reduced to the processes that determines 

the future good for a group and resolving past questions of justice, respectively, the function of 

epideictic in cultivating group beliefs appears to undergird the social and political structures that 

supports deliberative and forensic rhetoric in the first place. In other words, while each genus 

strengthens social order, the appearance and inventional topoi of epideictic is both broader and 

more subversive in comparison.  

After all, the oratory of celebration, praise, and idealism is also a rhetoric that seeks to 

reform through the opposing avenues of critique and enhancement. Although in this case Pernot 

is referring specifically to Pericles’ criticism and transformation of the funeral oration in 

Thucydides’ iconic History of the Peloponnesian War, it is the technical components of 

epideictic that make reform possible that is of primary interest here. First, Pernot frames 

epideictic rhetoric is an authorized, mandated speech. Because such speakers in antiquity were 

almost always objectively distinguished, epideictic oratory might initially seem like a simple 

matter of a credentialed figure demonstrating one’s talent for the sake of gratuitous display. 

However, Pernot posits that the title or reputation of orators alone is insufficient to calculate the 

conditions that call for epideictic oratory. Instead, epideictic orators need to additionally “draw 

authority from the mission conferred upon them” in the form of an order by a higher authority 

such as the city council, emperor, or from a university (83). By responding to a mandate or 

exterior solicitation, the epideictic orator performs a sanctioned act of political and social labor. 

Second, by first pointing out Aristotle’s contention of amplification as being “most at home” in 

epideictic speeches, Pernot positions amplification as a technical form of argumentation that 

“increase[s] the size of the subject, by emphasizing its importance, its beauty, its noblesse, etc.” 
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(87). In this way, amplification in epideictic rhetoric aids the goal of achieving reform by only 

presenting facts, which he claims is unlike judicial and deliberative rhetoric that relies on 

examples and enthymemes as its prime suasory technique. By framing argumentation as an 

assortment of facts in need of modest qualification, epideictic positions one’s actions as a literal 

expression of virtues. This directly leads into the third technique in which encomium is “at the 

same time an act of justice and an obligation. It was regarded as both useful and necessary” (93). 

Although the subject of virtue and moral obligation as it relates to parrhēsia is already covered 

in some detail in Chapter 3, there are some important differences here. As part of this social 

obligation, the epideictic orator speaks not in service to self-interest and adulation but instead as 

a matter of social responsibility. The effect is powerful. Oratorical praise is given greater weight 

and depth as the goal in reforming institutions or systems of governance transforms beyond the 

individual prejudices into an activity born instead from a sense of civic duty.  

 However, as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca contend, the technical components of 

epideictic rhetoric that enable reform is actually more suitable to reinforce shared values. The 

purpose of epideictic speech “to increase the intensity of adherence to values held in common by 

the audience and the speaker” is achieved through the suasory framework of fact-based 

argumentation (amplification), the absence of “immediate practical interest” on the part of the 

rhetor, and the mandated role of the orator as “the educator of his audience” (52). In this way, the 

orator/educator uses the technical components of epideictic to incite an action that amounts to a 

kind of social rejuvenation. Unlike the propagandist, who aims to change the audience’s beliefs, 

the epideictic encomium engages in political and social action by revitalizing the audience’s 

adherence to a laudable value. This public process of education—or perhaps re-education—is 
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illustrated in the orations of Demosthenes in the First Philippic and then repeated in the Third 

Olynthiac, where he sues for war against Philip. In a particularly revealing moment, 

Demosthenes urges Athenians to reject the inherent authority of decrees, for such mandates are 

worthless without proper action. Here, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca argue that the goal of 

adherence sought by epideictic rhetors is a type of education “not limited to obtaining purely 

intellectual results,” but is instead an essential process of social reinforcement that requires 

repeated address “until the desired action is actually performed” (49).  

 By also aligning encomia as educational labor, Wallace advances how epideictic rhetoric 

bends the interests of the powerful to intersect with the public’s judgment of justice. For 

Wallace, this occurs through the masonry of amending “‘deep’ commitments and 

presuppositions [of a community] that will underlie and ultimately determine decision and debate 

in particular pragmatic forums” (9). The educational stone working that characterizes epideictic 

is well documented in rhetorical history by figures such as Aelius Aristides and Apuleius, but it 

is Isocrates’ advice to the young Greek Cyprus king Nicocles that is the focal point of Wallace’s 

analysis. In his account of the types of training that produce a worthy monarch, Isocrates 

pronounces the virtues of education for those in private life, which include a meditation on 

temperance (such as extravagance in livelihood; laws in civic society), the benefits of parrhēsia 

by friends and enemies to challenge preconceptions, and the advice of poets to conduct a full life. 

For kings like Nicocles, Isocrates posits, the advantages afforded by a strong education is absent 

because he will never know the experience of private life. Isocrates’ encomium in To Nicocles 

thus educates his audience (Nicocles, or the reader) about the value of education. In this case, 

recognizing the role of rhetoric “as a culture-shaping art of logos (in all its epideictic and 
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pragmatic forms) that serves the purposes of cultivating and maintaining intelligent public 

judgment of what counts as dikê or “the right” in different situations” offers possibilities to speak 

in a manner that manages to elevate, educate, and mediate in political and social arenas (131). In 

short, the presence of education in encomia is intended to keep governments and monarchs 

accountable to the values of the polis. It is certainly notable that the technical components of 

epideictic, which were so well suited to the conditions of the Greco-Roman world, still maintain 

such potency that contemporary whistleblowers appear to have adopted these functions of 

oratory as a pragmatic means to correct and revitalize the fourth estate.   

Whistleblower Epideictic 

 Unlike the examples of public praise in the treatises of Menander Rhetor or Quintilian’s 

The Orator’s Education, works long considered by classicists and rhetoricians as among the 

most prominent examples of the epideictic genus in the ancient world, the recognizable 

taxonomies of rhetoric in contemporary society are not quite as clearly organized as those found 

in third century Athens or the Roman republic and imperial periods. While epideictic oratory 

today is still practiced according to the traditional touchstones of births, deaths, weddings, 

festivals, state visits and so on, the presence of rhetorical praise also materializes in contexts that 

would likely be foreign to the ancient rhetor: press conferences, media interviews, and editorials, 

along with the digital channels of social communication like Facebook posts and tweets. Given 

such a broad range of inventional topoi, this section primarily examines the examples of encomia 

in whistleblower interviews with journalists and press releases in part because of its special 

proximity to the estate that whistleblowers are seeking to reshape.  



 101 

The functions of epideictic to educate, reform, and neutralize the blunt force of power as 

part of a rhetoric of praise is crucial to recognize how the discourse of whistleblowers 

fundamentally bends the allegiances of the fourth estate away from the interests of the US 

government and back towards the needs of the whistleblower. The subversive capacity of 

epideictic to disguise criticism as compliments or praise as dissent is well recorded. As Pernot 

explains, “it is normal to insert precise messages in speeches of praise, in the form of not only 

advice, requests, and petitions but also complaints and recriminations” (102-3). For 

whistleblowers, the artful construction of epideictic “figured speech” as a means to subtly 

criticize or articulate dissent through a rhetoric of praise only achieves a partial goal. 

Whistleblower epideictic also needs to consolidate shared values in order to initiate pragmatic 

action. It is this focus on practical outcomes that moves epideictic, at least for whistleblowers, 

closer to the deliberative genus.  

One such approach to transforming praise and criticism into action is by using example, 

one of the two traditional technical instruments of argumentation in deliberative and forensic 

rhetoric. Take for example Thomas Drake’s response to a 2015 PEN American Center report 

describing the government’s initial unwillingness and eventual failure to protect whistleblowers. 

