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"The motif of falling is a shorthand for tragedy, whereas tragedy is always 
about the question of whether failure is predetermined by fate, or whether 
failure is the result of human agency. It poses the question: Can you of 
your own free will work yourself into a situation with one inevitable 
outcome: to fall, to fail or to die?" 
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Preface 

This study will try to take seriously the promise formulated by C. Wright 
Mill in his seminal book The Sociological Imagination (1959). This 
sociological undertaking formulated fifty years ago, suggests that our 
academic activity should provide theoretical tools enhancing the 
understanding of social dilemmas people face in their lives. In Mills’ vision, 
these tools would offer an ability to switch from one perspective to another, 
with the aim of developing and providing a better comprehension of 
biography, history, and the interplay between the two. Aware of the fact that 
many sociologists would contend that this is what they actually do, I insist 
that few social scientists take the challenge as literally and faithfully as I will 
do here. It is to be noted that Mills chose to phrase the proper sociological 
subject to the study of what is taking place in the intersection of biography 
and history, not the more abstract concept of individual and society. While 
the former dichotomy is anchored in a series of tangible social situations, 
episodes and events, the latter concepts lack such inherent references to 
concrete settings in time and space. I believe Mills’ choice of vocabulary is 
deliberate and connected to his second claim that in order to fulfill this 
promise, social scientists should focus on substantive problems.  

When I grew up, I was told that telling the truth and helping other people 
are important and fundamental values worth embracing. Originally, this 
study began out of curiosity, more specifically, about the apparent paradox 
that, despite someone’s trying to sound an alarm in the name of public good 
or out of public interest, he or she gets punished for doing so. However, after 
a while I found out that expressions such as “telling the truth” and “helping 
other people” involve more complex and complicated considerations than I 
originally had thought. As the case studies will show, “truth” is indeed a 
contested word, not the least when large organizations stand accused in the 
limelight, and when helping or informing some people also entails abusing 
other people’s confidence. Trying to explain and learn something from these 
social strains is at the heart of the matter in this study. 

According to my mentor Göran Ahrne, the study of sociology is about 
exploring the ordinary. Straightforward questions such as "Why do people 
go to work?" are important, and sometimes they do not have an easy answer. 
What we have in front of us here is, without doubt, proof to the contrary. 
What we study here, belongs to the extraordinary aspects of life, and I am 
convinced that it is only through the extraordinary—the breach of the 
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habitual social patterns of life—that we get to know some hidden aspects of 
our habitual patterns of routine in everyday life.  

I believe that by studying whistle-blowing, you may learn more about 
certain traits of social life. No enduring association is free from 
inconsistencies. Some of those contradictions are possible to deal with, but 
some of them are, seemingly, not. These inconsistencies, whatever they 
consist of, are hidden from an outsider’s glance, and the only way to study 
them is to wait for the moment when they become manifest. This is what the 
whistle-blower does: evokes a concealed structure for the public to 
scrutinize, evaluate, and discuss. Whistle-blowing illuminates all of this. In 
line with the argument put forward by Robert K Merton, I suggest that 
extreme social phenomena, such as disasters, are strategic sites for theory 
building.  

“Conditions of collective stress bring out in bold relief aspects of social 
systems that are not as readily visible in the less stressful conditions of 
everyday life. As only one example, the behavior of men in disasters shows 
how much is ordinarily taken for granted in everyday life because the social 
organization keeps many potential conflicts between the social positions 
making up the status-sets of men from becoming actual conflicts” (Merton 
1963: xx). 

 
By studying disasters, we are able to study basic social processes 
compressed into a definite time span. When something overwhelming 
occurs, such as a co-member’s blowing the whistle, behavior that we usually 
only see in private turns public and immediate, making certain social 
processes more easy to study.  

In the foreword to Émile Durkheim’s famous The Rules of Sociological 
Method, we are told that in our sociological endeavor, we should search for 
the paradoxes in social life; and sociologists who avoid them are expressing 
signs of  “intellectual cowardliness” (Durkheim 1895: xxxvii). This maxim 
is something Durkheim’s contemporary, the dramatist Henrik Ibsen, could 
easily endorse. Ibsens’s theatre piece An Enemy of the People plays an 
important part in this book, and his explorations of social situations that are 
contradictory, yet in accordance with common sense, are something that 
makes his authorship exceptional and ageless. The connection between Ibsen 
and sociology is not as far-fetched as one might think (see Engelstad 2003, 
Langslet 2004, and Birkelund 2006).* 
                                                        
* Actually, Henrik Ibsen’s son Sigurd Ibsen, with a doctorate in law from Italy, was the first 
in Norway to propose a chair in sociology at the University of Christiania. The trial lectures 
were given during the winter term in 1896/1897, in which Sigurd Ibsen introduced social 
thinkers such as August Comte, Herbert Spencer and Karl Marx in front of a large audience. 
However, the lectures did not impress the committee, who decided to reject his appointment. 
Henrik Ibsen, who also attended the lectures, became so upset to hear the committee’s 
decision that he later answered a festivity invitation from the university with the reply: “In 
that house, I’ll never set my foot again.” 



                                                                            xiii 

 

Initially, this thesis aimed at explaining how come some whistle-blowers 
are forced to leave their homes after strong condemnations from their 
community, a response reaching outside the organizational boundaries where 
the exposure originated. It ended up with a broader theoretical scope: to 
understand tragedy from a sociological point of view. By this framing, we 
see the trend of events in a broader spectrum: in interplay between the 
individual biographies and historical contingencies that C. Wright Mills 
wanted sociology to become.  

The book is arranged in the following way: Chapter 1 Introduction 
outlines how “an enemy of the people” will be used as a theoretical concept 
in this book. Furthermore, the chapter contains a critical appraisal of whistle-
blowing research; and, finally, my own definition of whistle-blowing and its 
relation to closely related social types, such as the spy and the informer. In 
Chapter 2 Tragedy, I presume that the narrative of An Enemy of the People 
could be explained by using the framework of tragedy, and the aim of this 
chapter is to analyze tragedy from a sociological point of view. From this 
perspective, tragedy is a chain of social interactions starting with a status 
degradation process involving an important identity transformation that turns 
someone to a lower social rank than before. Chapter 3 Method presents the 
motivations behind the chosen method, including an account of the empirical 
material used and a presentation of how this material has been approached. 
This chapter also includes an overview of the three cases this study is based 
upon.  In Chapter 4 Recognition, the organizational context in which some 
people discover sensitive and compromising information is analyzed. 
Special attention is paid to how organizations control the information flow 
and try to keep secrets and sensitive information within the organizational 
boundaries. We will also find out more about how someone’s social position 
in an organizational structure affects the possibility to discover 
uncomfortable particulars. Chapter 5 Flaw pays attention to the different and 
conflicting organizational relationships the whistle-blowers in this study are 
facing, and the dilemma of choice these people must resolve, ending up in a 
no-win-situation. This chapter also entails a discussion on whether some 
members of an organization are more prone to be situated in this awkward 
position rather than others. In other words, this analysis will examine 
whether certain social contingencies can explain why some organizational 
members are more prone to becoming whistle-blowers. Chapter 6 Reversal 
depicts the act of going public by paying attention to how the power-
relations between the individual and organization are—temporarily—
reversed, putting the organization in the weaker position. This chapter also 
starts out from the notion that the conflict takes place in two different social 
domains: one in public, through the mass media following a particular 
decorum, and one in private, by informal conflict-management methods 
going on behind the scenes. From this viewpoint, we analyze the reactions to 
the whistle-blower’s allegations from the accused organization and its 
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supporters and stakeholders. In Chapter 7 Suffering, we will analyze and 
depict the social atmosphere in Norway and Karlskoga, which created the 
strong sentiments that were canalized and redirected against Ingvar Bratt and 
Odd F. Lindberg. This chapter is an important background setting for 
explaining the content of Chapter 8 Purgation, which discusses the 
excommunication and isolation of the whistle-blower from his community, 
and the social mechanism triggering this expulsion. In this chapter, we will 
analyze the identity transformations of the whistle-blower, from being 
member and colleague, through being a whistle-blower and considered a 
threat to the community as a whole. This chapter returns to the question of 
the type of conflict management going on in the back region away from the 
public scene.  
 
And now to the matter at hand.  
 
Magnus Haglunds 
Fridhem July 2 2009 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

"There can be no such thing as, for instance, a sociological "approach" to 
literature. There is no reason why a sociologist should not work exclusively 
on literary material, but if he does he should pay no attention to literary 
values." (Frye 1957: 19) 

 
 
The stage play An Enemy of the People1 written by the renowned dramatist 
Henrik Ibsen, takes place in a small Norwegian seaside town—a health 
resort—whose local economy is founded upon the famous bathhouse that 
attracts hordes of summer visitors. Thus, the bathhouse is described as the 
town’s “pulsating heart” around which the public spirit revolves. But the 
protagonist Doctor Tomas Stockmann—a highly esteemed citizen who 
mingles with the influential people of the town and works for the bathhouse 
—becomes suspicious when cases of typhoid and gastritis occur among the 
visitors, and decides to carry out a water test which he sends to his former 
university. The results from the laboratory tell that the water is 
contaminated, causing the cases of illness; and Dr. Stockmann decides to 
write an article about the discovery for the local newspaper, the People’s 
Courier. Dr. Stockmann is convinced that the locals will gratefully 
acknowledge this finding when the article is published, and initially the 
editor Hovstad, who suggests a march to honor the doctor, supports him. 
However, Dr. Stockmann refuses such a spectacle: ”I haven’t done anything 
more than my duty”, he replies. 

The first moment of joy is followed by indications of resistance, however: 
Dr. Stockmann’s father-in-law states that no one will believe that invisible 
animals have contaminated the water, and the editor of the local paper alters 
his opinion and hints that the discovery will upset the powerful people of the 
town, in particular Dr. Stockmann’s brother Peter, who is the mayor in town 
as well as chairman of the Board of Directors at the Baths. When the mayor 
meets Dr. Stockmann, he reproaches his brother with conducting 
investigations behind his back, and declares that the problem is not a 
scientific issue, but a technical-economic matter; a change of the water 
conduit would cost a fortune, and demand two years of work. Furthermore, 
the mayor wants the “overstated” document to stay between them and not be 

                                                        
1 Ibsen 1882. The dialogue in this section is quoted from an English translation by Rolf Fjelde 
(Ibsen 1978). 
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brought to public attention, seeing that he himself—as mayor—stands for 
the moral authority to control and conduct the community. To prevent that 
rumors are spread in town, the mayor also insists that his brother makes a 
public announcement telling that there is nothing wrong with the water. He 
reminds the doctor that an employee at the Baths is not allowed to convey 
anything against the policies of the management, and he will be dismissed, 
provided that the command is not obeyed. Then comes the following 
exchange of words:  

Dr. Stockmann: I’m the one who really wants the best for the town! I want to 
expose failings that’ll come to light sooner or later anyway. That ought to 
show that I love this town. 

Peter Stockmann (mayor): - Yes, by setting out in blind spite to cut off our 
major source of revenue. 

Dr. Stockmann: - That source is poisoned, man! Are you crazy! We live by 
marketing filth and corruption. The whole affluence of this community has 
its roots in a lie! 

Peter Stockmann (mayor): - Sheer fantasy—or something worse. Any man 
who could hurl such nauseating charges at his own hometown must be an 
enemy of the society. (Ibsen 1978: 321) 

 

Dr. Stockmann is, however, determined to express his discovery, despite the 
opposition of the mayor, and calls a meeting with the intention to deliver his 
rejected article in a speech.  

At the meeting, Dr. Stockmann immediately faces opposition. The mayor 
tries to stop the meeting, and Aslaksen, the chairman of the Home Owners 
Council, says that the assertion that the water is polluted is just a method to 
charge the town’s taxpayers with a needless expense. Hovstad, the editor, 
claims that the report is unreliable. When Dr. Stockmann finally is allowed 
to speak, he totally ignores his intention to render the content of his article. 
Instead, he states that he has discovered that the whole town rests upon a 
gross falsehood. Then Dr. Stockmann exclaims: 

“- I’ve loved my birthplace as much as any man can. I was barely grown 
when I left here; and distance and deprivation and memory threw a kind of 
enchantment over the town, and the people, too.” (Ibsen 1978: 353) 

However, because of the attempts to prevent him from publishing his 
findings, he concludes: 

“Yes, I love my home town so much I’d rather destroy it than see it 
flourishing on a lie.” (Ibsen 1978: 361) 
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This statement makes the crowd furious, and by way of a hastily organized 
voting, Dr. Stockmann is declared an enemy of the people, because he 
constitutes a threat to the community, and, hence, is perceived to be a 
dissident who tries to divide the population and destroy the foundation of the 
town. 

The play ends with a scene where Dr. Stockmann walks around in his 
apartment with torn clothes, picking up from the floor stones thrown in 
through the panes by a crowd standing outside. The community has 
withdrawn its support from Dr. Stockmann, and different forms of reprisal 
now begin to appear. Dr. Stockmann receives a letter from his property 
owner with a notice that he must leave; his daughter is dismissed from her 
work as schoolmistress; and Dr. Stockmann’s only supporter besides the 
closest family circle during the course of events, Captain Horster, is obliged 
to leave his ship. The mayor arrives to deliver a document from the Board at 
the Baths that Dr. Stockmann has been dismissed, and informs him that the 
House Owners Council has sent a subscription list to every household with a 
request to avoid addressing him when they need medical treatment. 
Stockmann’s sons come back from school, only to tell that they have been 
fighting with the other boys, and that the teacher advises them to stay home 
for some days. Although these sanctions against the Stockmann family are a 
clear message to leave town, Dr. Stockmann decides to stay; to continue to 
write articles about wrongdoings in the town, and to establish a school with 
the purpose to raise free and strong individuals. Whether he succeeds with 
this new ambition, the story does not tell. 

The Problem 
The fate of Dr. Stockmann forms the starting point and the fundamental 
question at issue in this study. More specifically, this book is about people 
who were put—by others and by themselves—in an awkward situation 
forcing them to arrive at a crucial decision that eventually transformed their 
public social identity. For that reason, these people belong to a certain social 
category of individuals with similar life stories, and they have names such as 
Odd F Lindberg, Ingvar Bratt, and Christoph Meili. What qualifies them to 
be bundled up like this, is that they all sounded an alarm by giving away 
sensitive documents that made the organization they belonged to look bad. 
This sort of impudent behavior is nowadays called whistle-blowing. 
Furthermore, the conveyance of compromising allegations created a strong 
negative response in the social surrounding, aiming at banishment or 
isolation of the whistle-blower away from the community. For Lindberg, 
Bratt and Meili, this strong response eventually forced them to leave their 
homes, and find a new place to live. The outburst of strong moral 
indignation and rage against these whistle-blowers is the main rationale why 
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I have chosen to give them the label enemies of the people. Therefore, in 
order to capture the phenomenon, I will work with these two distinctive, 
however in this particular case interconnected, concepts. This implies that a 
whistle-blower and an enemy of the people are two different concepts, but 
they need to be separated although they are embodied in the same person.  

Both the whistle-blower and the enemy of the people are examples of 
social types.2 By social type we imply a distinctive social identity and 
position assigned to certain individuals, through a specific pattern of social 
interaction.3 What is important here are the characteristics the label entails, 
not the label as such; it is possible to acquire these identities without having 
the labels articulated explicitly. In other words, it is possible to belong to this 
social type without having someone explicitly declaring, “I call upon all men 
to bear witness that he is not as he appears, and we shall call this person an 
enemy of the people.”4 Someone who has been conferred these specific 
social identities will receive certain reactions and expectations in return from 
the social surroundings according to the status of people belonging to the 
social type in question. The social types are granted their social status 
through their position and relationship vis-à-vis the group. This implies that 
the social type must act and respond according to this identity and position 
in the group, irrespective of whether the person gives consent or approval to 
the acquired identity. It is understood that an individual’s full identity 
exceeds any specific social type; we know that each individual maintains 
and makes use of several social identities on a daily basis. Furthermore, we 
presume that the different parts of an individual identity are not constantly 
effective, but called forth in specific social situations. Hence, the individual 
who has conferred the epithet of whistle-blower will face the consequences, 
i.e. the reactions and expectation, in specific social contexts where this part 
of his or her identity are called into play. Presumably, this social identity 
acquired through the act of blowing the whistle, calls forth and becomes an 
important part in the pattern of interaction in public and at work, rather than 
when helping the kids with homework or in the bedroom. However, since 
the labeling usually has such a stigmatizing effect upon the individual, it 
might easily become the main social identity from which other social 
identities are interpreted and everyday life is structured. 

One important reason why these social types should be analyzed 
separately is the following: While “whistle-blower” is the label we will use 
with reference to Dr. Stockmann’s performance—his sounding of an 
alarm—the label “enemy of the people” is used with reference to the social 

                                                        
2 Inquiries such as this one have been made before, most notably in the writings of Georg 
Simmel, who described such divergent figures as the stranger, the poor, the adventurer and 
the nobility in sententious essays. Garfinkel (1956), Goffman (1968), and Turner (1969) are 
the essential sounding boards when we are referring to the process of identity transformation. 
3 This definition is influenced by Georg Simmel’s analysis of social types. 
4 This is a modification of a formulation in Garfinkel 1956: 421. 
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response this act provokes. In other words, the course of events associated 
with public allegations by a member of an organization is certainly not given 
in advance. There are numerous cases of whistle-blowing where the 
prerequisites appear to be equivalent, but the response from the people in the 
social environment recasts the whistle-blower’s identity into different 
directions, sometimes towards social status elevation, sometimes in the 
direction of social status degradation. At times, the whistle-blowers must 
flee from their homes, and occasionally they are publicly honored. However, 
a mix of both seems to be common. The seal-hunting inspector Odd F. 
Lindberg and the armament engineer Ingvar Bratt were publicly acclaimed 
but also received counter-allegations from their adversaries in the mass 
media; they received support from certain interest organizations and groups, 
but were simultaneously frozen out and exposed to all kinds of harassments 
in everyday situations, at home and in the course of interaction with people 
in their neighborhood. At any rate, when these whistle-blowers become 
public figures, the general impression is a society divided into two camps, 
one considering the act heroic, and the other regarding the act offensive. 
Sometimes the condemnation comes only from within the organizational 
boundaries; but on occasion, the negative response “spills over” and also 
becomes an opinion shared among people outside the organization, in 
particular its stakeholders.5  Furthermore, we must assume that labeling 
ending up in social status degradation is involuntary and compulsory, in 
contrast to public identity transformations resulting in social status elevation, 
something the individual in question presumably agrees to.6 During the 
ceremony when a citizen swears the presidency oath, or when a doctor’s 
thesis is publicly defended, it is possible to refrain and preserve the original 
social identity. However, this is not possible for someone considered an 
enemy of the people where the transformation process is out of the 
individual’s control.  
 
 
 
One of the main purposes of this book is to find a theoretical framework for 
a better understanding of this process. 

                                                        
5 A stakeholder is a person or organization who has a legitimate interest in a project or an 
organization on account of social ties, economic interest, or a combination of both. Usually a 
stakeholder is external to the organization; that is, it is not a member of the organization, but 
rather a third party: an (important) actor in the organization’s network. 
6 However, some status elevation rituals bring up the question whether the process is based on 
“choice” or is “compulsory”. For example, a coronation ceremony in a monarchy is a 
borderline case, since the procedure entails a predetermined succession to the throne that 
probably stands out as obligatory for the crown prince or crown princess, rather than as an 
option among other prospects.  
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Enemies of the People  
In political history, the expression an “enemy of the people” has been used 
in a somewhat different context than here, but the fundamental idea is 
similar i.e., to denote an opponent or citizen, accused of conspiring against 
society as a whole.7 From this attribution, we can learn that an enemy of the 
people is regarded as a traitor from within, in contrast to, for example, a spy 
who originates from a foreign society. The earliest usage of the expression 
seems to date back to the Roman Empire, when the senate applied this 
description in the allegations against Emperor Nero (Griffin 1984). The 
Jacobins also used the phrase during the period of the French revolution 
known as The Reign of Terror, when aristocrats and other potential threats to 
the new regime were sentenced to death. About 150 years later, during the 
Great Purge, millions of victims in the Soviet Union were convicted in trials 
for being enemies of the people, an indictment leading to execution or a life 
in the prison camps. These mass deportations and large-scale liquidations of 
innocents in the former Communist countries have made the expression 
closely associated with communism. All in all, as these historical examples 
show, the labeling has been used as a political device, through speaking in 
the name of that evasive entity “people”, whereby political opponents or 
perceived adversaries could be removed from the centre to the margins of 
society (including the burial ground).8 Thus, the most distinctive feature if 
we look at the usage in concrete historical settings, is that political elites 
employ the allegation—the classification of the crime—without having any 
known support from the very same people they refer to. 

However, in the following study the expression will not be used with 
reference to this historical context. Rather, the concept is drawn from the 
stage play An Enemy of the People, written by the Norwegian playwright 
Henrik Ibsen, summarized in the introduction to this chapter. In this play, all 
the elements of public recasting of social identity discussed thus far are 
present, including the publication of disquieting information to the final 

                                                        
7 The expression “society as whole” is purposely a vague formulation. It could be seen as a 
strategic device by people holding power in order to facilitate joint action against a person, 
and with that legitimate the execution of punishment. It could also denote how people actually 
conceive the alleged criminal—as someone threatening the foundation of society—which 
then is a conception based on people’s actual beliefs, not only a designation formulated by the 
establishment. It is also worth noting that an “enemy of the people” should not be confused 
with another familiar expression: the “public enemy”. During the 1930s, Frank J Loesc—
chairman of the Chicago Crime Commission—coined the closely related expression “Public 
Enemy”, in order to denounce Al Capone and other Chicago Gangsters. These criminals were 
labeled on account of a different sort of activity—and the designation was not used as a 
classification of crime in court in contrast to the other historical examples employed here—
and should therefore not be confused with each other. 
8 These political systems also relied on organized informing, in the Roman Empire through 
individuals known as delatores, which helped to create an unstable state of paranoia 
throughout the society. 
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evocation of the dangerous character that constitutes a threat to the society as 
a whole. The concept used in Ibsen’s play differs in several respects from the 
historical usage in the aforementioned examples. In contrast to the scenarios 
depicted above, the retribution in Ibsen’s play lacks legitimacy in the legal 
proceedings taking place in the court of law. Instead, it constitutes an 
informal kind of conflict-management having strong support in popular 
opinion and being carried out informally and jointly, not only by the elite or 
the leadership, but among the ordinary people as well. This implies that 
justice is administered in a moral sense rather than according to the written 
law alone. The most important feature of the play however, is that the strong 
negative indignation is a response to a claim. The public deliverance of a 
message—correct or incorrect, true or false—creates this reaction of fury. 
From this point of view, it is, evidently, not a prerequisite that an enemy of 
the people is created as a response to someone sounding an alarm. The fatwa 
sentencing the British-Indian author Salman Rushdie to death, was also 
grounded upon a strong moral indignation against an individual for the 
publication of his fictional novel The Satanic Verses (1988), which 
obviously is not the same as whistle-blowing, but still seen as a threat to the 
Muslim community, created through a combination of words and sentences.  

I believe it is important to distinguish these cases from other occurrences 
of strong emotional outbursts against one single person. In the historical 
records, we find many instances of people who receive a storm of violence 
and hate after being accused of committing various serious crimes, such as 
murder or rape. Although the social atmosphere of turbulence around these 
events is similar and the process of identity transformation might resemble 
each other, I find it important to separate popular reactions against 
individuals accused of committing physical violence (transgression by using 
muscles) and individuals accused of committing symbolic violations 
(transgression by using words, gestures etc.).  

In some cases it is quite easy to figure out that the alleged “public danger” 
is exposed to scapegoating, for example, the paranoid hunting for witches, 
whereby a poor creature is believed to be the evil force behind all 
misfortunes in the community (cf. Douglas 1992). The same is true for 
occurrences of lynching: for instance, the white lynch mobs attacking the 
black population in the southern United States. Against a popular tendency 
to equate an enemy of the people and a scapegoat with the implication 
“innocent victim”, I would say that this is to draw the wrong conclusion. 
Unfortunately, the explanation to the reason why will not be given away at 
this point. The task here is to find out how a particular social process ends 
up whereby a social type is constituted, but not to decide whether the 
accusations are justifiable or unreasonable, or whether this particular social 
type—an enemy of the people—is guilty or innocent. 
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Whistle-Blowing Research 
The expression “whistle-blowing”, used in the contemporary organizational 
context we are about to deal with here is closely tied to an American 
historical context. More recently, this phenomenon received great attention 
in the mass media. For example, in the special issue of Times magazine in 
2002, the whistle-blowers were picked out as “persons of the year”, and the 
cover of the magazine showed Sherron Watkins of Enron, Coleen Rowley of 
FBI, and Cynthia Cooper of WorldCom, looking at the reader in superhero 
positions. The expression appeared for the first time to describe the action of 
state official Otto Opeka, who lost his job in 1963 after delivering a secret 
document concerning security risks—more specifically “communist 
influences”—within the State Department to the chief counsel of the Senate 
Subcommittee on Internal Security (Vinten 1994a: 4). Accordingly, some 
researchers have arrived at the erroneous conclusion that whistle-blowing is 
a recent phenomenon, by referring to the date when the expression was 
coined (e.g. Glazer and Glazer 1989). Obviously, this phenomenon has an 
older history than that, although the more recent circulation of news media 
to a wider audience has created a different meaning to the phrase “to go 
public”. The public focus on whistle-blowers, and the whistle-blower’s 
prospect to sound an alarm to a large public are closely knit to the 
development of a public sphere and to the central position and importance 
that mass communication has in contemporary societies. It does not seem 
implausible to assume that one necessary condition for whistle-blowing to 
become frequent is the inventions and dispersion of new media technologies, 
such as the printing press, radio, television, and the Internet, without which 
no exposure and scrutiny of organizational misconduct addressed to a 
national or international public are possible. 

At any rate, two people have done more than others to make this 
phenomenon a salient feature of the American public consciousness. Daniel 
Ellsberg—back then an expert at the think-tank Rand Corporation affiliated 
to the United States Department of Defense—received global fame when, in 
June 1971, he leaked 7000 pages of top-secret documents about the Vietnam 
war, popularly known as the Pentagon Papers, to the New York Times. The 
violation of the most basic code—to observe secrecy—at the Defense 
Department provoked Henry Kissinger to entitle Ellsberg “the most 
dangerous man in America”.9 The other high-profiled person is the consumer 
rights advocate Ralph Nader10, who was the first to define whistle-blowing in 
contrast to earlier denouncing descriptions. With the ambition to justify and 
legitimate the phenomenon, whistle-blowing is described as: 
                                                        
9 Henry Kissinger to Richard Nixon, White House tapes, 27 July 1971.  
10 “He made the cars we drive safer; thirty years later, he made George W. Bush the 
president.” A subtle and concise summary of Nader’s career as important public figure in the 
United States found in the article: “The top 100 most influential figures in American history”. 
The Atlantic Monthly December 2006. 
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“…an act of a man or woman who, believing that the public interest 
overrides the interest of the organization he serves, blows the whistle that the 
organization is involved in corrupt, illegal, fraudulent or harmful activity.” 
(Nader et al. 1972: vii)) 

This definition points out that a working relationship exists wherein a 
member of an organization sounds the alarm, unlike ordinary citizens or 
journalists who observe and report on misconduct. Nader’s book is generally 
viewed as the starting shot for a new distinctive academic field called 
whistle-blowing research.  

Since the publication of Nader’s book, a slow but steady stream of 
academic literature on whistle-blowing has been published. A great deal of 
this literature consists of case collections, which either give an account of 
the different paths through which an employee can blow the whistle, or 
document experiences from people who have detected mismanagement in 
their organizations (e.g. Westin 1981; Glazer and Glazer 1989; Vinten ed. 
1994b, Hunt ed. 1998). Whistle-blowing has also received some attention in 
law (e.g. Callahan and Dworkin 1994, 1998), as well as in management and 
business ethics (e.g. Stanley 1981; Farrell and Petersen 1982; Dozier and 
Miceli 1985; Jansen and von Glinow 1985; Randall 1987; Trevino and 
Victor 1992; Miceli and Near 1984, 1991, 1995). In the latter area in 
particular, efforts have been made to clarify the legal status of the whistle-
blower and the ethical dilemmas associated with these kinds of events. 
Finally, there is an abundance of literature and articles by organizations and 
networks outside the academic circles, trying to attract attention to the 
hardships of the whistle-blower to a larger public audience. In general, these 
organizations also give practical support to people who have exposed 
mismanagement in their workplaces e.g., by publishing handbooks with 
suggestions and advice for how to proceed when someone wants to expose 
wrongdoings; how to solve conflicts with employers; or how to arrange for 
legal assistance.11  

It should be added that a few attempts to understand whistle-blowing 
from a theoretical point of view are also available (e.g. Miethe and 
Rothschild 1994; Perry 1998; Alford 2001). On good grounds, we shall 
return to these attempts later on in this study. However, the prevalent 
opinion is that the theoretical foundation in this field of research is poor (cf. 
Elliston 1985: 58; Johnson and Kraft 1990; Miethe and Rothschild 1994; 

                                                        
11 Some examples of governmental and non-governmental organizations supporting the 
whistle-blowers in the United States include the U.S. Office of Special Counsel 
(www.osc.gov), Government Accountability Project (www.whistleblower.org) Coalition to 
Stop Government Waste, Centre for Law in the Public Interest, and Project on Government 
Procurement (see www.fas.org/pub/gen/ggg/). In the United Kingdom. there is Freedom to 
Care (http://www.freedomtocare.org/) and Public Concern at Work (www.pcaw.co.uk/), and 
in Australia there is an association called Whistleblowers Australia  
(www.whistleblowers.org.au/). 
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Perry 1998). Although whistle-blowing is closely knit to organizational life, 
it has not aroused much interest among organization researchers, although 
the phenomenon clearly has great eligibility for studies in such a theoretical 
context. For instance, one starting point might be the link between whistle-
blowing and modern bureaucracies. Some previous studies claim that 
whistle-blowing has become more frequent.12 If this holds true, one plausible 
reason would be that the increasing dispersion and number of whistle-
blowers is a result of the increasing complexity and specialization, especially 
of large corporations and public service organizations (cf. Miethe and 
Rothschild 1994: 342). Organizations normally solve this by decoupling, 
which imply a reduced control over the employees (Meyer and Rowan 
1977). The extensive technical complexity and specialization that often 
characterizes large modern organizations, in combination with a minimal 
public scrutiny of what really happens in the daily work signify, among 
other things, that the responsibility for discovering and calling attention to 
illegal and unethical activities rests on the employees, since they are usually 
the only ones who have access to such knowledge.13 Another observations is 
that whistle-blowing seems to be a more prevailing phenomenon in 
organizations where risk-management is an important part of the daily 
routines. The most conspicuous exceptions would be cases concerning audit 
and similar economic issues.14  

Yet, although whistle-blowing has been studied from different angles, the 
existing research leaves an impression of fragmentation. This is due to three 
important obstacles standing in the way for a coherent field of research. 
First, there is a disagreement over definition; second, the empirical findings 
are contradictory and scattered; and third, the ambivalent status of the 
whistle-blower divides most researchers into two camps: supporters and 
critics. In the following pages of the present chapter we will analyze and 
                                                        
12 Miethe and Rothschild (1994: 338) claim that a dramatic increase of lawsuits by whistle-
blowing has taken place in the United States since the revision of the False Claims Act in 
1986 (Miethe and Rothschild 1994: 338; cf. Miceli and Near 1984: 688). They also conclude 
that the U.S. Department of Defense received 9,425 telephone calls in 1987 on the founded 
hotline for whistle-blowers, and the General Accounting Office Fraud Hotline received 94, 
000 calls and letters during its first nine years of existence (ibid.). 
13 This is, for example, a theme in Political Parties a Sociological Study of the Oligarchical 
Tendencies of Modern Democracy by Robert Michels (1911), which deals with the process of 
oligarchy where social democratic leaders through the need to specialize are decoupled from 
the will and control of the masses. This specialization is founded on the demand of instant 
mobilization, where the centralization guarantees fast decision-making.  Michels argues that 
the larger the organization is, the more undemocratic it becomes, where more power is 
assigned to the leaders who normally are the only ones with access to the strategic 
information that make them indispensable. Michels concludes that by encouraging individuals 
to criticize and supervise, as well as the ones who have the inclination to question the 
institutions, is the only way the neutralize these oligarchic tendencies. The congeniality of this 
approach with whistle-blowing is, mutatis mutandis, obvious.  
14 Here, we are talking about ordinary accounting reality, not the kind of office clerk action 
portrayed in Monty Python’s “The Meaning of Life”. 
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review whistle-blowing research carried out by others thus far, and we will 
arrive at our own definition of whistle-blowing not until the end of the 
chapter.  

Confusion of Definition 
In the literature, there exists several definitions of whistle-blowing, which by 
a quick glance seem to be equivalent, but a closer look reveals important 
dividing lines. However, the problem in clarifying whistle-blowing as a 
concept does not imply that each and every researcher employ a unique 
definition. I have not come across one article or book where the author does 
not agree on the most basic conceptions: that whistle-blowing takes place in 
an organizational context; that the whistle-blower conveys some piece of 
information, and that this act should be considered a protest against a 
practice, neglect or state of affair in the organization. Apart from this, some 
important disagreements circulate in the literature.  

Internal and Public Whistle-blowing 
The most striking dividing line is between those who argue that whistle-
blowing is equivalent to reporting to mass media or authorities outside the 
organization in question (e.g. Farrell and Petersen 1982; Glazer and Glazer 
1989; Johnson and Kraft 1990; Perry 1999), and those who also take account 
of people who convey their complaints through internal organizational 
channels (e.g. Callahan and Dworkin 1994; Nielsen 1996; Miethe and 
Rothschild 1994; Miethe 1999).15   

When researchers, such as Miethe and Rothschild, include “internal 
whistle-blowing” in the definition, it is based on the idea that the action 
taken is not part of the whistle-blower’s job description.16 By using this 
approach, the researchers want to call attention to the fact that many 
professions—such as security officers, auditors, and supervisors—comprise 
an obligation in line with the job assignment to report errors and 
carelessness; but in general, we do not think this is the same as blowing the 
whistle. This argument is backed up by Miethe and Rothschild’s claim that 
whistle-blowers normally have to face some sort of antagonism from their 
colleagues, managers, and the surrounding community when going public. 
This claim is in contrast to supervisors, regulators, security agents, etc, who 
generally do not encounter condemnation for accomplishing their duties 
(Miethe and Rothschild 1994). At the same time, this angle of approach is 
misleading. Many whistle-blowers actually hold positions within the 
                                                        
15 Some researchers also include anonymous whistle-blowing—e.g. Miceli and Near (1999)—
making the borders even more blurred. 
16”Whistle-blowing also departs from formal control activities in an organization, and this 
type of action is taken when the member of the organization lacks the power to influence or 
change an organizational practice.” This is a formulation similar to the definition used by 
Miceli and Near 1984: 689; Miethe and Rothschild 1994: 323. cf. Miethe 1999: 11. 
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organization where they are supposed to supervise or otherwise control the 
ongoing work activities.17 At the core, then, is not that the act is beyond any 
particular job description, but that the disclosure is unauthorized, which 
implies something else.18 Unauthorized behavior in this context is in most 
cases equal to the delivery of sensitive information—without organizational 
consent—to authorities or mass media outside the organization. Since the 
present study focuses on public identity transformation, so-called internal 
whistle-blowing is not of immediate interest. Academics, who do not 
consider internal whistle-blowing, usually emphasize that whistle-blowers 
go public. What is public in this context? The scope of attention quite 
obviously varies; not all cases of whistle-blowing attract the same level of 
attention as the ones presented later on in this book. A good suggestion is to 
replace "public" with “accessible” (Elliston 1985: 11). Therefore, what is 
made public translates to being accessible to public view. "People may not 
attend to it. They may choose to ignore it, but if they want it, it is there for 
them" (ibid.). The accessibility of some piece of information implies that 
something is not a secret anymore. Generally, “for everyone to see” 
translates to being part of the public record, which in our society is 
something the mass media or the registers of official authorities supply. At 
any rate, the various ideas of what whistle-blowing consists of have several 
unfortunate consequences, not least, as we will see, in the confusing 
discussion of empirical findings in this field of research.  

The Public Interest and the Public Good 
Another difference is how much importance and weight the researchers pay 
to the allegations in question. Regarding this issue, some require that the 
claims should be nontrivial (de Maria 1995: 447; Johnson and Kraft 1990: 
851). For others any allegation would do, as long as it is a complaint (Miceli 
and Near 1999). However, in most articles and books on the subject, this 
matter is seldom addressed at all and often remains unrecognized. The 
importance of this intricate issue is related to how to distinguish whistle-
blowers from opinionated people, gossipmongers, squealers, and other 
related phenomena.19 By stressing that the act of whistle-blowing must be 
totally or predominately motivated by a public interest and the actual 

                                                        
17 For example, among the three whistle-blowers I study in greater detail, Odd F. Lindberg as 
well as Paul van Buitenen did what they were supposed to do, i.e. to scrutinize seal-hunt and 
accounting respectively, but of course it was not part of their assignments to send the reports 
to a newspaper and the European Parliament respectively. 
18 Gerald Vinten also includes that the disclosure of information is unauthorized in his 
definition (Vinten1994: 5). 
19 A book that addresses a similar question is  “Secrets – On the Ethics of Concealment and 
Revelation”, by Sissela Bok (1982), where she discusses whistle-blowing together with 
phenomena that have to do with covert information, such as personal secrecy, secret societies, 
leaking, military secrecy, investigative journalism, undercover police operations, gossip, and 
secrets of state. Bok’s purpose is to investigate the advantages and disadvantages of secrecy. 



                                                                                                                    31 

 

wrongdoing should be significant, it is believed that some of the unclear 
borderlines would disappear. At any rate, this distinction creates other 
classification concerns. For instance, how do we get to know what is out of 
public interest and what is not, and where do we draw the line between the 
momentous and the insignificant? A possible workaround would be to judge 
the whistle-blower by reference to his or her motives, i.e. to use a 
deontological argument. One necessary condition for accepting a claim 
according to this perspective is that the proposition should be sincere. In 
other words, one way to distinguish bona fide whistle-blowing from similar 
performances is to judge whether there exist other motives for blowing the 
whistle than the ones that are explicitly stated. If there is reason to believe 
that the motives behind exposing some wrongdoing are not a public concern 
or worry about the well-being of others, but personal revenge or jealousy 
against a colleague, personal gain or other egocentric inducements, there is 
naturally a violation of the sincerity claim. Doubts certainly could be raised 
about whether these cases should still be considered whistle-blowing or 
something else.20 

Another way to judge and classify these types of action would be to take 
the seriousness of the wrongdoing as a starting-point, i.e. to use a 
consequential argument. Previous attempts to locate whistle-blowing have 
stressed that the allegation must contain important information regarding 
illegal, unethical, or dangerous activities, including neglect or abuse. 
Because wrongdoings range over a continuum, from trifling to grave, a 
consequential judgment could perhaps sort out the trivial from serious public 
exposures.21 The consequential argument also pays attention to another 
aspect of whistle-blowing, that is, the distinction between speaking out in the 
name of public interest, and speaking out of concern for the public good.22 

                                                        
20 As will be demonstrated, this is the most common line of defense when the accused 
organization tries to sap the public’s faith in the whistle-blower i.e., by maintaining that other 
less altruistic motives lie behind the decision to go public with the compromising information. 
21 Imagine organization A that occasionally dumps lethal chemical waste in a lake that 
supplies drinking water to a town nearby, and another organization B, where some 
employees—against the regulations—now and then use the computers to play games during 
business hours. Most people would see the importance of being informed about the 
wrongdoings of the former organization as more imperative than about the monkey tricks by 
the employees in the latter. The first organization performs an illegal act that—direct or 
indirect—threatens the health of people, but the practices of the second probably only affect 
the efficiency of the organization, and should therefore be considered trivial. It is also 
important to note that in the first example, the wrongdoing is committed by the organization, 
whereas in the latter example, individual members, not the organization as such, commit the 
faults. Lethal practices by an organization are in this case important for people outside the 
organization to recognize, while individual missteps in this case are sometimes only an 
internal organizational issue. Yet, the common denominator is the performance of 
wrongdoings, and in the research literature, they are sometimes placed on an equal footing. 
22 These distinctions could form the starting-point for discussing the similarities and 
differences between the character Gregers in Ibsen’s stage play the Wild-Duck (1884), and 
Doctor Stockmann. 
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The first type of revelation draws support from the notion that it is of general 
interest that citizens should be informed about certain transgressions of law 
or ethical principles, and by doing so challenge the public’s prevailing trust 
in the organization. The other type of disclosure of mismanagement or 
malpractice is legitimatized by referring to the safety of the public, in this 
case drawing attention to security deficiencies attributed to an organization 
that might put the citizens in danger. Many of the most conspicuous and 
sensational cases of whistle-blowing are situated in spheres of the working 
life that deal with risks, and hence, take place within organizations that have 
the capacity to put the life or health of people in jeopardy. To speak in the 
public interest and to speak for the public good hold an asymmetrical 
relationship; whistle-blowing in the name of the public good also pleads to 
the public interest, but not vice versa. 

The Evidence 
A related issue to the importance of non-triviality is about the “facts” behind 
the claims. It is very rare that anyone in this field of research includes in the 
definition that the allegations must be backed up by substantive proof and 
evidence. One important exception is Glaser and Glaser (1989: 4) who 
include persuasive evidence from the whistle-blowers in their definition. 
Why is this a central issue? Because if there is no documentation or other 
source supporting the claim, it is extremely difficult to distinguish between 
someone who sees conspiracies everywhere, from someone conveying 
collectively accepted sources as evidence of the allegation. According to C. 
Fred Alford, considering this is not helpful for the definition (without 
bringing forward any arguments), because according to him “an 
unreasonable whistle-blower is still a whistle-blower” (Alford 2001: 17). 
With this I disagree. The representatives of the organization often contest the 
evidence brought forth, but this does not make the submission of evidence as 
a part of the definition less important. Although the material supporting 
claims are objects of controversy, there is at least something substantive 
present in the debate, in contrast to allegations lacking empirical support at 
all.  

Contradictory Empirical Findings 
Many of the empirical findings in whistle-blowing research are fragmented, 
unorganized, and very difficult to summarize in a systematic way.23 This is 
also a widespread notion among researchers in this field (e.g. Miceli and 
Near 1996; Perry 1998; Miethe 1999; Alford 2001).  

                                                        
23 Most of the empirical research is conducted in the United States, but studies from United 
Kingdom, Australia and Japan exist as well. This implies that the findings are biased towards 
an American context, focusing on the legislation, labor market and organizational culture in 
the United States. 
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One important reason why it is difficult to compare the empirical findings 
is due to the purpose of the inquiries, varying from: to find out if whistle-
blowing influences policy change; whether the law protects whistle-blowing; 
to which extent whistle-blowers face reprisals; the motives why some people 
sound an alarm etc. Another problem is the incompatibility of the collected 
data samples.24 A third difficulty is the aforementioned problem with the 
definition of whistle-blowing, which ends up with a comparison of apples 
and oranges. There is also a great divide between those who choose a case 
study design, picking a smaller sample of people having reported 
mismanagement, and the large-scale surveys where employees belonging to 
a certain profession are asked to respond to hypothetical questions. The case 
studies usually pick people who actually have blown the whistle, while the 
large-scale surveys select employees belonging to a certain work field or 
professional organization no matter if they are whistle-blowers or not. The 
latter respondents are usually answering to both hypothetical questions 
(Would you report wrongdoing at your work place?) and substantive ones 
(Have you observed wrongdoing at work?), in contrast to the smaller 
samples of genuine whistle-blowers who for the most part have responded to 
questions of actual happenings. Most of the previous empirical findings 
conducted by others will be introduced later on in a more appropriate 
context, together with my own analysis of three cases in chapter 4-8. 
Because the research is sprawling, only some few puzzling findings relevant 
for the present study of identity transformation will be discussed at greater 
length in this introduction.25  

Does Whistle-blowing Provoke Retaliation? 
However, one of the most important issues to consider is how common 
retaliation is as a response to a whistle-blower’s performance, because social 
sanctions are an important social mechanism in the process of the identity 
transformation we are about to study. Researchers on whistle-blowing have a 
divided view on the question of whether all whistle-blowers suffer from 
retaliation or not. Some researchers assert that negative sanctions are 
uncommon: “Contrary to the popular perception, most whistle-blowers do 
not suffer retaliation, at least among federal employees…” (Near, Dworkin 
and Miceli 1993: 398). Glazer and Glazer on the other hand conclude that 
most individuals are punished for their disclosures and feel lonely, 
humiliated and betrayed, when they are frozen out and isolated socially 
                                                        
24 The selection range from 24 Japanese nurses sounding an alarm (Davis and Konishi 2007), 
to 8592 federal workers in the United States (Miethe 1999). 
25 Some of the contradictory empirical findings are beside the focus of this study. For 
instance, one puzzling state of affair is that whistle-blowers are partially protected by law in 
the United States, but get punished in most cases by the organization anyway and without 
much risk for the organization and its management (Callahan and Dworkin 1994; Miceli, et al 
1999). This discrepancy between de jure and de facto has been posed in several studies, but 
without receiving any substantive answer. 
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(Glazer and Glazer 1989). Alford (2001) even goes as far as putting the 
organizational reprisal at the centre of the definition of whistle-blowing: 
 

“In theory, anyone who speaks out in the name of the public good within the 
organization is a whistleblower. In practice, the whistleblower is defined by 
the retaliation he or she receives…If there is no retaliation, she is just a 
responsible employee doing her job to protect the company’s interests…If 
the whistleblower is defined by the organization’s response, then by 
definition most whistleblower’s are retaliated against, and most of them 
severely.” (Alford 2001: 18) 

An eight-year study conducted by Joyce Rothschild, based on in-depth 
interviews with 300 whistle-blowers in the United States, concludes that 
more than 80% of the whistle-blowers were fired after reporting wrongdoing 
to authorities outside the organization; 84% suffered from depression, and 
53% reported that their family relations had been impaired (Rothschild 
1998).26 A survey by Soeken and Soeken including 87 whistle-blowers from 
both the public and the private sector showed that all but one experienced 
reprisals (Soeken and Soeken 1987: 3). Harassments were delivered from 
colleagues as well as superiors, and all whistle-blowers in the private sector 
and half from the public organizations lost their job. Moreover, 86% of the 
whistle-blowers in Soeken’s study reported negative emotional 
consequences, including feelings of depression, powerlessness, isolation, 
anxiety, and anger. The survey also showed that 82% were harassed by 
superiors, 80% suffered physical deterioration, 54% were harassed by 
colleagues, 17% lost their homes, 15% got divorced, 10% attempted suicide, 
and 8% filed for bankruptcy. Vinten concludes that irrespective whether the 
whistle-blower is considered a hero or a traitor, it is never easy (cf. Glazer 
and Glazer 1989; De Maria and Jan 1996).  

The issue of reprisals and the divergent views on how common 
retaliation is seem to be congruent with the choice of definition of whistle-
blowing. The camp asserting that whistle-blowing not by necessity entails 
organizational retaliations usually include internal whistle-blowing in the 
definition. An example of this standpoint is presented by Miethe, who 
presents two out of ten factual instances of whistle-blowing, which end up 
with positive sanctions, or no sanctions at all (Miethe 1999: 1-8). Let us look 
at them more closely. The first case is about a maintenance worker who sees 
someone smoking cigarettes in a restricted area where highly explosive 
materials are kept, and the worker decides to report this violation to his 
supervisor. The irresponsible smoker is dismissed, and the worker who 
reported the irresponsible behavior is praised. The second example is a 
clerical worker who observes a colleague stealing a computer and reports 

                                                        
26 This study included a mix of internal and public whistle-blowers. 
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this to her boss. The thief was fired, and the clerical worker was neither 
praised nor criticized. As anyone can see, these examples belong to the 
internal whistle-blowing category. Why then, are the maintenance worker 
and the clerical worker not rebuked? One highly probable answer would be 
that the offences committed will not change the organizational practices and 
are not diminishing the social surrounding’s trust in the organization. When 
a single person at the bottom of the organizational hierarchy smokes a 
cigarette and puts the co-workers in danger, or when another worker steals 
from the organization’s collective resources, these acts are not putting the 
organization per se into a bad position—that is, as long as the misbehavior is 
not part of the daily organizational practice or in line with the fundamental 
values of the organization. Some malpractices, on the other hand, are 
conducted for the benefit of an organization: for example, by increasing 
profits, improving efficiency or some other competitive advantage. The 
cases described by Miethe do not contribute to any of those possible 
organizational goals. Accordingly, when the disclosure is an internal affair 
and the misdemeanors are not in line with any organizational objectives, no 
reprisals face the one who conveys the information. Later in the book, 
Miethe also states that empirical evidence shows that external reporting of 
serious misconduct—considered built-in as a systematic practice in the 
organization—ends in “quick and severe retaliation” (Miethe 1999: 80).27  
Thus, it is more plausible to assume that people in supervising positions do 
not receive disapproval from superiors as long as they follow the more 
general organizational rule: keep it within the family. There are strong 
reasons to believe that much empirical research in this area becomes 
muddled because of this fusion of internal and external whistle-blowing into 
one concept.  

As stated before, since joint retaliation against whistle-blowers constitutes 
an important part of the present study, and the particular identity 
transformation that follows requires that the disclosure receives public 
attention, internal whistle-blowing is not of immediate interest, since it 
creates confusion when we discuss this phenomenon. The present study 
deals with a specific identity transformation that entails retaliations. 
Therefore, whistle-blowing in the broadest sense, which includes reporting 
                                                        
27 Similar conclusions are drawn in other studies: “Management retaliation was more likely 
when whistle-blowers believed that the organization’s culture or climate was harmed by 
wrongdoing, when the initial complaint was unresolved and where low value congruence 
existed between whistle-blowers and top management/…/Coworker retaliation was greater 
when low value congruence existed, and when the wrongdoing was viewed as harming the 
public in general. It may be that coworkers also punish the whistle-blower who seems “out of 
touch” with the values of the organization and who has potentially explosive information, i.e., 
concerning wrongdoing that may harm outsiders. Such information would presumably harm 
the organization and its members as well.”  (Near, Dworkin and Miceli 1993: 403). This is 
also one finding in Rothschild’s eight-year study i.e., if the reported mismanagement was 
considered to be systematic, the retaliation against the whistle-blower was more swift and 
severe. 
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by using internal channels within the organization, and whistle-blowing that 
does not create reprisals from the organization are out of the focus of this 
study. When the research focus is demarcated in such a way, many notions 
of what whistle-blowing consists of will naturally be excluded from the 
study here. 

Dirty and Hidden Data 
The greatest obstacle to receiving reliable and instructive empirical material 
has nothing to do with the available data. Rather, it is due to what is not 
there, because the study of whistle-blowing is also a handling of “ hidden 
and dirty data” (cf. Marx 1984).28 When someone sounds an alarm by going 
public with sensitive information, a public dispute is the usual consequence; 
and this controversy consists of people and organizations who want to keep 
things in secret, or present their own contested version of what is fact and 
what is fiction. In other words, much of the material we would like to get our 
hands on is kept secret and would probably be discrediting and costly if it 
became public. To pose a question such as: “Would you like to confirm that 
you sent an envelope filled with faeces, and ordered twenty subscriptions of 
pornographic material to your adversary’s postal address?” is likely doomed 
to failure.29 What we have here, then, is a data-gathering problem of a 
specific nature. Most social scientists might face problems to gather 
information, which could be due to questions that might transgress the 
privacy of the respondent, or because the respondent is suspicious and 
taciturn. The problem we are dealing with here further enhances the problem 
because it often contains information about illegal or unethical activity. 
Sometimes these impediments are solved, for instance, by cooperation with 
the legal authorities (e.g. Fickenauer and Waring 2001), or by making use of 
judicial material from legal proceedings (e.g. Engdahl 2003); but when we 
are studying enemies of the people, the informal retaliations seldom reach 
the court of law. 

Although this is an obstacle, it is not unsolvable since we do not need all 
the facts on the table showing “what really happened”, when we are studying 
public identity transformations. Unconfirmed accusations and rumors are 
also important details for a sociologist to study, and will serve as “evidence” 
that an identity transformation has taken place. Apart from that, we have to 
live with the fact that many details surrounding these events will never be 
substantiated but will remain unverified assertions. 

                                                        
28 At any rate, this problem is not only restricted to this field of study, but could be expanded 
to the common sociological flaw that hidden and dirty data is avoided in a systematic way, 
because of its inaccessibility, which has the consequence that some important social 
phenomena never receive attention in the social sciences.  
29 This was some of the consignments a whistle-blower received to his home address after 
sounding the alarm, but obviously something the potential sender would not acknowledge. 
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Ambivalence of the Whistle-Blower’s Status 
A third obstacle in this field of research concerns the slant with which 
researchers approach this subject. Most people, including researchers in this 
field, seem to make a mental note of the word of wisdom: he who lives 
outside society must be either a God or a Beast, when they are speaking and 
writing about whistle-blowers. In other words, there is a widely accepted 
practice in the academic game to take a stand in the controversies around 
these events. When whistle-blowers are profiled in mass media, the reaction 
is usually a mixed one. While the most common framing is the story of the 
courageous hero, the opinion that the organization has been betrayed is also 
raised when journalists ask representatives of the accused organization, or 
people from the immediate community. When journalists and academics 
convey events, such as the stories of whistle-blowing, it is a tempting and 
sometimes un-reflected practice to veil the depiction into a familiar frame, 
corresponding to the expectations of the audience.30 However, there are 
plausible reasons why people make these cognitive translations. In order to 
make complicated phenomena graspable, a tempting solution is to rely on 
analogism and narrativization (Rydgren 2007).  

This is also a way to make the news coverage intelligible. Erving 
Goffman delivers a fine summary of the general situation circumscribing so-
called human interest stories:  

“Obviously, passing events that are typical or representative don’t make news 
for that reason; only extraordinary ones do, and even these are subject to the 
editorial violence routinely employed by gentle writers. Our understanding of 
the world precedes these stories, determining which ones reporters will select 
and how the ones that are selected will be told. Human interest stories are a 
caricature of evidence in the very degree of their interest, providing a unity, 
coherence, pointedness, self-completeness, and drama only sustained, if at 
all, by everyday living. Each is a cross between an experimentum crucim and 
a sideshow. That is their point. The design of these reported events is fully 
responsible to our demands, which are not for facts but for typifications. 
Their telling demonstrates the power of our conventional understandings to 
cope with the bizarre potentials of social life, the furthest reaches of 
experience.” (Goffman 1974: 14f. cf. p. 53) 

Several books on whistle-blowing seem to be seized by these narrative 
conventions we are familiar with from movies and newspaper articles as 
well, where the authors unreflectively choose a point of view according to 

                                                        
30 By frame Goffman’s usage of the concept is employed, i.e. that  “definitions of a situation 
are built up in accordance of principles of organization which govern events—at least the 
social ones—and our subjective involvement in them: frame is the word I use to refer to such 
of these basic elements as I am able to identify.” (Goffman 1974: 10f) According to Mary 
Douglas, framing “…enlivens the memory, and links the present with the relevant past.” 
(Douglas 1966: 64) 
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narratives, reminiscent of familiar cultural themes. Nick Perry delivers a 
similar criticism when he points out that certain cognitive and social frames 
circumscribe the portrayal of the whistle-blower (Perry 1998). The 
journalistic and academic depictions of these human interest stories follow 
certain familiar and systematically structured “narrative conventions, codes 
and dramatic categories which the media routinely produce” (Perry 1998: 
236). Using narrativization restricts the range of possible readings that affect 
the image of whistle-blowing in the public sphere.31 Through this process of 
media definition, the whistle-blower is given a fixed identity, which is 
difficult to neglect and has a great impact on how we understand these 
persons and whistle-blowing as a specific mode of action.  

After my inquiries of how this phenomenon has been portrayed in mass 
media as well as in the academic literature, I have found that in the 
descriptions of whistle-blowing, three narrative themes recur over and over 
again: the courageous hero vs. evil system; the Judas Iscariot theme; and the 
strategy game. 

The Courageous Hero versus Evil System 
One genre of whistle-blowing research depicts the problem as a story about 
the Courageous Hero. This is whistle-blowing where the brave individual is 
set against the Evil Corporation, Community, or State.32 The film 
documentary the Corporation (2003) is a recent and illustrative example of 
this type of narrativization. The cases are depicted as a struggle between the 
Good and the Bad. The hero might lose employment, family, and home; 
however, the bottomline is a story about courage and honor in a corrupt 
society. This approach to the subject often equates whistle-blowing and civil 
courage. The Whistle-blowers is a case in point (Glazer and Glazer1989). 
For instance, Myron Glazer, professor of sociology, and Penina Glazer, 
professor of history, label the whistle-blowers as “men and women of 
conscience”, “ethical resisters” or “crusaders”, assuming that these persons 
possess a certain moral sensitivity that is absent among ordinary people (cf. 
Glazer and Glazer 1999). Other synonyms employed among whistle-blowing 
researchers are: “conscientious objector” and “concerned employee” (Vinten 
1994). This type of narrative could be expressed in a condensed form by the 

                                                        
31 Stanley Cohen’s study of social types in the mass media, has arrived at the same conclusion 
(Cohen 1972: 9). 
32 On a similar note, Perry argues—somewhat highflown—that theories on whistle-blowing 
till today have contributed with “the unproblematic reproduction of the legacy of the modern 
through the replication and naturalization of its narrative conventions. What is foregrounded 
in these analyses is: the principled ethico-political stance of the whistle-blower versus the 
governing realpolitik of the system; moral wo/man against immoral organization; the spirited 
resistance of the precariously sovereign individual against repressive social control.” (Perry 
1998: 236) If we put the bombastic language usage aside, the message is in line with what we 
are discussing here.  
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words of martyrdom from Pentagon employee Ernest A. Fitzgerald, who in a 
public rehearsal said the he had “committed truth”, a phrase frequently 
reproduced in the literature on the subject (e.g. Glazer and Glazer 1999: 23). 
Although many whistle-blowers dismiss this type of storytelling, when they 
are confronted with the question whether they consider themselves to be 
heroes, it should be added that this framing of the trend of events, from time 
to time, is enforced by the whistle-blowers too, because through connecting 
the story in this familiar way, the chances to gain public support can be 
strengthened. 

C. Fred Alford, professor of government, presents a more sophisticated 
version of the good hero vs. evil organization theme (Alford 2001). Inspired 
by the last man, the protagonist Winston Smith in George Orwell’s novel 
Nineteen Eighty-Four, the whistle-blower becomes a combination of Jesus-
figure and scapegoat (in the sense: innocent victim): “The whistleblower is 
the last man, not just tortured but exposed and sacrificed so that others might 
see what it costs to be an individual in this benighted world” (Alford 2001: 
3). Along with this line, Alford chooses to display the conflict as a choice 
between loyalty and morality, without considering that loyalty also is virtue 
(e.g. Alford 2001: 55). 

The Judas Iscariot Theme 
However, the courageous hero theme does not reign supreme when the 
whistle-blowers are labelled. Sometimes derogatory expressions such as 
mole, informer, rat, and licensed spy are used as well (Vinten 1994a). This is 
connected to a more uncommon media narrative—and the opposite of the 
courageous hero—which is about the whistle-blower who sells out co-
members for personal gain, above all fame and money. The underlying 
cultural frame of reference is the famous scene when Judas Iscariot points 
out Jesus from Nazareth with a kiss, for thirty pieces of silver. Sometimes 
this connection is made explicit, as when the largest Norwegian tabloid 
Verdens Gang produced a news bill with the words “Sel-Judas” and a big 
picture of the seal inspector Odd F. Lindberg below. Occasionally, 
management-oriented studies approach the issue from a pro-business and 
business administration stance, which at times comes close to this narrative 
(e.g. Iannone 1989). For example, in “Whistle-Blowing as Antisocial 
Behavior” published in the anthology Antisocial Behavior in Organizations, 
the article’s purpose is to illuminate the negative consequences of whistle-
blowing (Miceli and Near 1997). Instead of portraying a courageous hero, 
Marcia P Miceli, professor of management, and Janet P. Near, professor of 
organizational theory, would like to point out that blameworthy intentions 
out of self-interest might be the main motives behind the decision to sound 
an alarm.  
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”There are many available rewards for certain whistle-blowers, including 
cash, fame, movie contracts, even Pulitzer Prizes, for their action. Whistle-
blowers can act primarily because they hope to obtain these rewards.” 
(Miceli and Near 1997: 143) 

Miceli and Near start out from the notion that whistle-blowing might be 
“…far from altruistic”, and the authors work with the hypothesis that 
whistle-blowing is considered to be “antisocial”, when the intention of the 
act is to harm others (ibid: 133ff). Soon, they realize that antisocial behavior 
is a difficult concept to use. They observe that whistle-blowing might cause 
harm to affiliates to the organization but benefit other social groups both 
inside and outside the organization, but this trickiness does not let them 
down. They decide to focus only on harm to the organization and their 
members, not on people outside the organization or society at large, and 
finally come to the conclusion: “Actions that benefit the greatest number of 
people the most are considered to be helpful.” (ibid: 138).33 

The Strategy Game 
Another common narrative disregards the moral status of the whistle-blower, 
and translates whistle-blowing to a Strategy Game. In this story, the author 
analyses the means used to reveal wrongdoings by exploring the different 
ways of blowing the whistle. The normal narrative structure contains an 
inventory of good and bad moves which are open to the whistle-blower, 
typically summarized with policy guidelines (e.g. Martin 1999; Miethe 
1999: chapter 8). It is, for example, easy to understand why Terrance D. 
Miethe, professor of criminal justice, and Joyce Rothschild, professor of 
sociology, want to employ a rational-choice perspective on whistle-blowing 
(Miethe and Rothschild 1994). Whistle-blowing is one of those conspicuous 
empirical events when someone is faced with a dilemma that reminds of the 
formalized problems we know from game theory. In line with this approach, 
they assume that an employee will choose to publicly announce misconduct 
and will be restrained in direct proportion to the expected probability of 
punishment, and reinforced by the relative—tangible and psychological—
rewards connected to this act. According to the authors, this could explain 
whistle-blowing in work environments where the organization sends out 
ambiguous or mixed messages about the appropriateness of reporting 

                                                        
33 First, to estimate whether the intention of sounding an alarm is to cause harm to co-
workers, is of course quite difficult, and is not solved with this utilitarian definition. In the 
short term, all negative exposure of an organization is causing harm, which in most cases 
would harm co-workers who might become unemployed or considered accessory to what the 
organization is accused of. This would as a consequence make most whistle-blowers “anti-
social”, a circumstance the authors do not ponder. This undertaking ends up in ten 
propositions, where the first profound remark reads: ”Whistle-blowers who intend to harm 
coworkers by blowing the whistle are more likely to be motivated by a wish for revenge on 
coworkers than are other whistle-blowers.” (ibid: 142)  
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mismanagement. If we by whistle-blowing imply bringing compromising 
information out of the organizational boundaries, this statement appears 
absurd. Given that Miethe and Rothschild include reporting using internal 
channels, the perspective becomes more consonant with the empirical 
circumstances. However, one should reasonably suppose that whistle-
blowers that choose to pass on information to individuals or groups outside 
the organization do this because they lack the necessary resources to 
influence the situation by themselves, or that they cannot find other persons 
within the organization who possess volition, resources, or courage to take 
measures. When the whistle-blower finally decides to go public, most cases 
would therefore have other inducements than hard-interpreted signals about 
the adequacy of the revelation. It should be added that most empirical 
research shows that the majority of whistle-blowers have to suffer for their 
disclosure, a fact that the authors also point out in the article (ibid.). 
Although the proportions of the reprisals might come as an unpleasant 
surprise for the majority of whistle-blowers, most would have good reasons 
to believe that their act would be looked upon with disapproval from the 
organization’s perspective.  

I believe that situational analysis is an indispensable and decisive part in 
order to understand whistle-blowing, as will be shown later on, but to reduce 
the complexity of the whistle-blower’s situation to a question of the 
available information of tangible rewards and penalties is misleading.34 
However, concerning the prerequisites the limited rational-choice model 
Miethe and Rothschild employ, it becomes understandable.35 One of the 
merits by Miethe and Rothschild’s sociological approach is the attention 
paid to contingency and the mixed social responses whistle-blowing 
produces. When we speak of internal whistle-blowing, as they include in the 
definition, it is possible to see that the one and same act could be considered 
both an act of deviance and an act of conformity, depending on the 
position—the rights and duties—an employee has in the organizational 
structure. Exposures of mismanagement and other infringements are usually 
regarded as conformist behavior when an employee has a professional 
liability to point out transgressions of the law at the working place, but the 
legitimacy of such act is more unsettled when the reporting is not a part of 
the job description. Conveying compromising information outside the 

                                                        
34 Later on (see Tragedy and Situational Analysis) we will employ a broader notion of 
rationality, where the definition of the situation entails more components than an estimation 
of future rewards and penalties. Action takes place in a context involving the presence of, for 
example, a value system, and an organizational reality that creates its own inherent logic. 
35 One solution to offer an objection to this limited comprehension of rationality is by taking 
into account the various types of social action identified by Max Weber (1978: chapter 1). 
Raymond Boudon states that social actions, in general, are based on beliefs, and beliefs are 
usually rational. But rationality is not necessarily the same thing as expected utility. In some 
contexts reasons are based on cost-benefit calculations, but in other situations it might as well 
be based upon habit, affection or values (Boudon 2003). 
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organizational channels, however, is always deviant and unauthorized, no 
matter if the job description includes supervising or controlling functions or 
not. 

Conclusions 
As we have seen, whistle-blowing has been portrayed according to certain 
cultural frames through mass media, as well as in academic books and 
articles. The predominant view is to frame the phenomenon as a struggle 
between good and evil. Sometimes the organization represents the 
wickedness, on occasion the whistle-blower, turning the literature to either 
demonology or hagiology (cf. Cohen 1972). The hero and the traitor themes 
are sometimes combined with the rational-choice mode of analysis, for 
example. the aforementioned Miceli and Near article about the economic 
rewards sounding an alarm might give. What the two first stances have in 
common is a lack of distance in relation to their field of study. In other 
words, the engaged and tendentious attitude that is attached to those who are 
involved in the course of events plays a crucial part in the narrative tone of 
the researcher as well. It seems like most researchers devoted to the study of 
whistle-blowing follow an inner voice telling them to take an active part in 
the politics of the events they are supposed to analyze.36 This state of things 
is not reprehensible by necessity, but the biased stance blurs what a more 
deliberate attitude might be able to discover. I believe that a lack of 
independent vision, vis-à-vis the subject under study, impairs the possibility 
of taking a full account of this phenomenon. For example, the current books 
and articles on the subject are unable to explain the fact that whistle-blowing 
gives rise to very different social responses, and this is in the main due to the 
distortion the current narrativization produces.  

Another objection striking a great part of this field of research is the 
strong focus on the overt or latent motives for blowing the whistle. This 
angle of approach reduces whistle-blowing to mere psychology, distracting 
from its sociologically relevant aspects. This is also an observation 
supported by others, claiming that a common trait in the majority of the 
existing literature is the focus on the whistle-blowers, rather than the 
singled-out organizations (cf. Johnson and Kraft 1990, Alford 2001). 
Naturally, it is difficult to refute the notion that the whistle-blower’s action 
truly is the single most important performance, without which the person in 
question would never become a whistle-blower. Nevertheless, the assigned 
identity attached to the person is only realized through continuous 
interaction with the “informal judges” in the social surroundings. Since it is 
often quite difficult to determine the motives behind the decision to go 

                                                        
36 All in all, this suggests that most existent studies could be labeled policy research, to be 
exact, research aiming at increasing the moral awareness in the public sphere and influencing 
the governmental or corporate guidelines in this area.  
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public, it should be considered of minor importance when arriving at the 
very definition of whistle-blowing (cf. Elliston 1985: 7). However, when it 
comes down to attempts by the organization and its supporters to denounce 
the whistle-blower in public, the motives are a common target to throw 
doubt on, in order to question the whistle-blower’s credibility.  

I would like to assert that the most important factor in explaining whistle-
blowing, and more specifically, why some people become whistle-blowers, 
is not, in the first place, civil courage or that these individuals possess higher 
moral standards than the rest of us. As will become clear along the way, the 
vital point is the social situation in which these individuals are entangled, 
whereas the psychological disposition of the whistle-blower is not negligible 
but less significant (cf. Alford 2001). During this study, the communicative 
angle of analysis is important; as the flow, access, conveyance, and 
circulation of information is the vital point around which this phenomenon 
revolves. 

From this overview, the solution would naturally be a deliberate 
avoidance of well-known narratives. Unfortunately, this is not possible. 
What we are about to study here is a social identity transformation, a 
metamorphosis partly due to labeling. Labeling and social identity 
transformations are happening for a period, and these processes are made up 
of certain trajectories and narratives in order to be recognizable socially. 
When reconstructing a chain of events, some details will be left out, while 
some will be included; and this process will always stage the story as 
something in order to make the account comprehensible. 
Instead, we will deliberately elaborate a narrative approach able to depict 
these events from a less tendentious point of view, not the least for the sake 
of capturing the disagreements between the different parties more accurately. 
Another advantage with this narrative approach would be a fuller account of 
the trend of events, which I believe could be accomplished with a more 
carefully prepared focus on the narrative structure. This route will put the 
identity transformation that takes place in a broader context, which will 
finally rank this phenomenon together with a larger family of social 
mysteries.  

Locating Whistle-Blowing 
As the review so far intimates, whistle-blowing has been a far-from-easy 
phenomenon to define and to understand. Another way to approach whistle-
blowing is by making comparisons with other related phenomena, such as 
inside trading, investigative journalism, espionage, the agent provocateur, 
and wildcat strikes. In this way, it is perhaps possible to identify and 
elucidate common features, but more importantly, what distinguishes 
whistle-blowing from these activities. In addition, the closer affinity to the 
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informer will be discussed here. This exposition has the aim to make the 
distinctive features of whistle-blowing stand out more clearly, and also to 
motivate why such a concept is required, instead of replacing it by some of 
the other labels we use to attach to this sort of behavior. 

The Insider 
As already pointed out, a whistle-blower is an insider, but what do we mean 
by this? First, an insider signifies a relationship between the individual and 
the collective. To be an insider comprises a certain affiliation with and 
belonging to a group, but that could be perceived in several ways. At least, 
we can identify three approaches to the concept. In one sense, an insider is 
someone who is a member of an organization, for example, when someone is 
affiliated by employment or election. This individual is an insider in a 
formal sense, for example, by means of a contract. However, when we speak 
of an insider that refers to someone who deals with insider trading, we think 
of something else. This person is someone holding authority to access key 
information, before it is announced to the public. Moreover, the information 
is of a sensitive nature. Thus, when the definition of an insider is used in 
discussions regarding insider trading, the core of the concept is not only 
established by reference to a certain relationship between an individual and 
the organization, but through the position an individual holds in relation to 
certain information. This qualification also fits the description of the whistle-
blower possessing certain confidential or otherwise sensitive information. 
The difference is, of course, due to the character of the information and the 
way this non-public information is used. The inside trader has privileged 
access to strategic financial information and uses it for personal benefit. The 
whistle-blower has obtained non-public compromising information and 
announces it—allegedly, for the public good or in the public interest, rather 
than for the sake of pure self-interest. A third sociological comprehension 
includes that an insider must be accepted as such by the other members of 
the group, organization, or community. This view becomes viable if we 
invert the argumentation put forward in Howard Becker’s book Outsiders 
(1963), where rules and rule infringements within a group are at the core of 
the definition:  
 

“When a rule is enforced, the person who is supposed to have broken it may 
be seen as a special kind of person, one who cannot be trusted to live by the 
rules agreed on by the group. He is regarded as an outsider.”  (Becker 1963: 
1) 

Hence, an insider, from this angle of approach, would be someone following 
the rules and is considered an accepted member of the group, not only in a 
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formal sense, but also from the fellowship’s point of view (cf. Schütz 
1944).37 

The Investigative Journalist 
Investigative journalists are also trying to bring covert information to light. 
However, apart from having access to non-public information, the journalist 
is, as a rule, not an insider in the first sense: that is, a formal member of the 
organization under investigation. This is what distinguishes a whistle-blower 
from someone doing investigative journalism. Thus, a journalist is not bound 
by loyalty or to a professional secrecy contract, which is the typical situation 
facing a whistle-blower. On the other hand, this sort of journalism often 
relies on whistle-blowers or anonymous “leaks” as sources when putting the 
story together. A special case of this is undercover journalism, a method 
introduced by the German journalist Günther Wallraff, who disguised into 
different fake identities e.g., as Turkish Gastarbeiter, and joined the 
workforce in different companies in order to write controversial and 
revealing books from the back region of these organizations. Here the 
distinction between journalism and whistle-blowing becomes more blurred. 
Organizational members, exposed by whistle-blowers, would usually think 
of them as traitors who have kept their real identity concealed with the aim 
to destroy the organization. After all, whistle-blowing contains a public 
identity transformation. However, this is not the version we hear when the 
whistle-blowers tell their story. From the whistle-blower’s perspective, they 
do not join the organization with the intention to disclose the shady parts of 
the organization; the discovery and disclosure takes place ex post facto. No 
one, on the other hand, would believe an undercover journalist like Wallraff, 
if he would give this version, because we know that he is not a Turkish guest 
worker, after all.  

The Spy 
Whistle-blowing is also from time to time placed on equal footing with 
espionage, preferably, a view held among the members of the accused 
organization. Espionage is considered a systematic collection of secret 
information, especially by governments to discover military or political 
secrets. Thus, spies are also handling information, but whereas whistle-

                                                        
37 This perspective complicates the view of what an insider is, especially with the hypothetical 
whistle-blower in mind. I assume that the typical whistle-blower is viewed upon as an insider 
who, after going public, becomes an outsider from the group’s point of view. But exceptions 
can be found, as I will show later in this book. Odd F. Lindberg, one of the cases I will study 
more in detail, should be considered an insider in the formal sense. Odd F. Lindberg entered 
an employment agreement – with the Norwegian Ministry of Fisheries – and accordingly had 
access to certain information that was out of sight for people outside the organization and the 
vessel. But the crew never accepted him as a member of the vessel. 
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blowers are using this information in order to make mismanagement or 
malpractices public, the spy wants the information to remain private. 
Espionage is undercover work, and in order to function as such, it must 
remain in secrecy. Whistle-blowing, in contrast, is perhaps at some point 
similar to espionage, but what makes it whistle-blowing is the uncovering 
and making public of the secret and hidden, not passing it on by stealth. 
Sometimes, but far from always, a spy joins the organization with the 
intention to gather sensitive information, an intention he or she then shares 
with the undercover journalist, in contrast to the whistle-blower, who 
becomes a member on other grounds.38 

The Agent Provocateur 
Many members of an affected organization would probably conceive the 
whistle-blower as someone who has become a member with the intention to 
destroy their existence. Another social type akin to the whistle-blower, who 
actually has this very aim in mind, is the figure known as the agent 
provocateur, defined as someone who clandestinely disrupts the activities 
from within a certain group. The agent provocateur shares the intentions of 
undercover journalists and sometimes spies, by joining a specific 
organization with a secret agenda. These dissidents represents the interests 
of another group or organization, and are specifically engaged in order to 
provoke uneasiness, violence, chaos, and discord while acting as a member 
and ally to the group. This is the reason why the agent provocateur and 
undercover journalist arouse associations to the legend of the Troyan horse, 
where the fatal decision to bring the wooden horse—hiding enemy 
soldiers—inside the walls of Troy ends up in destruction and defeat.39 The 
infiltration of police officers in criminal organizations is a case in point. In 
contrast to whistle-blowing, conveying sensitive information to the public is 
not necessarily an important part of the agent provocateur’s task.  

The Wild Cat Striker 
A comparison between whistle-blowers and wildcat strikers might appear 
slightly far-fetched, but they do have some common traits. According to 
Hirschman, dissatisfied members of an organization have two options to 
signal disapproval: voice or exit (Hirschman 1970). These two choices 
translate to either leaving the organization or initiating a protest. In this case, 
                                                        
38 Again, Odd F. Lindberg is a borderline case, who joined the Ministry of Fisheries as Seal-
hunt inspector, and simultaneously worked under contract as a free-lance journalist. 
According to Lindberg, the Ministry did know that he had several tasks to do on board. This 
is an instance showing that, at times, sharp borders are difficult to maintain. 
39 Today the metaphor has regained new topicality, where Troyan represents the sneak attacks 
from malicious computer software that looks harmless to the – inexperienced – computer 
user. 
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the common denominator is not an exclusive access to delicate information, 
but the particular response to dissatisfaction towards the organization.40 By 
choosing voice, the whistle-blower and the strikers want to change the 
current state of affairs within the organization. Furthermore, in both cases 
the proceedings are un-authorized, lacking consent from the organization or 
people in a superior position (e.g. management or trade union). It is 
happening outside the official and formal organizational structure. It is a 
refusal to obey. However, whistle-blowing is an individual action, whereas 
the strike is only effective if the action is performed collectively.41 The 
typical strike is carried out by the employees refusal to work, in order to 
cause the company economic loss, whereas the whistle-blower is able to put 
an organization in jeopardy only by saying a couple of words and adducing 
some piece of evidence supporting the allegations. One interesting finding 
discussed by Homans and Scott shows that only a few of the wildcat strikes 
are attributed to wages (Homans and Scott 1947: 280. cf. Gouldner 1954). 
According to Homans and Scott, most of the unauthorized strike cases 
studied happened because of loyalty to the group, and a “…failure to enlist 
these loyalties in support of the aims of the organization as a whole.” 
Therefore, if the whistle-blower protests in the name of the public good or 
interest and, consequently, acts disloyally towards the organization taken as 
a whole, a wildcat strike is rather aimed at the reinforcement of loyalty 
within the organization (more specifically towards the fellow workers).  