Drake, a whistleblower who in 2005 reported waste, fraud, and abuse in the NSA to a journalist 

from the Baltimore Sun, was charged by the Obama administration of violating the Espionage 

Act and faced harsh penalties with years in prison until the government dropped all charges in 

exchange for an agreement to plead guilty to a single misdemeanor charge. Of the consequential 

effects of his experience and in light of the PEN report, Drake explains in Al-Jazeera’s “America 

Tonight” program:     
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[The PEN report is] one of the first reports that actually pulled this 

information all together in a cogent fashion. It gives a history. It shows the 

dynamics…It highlights the risks to journalism, as sources, like myself, 

are considering engaging in criminal activity. It raises serious questions, 

extraordinarily disturbing questions, about the government. The irony of 

it, in my own case, was that the media was largely my saving grace. The 

media began to put a spotlight on what was happening. What’s at stake 

here is free press, to conduct aggressive journalism when dealing with the 

very sensitive topics. National security has an extraordinarily 

overwhelming influence right now, and it tends to get what it wants…we 

need a robust press, because that’s the foundation of our form of 

government and the foundation of any free and open society. (Bella)  

In Drake’s appraisal of the report—which certainly extends to the PEN association 

itself—there appears to be little subtext to his unabridged praise. However, it is apparent 

that the mutual compliments extended to journalists and the mass media are not 

necessarily as favorable a comparison. He begins by commending the media as perhaps 

the single most important component responsible for his freedom and public and legal 

exoneration, describing it in terms of “aggressive journalism” that “puts a spotlight on” 

important events critical to the health of an open society. This approach recalls the 

function of epideictic as an adherence to value. By agreeing to an interview with 

journalists from Al-Jazeera, and likely knowing that his words will be reprinted by other 

publications, Drake is literally reminding the press of its responsibilities to ensure a “free 
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and open society.” However, by indirectly stating the press’ history of collusion with the 

US government over issues of national security, he suggests that unlike the PEN report, 

journalists have voluntarily counteracted their own interests as writers of the first draft of 

history. Yet, like any satisfying prototype of epideictic rhetoric, Drake does not outright 

criticize the press and demand institutional reform; he instead chooses to praise the news 

media as the primary foundational institution to counteract an overly-powerful 

government. This is not simple, obligatory flattery. To my reading, Drake’s praise is 

sincere. In other words, he deliberately appears to equate the image of a strong and robust 

press as one that would recognize whistleblowers as natural allies. 

In addition to reinforcing communal values, the existence of criticism in whistleblower 

epideictic also functions as a discourse of reform. Months after her trial and court martial in 

2013, Chelsea Manning sent a letter to thank the Freedom of the Press Foundation [FPF] for 

raising funds for court reporters to transcribe her court proceedings. Besides expressing gratitude 

for their support in her case, she also praised the central role of the organization for advocating 

on behalf of press freedoms and defending the rights of public-interest journalism. That is, 

Manning commends the organization for being a kind of watchdog for the watchdog. She writes:  

Personally, I support the work your organization does in supporting and 

defending public-interest journalism in a time when governments and 

corporations throughout America and globally are working hard to prevent 

the exposure of mismanagement and corruption in government. I also 

appreciate your support for journalism organizations that push for 

transparency and accountability, and your efforts to maintain and broaden 
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the protections guaranteed by the First Amendment…Your support for my 

case going forward can even help to define the limits of power held by the 

military’s convening authorities, the Executive branch, and the U.S. 

government. (Reitman)  

By now, a careful reader will likely recognize the pattern of praise in whistleblower epideictic. 

Manning begins with full-throated approval of the FPF. By first describing the agenda of the 

organization in a letter written to the organization, Manning draws upon the twin functions of 

epideictic to educate readers who may not be familiar with the FPF as well as seeking consensual 

commitment to an action of reform. Here, the context of “figured speech” in the letter is 

somewhat open to interpretation. Although it might seem that the target of her call to reform 

would be the US government due to Manning’s direct reference to the military and executive 

estates, first identifying the intended audience in the letter arguably reveals more about her 

object of reform. By writing to the FPF, a non-profit organization dedicated to securing the rights 

of the free press, Manning favorably compares the “journalism organizations that push for 

transparency and accountability” supported by the FPS as equally worthy of praise. By 

extension, the subject of her oblique criticism are all the other news outlets that do not seem to 

hold the value of the First Amendment in similar esteem. Embedded in this criticism is the 

inherent danger that affects the fourth estate in totality when journalists ally too closely with the 

government. Proximity to power, she warns, reduces journalists of the requisite perspective 

necessary to “define the limits of power.” Drake similarly amplifies this danger in a separate 

panegyric, explaining that citizens are “supposed to know the truth of its own government. So, if 

the First Amendment is the sunshine of our liberty, how else are we to remain free if the 
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government casts a shadow over you and me” (Lyngaas)? It seems, then, that there are two goals 

in Manning’s epideictic rhetoric at work: 1) to correct the network of channels that bind the free 

press to the government over matters of national security, and 2) to reform the relationship, 

between the fourth estate and the government in order to ensure a healthy democracy necessary 

to support a constitutional republic.  

 In sum, the work of these centripetal and centrifugal forces that simultaneously repair the 

bonds between whistleblowers and the press though a discourse of shared values while also 

correcting the influence of the US government over the fourth estate is a form of civic education 

that seeks to hold the powerful to account. While Daniel Ellsberg illustrates the educational 

potential of epideictic in his introduction of Edward Snowden as a new member of the FPF’s 

board of directors in 2014, it is Snowden’s arrangement of praise that demonstrates how 

accountability becomes swathed in a moment of celebration. Ellsberg opens, appropriately, with 

a litany of uncontested facts, at least in relation to his audience: Snowden is a quintessential 

whistleblower, leaks are vital to the health of the US, and for the very first time in history, there 

is an opportunity to debate the NSA surveillance program in the public sphere (“Edward 

Snowden to Join”). Seen this way, Ellsberg’s facts can be easily rearranged into a fairly obvious 

didactic enthymeme summarized as “Snowden is a whistleblower; therefore, his actions are good 

for the health of the republic.”  In his mandated response, Snowden writes:  

It is tremendously humbling to be called to serve the cause of our free 

press, and it is the honor of a lifetime to do so alongside extraordinary 

Americans like Daniel Ellsberg on FPF’s Board of Directors. The 

unconstitutional gathering of communications records of everyone in 
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America threatens our most basic rights, and the public should have a say 

in whether or not that continues. Thanks to the work of our free press, 

today we do, and if the NSA won’t answer to Congress, they’ll have to 

answer to the newspapers, and ultimately, the people. (“Edward Snowden 

to Join”) 

Like other whistleblower encomium, these three sentences demonstrate a faithful 

commitment to the idealized watchdog function of the fourth estate. This depiction is 

meant to be both educational and a call to action. While Snowden’s description of the 

press may not represent the full truth, the facts he presents are intended to remind the 

press of its role in keeping the interests of the government in check. Take, for example, 

his portrayal of the free press in the first and third sentences. His initial panegyric praise 

positions the news media as an institution that is worthy of commendation because of its 

legacy as the principal voice of a democratic citizenry. In the third sentence, Snowden 

argues that if Congress will not check the will of the NSA, the responsibility will fall to 

“newspapers, and ultimately, the people.” The alchemy of epideictic rhetoric in educating 

and mediating the powerful is used here to great effect. Although his primary audience is 

those involved or associated with the FPF, the subtext of his message in reminding the 

press of its duties indicates the anticipation of a separate, secondary audience. Although it 

is impossible to claim with full certainty, Snowden seems to address a large contingent of 

members of the press who seem to have repressed the basic watchdog function of the 

fourth estate in favor for serving the interests of the White House. Of these members, 

Snowden could be referring to the executive editors of the New York Times and the Los 
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Angeles Times, both of whom prevented the publication of major national security stories 

at the request of the government and led Snowden to seek partnerships with journalists 

elsewhere. Or he could be alluding to his own treatment from the press, such as CBS 

News host Bob Schieffer scolding Snowden as a “narcissistic young man” who thinks “he 

is smarter than the rest of us” or the Washington Post’s Richard Cohen describing 

Snowden as “not paranoiac; he is merely narcissistic,” who chose to focus on personal 

attacks instead of interrogate the heads of state that allowed the unconstitutional 

collection of communications of all US residents (qtd. in Greenwald 222). Regardless of 

the exact object of his criticism, Snowden’s encomium is especially proficient at 

demonstrating how the fourth estate might again collectively mediate the interests of the 

powerful without ever mentioning how it has seriously failed in the past. 