The Informer 
Lastly but not least, we have the informers, a label very often used to 
describe and define what whistle-blowers do, and therefore the most difficult 
to keep separate. The most well known informers—probably because this is 
a popular motif in Hollywood movies—are the Mafia defectors, also known 
as the pentiti. The word translates to someone who repents, and refers to the 
Catholic practice to reveal sins of commission in private to the father 
confessor. This is also probably the community where the imperative to 
observe silence is put up to the extreme. Omertá is a prominent feature in 
Sicilian culture, originally referring to manliness and strength, but 
specifically referring to the capacity to maintain silence, which secures the 

                                                        
40 According to Gouldner (1954) a strike has three relevant aspects. One element is the 
cessation to work, which is a focus on the technological consequences of a strike. A second 
social element of the strike is the refusal to obey, characterized as a “breakdown in the flow 
of consent”. This is a disruption of the authority system within the organization. The third 
element, according to Gouldner, is the open expression of aggression, because without 
aggression, the impact to accomplish what the strikers demand would be ineffectual A wildcat 
strike then, is the above, and adding to that, something “unplanned” and “spontaneous”. 
41 It is true that the whistle-blower at times gets help from colleagues, for example, through 
assistance to collect evidence, but I cannot recall a case defined as whistle-blowing where the 
sounding of an alarm is a joint action. 
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secrecy. The pentiti transgressing this code of conduct must prepare to live 
with threats against themselves and their families for the rest of their lives. 
This extreme organizational response is due to the resources the Mafia 
enterprise relies upon, where the devotion to silence—in addition to 
information, violence and reputation—are the most important cornerstones.42 
“One traitor can destroy an army,” is an illustrative summary of this 
morality.43 

An informer is a member of the group who, above all, snitch by naming 
names (Navasky 1980). An experience the whistle-blower and the informer 
share is that both are going through a recast of identity—affiliates turning 
traitors—from the perspective of the organization. As we will see later on, 
this identity transformation is preceded by a situation where both are facing 
a difficult dilemma of choice: to talk or remain silent. One decisive 
difference is that the whistle-blowers are members of legal and official 
organizations, in contrast to informers, who in general are engaged in shady 
networks and illicit organizations, which implies that membership by itself is 
illegal.44 When a certain performance is labeled whistle-blowing in the mass 
media, it happens in an essentially legitimate field of activities according to 
the State and the legislation. So, if informers’ main activity is to reveal or 
confirm names, the principal activity for whistle-blowers is to report 
allegations of illegal or unethical activities or conditions in organizations 
trying to sustain a public image of legality and decency. 

A Definition 
If we look back at the comparisons between whistle-blowing and other 
related phenomena with the help of this exposition, we discover the most 
important aspects of whistle-blowing per se. In order to find out what 
qualifies whistle-blowing as an autonomous concept, the following 
definition is suggested: 

                                                        
42 Omertá has been attributed to many Sicilians reluctance to cooperate with public 
authorities, but according to Gambetta it is also a necessary and important resource in the 
mafia enterprise. Secrecy is an important cultural code in many organizations, but the main 
difference is that the mafia enterprise is considered an illegal syndicate according to 
authorities. The mafia represents the quintessence of this capacity for secrecy, which, along 
with the capacity for violence, usually heads the list of Mafioso attributes. (Gambetta 1993: 
chapter 2) 
43 This is a line from the movie the Informer directed by John Ford (1935) 
44 Informers in this context should not be defined by any private moral preferences. From this 
viewpoint, defectors of the Mafia, as well as the informers who conveyed information on 
people and social networks of “subversive activity” in the United States during the 1950s, fit 
into the description. Victor Navasky makes a rich and thorough description of the Hollywood 
blacklisting when members of the film industry were put to witness in front of a congressional 
investigating committee (HUAC, The House Committee on Un-American Activity), with the 
choice between naming “subversive activities” or getting blacklisted (Navasky 1980).  
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Whistle-blowing is an individual and unauthorized act performed in the 
name of public good or for the public interest, by a former or current 
member of a legitimate organization, who joined the organization for other 
purposes than sounding an alarm, and in which allegations against the 
organization in question are made public with support of evidence 
(documents, photography, recordings etc). 

These distinguishing qualities of whistle-blowing are part of the 
transformational process that we will focus on throughout the rest of the 
book, but dressed in different apparel. However, despite the clarification of 
the previously stated definition, we should not live with the delusion that we 
have solved the problem with the, at times, unclear boundaries between 
different phenomena related to making compromising information public. 
As stated before, the status of the whistle-blower is in most cases 
pugnacious, since the reaction from his or her surrounding displays a variety 
of conflicting opinions concerning such acts. 

Of course, it is impossible to catch all the nuances of specific whistle-
blowers, as the individual details vary from case to case. Instead, what I have 
tried to accomplish here, is to find a certain core of this phenomenon, by 
paying attention to certain situations most whistle-blowers have to face 
throughout the process. For example, there are probably differences in 
whether the whistle-blowing takes place in a public, private or voluntary 
organization; whether the organization is complex and large or simple and 
small in size; and, whether the character of the allegation is considered a 
light or grave threat to the future and survival of the organization in 
question. Another problem are the borderline cases, too many to mention, 
where it could be disputed if someone giving voice is blowing the whistle at 
all. I have, for example, decided not to include what some researchers label 
“internal whistle-blowing” in the definition, although several researchers do. 

At any rate, the next chapter will provide an alternative theoretical 
framework, elaborated with the definition of whistle-blowing provided as a 
starting point. It represents an attempt to improve some of the theoretical 
deficiencies in the existing literature on whistle-blowing, as discussed here 
in this chapter. A few hints of what this oncoming framework will consist of 
have already been given. 
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Chapter 2 Tragedy 

The Pharmakos 
The previous chapter arrived at an attempt to define whistle-blowing by 
comparing cognate social types. However, there are reasons to return to the 
definition again, because the prevailing definitions, except Alford’s (2001), 
do not capture the social response that the act of blowing the whistle evokes. 
The expression “whistle-blowing” forms associations with someone, like a 
police officer or a referee, who sounds an alarm and puts attention to 
something, but also wants to stop or put an end to a game (Miceli and Near 
1992: 15). The reference to authorities such as representatives of the police 
force or referees are pointing us in a specific direction of thought, but is, at 
the same time, misleading. Most people reporting to institutions outside their 
organization do so because they lack the power to make a change by 
themselves. This is not the case with the traffic police or the referee who are 
in a legitimate position to stop foul play. More importantly, in contrast to the 
police and the referee, the whistle-blower’s action is unauthorized, from the 
organization’s point of view; he or she is not supposed to take this step. 
Furthermore, these connotations are deliberately chosen in order to depict a 
positive and cosmetic picture of the whistle-blower, and neglect the 
contradictory social responses to the phenomenon, also floating around, as 
the introductory chapter shows.  

An even more puzzling aspect—and another important reason why I have 
chosen to devote a thesis on the subject—is the seemingly paradoxical 
circumstance that someone speaking in the name of the public good or in the 
public interest becomes a villain and a hero simultaneously.45 Again, this 
mixed social response is not included in the definition of what whistle-
blowing is.46 The double incarnation of deliverer and destroyer haunts the 
                                                        
45 In the previous chapter, I mentioned that whistle-blowers sometimes create strong popular 
rage, and become enemies of the people, but are also praised and considered to be heroes. A 
similar ambivalence is ascribed to those who were called before "the Committee" to expose 
names during the Cold War in the United States: "The communists and some left liberals 
called them 'informers' and 'stoolies' and 'belly-crawlers'. The investigating committees and 
American Legionnaires called them 'patriots' and 'courageous'.  Sometimes they called 
themselves 'friendly' or simply 'cooperative' witnesses." (Navasky 1980: xvii) Another 
category of people creating rage and fear are, for example, serial killers or rapists, but they 
usually lack the whistle-blower’s uncertain status. The public social identity of these 
criminals is reduced to a display of the face of pure evil, without having redeeming features. 
46 As mentioned before, Alford (2001) is the exception here. 
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whistle-blowers, and the opposing social responses towards whistle-blowing 
are re-created in the dictionaries as well. According to the Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary & Thesaurus47 a whistle-blower is either “one who reveals 
something covert or who informs against another”, while the Concise Oxford 
Dictionary (Ninth Edition 1995) writes that the expression “blow the whistle 
on” translates to “bring (an activity) to an end; inform on (those 
responsible)”. Clearly, these two interpretations illustrate the double-edged 
receptions this act may produce. A similar example is how one perceives the 
difference between an informant and an informer. Although, from one 
viewpoint, these two persons perform the same type of action i.e., they 
supply information; the reception is dependent upon the specific situation 
and whom you are consulting. Occasionally, the informant is employed as a 
neutral or value-free term for someone who is the source of a piece of 
information, but the informer is always considered a squealer, that is, 
someone who betrays and act disloyal to a person or a group.  

An interesting illustration of how these opposite opinions are expressed is 
found in an article entitled “Is Whistle-Blowing the Same as Informing?” 

wherein a series of business people in leading positions and academics 
commented on the following statement by management expert Peter 
Drucker:  

“Whistle-blowing, after all, is simply another word for ‘informing’. And 
perhaps it is not quite irrelevant that the only societies in Western history that 
encouraged informers were bloody and infamous tyrannies—Tiberius and 
Nero in Rome, the Inquisition in the Spain of Philip II, the French Terror, and 
Stalin…For under ‘whistle-blowing’, under the regime of the ‘informer’, no 
mutual trust, no interdependencies, and no ethics are possible.” (Drucker in: 
Iannone 1989) 

The wide-ranging answers from the people who responded to this assertion 
clearly showed that this is a controversial issue. The editor of Business 
Week, J. L. Cobbs, agreed with Drucker and equated whistle-blowing with 
“…a Byzantine system where betrayal is the shortest road to advancement”, 
whereas the professor of public law and government, Alan Westin, labelled 
statements such as Drucker’s and others in the business press as 
“totalitarian”: “They would elevate silent loyalty to employers who act 
unlawfully or in clear disregard of public interests above any other moral or 
social duty” (Cobbs and Westin in: Iannone 1989). 

In sum, this short exposé would be sufficient to show that an inherent 
ambiguousness constitutes an inseparable part of whistle-blowing when you 
take the opposed responses into consideration. I would say that the evasive 
status of the whistle-blower, i.e. someone who is considered victim and 
perpetrator, hero and villain, is necessary to include in any serious study of 

                                                        
47 This is collected from the internet-version of the dictionary at: http://search.eb.com. 
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whistle-blowing. This is so because, from the perspective of the social 
surrounding where whistle-blowing takes place, both opposing judgments 
are true; and in order to understand the phenomenon from a sociological 
point of view, these opinions must be included in the social analysis. 

Long after this mystery started to cudgel my brain, I came across an 
ancient Greek word that happened to correspond to the ambivalent identity 
of the whistle-blower, discussed thus far. From the point of view of the 
splintered social response, the most accurate counterpart is the pharmakos. A 
common, but simplistic, translation of pharmakos is scapegoat.48 From the 
history of Attic society, we learn that two human pharmakos were used in 
Athens during the festival of Thargelia. In this ritual, a man and a woman 
were led around town while being violently assaulted, and after the beating 
they were expelled from the city, sometimes stoned, which—in line with 
Athenian belief—protected the city from misfortune for another year 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Scapegoat”). Expulsion is, as we have seen, a 
fate many whistle-blowers must face too, although the actual process might 
not be as brutal and drastic as during the Attic festivals. Whistle-blowers are 
sometimes subjected to excommunication from their communities; but it is 
not difficult to see that less physically violent forms of exclusion, such as 
dismissal, transfer, isolation, and freezing out in the organization, are lighter 
punishments serving the same purpose. However, I believe that the frequent 
lines of thought attached to scapegoating lead in the wrong direction, and 
putting an equal sign between pharmakos and scapegoat, blurs the original 
tension comprised in the Greek word. The common usage and associations 
attached to the scapegoat are: someone wrongly accused; someone taking the 
blame for another’s action; someone blamed for misfortunes; and someone 
who is accused in order to distract from the real problem.49 The related 
expression "shooting the messenger" is also very popular to use in articles on 
whistle-blowing, because it describes how the bearer of bad news is blamed 
and punished for the message. This is a very simple solution to an intricate 

                                                        
48 The word scapegoat has a different etymology, referring to a Jewish ritual mentioned in the 
Old Testament called Yom Kippur (Lev. 16:8–10). (Encyclopaedia Britannica: Scapegoat) 
49 Alford also use the word pharmakos to describe the whistle-blower, but his usage and 
comprehension of the word is limited to the every-day connotation of a scapegoat, i.e., an 
innocent victim. “The pharmakos is cure in the sense that the original scapegoat is cure. He 
represents what we all have learned about the organization but cannot bear to know: that it 
will destroy us if we think about what we are doing and what is happening to us. (Alford 
2001: 126). For me, this association misses the target, because the original duality of meaning 
is gone. More importantly, Alford uses this concept in his final analysis of whistle-blowing. 
For me the pharmakos is a point of departure. The British literary critic, Terry Eagleton, who 
discusses the pharmakos in his book on tragedy Sweet Violence (2003), takes a view similar 
to Alford’s. From his Marxist point of view, Eagleton is discussing the pharmakos only in 
terms of sacrifice and inequality, and the presence of sacrifice and hubris in a capitalist 
society. The pharmakos in a global capitalist society is the majority of people, the 
dispossessed ones, who live in the margins of the polis (Eagleton 2003:296).   
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issue, which fits the mass media logic that sums up something complicated 
in easy-to-grasp catchphrases.  

Pharmakos is a derivation from the word pharmakon, which happens to 
have two opposite meanings: poison and remedy.50 With this evidence at 
hand, it is necessary to re-think the previous idea of a simple equation 
between the modern conception of the scapegoat and the pharmakos. Strictly 
speaking, according to this tenor, the pharmakos is not considered an 
innocent victim, but simultaneously an incarnation of good and evil, guilty 
and innocent, perpetrator and victim, from the social surrounding’s 
viewpoint. From a structuralist approach, we would say that the pharmakon 
is a binary system embodied in one single identity.51  

I believe it is important not to expand this concept to embrace all 
phenomena in possession of a contradictory and mixed identity. For 
example, it might be tempting to expand this concept to include transvestites 
or other people causing gender trouble, but this expansion of application 
would make the concept watered down and sloppy. It is important to stress 
that this employment is not a play on words. A whistle-blower becoming an 
enemy of the people is considered poison and cure in a substantial way—an 
authentic destroyer and a genuine rescuer—while most social types 
signalling an ambivalent status are only pharmakos in a figurative sense. 
The greatest benefit of capturing the social identity of someone blowing the 
whistle in line with this conception is that we are able to switch perspective 
and point of departure from the performance to the societal response this act 
evokes. This point of view does not explain the social spot in which the 
whistle-blowers are situated, but offers a way of approaching the social 
response, which might enhance a greater understanding of why the reactions 
sometimes are fierce. The question is still unsolved. How is it that someone 
speaking in the name of public good, or for the public interest, is going 
through a metamorphosis, simultaneously becoming a hero and a threat to 
society? According to Northrop Frye, a pharmakos is the typical victim in 
tragedy, and: 
 
                                                        
50 And yes, bring the silver cross, the garlic or whatever you have at hand; this is postmodern-
mined territory. Both Derrida and Foucault discuss pharmakon but analyze the concept from a 
somewhat different viewpoint. Particularly, Derrida examines pharmakon from within the 
world of text, making the point that the meaning of the word is undecidable. This is not my 
own point of departure. The whistle-blower as someone who is difficult to capture, is in most 
part due to a social discrepancy between different groups of people situated in different—
mostly opposite and conflicting—social locations. So the object we are looking at here is not 
chiefly the word pharmakon, but the social types who incarnate that very concept. From an 
intra-textual way of analyzing the word, like Derrida does, it becomes contradictory, but from 
a sociological point of view, it will become explainable. 
51 The circumstance that the attribution is social and contextual, reinforce this connection. Just 
like the view of chemical substances has hovered between two extremes, the ascribed identity 
of the whistle-blower is dependent upon the social context in which people establish this 
identity. 



   54 

 

"The pharmakos is neither innocent nor guilty. He is innocent in the sense 
that what happens to him is far greater than anything he has done provokes, 
like the mountaineer whose shout brings down an avalanche. He is guilty in 
the sense that he is a member of a guilty society, or living in a world where 
such injustices are an inescapable part of existence.” (Frye 1957: 41) 

A Few Opening Remarks 
If you have followed me this far, you would probably have seen the 
congeniality between whistle-blowing and the theme reappearing in my 
summary of Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People. I would say that there are 
close points of similarity between these regarding the narrative structure, as 
well as topic-wise. Yet, the plot outline of Ibsen’s play was not only an 
intermediating and fictional demonstration of the art of whistle-blowing. My 
level of ambition is, for better or for worse, greater than that. An Enemy of 
the People is also considered an example of modern tragedy, and from now 
on, this will be the point of departure from which this book is written. Thus, 
in this chapter, a new perspective on tragedy will be delineated by 
combining what has already been written on the subject together with 
lessons from social theory.  

Two considerations make up the reason why I have chosen to approach 
public identity transformation in this particular way. First, my main 
motivation for using tragedy as a starting-point is simply to help identify and 
locate whistle-blowing as a distinct social problem. The previous chapter 
started this excursion with a summary of earlier research on the subject, and 
a comparison of closely related phenomena, such as espionage, investigative 
journalism, and the wildcat strike. In this chapter, whistle-blowing will be 
located in a more comprehensive context. This does not mean, however, that 
the complete theoretical body is drawn from the literature on tragedy. It is 
important to underline that tragedy is used only as a kind of springboard for 
the identification and localization of whistle-blowing by using an analogy to 
something more general: tragedy as a social experience and narrative form. 
Hence, whistle-blowing and tragedy are not of equivalent magnitude. Rather, 
whistle-blowing constitutes a “subdivision” of tragedy situated within a 
family of social phenomena belonging to the tragic province.52 The second 
motive for referring to tragedy in this context is this: If you intend to depict a 
trend of events, as in the case of whistle-blowing, you are inevitably forced 
to use a narrative form (cf. Chapter 1 “Introduction”). There is no escape 
from this if you intend to delineate a social process; and the existing research 
on whistle-blowing is in almost all instances—as I tried to convey in the 

                                                        
52 Another subdivision of tragedy is, for example, “femicide” i.e., when male relatives kill 
women because they are thought to have dishonored their family by engaging in unacceptable 
relationships.  
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introductory chapter—carried out through case descriptions that follow 
certain narrative structures, where the researchers never halt and try to 
analyze this fact.  

By using the tragedy as a starting-point, a specific narrative is deliberately 
put into the foreground, and in doing so the emphasis is put on the 
fundamental part narratives play in most social research, including this one 
(cf. Ricoeur 1981: 274-296; Abbot 1992:53-82). Accordingly, my main 
concern is to discern the main elements of tragedy and discuss it from its 
sociological fruitfulness, in order to apply the essential features as a 
framework with which to analyze whistle-blowing and, more particularly, 
the social creation of an enemy of the people. The focus here is on the 
classic Attic tragedy, and my chief sources of inspiration have been found in 
the writings of Aristotle—more exactly the Poetics (1941).53 

This approach and reading of the literature on the subject excludes an 
exploration of all the various conceptions of tragedy and how the notion of 
tragedy possibly has changed throughout history.54 Distinctive features of 
tragedy, which only apply to tragedy performed on stage, are also redundant 
in this context.55  

                                                        
53 As we will sees, a wording by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel in the book On Tragedy 
(1962) also made an important contribution to my discovery of the sociology embedded in the 
tragic plot. We should be aware that Aristotle and Hegel outline their thoughts on tragedy 
with, more or less, two particular stage plays in mind, both written by Sophocles.  Aristotle’s 
theory of tragedy is in large based on King Oedipus, while Hegel's conception of tragedy 
relies heavily on Antigone (cf. Eagleton 2003: 43).  In the study of tragedy, Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s thoughts on the subject have also been influential to students of tragedy. 
However, Nietzsche’s interpretation of tragedy is difficult to incorporate into a sociological 
framework, as he seems to pay most attention to the emotional tendencies in tragedy. The 
polarization between the elements named the Dionysian and the Apollonian are central in 
Nietzsche's interpretation of the tragedy, and they are compared to intoxication and dreams 
respectively (Nietzsche 1886: 33). As the simile indicates, these elements are first and 
foremost expressing something dealing with physiology and psychology, and in the words of 
Nietzsche: “artistic energies” (ibid. 38). It is an interesting idea that the chorus of the tragedy, 
according to Nietzsche, consisted of the participants in the Dionysian cult, which in turn was 
characterized by extreme emotional decrepitude. The Apollonian, on the other hand, is found 
in the dialogue, so the tragedy seems to be the place where these two principles are reunified. 
For an alternative view of the origin of tragedy, see Else 1965. In his lectures, Else rejects the 
idea that tragedy was invented from the cult of Dionysus, connected to some sort of 
possession or ecstasy, a view held by Nietzsche, who did not present anything new regarding 
the origin of tragedy, but rather visualized "an outline of events" suggested in the Poetics by 
Aristotle. Instead, Else asserts that tragedy as a literary genre came into existence by the 
creative act of two men: Thespis who invented tragodia and Aeschylus who created the tragic 
drama (Else 1965: 7ff). 
54 Whether there exist universal traits in tragedy is a disputed topic of discussion (cf. Krook 
1969). However, the dominant view is that tragedy as a literary genre can take several forms 
and guises, and that it has been transformed throughout history. In the history of literature, 
distinctions appear, such as Attic tragedy, Elizabethan tragedy, neoclassical tragedy, 
liberal/modern tragedy, etc. 
55 Aristotle’s preoccupation with tragedy as text with melody, diction and rhythm in his 
Poetics (1941) is an example of that. 
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What do we think of when we hear the word tragedy?56 Is it something 
that belongs to literature and a specific type of play that occasionally could 
be viewed on stage? Undoubtedly. However, what about certain events in 
the non-fictional social world we share, for example, when something 
terrible and deplorable happens to our fellow-beings, or ourselves, and we 
feel it is unjust and undeserved?57 Such stories are also something that we 
have heard about, or even consider our own personal experiences; and 
sometimes, we call them a tragedy. This duality of the concept confronts us 
with its elusive character, an ambiguousness that originates from the fact that 
the term belongs to the literary as well as the social world, i.e., to fiction and 
non-fiction. An Enemy of the People is a case in point, as Ibsen seems to 
have been inspired by two real episodes when he wrote this play (Meyer 
1971: 311f). An acquaintance, the German poet Alfred Meisner, told Ibsen 
the story of his father, who had served as a medical officer at the spa of 
Teiplitz in the 1830s. The father discovered a sudden outbreak of cholera 
that he felt an urge to make public, and because of this, the whole season 
was spoiled for the local tourist industry. Subsequently the citizens became 
furious, stoned the doctor’s house, and forced him to leave the town. The 
second person, who obviously made an impression on Ibsen, was the 
Norwegian chemist Harald Thaulow, who in a public speech in 1881 
criticized the Christiania Steam Kitchens for not taking care of the city’s 
poor. At the meeting he was vigorously repressed, an incident that was 
reported in the newspapers. Thus, the correspondence between the world of 
fiction and the real is also substantiated in this particular case.58  

In ordinary language usage, almost any phenomenon seems to possess the 
capacity to qualify as belonging to the tragic domain, as long as it is 
unfortunate in some respect. Tragedies in real life are sad, something 
deplorable. When we apply the word to things happening in real life, we 
usually think of innocent victims: for example, when many people die in a 
train accident, and we think they did not deserve to die like this. This is, of 
course, something different from what we just said about the pharmakos: 
that they are both innocent and guilty. It is also worth noting that tragedy—
                                                        
56 The etymology of tragedy is uncertain, but one widely accepted suggestion is that the 
Greek word tragõdia means “goat-song” from tragos “goat” and aeidein “to sing” (Jones 
1962: 68; Kelly 1993). This may refer to the prize rival dramatists received during 
competitions, to the goatskin the actors were wearing during a performance, or to the goat that 
was sacrificed in the rituals from which tragedy developed in the Attic society.  
57 Raymond Williams (1966) stresses this duality, when he formulates a critic against those 
who believe that tragedy is a purely aesthetic phenomenon. In a more recent book, Terry 
Eagleton writes that tragedy in everyday life simply is something “very sad”, and then carries 
out an enlightening interpretation of the relationship between, “sad”, “tragic”, and 
“tragedy”(Eagleton 2003: 1). The German bishop Otto von Freising (1114-1158) might be 
one of the first to use tragedy as a description of a real-life event (ibid: 13) 
58 The Roman grammarian Donatus makes an exaggerated claim that: “Finally, all comedy is 
based on invented stories, whereas tragedy is often derived from historical truth.” Cited in 
Kelly 1993: 12. 
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in this everyday use of the word—is something that happens to our friends, 
or people for whom we feel sympathy; normally we do not think that bad 
things happening to our enemies are tragic.59 This implies that a particular 
event could be considered both comic and tragic, giving rise to both laughter 
and tears, depending on people’s desires and worldviews (Kallen 1958: 773). 
At any rate, the dim and ambiguous notion of tragedy prevalent in ordinary 
usage is insufficient in the present context. In order to rectify this condition, 
we must turn to what has been said on the subject in the history of literature 
and philosophy. These ideas will be presented shortly, but first we will turn 
to what sociologists have written on the subject. 

Earlier Usages of Tragedy in Sociological Thought 
If sociologists have been kept a little out of touch with whistle-blowing as a 
phenomenon so far, the instances of sociologists dealing with tragedy are 
even less frequent, not to mention sociologists’ import for the development 
of theories of tragedy.60 This is perhaps what we could expect, as one mentor 
told me during this work, “Tragedians deal with necessity, sociologists with 
probability.”61  

                                                        
59 Kallen discusses the appropriate use of tragedy in relation to the dividing line between 
friends and enemies (Kallen 1958). Kallen (writing his book in the shadow of the cold war) 
proposes that many Americans would, for example, not consider the liquidation of 
Khrushchev (or Usama bin Ladin, for a recent example) a tragedy, although many supporters 
of Khrushchev or bin Ladin probably would. The book Om godheten (1988), by the Swedish 
author Willy Kyrklund, is one of the finest depictions of goodness as conditional, which 
assumes the impossibility of practicing goodness universally. The impracticality of 
unconditional goodness is one fundamental root of conflict that fosters the embryo of tragedy 
to develop. 
60 If you put sociology in close proximity to tragedy in written text, the road lies open for 
cheap witticisms. For example, some embittered colleagues I know would probably say that 
you could strike any of the words out because they represent a pleonasm (cf. Boalt 1969). 
This is misleading; in reality sociology is comedy without humor. Seriously, if we follow 
Northrop Frye’s clue that a story where the hero becomes isolated from his or her society is 
called tragic, and a story when someone is incorporated on the other hand, is called comic, it 
is quite easy to see that the ambition of a great number of sociological research projects—
where a social problem is translated to “how to include minorities and disadvantaged 
people”—are pure comedy (cf. Frye 1957: 35). 
61 This phrase was delivered by one of my mentors, Richard Swedberg, during a conversation. 
This, I believe, is an accurate observation and a concern worth returning to (cf. Tragedy and 
Contingency later on in the present chapter). To make things a little more confusing: it is 
perhaps ill-placed to remark that Aristotle wrote that for a good tragedy to be convincing, the 
things that befall the participants should happen out of necessity and probability. To dissipate 
any confusion, what Aristotle had in mind was that a fine tragedy is constructed in such a way 
that the audience regards the happenings of the tragic hero inevitable, and, furthermore, that 
the chain of events is made believable i.e., the tragedy is written in such a way that the 
illusion of reality becomes credible. Probability in this context does not refer to the world of 
statistics, but to the degree of reason regarding the plot. 
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This does not imply that tragedy has been precluded altogether in 
sociological thought. What is true, however, is that most sociologists making 
use of the expression adopt the everyday conception of tragedy i.e., 
something sad.62 Something sad in this context stretches from forgotten wars 
e.g., The Neglected Tragedy: The Return to War in Angola (Pereira 1994); to 
a reproductive issue, e.g., The American Sexual Tragedy: A Menace to 
Health (Levin 1965); or to a communicative obstacle e.g., The Inexpressive 
Male: A Tragedy of American Society (Balswick and Peek 1971).  

Yet, some exceptions to this unreflective use of the word exist. In 
Tragedy of the Commons (1968), Hardin points out a class of phenomena 
that involve a conflict for resources between individual interest and the 
common good, which is closer to the point of what tragedy is about.63 In 
Sociology of Research (1969), Gunnar Boalt discusses “the tragic dimension 
in science”, something that refers to various conflicting values and ideals a 
researcher must take into consideration, which, according to Boalt, is an 
impossible task to solve.64 Although his field of interest departs considerably 
from the theme presented here, Boalt also seems to grasp the fundamental 
conflict contained in tragic experience.  

Actually, Georg Simmel is the only renowned sociologist who explicitly 
relates the concept of tragedy with the core of social reality. He makes a 
distinction between cultural tragedy, which refers to objective culture, and 
sociological tragedy, which refers to sociality. For Simmel, social life was 
an irresolvable conflict between the individual and the group, which is the 
foundation of his view of tragedy; and one of life’s ironies is that 
individuality is attacked and threatened by forms that are the product of 
individual creativity itself: objective culture and sociality. This implies that 
tragedy—or the conflict between individual and society, as well as the 
conflict between the individual and cultural objects65—originates from 
                                                        
62 This statement is based upon a database search in 29 sociological journals at 
http://www.jstor.org, using the keyword “tragedy”. It is noteworthy that most articles (15 hits 
were received) belong to the sociology of family and Third World studies. As I will discuss 
later in this chapter, many tragedy-writers locate the plot in the family. A notable contrast to 
these texts is an article written by Alford on the Attic tragedy and the postmodern subject 
(Alford 1992). Alford’s article is unfortunately too profound for any practical purposes. In 
testimony thereof, Alford later wrote a book on whistle-blowing (Alford 2001), without 
making any connections to his earlier writings on tragedy at all. 
63 To be frank, Hardin is a biologist by trade, but his essay “Tragedy of the Commons” is 
widely referred to in the social sciences, including sociology. 
64 One example is the conflict between “originality” and “replication”. Boalt notes that “news 
value” is an important part of research, but he also observes that “replication” is another 
desirable part, and replications cannot, of course, be original. However, as Gouldner observes, 
since the occurrence of replications of previous research is so unusual in the research 
community, such an enterprise would probably be considered original! (Gouldner 1973b: 
319)  
65 As the watchful reader might see, this translates roughly to the idea Karl Marx developed 
around the concept of alienation, a concept one of Simmel’s students, Georg Lukács, devoted 
quite some efforts to reconstruct. 
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within the individual whose actions produce and maintain the very threats 
that diminish and equalize the personality (Simmel 1950: 58f). According to 
Simmel, the great tragedy of human existence is tied to the ceaseless 
struggle between the individual’s aim for individuality and distinctive 
character on the one hand, and the collective that threatens to crush the 
individual on the other.66 In modern society specifically, this happens by 
reducing human beings to perform specific societal functions.67 The conflict 
between the individual and the collective is also an important dividing line 
when we discuss whistle-blowing, but we will formulate the discord from a 
different angle later on. 

The tragic dimension in sociological theory can also be stipulated ex post 
facto, as when John P. Diggins delineates a tragic dimension in the writings 
of Max Weber (Diggins 1996). However, it must be stressed that Diggins’ 
submission of evidence is quite far-fetched:  

“Weber’s vision of history, religion, society, and politics contains several 
dimensions of tragedy. He himself appreciated the writings on tragedy by 
Nietzsche and Georg Simmel, and he knew the edifying themes of Attic 
tragedy.” (Diggins 1996: 10) 

Mere acquaintance and appreciation of tragic literature does not turn Weber 
into a full-fledged sociologist of tragedy, and nowhere does Diggins point 
out any evidence of passages where Weber writes about tragedy explicitly. 
In Diggins’ favour: he seems to have grasped that a tragic dimension entails 
a discord, and he delivers a fine remark describing Weber as someone who 
regards the social as a world consisting of irresolvable conflicts (ibid.: 64, 
260). Strange enough, Diggins also claims that this has changed because: 

“…progressive development increasingly eliminated the tragic sense of life 
as conflict and collision. Modern society, overly organized with routine 
structures, renders irrelevant the possibility of greatness, the old classical 
hero who must contend with contingency and fortuna and the conflicts 
inherent in ethical decision.” (ibid.: 10-11) 68 

                                                        
66 With a pinch of Nietzschean elitism, the struggle is formulated in the following way: “The 
difference between the individual and collective levels accounts for the fact that the necessity 
to oblige the masses, or even habitually to expose oneself to them, easily corrupts the 
character. It pulls the individual away from his individuality and down to a level with all and 
sundry.” (Simmel 1950: 33) 
67 The more general analysis is found in (Simmel 1950: 31ff and 58-84), and the conflict 
under modern conditions in The Metropolis and Mental Life (Simmel 1950). 
68 But according to Diggins, this does not imply that tragedy has disappeared from the scene 
altogether after the advent of modernity. According to Diggins, the tragic is a feature of 
politics; especially in Weber’s description of the “diabolical” struggle for power (ibid.: 11). It 
is also worth noting that the first sentence of the quotation has flair of Hegelian discourse.  
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For the purpose of this book, the proposition that modern organizations 
eliminate ethical dilemmas is a truly challenging view, because it is the exact 
opposite presumption to the theme presented here, and, consequently, a 
conclusion of which I disapprove. Furthermore, this suggestion seems to 
contradict Diggins’ earlier identification of irresolvable conflicts as 
constitutive of social life. A more lucid formulation would be: Yes, the 
bureaucratic organization makes an effort to replace ethical decision by 
using the disciplinary force of bureaucratic rule and hierarchy, but these 
organizational devices do not dissolve conflicts; rather, they facilitate the 
scope for people by guiding the individual decisions in certain directions.69  

So far, this round up of the significance of tragedy in sociological 
thinking has depicted the use of tragedy as a concept. Another use of tragedy 
is represented by Cornelius Castoriadis, who has touched upon the subject in 
an essay where the political dimension in Attic tragedy is traced (Castoriadis 
1991). Instead of utilizing tragedy as a concept, Castoriadis focuses on the 
political function of tragedies performed on stage. True to his Greek origin, 
Castoriadis claims that tragedy as a literary genre could only originate in a 
milieu where the democratic process had reached its peak, which back then 
happened to be Athens. From his point of view, one of the main 
achievements in Attic tragedy was the introduction of impartiality and 
universality in the representation of the adversaries, which is connected to a 
democratic state of mind. In tragedies such as The Persians, the war between 
the Persians and the Greeks is depicted in a mode where no word of hate or 
disparage is written against the Persian people, although the war was still in 
progress when the play was written. The same is true for Antigone where the 
choir shifts between different outlooks when the conflict between the human 
and the divine law is portrayed. For Castoriadis, the tragedies help us 
understand the importance of accepting compromises and avoiding the 
unilateral way of making politics, in other words: to teach us democracy.  

As we have seen, some attempts to use the framework of tragedy in 
sociology have been made, but the thoughts are in most cases expressed in a 
rudimentary form. It is, for example, impossible to utilize Simmel’s 
metaphysical conception of tragedy, which consists of a fundamental and 
eternal conflict between individual, society, and culture. The tragic cannot 
be reduced to an all-encompassing concept used as label for everything we 
happen to do in the social world.70 Under such circumstances, it is reduced to 
a toothless theoretical tool, and turns into a general worldview, which is fine 
for all the pessimists out there, but not beneficial for the sociological 
artisanship. For other reasons, tragedy cannot be reduced to Hardin’s 
utilization of the concept in his tragedy of the commons. Tragedy consists of 

                                                        
69 One of the main themes in Zygmunt Bauman’s authorship is exactly the presence of ethical 
dilemmas in modern bureaucracies (e.g., Bauman 1989, 1990, 1993). 
70 In addition to the usual meanings of tragedy as a work of art and a real-life event, we could 
add a third meaning: tragedy as a world-view or structures of feeling (cf. Eagleton 2003). 
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a conflict – as we will see – but this should not be viewed as a conflict of 
interest between personal gain and the common good, alone. Other sorts of 
social conflict must have a chance to share room under this denomination. 
To eliminate the prevalent obscurity circulating around this concept we must 
return to the old school, in order to find out the basics. 

Tragedy and Social Order 
Two elements of tragedy as stage play recur through history: “(1) its high 
seriousness, befitting matters in which survival is at issue and (2) its 
involvement of the entire community in matters of ultimate and common 
concern.”71 From a general but also essential starting point, tragedy is about 
the disturbance of a social order and its restoration by a social authority.72 
This holds for the earliest tragedies as well as more recent treatments with 
people who breach a social order and have to pay for this transgression.73 
According to Gerald F. Else, Aeschylus invented tragedy as drama. It is true 
that his forerunner, Thespis, did put pathos—suffering—at the centre of the 
performance on stage, but Aeschylus made the suffering make sense by 
connecting the suffering to specific events and conditions (Else 1965: 83f). 
Accordingly, the faith of the tragic hero was not mysterious any more, since 
justice and injustice were anchored and explained by referring to a context. 
Several interpreters regard tragedy as revolt or protest, sometimes with 
reference to stories in the Bible, especially the book of Job.74  
                                                        
71 Encyclopaedia Britannica: “Tragedy”. The Roman poet Horace claims that, as a rule, 
comedy deals with private people and affairs and tragedy with public people and public 
affairs, which is an interesting approach in the present context of whistle-blowing (Kelly 
1993: 6). 
72 Some besserwissers would certainly claim that this order is of divine or cosmic kind, not a 
social one, but we are elaborating a sociological interpretation here, not a historical or 
theological one. According to Toulmin (1990), one of the most important issues in the Attic 
society was that of order, and back then the divine order, the order of nature and the social 
order were closely intertwined and subsumed within one common reason. Order was divided 
into the order of nature, cosmos, and the social order, the polis.  
73 It is a wide-spread notion that the Athenians believed that people breaching this order were 
tainted by hubris, defined as the “…overweening presumption suggesting impious disregard 
of the limits governing human action in an orderly universe.” Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
“Hubris” This belief has been contested from many points of view. Aristotle, for instance, 
never mentioned this concept in his interpretation of tragedy in the Poetics. Others have 
pointed to the fact that hubris implies something else, namely “wanton aggression” or “ to 
cause shame to the victim” (Aristotle 1999). In the Poetics, Aristotle pays no attention to the 
deeper meaning of tragedy either; he does not write about fate or destiny, which many seems 
to attach to tragedy (cf. Vickers 1973). 
74 Job is a righteous man who despite his efforts to live according to God’s will, is inflicted by 
physical ailments and other malicious visitations. In despair, Job accuses the Lord for being 
unjust, and by doing so receives the indignation and wrath from his former fellow beings in 
his social surroundings. If we neglect some necessary conditions (see definition in Chapter 1 
Introduction), it is quite possible to look at the story of Job as an early example of an enemy 
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A feature related to this in Attic tragedy is a belief in the law of dike, 
which consists of the morality telling us that wrongdoings must be retaliated. 
(Vickers 1973: 23). Thus, in tragedy someone by a certain action, disturbs a 
social order, and the balance is restored by an act of dike. The Greek word 
dike has two interesting and interrelated translations: requital and custom 
(sometimes usage); and this double meaning makes a fine illustration of the 
strong connection between social rules and the punishment triggered when 
the very same rules are transgressed.75 In fact, this conception turns out to be 
at the core of sociological pursuit when we step into an analysis of the tragic 
domain. The first sociologist to make a theoretical use of the close 
connection between custom and reprisal was Émile Durkheim.76  It is 
possible to claim that by making use of this link he established a brand new 
sociological outlook on the nature of crime.77 In this Durkheimian view, the 
criminal act is an offence of the conscience collective, and the punishment 
returning the social infringement constitutes, in the first place, an emotional 
reaction (Durkheim 1893: 44).78 Nevertheless, the emotional foundation does 
not imply that the punishment is an arbitrary impulse. It constitutes an act of 
defense, even if it might be instinctive and unreflecting, because vengeance 
is taken upon something that has done harm, and things that do harm are felt 
to be dangerous. Durkheim’s theory of crime has received several 
                                                                                                                                  
of the people myth. For the twelfth-century writer Bernard of Cluny, tragedy is used “...as a 
synonym for lamentation or protest: the complaint, or rather tragedy, of the chaste about the 
flourishing filth of the world reaches to the stars.” (Kelly 1993: 88). Other books on the 
connection between the book of Job and tragedy are Zappfe (1941) and Kallen (1958). 
75 Dike seems to be a concept with different usages in Greek thought, depending on shifting 
social conditions. Other translations of dike are “force that enforces the law” and  “divine 
justice”. (Vickers 1973: 23) 
76 For Durkheim, the penal rules express the basic conditions of collective life (Durkheim 
1893: 32). Durkheim was also committed to this topic throughout his sociological career. 
Crime and punishment are topics discussed in Durkheim 1893; 1895; 1897; 1925. 
77 By criticizing attempts to define what crime is, Durkheim instead proposes a general 
definition of what crime does; and the only characteristic available is the tension that exists 
between criminal act and certain collective sentiments founded upon beliefs, traditions, and 
collective practices in a given society. From this point of departure, Durkheim delivers his 
famous phrase: “In other words, we should not say that an act offends the common 
consciousness because it is criminal, but that it is criminal because it offends that 
consciousness. We do not condemn it because it is a crime, but it is a crime because we 
condemn it.” (Durkheim 1893: 40)  
78 Durkheim asserts that when people are alike, they share the same feelings, and when those 
are directed to the same object, a conscience collective appears where the individual’s 
feelings appear stronger than if they were experienced alone. The French word conscience 
also has a dual meaning referring to both consciousness and conscience. The concept is at the 
same time obvious—most people have personal experience of these kinds of collective 
emotions, and dim—it is described in very general fashion, which makes the concept difficult 
to grab hold of. Durkheim admits that the conscience collective is ambiguous. It is worth 
noting that in an attempt to specify this consciousness, he stipulates that judicial and 
governmental functions, i.e. the State “…clearly lie outside the common consciousness.” 
(Durkheim 1893: 39) This points to the fact that Durkheim’s search for the roots of 
punishment lies outside the official legal institutions of the State. 
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objections, but these criticisms certainly miss the mark in this particular 
context.79  

If we return to the original idea of dike and its connection with tragedy, it 
is more to be added to the story. Even more interesting is the fact that in 
tragedy, we generally find one dike struggling against another dike. If we 
translate this idea to the discussion so far, it seems clear that it never crossed 
Durkheim’s mind when he defined and described the conscience collective, 
the possible presence of several and competing conscience collectives, 
probably because his social prototypes for modeling this concept were 
mono-cultures in pre-modern societies.80 

Tragedy and Spheres of Value 
A rather sophisticated remark by Hegel, is that most tragedies do not deal 
with the battle between good and evil, but between two principles, which are 
equally justified if they are evaluated separately, but turn into irrevocable 
conflict when they concur (Hegel 1962: 48f). In pursuit of the sociology of 
tragedy, I have concluded that this is the most basic social aspect of tragedy, 
or put differently: the single most crucial social situation for the emergence 
of tragic experience.81 To clear some misunderstandings that might appear 
against this notion, two things should be emphasized. First, by claiming that 
this is the most important element of tragedy, does not automatically suggest 
that this is the only necessary part for something to become a tragedy. For 
instance, not every role conflict or cognitive dissonance ends up in a tragic 
resolution. For a chain of events to become a full tragedy, the inclusion of 
other elements are necessary, something we will return to later on when we 
discuss the narrative structure of tragedy. Second, it is important to stress 
that this observation does not imply that we are supposed to draw moral 

                                                        
79 For a summary, see Garland (1993). According to Garland, emotive acts of vengeance are 
no longer legitimate and have been replaced by the legal proceedings that take place in 
courtrooms (ibid: 27). This implies that punishment, as an expression of collective emotions, 
does not hold anymore, as the legal practice today is hidden from the public and does not 
cause any passionate interest (ibid: 73). In the present context, however, the Durkheimian 
point of departure fits like a glove, since the discussion here deals with an informal and 
popular form of conflict management, not legitimate according to the written law but in line 
with a popular morality. For an analysis of this more inclusive interpretation of conflict 
management and punishment, see Black 1998. 
80 However, Durkheim was not unfamiliar with the Attic jurisdiction. For example, in The 
Division of Labour in Society, Durkheim mentions the legislation of Solon in Athens, where a 
huge collegial body consisting of all free men over the age of thirty executed the criminal 
jurisdiction (Durkheim 1893: 36). 
81 According to Guépin, who has written a whole book on the subject, the paradox in tragedy 
is the claim that suffering has positive—i.e. purifying—effects (Guépin 1968).  However, the 
more fundamental paradox—or irony—that makes a certain trend of events tragic is to be 
found somewhere else i.e., in the collision Hegel notices. 
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conclusions, i.e. claiming that all values are equally justified. This point of 
departure is rather based on how the situation and the social reality are 
perceived from the perspective of those involved.82 When we hold some 
values to be true, they are experienced as real and solid, and most of the time 
we act accordingly.83 

The most significant consequence of this observation is that people who 
are put in this particular situation, have to face themselves in a dilemma of a 
choice, and tragic action is often embedded in between fundamental human 
values rooted in the predominant social system. These situations confront the 
individual with crucial questions such as: What is most important: 1. to 
express my love to Romeo or uphold the honor of my family, or 2. to reveal 
the truth or be loyal to my community? In both examples above, we find 
illustrations of the argument by Hegel. Love is a praised affection, as well as 
the widespread notion that you should honor your family is a praised value. 
The same is valid for the imperative to tell the truth, as well as the social 
norm to keep loyal to the people in your surroundings. Hence, the tragic 
experience occurs when an individual is located at a spot in time and place 
where these (if looked upon unconnectedly) desirable values and accepted 
norms are juxtaposed and become incommensurable. From the perspective 
of whistle-blowing, this situation is vigorously expressed in the lament of 
Job:  If I speak, my pain is not lessened. And if I hold back, what has left me? 
(Job 16:6). 

In other words, the tragic condition consists of opposing (social) 
principles, norms and values – one dike struggling against another dike, 
which is a theme to be found in sociological writings as well. Actually, it is a 
rather common activity among social theorists to subdivide the parts of 
social life according to different spheres of value, a conception of great 
relevance in this context.84 In order to elucidate this idea we must first 
investigate the nature of values, norms, and their relationship.85 According to 
the sociologist Hans Joas, values have their origin in religious experience 

                                                        
82 Good and bad from a sociological—or anthropological—point of view, does not concern a 
search for justifications of moral principles; rather, “good” is translated to “supported in this 
group”, and “bad” means “not supported in this group”.  
83 We will return to this question under the heading “The Contingency of Tragedy”. 
84 For example, Émile Durkheim’s distinction between the profane and the sacred have this 
character  (1912); Max Weber’s value spheres (1948); Jürgen Habermas’ sphere’s of validity 
(1984); Michael Walzer’s distinction between different spheres of justice (1983); as well as 
Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot’s notion of regimes of justification..  
85As we know, the positions values have had in sociological theory are varied. They range 
from Talcott Parsons’ downplay of the existence of different and competing values in society 
and focus on its functions for enhancing the cohesion in society, to the focus on competition 
between conflicting values tied to spheres of society (Weber 1948), or the values held by 
certain social groups in reference group theory (Sherif 1936, Merton and Kitt 1950). If values 
are narrowed down to economic value, the distinction between exchange-value and use-value 
is by far the most well-known discussion in the sociological tradition (Marx 1867). 
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(Joas 2000).86 Dike is a good illustration of this connection, as it is not only 
the word for requital and custom, but also the name given to the daughter of 
Zeus and Themis, a goddess taking care of orderly life. Values contain 
specific knowledge about the world. They answer basic existential questions 
and, by doing so, provide meaning in people’s lives. Value judgments, then, 
are concerned with the practice of making distinctions between the good and 
the bad, the high and the low, and the beautiful and the ugly. Values also 
have teleological qualities, as they guide or prescribe particular modes of 
action. They contain instructions about what is worth aiming for, but also 
how to accomplish those goals. However, although values originate in 
religious experience, the situation changes by force of the cultural 
differentiation of societies. Max Weber focuses on this process in his 
sociology of religion.87 Here, Weber outlines various conflicts emerging 
between divergent spheres of value when the religious sphere is confronted 
with other value spheres in an increasingly rationalized world.88 At the 
bottom of his argument, Weber assumes that society, due to the 
rationalization process, is divided into different and autonomous spheres, 
each following in accord with a logic of its own.  The spheres of value could 
be described as consisting of certain principles, each valid and good when 
looked upon separately, but incompatible when they overlap, to paraphrase 
Hegel’s view on the subject.89 A sphere of value is a unified system of 

                                                        
86 This is, of course, not the only suggestion; objections to this view have been raised by 
radical materialist approaches and within the rational-choice school of thought. A rich 
exposition on the topic is found in The Genesis of Values by Joas (2000).  
87 The discussion of conflicting value spheres is discussed in: “XIII. Religious Rejections of 
the World and Their Directions” Weber 1948: 323-359. 
88 Besides the religious sphere, Weber discerns the economic, the political, the aesthetic, the 
erotic and the intellectual sphere. The economic sphere is characterized by rational calculation 
that derives from interest-struggles in the market, which give rise to impersonal relationships 
that in turn conflict with a religious ethic based on brotherhood. Like in the economic sphere, 
the rationalization of the political sphere gives birth to impersonal relations in accordance 
with the logic of bureaucracy, as well as the struggle for power. Hence, politics based on 
force may compete with the religious ethics of ‘right’. The same tensions appear between the 
religious sphere and the aesthetic, with the development of an intellectual and rationalistic 
relation to different forms of art, together with a separation of religious motives from the 
artistic expressions. First, art becomes a sort of salvation from the dull everyday life in 
competition with the message of salvation that the world religions provide, which is 
especially true with the most inward expression of art, music, that offers a substitute for 
traditional religious experiences. Second, with the development of an intellectual attitude, the 
modern individual takes an aesthetic stance towards life, which replaces a moral judgment. In 
other words, the increasing importance of taste judgments produces aesthetic evaluations 
instead of moral and religious ones. The most intense competition, according to Weber, is the 
one between the religious and intellectual sphere. This is so because science is the main 
contribution to the disenchantment of the world, and the more rational the empirical sciences 
become, the more irrational the religious knowledge appears. Weber 1948. 
89 This theme has been touched upon earlier in this chapter, when we discussed Diggins’ 
identification of a tragic dimension in the sociology of Max Weber (Diggins 1996).  
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beliefs, which unite into a single moral community.90 However, at the same 
time, values have a diffuse character, and do not easily follow or restrict 
themselves within organizational boundaries. In other words, it would be 
unwise to assume that a total separation of value spheres is possible to attain 
since: 

"…social structures generate social conflict by being differentiated, in 
historically differing extent and kind, into interlocking arrays of social 
statuses, strata, organizations, and communities that have their own and 
therefore potentially conflicting as well as common interests and values… 
The normative structures do not have unified norm-sets. Instead the 
sociological ambivalence is built into normative structures in the form of 
incompatible patterned expectations and a ‘dynamic alternation of norms and 
counternorms’ in social roles, as this ‘sociological ambivalence’ has been 
identified, for example, in the sphere of bureaucracy, medicine and science. " 
(Merton 1976a: 124f) 

 

A good illustration of such a collision can be found in Aeschylus’ early 
tragedy The Suppliants. In this story, the daughters of Danaus—born in 
Egypt but of Greek descent—flee to Argos in Greece in order to avoid a 
forced marriage to their Egyptian cousins. So, what produces the tragic 
tension in this story? The answer is that according to the Egyptian tradition it 
was a social norm to marry the first cousins, but according to Attic 
jurisdiction it was considered to be a disgusting, incestuous act (Vickers 
1973: 240). Transgressions of the prohibition to incest in Athens were 
punished severely (Durkheim 1893: 109ff). The Danaïds, standing with their 
feet in both traditions, become the incarnations of this tragic conflict.91 This 
play also shows that collisions between spheres of value are not necessarily 
tied to the rationalization process, but are likely to happen anywhere and 
anytime, as long as people move between different social domains.  

Whereas values present themselves as teleological, responding to the 
question of what is good, norms present themselves as obligatory, telling us 
what is right (Joas 2000: 182). The relationship between norms and values is 
a tricky one. Again, the sociological study of religion offers a clue, which is 
to be found in Durkheim’s conception of the sacred. According to 
Durkheim, life is divided into the sacred and the profane, which involves the 
setting apart of certain objects, representations and practices, and viewing 
them “…as radically opposed to one another.” (Durkheim 1912: 36) To be 
                                                        
90 As religion is considered the primordial value sphere, this qualification is founded upon 
Durkheim’s definition of religion (1912: 44). 
91 However, this is not the only tragic conflict in the play. The King of Argos, Pelasgus, 
where the Danaids are seeking refuge, is facing another problem: War with Egypt—if he 
chooses to give the sisters shelter—or pollution of his country's altar if he rejects the Danaids’ 
request. Please do not ask questions about the specifics regarding how the second alternative 
comes about. 
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more precise: according to this view, the sacred is something, at one and the 
same time, adorable and fearful. From this perspective, the sacred is 
experienced as something good but will also present itself as a duty (from 
fear of retaliation). Thus, the moral character of the sacred contains both 
motivational as well as disciplinary components. In the discussion of the 
individual being captured between conflicting values in tragedy, Hegel 
proposed that the conflict in tragedy appeared as a struggle between two 
principles, viewed as desirable when looked upon separately e.g., love and 
loyalty, but coming into irreconcilable conflict when they concur. If we put 
this argument in line with Durkheim’s analysis of the sacred, it is possible to 
understand why this situation appears insolvable for the individual entangled 
in between them. More exactly, the departure from a principle, valued as 
good, also implies the breaching of a norm, which arouses a fear of 
collective sanctions or disciplinary measures from the group or organization 
embracing the value.  

What Hegel identifies in his analysis of tragedy is, according to my view, 
one of the most conspicuous qualities of the whistle-blower’s situation. 
Approaching whistle-blowing with this perspective in mind would, greatly 
improve the existent studies on the subject. Whistle-blowers speak out in a 
situation where conflicting moral imperatives are coexisting. As already 
emphasized several times, the conflict is also uncovered by the disparate 
social responses this act produces. In order to grasp the uncertainty, it is, 
according to my view, necessary to proceed from the multiple and 
conflicting meanings the actors in the social environment apply to the 
events. A frequent theme in Attic tragedy is a collision between two dike—
two usages—because the characters put disparate meanings to the same 
concept (Vickers 1973: 26). For instance, in Aeschylus’ The Suppliants, the 
word kratos, coming from King Pelasgus, means “legitimate authority and 
rule”; coming from the fugitive daughters of Danaus, it means “brutal force, 
a violent power challenging justice and law”. As Jean-Pierre Vernant writes: 

”…the exchange of words in such a context is less a mode of communication 
than a means of indicating blockages, barriers between people, points of 
conflict. ‘ For each protagonist, enclosed in his own universe, the vocabulary 
used remains for the most part opaque; it has one sense and one sense only’ It 
is only to the spectator that language in tragedy can be transparent, and it is 
precisely at the moment when ‘he sees the protagonist adhering exclusively 
to one meaning, and so, blinded, tearing themselves apart, that the spectator 
realizes that there are two possible meanings, or more.” (Quote from Vickers 
1973: 26f) 

One disadvantage with the notion of spheres of value in the shape Weber 
gives them, and the way the notion of a conscience collective is approached 
by Durkheim, is that they do not offer much guidance for an analysis of 
empirical situations. In other words, these conceptions lack an anchorage in 
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concrete social settings. The importance of loyalty, for example, must 
always be examined in its particular social context, which makes the 
appropriateness of a certain value contingent.92 This is especially so in 
situations where competing principles are at stake, as seen in tragedies.93 
What the idea of spheres of value needs is a closer contact and connection to 
the actual situations where people interact. These kinds of conflicts can be 
analyzed with help from the non-controversial observation that conflicts 
between value systems are tied to situations, in which the persons involved 
are constrained to explain or excuse themselves according to a limited 
variety of regimes of justification applicable to the moment in question 
(Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). The expression “regimes of justification”, 
corresponds to the idea that controversies are anchored in specific situations, 
where only a limited range of arguments is considered legitimate. These 
meanings do not emanate from nothing, but are attached to, and made 
possible through, different orders of worth.94 Only by focusing on actual 
social situations is it possible to discern how different orders of worth work.  

Obviously, orders of worth live a scattered life in societies, but they come 
into full effect in the daily organizational life. 

Tragedy and Social Organization 
In the Attic tragedy, every violation of the conscience collective has its 
retributive consequences. What is important to note is that the actual content 
of the trespassing or treachery varies in tragedy. In this book, the focus is on 
the delivery of compromising information outside an organization, which in 
a tragic context, translates to a disruption of human trust (other examples of 
this offence are lies, deceit, and perjury); but the more common theme in the 
tragic plays deals with physical transgressions, such as the murder of a close 
relative or incest. Consequently, another relevant sociological issue is not 
only the convictions and beliefs people maintain, but also questions 
regarding the social practices and the social context in which these 
convictions and beliefs arise. What we must do, then, is to take a closer look 
on the social relationships in tragedy. Tragedies do not occur in a 
sociological vacuum, but where, then, do they take place? What I would like 
to stress here is what these different acts have in common, structurally and 

                                                        
92 “Contingent” is defined as a): “an event (as an emergency) that may but is not certain to 
occur” (Encyclopaedia Britannica: Contingency). The occurrence is explained by a second 
definition b): ”something liable to happen as an adjunct to or result of something else”. (ibid.) 
93 In innumerable situations, it is quite easy to find out which principle fits best, which is, by 
the way, one use of Talcott Parsons’ pattern variables (cf. Parsons and Shils 1951). However, 
now and then, individuals face situations where the best-fitting principle is not only 
ambiguous but also insolvable. 
94 These ideas will be expanded and elaborated in Chapter 6 “Reversal”, as they are of more 
specific interest regarding controversies between the whistle-blowers and their opponents. 
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morally; in short: they strike severely against the family. In tragedy, the 
transgressing act is committed by someone who is considered to be “one of 
us”, someone belonging to the kin. For example, an important detail in 
Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People, is the fact that the mayor of the town, 
moreover, a chairman of the Boards of the Bath, who strongly opposes the 
news of contamination in the bathhouse, also is Dr Stockmann’s brother.  

The same thoughts on social closeness recur in the writings of Aristotle, 
who considers the best tragedies to take place in the family; because 
conflicts hit harder the closer we stand to one another (Aristotle 1941:1453b, 
cf. Black 1998).95 Two complete strangers doing each other harm, do not 
arouse similar tragic emotions. To reinforce this argument, we could claim 
that the family’s strong position in tragedies is not only a matter of quality, 
but also of quantity: most tragedies—on stage and in life—take place in the 
family or in an organization that mirrors a family, especially regarding the 
social distance between its members.96 Today, the Mafia is a case in point, 
and the counterpart to the ancient Attic tragedies would be the popular mafia 
movies produced in Hollywood.  The Mafia organization is closely knit to 
the family, both literally and as an organizational image, where the 
fundamental tragic experience consists of a tension between trust and 
betrayal carried to an extreme when a Mafioso faces a loyalty conflict 
between competing families, or the Mafia and the law enforcement agencies. 
If trust is a basic element in durable and working human relationships, 
betrayal is considered to be—from the point of view of the members—a 
barbaric breach of fundamental social rules. Throughout history, treachery 
against the family or a similar organization has always been looked upon 
with undisputed aversion.97 How people emotionally perceive untruthfulness 
is dependent on the physical and cognitive distance between individuals. 
When someone farther away let us down, it is easier to accept, compared to 
                                                        
95 Of course, most tragedies performed on stage also take place within the family for technical 
and practical reasons. Family affairs are easier to illustrate compared to tragedies in larger 
social organizations. For example, “An Enemy of the People” is considered to be tricky to 
produce on stage because of the “difficult” public meeting-scene, which requires plenty of 
people only to perform that single part of the play (which for many theatres also involve 
economic strains and, therefore, financial considerations). 
96 If we depart from the thirty-two extant ancient Attic tragedies, seventeen depict a decisive 
act of harm among people who are blood-kin, and in nine plays the most fatal act is brought 
into the plot by an outsider who is co-opted as a member of the household by marriage or as a 
guest (Belfiore 2000: xv). Belfiore delimits the discussion to people with blood-kinship, but 
as we know, other relationships where people have strong social ties, could function like a 
family, be it a motorcycle gang, a football supporter group, a religious sect, or a company. On 
the other hand, in epic plays that portray famous deeds by famous men, bloodshed between 
relatives are almost always absent. There is always a great social distance between the 
adversaries. 
97 This social rule seems to exist in all societies, which would make it as universal as the 
incest prohibition.  In fact, this notion is so deeply embedded in our way of thinking, that, for 
example, the evil par excellence—the devil—is a word that stems from the Greek diabolos, 
which means slanderer or accuser. (Encyclopaedia Britannica: Devil) 
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when the few people standing closest deceive us.98 If the latter comes about, 
the consequences are devastating (Simmel 1950: 313). This is probably one 
important reason why ancient tragedies have survived the ravages of time 
and are still performed and appreciated today. 

If the origin of values is to be found in religion, the original model for 
organizations springs from the family. The family is the prototype for other 
organizational settings, the configuration where people join and the social 
setting we return to on a regular basis (Tönnies 1887). An organization is a 
specific social relationship where the access for outsiders is limited or closed 
(Weber 1978: 48). This implies that an important task for an organization is 
to maintain the boundaries separating members from non-members.99 
Furthermore, an organization consists of rules, collective resources, and 
authority. The rules consist of written regulations and statutes, as well as 
informal social norms and values. The authority securing and embodying the 
legitimacy, which is the guarantor for the execution of organizational 
objectives, could be the head of a family, an executive committee, or a 
president. Legitimate requital for the breach of social principles is usually 
carried out within an organizational setting, and it is the access to these 
features and resources that makes the force of punishment effective and 
powerful. It is the organization’s particular disposal of rules, resources, and 
authority that uphold the conformity to the norms and values in society.  

The fundamental unit of organization in the Attic society was the oikos, 
which translates to family or larger household. This domestic establishment 
was something different from the prototypic modern family organization. It 
consisted not only of two parents and their offspring; this organization 
included their land, possessions, animals, and slaves as well. In contrast to 
many modern family configurations, it first and foremost oriented towards 
the past, and it was in the family organization that the individual’s identity 
was defined; the oikos represented expectations, rights, and responsibilities 
(Vickers 1973: 110). The family organization was also fundamental for the 
structuring of the political life in the city of Athens, and, therefore, the most 
important part of society. The constituents of the city consisted of the 
linkage between the different oikos. For example, the political assemblies 
consisted of a representative from each oikos. Hence, a threat to the oikos 

                                                        
98 A good illustration of this is the Neapolitan author Roberto Saviano, who in 2006 wrote a 
book, Gomorrah (2007), about the Mafia organization of his hometown: the Camorra.  Now, 
two years later his book has become a movie, and in an interview he was asked how come he, 
the author, lives under a death warrant, while the film director, Matteo Garrone, does not. 
Saviano’s answer is enlightening: “I shoulder the great responsibility for this, because I am 
from the district and it is me with my knowledge about this area, that has spread knowledge 
about what is going on.” (Svd081126). In other words, Saviano grew up in this milieu in 
contrast to the director, who is considered to be an outsider. 
99 This is the main reason why a family is an organization rather than a group. The borders of 
the group are diffuse, in contrast to the organizational borders, and under normal 
circumstances, we have a clear view of who the members of our family are (Ahrne 1990: 38). 
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was seen as a threat to the city (polis) as a whole.100 In order to understand 
how gruesome a threat to the family was apprehended in the Attic society, it 
is important to have in mind the position of oikos in society. For these 
reasons, it was of uttermost importance to preserve the family as a unit, and 
the family needed to be renewed, in order to survive for coming 
generations.. It was within the boundaries of the oikos that the individual 
could find and lose an identity and a life: 

“It is perhaps only to be expected that the interlinked social groups [the 
oikoi] which give an individual his identity and political status should reserve 
the right to destroy that identity if the individual breaks their moral codes.” 
(Vickers 1973:113) 

Accordingly, at the core of many tragedies is fear of extinction of the 
oikos.101 Vickers asserts that the dread of destruction created a strong focus 
to safeguard conservative values, such as family rights, the property, and 
family identity, and did not encourage strangers and foreigners to be given 
admittance and membership (Vickers 1973: 114). This would imply that the 
erosion of the oikoi, the foundation of society, would be apprehended as a 
collapse of the whole of human society. “Myth, drama and social beliefs 
converge in this fear of annihilation.” (Vickers 1973: 230). This is also the 
reason why the Attic tragedies are considered to display non-private issues. 
Although the transgression takes place within the sphere of the oikos, it 
becomes a public situation with a public solution, bringing great havoc to 
the private lives of those involved.102 In this regard, the convergence between 
the tragedy and the fate of enemies of the people is evident. 
                                                        
100 A good analogy in the financial domain is perhaps how a bank facing a state of insolvency 
constitutes a threat to the financial market as a whole. Jean-Pierre Vernant points out that the 
purpose of marriage between the oikos in ancient Athens was not to establish power 
relationships between different households, but to ensure that the households lived on through 
continuous reproduction in order to ensure the survival of the city as a whole (Vernant 1982: 
50). 
101 The threat of destruction of the polis dates back to the earliest known tragic drama: Seven 
against Thebes written by Aeschylus. The play circles around the invasion of Thebes and the 
threat of destruction of the city. The captain and defender of the city is Eteocles, the doomed 
son of Oedipus, who is predicted to die by his brother's hand as a realization of their father's 
curse. He decides to fight the seven enemy leaders. In the fight, he realizes that the opponent, 
Polynices, is his brother. They both die in the battle. 
102 According to M.H. Philipson, this mix between private and public is one of the most 
distinctive features of tragedy. Impersonal social forces created by public opinion reminds of 
the importance of antique Gods in the Attic drama, but it is the relationship between the 
personal and impersonal that is important. ”If the public situation were constituted only of the 
relationships among personal powers (human beings), with no sense of the impersonal 
operating, you would have a story, you might have a plot (beginning, middle, end)—but not a 
tragedy. If the situation consists only of relations among abstract concepts, with no human 
agent present, you would have philosophy, philosophical poetry, or the sciences—but not a 
tragedy." (Philipson 1958: 199) I believe this is the most important reason why the audience 
gets moved by witnessing tragedies. The pity an audience feels for the tragic hero occurs 
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So, if a threat of dissolution of the oikos is the recurrent theme in tragedy, 
how does it come about? As we know, usually things do not happen all of a 
sudden, but through a process, or chain of events. 

The Narrative Structure of Tragedy 
Tragedy as a matter of crisis could be interpreted from two viewpoints: as a 
condition, and as an event. One problem found in the literature on tragedy 
appears when tragedy is reduced to a commonplace condition, which is the 
tendency in the writings of, for example, Georg Simmel. Another drawback 
is the romantic idea of tragedy, which focuses on the character of the 
protagonist (Williams 1966: 61).103 When the interpreters of tragedy are 
focused on the tragic protagonist alone, not much of sociological value can 
be attained. This tradition puts emphasis on the relation between action and 
conscience, so the analysis of tragedy becomes a rather private affair, in 
contrast to a sociologically informed one. Instead, if our efforts are switched 
to the one between the individual and the group, or if the social actions that 
drive the story are at the centre of analysis, rather than the characters who 
carry them out, we might find a more sociologically justified approach 
(Williams 1966: 18; Jones 1962).104 This point of departure does not put total 
significance on what happens to the protagonist but rather on what happens 
through the protagonist. 

The Poetics by Aristotle is probably the single most influential writing on 
this particular form of drama, and it seems impossible for any scholar to 
write about the subject without mentioning or determining one’s position in 
relation to that thin and incomplete text.105 According to Aristotle, the most 
important part of tragedy is the plot (mythos), while the character is 

                                                                                                                                  
when compassion  “…is overwhelmed by the sense of powerlessness to effect change.” (ibid.: 
200). In order to create this particular combination of sentiments, the depiction of a life story, 
while simultaneously introducing an impersonal collective force of public condemnation, 
facilitate any tragic author’s ambition to achieve this effect. 
103 An overview of the controversy is found in Krook 1969: 20-29. Vickers also offers a 
critique of the Attic tragedies and myths from the ”psychology of the individual” (Vickers 
1973: 178f). Examples of psychological or existential approaches are found in Kuhns 1961; 
Kallen 1958; Alford 1992. 
104 This is also in line with Max Weber’s notion that sociology is to be understood as a 
discipline concerned with the interpretation of social action (Weber 1978: 4). 
105 The Poetics (1941:1455-1487) is filled with contradictory statements—something that 
suggests that what is left to the posterity is just an outline. Also, the book ends abruptly when 
Aristotle is about to discuss the comedy. Many have misinterpreted the book, though, by 
reading it through an individualistic frame (Jones 1962). For a critique of Jones’s standpoint, 
see Vickers 1973. It might be appropriate to mention that Aristotle, by analyzing the 
existent—and in his opinion, the greatest—tragedies circulating in his time, suggests to 
prospective tragedians how to construct the perfect tragedy play. In other words, the Poetics 
should be comprehended as a sort of prescription for writing tragedies. 
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subordinated to it (Aristotle 1941: 1461f).106 From this starting point, 
Aristotle asserts that the most important element of tragedy is the 
arrangement of events, because tragedy is a representation, not of human 
beings, but of action and a course of life (ibid: 1450a). The plot is created 
through actions, and tragedy is, therefore, an imitation (mimesis) of action.107 
Thus, what makes a tragedy a tragedy is a certain development of the course 
of events; and these events are linked together according to five constituents 
i.e., anagnorisis (recognition); hamartia (flaw); peripeteia (reversal); pathos 
(suffering); and catharsis (purgation).108 It is important to note that the 
particular order in which these constituents appear is not predetermined—
except for catharsis, the purgation ending all tragedies. In the next chapter’s 
analysis of whistle-blowing and the creation of an enemy of the people, 
these constituents will be translated as certain circumstances decisive for a 
more complete understanding of the public recasting of social identity that 
takes place here. 

Recognition 
Information plays a key function in most tragedies, as well as in whistle-
blowing. Most tragedies consist of a decisive situation where the protagonist 
stands in a certain relation to some piece of information. This could happen 
in two opposites ways. Either, the tragic situation comes about because the 
protagonist discovers some new vital information and acts accordingly, or 
because the protagonist acts in ignorance of some important information. 
Sometimes a combination of recognition (anagnorisis) and ignorance are 
important for the tragic developments.  

This implies that the order of the elements in tragedy does not necessarily 
follow a specific sequence. Sometimes uncertainty or ignorance (agnoia) 
leads to an ill-fated action, and the agent recognizes the consequences only 
after the fatal action has been completed. In Oedipus the King, the 
Messenger reveals the secret of Oedipus’s birth, which leads to the discovery 
that he has killed his father and married his mother, and these fatal actions 

                                                        
106  Character is only necessary to understand the motives behind the protagonist’s actions, 
and to evaluate them. An effective tragedy must contain some moral ambiguity, which in part 
could be related to the hero that should not be someone “…eminently virtuous and just, 
whose misfortune, however, is brought upon him not by vice and depravity but some error of 
judgment…” Aristotle 1941: 1467. 
107 “…a tragedy is impossible without action, but there may be one without Character.” 
Aristotle 1941: 1461 
108 Some authors on the subject have included other elements. According to Krook, the 
elements and order are the following: Shame-Suffering-Knowledge-Affirmation (Krook 
1969: 9). From my point of view, following Aristotle, shame is part of suffering, and 
affirmation is a part of knowledge, in recognition (anagnorisis). I also strongly disagree with 
the idea of a determined order of elements (except that the story ends with purgation). It is 
appropriate to state that these elements of the plot are not necessary ingredients in a tragedy, 
but according to Aristotle, present in the best tragedies (cf. Kelly 1993: 3). 
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happened because of Oedipus’s lack of information about his original 
identity. However, the tragic actor might also be informed of an important 
detail before the irreparable decision, without being aware of the fuller 
consequences of this piece of information. In many tragedies—but not all—
the recognition goes hand in hand with reversal i.e., a person discovers 
something dreadful that totally changes the following course of events. The 
myth of the Original Sin is perhaps an example of this other tragic plot-
structure. The act of eating the forbidden fruit is followed by Adam and 
Eve’s discovery of their nudity; a decision with a fatal impact for 
generations to come.109  

Flaw 
In Attic tragedy, from Aristotle’s point of view, hamartia is coming about 
because of an error of judgment rather than because of the moral quality of a 
person. The common translation to the verb "hamartano", is “to fall short of 
the target”, which is something you do, rather than something you are. At the 
same time, there is a general agreement among students about ancient 
Greece, that this is an extremely difficult concept to translate and clarify 
(Bremer 1968). In this book, we will translate hamartia to “flaw”—as in 
weakness, absence, or rift—which sums up the different kinds of fatal action 
to be found in tragedy.110 According to common sense, time is irreversible; 
occasionally, action is as well. The latter notion is at the core of the concept 
hamartia. Hamartia is the single most important element in tragedy and 
consists of an irreparable act directing the protagonist towards an important 
change of life course and social identity transformation.  

From a sociological point of view, it is important to stress that this 
irreparable act is preceded by a series of steps ending up in an inescapable 
situation, and this situation is due to prompt action, ignorance, or binding 
obligation. In these cases, hamartia is due to uncontrolled action in response 
to exceptional stimuli (cf. Weber 1978: 25), misjudgment, or incompatible 
expectations (a dilemma of choice). Because of this act, the protagonist is 
being put in an exposed position. In this situation, the individual becomes 
exceptional and isolated simultaneously, and the inescapable situation 
creates “that curious blend of the inevitable and the incongruous that is 
peculiar to tragedy.” (Frye 1957: 38) However, at times the irreparable act is 
depicted as a consequence of purposeful maliciousness or moral 
imperfection, for example, greed or jealousy. This use of hamartia is outside 

                                                        
109 In Henrik Ibsen’s plays this is also a frequent theme, for example, in Brand, or in A Doll’s 
House, when Nora goes from innocence to knowledge, which leads the way to “radical 
questioning and suffering”. (Stanton-Ife 2002: 40) 
110 According to my colleague Lambros Roumbanis the modern use of hamartia among the 
Greeks, translates to a blend of pity and shame, like in the expression “what a pity/shame!”  
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the scope of this sociological study.111 However, later on in this book, we 
will observe that the two main motives opponents attach to the whistle-
blower’s public announcement are exactly jealousy and greed, imputations 
the adversaries cast in order to degrade the moral status of the whistle-
blower’s performance. At any rate, whatever the original cause of this 
performance—individual imperfection or social conditions—the act always 
brings the protagonist to a social status lower than before this step was 
taken.  