In sum, whistleblower epideictic rhetoric arranges overt praise and subtle 

criticism to reinforce an action until it is completed. Collectively, these actions include 

rejuvenating the bonds between whistleblowers and the fourth estate, weakening the 

government and news media alliance, and transforming the system undergirding the free 

press to better support the interests of the public sphere.  

Reshaping the Fourth Estate into the Whistleblower’s Own Image 

  Given the very modest number of identifiable US military and intelligence 

whistleblowers, and considering the even more limited total of figures like Ellsberg, Drake, 

Manning, and Snowden who are willing to enter their words and opinions into public record, it 

initially appears implausible that whistleblower epideictic could meaningfully affect the affairs 

of the fourth estate. Yet, there is evidence that this unlikelihood is already at work. Of all the 
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practical consequences produced by whistleblower epideictic, perhaps the most visible are the 

ways in which news organizations securely communicate and receive documents and data from 

whistleblowers. In addition to the digital security tools used by whistleblowers like Signal and 

PGP, major news organizations have adopted SecureDrop in order to specifically partner with 

whistleblowers. SecureDrop was developed in the four-and-a-half-year gap in WikiLeaks’ secure 

submission system, which went offline in October 2010 despite Assange’s claims of having a 

“perfect record of WikiLeaks having never revealed information that exposed a source over 10 

years” (“Julian Assange Sees”). As an open-source whistleblower submission system created by 

the late Aaron Swartz, SecureDrop is now used and visibly featured by the Washington Post, the 

New York Times, the Guardian, the New Yorker, and a dozen other prominent mastheads. These 

instruments, which are designed expressly for journalists to communicate securely with 

whistleblowers, has produced immediate, pragmatic results. As Runa Sandvik, the director of 

information security of the New York Times explains, “we received useful information within 24 

hours of launching” the new “Tips” page that began on December 15, 2016 (Hiltner). Since the 

launch date, the daily rate of tips at the Times has numbered between 50 to 100, with many 

leading to such a positive response “that the newsroom is creating a searchable database to help 

journalists in the newsroom handle the overwhelming volume” (Hiltner). Perhaps more tellingly, 

the success of the Times is not unique but illustrative of the renewed commitment of the press to 

partner with whistleblowers.  

 While it is impossible to tell how effective these measures will ultimately prove to be in 

terms of consequential news stories, for now, the real value of the relaunched tips page can be 

found in what it represents. In many ways, it signals a return to the estate’s watchdog legacy by 
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prioritizing governmental transparency and holding the decisions of the powerful to account. It 

also indicates a willingness on the part of the press to reinvent and modernize the fourth estate by 

adopting a networked system of communications that proved hugely successful to the fifth estate, 

but filtered through the lens of journalistic ethics and codes of conduct. Finally, it rejuvenates the 

news media’s traditional alliance with whistleblowers over the interests of government actors. 

Although it would be imprecise to credit the creation and widespread adoption of 

SecureDrop and other communications channels entirely to the whistleblower encomium, what is 

clear is the function of epideictic to repeat and reinforce an action until it is completed. In this 

way, it is likely a much more difficult task to position whistleblower epideictic as singularly 

narcissistic or self-congratulatory given the political and social work that it is capable of 

accomplishing. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE FUTURE OF WHISTLEBLOWING 
 

 From the perspective of all principal actors and agencies, the future of whistleblowers 

appears to be already written. For US military and intelligence whistleblowers, acts of 

whistleblowing will inevitably continue to persist despite the increasingly sophisticated and 

inventive methods of retaliation. As Thomas Drake, a whistleblower who disclosed evidence of 

waste, fraud, and abuse by the National Security Agency to a journalist from the Baltimore Sun,  

made clear to me in the early months of 2016, “as long as there are people who exercise moral 

agency in the face of wrongdoing, fraud, waste, corruption, violations of the law, and threats to 

public safety and health, there will be whistleblowers” (Drake). Edward Snowden’s foreword in 

The Assassination Complex, which details the US military drone program through a set of leaked 

documents by an anonymous NSA whistleblower, strikes a similar tone. Snowden writes, “we 

are witnessing a compression of the working period in which bad policy shelters in the shadows, 

the time frame in which unconstitutional activities can continue before they are exposed by acts 

of conscience” (xi). As recent major leaks, such as the documents leaked by NSA contractor 

Reality Leigh Winner about a Russian cyberattack on a US voting software supplier, have 

demonstrated, what was once a singular discharge of information has since turned into a steady 

seepage.  

Perhaps in anticipation of these predictions, in the fall of 2011 the Obama administration 

issued Executive Order 13587 which established the National Insider Threat Task Force (NITTF) 

as a means “to prevent, deter and detect compromises of classified information” by hypothetical 

future whistleblowers (National Counterintelligence). The NITTF, which uses Chelsea 

Manning’s psychological profile as its model to preemptively identify potential whistleblowers, 
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permanently surveils and assesses thousands of US government employees for ill-defined and 

overly broad character traits such as “greed” and “disgruntlement” to “vulnerab[ility] to 

blackmail” and “family personal issues,” as indicators of possible whistleblower-like behavior. 

According to documents obtained by Steven Aftergood of the Federation of American Scientists, 

the NITTF program complements the Department of Defense’s current system of “continuous 

evaluation,” which monitors anomalous behaviors on 100,000 military, civilian, and contractor 

personnel in order to ensure control over state secrets (“Report on DoD Plans”). Clearly, both 

whistleblowers and the US government anticipate a protracted contest developing along multiple 

sites of struggle over the future of whistleblowers. These projections, however, only begin to 

indicate the role of rhetoric in shaping the immediate future of whistleblowers.  

For this reason, this chapter argues for a reading of external whistleblower rhetorics, in 

both its anonymous and public orientations, as a dialectical process in which one of the most 

consequential functions is the ability for contemporary whistleblowers to test ideas and produce 

knowledge to benefit future whistleblowers. Specifically, I first examine the longstanding role of 

anonymity, or the lack of coordination between one’s identity and other “socially recognizable 

traits and locations in social networks of action” (Wallace 25). I posit that anonymity—

especially the practices facilitated through encryption and anonymizer tools—should be read as 

not just a pragmatic process but as an ongoing suasory dialogue among contemporary US 

military and intelligence whistleblowers in order to systematize the process of anonymity for 

future whistleblowers. Secondly, I analyze how the language of public whistleblowers tends to 

shift freely—and at times even simultaneously combine—leadership and followership rhetorics. 

This discursive switching not only runs counter to the accepted standard behavioral models of 
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whistleblowers as followers and not leaders, it also offers prospective whistleblowers a template 

to test and refine rhetorical strategies in civic discourse. I conclude that the exploratory rhetorics 

of contemporary whistleblowers is, in part, an epistemic conversation about how a prospective 

whistleblower might one day negotiate better outcomes from a position more secure than their 

predecessors.   

A Dialectical Modelling of Anonymity 

 While research on anonymity generally celebrates and censures the practice in roughly 

equal measure, the literature tends to treat the use of anonymity by marginalized communities 

more charitably. For instance, studies demonstrate how anonymous online forum participants 

express oppositional politics in China and Chile (Stieglitz; Tanner); how migrants and 

borderland figures conceal their identities in order to deny the state from rendering territory, 

space, and bodies (Latham); and how civilian protestors and laborers resist militarization and the 

modern state apparatus from commodification of human data (Morris). In other words, for 

persons or groups marginalized from the centers of authority, the techniques that enable digital 

anonymity, as Bill Reader explains, can “counteract individuals’ fear of social isolation resulting 

from expression of minority opinions” and provide necessary safeguards to challenge otherwise 

dominant discourses (498).  