According to this classification, it is possible to claim that an irreparable 
act might have different sources. The misstep could happen because of a 
sudden emotional outburst—a spur of the moment—with fatal 
consequences, but it can also come about due to some kind of misjudgment 
involved in the action taken. In the latter case, people take a critical action 
without having some important detail of the circumstances available. From 
this, we can observe an important relationship between anagnorisis 
(recognition) and hamartia. Another way to put this idea is to say that the 
protagonist is unable to anticipate the consequences of his or her 
performance (Merton 1976b). Robert Merton discriminates between 
unorganized and formally organized action. The most common ground for 
misjudgment of the consequences of an action is a deficiency of available or 
relevant knowledge (Merton 1976b: 149).112 From the previously mentioned 

                                                        
111 However, it is worth noting that this angle of approach to hamartia also exists, and is, for 
example, more prominent in the Shakespearean dramas. This is an important distinction 
explaining that later tragedies focus on deficiencies of moral character, rather than 
misjudgment. The Aeschylan tragedy consists of a fallacy that happens because of a futile 
attempt to uphold strong incompatible moral sentiments, while the reversal from fortune to 
misfortune in many plays by Shakespeare is founded upon flaws of character such as jealousy 
or greed, albeit Romeo and Juliet is one notable exception. This is the main reason why the 
Attic tragedy appears to be more “sociological”, since the explanation of the tragic deeds are 
not reduced to characters without compunction and malicious intent inside the head of one 
single person. Misfortune in many tragedies by Shakespeare happens because people are ill-
natured and unscrupulous, and, accordingly, the emergence of hamartia is out of reach for 
sociological explanations. This type of depiction of irreparable acts does not arouse the same 
feeling of pity that we can feel when someone is committing hamartia according to causes not 
explained by moral weakness. 
112 Merton asserts that consequences come about because of several elements, some of them 
clearly influenced by Max Weber. These elements are ignorance i.e., lack of information; 
error i.e., misjudgment, for example, when only a few of the relevant aspects of the situation 
influencing the outcome are considered; imperious immediacy of interest i.e., an advantage in 
the short term, that has negative long-term consequences, or an “action in which the element 
of immediacy of interest is involved may be rational in terms of the values basic to that 
interest but irrational in terms of the life organization of the individual.” (Merton 1976b: 153) 
basic values i.e., when the necessity to accomplish a fundamental value through action, makes 
the consequences disregarded or irrelevant; and self-defeating predictions, i.e., an interesting 
version, where a “public prediction of future social developments” do not come true since the 
“prediction becomes a new element in the concrete situation, thus tending to change the initial 
course of developments." (ibid.: 154) In order to find out which of these are at play, we must 
turn to an analysis of concrete social situations. However, I got the impression that many 
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examples, we find a similarity in Oedipus’s insistence on continuing the 
search for an explanation of why his city is stricken by plagues, despite all 
warnings against such an enterprise, and Eve’s temptation to listen to the 
serpent and eat from the Tree of Knowledge. When the truth comes out, the 
order can only be restored through the victimization of Oedipus, who stabs 
his eyes into blindness and hits the road as a tramp. 

The third source of irreparable action, however, is the most intricate—
tragic situation par excellence—at the least from a sociological point of 
view. In this case, someone is struck by the obligations from opposing 
expectations turning into irrevocable conflict. This is the situation when one 
dike is fighting another dike, two social principles desirable when looked 
upon separately, but creating discord in conjunction. Here the flaw, as an 
irreparable action, is translated to a situation where the protagonist attempts 
to do “the right thing”, when something such as “the right thing” cannot be 
done. Compared to the other sources of hamartia, this situation concerns 
knowledgeable people who are trapped in a situation where there is no 
smooth and happy solution at hand.  

Someone who performs hamartia commits an irreparable action, no 
matter if the source is impulse, ignorance, or conflicting obligations. What is 
an irreparable action? If we turn the question the other way around, an action 
is reparable when the consequences of the performance are possible to 
restore. For example, the only way to restore a complaint conveyed to the 
public, as the whistle-blowers do, is to regret what was said and claim the 
previous statement was false i.e., a lie. Still, what is said in public is 
preserved in people’s minds. When something is done in secret, it is easier to 
put things back into a former state, as long it is perceived replaceable. This 
act of transgression usually effects social rejection—a circumstance that has 
a violent emotional impact on those concerned, which we have touched upon 
before when discussing the oikos ascendancy over individuals in tragedy and 
social life in the Attic society. As already stated, the effect of this dilemma 
or misjudgment is further enhanced when the act affects people who stand 
close to us, for example, colleagues or family members. 

So, what kind of ignorance is called into play in the present study, if any? 
One answer would be that the soon-to-become-whistle-blower does not face 
the full complexity involved in claiming that something is illegitimate. As 
we will see, no one is able to anticipate the magnitude of reprisals against 
them appearing after the announcement. In other words, for the present 
study, hamartia translates to a situation when someone is trapped in a 
dilemma of choice, due to binding obligations, where the entrapped 
individual cannot foresee the complete outcome of the chosen path. 

                                                                                                                                  
admirers of Merton’s work have a liking for using quantitative and context-less measurements 
when analyzing the unintended consequences of social action, which turns the generative 
social mechanism in a “black box”, inaccessible through the properties of the available data. 
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Reversal 
Peripeteia is the element of tragedy which consists of a reversal of situation, 
a dramatic change in the happenings from one state of things to its opposite. 
One example of that is a discovery, which is a sudden change from 
ignorance to knowledge (Aristotle 1941: 1465). If the plot has hitherto been 
producing a complication, it is from now on characterized by dénouement 
(ibid: 1473). All tragedy includes an important change of fortune. The 
peripeteia is a turning point, and it is possible for a tragedy to contain 
several events turning the story in a new directions. However, in this context 
focus will be put upon the single most important event, which turns the 
whole chain of events in a new direction. When we speak of whistle-
blowing, it is, of course, the announcement of sensitive information to the 
public that creates a reversal, turning the previous order into disarray. 

Suffering 
Some interpretations of the Poetics, suggest that pathos, in Aristotle’s view, 
is the most important part of the tragic plot (Krook 1969), a claim we have 
already dismissed (it is hamartia). At any rate, the most familiar feature of 
tragedy in the public consciousness is certainly pathos, or suffering. 
Suffering is a state of destruction and pain. If we view tragedy as a play on 
stage, suffering is important in order to create emotions of pity and fear in 
the audience.113 From the point of view of the participants on stage and in 
real life, suffering is the source producing emotions of injustice and insult, 
creating an outburst of moral indignation; and as we have discussed before, 
the closer the social distance between people, the greater the violent 
emotional state when someone breaches a fundamental societal principle.  

In rhetoric, pathos is used to describe someone’s character and emotions. 
Originally, pathos referred to the violent emotions and to ethos, the calmer 

                                                        
113 Pathos could be seen as a way to persuade the participants, as well as the onlookers, 
through emotions that make the restoration of order through purgation something considered 
inevitable. 
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ones.114 When we discuss pathos in tragedy—or elsewhere—we refer to a 
temporary emotional and violent state.115 

In some tragedies, it is a discovery that turns the story into a state of 
pathos (suffering), but this is not the only configuration. Suffering in tragedy 
might take different shapes. From a sociological point of view, it is 
important to simultaneously speak of collective suffering inflicting a whole 
community or organization, creating a certain “thickness in the atmosphere”, 
as well as suffering affecting specific individuals. Hence, all tragedies 
display a conflict, sometimes delineated as a torment within the tragic 
protagonist—created, for instance, by a tension between prevailing beliefs 
and actual experience—or as a drama between an individual who comes into 
conflict with other individuals and some deeply rooted values of society (cf. 
the previous discussion on Simmel’s view of tragedy). This is also a line of 
thought Frye expresses:  

"The root idea of pathos is the exclusion of an individual on our own level 
from a social group to which he is trying to belong. Hence the central 
tradition of sophisticated pathos is the study of the isolated mind, the story of 
how someone recognizably like ourselves is broken by a conflict between the 
inner and outer world, between imaginative reality and the sort of reality 
which is established by social consensus." (Frye 1957: 39) 

Presumably, from our sociological standpoint, a combination of intra-
individual and inter-individual discord is probably common. Pathos signifies 
some kind of subordination to suffering. Moreover, subordination includes 
emotions such as powerlessness and incapability. If the suffering of the 
conscience collective becomes strong enough to cross a tipping point, then 
                                                        
114 Ethos was a way to describe the more abiding moral character, and pathos to describe a 
temporary, more violent, emotional state. This distinction alludes to Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 
when he distinguishes between the individual’s natural bent, disposition or moral character 
(ethos), and the emotion displayed in a given situation (pathos). (Encyclopaedia Britannica: 
Rhetoric). In the field of sociology, the more inert character of ethos has been clarified by 
Merton in his description of scientific virtues, (Merton 1973), and by Pierre Bourdieu in his 
idea of the value dispositions of a class (Bourdieu 1984). Ethos, according to Bourdieu, is a 
concept that describes a social structure that people have to relate to in order to “play the 
game” within a certain field. If it is possible to speak of ethos in terms of social rather than 
psychological features, then it seems possible to look upon pathos as something equally 
social. Pathos as a sociological concept is something we are introducing in the present text. 
115 The observation that pathos is short-lived rather than long-lasting, might also tell 
something about the kind of sociology we will explore in this phase of the course of events. 
Here, a focus on phenomena such as the Durkheimian effervescence is at stake when we are 
about to examine pathos (Durkheim. (1912). A social effervescence is a frenzy collective 
behavior that breaks out when people gather in rites and feel themselves transformed. This is 
experienced as an external force to each individual but is created simply through the gathering 
and the ritual itself. At these occasions, the gathered people do things they would not do in 
their ordinary life. A related phenomenon of great interest here is liminality, the liminal state 
of ambiguity and indeterminacy happening in a rite of passage where identity transformations 
take place (Turner 1969). 
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pathos will be the single most important link changing a situation from 
social contingency to the more determinate developments of tragedy (see 
ahead: The Contingency of Tragedy). 

Purgation 
Catharsis is a disputed concept. A common interpretation of catharsis is that 
tragedy releases a purification of emotions affecting the audience.116 From 
this view, tragedy gives pleasure by showing love to beauty and truth. 
Durkheim proposes a similar suggestion when pondering on the social 
function of suicide, which is to counterbalance happiness with collective 
sadness.117 However, for the purpose of this book, catharsis will, in the main, 
be translated to purgation as the restoration of social order. When the 
suffering becomes strong, the situation is perceived to be unsolvable for the 
ones involved, a state that must end in a reconciliation, which most likely is 
the isolation, expulsion, or death of the one who incarnates the trouble, 
rather than a smooth happy end for all the social participants.118 The common 
solution in tragedy, then, is that public justice is attained at the expense of 
private catastrophe. According to Hegel, the violent dissolution is not 
completely incomprehensible. The individual’s sacrifice has a more far-
reaching purpose, namely to annul the contradictions, which come from the 
two competing systems of value, in order to restore the social and ethical 
unity that have been disturbed (Hegel 1962: 49).119  
                                                        
116 This view is reflected in many articles and books, e.g. Philipson 1958. According to 
Aristotle, the dénouement and reconciliation of the successful tragedy should at the same time 
give the spectator an arousal of fear and a sentiment of pity. Aristotle 1941: 1466. 
117 Durkheim writes: “Indeed, it is wrong to believe that unmixed joy is the normal state of 
sensibility. Man could not live if he were entirely impervious to sadness... Life is often harsh, 
treacherous or empty. Collective sensibility must reflect this side of existence, too. This is 
why there has to be, beside the current of optimism which impels men to regard the world 
confidently, an opposite current...Now, for it to exist and maintain itself, there must be a 
special organ in society to serve as its substratum. There must be group of individuals who 
more especially represent this aspect of the collective mood. But the part of the population 
which plays this role is necessarily that where ideas of suicide take root.” (Durkheim 1897: 
365f) This type of reasoning could quite easily be translated to which effect the tragic 
happenings of the protagonists in tragedy have. 
118 However, it would be false to claim that all tragedies must end in disaster. The 
denouement of the last play in Aeschylus’ trilogy Oresteia is, for example, one exception.  
119 In another section, Hegel elaborates this thought a little further: “The true course of 
dramatic development [in tragedy] consists in the annulment of contradictions viewed as 
such, in the reconciliation of the forces of human action, which alternatively strive to negate 
each other in their conflict…[but] We have to guard ourselves therefore from concluding that 
a dénouement of this type is merely a moral issue conformably to which evil is punished and 
virtue is rewarded, as indicated by the proverb that ‘when crime turns to vomit, virtue sits 
down at the table’. We have nothing to do here with this wholly personal aspect of a self-
reflecting personality and its conception of good and evil, but are concerned with the 
appearance of the affirmative reconciliation and the equal validity of both powers engaged in 
conflict, if the collision is complete.” (Hegel 1962: 71) 
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The Contingency of Tragedy 
At first sight, the phrase: “the contingency of tragedy”, appears to be an 
error in thinking. One of the strongest ideas associated with tragedy—both 
in popular and academic thought—is the belief that the destiny of the 
protagonist is predetermined; the particular chain of events inexorable. 
However, fate in its deepest sense—like the belief in a divine 
predestination—cannot be part of sociological explanations. 

Let us start out this section with an incident from real life.120  It is the 
story about the life-long illusion lived by the French Doctor Jean-Luc 
Romand. The deception began with a simple lie, or a flaw, to use our new 
arsenal of concepts from the theory of tragedy: Romand claimed that he had 
passed a second-year medical examination that he did not take. Therefore, he 
never qualified as a doctor, a fact unknown to his peers, relatives, and 
friends. After omitting this small detail about his curriculum of studies, 
Romand fooled his social surroundings by telling them he worked as a 
successful medical researcher at the World Health Organization in Geneva. 
For 18 years, he said goodbye to his wife and children in the morning, and 
then spent the days walking alone in the forest or spending his time in a café 
situated in a neighboring town. From time to time, he had to go away for a 
couple of days for a conference. On those occasions, Romand used to stay at 
a hotel close to the airport where he read travel guides about the city he was 
supposed to visit, in order to have something to tell his family when he 
returned. When his illusion was about to be discovered, and when the fear of 
having the truth conveyed to his closest and dearest, the situation became so 
unendurable that he eventually killed with a rifle his parents, wife, two 
children, and the family dog.. Finally, he tried to commit suicide by eating 
anaesthetics and setting his house on fire. However, before the flames took 
his life, he was rescued by the local fire brigade —and survived.  

This story is, from one perspective, the opposite of whistle-blowing. 
Instead of disclosing information, Romand dedicated himself to 
dissimulation by withholding important facts and circumstances. However, 
this story also follows the tragic route, comprising all the essential elements 
of tragedy. What we can learn from this story is that the chain of events is by 
no way predetermined. It was possible for Romand to jump off the train after 
a week or two, and explain the real story to his loved ones. However, he did 
not. It is also viable for us to see, that somewhere along the way he reaches a 
turning point, where the truth about his fake degree in medicine becomes 
unbearable. When did that happen? After a month? After a year? That is a 
question with no definite answer, but we can understand that at one point in 
time, that line was crossed, and from then on, Romand could no longer 
control his own fate.  

                                                        
120 The events have been captured in the book The Adversary: A True Story of Monstrous 
Deception written by the French author Emmanuel Carrère (2002). 
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The dependencies of one event on another to take place could be seen as 
contingencies (Becker 1998: 32). What will happen next is not determined, 
nor is it totally random, either. However, among a large number of possible 
actions, only a few are likely to take place because of those contingencies 
(ibid.). Not every course of events, then, occurs by pure happenstance, but 
through a series of steps, which in this case has the particular shape known 
by the name of tragedy. In social life, it is very difficult to predict the 
outcome of a trend of events, although most of the preconditions are known. 
At the same time, we know that the alternatives we have, that turn our life 
course into new directions, are, to a high degree, dependent upon earlier 
directions shaping our current life conditions.  

The same is true for a tragic play such as Romeo and Juliet. The play 
becomes a tragedy because the actors hold a strong belief in the value of 
family loyalty (as well as a belief in the power of love), and furthermore, 
live in a social environment where such family values are strong and 
important. From a contemporary occidental and liberal point of view, we 
know that the distress the young lovers end up in is not decreed by Faith. 
This is so, because we have historical evidence showing that many young 
people, living under other cultural conditions, are not completely vulnerable 
to the family’s collective decision-making. At times, partner choice is based 
on a belief in individuality and freedom of choice as well.121 In other words: 
the tragedy pattern is not universally valid through space and time. What do 
these examples tell us? They illustrate the fact that inevitability as an essence 
of tragedy is, in many cases, only true as long as the tragic situation is 
supported by a strong collective belief system. Howard Becker uses the term 
intercontingency, in order to point out that our trajectories are not only 
dependent upon our own choices and beliefs, but also upon what other 
people choose and hold true (Becker 1998: 35). 

The fact that tragic experience is dependent upon a specific cultural frame 
is illustrated by reference to Swedish sociology. In the beginning of this 
chapter, we discussed The Sociology of Research (1969), written by the 
Swedish sociologist Gunnar Boalt. His main argument is that failure is at the 
core of scientific research, and this is based on the notion that science 
consists of competing values that are impossible to meet. This situation 
creates a tragedy of science. In an introduction to this book, Alvin Gouldner 
states that, from his American outlook, the notion of failure within science is 
rather odd; in his American academic milieu, the point of departure for 
research is success, and failure is, on the other hand, something that happens 
from time to time on the periphery, as an accident at work. In a review of 
this book, Charles Fischer writes that Boalt's claims of failure would be 
incomprehensible from his American outlook if Gouldner in the introduction 

                                                        
121 Of course, the idea of the sovereignty of family honor also circulates among certain 
communities today, and, secondly, the choice of spouse follows social patterns that are not 
accidental, although people tend to believe it is coincidental. 
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had not depicted the Swedish sociological environment. "With this picture 
the reader can see why Boalt writes as if scientific values are a psychological 
straightjacket on the researcher: they seem to be just this for most Swedish 
sociologists." (Fischer 1970: 354)  

So, let us make this clear before the analysis in the following chapters 
begins: the concept of tragedy is a bad instrument for predictions of events, 
although we, from time to time, “can see it coming”.122 Because in the world 
of non-fiction, tragedy is only possible to identify in retrospect, that is, after 
the train of events are completed.123 The deterministic theme in tragedy, on 
the other hand, is not more fixed than the social dilemmas we are served in 
game theory, and in situations such as “the prisoner’s dilemma”. Some 
decisions and outcomes are more probable than others, but they are not 
steadfast. To sum up: Conflicting loyalties are not fixed but can change as 
situations may vary and change. This is not a way of downplaying the 
explanatory value of a theory of tragedy, but to point out that this theory, 
rather, outlines the conditions when this conflict of social bonds comes 
about.  

A Status Degradation Process 
As we established in the beginning of this book, an enemy of the people is 
created as a communal response to someone blowing the whistle; and the 
consequences for the whistle-blower remains the same: a considerable 
downfall. For the original enemy of the people, Doctor Tomas Stockmann, 
his predicament is captured between his professional ethics written down in 
the Hippocratic oath, and the aim of the public bath to attract visitors in 
order to give returns to the organization and assure the local economy in 
town. Stockmann’s ambition to make the discovery of contaminated water 
known to the public creates disarray in town; and order is restored only after 
he has been downgraded status-wise in public, after he and his family are 
frozen out by the citizens in town. 

Tragedy is about the downfall and purgation of the tragic hero. This could 
happen in at least two ways: physically, as when people fall back to earth 
when they die, or morally, when people lose rank and esteem in the eyes of 
others, or a combination of both. Some interpreters of tragedy are putting 
much weight on the tragic protagonist’s status in society. According to 
Aristotle, tragedy must display noble men, kings, and such, with a leading 
position in his group, organization, community etc. (Aristotle 1941: 1453a). 
It is quite possible that in a slave-society such as the Attic, to feel pity for 

                                                        
122 Just like other recurrent phenomena, most notably the performance of rituals (e.g. 
Christmas or Ramadan). 
123 The reading of a play or attendance at a theatre is also a sort of reconstruction of 
something that has already taken place i.e., the actual writing and rehearsal. 
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people of low rank, such as slaves, was alien, a conspicuous illustration then 
of how our emotional life is established in its social context. Nevertheless, 
more recent tragedies on stage display people without such high rank in the 
social structure, not least in the plays of Henrik Ibsen, which introduced 
tragedy of the commoner “next door”, at least in the bourgeois circles of 
friends and acquaintances. Thus, although the thoughts of Aristotle are 
guiding us in the right direction, they still fall short. Instead, the common 
denominator is that tragedy displays a chain of social interactions starting a 
status degradation process i.e., turning someone to a lower rank than he or 
she had initially. Furthermore, as we have examined in this chapter, many 
tragedies display the deprivation of rank as something not only created by 
personal misstep—grounded, for example, on lack of information regarding 
important details of the situation—but also bounded by social circumstance 
and shaped by social forces out of the individual’s own making. We can 
suppose that the audience of stage-plays might find the fall of the tragic 
character more pitiful or frightening, when the downfall is considerable—
social status-wise—but I contend that we should not only apply tragic fate to 
people occupying the most prominent social positions in society; any type of 
devastating falling off rank will suffice as the final outcome.124  

However, a tragedy does not involve only one specific event; instead a 
sequence of elements is necessary for a trend of affairs to become a tragedy. 
For instance, tragedy consists of a conflict that comes into existence when a 
certain social order is disturbed and then re-established by different means of 
purgation. From numerous examples throughout history, we can see that this 
process concludes in the death, expulsion, or isolation of an individual from 
the afflicted society or organization.  

If we study empirical cases of whistle-blowing, we see that expulsion and 
isolation are not the only solutions to the problem. A social order can be 
renewed through a change of organizational routines or other means of 
renewed trust of the organizational activities. We can also find instances 
when the whistle-blowers are rewarded some pecuniary compensation for 
losing their jobs, although this is exceptional (cf. Miethe1999). Yet, I would 
like to contend that by using this outlook, it is possible to arrive at a deeper 
understanding of why the trend of events goes in different directions. By 
using the framework of tragedy as a prototype, it is also possible to 
understand when factual empirical cases depart from this theoretical model. 

So, what are the main advantages of replacing the prevailing whistle-
blowing perspectives with the one I propose i.e., putting more emphasis on 
the narrative structure and the analysis of competing spheres of value? A few 
of those benefits were discussed in the opening of this chapter; for example, 

                                                        
124 This is also the reason why we could consider an Algerian surgeon, or rocket scientist 
from Chile, driving a taxi cab in Stockholm tragic, while we do not put the same label on a 
low-educated taxi driver descending from the working class, although he performs the same 
task: transports people. 
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the deliberate use of the structure of tragedies could be, in remedy of 
depicting a chain of events without paying attention to the implicit and 
unreflecting narratives, employed among the hitherto realized studies. By 
using the structure of tragedy as a model, it is also possible to detect 
divergences from the expected patterns, something that goes unnoticed if the 
narrative dimension is neglected. This is especially important in order to 
understand why whistle-blowing not always produces enemies of the people 
as a response, although the performance of the whistle-blower is of the same 
kind. Again, it is of importance to point out that tragedy should not be 
interpreted from an individualistic perspective of the protagonist, or from the 
common view that tragedy is an underserved affliction. This is not a 
connotation I put into the use of tragedy in this study. 

I also believe that another improvement by using this approach is that the 
contradictions and collisions outlined in this chapter, including the 
competing spheres of value, as well as the uncertain status of the whistle-
blower (the pharmakos), are focused in a way that has been examined with 
deficiency in previous studies. Closely related to this, is the question of the 
power relations and compliance to authority embedded in these situations. 
What most whistle-blowing researchers seem to ignore is that there exist 
multiple orders of legitimacy, and this deficiency found in the research 
community is due to the one-sidedness through which this phenomenon has 
been studied previously. By using tragedy as a framework, it is possible to 
distance oneself from the often heated and infected tensions we witness 
when these events occur. The arguments put forward in this chapter about an 
evident convergence between the narrative structure of tragedy and whistle-
blowing will continue as an ongoing dialogue throughout the following 
study. This is due to my ambition to combine a procedural study of events 
regarded as plots, but also to illustrate the organizational preconditions for 
whistle-blowing, and to exercise an analysis of the actual content in the 
controversies that followed. 
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Chapter 3 Method 

Tragedy and Situational Analysis 
The aim formulated in the previous chapter was to develop guiding concepts, 
congruent and useful for an analysis of the factual social situations whistle-
blowers face during the process of identity transformation. Now, those 
concepts have assumed a more definite shape. So, what have we gained by 
travelling this particular road? In which ways, if any, can tragedy inform 
sociological theory? What the tragedy points at, at least the way it is 
depicted in this outline, is first and foremost, the precedence of situations. 
Once again, Brian Vickers delivers a great summary: 

“The Poetics is the result of an exploration of the structures of plot and the 
types of human situation in which the greatest possible stress has been given 
to the independence, violence, and destructiveness of human action, with the 
corresponding horror and compassion which can be given to both agent and 
victim.” (My emphasis. Vickers 1973: 64) 

Tragedies require a certain plot structure; a plot structure entails a chain of 
events, and a chain of events happens in specific momentous situations 
turning the story and the individual trajectories in new directions. In other 
words, the course of certain events always occurs in specific and contingent 
social situations. However, the contingency of situations does not imply that 
social life always happens at random. Social life is to a large degree 
patterned and predictable, but only if we can ascertain under which social 
conditions various patterns of social interaction take place. When we study 
social phenomena, it is only in the situation that a connection between the 
micro and macro level (e.g. society as both life world and social system) 
takes place. Accordingly, situations—real or hypothetical—become the 
pivotal level for studying social life: the site where biography and the force 
of history intertwine. The focus on situations has been an important part of 
social theory programs previously, above all, formulated explicitly by Karl 
Popper (1945, 1957) and Herbert Blumer (1969). According to Popper, a 
social situation has the following status in the social sciences: 
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 “The description of a concrete historical social situation is what corresponds 
in the social sciences to a statement of initial conditions in the natural 
sciences. And the ‘models’ of the theoretical social sciences are essentially 
descriptions and reconstructions of typical social situations. In my view, the 
idea of a social situation is the fundamental category of the methodology of 
the social sciences. I should even be inclined to say that almost every 
problem of explanation in the social sciences requires an analysis of a social 
situation.” (Popper 1945: 166) 

In order to find out why certain social behavior comes about, we cannot rely 
on psychological motives alone; we must take the social environment, how 
social institutions work, into consideration (cf. Popper 1945: 86). What the 
social scientist should do, then, is to find a typical situational model, which, 
in principle, can explain a class of events having a similar structure (Popper 
1945: 168). Thus, even if the point of departure is a specific person, this 
model should apply to “anybody who may share the relevant situation” 
(ibid.). This has been the very aim with the translation of tragedy into a 
sociological vocabulary in the previous chapter. As stated in the opening of 
Chapter 2 “Tragedy”, whistle-blowing and the study of enemies of the 
people are only one possible category of social phenomena we might 
subsume under this category.125 

When we use the elements of the tragic plot as the starting point of our 
analysis, those considerations are put in the foreground. But this is not the 
sole benefit of using the tragic structure as framework; here we do not focus 
only on the logic of situations, but also on the logic of a sequence of 
situations, i.e. we are allowed to discern how a chain of events affects the 
outcome, i.e. social identity transformations.126 

Another enlightening aspect that we can draw from tragedy is the 
importance of certain decisive moments in social life. In the present study of 
status degradation processes, this approach has great relevance.127 First, by 
applying this framework, we are able to consider why the actual directions 
of the whistle-blower’s action took place, as a solution to a problem. 
Secondly, we are able to put our focus on the most important or operative 
elements in the situation, which will guide our decision on which empirical 
circumstances deserve a more in-depth scrutiny. A third advantage with a 

                                                        
125 The logic of the situation is from this outlook very close to the idea of contextual 
rationality, pleaded by advocates of the school of symbolic interaction. An important 
difference is that while Popper focuses on the social institutions forming the social setting, he 
does not discuss the importance of social interaction for the shaping of the situation, in 
contrast to Blumer and his affiliates. Others have stressed the absence of social interaction in 
Popper’s model as well (cf. Hedström, Swedberg and Udéhn 1998). 
126 This approach is not widely discussed in sociology. Sociological books describing how to 
analyze a chain of events are rare (for a discussion cf. Aubert 1965). 
127 This is something neglected in whistle-blowing surveys and suchlike that study attitudes 
towards whistle-blowing without taking care of the whole process or establishing actual social 
situations in the questionnaires (cf. Chapter 1 “Introduction”). 
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strong focus on situational analysis is that we are not bound to delimit our 
analysis to the conscious thought processes of the participants in their course 
of events; instead, we are able to include the social and institutional aspects 
which the agents perhaps had a dim conception of at the moment in question 
(Popper 1945: 149). With this point of departure, it is also possible to 
include and reconstruct unintended and unforeseen consequences of the 
participants’ actions.  

Put differently, the aim here is to uncover a certain structure in the course 
of action in the stories of enemies of the people, and this structure contains 
decisive moments that happen to coincide with fundamental elements in the 
plots found in tragic narratives.128 This might be so obvious that it borders on 
the trivial. Nevertheless, I suggest that putting theoretical focus on situations 
and decisive moments will reinforce sociological thought in general, and 
research on enemies of the people in particular. This suggests that whistle-
blowing is a process that could be analyzed by identifying a sequence of 
decisive situations (events), also included as elements of tragedy. In this 
enterprise, we discriminate between events having an impact on the 
following trend of events, and episodes on the other hand, which lie outside 
the causal chains of the plot (Aristotle 1941:1451b33). Most of our lives are 
lived through episodes made up of events that do not have an impact on our 
subsequent doings (cf. Kundera 1991). On a similar note, Erving Goffman 
refers to bounded and insulated actions and episodes without effect on the 
individual’s life course, for example, “killed moments”, in contrast to 
moments containing “consequentiality” (Goffman 1967: 156-170). In our 
analysis of tragedy, one class of activity or action is of immediate interest, 
namely, those who are consequential and problematic. Such activities, 
containing both qualities, are defined as “fateful” or  “eventful” (ibid.: 164). 
From our outlook, these are the events and actions we should focus on in 
order to delineate the intrinsic logic of tragic sequences. This is also a 
practical solution to the problem of data gathering in the present study. For 
Popper, the logic of situation is a way out of the abundance of available 
empirical material, as well: 

 
 
 

                                                        
128 I am aware of the fact that this approach is contestable. If we look at a social phenomenon 
as a trend of events where we discern elements or phases, the division between them is 
sometimes sharp and sudden like “turning points”. However, some changes are evolving by 
slower social processes, without easily accessible events to point out as turning points. On the 
other hand, we can in those instances look for concrete events—e.g. anniversaries and 
ceremonies—that illustrate and express those inertial cultural processes. To anchor and 
contextualize the social structures of longue durée in actual events and situations is not 
contradictory. 
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“The only way out of this difficulty [the flood of material] is, I believe, 
consciously to introduce a preconceived selective point of view into one’s 
history; that is, to write that history which interests us. This does not mean 
that we may twist the facts until they fit into a framework of preconceived 
ideas, or that we may neglect the facts that do not fit…But it means that we 
need not worry about all those facts and aspects which have no bearing upon 
our point of view, and which therefore do not interest us.” (Popper 1957: 
139) 

Principles of Selection 
The present study is based on three particular cases: Ingvar Bratt and the 
Bofors-affair taking place in Karlskoga, Sweden; Odd F. Lindberg and the 
seal-hunting affair in Norway, and Paul van Buitenen and the Leonardo-
affair, at the European Commission in Brussels.129  Yet, how disparate they 
may appear in detail, they all reside under a common theme: whistle-
blowing. Seeing that the primary focus is on the public identity 
transformation, commuting someone to become an enemy of the people, the 
main attention is given to the cases involving Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. 
Lindberg, because they both eventually moved from their home district as a 
consequence of going public with their allegations. The inclusion of Paul 
van Buitenen mainly serves as an interesting and instructive counter 
example, where the trend of events is similar up to a certain point, but the 
exposure does not provoke any noteworthy hostility from people outside his 
organization, the European Commission. This is also a reason why the 
experiences of Paul van Buitenen will play a smaller part in the analysis. 
Paul van Buitenen represents the divergent trajectory, and we will, 
eventually, find a solution to the question of why things turn out differently 
in his case. Since van Buitenen expresses explicitly that he did not receive 
any hostile responses from the outside of the European Commission, instead 
praise and encouragement, a systematic or thorough search of newspaper 
articles or broadcasted material in this case has been omitted. 130 

                                                        
129 Originally, I also collected material about the Swiss night watchman Cristoph Meili. The 
consequences of Cristoph Meili’s sounding of the alarm are summed up in the documentary 
film Christoph Meili – The Night Watchman who escaped from Switzerland (In Swedish: 
Christoph Meili – Nattvakten som flydde från Schweiz). After a while, I decided to drop this 
case, since the collection of material from the Swiss press, radio and television would be too 
cumbersome, due to a language barrier; my proficiency in French and Italian is insufficient, 
which would obstruct the analysis of people’s sentiments in Swiss mass media. 
130 This is what Paul van Buitenen claims in his autobiography Blowing the Whistle: Fraud in 
the European Commission (Buitenen: 2000: 167ff). I have read the Swedish translation of the 
book which is entitled: Kamp för Europa – Bedrägeri i EU-kommissionenı 2000. Unlike Odd 
F. Lindberg and Ingvar Bratt, Paul van Buitenen has, until recently, maintained his own 
homepage on the Internet, a helpful source that for a while contained a diary with updates and 
news regarding his case. 
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These cases are examples of so-called “high-profiled whistle-blowing” 
receiving massive coverage in the mass media. This approach to study 
whistle-blowing has received criticism from the sociologist Terence D. 
Miethe, who claims that whistle-blowing research will miss the target if only 
high-profile cases covered in the mass media are analyzed. By choosing this 
strategy, we give an inaccurate representation of “…the more typical and 
less sensational whistle-blowing situation.” (Miethe 1999: 18). 
Unfortunately, Miethe does not present an explanation or suggestion about 
why the focus on high-profile cases creates a flawed picture of whistle-
blowing, but the objection is at least worth a statement of reasons.  

So, why did I choose these particular cases? First and foremost, because 
the high-profile cases provide us with information that reflects the currents 
happening in the spur of the moment. When the participants in the conflict 
are asked in hindsight, the heated sentiments surrounding whistle-blowing 
are usually reduced by rationalizations and repressed by reconstructions. 
Although some prevailing attitudes and sentiments never get nailed in 
interviews by journalists, newspaper articles, and letters to the editor—
simply because some of these feelings transgress the dividing line of what is 
respectable and legal to print—they are valuable since they mirror an 
atmosphere that is difficult to retrace if we would include low-profile cases, 
where we would rely on reminiscences alone. It is also worth stressing that 
analyzing what is said in mass media indicates the limits of what is accepted 
to formulate in public discourse. This should form a contrast to all kind of 
responses the whistle-blowers receive informally, for example, through 
telephone calls, private letters, or face-to-face, where some of these 
messages would never make it to the letters to the editor’s pages. Secondly, 
the primary concern of this thesis is not whistle-blowing in general, but the 
aim is to attain a better understanding of the process whereby an enemy of 
the people is designated after blowing the whistle, a development of events 
we have labeled a tragedy. Thus, the cases are picked according to their 
theoretical fruitfulness. This implies how great the chances are to have 
access to and collect data, given the research questions (cf. Stake 1994: 243). 
High-profile cases are rich on empirical material, in contrast to cases 
reaching low public attention, since organizations are generally reluctant to 
give away sensitive information to the public (cf. the discussion of dirty data 
in Chapter 1, “Introduction”). 

In this study, a case refers to a trend of events, taking place in a 
demarcated historical situation or setting. However, cases are of no academic 
use unless they are linked to something more general (cf. Walton 1992). Put 
differently, a case becomes a scientific object primarily when the case is 
regarded as something. The cases under study here have been chosen in 
order to find out something more general about the process of social status 
degradation, which in turn have become a point of departure in order to find 
out something more about the sociology of tragedy. Yet, it is important to 
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note that originally these cases were chosen as cases of whistle-blowing 
ending up in the creation of enemies of the people. It was not until later that 
I found out that most examples of enemies of the people represent a more 
general phenomena, namely a social degradation process, which in turn—as 
I have stressed—is the common social denominator in all tragedies.131 When 
this shift in perspective took place, it was suddenly possible to locate the 
empirical cases in an extended theoretical framework. The triggering 
impulse that initiated the search for connections between whistle-blowing 
and tragedy occurred after reading the stage play An Enemy of the People by 
the Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen. This reading motivated me to find 
out more of what students of literature have said about Ibsen’s play, and I 
discovered that several, among others Raymond Williams, claimed that the 
fate of Doctor Stockmann is considered to be a liberal or modern tragedy 
(Williams 1966).132 

Written Material 
Three great sources of information for the study of these events were the 
autobiographies written by the whistle-blowers themselves: Mot rädslan 
(Against Fear) by Ingvar Bratt (1988); På sälfångst i Vesterisen (On Seal-
Hunting in the West Ice) by Odd F. Lindberg (1987); and Kamp för Europa 
(English version: Blowing the Whistle: Fraud in the European Commission) 
by Paul van Buitenen (2000). The books by Bratt and van Buitenen were 
written some time after the conflict took place; both deliver their picture of 
the aftermath, after going public. Because Lindberg’s book was published 
during the on-going controversy, a wealth of details of interest is not 
included. This is the main reason why a three-hour interview was conducted 
with Lindberg in order to record his version of what happened after reporting 
to the newspaper, and especially after his film was broadcasted the year 
after, in 1989. Apart from these autobiographies, the study is mainly based 
on a systematic coverage of the events in newspapers, and on radio and 
television. Other documents of relevance covering these events have also 
been collected, such as film documentaries, judicial decisions, Internet 
diaries etc. The main focus has been upon the community responses in the 
local newspapers and the broadcast coverage on radio and television, since 
the main focus is on the social identity transformation of the whistle-blowers 
in the community, not the affairs at large.  

                                                        
131 What this shift in focus also tells us is that a case can be regarded as several different 
things and can be chosen for different research purposes. 
132 “Liberal tragedy” would in this case refer to when two features of liberalism, freedom of 
speech and the democratic voice of the majority, come into conflict.  



                                                                                                                    91 

 

When searching for newspaper material regarding Ingvar Bratt and the 
Bofors-affair, I spent my time at the Royal Library of Sweden.133 Here, I 
searched through every microfilm between January 1, 1985 and May 31, 
1987 from the local and regional newspapers Karlskoga Tidning, Nerikes 
Allehanda, and Örebrokuriren.134 This period was chosen because Ingvar 
Bratt went public on May 21, 1985, and the result of the prosecutor’s 
preliminary investigation against Bofors was published two years later in 
May 1987. I also searched in the national newspapers Dagens Nyheter, 
Aftonbladet, and Expressen. However, these searches were based upon my 
knowledge from the previous search in the local newspapers. More 
specifically, since I already knew during which periods Ingvar Bratt and the 
Bofors-affair appeared in mass media—from the search in the local 
newspapers—I could concentrate my subsequent hunt for relevant hits in the 
national papers based upon this knowledge. The motivation behind picking 
out these newspapers is the following: Karlskoga Tidning is the local 
newspaper of the town where Ingvar Bratt lived when he became a whistle-
blower; Örebro-kuriren and Nerikes Allehanda are located in the county 
town, Örebro, which, according to the common point of view, is considered 
to be the “big brother” and a competitor to Karlskoga.135 The last three listed 
newspapers—Dagens Nyheter, Aftonbladet, and Expressen—were chosen 
since they are the largest three in Sweden—based on the number of readers.  

In 1986, Karlskoga celebrated the town’s foundation 400 years ago. 
During this event, the self-understanding of the people in town, as citizens of 
Karlskoga, was given a lot of space in the local newspaper Karlskoga 
Tidning: in letters to the editor, the editorial material, and the news stories 
told during the festivities. As this celebration of collective identity coincided 
with the accusations of illegal export of arms from Bofors as a backdrop, I 
could collect a rich amount of material informing how people who are 
threatened by hostile surroundings think and feel. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                        
133 Unfortunately, it was not possible to search for Swedish articles digitally, since the 
newspapers from this period have not been transferred and digitalized to a computer database.   
134  It was not possible to search articles in Örebrokuriren for the whole period, since the 
newspaper was discontinued between June 1, 1986 and November 1, 1987. 
135 This rivalry between the towns recurred on several occasions in the letters to the editor, in 
the local newspaper Karlskoga Tidning. See for example KT860602; KT860916; KT860917; 
KT860723;  
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Table 1: Number of items analyzed on Bofors in six daily papers in Sweden between Jan 1, 
1985-May 31, 1988.  
*The publication of Örebrokuriren was discontinued between June 1, 1986-November 1, 
1987. 

For analyzing the seal-hunting affair in the Norwegian press, the newspapers 
Bladet Tromsø, Aftenposten, Verdens Gang and Dagbladet were examined 
between January1, 1987 and December 31, 1989. The starting date for this 
press study was chosen since Odd F. Lindberg made his first trip aboard the 
seal-hunting vessel M/S Harmoni of Tromsø in spring, 1987.  Bladet Tromsø 
was picked because it is the local newspaper in Tromsø, the hometown of 
the seal vessel, and also the newspaper that originally published Odd F. 
Lindberg’s report.136 Aftenposten, Verdens Gang, and Dagbladet were the 
largest national newspapers in Norway back then, and still are today. Each of 
these newspapers, available on microfilm, was reserved from the Royal 
Library of Norway. In contrast to the Royal Library in Sweden, it was 
possible to find articles dating back to this period from the Norwegian daily 
paper Aftenposten in a searchable database (Atekst).137 A search for 

                                                        
136 For a long time, I presumed that the largest, and only local newspaper in Tromsø was 
Bladet Tromsø. Much later, I realized that this is not the case, and that I should have included 
the largest local newspaper as well, which is Nordlys. To remedy this faux pas, I have 
therefore supplemented my original data collection with a search for “Odd AND Lindberg” in 
Nordlys during the same period, and found 25 relevant items in 1988, and 44 items in 1989. 
These articles were found in the Norwegian digital database Atekst. In hindsight, I could also 
have included Fredrikstad Blad and Demokraten, the local newspapers in Fredrikstad in this 
study, since Odd Lindberg lived in this municipality during the period in question. The main 
question is whether I would come to another conclusion, or discover something new by 
including these newspapers. Since I have plenty of examples of the social response in his 
neighborhood from other sources, I presume a study of these newspapers would only add 
more of the same, rather than something qualitatively different from what I have already 
collected, regarding how the social reactions were manifested. 
137 When the data gathering took place in 2002, the digital database Atekst contained only 
articles from Aftenposten dating back to 1987 when Odd F. Lindberg took his first trip aboard 
the seal vessel Harmoni. I also searched for “Odd Lindberg” and “Odd F. Lindberg” and 
received 94 relevant articles from Aftenposten and 83 articles from the Norwegian news 
agency NTB between January 1, 1987 - March 13, 2001. Today, as of 2009, it is possible to 
search most of the Norwegian newspapers during this period in Atekst. The content of the 
articles is also possible to read on-line.  

Newspaper 1985 1986 1987 Total 
Karlskoga Tidning 239 163 280 682 
Örebrokuriren 84 19* 0* 103 
Nerikes Allehanda 133 19 158 310 
Dagens Nyheter 52 0 0 52 
Aftonbladet 43 7 107 157 
Expressen 47 7 96 150 
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“selfang*” produced 653 hits between January 1, 1987 and April 7, 2002, of 
which 266 articles were published during this period between 1987 and 
1989. This search was helpful as a point of departure when searching for 
relevant material in the other newspapers. However, the content of the 
articles in the newspapers still needed to be extracted manually by inspecting 
each microfilm. This study also includes an analysis of the responses in the 
Swedish newspapers—Expressen and Aftonbladet—to the seal-hunting film 
“Seal Mourning”, based on Odd F. Lindberg’s film recordings on his trip to 
the West Ice. The film was broadcasted in United Kingdom, Denmark, and 
Sweden in February 1989.  The great debate in mass media calmed down 
about a month after the film was broadcasted, which is the reason why I 
stopped doing a systematic search of newspapers published after the year 
1989. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2: Number of items analyzed on the “seal issue” in six daily papers between Jan 1, 
1987-December 31, 1989.  *Expressen and Aftonbladet were studied between January 1, 
1989-March 31. 1989. 

For the three-hour interview conducted with Odd F. Lindberg, an interview 
guide was used, covering the topics and aspects that I could not obtain from 
other sources. This guide tried to follow Lindberg’s life before, during, and 
after his seal-hunting report was published. Another important source is the 
European Court judgment that, in 1999, concluded that Bladet Tromsø could 
not be responsible for defamation after publishing Lindberg’s report, a 
decision that was contrary to the verdict from Sarpsborg District Court in 
Norway (Case of Bladet Tromsø and Stensaas v. Norway Application no. 
21980/93).  

Newspaper 1987 1988 1989 Total 

Bladet Tromsø 22 62 116 200 
Aftenposten 47 51 168 266 
Verdens Gang 5 22 169 196 
Dagbladet 6 16 199 221 
Expressen* 0 0 44 44 

Aftonbladet* 0 0 24 24 
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Broadcasted Material  
In addition to written text (newspapers, magazines and the Internet), I have 
also analyzed radio and television features about these cases. For this, I have 
spent time at the Swedish National Archive of Recorded Sound and Moving 
Images (Statens Ljud- och Bildarkiv), which contains a collection of the total 
output of audiovisual media in Sweden.  

Ingvar Bratt and the Bofors-affair have attained considerable attention in 
television and radio. Film documentaries include Karlskoga – a town in the 
world (1985) (Swedish title: Karlskoga en stad i världen 1985); Cannon 
Business  (Swedish title: Kanonaffärer 1986); and The Great Gun Powder 
Swindle (Swedish title: Den stora krutbluffen 1996). Radio documentaries 
from Karlskoga include Karlskoga in the Shadow of the Smuggling of Arms 
(Karlskoga i skuggan av vapensmugglingen 1987). Additional material was 
found in television and radio debates, and in the news. Seven television-
features and fifteen radio-features have been transcribed and analyzed.  

For the Norwegian seal-hunting controversy, I have watched and 
transcribed the seal movie Odd F. Lindberg made in collaboration with a 
Swedish television producer: “Seal Mourning” (1989) (Swedish title: Om 
sälar och människor). In 1994, Swedish television also broadcasted a 
documentary by Per Lapins, named “An Enemy of the People–Seal-Hunting 
Inspector in Exile” (Swedish title: En folkfiende–sälfångstinspektör i 
landsflykt), which tried to capture the reactions in Norway against Odd F. 
Lindberg. I have also conducted an interview with the filmmaker, Per 
Lapins, asking question about his impressions of the case, and some 
“behind-the-scenes” questions about the circumstances and other details the 
documentary did not capture.  

Adaption and Codification 
So how did I classify and arrange this amount of text, sound, and moving 
picture? The newspaper articles about seal-hunting in Norway and the 
Bofors-affair have been summarized in a software program called 
OmniOutliner. The purpose of the software is to facilitate the organization of 
information and ideas; and I have used it as a device to take control over the 
articles by writing a summary, the name of the publication source, listing the 
date of publication, and giving comments or ideas that popped up while 
reading the article. Because the program consists of columns and rows where 
the user can create “items” that can be sorted, the content of the final 
database could be viewed according to different sorting criteria. For 
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example, I could view every article in chronological order, where it is 
possible to analyze how the chosen news sources wrote about an event of a 
particular day or week. Or, I could sort the material according to a specific 
news source, where I can find all news articles about Odd F. Lindberg and 
seal-hunting in, for example, Verdens Gang, in consecutive order. Typically, 
I read the article I found directly, with the software program open, where I 
wrote a summary of the content. If any of those articles or other texts 
provoked a thought, I wrote down notes as the associations popped-up. 
When the structure of the book was outlined, I could classify the articles 
according to where they belonged chapter-wise. After this codification, I 
could sum up all items belonging to a certain chapter, which gave a good 
overview when the content of a particular chapter was developed. In the 
following, the quotes taken from Swedish and Norwegian mass media are 
my own translations to English 

Approaching the Cases  

Mass Media—Some Considerations  
It will take up too much space to discuss the mass media and its relation to 
the audience at length; but some remarks are proper, even necessary, to 
make, since media in the public sphere has the dual capacity to play the part 
of supplying the viewers, listeners, and readers with the initial assertions 
from the whistle-blower, as well as supplying the controversy that follows to 
the public. Occasionally, representatives of the mass media perform the 
function of prosecutor and judiciary as well. Also, in the affairs that will be 
analyzed here, mass media plays a dominant part.138  The “affairs” under 
study in the following chapters are public in character, and unthinkable 
without the agency of news-driven media coverage. Actually, it is 
impossible to imagine how the heated atmosphere in Norway and Sweden 
                                                        
138 In both controversies under study here many happenings reported in the mass media were 
“pseudo-events”, which is something different from “natural” events. According to the 
historian Daniel Boorstin, a pseudo-event is characterized in the following way “1. It is not 
spontaneous, but comes about because someone has planned, planted, or incited it. Typically, 
it is not a train wreck or an earthquake, but an interview. 2. It is planted primarily (not always 
exclusively) for the immediate purpose of being reported or reproduced. Therefore, its 
occurrence is arranged for the convenience of the reporting or reproducing media. Its success 
is measured by how widely it is reported.... The question "Is it real?" is less important than, 
"Is it newsworthy?" 3. Its relation to the underlying reality of the situation is ambiguous. Its 
interest arises largely from this very ambiguity.... While the news interest in a train wreck is 
in what happened and in the real consequences, the interest in an interview is always, in a 
sense, in whether it really happened and in what might have been the motives. Did the 
statement really mean what it said? 4. Usually it is intended to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Pseudo-events are staged to give people something to talk about. They become a test for 
being informed.“ (Boorstin 1972: 11f)  
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would have sprung into life without nationwide mass media channels. The 
public denunciations under study here were basically presented to the public 
in a mediated way, which implies that the information or representations are 
already processed through the gatekeepers in mass media when it reaches the 
readers, listeners, and viewers. This assertion is not tantamount to claiming 
that enemies of the people are created through mass media only, although 
the culprit must be presented to the larger community in one way or 
another.139 The hunt for news makes it quite easy for whistle-blowers to 
communicate their message to the public, as long as the accounts are 
believed to have some substance among the gatekeepers in the media sphere. 
The story should also be “news worthy”, which for most commercial media 
organizations is equal to being saleable. Here we can observe a difference 
between the daily papers relying on subscribers and the tabloids dependent 
upon the sales of single copies. The latter, both in Sweden and Norway, are 
using more provocative and sensational-seeking slants. For example, in the 
seal-hunting affair, it is clear that some newspapers took a more active part 
in the reprisal process. The national tabloids Verdens Gang and Dagbladet 
used a more confrontational style; both when it comes to headlining –for 
example “Seal Judas” and “Millionaire in Norway Hatred”–as well as trying 
to put Lindberg up against the wall in interviews.140 From another point of 
view, it was the condemnations driven by two large Swedish tabloids, 
Aftonbladet and Expressen, that created much of the heated atmosphere in 
Norway: the harm and feeling of being unjustly exposed that were redirected 
as moral indignation against Odd F. Lindberg.  

The same phenomenon appears in the Bofors-affair as well, in which the 
depreciating stories of unscrupulous citizens in Karlskoga, produced by the 
national media in Sweden, were a driving force behind the us-against-the-
world view that dominated in Karlskoga at the time. Would the feeling of 
betrayal among the citizens of Karlskoga reach the same magnitude without 
far-reaching media channels putting the small town on the map for all to 
see? I think not, and in this sense, the rationale behind moral panics and the 
creation of “folk devils” in mass media work in a similar way to 
controversies such as those discussed here (cf. Cohen 1972). Without mass 
media, the impact of the whistle-blower’s message would not have been so 

                                                        
139 The cases under study here are chosen exactly because they became media affairs, and, 
consequently, created traces to the posterity, a rich material for the study of enemies of the 
people. In the model for this study, the play An Enemy of the People, Doctor Stockmann’s 
article concerning contaminated water at the spa never reaches the pages of the local 
newspaper, since the chief editor changed his mind and decided not to publish the text. 
Instead of facing the public through media, Doctor Stockmann met the local mob face-to-face 
at the public meeting. 
140 “Storm around Seal-Judas” (VG880719; VG880720), Examples of aggressive journalism 
against Lindberg: VG890211; VG890214, DB890211). 
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vast, and the moral indignation would not have taken root on such a great 
scale.141 

The media material is approached in two interrelated ways. First, the 
coverage of the events in public is giving hints of the attitudes and opinions 
different parts of the population express, and thus giving some clues as to 
how the performances by Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg are received. At 
the same time, the media coverage of the events will also occasionally have 
an effect upon how the trend of events develops. People read the news, see a 
documentary, and react towards what they see and hear, which takes the 
events in new directions or reinforces the current situation and atmosphere. 
In short: the mass media provides a way of making sense of the trend of 
events in hindsight, but also influences the development of events as they 
happen.  

It is also important to distinguish between the mass media coverage 
dating back to the time when the events actually took place, and the news 
features and documentaries that have been produced afterwards. The latter 
material shows things in hindsight, and usually contains a more reflexive 
approach, since they have the answering book to how things finally turned 
out. It is easy to be wise after the event, as the saying goes. Especially the 
hopes and despairs among the population are important to describe by using 
sources from when the affairs were going on. Usually the participants in the 
controversy might arrange the story in another, more discursive and rational, 
way when the heated atmosphere has cooled down a bit.  

It is also worth noting that the number and size of the articles, and the 
angle of approach differ among the studied newspapers. The old truth 
regarding media attention and social distance is applicable here, as well. 
When a disaster is taking place, the different newspapers’ evaluations of the 
story are following certain rules, namely: "the size of headlines and number 
of words devoted to the story is directly proportional to the number killed 
and inversely proportional to their (social) distance from the audience." 
(Barton 1963: 134) To this we should add the strength of the story (Brown 
1986: 25f). The same is true for the attention the seal-hunting and the export 
of arms received, if you compare the regional newspaper with the national 
and international press. First, the attention given to the cases in the 
newspapers is due to how affected the readers are by accusations. Naturally, 
the number of articles about the seal-hunting affair was much larger in 
Norway compared to Sweden (or any other country) where the publication 
of articles was concentrated around the time when Lindberg’s seal-hunting 
film was broadcasted in Sweden, Denmark, and United Kingdom, in 

                                                        
141 Newspapers also have a tendency to focus on disasters as sudden and temporary outbursts, 
and downplay chronic suffering taking place in various places of the world. This makes these 
sudden happenings more visible to an audience. The sudden change of conditions always 
seem to find more support and interest than chronic forms of collective suffering found 
among the poor, sick, and old (cf. Barton 1963: 133).  
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February 1989 (See Table 1). Also, Karlskoga Tidning, the local newspaper 
in the town where the arms factories are located produced an outstanding 
number of articles on Bofors compared to the national newspapers (See 
Table 2).  

Although the number of words is lengthier and the size of headlines is 
greater, the specific content also has some interesting differences. For 
example, the local newspaper of Karlskoga omitted many of the rumors 
about forbidden export of arms and gunpowder, while unsubstantiated 
rumors and accusations were frequently published in the national press in 
Sweden. There are also conspicuous differences between Norwegian and 
Swedish newspapers in how they display the seal-hunting controversy. To 
repeat, the fierce atmosphere in Norway against Odd F. Lindberg became 
even stronger due to the campaign journalism against Norway driven by the 
Swedish tabloids Expressen and Aftonbladet. In these newspapers, the 
attitude towards seal-hunting and Norway as a country was almost 
exclusively negative.   

There are, of course, several shortcomings by basing the analysis on 
material found in mass media. For example, when analyzing sentiments in 
the population by focusing on letters to the editor, we do not get in touch 
with the parts of the population who do not write their opinions and 
sentiments to the press. There is a selection taking place among the letters to 
the editors, since the newspapers are not allowed to publish opinions that 
breach the press ethics; and as hinted by the editor of the local newspaper 
Karlskoga Tidning, several responses from readers did transgress this line 
and could not be printed (KT851022). The gatekeeping aspects of what is 
published and what is not, has not been examined in this study, although we 
know that such a selection exists in all newspapers.  

Evaluating Assertions in a Controversy 
It is also worth bearing in mind that the personal accounts of what happened 
are taking place in a situation where the whistle-blowers, but also other 
people involved in the controversy, are exposed to a considerable amount of 
scorn and derision in public. Hence, it is important to resist the allurement to 
take what is being said at face value, whenever someone is speaking after 
being pressed into a corner. As we are witnessing disagreements, one of the 
more delicate tasks during this study was to evaluate the sources when words 
stand against words; and I have tried, as far as possible, to avoid taking sides 
when these situations occur. The main task has been to reconstruct what has 
been said and done in the controversies, and analyze how the assertions have 
affected the trend of events. This is something other than trying to find out 
who is right and who is wrong, and who is truthful and who is a liar. 
However, I have tried to give the reader a chance to evaluate the statements, 
by pointing out when a crucial aspect cannot be substantiated or proved by 



                                                                                                                    99 

 

referring to material of evidence. Whenever possible, I have tried to double-
check controversial information coming from only one source. If this cannot 
be done, it is stated in the text. By practicing triangulation, we might achieve 
a fuller picture of the events, although some parts of the story never will be 
settled. What is most interesting for the progression of events, though, is that 
controversies are one of several important pieces in the creation of the public 
image of Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg. In this regard, it is an important 
part of my analysis, as this work does not primarily deal with an evaluation 
of the moral purity or status of these whistle-blowers. Since Bratt, Lindberg 
and van Buitenen have written autobiographies about their experiences, we 
have an extensive body of material depicting their version of what really 
happened. Their opponent’s view of the controversy are, for example, 
expressed in the mass media, but naturally lack the depth and scope granted 
those who have written a whole book about the affair.  This imbalance is 
something I have tried to take into consideration during the writing of this 
book, but still the different versions are in a state of disequilibrium.  

On The Discrepancy Between Attitude and Action 
How people act is expressed in actual situations—in the flow of life—not in 
artificial situations where people are asked to respond to hypothetical 
scenarios. When studying social life, we can proceed from what people say, 
or from what people do.142  This is one reason why it is difficult to collect 
survey data on whistle-blowing. One of the greatest obstacles here is that 
there is no necessary correspondence between the response to a hypothetical 
situation, and actual behavior when the very same person faces this situation 
in real life. It is easy to appreciate whistle-blowing as a general 
phenomenon, since the whistle-blowers claim to stop something illegal or 
unethical. Perhaps they even save lives! However, for most people it is 
difficult to retain the same positive attitude if it happens in the actual 
organization where they belong; in short, when the whistle-blower becomes 
a co-worker in the flesh, with a name and with whom you ate lunch 
yesterday. These things are difficult to handle in the present study, as well. 
By following a certain chain of events that have already taken place, it is 

                                                        
142 Richard LaPiere conducted a pioneering work in this field, summarized in the article 
“Attitudes vs. Actions” (LaPiere 1934). LaPiere concludes that questionnaires are only good 
as a response to an “entirely symbolic situation”, but are more insecure when used as an 
“anticipatory set or tendency” towards a certain action. (ibid.: 236) “It is only when we cannot 
easily observe what people do in certain types of situations that the questionnaires are 
resorted to. But it is just here that the danger in the questionnaire technique arises.” (ibid. 236) 
Another argument in the same spirit is expressed by renowned social-psychologist Roger 
Brown: “In short, neither expectations of how people would behave nor judgments of how 
they should behave predicts at all well how they do behave. Something intervenes between 
the description of the scenario and action, something not easy to imagine realistically, the 
force of the actual situation.” (Brown 1986: 4) 
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possible to find out what people did, and what they said back then, instead of 
confronting people with hypothetical questions to which they are expected to 
deliver well-informed answers. We can therefore also suspect that 
sometimes there might be a discrepancy between what people do, or why 
they did it, and their explanations of the same event, after it did take place. 
When a strong social pressure to hold a specific view is prevalent, there is 
probably a wider gap between public/manifest attitude and actual behavior. 
In brief, it is easy to have a positive attitude towards whistle-blowing, as 
long as it is not taking place in your own immediate vicinity.143 When the 
appropriateness of certain behaviors is disputable, a “good and reasonable” 
story often precedes the “accurate” one. This is also an argument for being 
skeptic towards attempts to quantify whistle-blowing in surveys, that is, 
trying to find out how inclined different professional groups are to report 
mismanagement, or account for employee’s and manager’s attitudes towards 
whistle-blowers and so forth. There is a fundamental difference when people 
are asked about their attitudes towards whistle-blowers in general, and their 
attitudes and sentiments if someone disclosed something compromising 
taking place within their own organization.  

Analytical Approach 
So, the following analysis will focus on social situations, and in particular, 
decisive moments.144 The chapters (4-8) are structured according to 
Aristotle’s five elements of tragedy, and I regard these elements as five 
situations that could be interpreted in a consecutive order. By using this 
approach, it is possible to find a natural delimitation of the abundance of 
possible empirical data to collect. By focusing on certain elements found in 
tragedy, it is also possible to structure data according to this narrative. 
Situational analysis concerns how people behave, at times as a response to 
the restrictions and opportunities the preconditions offer. When each 
situation is analyzed, the focus is upon the prerequisites the participating 
individuals face; and these preconditions, then, are used as a sounding board 
against the participants’ actual behavior, which could follow or act against 
them. The preconditions are sometimes present as resources and, at times, as 
constraints. The usual precondition is both a resource and a constraint.145 
                                                        
143 Here we can observe the Not-In-My-Backyard-mechanism in action, where people tend to 
appreciate constructions that benefit many—such as new roads or network masts—as long as 
they are raised elsewhere.  
144 Decisive moments are also focused upon in game theory, but this analysis deviates from 
this formalized way of theorizing, that starts and ends the analysis and prediction with a focus 
on  "the moment of truth". In this analysis, the focus is upon certain interlinked and 
momentous situations, where the situations are put in a narrative consecutive order, in which 
the previous situation influences the subsequent ones. This historical dimension is lacking in 
game theory, which focuses on hypothetical and solitary moments. 
145 A safe, as an example, is a resource for someone who wants to protect or hide something, 
but it is a constraint for those who lack the key, but want to obtain what is inside. 
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The point of departure here is that both people’s everyday activity, and 
the stories we tell mouth-to-mouth, or hear through mass media, about real 
events, have something in common. This common denominator could be 
summed up in the following way: 

"They all need a place or places to be, they need room at their disposal over a 
sufficiently long duration. And for this duration they need a minimum of 
’entourage‘ for support and they must be left in peace by entities and forces 
which threaten their existence. In other words, some fellow-beings must be 
present and others must be absent in the neighborhood or within reach. These 
same conditions have to be fulfilled also for natural beings and events in 
order to allow them to exist and unfold. Room is not a commodity, which is 
freely available and unlimited. There is always a historically given 
configuration of rooms for the world's beings to exist in, small chambers for 
tiny creatures, bigger ones for trees and humans, and very big spaces for 
nations. This given configuration provides the setting for everybody's next 
step into the future, a step which in its turn cannot avoid changing the 
configuration to some extent." (Hägerstrand 1991b: 52)  

The individual trajectory is travelling in space and time within boundary 
conditions and other constraints (Hägerstrand 1991a: 54). "One advantage of 
adding time to space in a systematic way is that the ties between events in 
the chosen area and events outside it could be identified and evaluated” 
(ibid.). Cognitive distance is, for example, constrained by the limit of our 
intellectual capabilities; physical distance is constrained by the limit of our 
bodily capabilities, and so on. Some of these preconditions have been 
extracted by, for example, thinking in terms of: the duration of the 
interaction between actors (e.g. short encounter or enduring and recurrent 
sociability). A particular focus is laid upon the constraints and opportunities 
various sorts of proximity and distance cause, especially social, physical, 
and cognitive proximity, and distance conjure.  For example, consider the 
social distance (status-discrepancy, frequency of interaction or degree of 
familiarity)146, emotional distance (degree of intimacy), and physical distance 
between the actors (face-to-face or intermediary interaction); whether the 
interaction is taking place in a formal or informal setting; and the presence 
or non-presence of a third party, i.e. an audience watching the interaction 
happen. All in all, what is taking place in the individual consciousness is 
downplayed here; it is events and performances that are of main interest.147  

The following pages contain an outline of three different stories from real 
life, which will serve as the foundation of the following analysis. In each of 
                                                        
146 The frequency of interaction between individuals and the degree of familiarity (stranger-
acquaintance) as indications of social distance are often confused.  
147 Torsten Hägerstrand distinguishes between the outside and the inside of an event. The 
inside of an event consists of the individual actor’s calculations, aims and so on. The outside 
of an event is what is possible to observe through different traces of the event (1991). From 
this figure, we could say that the present study will look at events from the outside. 
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the stories, the trend of events is depicted to give an overview, as the more in 
depth inquiries will be carried out throughout the next chapters of the book.  

The Armaments Factory Engineer—Ingvar Bratt 
If we focus on domestic politics in Sweden alone, the so-called Bofors-affair 
was one of the most covered stories in Swedish mass media in the 1980s, 
only surpassed by the murder of the Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme in 
February 1986.148 The Bofors-affair was actually several affairs, and many 
people who recall the story tend to mix them up. One important person in the 
allegations against the armament factory Bofors, was Ingvar Bratt. He 
played an important part in the first public prosecution against the company, 
regarding illegal smuggling of arms to banned countries in the Middle-East. 
However, most people remember the second allegation better; that happened 
a few years later, when Bofors was accused for bribery after winning a 
tender, that closed a munitions deal with India. The armament factory Bofors 
is located in Karlskoga, a provincial town with a population of about 30,000 
inhabitants. It is a town highly dependent upon Nobel Industries, the group 
company who owned Bofors and Nobel Kemi, the two main industries in 
Karlskoga.149   

In 1969, a few years after Ingvar Bratt completed his engineering degree 
at the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) in Stockholm, Bofors employed 
him; and in the mid 1970s, he joined a project to develop a new fire control 
system, BOFI. When Bratt describes his career at Bofors, he mentions a 
couple of circumstances that made him mistrust his assignment after some 
years. The first doubts appeared when he travelled to Malaysia and India in 
order to demonstrate the BOFI-system to some customers. In both countries, 
he observed poor people living next to the artillery ranges, and on his way 
back home to Sweden, he kept thinking about their living conditions 
compared to his own life (Bratt 1988: 24, 40). A second important change of 
direction in Bratt’s life occurred when he decided to join and become an 
active member in the recently started Green Party (Miljöpartiet) in Sweden 

                                                        
148 By coincidence, the death of Olof Palme happened when the Bofors-affair was still in the 
news, and some people with flair for conspiracies intimated that those events were 
interlinked. See New York Times March 1, 1987. In Swedish newspapers: AB870301, 
EX870302, KT870302, NA870302. 
149 Bofors AB has been running for more than 350 years. In the late 19th century, the founder 
of the Nobel Prize, Alfred Nobel acquired the company Bofors AB, and the production 
changed to a specialization in weapons technology inventions. Today, Bofors AB has 
changed its name to Bofors Defence, and is owned by the North American company United 
Defense, including about 550 employees. During Bratt’s term at Bofors, about 6 000 people 
were employed (Bratt 1988: 6). After the oil crisis in 1973, Bofors gave higher priority to 
weapons export, with a special focus on the third world markets, while unprofitable civilian 
production was discarded (Bratt 1988: 20). 
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(KT850824).150 According to the program, the Green Party wanted to put an 
end to Swedish export of arms, a detail that turned into conflict with Bratt’s 
work position back then (Bratt 1988: 51). 

Gradually, Bratt also realized that Bofors negotiated with banned export 
countries, for example, Taiwan, Dubai, Bahrain, and Libya. On a business 
trip to Netherlands, Bratt discovered that two countries with the code names 
“Customer 2” and “Customer 3”, wanted to buy complementary equipment 
for Robot 70. During the meeting, “Customer 2” and “Customer 3” were 
explicitly mentioned as Dubai and Bahrain, two banned countries, according 
to the Inspectorate of Military Equipment.151  

In spring 1983, the journalist Cecilia Zadig contacted Bratt; she wanted to 
have a confirmation as to whether or not Bofors exported the missile 
launcher, Robot 70, to the Middle East (Bratt 1988: 64). At first, Bratt 
hesitated and told the journalist that there was no “substantial proof” that 
something improper had been committed. Only by the end of the 
conversation, when Zadig guaranteed full anonymity, did he finally admit 
that Robot 70 existed in Dubai and Bahrain. After the telephone call, Bratt 
felt unease about what had taken place, and he suddenly realized that he had 
passed on information about Bofors to an outsider—information that could 
be detrimental for his company (ibid: 65). Later that spring, he found a 
document specifying that “Customer 2” and “Customer 3” were code names 
for Singapore; and, according to Bratt, this new piece of the puzzle made 
him realize that Bofors pretended to export missiles to Singapore, an 
approved country, but later redirected them to the Middle East. One evening 
when Bratt had worked late, he returned to the office where he found the 
documents and started to duplicate them on a photocopier next to the room 
in the lobby (ibid: 66). Afterwards, Bratt was in a state of shock and felt like 
a criminal. On August 19, 1983, Bratt took leave from his assignment at 
Bofors; he wanted to change direction in his working life, and started to train 
himself to become a teacher. When he left his office, he brought some of the 
documents proving Bofors’ illegal export of arms that he had copied a 
couple of months ago. In March the following year, another journalist, Björn 
Kumm, contacted him (Bratt 1988: 78). When they met, Bratt showed him 
the documents that he claimed proved his assertions. Later, when Kumm 
broadcasted a feature on the radio, in which the sales to Dubai and Bahrain 

                                                        
150 According to Bratt, the first important step away from Bofors, however, started when he 
received a new assignment at Bofors as part-time project leader. This new situation with 
shorter working hours enabled him to fulfill his interest in carpentry. In retrospect, Bratt 
asserts that this was the most important decision of his life. (Bratt 1988: 27) Another 
important move happened when he decided to visit an “identity therapy group”, something his 
brother Ulf had recommended to him. Among other things during these workshops, he 
learned to deal with his fear of conflicts,. 
151 In Swedish: “Krigsmaterielinspektionen”. Today the authority has changed name to: The 
Inspectorate for Strategic Products. 
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where discussed, he mentioned “Customer 2” and “Customer 3”, a piece of 
information that was available only within the company.  

Later that year, yet another person approached Ingvar Bratt; this time it 
was Henrik Westander, a representative for the Swedish Peace and 
Arbitration Society (SPAS).152 The organization wanted Bratt to deliver the 
documents to the police—something Bratt at first thought was too 
dangerous. He knew that if he reported Bofors to the police, his documents 
would become public. Eventually, on May 29, 1984, after overcoming worry 
and doubt, SPAS received an approval from Bratt, and a report to the police 
was written. On July 1, 1984, Bratt resigned from Bofors and was recruited 
as a teacher at the local senior high school (gymnasium) in Karlskoga. 

The following months, Bratt took precautions in his contacts with SPAS. 
He decided to contact them only from telephone booths, and after a while, he 
spoke of himself in third person. On December 10, 1984, Bratt traveled to 
the county town Örebro east of Karlskoga and met two policemen from The 
National Investigation Department (Rikskriminalpolisen) at a hotel. One of 
the policemen gave him the advice to move away from Karlskoga: “The 
pressure put on you will be enormous if you are singled out in public.” (Bratt 
1988: 93) One and a half months later, they met again, and Bratt is told that 
the police investigation is at risk of failing if he does not testify in an official 
hearing; and at this time, Bratt agreed without hesitation. At the same time, 
he decided to step out from anonymity. In collaboration with a member of 
SPAS, a report was written and handed over to the National Investigation 
Department, and on May 21, 1985, he was on his way to Stockholm to 
present himself and his evidence at a press conference (Bratt 1988: 94-103).  

The Seal-Hunting Inspector—Odd F. Lindberg 
Seal-hunting in Norway back in the 1980s was not for profit in the first 
place, but for keeping an “ecological balance” (e.g., AP880801). Without the 
hunting, the number of seals would grow which, according to the 
representatives of the fishery industry, would empty the fish from the sea 
(e.g., AP880616). For that reason, the Norwegian Government subsidized 
the hunting, and in 1988 the grant sum was 7 million kroner, or 70,000 
kroner per seal-hunter (AP890314; Tr890315; DN890214).153  A 
representative from the company Riber & CO, processing seal skin coats and 
seal meat, said in an interview that, “We have lost a lot of money from the 
                                                        
152 In Swedish: Svenska Freds- och Skiljedomsföreningen. The Swedish Peace and Arbitration 
Society is the largest peace organization in Scandinavia, founded in 1883. Between 1979 and 
1985, the organization expanded from 2,400 to about 15,000 members (NA850528). 
153 The reason why the seal hunting needed support was the import ban of seal pup coats by 
the European Community, which decreased the sales dramatically (AP890304). The import 
prohibition in the EC took effect in 1983, five years before Odd F. Lindberg’s trip 
(Tr890210). 



                                                                                                                    105 

 

seal hunting, and we have kept the industry alive almost on idealistic 
grounds.” (VG890213) From an international point of view, the seal-hunting 
had been controversial, and Norway had received protests from 
environmental groups already in the 1970s (Tr880621). In the 1950s, the 
seal-hunting fleet from Tromsø consisted of 50 seal-hunting vessels, and the 
industry ensured employment for 2,000 seal-hunters, and about 8,000 
employees on land. By the end of the 1980s, the seal hunting industry 
employed less than 100 fishermen (ibid.) In March, 1988, Odd F. Lindberg 
boarded the seal-hunting ship M/S Harmoni of Tromsø, together with 
fourteen seal-hunters.154 Their destination was the West Ice, an ice-belt 
located east of Greenland in the Greenland Sea. Odd F. Lindberg’s voyage 
was crammed with obligations. His principal task was to scrutinize the seal-
hunting in his capacity as seal-hunting inspector; but he also joined the ship, 
as a freelance journalist, in order to find story material about the life aboard 
for the North Norwegian newspaper Bladet Tromsø and then to bring seal 
pups back to a biology professor at the University of Oslo (VG880719). In 
addition, he also wanted to take shots with his film camera for a future 
documentary on seal-hunting. This was not Lindberg’s first trip with the 
vessel; he had joined M/S Harmoni the previous year as well, in order to find 
material for a book on seal-hunting, and to give reports to the Norwegian 
newspaper Aftenposten.155 When Lindberg and the vessel returned to the port 
in Tromsø, on April 11, 1988, he asked the Ministry of Fisheries 
(Fiskeridepartementet) for permission to send the report a little later. One 
reason was that he suffered an injury in his back during the trip, so he could 
not write in an upright position, and secondly, he had some great difficulties 
putting the report together, since he anticipated strong reactions from the 
Ministry of Fisheries, as well as from the fishermen (Interview Odd F. 
Lindberg 020305). Three months later, in July, the report was completed, 
and Lindberg, simultaneously, sent one copy to the Ministry of Fisheries, 
and one copy to the newspaper Bladet Tromsø. According to Lindberg, this 
was an agreement with the newspaper. When the Ministry of Fisheries 
received the report, they classified it immediately. However, by then the 

                                                        
154 Readers unfamiliar with this story would perhaps come to the wrong conclusion that these 
are fictitious names inspired by the Attic tragedies. But we are not making this up, his name is 
Odd, and the vessel was given the name Harmoni.   
155 Lindberg’s tasks were discussed in an interview in Aftenposten: “I’ve had this urge to write 
a book about seal-hunting for a long a time,” Odd F. Lindberg said . . .”This hunting has had 
great importance for the population along the coastline of Northern Norway. Recently the 
industry has been strongly reduced because of the strong international resistance to the 
hunting. It has been told that the industry will eventually die out, but now it seems like the 
hunting might be as important as ever because of the ravages of the seal along our shoreline. 
No matter how this turns out, I am looking forward to documenting this particular industry,” 
he said.” (AP870313). It is worth noting that during this first trip he functioned more or less 
like a body counter, telling the readers how many seals the fishermen had caught so far 
(AP870316, AP870319. AP870320, AP870324). 
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journalist Stensås at the newspaper already had one copy of the report in his 
hand. Lindberg comments on that circumstance with the following words: 

 

“I have been writing for the newspaper Tromsø before. And when they 
received the information at Tromsø that the report was classified, they were 
instructed to print it, but with all names cancelled. And they did that. It went 
into print. And then all hell broke loose, you know.” (Interview Odd F. 
Lindberg 020305) 

The first article based on Odd F. Lindberg’s report was published on July 15, 
1988, and the headline on the front-page read: “Shock-Report—Seal 
Skinned Alive.” (Tr880715)  

The Auditor—Paul van Buitenen 
Paul van Buitenen was working at the Technical University in Delft, 
Netherlands as a budget policy adviser, when he decided to apply for a job 
position at the European Commission. In 1990, he was appointed as Official 
in Brussels (Buitenen 2000: 29). In the European Union, the Council, which 
consists of the cabinet ministers from each national member state 
government, is the main decision-making body; but for practical reasons, 
they are not responsible for everything at the European level. This is why the 
European Commissioners exist. They are appointed by the national 
governments and are entitled to initiate draft legislations to enforce the law 
in the European Union and to negotiate agreements on an international level. 
In short, they prepare and execute the European policies. Every 
Commissioner has a staff of personal advisors, called a cabinet, keeping the 
Commissioner posted on the area in question. To keep the organization of 
officers small, the Commission hires external bureaus, called Technical 
Assistance Offices (TAO), to implement the active programs, working in 
collaboration with the departments, called Directorates-General.156  

After five years in Brussels, Paul van Buitenen started to work for the 
Directorate-General responsible for education and vocational training 
(DG22).157 The largest European educational project at the time was 
Leonardo, a program for vocational training with a 620 million Euro budget 
for a five-year period between 1995-2000. Responsible for the project was 
the French Commissioner Edith Cresson. After a while, Paul van Buitenen 
figured out that the management had deficiencies. During a lunch, one of his 
colleagues told him about a couple of irregularities that had to do with the 
                                                        
156 To be authorized as TAO, you tender for a contract that competes with others through a 
public procurement.  
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Leonardo-program (Buitenen 2000: 53). In order to help and support his 
colleague, van Buitenen decided to create a record of all evidence regarding 
mismanagement within the administration; in the beginning without a clue 
what the information would be used for. Already from the beginning of his 
inquiry, he had decided to be ingenuous in relation to his colleagues about 
the matter (ibid: 55). It turned out that several of them wanted to assist him, 
and they delivered documents of evidence by different means. In October 
1997, the report for the Leonardo-program was prepared, showing strong 
indications of fraud and nepotism. However, the report needed to be 
approved by two superiors that suppressed the documents, and without the 
appropriate authorization, everything fell into oblivion in a drawer (Buitenen 
2000: 59ff). At this point in time, van Buitenen had collected a considerable 
heap of testimonies, concerning fictive transactions, mail-box firms, 
nepotism, spurious invoices, and contacted the anti-fraud unit, UCLAF, 
behind the back of his superiors at the department. After reporting to a 
representative at the unit, he waited to hear from UCLAF, but nothing 
happened (Buitenen 2000: 64). In the autumn of 1997, van Buitenen left his 
job position at DG22 and was appointed to the internal audit service at the 
Directorate General for financial control (DG20). With renewed courage and 
energy, he started to write official letters to his superiors insisting that his 
former workplace, the educational department DG22, should be scrutinized. 
Some of his former co-workers continued to hand over documents 
concerning the Leonardo-program, and sometimes the arrangements were 
settled secretly, for example, by using code words (Buitenen 2000: 78). 
During the first six months in 1998, van Buitenen continued his efforts to 
make his superiors pay attention to the mismanagement inside the Leonardo-
program, among other things, by writing appeals to three Commissioners, 
Anita Gradin, Erkki Liikanen, and Hans van den Broeks, as well as the 
Secretary-General Carlo Trojan. Nothing happened. However, in July 1998, 
a draft to the final report regarding the Leonardo-program was presented, but 
the superiors postponed any decisions and kept the report in limbo on this 
occasion as well.  