Whistleblowers also enjoy many of the same outcomes by adopting anonymity. After all, 

the deliberate obfuscation of coordinate-able traits theoretically aids in two important goals for 

whistleblowers by ensureing personal safety through non-detection of one’s identity and by 

increasing her chances in “outing secret government programs in the name of transparency” 

(Latham 21). Variations of this dynamic can be found in the dozen-plus published whistleblower 
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handbooks outlining best practices and scenarios of how and when to use anonymity. In formal 

research, whistleblower anonymity is generally measured according to the social benefits of 

exposing wrongdoing rather than concerns over of professional ethics and personal motive. As 

Frederick A. Ellison points out, anonymity incentivizes those “who would otherwise remain 

silent for fear of reprisals” to disclose information that relates to “public safety, which may be 

threatened by dangerous practices by private industry” (175). Robust anonymity architecture in 

whistleblowing reporting systems like WikiLeaks has also been demonstrated to increase the 

likelihood of whistleblowing acts through disinhibition, or freeing whistleblowers from “social 

evaluation [and] retaliation” (Lowry et al 164). Although such models of anonymous 

whistleblowing are both necessary and utilitarian, the focus on pragmatic outcomes ultimately 

tends to dominate all other means by which whistleblowers might benefit by remaining 

anonymous. 

In this regard, I am more interested in how the dialectical conversations over the place of 

digital anonymity by contemporary whistleblowers appears to purposefully shape the anticipated 

behavior of future whistleblowers. This approach thus intentionally diverges from conventional 

rhetorical research that regards anonymity as a “privileged form of identity management” in that 

I instead underscore the role of rhetoric in the testing of possibilities—that is, to determine which 

measures prove to be most beneficial and reject those that are not (Erickson and Fleuriet 272). In 

what follows, I conceive of the whistleblower dialectic over anonymity as decidedly less formal 

than the Socratic disputational variety of dialectics in which examinations are held by two 

partners “each holding a thesis which is the contradictory of the one held by the other” until truth 

or knowledge is established in an asymmetric “agonistic way” (Spranzi 17). Instead, the dialectic 
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over whistleblower anonymity is looser in structure, occurs asynchronously, and better resembles 

the aporetic style of dialectic that consists of an open-ended examination that seeks to unsettle 

claims and “demonstrate that one resolution of the issue [is] more likely than another” (Herrick 

45). For example, it is not uncommon for contemporary whistleblowers to discuss anonymity 

measures that, at first glance, are not strictly directed towards potential future whistleblowers. 

Instead, the dialectical conversations over the role of anonymity at times take on a more 

synecdochal pattern of discourse that substitutes a part for the whole (i.e. the need of a specific 

marginalized group to adopt encryption) or the whole for one of its parts (i.e. the need for 

everyone to use secure channels of communication). However, even during these moments when 

whistleblowers like Drake, Snowden, and Chelsea Manning address the general public or 

marginalized groups like LGBT people about the benefits of strong encryption and internet 

security protocols, a good case might be made that these statements continue to read as part of an 

ongoing conversation about how to better protect whistleblowers. For this reason, this section 

also examines several broad statements in support of anonymity that do not initially appear to be 

related to the whistleblower experience.         

In order to ensure anonymity, a whistleblower generally uses a combination of 

encryption, secure communications networks, and general operations security [opsec] protocols. 

Each measure addresses a separate anxiety related to identification that whistleblowers generally 

face: 1) the encryption process converts information into ciphertext, which renders messages or 

data unintelligible to all those without a key, 2) distributed communications networks like the 

Tor Project organizes transactions to occur over multiple places on the Internet in order to 

obscure any single point that can link a whistleblower to her destination, and 3) opsec physically 
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protects critical information through a process of safeguards, such as using designated computers 

for communications and air-gapped computers (which have never been connected to the internet) 

to read and transfer sensitive documents in person. Collectively, encryption, communication 

networks, and opsec ensure that the dual aims in keeping personal safety and proving evidence of 

wrongdoing are kept intact during the whistleblowing process.  

Although it is senseless to imagine with total vision and clarity how future 

whistleblowers will utilize contemporary anonymity measures, there is compelling evidence to 

indicate that whistleblowers, to some degree, have already begun codifying anonymity practices 

into shared knowledge. Take for example a question posed by Jacob Appelbaum, a prominent 

cyber activist, to Snowden in 2013 about whether or not previous NSA whistleblowers 

“influenced [Snowden’s] path” (Greenwald). Snowden’s reply that “draconian responses simply 

build better whistleblowers” ostensibly refers to a whistleblower’s technical ability to cloak 

one’s presence from detection, digital or otherwise. His prediction that the disproportionate 

response by the Obama administration to whistleblowers “only escalate[s] the scale, scope, and 

skill involved in future disclosures” also seems to envision whistleblowing tradecraft as an 

ongoing epistemic process that naturally produces a more informed and effective whistleblower 

(Greenwald). Given the nearly certain likelihood that US military and intelligence 

whistleblowers will face retaliation or charges under the espionage act, which—among many 

other consequences—strips a citizen’s constitutional rights to a jury of peers, the knowledge of 

how and when to manage one’s identity is perhaps one of the most important touchstones for 

future whistleblowers to master.  
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Of the eight whistleblowers to be prosecuted under the Obama administration since 

Daniel Ellsberg, it is evident that those who blew the whistle using critically insufficient to no 

anonymity measures were easily at most risk of immediate retaliation. James Hitselberger, 

Shamai Leibowitz, John Kiriakou, Jeffrey Sterling, and Stephen Jin Woo Kim all fit into this 

category. Because the broad details are missing in Hitselberger’s justification to print and 

transport secret documents as an Arabic linguist for the Navy, as well as an earlier charge for 

sending classified materials to a collection at the Hoover Archives at Stanford University, it is 

difficult to determine if he was motivated by the same concerns shared by his fellow 

whistleblowers (Gerstein). However, a more robust case can be made that Leibowitz, Kiriakou, 

Sterling, and Kim were compelled to act according to the classic whistleblowing definition in 

their attempt to report waste, fraud, abuse, and wrongdoing. Leibowitz, a Department of Defense 

contractor, concluded in a court statement that he believed the documents he leaked were  clear 

evidence of a “violation of the law” (Glod). Kiriakou blew the whistle on the CIA torture 

program which he “believed was immoral, unethical, and illegal” (Younes). Sterling, a CIA case 

officer, took his concerns over a potentially mismanaged nuclear operation in Iran to the Senate 

Intelligence Committee. In a statement read by his lawyer, Kim claimed that his intention was to 

bring more public attention to the threat posed by North Korea’s nuclear program (Marimow). 

As a result of their decisions to blow the whistle using minimal to no technical tradecraft to 

maintain anonymity, the Justice Department easily won each case—Leibowitz received 20 

months in prison, Kiriakou was sentenced to 30 months, Sterling to 42 months, and Kim to 13 

months.  
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Although it is exceptionally unlikely that the remaining three whistleblowers anticipated 

at that time that their efforts to remain anonymous would begin the understructure to a greater 

body of knowledge, there is enough documentation to conclude that Drake, Snowden, and 

Manning all retroactively regarded their measures to protect their networked identity as essential 

education for future whistleblowers. For these whistleblowers, the history of prosecution against 

US military and intelligence whistleblowers appear to justify using sophisticated means to 

conceal their socially recognizable traits.  