In December 1998, the European Parliament would grant discharge for 
the budget year of 1996, and in order to inform the members of the 
Parliament, van Buitenen composed a thirty-page letter containing the 
indications of mismanagement and fraud in the Commission, and asked the 
Secretary General Carlo Trojan to forward it to the European Parliament. 
Shortly after, a meeting was arranged, and, according to van Buitenen, 
Trojan told him that he did not tolerate any arbitrary actions and advised him 
to end his “crusade” (Buitenen 2000: 103f). This rebuke did not stop van 
Buitenen, who sent a letter to the Commission President Jacques Santer and 
the Commissioners Anita Gradin and Erkki Liikanen. In the letter, van 
Buitenen explained Trojan’s response and the deadline to the Parliament, 
with the letter to Carlo Trojan attached as an appendix. Simultaneously, in 
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late November, van Buitenen contacted a member of the Green Group in the 
Parliament and explained the situation to her, and a few days later the 
Greens requested the revision report for the Leonardo-program from the 
Commission. The Commission replied that the report was still an unfinished 
draft, but assured that it would put it at Greens’ disposure as soon as 
possible. When this never happened, van Buitenen decided to go public with 
his report. At a press conference on December 9, 1998, the Green Group in 
the European Parliament announced van Buitenen’s document entitled “How 
the European Commission Deals with its Internal Irregularities and Fraud”. 
The document gave an account of nepotism, forged contracts, fraud, 
corruption, and transgressions of the fiscal legislation in the Leonardo-
program. Also, the other political groups in the Parliament received copies 
of the report. On December 17 1998, a historical voting took place, when the 
European Parliament, for the first time, rejected granting discharge to the 
European Commission for the budget year 1996. The following year, on 
January 14, the European Parliament voted for parliamentary confidence in 
the Commission, which ended in continued support. However, the 
Parliament also adopted a resolution to set up a committee of independent 
experts to examine the allegations in van Buitenens report. In March 1998, 
the final report from the committee was announced, and the critique was 
devastating (Buitenen 2000: 171). On March 15, 1999, the European 
Commission resigned and later that year, a new set of Commissioners was 
appointed, with Roman Prodi as president. 
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Chapter 4 Recognition 

As discussed before (cf. Chapter 1 “Introduction”), the disposal of sensitive 
information is one key defining feature of whistle-blowing. This corresponds 
to the transition from ignorance to recognition in tragedy. Recognition—
which is a translation of the old Greek word anagnorisis—has the good 
quality of both containing an element of observation or awareness, as well as 
an element of confirmation; hence the word recognition has the dual 
meaning, "to notice" as well as "to admit". This points to the common story 
of the whistle-blower that not only becomes aware of a certain wrongdoing, 
but also comes to terms with this circumstance, instead of having recourse to 
the politics of denial (cf. Zerubavel 2006). 

This chapter will approach the organizational contexts in which Ingvar 
Bratt, Odd F. Lindberg, and Paul van Buitenen are situated before they 
decided to go public with their controversial documents. The main focus is 
on how they did get their hands on the information they later decided to 
make public. Of special interest is the question whether their positions—the 
cognitive and physical distances to sensitive information—in the 
organization have bearing on how the documentation is obtained. In this 
context, cognitive distance signifies someone’s capacity to interpret the 
organizational processes and output.  More specifically, this refers to 
whether professional knowledge or skills are needed in order to deliver 
judgments and conclusions. For example, to estimate whether a car is safe 
requires extensive technical knowledge of car engineering.  Physical 
distance on the other hand, signifies whether there is physical access to the 
area where the sensitive information turns out to be. The chapter will start 
out with a more general discussion of the secretive aspects of organizing, 
while the subsequent part will pay attention to how organizations take 
caution and prevent uncontrolled flow of information through 
circumspection, discipline, and loyalty (cf. Goffman 1959: Chapter VI).  In 
the latter section, we will undertake a closer scrutiny on how organizations 
attempt to conceal sensitive information vis-à-vis outsiders and non-
affiliates, and also on what kind of devices organizations use in order to 
control the flow of information within the organizational boundaries, and 
pre-empt these sources before they are leaked to unwarranted people and 
organizations. This part of the chapter will also focus more specifically on 
the particularities of the organizational reality that Ingvar Bratt, Odd F. 
Lindberg and Paul van Buitenen belonged to. 
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Sensitive Information and Secrets 
Secrets harbor throughout society, and can be found whenever groups of 
people join together in a durable, patterned relationship. As Georg Simmel 
puts it: “The secret element in societies is a primary sociological fact, a 
particular kind and shading of togetherness, a formal quality of relationship” 
(Simmel 1950: 362). Secrets presuppose that a society outside the group or 
individual is uninitiated, and in this sense, secrets rest upon exclusion.158 
Simmel sees the secret as one of man's greatest achievements because it 
creates a strong "we-feeling" among those who know the secret (Simmel 
1950: 330ff). Furthermore, a secret is an intentional concealment, and it is 
kept with code, camouflage or disguise (Simmel 1950: 317; Bok 1983: 5f). 
Secrets might serve different social purposes, and the most important are 
impression management, competitive advantage, social cohesion, and 
confidentiality. These aims translate to “dark secrets” for keeping indecent 
information hidden; “strategic secrets” for the concealment of future actions; 
“inside secrets” serving a feeling of separateness; and finally, “entrusted 
secrets” consisting of obligations towards another person or group (Goffman 
1959: 141ff).159 Obviously, these different concealments are sometimes 
blended i.e., an inside secret might be both dark and strategic, although this 
is not a requisite (ibid.).  

A special case is the so-called “open secrets”. In this instance, it is 
important to understand the distinction between “telling a secret” and 
“breaking the silence”. To tell a secret is always about breaking the silence, 
but many phenomena not considered secrets are still concealed until 
someone speaks out in public (Zerubavel 2006). When we deal with open 
secrets, the act of not speaking out loud about what everyone sees and knows 
is called a conspiracy of silence.160 This implies a distinction between 
whistle-blowing and silence-breaking; while the first usually is an exposure 
of something the public is unaware of, the latter concerns talking about 
something people are aware of but want to suppress:  

                                                        
158 The word secret is cognate with the word sacred, both originating from the Latin word 
secernere, which stands for separating or setting apart (cf. the meaning of sacred in Chapter 2 
“Tragedy”). The German and Swedish words for secret—heimlich/hemlig—denote that this 
phenomenon belongs to the private sphere at home. (Bok 1984: 7) 
159 Erving Goffman also discerns a “free secret”, which seems to be a superfluous category. 
This concerns secrets acquired by discovery, involuntary discretion etc, without having any 
obligation to keep it hidden. Hence, a free secret for one person or group is a dark or strategic 
secret for the other group, and, accordingly, not free from that group’s perspective. 
160 A conspiracy of silence occurs when "…a group of people tacitly agree to outwardly 
ignore something of which they are all personally aware, such as the sexual liaison between 
masters and slaves in the antebellum South or the presence of functionally illiterate student 
athletes on many American campuses today." (Zerubavel 2006: 2f) 
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"...silence breakers 'reveal' open 'secrets' of which we are aware yet unwilling 
to publicly acknowledge. In specifically publicizing, as we shall now see, 
'background' rather than 'backstage' information, they thus specifically help 
uncover 'elephants' rather than the 'skeletons' a whistle-blower might bring to 
light." (Zerubavel 2006: 65) 

In addition to the previous classification of secrets, we could also find 
another important special case: that is, when the participants in a group or 
organization do not recognize the information they keep, or things they do, 
to be sensitive at all. This is perhaps one good reason why the seal-hunters 
did not stop Odd F. Lindberg from taking pictures and shooting film during 
the seal-hunting on the West Ice in 1987 and 1988. Since killing seals is a 
non-controversial part of the working environment among themselves, they 
did not regard Lindberg with his camera equipment as someone who 
threatens to disclose something compromising. Only in hindsight, did they 
realize that the documentation would transform into sensitive information, as 
the recordings were broadcasted on television to a large non-hunting 
audience. This hypothesis finds some support as one of the crew members 
claims that Lindberg hid the real purpose of shooting film from the whole 
crew, by saying that he would use the material as background data for a 
book (VG890215). 

However, an important part of individual, as well as organizational 
impression management, is devoted to the concealment of compromising 
features, due to fear of rejection and shame, or loss of legitimacy (cf. 
Goffman 1959; Meyer and Rowan 1977). An illustration of this is a 
statement by the CEO of Bofors who says that the competitors will take 
advantage of rumors about smuggling in the mass media, as the bad 
publicity the company gets in the press makes Bofors a less credible 
contractor of arms in the eyes of potential buyers (KT870309). Impression 
management—by which people try to control the image of themselves 
presented in public—is one important reason why organizations and 
individuals are selective regarding the information they want to give away, 
and what they want to keep within.161 When it comes to secrets shared by 
several, most notably in an organizational context, one important aspect of 
impression management is the official and joint  “family story” presented in 
encounters with uninitiated individuals and organizations. 

However, secrets are not always kept in order to uphold for decency’s 
sake; in the corporate world as well as in the world of politics and war, 
secrets are also concealed in order to maintain a competitive advantage in 
relation to business rivals or political opponents. This is an important aspect 
of secrets that is often brought into play by organizations to condemn 
whistle-blowers in public, claiming that they have leaked trade secrets, 

                                                        
161 At times these attempts have fatal consequences, as illustrated by the story of Doctor 
Romand (see The Contingency of Tragedy in Chapter 2 “Tragedy”).  
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thereby impairing the competition to the rivals. In other words, the public 
controversy between the whistle-blower and the organization also consists of 
a strife regarding what kind of secret the evidence represents: dirty or 
strategic. The public relations manager at Bofors back in 1985, Per 
Mossberg, expresses an example of this question of interpretation, as to 
whether the documents are dirty or strategic, in the statement the day after 
Ingvar Bratt stepped out as “the leak” in May 21, 1985: 

“Every new employee at Bofors must sign an obligation not to convey 
documents concerning the company, Mossberg says. This concerns military 
secrecy, but also to great extent secrecy from a competitive point of view. For 
that reason, the security department inside Bofors seeks leaks that might hurt 
the company.” (my italics, KT850522)162 

 
It is also essential to make a distinction between revelations of one’s own 
secrets and secrets attached to others. While the first category happens in 
situations such as psychotherapy and public self-confession, the whistle-
blower’s announcement belongs to the second, together with other social 
phenomena such as gossip (cf. Bok 1983: 75). Here we find secrets and 
sensitive information serving confidentiality, since this sort of information is 
related to a third party, usually a client. It is a well-known issue that 
organizations and individuals on occasion try to protect themselves by 
referring to the entrustment from clients (ibid.: 117).163 

The link between secrets and power is strong. As stated, a secret can be 
utilized as a competitive resource or asset between individuals or 
organizations, for keeping rivals behind in the race for market shares. This is 
illustrated in our previous discussion of inside trading (cf. Chapter 1 
“Introduction”). But the possession of a secret device, formula or 
information giving an advantage towards competitors who do not have it, is 
not the only connection and advantage; to have knowledge of a secret 
belonging to another person or organization is another source of power—not 
the least when the secret contains unfavorable information—as the 
possibility to reveal concealed information might put an individual or 
organization in a precarious or awkward situation. These are the main 
motives why political and economic competitors at times employ spies and 

                                                        
162  Two weeks after, Bofors CEO Martin Ardbo, states that giving documents for internal use 
to unauthorized people calls Bofors’ capacity for keeping military secrets into question, 
something that will also hurt the company’s business ability (KT850604). The allegation 
against Ingvar Bratt was more explicit in the Letters-to-the-Editor section. One reader writes 
that the documents Bratt copied were military secrets that could endanger the national 
security (KT850627).  
163 In 1987, the opposition in the Swedish Parliament claimed that the government did classify 
information regarding the number of permissions they had been giving to the export of arms 
for tactical reasons in order to protect themselves from criticism. The government on the other 
hand, said that this is common practice both in Sweden and in the recipient countries 
(NA870424). 
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also the chief reason why whistle-blowing sometimes is placed on the same 
footing as espionage (cf. Chapter 1 “Introduction”).  

From another angle, an organization’s capacity to punish members 
revealing concealed information is an important reason why secrets and 
other sensitive information are kept within the organizational boundaries.164 
In order to control the flow of information, protection from public visibility 
by keeping the secrets hidden, surveillance, and control over members are of 
great importance. This is revealed in the expression “leaking”, as it connotes 
the existence of cracks through which something, in this case information, 
percolates through a container supposed to keep things inside and put in 
place. In this case, “the container” has a mental character, keeping thoughts 
within the group or organization. The greater the number of people sharing 
the secret, the more probable it is that the secret eventually will be 
disclosed.165  

It is also important when we discuss whistle-blowing to make a 
distinction between recorded and unregistered secrets (Bok 1983: 108). 
When secrets are objectified, the pains to keep things clandestine are 
worsened, since the information might fall into “the wrong hands”, or if 
encoded, get deciphered. Sometimes the ambition to encode secret material 
concludes with a situation where no living person understands the esoteric 
language. Encoding is not the only method to maintain recorded secrets; 
classification schemes, screening processes, and different threats of 
punishment striking transgressors are also available for the organization. 

The Limits of Organizational Transparency 
Whistle-blowing takes place within organizations, and one of the most 
important tasks for an organization is to exercise social control over its 
members. Controlling the organizational boundaries through gatekeeping 
and exclusion—separating those who belong from those who do not—turns 
out to be an important feature of the organizational efforts (cf. Ahrne 1994: 
12).166 One reason why this becomes essential has to do with the social 
purpose of secrets and sensitive information we have discussed already, e.g., 

                                                        
164 When we speak of warlike conditions, the use of torture might have several overt and 
covert purposes; but one important function is to obtain confessions and concealed 
information from a member of an enemy organization by the use of brute force. 
165 Benjamin Franklin’s comment: “Three may keep a secret if two of them are dead”, points 
out the problem when several people partake in covert information (Bok 1982: 108). 
Paradoxically, the opposite result occurs when we speak of “open secrets” shared by people in 
a “conspiracy of silence” (Zerubavel 2006: 54f). In this case, the impulse to break the silence 
becomes more difficult when more people are “in the know”. 
166 Also, cf. Berger and Luckmann’s discussion of the “increasing autonomy of sub-
universes”, that creates the problem of keeping outsiders “out”, and insiders “in” (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 104f). 



   114 

 

maintaining impression management and competitive advantage towards 
non-affiliates. 

In other words, dealing with sensitive information is an inherent feature 
of all organizing; some aspects of the internal doings within the 
organization, trivial or grave, are not supposed to reach non-affiliates. This is 
also one reason why it is difficult to scrutinize and control what is happening 
within the organization from the outside (cf. Ahrne 1990: 106f). However, 
the external control is sometimes facilitated by the use of certain control 
arrangements. For instance, the State employs certain methods to ease these 
obstacles–basically through jurisdiction–e.g., demanding auditing and 
declaration for taxing organizations.  The organizational output is also fairly 
easy to inspect: for example, the quality of various commodities. Yet, these 
methods of investigation are not covering the whole of activities going on in 
organizations; these devices imply a limited capacity to scrutinize 
organizational conduct, since they only touch upon restricted parts of an 
organization’s performance.  This is also to a degree due to the technical 
complexity and specialization featured in many modern organizations. 
Under such circumstances, to resume the argument from the introductory 
chapter, the responsibility to report dubious activities or the state of affairs 
rests on those members who are involved in the daily operations and have 
access to the back regions of the organization. 

The Hidden Society 
So, what do an arms factory, a fishing vessel, and the EC bureaucracy have 
in common? As diverse as they might seem, one point of similarity is that 
their activities all take place in enclosed and impermeable working 
environments. In other words, they consist of activities hidden from public 
scrutiny, although for various reasons. Obviously, secrecy is not equally 
important to all organizations. One decisive factor among others is the 
character of the on-going activities in the organization, which varies, and 
influences the openness of an organization to public view. Another factor is 
to which degree the organization is situated in a competitive environment 
where secrets are important in order to keep rivals behind. In organizations 
surrounded by a high degree of secrecy, the flow of information within the 
organization, as well as between organizations, becomes much more 
circumscribed, and, hence, constitutes an important activity to supervise.  

Let us first reflect on seal-hunting and what the business attached to that 
activity comprises. What is important to consider regarding Lindberg’s trip 
together with the seal-hunters, is that most of the events taking place on the 
vessel, at this specific excursion, are only known to the posterity through the 
memories and experiences of the participants who actually were there. The 
crew and Lindberg—no more, nor less—had an exclusive and immediate 
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access to the various details and episodes taking place during the voyage.  In 
the seal-hunting industry, having supervisors on board is not obligatory; not 
all vessels have an inspector. This implies that a great deal of the seal-
hunting activities happen out of sight for persons not directly concerned with 
the hunt. When the overseers are absent, the seal-hunters can do whatever 
they want on the ice floes–although this opportunity does not mean that they 
actually do whatever they want. 

However, this does not imply that everything passed without traces on the 
trip aboard M/S Harmoni in 1988, since Lindberg captured a great deal with 
his cameras.167 Notwithstanding such documentation, this might provoke 
disagreement too, as in this case, since the authenticity of the pictures as 
well as the non-documented events later became a matter of dispute (see 
ahead Chapter 6 “Reversal”). One illustrative example of the latter is the 
controversy regarding the seal pups: Lindberg had an agreement to bring two 
young seals back to the University of Oslo, and when the heated discussion 
later appeared in the newspapers, he was accused of afflicting pain to the 
seal pups.168 These allegations, as well as several assertions from Lindberg, 
are not possible to substantiate from anyone who did not spend time aboard 
the vessel.  Odd F. Lindberg is touching upon the subject when he describes 
what is happening when the vessel returns from the journey: 

“And then the boat sets ashore…one doesn’t see any afflictions when the 
boat is by the wharf and discharge their skin. Nobody sees the afflictions!”169 

The Norwegian sociologist Vilhelm Aubert has contributed with an 
enlightening angle of approach to this specific organizational context when 
he suggests that the vessel has some common characteristics with a total 
institution (Aubert 1965). The crew on the ship spend most of their time 
within the organization, and almost all activities, like working, eating, 
sleeping, leisure activities, etc. are performed by the crew together within 
this delimited space, 24 hours a day during the voyages.170 In addition, the 

                                                        
167 According to Lindberg, the documentary material consisted of 20 hours of film and more 
than 5000 pictures (AP880721 and AP880722). 
168 The accusations from the seal-hunters are covered in Dagbladet (DB890214) and Verdens 
Gang (VG890214). Lindberg’s position on the matter is presented in Lindberg 1989: 204-
208. 
169 Interview Odd F. Lindberg 02030; cf. Lindberg 1989: 180. 
170 Unlike other total institutions, for example, prisons and monasteries, the main purpose of 
the ship is not to purposively isolate itself from the surrounding society; it is, rather, an 
unavoidable effect due to the nature of its work (Aubert 1965: 214).  Moreover, the boat is not 
a corrective institution, existing for the explicit purpose of shaping, enhancing and 
strengthening the moral and psychological character of the sailors, in contrast to the purposes 
of prisons and mental hospitals. From what I have been told, the moral effect of spending 
time on board is rather the diametrically opposed (which is true for prolonged imprisonment 
as well). Also, the duration of the isolation varies extensively, ranging from the short trip of a 
ferry in an archipelago to a transport ship travelling between continents. Another difference 



   116 

 

ship is a geographically separated, yet mobile, space isolated from the 
surrounding society by a barrier, in this case, by the distance to neighboring 
societies created by the sea, which, in this particular framework, could be 
viewed as an expansive moat.171  

The secrecy surrounding the weapon industry is also documented. How 
Bofors deals with sensitive information is covered in a feature article in the 
local paper, wherein computer security officer Johan Essén is interviewed: 

“Due to the secret products that our companies develop, the military 
authorities [in Swedish: försvarsmakten] and the Security Service demand 
that we protect our documents. Of course we also have our own interest in 
protecting costly product development. That is the reason why we have set 
out something that is popularly known as the Bofors-model, which became 
world-wide news when we introduced it, Johan Essén says…We classify our 
documents ‘open’, ‘internal’ ‘limited’, ‘confidential’, ‘trade secret’ and ‘top 
secret’. An important element in the Bofors-model is that the owner of the 
information decides in which classification the data belongs…One should 
never say never in our case, but it will take a lot for someone unauthorized to 
get hold of important information about us, Johan Essén says.” (KT851107) 

The secretive atmosphere around Bofors is also discussed in an Op-Ed 
where a reader, PeÅ Holmqvist, rebukes the regional newspaper Nerikes 
Allehanda for not doing any independent research on the Bofors-affair. The 
answer from the editor-in-chief is illustrative: 

“It is not so easy to receive news from the introvert Bofors as PeÅ Holmqvist 
might think. An investigative journalist from a newspaper with an enormous 
amount of resources has not fished out the Bofors-affair, but it came about 
through a former employee at Bofors. Of course suspicions have circulated, 
that also Allehanda has tried to verify, without success. That Ingvar Bratt 
chose to appear in Stockholm and via SPAS, is probably due to the larger 

                                                                                                                                  
between the vessel and other total institutions is that the admission is based on a voluntary 
contract, like monks entering a monastery, in contrast to, for example, prisons where the 
captives are detained by force. Compared to other total institutions, the vessel is also more 
dependent on rewarding the members, for instance by paying wages. 
171 As already discussed in the introduction, this circumstance, unsurprisingly, delimits the 
scope for an historical investigation of what “really happened” on the vessel, especially when 
“what really happened” is a matter in dispute. This is also a characteristic feature of any 
organization that possesses the qualities of a total institution, where the external visibility is 
low in combination with a strong social cohesion amongst the participants, such as warders in 
prison and attendants in mental hospitals (Goffman 1961). Another famous case of whistle-
blowing, performed by the Swiss night watch Christoph Meili, happened at the Union Bank 
of Switzerland in Zürich. If geographical isolation is one important reason why life on the 
vessel could be hidden from external scrutiny, the Swiss bank is hidden from public visibility 
due to the high secrecy surrounding the institution, not the physical isolation. The Swiss bank 
is a closed and hidden society in the sense that it appears to be extremely difficult to gain 
access to information regarding its business, (if you are not part of the clientele). 
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audience he might reach in comparison with the [regional] newspapers in 
Örebro.” (NA851112) 

 
The former Minister of Trade in Sweden, Leif Pagrotsky expressed the 
situation in the arms industry in the following way: 

“I believe excessive secrecy is one important reason why corruption is so 
strongly associated with defense related business. It is now time to take a 
closer look at the effects of this excessive use of secrecy. What does it cost in 
terms of credibility, in terms of wasted resources, in terms of denying honest 
entrepreneurs business deals that ought to have been theirs?” (Speech at the 
opening of the Stockholm Colloquium on Corruption in the Arms Trade, 4 
February 2000) 

According to Ingvar Bratt, most of the business agreements are so secretive, 
that not even all people involved get access to information outside the scope 
of each employee’s particular assignments. Code words were used 
systematically when talking about business matters.172 For example, when 
people from Bofors travelled to the Middle East, they named two countries 
“the big sandpit” and “the small sandpit” (Bratt 1988: 35). Bratt never 
figured out what was hidden behind those sobriquets, although he was 
involved in the deal. Another business negotiation was labeled “Project A2”. 
Bratt was involved in that project, but no one at Bofors told him the actual 
name of the recipient country. When Bratt met a representative from 
Yugoslavia, the transit country for the deal, the word slipped in that Libya, a 
blacklisted country was the real consignee (Bratt 1988: 48f). In spring, 1982, 
Bratt and other representatives from Bofors travelled to Holland to meet a 
company regarding “customer 2” and “customer 3”. At the appointment, the 
nicknames were exchanged to their real names, Dubai and Bahrain. In the 
detailed description, Dubai was labeled “1DB” and Bahrain “2BH” (Bratt 
1988: 54).  

Also, the European Commission has been criticized for being 
uncommunicative and introvert. Paul van Buitenen concludes that all his 
negative experiences from the Commission are due to a closed 
administration culture, and the prevalent code of behavior is: “Keep 
everything within the organization” (van Buitenen 2000: 249f). According to 
van Buitenen, this is due to the lack of authority to execute the democratic 
control function by the European Parliament; many questions asked from 
members of the Parliament are not answered, or delivered half a year later 
(ibid.: 14). Readily available there also exists internal control functions 
within the Commission, especially the anti-fraud unit (UCLAF). From van 
                                                        
172 Perhaps this is due to the circumstance that the company’s customers do not want to reveal 
its stockpile with regard to conceivable enemies or antagonists. It is not clear according to 
Bratt’s rendering whether the secretiveness applies to every business negotiation, or is only 
for the transactions he considers shady. 
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Buitenen’s point of view, the problem here is related to the unwritten rule 
that everything concerning mismanagement within the Commission should 
be taken care of internally, and prosecution does not take place because the 
issue is politically sensitive (ibid.: 22). Other circumstances that shrink the 
power of the internal control functions are the limited means allocated to the 
anti-fraud unit, and the prevalent opinion that criticizing does harm to the 
careers of the supervisors (ibid.: 24). 

Limited public control is certainly not surprising. As already discussed, 
the image is important for public confidence, and impression management is 
an important feature in organizations (as well as for individuals). A common 
way of mastering this is by attempts to control the information flow coming 
out from the organization.173  However, the organization might be challenged 
if inspection and evaluation reveal events and deviations that undermine the 
legitimacy towards the social environment. This is why organizations try to 
minimize and ritualize scrutiny and judgments both internally and by 
external mandate (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 59). The external supervision of 
the Norwegian seal-hunting industry seems to follow this ceremonial 
pattern. Reports written before Lindberg usually consisted of two pages 
handed over within three days after the return. Lindberg’s report took three 
months to accomplish, and consisted of about 30 pages (AP880721). 
Obviously, this was apprehended as a breach of the institutionalized codes of 
conduct.  The same ritualized way of dealing with internal and external 
supervision seems to exist in the European Commission. According to van 
Buitenen, critical reports were stifled, and the questions during hearings 
between the Commission and the Parliament ended up in silence or delayed 
and insufficient answers (van Buitenen 2000: 96-99). The relation between 
Bofors and the Inspectorate of Military Equipment as well as the Ministry of 
Defense, follows similar patterns. For example, the State authorities 
automatically rejected accusations of faults linked to the export of arms.174 
One could also suspect that bonds of friendship affected the inspections, as 

                                                        
173 Another strategy is known as decoupling, which aims at solving the conflict between 

institutionalized rules and the demand for efficiency (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 57f). When 
attempts to supervise activities within organizations bring about conflicts and lack of 
legitimacy, structural parts of the organization decouple from specific activities: from each 
other through professionalization; by formulating the organizational objectives ambiguously, 
or by replacing categorical ends with technical ones. The advantage of this procedure is that 
organizations may preserve standardized, legitimate, and formal structures, while the specific 
activities might vary in concordance with practical considerations.  This conformity is 
founded on a standardization of acceptable actions e.g., legitimate in specific situations, 
which accordingly influences the organization’s formal structure as well as its daily work. 
The main reason why these organizational practices continue—despite inefficiency—is 
because of the legitimacy attained from the surrounding world, which in turn implies a 
reduced risk of losing trust from the organizational environment (ibid.: 51f). Another 
organizational advantage is the stability achieved through institutionalized rules and practices. 
174 KT850503, Svd850522, ÖK850624, AB860608, KT860620, EX870310, KT870313, 
AB870310, NA870331, AB870507, KT870507, AB870508, EX870508, KT870508 
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the military equipment inspector Carl-Fredrik Algernon back then, was a 
good friend of both CEOs at Bofors, Claes-Ulrik Winberg and Martin 
Ardbo, who were fellow students at the Royal Naval College in Sweden.175 

Control Inside Organizations  
The external control of organizations is only one side of the coin. It is also 
important for the organizations themselves to supervise members as well as 
non-affiliates. This happens, for example, through various identification 
procedures that could be labeled boundary-maintaining activities, necessary 
in any context where the division between members and non-members is of 
importance (Ahrne 1994: 7; Weber 1978: 48; cf. Chapter 2 “Tragedy”). As 
promised in the beginning of this chapter, we will now analyze how 
organizations control the information flow through circumspection, 
discipline, and loyalty; and we will proceed in this particular order.  

Circumspection 
The opportunities for an organization to control the physical movements of 
individuals— members as well as non-members residing nearby or inside 
the organizational boundaries— have increased dramatically during the last 
decades, above all, by way of new electronic surveillance systems (Lyon 
1994). Surveillance cameras watch over public life in malls, squares, and on 
public transportation; and in the private regions, permit cards function as 
locking and access devices supplementing electronic eyes, thus ensuring that 
unauthorized individuals do not dwell in areas where they do not have 
permission to stay.176 This is about surveillance in order to protect 
organizations from unwarranted people getting access to restricted areas. 

In addition to the utilization of various devices, organizations also employ 
staff whose sole purpose is to supervise other people, above all on job 
performance and internal security. The supervision of members consists both 
of different means for estimating how well a certain task is accomplished, 
and insuring that the regulations are followed.  

The job descriptions of Lindberg and van Buitenen consisted to a large 
extent of the latter task. In his capacity as seal-hunting inspector, Lindberg 
was supposed to supervise that the hunters followed the regulations for 
killing seals; and as auditor, van Buitenen was supposed to control that the 
internal economic transactions were carried through according to the rules of 
                                                        
175 AB850613; AB850614; AB850615; EX870327; AB870328; 
176 Naturally, other—electronic or non-electronic—devices such as clocking-in cards, 
passports, credit cards, driver’s licenses, cellular phones, and identity cards are also utilized 
for controlling identities and collecting personal data. Thus, it seems paradoxical, that while 
an organization’s possibility to control individuals has increased, the means of controlling 
organizations are limited in comparison.  
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fair play in revision. This is in contrast to Bratt, who in his position as 
engineer at Bofors, was occupied with the construction and demonstration of 
missile systems, not arms control. This circumstance leads us to the question 
of whether the physical and cognitive distance to sensitive information 
influence the possibility of accessing the very same material.177 Physical 
distance translates to whether the employee’s position in the organizational 
structure facilitates or obstructs the possibility of getting physical access to 
sensitive information. Even though the visibility of internal organizational 
performance is restricted from an outsider’s point of view, it is sometimes 
difficult to scrutinize individual conduct from within the organization as 
well. From an individual’s point of view, this is, reinforced, especially if you 
are appointed far away from the official supervising or strategic management 
positions. It is also not a wild guess to assume that the larger the 
organization, the less visible are the daily practices from any particular job 
position. It is also essential to distinguish between accessibility—whether it 
is possible to get sensitive information—and admittance—whether someone 
is allowed to access the information.178 Access to certain confidential 
information is without doubt corresponding to position in a hierarchy of 
power. Being at the top level in a hierarchical organization usually implies 
access not only to the key strategic information, but also the power to control 
the distribution of sensitive information.179 

The cognitive distance translates to whether the access to sensitive 
information requires some sort of expert knowledge, or not. This concerns, 
for instance, the prerequisites for complex technical systems. Hence, at times 
it becomes troublesome to digest sensitive information due to an inability to 
actually evaluate what is going on, which is based on a lack of technical 
competence or knowledge (cf. Miethe 1999).180 Both Lindberg and van 

                                                        
177 From the previous discussion, it is now demonstrated that the expression “sensitive 
information” is used with no further qualification than referring to the previous statement 
saying that secrets are intentionally concealed to serve impression management, competitive 
advantage, confidentiality, or a combination of these purposes.  

178 A case of interest that illustrates this distinction concerns the Swiss security officer 
Christoph Meili, a whistle-blower that experienced the identity transformation under study 
here, which finally forced him to apply for asylum in the United States. In his position as 
security officer, he lacked legitimate admittance to the documents—orphaned assets that 
belonged to deceased Jewish clients from the World War II—that were about to be deleted in 
the shredder room at the Union Bank of Switzerland in Zürich, but at the same time he had 
physical access to this space because his supervising assignment required keys to different 
locations in the bank, including the shredder room. 

179 And more interestingly: “Power also enables people to control the amount of 
information that is conveyed to them. Thus, if information is conveyed informally, it is 
possible to feign ignorance later and avoid being held accountable if possessing it becomes a 
liability. After all, it is far more expedient not to know, for example, about certain 
wrongdoings and avoid risking complicity by failing to report them."  (Zerubavel 2006: 34f)  
180  It is obvious that certain activities require proficiency to master and understand. For 
example, it is impossible for a layman to criticize the American tobacco company Brown and 
Williamson, as Jeffrey Wigand did, without having special knowledge of how cigarette 
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Buitenen worked in positions where they could raise legitimate claims to get 
access to the activities they supervised. Ingvar Bratt, on the contrary, had the 
required knowledge to decipher the code names, but no legitimate authority 
to access the documents in question.  

These two circumstances are also something used when the arguments 
against the whistle-blowers are formulated. One of the most persistent 
criticisms against Odd F. Lindberg was his lack of formal education for the 
position as seal-hunting inspector; and one criticism against Bratt was that 
he stole the documents because his position at work denied access to these 
documents. For van Buitenen, these allegations did not show up because he 
had both the formal educational requirements, as well as legitimate access to 
the documents he collected. In this regard, another important difference 
stands out: While Paul van Buitenen made continuous efforts to make the 
internal anti-fraud unit (UCLAF) pay attention to his suspicious cases of 
mismanagement, Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg did not try to go through 
internal channels within the organization, for different reasons (Buitenen 
2000: 86). As already stated, in contrast to van Buitenen, Bratt was not in a 
position to supervise the operations within the organization; reporting 
mismanagement was not part of his job assignment. Odd F. Lindberg, on the 
other hand, had his temporary unpaid two-week employment at the Ministry 
of Fisheries, so, basically, he served the organization for a very short period 
of time. Had he a permanent job, he might have changed his mind and 
reported only internally, within the Ministry of Fisheries. Also, Lindberg had 
his deal with the newspaper Bladet Tromsø, which, of course, speeded up the 
process of going public with his allegations (see ahead Chapter 5 “Flaw”).  

Although control occurs by evaluation of work performance, it is worth 
noting that the ability to control affiliates varies according to the job tasks. 
People in organizations who are regarded as indispensable, because of 
certain qualities, usually have greater autonomy, i.e. enjoy a certain 
independence vis-à-vis the organization, and are, therefore, more difficult to 
control. (cf. Ahrne 1994: 44f) In other words, someone considered to be 
valuable for the organization or possessing a strategic position in the 
organizational structure, generally enjoys a greater autonomy, compared to 
more easily replaceable members or workers located further down in the 
hierarchy. Ingvar Bratt, as well as Paul van Buitenen, conveyed information 
regarding irregularities that included and concerned their superiors. As we 
have discussed already in the introductory chapter, there are good reasons to 
assume that whistle-blowing, as a step towards disclosure instead of using 
internal channels to complain, is due to whether the mismanagement 

                                                                                                                                  
manufacture processes work. In his position as director of research for the company, he had 
both physical as well as cognitive accessibilities to these activities, which provided an 
important foundation of authority to claim that the company’s cigarettes contained additives 
that increased the danger of disease. (Interview with Mike Wallace, CBS 60 minutes, 1999-
02-04). 



   122 

 

concerns the faults of an individual, or something decisive in the functioning 
of the organization as such. If it is an inherent part of the organization, the 
responsibility usually falls upon the management and executives. 

Discipline 
No organization, big or small, can survive in the long run without rules and 
codes of conduct, and in order to assure that members adhere to these, the 
affiliates must be controlled not only by supervisors, but also by co-
members. As many sociologists have noticed, this control is upheld through 
numerous means, extending from the threat of physical force to more subtle 
sanctions such as rumor spreading and laughter. Here, it is important to 
distinguish between discipline established by formal decisions in the 
organization, and by informal means, which is not officially part of the 
organization. Discipline is carried out through the distribution of positive 
and negative sanctions. Individuals who resist the prevailing rules receive 
punishments of various brands, and individuals who comply sometimes 
receive rewards (Ahrne 1990: 37f). These sanctions can be formally fixed in 
statute and regulations—e.g., prizes and wage ladders—but also not formally 
decided—e.g., rumor spreading, freezing out, or cliques building. The 
formal sanctions are normally due to performance. When a new member 
enters the organization, it is a common procedure to sign a contract, and the 
newly engaged usually receive some sort of document as proof of their 
belonging (Ahrne 1994: 10f).  

Ingvar Bratt signed a professional secrecy contract the very first day at 
Bofors. Odd F. Lindberg wrote a letter to the Ministry of Fisheries assuring 
that he was in support of Norwegian seal-hunting; a letter causing much 
indignation after his report was made public. Also, Paul van Buitenen 
worked under a professional secrecy contract, and he formulated a worry 
regarding this arrangement:  “An employee can only be released from the 
obligation to observe silence by the Commission itself—and this is a 
problem when the Commission is one of the litigant parties” (Buitenen 2000: 
9). Furthermore, van Buitenen states that: “To breach the employee’s 
obligation to observe silence has, until now, undoubtedly been worse than a 
crime in the culture of officials in the European Community.” (ibid.: 11). 
From the presumption that presence is easier to control than thoughts, these 
contracts could be interpreted as an attempt by the organization to manage 
the latter on a formal basis (cf. Ahrne 1994: 24).  