Drake’s decision to anonymously expose waste, fraud, and abuse in the NSA to the press 

was materialized when he realized that blowing the whistle through established internal 

procedures was not only futile but dangerous as well. These consequences were witnessed 

firsthand. In the summer of 2002, William Binney, J. Kirk Wiebe, Ed Loomis, and Diane Roark 

from the House Permanent Subcommittee on Intelligence, filed a complaint with the DOD 

Inspector General. The complaint led to an investigation regarding waste of resources and 

possible unconstitutional powers granted to an NSA surveillance program, Trailblazer. In 

Roark’s words, the “investigation eventually resulted in a report,” one that “wasn’t technically 

classified” (Kirk). Given that their names appeared prominently on the report, along with the 

documented history of Binney and Wiebe—along with Drake—questioning the legitimacy of the 

program to progressively powerful officials, when the New York Times broke open the story in 

December 2005, Binney, Wiebe, Loomis, and Roark were immediately implicated. Even though 

none of the whistleblowers were the actual source of the story, their homes were simultaneously 

raided at dawn by the FBI, who took the “whole lot of papers, Rolodex, electronics” materials on 

July 26, 2007 (Kirk).     
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Drake managed to suspend the same outcome for four months in part because of his 

precautions in anonymizing his presence from the whistleblowing process. This journey began 

soon after his complaint to the DOD in 2002, when he realized that his actions only served to 

“reorganize my job right out from under me” instead of initiate an investigation to an 

unconstitutional program (Kirk). The lack of concern over the Trailblazer program led Drake to 

contact Siobhan Gorman from The Baltimore Sun. Using the encrypted email service Hushmail 

in early 2006, Drake described the third rail option to go to the press, even through secure 

communications, as extraordinarily risky given his close association and participation with 

Binney, Wiebe, Loomis, and Roark. These fears were realized when Drake’s home was raided by 

the FBI in late 2007. Despite initially not being indicted under the Bush administration due to a 

lack of evidence, Drake was charged under the Espionage Act by the Obama Administration 

three years later. Because Drake had purposefully only supplied unclassified documents to 

Gorman, the espionage charges were eventually dropped. Despite or perhaps due to this 

relatively happy outcome, Drake was left with a singular, powerful impression. His advice for 

future whistleblowers and journalists is to “encrypt the crap out of your life. Even to this day I 

will not communicate with people unless they install encryption programs on their computers 

and on their phones” (Zhang). This sentiment is repeated by Jesselyn Radack, a former DOJ 

whistleblower and current lawyer to Snowden, Drake, and Kiriakou. From her perspective, in 

addition to finding experienced legal representation, the first job of a prospective whistleblower 

is to become educated about “encryption protocols that let you blow the whistle in a much safer 

way” (Pangburn 4). 
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The experiences and retrospective advice from Drake and others appears to have led 

Manning and Snowden to even more extreme measures to anonymize their identities as 

whistleblowers. Manning initially used a pseudonym handle as she began to follow a WikiLeaks 

Organization [WLO] member—generally thought to be Julian Assange—through an encrypted 

Instant Relay Chat system called X-Chat in November 2009. During this time, both the WLO 

member and Manning were unaware of the other’s identity. Manning ultimately “elected to 

submit the SigActs [Significant Activities tables] via the TOR Onion Router anonymizing 

network” to the WLO several weeks later in January 2010 (Manning 11). Onion routing, which 

was originally developed by DARPA as a “privacy-enabling protocol that allows users to 

establish anonymous channels over a public channel,” uses multiple layers of encryption to wrap 

information through a random subset of nodes—hence the term “onion” (Catalano et al 33). 

These precautions not only conceal one’s identity but also networked information such as IP 

addresses. In turn, the WLO submission architecture where Manning uploaded the SigAct tables 

remains, by most accounts, a secure system that effectively protects its sources through robust 

privacy measures.   

During and since her release from Fort Leavenworth on May 17, 2017, Manning 

continues to publicly advocate for the necessity of anonymizing tools, even if her focus has since 

shifted to a separate marginalized group. For example, following the terrorist attack and mass 

shootings in San Bernardino on December 2, 2015, Manning began to write on behalf of Apple’s 

refusal to an FBI request to build a backdoor bypass feature for the iPhone 5C, which was carried 

by one of the shooters. Manning reasoned that the deliberate weakening of encryption and secure 

databases, even for reasons that appear to be just, would result in devastating consequences for 
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those already experiencing daily discrimination and persecution like the queer and trans 

community. She writes, 

Now, as the U.S. government seeks a novel judicial back door to one 

phone, all of our encrypted data on most of our mobile devices and 

personal computers could be compromised by adversaries of queer and 

trans people who seek to cause us harm…Not to [sic] long ago, we were 

targeted as “insider threats,” as being damaging to military “unit 

cohesion,” as “deviants,” and “sex perverts.”(“Why We Need”) 

Although her support of Apple’s encryption policies does not initially seem to acknowledge her 

past experiences as a whistleblower, a more careful reading teases out powerful parallels 

between her experiences as a trans person in the military and as a military whistleblower. In her 

quoted description as an “insider threat,” she obliquely references Executive Order 13587, or the 

National Insider Threat Task Force, which expressly used Manning’s gender dysmorphia as a 

key predictor forecasting the likelihood of an organizational insider to become a whistleblower. 

Thus, when she explains that “we in society all have an interest in privacy. However, I feel that 

we in the queer and trans community have a substantially stronger interest than the average 

citizen,” it can be reasonably assumed that she is also speaking out on behalf of whistleblowers 

in her defense in favor of strong encryption (“Why We Need”). 

Snowden’s use of encryption and communication networks to contact and share 

documents with journalists is just as exhaustive as Manning’s, although arguably even more 

deliberate. Similar to Drake’s experiences in contacting Gorman, Snowden had to initially find a 

way to contact Glenn Greenwald and Laura Poitras in a manner that ensured his anonymity while 
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still remaining accessible to those with less experience in cryptographic security. He first sent 

out an email “from someone calling himself Cincinnatus” in December 2012 to encourage 

Greenwald to adopt a PGP encryption “public key” (No Place to Hide 7). PGP, which stands for 

“pretty good privacy,” uses a public key system in which users possess both a public key 

accessible to everyone and a private key known only to the user. A message is encrypted when a 

sender transmits information using a public key; the receiver decrypts the message using the 

private key. Although Greenwald did not use PGP at the time, Poitras did, and sent Snowden her 

public key after he established contact. Snowden then sent Poitras instructions to establish a 

more secure system of communications, writing, “the encrypted archive should be available to 

you within seven days. The key will follow when everything else is done. The material provided 

and the investigative effort required will be too much for any one person” (Citizenfour). 

Sometime after Poitras recruited Greenwald, she, along with Micah Lee, then from the Electronic 

Frontier Foundation, communicated with Greenwald through OTR (off-the-record) chat to set up 

Tails, a live operating system recommended by Snowden. Tails not only anonymizes all internet 

activity through Tor, it “operates completely independently from [a] hard drive,” which offers an 

additional layer of protection from physical or hardware hacking (Lee). This program enabled 

Snowden to securely send classified NSA documents to Greenwald, which convinced Greenwald 

of Snowden’s authenticity and concretized his decision to finally meet in Hong Kong.   

Similar to Drake, Snowden’s advocacy of anonymity and privacy targets both a broader 

audience as well as an imagined one made up of future whistleblowers. In an interview with 

Micah Lee from The Intercept, an investigative online magazine founded by Greenwald, 

Snowden explains that it is in the interest of all users who communicate or uses computers to 
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store digital information to be concerned with privacy “even if you’re not worried about the 

NSA.” For marginalized users like undocumented immigrants or citizens of repressive regimes, 

Snowden argues that protecting one’s privacy is actually less meaningful than the ability to 

eliminate any connection of coordinate-able traits in social networks of action. Put differently, 

for marginalized users—which certainly includes whistleblowers—the essential function of 

encryption measures and secure communication networks is to “[protect] the existence of the 

relationship from any type of conventional communications system” (Lee). In this way, Snowden 

appears to suggest that the most immediate benefit of anonymity protocols is the ability to 

obliterate the forensic relationship between the user and machine whereas Manning seems to 

privilege the privacy that encryption affords. While these recommendations shed light on their 

subjective concerns, especially given Snowden’s history of advocating digital security across 

multiple contexts and Manning’s experiences navigating her identity in networked 

communications, it also illustrates a conversation about knowledge practices and the testing of 

communications procedures as a critical measure conditional to the success of future 

whistleblowers.  

 However, as important as encryption and secure communication networks are for 

contemporary and future whistleblowers, their true efficacy can only be measured when paired 

with muscular opsec procedures. This is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the asymmetric 

outcomes from Manning’s and Snowden’s cases. Manning’s approach to exfiltrating the SigAct 

tables from the US government’s Combined Information Data Network Exchange was, for the 

most part, textbook. In plain view of her superiors and fellow soldiers, Manning lip-synced Lady 

Gaga’s “Telephone” as she downloaded the tables and burned a “compressed version of the data 
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onto CD-RW discs, one of which was labeled ‘Lady Gaga’” (Shaer). She then uploaded the data 

onto her personal computer, returned the CD-RW back to the conference room storage, and 

transferred the information from the computer to a secure digital camera memory card in order to 

“store the SigAct tables in a secure manner for transport” (Manning). The careful opsec 

procedures that successfully guided Manning’s management of data transfer, however, did not 

resume in her communications with Adrian Lamo, a hacker who colluded with government 

investigators as he spoke with Manning. In her loneliness and isolation as a military intelligence 

analyst in a foreign land and unable to discuss her transgender identity openly, Manning joined 

an Internet Relay Chat conversation in order to discuss the release of the SigAct tables, but also 

to connect with someone on a deeper, more personal level. When she developed an online 

relationship with Lamo in which she could reveal her gender and identity, she assumed that his 

previous public advocacy of WikiLeaks made him a trustworthy confidante. Her trust in Lamo 

exposes an unresolved contradiction: despite the fact that she took great pains to securely erase 

her hard drive after exfiltrating the tables, after she was arrested, investigators immediately 

found “pages of chat logs” on her computer with Lamo and Assange (Zetter). As James Ball 

from The Guardian explains, Manning failed to “appreciate that the electronic security of the 

connection between the source and recipient is a tiny part of the leaking process” (Ball). In other 

words, Manning disregarded the fundamental need-to-know principle of opsec.   

 Although, to my knowledge, Snowden has never outright attributed his approach to opsec 

as a result of studying the cases of Manning, Drake, and others, he has indicated on numerous 

occasions the lessons he learned from their failings. Unlike Manning, who placed trust in a figure 

she did not truly know, Snowden instead sought to minimize the amount of information that 
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could link him to the act of whistleblowing. His advice to future whistleblowers is to protect “the 

facts of our activities, our beliefs, and our lives that could be used against us in manners that are 

contrary to our interest” and to “tell no one who doesn’t need to know” (Lee). Snowden’s 

adherence to the need-to-know opsec principle is particularly noteworthy as his longtime 

girlfriend, Lindsay Mills, was unaware that he had been compiling secret documents over the 

course of several months and only discovered that he was the NSA whistleblower when his 

identity was broadcast by the news as he moved from safe house to safe house in Hong Kong. 

From Drake, Snowden became educated about the drawbacks of following the established 

system and reporting wrongdoing through internal channels. Not only did Snowden credit Drake 

for demonstrating the futility and risk in reporting actions that appear to be unconstitutional or 

unlawful, Snowden also explains that “the next whistleblower…is probably going to have 

learned the same lessons” from Drake (“Exclusive”).   

 Although the texture of Drake’s, Snowden’s, and Manning’s management of encryption, 

secure communication networks, and opsec overlap in important patterns, it is clear that each 

whistleblower’s process in maintaining anonymity is uniquely contextual to her or his 

experiences. Drake’s choice to only offer unclassified material to his contact at The Baltimore 

Sun is vastly different from Manning’s and Snowden’s partnerships with WikiLeaks and The 

Guardian, respectively. In turn, Snowden’s decision to securely contact specific journalists 

maintains some similarity to Drake’s experiences but significantly differs from Manning’s 

contact with a member from WikiLeaks. For all these different approaches, all three 

whistleblowers agree that thoughtful anonymity protocols are conditional to the success of future 

whistleblowers.  
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It is clear that work remains for whistleblowers to codify encryption, secure 

communications, and opsec into a collective epistemic framework rigid enough to ensure proper 

protection while remaining flexible enough to adapt to different circumstances. A more 

systematic set of protocols would have likely benefited Leibowitz, Kiriakou, Sterling, and Kim. 

These protocols would have certainly aided Reality Winner, who missed multiple critical 

security measures in her communications with journalists from The Intercept as well as ignored 

basic opsec principles, all of which contributed to her arrest on June 3, 2017. Winner printed out 

a single NSA document which she obtained through a keyword search using the NSA system in 

an area outside of her specialty. A scan of the copy provided by The Intercept to government 

officials during the process of authentication indicated a crease mark, which led investigators to 

determine it was a printed copy. Of the six users who printed a copy, “only one—Ms. Winner—

had also used a work computer to exchange emails with The Intercept” (Savage et al.).  

While the dialectical conversations over the place of anonymity have yet to produce an 

escalation in the “scale, size, and scope” of future disclosures as Snowden envisioned, it is 

evident that the conversations over anonymity extend beyond practical, pragmatic 

recommendations. Instead, the dialectic surrounding anonymity is also a matter of producing 

knowledge, of using concrete measures in contextual situations to test what is most valuable for 

those who might now be thinking about how to blow the whistle.  

The Rhetoric of Leadership and Followership  

It stands to reason that for external whistleblowers, the only other alternative to 

maintaining anonymity is to go to the public. Acts of voluntary self-identification such as 

Snowden’s case are singularly rare. When a whistleblower is publically exposed, it is typically 



 126 

because she operated according to an incomplete understanding of anonymity protocols or, as in 

Daniel Ellsberg’s or Drake’s case, are in deeply untenable positions given the finite pool of 

individuals with known access to certain kinds of information.  

Certainly, the mechanisms by which whistleblowers become known to the public is not 

the focus of this section. Instead, I am interested in examining how whistleblowers use 

leadership and followership rhetorics in order to resolve some of the mutual complications and 

uncertainty in their engagements with the public. For this reason, the end goal is identical to the 

dialectic informing popular understandings of anonymity. By testing to see how the rhetorics of 

leadership or followership are perceived in a public setting, contemporary whistleblowers seem 

to engage in an activity that seeks to resolve current gaps in knowledge, even if those efforts are 

not necessarily intentional. The process of testing becomes, in short, an epistemic act that deals 

with probabilistic, instead of objective, certainty. As an unforeseen consequence, this act also, in 

some modest way, reconfigures how scholarship traditionally regards whistleblowers. 

Standard behavioral models organize acts of whistleblowing according to three 

taxonomies of organizational followership, or behaviors characterized by “some semblance of 

deference” to an established leader (Carsten et. al 545). The taxonomies are organized as: 1) an 

act of expression or dissent by an organizational member under the exit, voice, and loyalty 

framework, 2) political behavior enacted primarily for “extra-role influence attempts” instead of 

actions intended to maximize self-interest, and 3) prosocial organizational citizenship behavior 

(Miceli and Near 46). Acts of whistleblowing under the first category primarily relate to an 

organization member’s expression of concern arising from an intent to improve or investigate a 

circumstance. In the second, researchers note that whistleblowing might begin with the aspiration 
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to improve worker effort but over time can also “develop into societal changes that again can 

transform worker’s rights and working conditions” (Bjorkelo and Madsen, 30). The third 

category, which is widely considered to be the most productive and comprehensive approach, 

suggests that acts of whistleblowing fits into the framework of prosocial behavior, or “behaviors 

consensually regarded as beneficial to others” such as “helping, sharing, comforting, guiding, 

rescuing, and defending” (Eagly 645). Unlike pure altruism, which is defined as actions 

performed solely for the benefit of others, prosocial citizenship behavior accounts for 

motivations considered as self-serving in addition to actions intended to improve the situation of 

others. As one author writes, a dominant component of prosocial behavior is “egoistically 

motivated” and intended to “benefit oneself”—including acts that improve one’s social 

reputation or for reasons that attend to one’s sense of ethics (Bierhoff 10). Notably, each 

taxonomy is typically framed as a category of followership. 

 For some, the presumption of whistleblowers as followers at times seems to account for 

every motivation or decision made by the whistleblower, regardless of time or situation. Take for 

example C. Fred Alford’s position regarding the primary characteristic of a whistleblower as 

“one who seeks to be a responsible follower” (“Whistleblowing” 238). In this whistleblower-as-

follower calculation, the general traits of whistleblowers outlined in Chapter 2 (an organizational 

member in the middle of her career, professionally indistinguishable from her peers, rarely in 

positions of authority, and so on) are credited with a potentially heightened sense of loyalty to 

one’s immediate community. Alford argues that in “the way individuals depend on society for 

the meaning and existence of their lives,” a whistleblower correspondingly prioritizes this 

relationship above all other forms of authority (“Whistleblowing” 250). The inflexible 
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relationship, Ira Chaleff posits, neutralizes any preexisting authority from an organizational 

leader. He writes, “it can be said that an individual crosses a line from courageous follower to 

whistleblower,” when the response from a leader to address wrongdoing is inadequate (221).   

For these and other studies, a whistleblower’s initial default position as an organizational 

follower appears to define her in perpetuity despite evidence that suggests such a model of 

whistleblowers is only partial and incomplete. After all, the dominant theoretical model outlined 

by Janet Near and others regard whistleblowing not as a singular act but as a process. In this 

way, while Alford seems to recognize the whistleblower’s inherent paradox of concurrently 

serving two masters and Chaleff explicitly acknowledges the internal contradiction of the 

whistleblower as “perform[ing] two opposite roles: implementer and challenger of the leader’s 

ideas,” the authors seem to only take into account the complex motivations that leads one to 

blow the whistle in their assessment (15). What is missing in this account are the whistleblower’s 

actions after she has blown the whistle. This inattention to the whistleblower’s post-

whistleblowing timeline ensures a lack of inquiry over the clear shift in rhetoric as she transitions 

from a position of followership to one that accommodates for the possibilities of leadership. It is 

possibly for this reason that Drake considers whistleblowers as both leaders and followers. As he 

explained to me, whistleblowers in general follow the “process [of blowing the whistle], rule of 

law,” but also actively take leadership roles “in terms of standing up and speaking truth to power, 

often at great personal and professional risk” (Drake). In many ways, the cycle of accepting and 

rejecting leadership roles is emblematic of the majority of whistleblower experiences. 

This mixture of rhetorics is consistent with the current direction in leadership studies that 

advocates for a more liberal definition of leadership and followership. Such an approach, 
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Suzanne W. Morse argues, expands perceptions of leadership “beyond personalities and events 

and include all who share the world” (72). In largely rejecting Carlyle’s “Great Man Theory” 

perspective of leadership for a model that defines it as “everyone’s business,” she writes that 

leadership should be re-envisioned in functional, rather than personal, terms (73). In other words, 

the function of leadership, as Kathryn M. Olsen explicates, is to “manage the meaning” of 

uncertainty “for and with others who have a stake in the outcome” (28). Interestingly, in this 

model there is less emphasis placed on general democratic processes but instead extends greater 

value to kairos as the principal exigency that governs the decision-making process of when to 

lead and when to follow. In other words, the reality of most situations is that leaders are not 

voted according to the traditional sense of the term but rather are elected by circumstance. And 

in this way, it is the whistleblower experience that perhaps best illustrates how timing creates 

leaders from followers.   

  In functional terms, the ability to alternate between leadership and followership rhetorics 

offers whistleblowers discursive guideposts to speak persuasively in civic arenas. Because the 

employment patterns of US intelligence and military whistleblowers overlaps closely with the 

categories established by Miceli, Near, and others as organizational members entering or in the 

middle of their careers, it is arguable that whistleblowers are accustomed to performing 

assignments typically associated with positions of followership. For instance, none of the 

whistleblowers in this study had the authority to enact widespread institutional change. None 

were in leadership positions in the strict sense of the word. While some like Drake, Ellsberg, and 

Kim were adjacent to the hierarchical pinnacle of their respective organizations, the rest were at 

the middle or beginning of their careers. In what follows, this de facto position as a follower has 
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immediate consequences in the way in which whistleblowers navigate uncertainty in the public 

sphere. Similar to their reliance on the term parrhēsia (fearless or frank speech) outlined in 

Chapter 3, whistleblowers rely on their mutual background as followers as a kind of provisional 

guide during their rhetorical interactions in public arenas. In other words, the default position of 

whistleblowers is to adhere to followership rhetorics when discussing their experiences. This is 

why Snowden calls himself “no different from anybody else,” without “special skills,” and as 

“just another guy who sits there day to day in the office” in his first recorded interview with 

Greenwald, and Drake explains that he “wasn’t born a whistleblower” but is just a regular person 

committed to “defend the Constitution” (Rodriguez; Drake). The intuition to describe themselves 

as ordinary people who find themselves in extraordinary circumstances makes their switch to 

leadership discourses all the more powerful. This switch occurs at routine, predicable junctures 

during the course of a conversation, most notably coinciding when a whistleblower describes her 

professional judgment in recognizing wrongdoing. For this reason, timing is critical. By 

automatically defaulting to a posture of followership rhetoric for the majority of one’s public 

engagements, a whistleblower is then prepared to use the language of leadership during the 

specific moments when expertise and judicial reasoning is most called for.  

  While a corpus aggregate of a whistleblower’s public statements would surely produce a 

wealth of compelling data, given the barriers to such a project, this section only investigates one 

long form interview and one short excerpt. This is not to say that Snowden, who is the subject of 

the interview, nor the anonymous whistleblower who authored a short statement that appears in 

The Assassination Complex, absolutely represents the lived experiences and self-regard of all 

who have ever blown the whistle. After all, the frequency in which Snowden and the unnamed 
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whistleblower utilizes leadership and followership rhetorics is not the same as those found in the 

interviews and public addresses by others such as Kiriakou or Sterling. However, even though 

the positions, responsibilities, and experiences of every whistleblower are emphatically 

heterogeneous, the process used by whistleblowers to test what proves to be most beneficial in 

civic discourse is not. The interview and statement not only effectively illustrates how the 

leadership/followership formula is a strategy useful to a wide range of whistleblowers. The 

examples also demonstrate how this strategy eliminates a number of uncertain rhetorical 

possibilities and helps whistleblowers to articulate private ideas into public voice in a manner 

pleasing to their audience yet truthful to their experiences. In short, whistleblowers seem to be 

testing out strategies for public discourse that are prudent, and more importantly, reproducible.     

Snowden’s expansive interview with Alan Rusbridger and Ewen MacAskill from The 

Guardian on July 18, 2014 runs well over 9,000 words and manages to capture much of the 

whistleblower’s well-documented intelligence, sensitivity, and personality—character traits that 

are certainly impossible to fully separate from any possible ancillary motive in speaking well in 

public discourse. While the focus here is not to make clear distinctions between his personality 

and what he says, what is important is the strategy in how Snowden discusses his position in 

relation to other people. In the myriad situations where Snowden describes his participation in a 

conversation over policy, such as ensuring the protection of civil liberties or the public’s role in 

state security, there is an almost conscious rejection of any implied leadership role. Of his 

participation in defending individual civil liberties, he writes, “being able to be a part of [the 

movement for government transparency], even if it’s a small part, has been, I think, the most 

rewarding work of my life” (Rusbridger and MacAskill). By de-emphasizing his central role in 
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exposing unconstitutional wrongdoing, he positions his decision to blow the whistle as a result of 

circumstance and not from some ineffable quality as a leader. In doing so, he negates potential 

accusations of egoism or a desire to rule. This rhetoric of followership extends to his own 

determination over how US citizens should receive the documents detailing the NSA 

surveillance programs. Even though he is the expert on the surveillance systems used by the 

NSA, he explains that the transfer of information to the public “should be made by journalists, 

independently, by their institutions or editors” (Rusbridger and MacAskill). In the moments 

during the interview when asked to remark on his status as a celebrity in some circles, Snowden 

is unequivocal. “There are much more important issues in the world than me and what’s going 

on in my life and we should be focusing on those” (Rusbridger and MacAskill). Perhaps even 

more telling is the declaration that his professional “reputation is not worth anything…what 

matters are how people feel about these issues, regardless of your opinion of me” (Rusbridger 

and MacAskill).    

 However, when asked about his position working as a contractor for the NSA, Snowden’s 

self-assessment perceptibly shifts to one more oriented towards a rhetoric of leadership precisely 

because the timing is prudent. Although there continues to be debate over the breadth of 

Snowden’s responsibilities as an analyst for Booz Allen Hamilton, with a former supervisor 

claiming that Snowden did not have “access to [surveillance data]. So he didn’t understand the 

oversight and compliance, he didn’t understand the rules for handling it,” given the stunning 

number of classified documents available to Snowden, it stands to reason that at minimum, his 

position was one with significant responsibilities (Harris). In this regard, Snowden 

uncharacteristically—for this interview, at least—stresses his advanced role in the organization, 
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explaining “I began to move from merely overseeing these systems to actively directing their 

use. Many people don’t understand that I was actually an analyst and I designed individuals and 

groups for targeting” (Rusbridger and MacAskill). In this explicit, singular moment, the only one 

of its kind in the whole interview, Snowden identifies here as a leader. In this instance, the 

purpose of demonstrating a healthy sense of self-worth and potentially alienating his public 

audience is to position himself as a professional worthy of making a decision as momentous as 

blowing the whistle on one of the most potent, secretive institutions in the world.    

In comparison, the statement from the whistleblower who leaked documents about the 

Obama administration’s “secret kill list” drone program only includes one significant passage 

that contrasts the relationship of the whistleblower with others. Of his decision to leak the drone 

watchlist information to the public, he writes, 

In 2008 I shook hands with Senator Obama when he came through my town on 

his way to the White House. After his inauguration he said, “Transparency and 

the rule of law will be the touchstones of this presidency.” I firmly believe those 

principles are crucial to an open society, which is why I was compelled to reveal 

this information. If this administration lacks the courage to uphold its promises to 

the people, then I and others like me will do so for them. (Scahill 37-8).  

In terms of structure, style, and substance, this statement resembles many other whistleblower’s 

interactions in civic arenas. The majority of the statement is dedicated to outlining the intricate 

context of the program. It is written in a style that is accessible to a broad audience, although 

with enough terms, abbreviations, and codes to establish trust in the author. Here, the anonymous 

whistleblower speaks to a concurrent act in balancing the responsibilities of both leadership and 
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followership as an essential part of the whistleblowing experience, echoing Drake. However, this 

excerpted quote, which also happens to be the last paragraph in the statement, is telling because 

unlike Snowden’s interviews that are filled with personal detail, just about half of the 

whistleblowers referenced in this study are forced to communicate with the public through 

statements sometimes even shorter than this one. As is too often the case, this small window to 

start a conversation with the public is all whistleblowers can afford. For these whistleblowers, 

such statements have to matter.   

The Art of Cultivating Knowledge and Other Conclusions 

 The process of “building a better whistleblower,” as Snowden remarked nearly a half 

decade ago, will almost certainly not be earned by speaking a few right phrases or technological 

skill alone, but rather through a systematic process of testing ideas and instituting knowledge. 

Given that there are well over four million individuals with access to classified, secret, and top 

secret US documents, and coupled with the perpetual risk of abuse and wrongdoing at the highest 

levels of the government, leaks and acts of whistleblowing are not only unlikely to abate but 

increase in scale and scope over time. Since the time of Snowden alone, the number of high-

profile leaks that have emerged from classified US government documents include the “Drone 

Papers” in late 2016, the “Vault 7” leaks outlining hacking techniques and backdoor engineering 

by CIA hackers in early 2017, and Winner’s disclosures of Russian interference in the most 

recent presidential election in mid 2017. And these are just the examples known to the public.  

As this chapter—and to a broader extent, this project—has indicated, perhaps one of the most 

important roles of rhetoric is to help whistleblowers reconcile with uncertainty and build 

consensus as to what makes a more effective whistleblower.  
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The application of rhetoric as the primary vehicle to develop new or untested ideas into 

established knowledge is certainly not unique to the experiences of whistleblowers but rather is a 

persistent claim in the literature of the art. As Robert L. Scott famously claimed in 1967, rhetoric 

“is a way of knowing; it is epistemic” (17). Although the rhetoric-as-epistemic construction has 

been credited with advancing the field in ways both productive and necessary, it has also been 

strongly criticized due to its seemingly intractable flaws. Some of the more persistent rejections 

of the rhetoric-as-epistemic concept include the lack of consensus over the definition of critical 

terms and the basic inability of scholars to reconcile the relationship between truth and objective 

reality (Harpine; Railsbeck). These criticisms, among others, lead scholars like Barry Brummett 

to appraise the it as “perished from starvation” from its overemphasis on critical theory and 

practical application (69).   

 Although the intent of this chapter is not to propose a solution to these problems or to 

even narrow the gap between the different strains of criticism, it does, in some partial sense, 

address Brummett’s judgment of the concept as insufficiently developed. Because of the limited 

number and accessibility to US intelligence and military whistleblowers, along with the vast 

situational differences that characterizes each case, the necessity to establish rhetorical 

knowledge based on probabilistic outcomes remains an ongoing project. While the rhetorical use 

of anonymity protocols or the adjudication of leadership and followership rhetorics to fit the 

situation may seem to be a simple matter of good sense, it is clear that even for technically 

skilled whistleblowers who are accustomed to speaking well in civic arenas like Snowden, 

Drake, and Manning, there are no collective protocols to guide potential whistleblowers. In this 

way, even though the whistleblowers in this chapter have made no claims to confirm their 
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dialectical conversations as an effort to institutionalize knowledge, it certainly appears that the 

axiom of Aristotelian rhetoric as the process of “making determinations about what is true, right, 

or probable” is a goal shared by whistleblowers as well (Herrick 22).     

As this dissertation has hopefully demonstrated, a serious examination of the subject of 

whistleblowing offers the field of rhetoric the opportunity to advance disciplinary conversations 

by means that are timely and necessary. The singular condition of whistleblowers as a specially 

marginalized group, yet one with considerable skills and resources, potentially reorganizes how 

we as rhetoricians regard traditionally marginalized groups. In addition, the sophistication, 

inventiveness, and technical skill of individuals who are in incredibly disadvantageous positions 

forces us to revise our relationship with significant ongoing conversations in the field, from the 

way that rhetoric determines what is true or probable to the role of rhetoric in liberal 

democracies. As my project has only begun to investigate, whistleblowers also give us 

substantial reasons to revisit the major and minor terms in the discipline, including ethos, 

parrhēsia, kairos, epideictic and others. But perhaps most important of all, a sustained rhetorical 

engagement with whistleblowers has the potential to permanently change the lived realities of 

people for the better. After all, whistleblowing in US military and intelligence contexts is not 

simply a check on unconstitutional governance or a correction of waste, fraud, and abuse. 

Whistleblowing also preserves the very same principles that permits rhetoric to flourish.  
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