Loyalty  
The strongest control mechanism of thoughts, however, is not the formal 
signature of contract but the sense of loyalty discouraging individuals to 
divulge sensitive information and organizational secrets. Loyalty works as 
“informal pressure” in contrast to other formal means. Consequently, it is 
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possible to attain loyalty by true devotion to a group or cause, but also 
through “fear of isolation”.181 If the physical and cognitive proximity are 
important preconditions in order to access sensitive information, the close 
social distance among members in an organization is an important feature in 
order to produce loyalty to the fellows. For example, one study has shown 
that whistle-blowing is more likely to occur in large organizations, rather 
than small (Near, Dworkin and Miceli 1993: 398) A similar inquiry came to 
the conclusion that external whistle-blowing is more likely in more 
formalized and bureaucratic organizations, where the work environments are 
relying heavily on written regulations and are less responsive to complaints 
(Miethe 1999: 66). These findings might appear trivial and obvious, but they 
are also instructive, since they might tell something about the relationships 
and nature of social control in organizations where whistle-blowing occurs. 
In general, the social relations in small organizations are closer, and the 
relations in large organizations more distant; so the social distance between 
members probably has an important explanatory value regarding whether 
someone goes public or not. 

The social distance between members is due not only to organizational 
size. Another indicator is perhaps whether the assignment requires teamwork 
or not.182 Furthermore, although the length of a contract of employment does 
not determine the content of the relationships to colleagues, it is also a 
general indicator of loyalty to the organization. At any rate, Ingvar Bratt 
moved to Karlskoga in 1969, and served the company for thirteen years, 
while Odd F. Lindberg signed a short-term contract lasting only for the 
season in question, and terminated when he delivered the report. Thus, 
Lindberg had no bond or dependency in relation to the employer after the 
report was delivered. However, this did not prevent Lindberg from feeling a 
strong pressure from the crew aboard the vessel. By the end of his report, 
Lindberg writes the following conclusion: 

"My personal opinion is that hunting inspectors, appointed by the authorities, 
can easily become "muzzled", that is, be brought into a relation of loyalty 
towards the boss and the crew, with the consequence that they do not see any 
"faults". I felt myself in a strong conflict of loyalty, but chose anyhow to 
report what I saw and experienced. I was strongly instructed not to snitch. In 
truth, it was a rather tough season." (Bladet Tromsø 880720: 13) 

 

                                                        
181 The “spiral of silence”-theory is also based on the presumption that people fear the thought 
of being excluded from the group  (Noell-Neuman 1993). An example of this social 
mechanism was demonstrated by social psychologist Solomon Asch, in his famous series of 
laboratory experiments on social pressure (Asch: 1955) 
182 Some tasks require intensive cooperation, and some tasks are best performed 
independently; and we could assume that highly cooperative assignments imply more 
frequent social interaction, and closer social proximity between colleagues.  
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Naturally, the social bonds Ingvar Bratt established during all the years at 
Bofors, created a stronger feeling of loyalty to the company and the 
colleagues, compared to Lindberg’s short and frosty acquaintance with the 
seal-hunters.  Working together with fellow workers for thirteen years—
sticking together through thick and thin—was the most difficult hindrance 
for sounding the alarm, according to Ingvar Bratt (Bratt 1988: 59).  

Also, Paul van Buitenen signed a long-term contract of employment, in 
stiff competition with other applicants. When he started his new employment 
as EU-administrator in Brussels, he was one of about 100 who got picked 
from among 16,000 applicants (Buitenen 2000: 29). The profound feeling of 
belonging to the elect is probably one reason why loyalty to the organization 
is strong in the European Commission; when you are aware of how difficult 
it is to reach this work position, you are also keen not to jeopardize what you 
have attained. It is, for example, telling that several colleagues helped van 
Buitenen to collect evidence of fraud and other forms of mismanagement, 
but no one dared to join him and make their identities known by going 
public with the allegations (van Buitenen 2000: 56f and 79-83). There is a 
common picture of the whistle-blower as a loner, which in several cases 
seems to be true, but in van Buitenen's case, we can also notice that the 
compilation of evidence was to a large extent a team effort. This is in 
contrast to Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg, whose preparation works were 
put together in solitude.  

In several professions, there exists a strong loyalty code among 
colleagues and peers, and, simultaneously, a code of professional ethics for 
taking responsibility for the public good; the caring professions are cases in 
point.  Many professions encourage, at least officially, members to stand up 
against threats of safety, health, or welfare to the public; but the most 
common response from the organization when this actually takes place, is 
denunciation and retaliation. In other words, those dual loyalties might come 
into conflict with each other. This is a matter we will inquire into further in 
the next chapter. 

Context of Discovery 
A discovery is not a discovery if not hidden from public view or detached 
from people’s cognition. This is the chief reason why so much effort has 
been devoted to delineate the nature of sensitive information and information 
control in this chapter. In order to find out how whistle-blowers get access to 
sensitive documentation, which is the foundation of the subsequent 
allegations, it is of interest to find out the sociological origin of a claim, 
which is something other than the claim’s status.183 When a member of an 
                                                        
183 This is referring to Hans Reichenbach’s distinction between “the context of discovery”, 
which is the psychological origin of a claim, and “the context of justification”, which 
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organization recognizes mismanagement or neglect, is this something 
happening out of an accidental occurrence? In other words, could any 
affiliate become a whistle-blower? Surely, this depends on what the 
information in question concerns, and as stated already, the physical and 
cognitive proximity to sensitive information are the most important 
preconditions. This includes the importance of having a suitable position in 
the organizational structure, which facilitates such discoveries, as well as the 
cognitive ability to discern and evaluate the available information.  

For most people, daily life is lived and patterned in a habitual way, 
founded upon taken-for-grantedness and a certain worldview on how things 
work. However, from time to time, people bear witness to a dramatic 
occasion in their life—an event that totally changes the existent trajectory.184 

“Rising, streetcar, four hours in the office or the factory, meal, streetcar, four 
hours of work, meal, sleep, and Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday 
Friday and Saturday according to the same rhythm – this path is easily 
followed most of the time.  But one day the “why” arises and everything 
begins in that weariness tinged with amazement.” (Camus 1942: 12f)  

Sometimes the meaninglessness comes about as an existential dilemma, as 
above. A sudden awareness of the absurd conjures up when a dramatic 
change in the daily procedures occurs. A dear family member passes away; 
an apartment disappears in flames; and you discover that the foundation, 
upon which all the daily routines are built, is swept away. Social bonds are 
broken, and you ask yourself: what is all this good for? What about 
everything you have strived so hard for? You discover your part in the 
scheme of things, and the conclusion is devastating.  

At times this dramatic change is not necessarily happening because of 
deprivation, but appears as new and decisive knowledge received during a 
conversation, while reading a book, or watching a movie. However, such 
turning points do not always approach all of a sudden; something the 
whistle-blowers might confirm. 

                                                                                                                                  
corresponds to the status of the claim (Siegel 1980). According to Reichenbach, the context of 
discovery is irrelevant in scientific work, while the evaluation—the substantiation of 
argument and evidence—is what matters. However, in the discussion of whistle-blowing, this 
context is of great importance, and we will keep focus on the social circumstances in which 
sensitive evidence is obtained. Of significance is Reichenbach’s assertion that the context of 
discovery is not relevant for the justification of a claim in the scientific world – a claim most 
students of the sociology of science would disapprove of. At any rate, this seems to be the 
case when we investigate the context of discovery surrounding whistle-blowing. 
184 The switch of “reality-worlds” through transformation is what we call an alternation 
(Berger and Luckmann 1966:176f). Historically, the most common example of alternation is 
religious conversion. “The old reality, as well as the collectivities and significant others that 
previously mediated it to the individual, must be reinterpreted within the legitimating 
apparatus of the new reality...This involves a reinterpretation of past biography in toto, 
following the formula, ‘Then I thought…. now I know.” (ibid.: 179) 
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Lindberg had always thought of seal-hunting as a noble Norwegian 
tradition.185 Accordingly, the first voyage aboard M/S Harmoni in 1987 was 
carried out in order to write a book in support of seal-hunting in Norway, 
and a complementary documentary movie on the same subject.  

“I was about to write a book on seal-hunting. And to support it! If it was the 
way I thought it was. And make a movie about it. The presumption was that 
everything…was clean from corruption, that it was clean and good, you 
know. That nothing was to be found, that was…that was, what shall we 
say…corrupt and untrustworthy. That the conditions were clean, you know. 
Not until then I would support the Norwegian seal-hunting/…/But I got 
disappointed.” 186  

This trip also produced an article for the local newspaper Bladet Tromsø. 
The article was not hostile about the hunting methods, but, on the contrary, 
appreciative. Before the vessel departs from the harbor, Lindberg is 
introduced to the readers in an interview conducted by a journalist from 
Aftenposten.187  The journalist tells us that Lindberg will send reports from 
the West-Ice, and Lindberg comments on the voyage in the following way:  

“- I have urged to write a book on seal-hunting for a long time, says Odd 
Lindberg. - This hunting is of great importance for the population along the 
coast of North Norway. Recently the industry has been reduced due to the 
international resistance against the hunting. It has been told that the industry 
will vanish, but at the moment it seems like the hunting is more important 
than ever, because of the ravages of the seals along our coasts.” (AP870313).  

I asked Odd when, according to him, he first discovered the unlawful killing 
of seals, and he responds that his photographs from the first trip in 1987 
showed this. Then he continues: 

“We can see this. We can see…we can see, we must face the facts in our eyes 
even if we have a different picture of the times we’re living in. Isn’t that so? 
We want to believe things are better than they are. I want to believe that my 
wife is not unfaithful, even if she is unfaithful. I want to live with that, but it 
doesn’t create an image of satisfaction. It only creates an image of falseness. 
So, one decides to leave your wife, and let her live her own life, or you do 
something about Norwegian seal-hunting. Or you accept it and keep quiet. 
That’s it. And I haven’t been brought up to keep quiet. And then one is back 

                                                        
185 This is, for example, expressed in a letter he wrote before the first voyage in 1987, 
published in Verdens Gang (VG890211). 
186 Interview Odd F. Lindberg 020305. See also Bladet Tromsø 870523, and Aftenposten 
870313. 
187 For some reason, Lindberg publishes no article in Aftenposten. The article written by 
Lindberg in Bladet Tromsø (870523), based on his diary notes from the trip, is in large parts a 
sort of nature poetry, with a lively description of the shipper’s heroic struggle against the 
forbidding nature, and a description of the hunter’s battle with the seals. 
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in the childhood. It was against my character, I didn’t manage to keep silent. 
That would have shattered my morality. As long as you don’t see it is good, 
but from the moment when the eye sees…and sees, and sees, and sees. And 
you digest what you have seen. And you end up with the conclusion that 
what you saw was right, and you see it again, and again. It is right! Do you 
understand? The images aren’t only, what stands in relationship with the 
sight, it stands in relationship with the hearing and the sense of feeling. [Odd 
lowers the voice] Then it becomes right. And are you about to live with 
that…then you’re nothing but a corrupt bastard, you too!” (Interview Odd F. 
Lindberg 020305) 

So, according to Odd F. Lindberg, the discovery originated in Spring, 1987 
when he accomplished his first tour to the ice-belt with M/S Harmoni. The 
reason why his article from the first trip did not reflect what he later claimed 
to be transgressions of the regulations appears mysterious and was 
questioned in the mass media later on. According to the shipper as well as 
the ship owner, Lindberg’s popularity among the hunters were quite low 
after the first trip; and an appointment from the Ministry of Fisheries, 
seemed to be his only way of coming on board again (Tr880413; 
DB890211). He realized that he would never receive access to the vessel 
again if he would write a faultfinding article. 

However, when he contacts the Ministry of Fisheries in March, 1988, and 
applies for the job position as sealing inspector, his apprehension of the 
ways in which seals are hunted is already established. He knows how it is 
done, and the second trip will only serve as a confirmation that his 
experiences from the first trip were not incidental.  

“I wished, that if Norwegian seal-hunting would exist henceforth, it must 
proceed under controlled forms…For the well-being of the seal, for the well-
being of the seal-hunters, for the well-being of the Norwegian people, for the 
well-being of the Norwegian authorities. If you’re going to carry on a form 
for seal-hunting, those forms must be transparent, clean without any 
skeletons in the cupboard. That’s why, when I got home, I applied, I 
contacted the Ministry and said what I am saying to you now. And said that 
inspectors are needed, and I put myself to disposal for such a commission if 
you’re interested. Then they asked: Are you in support of seal-hunt or are 
you against it? Then I was Wallraff… then I said I was in support of seal-
hunting of course. But I was not at that point.” (Interview with Lindberg 
020305)188 

The same is true for Ingvar Bratt, who had several indications of unfair play 
during his travels as a representative of Bofors. As mentioned, it was 

                                                        
188 This is the reason why Odd F. Lindberg is a borderline case compared to Ingvar Bratt and 
Paul van Buitenen, since according to my original definition, a sterling whistle-blower should 
join the organization for other purposes than sounding an alarm, and this, as it seems, is not 
the case here. 
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common to use code words when they were talking business matters. For 
example, at one occasion in Yugoslavia, he discovered that one of those 
codes was referring to Libya, a blacklisted country (Bratt 1988: 48f). 
However, due to several circumstances, the deal was never set. After this 
affair, Bratt suspected that the rules regarding export of munitions were not 
that important for Bofors. But his conception of the regulations was dim: 

“No one had informed me, and I did not find out by myself. But I noticed that 
the Bofors employees had a negative attitude towards the regulations. 
Especially the marketing division, where it seemed to have become a regular 
sport to circumvent them/…/It seemed OK to breach the rules and I kept my 
eyes shut. The attitude within the company meant more to me and my action 
than the letters of the law/…/The mentality within the company was to sell as 
much as possible. Every signed order implied good capacity for the 
shopfloor, increased security for us employees and increased self-esteem – 
someone demanded our products. ” (Bratt 1988: 50) 

The same is true for the occasion when Ingvar Bratt discovered that 
“Customer 2” and “Customer 3” represented Dubai and Bahrain:  

“Did I suspect that Dubai and Bahrain were banned countries? I cannot 
answer that today. But I didn’t want to know, and consequently, I didn’t ask. 
By intuition, I perhaps realized that knowledge would demand a reaction, and 
therefore I kept it away from me. It was in the air, that such question should 
not be posed.” (Bratt 1988: 54)” 189  

One year later, when a journalist told him that the export of missiles to 
Dubai and Bahrain was illegal, it did not come as a sudden surprise; but his 
earlier suspicions seemed to be vague. He had a hunch that some of the 
affairs he was involved with were illegal; and as he states in the quote above, 
he  "didn’t want to know".190 However, when the journalist informed Bratt 
that the export of arms to Dubai and Bahrain was illegal, and Bratt 
confirmed to the journalist that this export had happened, their 
complementary knowledge ended in the conclusive discovery. The 
conversation between the journalist and Bratt was a shocking incident for 
them both (ibid: 65). 

Paul van Buitenen discovered the existence of irregularities almost as 
soon as he entered the doorstep of the European Commission in Brussels. 
This was a well-known issue among the functionaries at the Directorates, 
and something the colleagues openly discussed and gossiped about in the 

                                                        
189 Denial is probably the most common way in which people deal with inconsistencies in 
their everyday life. 
190 This is perhaps the most common way in which people deal with inconsistencies in their 
everyday life: by repressing pieces of information that are not consistent with prevalent 
beliefs. 
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clique (van Buitenen 2000: 32-33). Thus, the presence of mismanagement 
was not something he had to find out by digging deep in the archives at the 
office (ibid: 32, 55). For people working in this environment, 
mismanagement was more of an open secret, part of what the civil servants 
gossiped about. At the same time, he got the impression that the Directorates 
were extremely closed vis-à-vis the public. As mentioned in the previous 
chapter, van Buitenen had a conversation with one of the internal auditors, 
who had found several indications and proof of mismanagement in the 
Leonardo-project but worried that he would not be supported if he put the 
evidence into light (Buitenen 2000: 61, 85). In support, van Buitenen then 
decided to make up an act consisting of all evidence of mismanagement 
(Buitenen 2000: 54). In contrast to Odd F. Lindberg and Ingvar Bratt, he told 
his colleagues what he was doing from the very start, and as said already, 
some of them secretly handed over documents as evidence to him. In fact, he 
received such a large number of documents that three years later he still had 
unread documents to examine (Buitenen 2000: 80).  

This kind of cognitive transformation, when whistle-blowers come to 
realize the full consequence of the recognition, is also observed in other 
studies. Alford interviewed one whistle-blower responding: “I have seen the 
truth and truth has made me odd” (Alford 2001: 61). According to C. Fred 
Alford, this is an experience most whistle-blowers share, because the 
acquirement of sensitive knowledge has changed the beliefs in what the 
world is like.191 

                                                        
191 Again, it is worth paying attention to the fact that whistle-blowers are making statements 
in hindsight. Another interpretation would be that they consider this information dramatic, 
since they have knowledge of the consequences of this recognition. 
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Chapter 5 Flaw 

 

“If human sociation is conditioned by the capacity to speak, it is shaped by 
the capacity to be silent, although this becomes obvious only upon occasion.” 
(Simmel 1950: n349) 

 
 
Much research on whistle-blowing is paying attention to the reason why 
someone chooses to sound an alarm. Fewer thoughts are delivered in order 
to answer the question why most people choose not to blow the whistle. On 
the rare occasions when this issue is addressed, one common suggestion is 
that employees feel the need to obey, usually with reference to Stanley 
Milgram’s experiment on authority and obedience (e.g. Glazer and Glazer 
1989: 4). The previous chapter expanded the scope of possibilities why 
members of an organization withhold sensitive information, referring to 
impression management, competitive advantage or confidentiality, and how 
these concealments are maintained through circumspection, discipline and 
loyalty. This chapter will deal with the awkward position into which our 
soon-to-be whistle-blowers put themselves, and we will discuss how their 
situation departs from their colleagues’ who did not sound the alarm. Before 
we examine the circumstances that provoked Bratt, Lindberg, and van 
Buitenen to blow the whistle, let us first dwell for a while upon the fact that 
most people do not report to the mass media or external authorities.192  

The Bystanders 

Moral ambivalence is, of course, not a recent phenomenon, seen in light of 
the previous discussion of the properties of old Attic tragedies.193 However, 
what might have some bearing is that in our contemporary world, a greater 
part of our actions have far-reaching and prolonging consequences, out of 
                                                        
192 This discussion assumes that something illegal or un-ethical is taking place, and includes 
those members of the organization that, for good reasons, ought to have knowledge of these 
irregularities. 
193 Cf. Zygmunt Bauman for a differing discussion of moral ambivalence, in his book seen as 
a contemporary phenomenon (Bauman1993).  
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sight and prediction of our apprehension, due to the huge distance in time 
and space between deed and effect; and perhaps this creates a new kind of 
moral ambivalence, in contrast to when the global trade market was less 
developed (Bauman 1993: 17). Another impairment of moral responsibility 
stems from the division of labor, more exactly in organizations that involve 
many people, where each perform individually only a small part of the 
overall task. In an interview for the local newspaper, a young female 
employee working for the planning department at Bofors says, “I do not 
reflect very much over the fact that I am working in a place producing 
weapons, since I do not see much of that actual part of the business.” 
(KT860207) Under these conditions a weakening of moral reasoning 
happens because nobody could claim to have authorship or responsibility for 
the end result. Another circumstance is the pressure put upon a group of 
people who join in a “conspiracy of silence.” (Zerubavel 2006)  The 
peculiarity of this conspiracy is that the closer one is to the secret, the 
stronger the pressure is to be silent. The number of people sharing an open 
secret also plays an important part: 

“Yet the one structural factor that most dramatically affects the likelihood of 
participating in conspiracies of silence is the actual numbers of conspirators 
involved. In marked contrast to ordinary secrets, the value of which is a 
direct function of their exclusivity (that is, of the paucity of people who share 
them), open secrets actually become more tightly guarded as more, rather 
than fewer, people are "in the know". Indeed, the larger the number of 
participants in the conspiracy, the 'heavier' and more 'resounding' the 
silence… Silent bystanders act as enablers because watching others ignore 
something encourages one to deny its presence." (Zerubavel 2006: 54f) 

 
This social mechanism is a plausible answer to why a large group of people 
could deny and suppress something that all of these people are aware of.  

Kelman and Hamilton offer a somewhat different social psychological 
interpretation of responsibility and compliance to authority.194 In order to 
                                                        
194 The question at issue in Kelman and Hamilton’s book is how come people are able to 
commit crimes in response to orders from authorities, a phenomenon they label a “crime of 
obedience”. The authors define a crime of obedience in the following way:  "[It]…is an act 
performed in response to orders from authority that is considered illegal or immoral by the 
larger community. Both 'crime' and 'larger community' need to be thought of loosely in order 
to encompass the varieties of evil in our definition. A crime of obedience appears if the actors 
know that the order is illegal, or if any reasonable person—particularly someone in the actor’s 
position—'should know' that the order is illegal." (Kelman and Hamilton 1989: 47). In an 
interesting section, Kelman and Hamilton also observe that individuals accused of crimes of 
obedience create a sharp dividing abyss in public reactions. Large segments of the public 
view the accused more or less as a villain. Simultaneously, there are those who defend and 
support them, or even elevate them to the status of heroes. Kelman and Hamilton suggest that 
people supporting such wrongdoings, do so because they admire their devotion to duty, 
identify themselves with the dilemma of the accused, or because they feel that they are treated 
unfairly and crucified for having done their duty (ibid.: 51). This happened, for example, to 
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accomplish this task, the authors inquire into the conditions under which the 
usual moral inhibitions against performing illegal acts become weakened. 
Kelman and Hamilton identify three social processes that tend to create such 
conditions: authorization, routinization, and dehumanization (Kelman and 
Hamilton 1989: 15-19).  

Through authorization, individuals are absolved of the responsibility to 
make personal moral choices. People are inclined to respond in terms of 
their role obligations, rather than their personal preferences. The basic 
structure of the authority situation is that actors often do not see themselves 
as personally responsible for the consequences of their actions.  This is a 
theme developed by Zygmunt Baumna as well, claiming that one source of 
moral ambivalence is due to the circumstance that the life world is 
fragmented into different social domains and disparate role-expectations 
connected to those spheres. Bauman asserts that a weakening of moral 
consciousness sets in when responsibility only rests with the role, not with 
the person who performs it. "Somebody will do it anyway—so we console 
ourselves, and not without reason, when we find the task we have been 
asked to perform morally suspect or unpalatable." (Bauman 1993: 19)195  

Through routinization, the performances are organized in such a way that 
the opportunity to ask moral questions never arise. If authorization creates 
the situation and initial step, routinization creates the pressure to continue to 
justify the action and to avoid facing its negative consequences. First 
routinization reduces the necessity of making decision—by routine and 
mechanical operations—thus minimizing the occasions in which moral 
questions may arise. Second, it makes it easier to avoid the implications of 
the action, since the actor focuses on the details of the job rather than on its 

                                                                                                                                  
Oliver North, William Calley, and Kurt Waldheim. In other words, people committing such 
crimes acquire the same ambivalent status of a pharmakos, like the reputation attached to the 
protagonist in the Attic tragedies: "The divergent reactions to those charged with crimes of 
obedience reflect the paradoxical character of such crimes. It is conceived of as a crime in 
‘the larger community’ but there is also the ‘smaller community’ (which could be as large as 
the nation-state), in which those acts are considered to be proper and necessary, or were at 
least at one time considered to be so. That community is the obvious source of the defense, 
support, and applause that the perpetrators of crimes of obedience enjoy." (ibid.: 52)  
195 The immediate response to this is that Bauman exaggerates his claim of a constant state of 
moral ambivalence. First, why should this condition be something limited to our “postmodern 
age”, as Bauman seems to imply? As we have seen, for example, from the work of Max 
Weber, this ambivalence and conflict set in along with the processes of cultural differentiation 
that started long before the concept “postmodern” was invented; and similar moral conflicts 
arise in the ancient Attic world as well, as the tragedies illustrate. Furthermore, it is possible 
to raise objections to the idea of a state of constant moral ambivalence or uncertainty and to 
his non-discerning view on authority. Although conflicting and incommensurable principles 
exist, they only come to the fore and become problematic for the individual on certain 
occasions, and in specific situations. Secondly, although people face situations where 
conflicting principles exist, they are not insensitive to weighing the relative influence of each 
or the balance of power between the authorities upholding them, or unable to evaluate the 
personal, organizational etc., consequences of the alternatives at stake (cf. Joas 2000: 8ff). 
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meaning. Bureaucratic ingenuity in the language use helps to cover up the 
true meaning of an enterprise.196  According to Ingvar Bratt, the mode of 
thought among the engineers in the weapon industry followed a pure 
technical point of view. The most important guiding principle for an 
engineer’s achievements at work is measured by the performance of the 
weapon system. This is expressed in “miss range”, i.e. the maximal distance 
from which the missile was allowed to miss the target.  

“I would say that we did a good job. Nothing was left to chance. Every 
possible source of error was scrutinized. We were counting miss range in 
decimeters with a target range of a couple of kilometers! I visualized a 
critical and demanding customer, who would scrutinize our technical 
solutions closely, and carefully evaluate the performance of the BOFI-
system. I worried quite a lot before the meeting with the customer.” (Bratt 
1988: 21) 

The armament company also has a predilection for describing the business 
as the development of “high-technological engineering products”, or 
“defense systems”, rather than cannons and missiles (e.g. KT851119). This 
kind of reasoning, when something that might be considered a moral issue is 
translated to something regarded from a technical point of view, is common 
in industries producing goods that are intended to do harm to humans or 
animals. If we recall a scene in the play An Enemy of the People by Henrik 
Ibsen, the manager for the bathhouse reproaches Doctor Stockmann by 
saying that the water quality is not a scientific matter, but an economic and 
technical one, which illustrates how something controversial is disarmed by 
being transferred to a different discourse. 

Through dehumanization, the attitude towards a group of individuals vis-
à-vis themselves becomes structured in such a way that it is neither 
necessary, nor possible, for people committing “crimes of obedience” to 
view the relationship in moral terms. All in all, these circumstances suggest 
that there exist strong incentives in many organizational settings not to 
formulate value conflicts explicitly, and strong motivations for most people 
working together to not blow the whistle. The daily schedules in most 
peoples’ lives are filled with commitments, written as well as informal; but 
individuals do not, in principle, reflect on whether these commitments may 
conflict with or exclude one another. In general, we travel smoothly between 
different organizational settings, and adapt ourselves to the expectations and 
demands these different situations confront us with: for example, when 

                                                        
196 For example, the German SS had a set of Sprachregelungen, or "language rules" to govern 
descriptions of their extermination program. Kelman and Hamilton refer to Hannah Arendt, 
who points out that the term ‘language rule’ in itself was a code name; it meant what in 
ordinary language would be called a lie. For example, the code names for killing and 
liquidation were 'final solution', 'evacuation', and 'special treatment'. (Kelman and Hamilton 
1989: 85). 
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eating breakfast by the kitchen table in the morning; when having a lunch 
meeting with the manager at work; or when you compete with your pet at a 
dog show on Saturday. Alford also describes this in terms of doubling, i.e. 
the ability to keep different domains—work, family, leisure—mentally apart 
from each other, and asserts that whistle-blowers are very bad at doubling 
(Alford 2001: 72f).197  

As long as the employees perform their assignments and duties, and these 
are considered legitimate and just in the actual surrounding, he or she does 
not have to question the organizational behavior, as long as competing 
values or norms do not stand out in a tangible situation where a decision is 
inescapable. In other words, a plausible reason why most people do not 
report misconduct within organizations is because they are not put in a 
situation where these multiple legitimacies coincide. The daily practices 
continue to work without much interference or disturbances, so the 
conflicting values are simply “put in the bin”, similar to where other difficult 
dilemmas usually resort. This deliberate or unconscious strategy becomes 
obsolete when there appears to be “no way to hide”, that is, when flight and 
oversights are no longer possible. If we take the considerations above 
seriously, how is it possible, then, that some people speak out in public, 
offering observations they claim to have witnessed? What circumstances 
establish the inclination to talk? 

The Weakness of Strong Ties 
As we have discussed at length before, many suggestions have been given 
about why someone sounds an alarm. The point of view has usually been 
chosen according to whether you are a supporter or critic to the disclosure in 
question. For critics it has been popular to find selfish motives, such as 
greed, fame, jealousy, or revenge, while supporters usually think that these 
people are morally superior to the rest of us, and thus their tolerance for 
injustices is lower than that of the average man or woman. However, in this 
chapter we will not concentrate on possible qualities of character, but on the 
social preconditions—above all, on the specific situation these people are 
faced with.198 Since we can brush away immediately that whistle-blowing is 
a sudden emotional act that comes about on the spur of the moment in the 
cases under study here, what we have left is that the reporting to the mass 
media is founded upon an inability to forestall the full consequences of the 

                                                        
197 Robert Jay Lifton, coined the concept “doubling” to formulate why the Nazi doctors in 
Germany could do cruel experiments on Jews at work, and at the same time live a peaceful 
family life in their spare time. 
198 To recall the discussion on irreparable actions in tragedies, they are due to prompt action, 
ignorance or binding obligation (cf. The Narrative Structure of Tragedy in Chapter 2 
“Tragedy”,).  
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act, and/or because of binding obligations towards people in the circle of 
acquaintances. 

One reason why a member of an organization chooses to reveal 
unsatisfactory circumstances is due to the fact that rarely no individual today 
is dependent upon, or a member of, only one organization. Membership in 
multiple groups is a salient feature of modern social life. The fragmentation 
of the life-world also gives rise to conflicting rules speaking to the 
individual “in different voices, one praising what the other condemns” 
(Bauman 1993: 20). There exists not only one set of rules to follow or 
offend, but the choice stands between different sets of rules with different 
authorities upholding them. Thus, it is impossible be a conformist in an 
absolute sense, as “…with the pluralism of rules the moral choices appear to 
be intrinsically and irreparably ambivalent.” (ibid.)  

By using the expression the weakness of strong ties we pay attention to a 
specific social tie connecting two groups or organizations.199 In this case it 
points to a social dilemma connected with having strong social bonds to 
different and conflicting social networks or organizations. It is possible to 
say that the stronger the ties, the more severe the outcome of the decision 
when facing a dilemma of choice, since to choose one would lead to 
betraying the other conflicting group or organization as a consequence. It has 
been stressed on several occasions so far that whistle-blowers carry an 
ambiguous status—like the pharmakos in tragedy—and this is the essential 
motive why the responses from the social surroundings are divided. When 
multiple and incompatible legitimacies concur, the rank of someone who 
incarnates them becomes contentious, since the situation gives rise to 
uncertainty. However, it is important to stress that the situation is not 
completely unsettled. There must exist a capability for each and everyone to 
view the trend of events from the outside, to see a justifiable principle or 
motive behind the actions performed by all parties.200  

The discussion of loyalty ending the previous chapter is an important 
element for most organizations in order to maintain sensitive information 
within the boundaries. Loyalty—as informal social pressure or devotion—is 
weakened when the employees possess membership in several organizations 
(cf. Coser 1964). Most people belong to different organizations and groups, 
which may reside upon various and conflicting aims and values. Alford 
points out the same dilemma when he states that the whistle-blowers 
“…inhabit worlds in which different moral languages are spoken.” (Alford 
2001: 72) Conflicts between incompatible norms and values are not only 
produced inside the individual, but are anchored in concrete organizational 

                                                        
199 This is a play of words with Mark Granovetter’s influential theory on “the strength of 
weak ties” (Granovetter 1973). Granovetter analyses how two networks become connected 
through a weak tie position, not accessible through strong social ties.  
200  It is worth pointing out again that tragedy has the good quality of giving us this impartial 
point of view (Castoriadis 1991). 
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settings as well. A case in point is Ingvar Bratt, who, when he joined the 
Green Party, began to raise serious doubts regarding the export of arms. 
Initially, the decision to become a member was due to an interest in 
ecological sustainability, but he soon realized that if you join a political 
party, it is very difficult to pick only a certain interest field from the program 
and dismiss the rest. Rather, you are supposed to approve a full-featured kit 
of packaged answers to political views, that you are expected to embrace as 
a member when you represent your party in public. One of those views was 
that Sweden should end the export of arms. The more dissimilar two 
organizations are, the more likely it is that someone belonging to both will 
face a dilemma of choice, since the competing associations expect different 
behavior from you. In this case, the conflict was incarnated in a dual 
membership, i.e. in a capitalistic company, Bofors, and a political party, the 
Green Party. In 1982, a month before the national election, the Green Party 
arranged a local meeting and press conference in Karlskoga. Bratt appeared 
as a representative, and one journalist asked him a direct question: 

”-Well, what does the employee from Bofors think about putting Swedish 
export of arms to an end? Now, I was caught. What should I say? Stuck 
between the visiting Green Party members, who expected me to follow the 
party manifesto, and the local opinion, that couldn’t tolerate any attacks on 
Bofors. I chose to give an account on my conviction.” (Bratt 1988: 55) 

The following day, after telling the journalist that he agreed to the Greens’ 
standpoint, Bratt was anxious about how people at work would react towards 
the newspaper report from the press conference. It turned out that someone 
from the security department asked his superior whether “Ingvar Bratt was a 
security risk”. To that, the superior answered: “He is not”.  

“- Because you’re no security risk, are you? he asked. I calmed him down on 
that matter and told him about my engagement in the Green Party. I made 
clear that I henceforth as well, would take care of my work as accurate as 
possible, and wished that Bofors would run well. We had a long conversation 
and I felt that he respected my opinions.” (Bratt 1988: 57) 

Some time after the conversation with the boss regarding his undertaking 
with the Green Party, he was entrusted to be in charge of a group of Bofors 
employees in Thailand. 

“They still trust me, I rejoiced. They still trust me…I felt healthier 
immediately, but at the same time confused. Now, I wanted to leave Bofors 
because I deprecated the company’s export of arms. Still it was really 
important to feel that the superiors trusted me/…/Still, I was a ‘Boforsare’. 
How was it, really, with my commitment to the third world and the Green 
Party?” (Bratt 1988: 59) 
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In short, Bratt suddenly realized that he could not work for and against the 
company at the same time. In an interview, after the exposure, Bratt states 
that he is “standing with a foot in both camps”; he is a citizen of Karlskoga 
as well as someone who cooperates with the Swedish Peace and Arbitration 
Society (KT851016).  

This does not imply that the motives are always clear-cut in the heated 
moment. For instance, before the press conference, Bratt hesitates for words 
in order to find a good answer to the motivation behind exposing the illegal 
export. 

”I hope the journalists will not ask why I was willing to be the Swedish Peace 
and Arbitration Society’s source. I don’t have a good answer to that question. 
The most honest answer is perhaps that I want to give the opponents to 
Swedish export of arms arguments in the struggle against the export. I have 
other answers, but none feels completely justified: It is my duty as citizen to 
report infractions of the law…We, the ordinary people must refuse…A report 
to the police was the only way to end the illegal actions…No, I can’t get this 
straight.” (Bratt 1988: 103) 

Odd F. Lindberg was put in a similar situation, since he possessed dual—
although loosely tied—memberships in his two capacities as seal-hunting 
inspector and freelance journalist, while he cruised with the seal-hunters on 
M/S Harmoni. It turned out that each membership was connected with 
disparate demands, in particular regarding what Lindberg was expected to do 
with the material he gathered during the voyage. In this case, Odd was 
trapped in between the demands from the Ministry of Fisheries, and the 
obligations vis-à-vis the newspaper Bladet Tromsø.  

For van Buitenen, the presence of dual and competing memberships is not 
as clear to the same degree as it is for Bratt and Lindberg. However, 
according to van Buitenen, an important move was his entry into a church in 
Brussels, a step that involved an enhanced awareness of moral matters 
(Buitenen 2000: 48f). While discussions of right and wrong, good and bad, 
together with a conversion from atheist to strong believer, could be seen as 
strong motivations, it is important to stress that, in contrast to the other 
cases, the Christian community did not expect him to blow the whistle, i.e. it 
was not inscribed in van Buitenen’s commitment with the church 
community. Accordingly, while Lindberg and Bratt were trapped in between 
formal contracts, van Buitenen’s attachment to the religious community 
consisted more of an unwritten commitment to live with a clear conscience. 

We could speculate whether the incitement for blowing the whistle might 
require less when the legitimacy and support of the organization is low 
among non-affiliates in the social surroundings. At any rate, one common 
feature for these cases is that the whistle-blowers belonged to organizations 
with different and, as it turned out, competing, aims, where each 
organization is subordinated to disparate spheres of value.  
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It is easy to think of whistle-blowers as people who feel a moral 
obligation towards something outside their close proximity or daily face-to-
face interactions. Their main concern and responsibility, it seems, is not 
directed towards the colleagues at work, or the family members whom they 
might put into jeopardy; but their thoughts are directed towards the future 
young seals who will suffer a painful death, the anonymous people who get 
killed by a missile produced in the arms factory of Karlskoga, or the abstract 
mass of European citizens who contribute a portion of their salary to the 
bureaucracy in the European Union. In this book, however, the attention is 
put somewhere else. Although I do not want to deny the presence of 
cosmopolitan concerns among the whistle-blowers, the focus of attention in 
this study lies somewhere else i.e., in the concrete social situation where 
they are located. 

Marginal Man 
Strong social ties vis-à-vis external groups and organizations—expecting a 
specific behavior, officially or informally—is not the only factor making 
whistle-blowing more probable. Circumstances that weaken the liaison with 
the exposed organization or community might strengthen the probability of 
sounding the alarm. The whistle-blower’s affinity to the group, and his or 
her affective sense of belonging to the place, also motivates the chance of 
going public or not. In other words, a fragile sense of belonging and affinity 
towards the organization is also a strong inducement for sounding an alarm. 
When the act of sounding an alarm may affect a wider part of society, such 
as a town like Karlskoga, or a nation like Norway, it is more likely that 
someone unbound to the local tradition and social ties blows the whistle.  

It is perhaps not surprising that Ingvar Bratt is a son of a preacher man, 
born in a small Swedish town up north, Hudiksvall, about 400 km from 
Karlskoga. When he moved to Karlskoga the family had some difficulties to 
settle down socially, “We didn’t know anyone in Karlskoga when we moved 
into town. I only found a few friends among my colleagues at Bofors.” 
(Bratt 1988: 19) Bratt’s wife worked as teacher and most of their friends 
were found among her colleagues at school. Odd F. Lindberg was born and 
raised up in the rural district of Borge, at the southernmost part of Norway, 
about 1700 km from Tromsø, the Northern town the vessel belonged to. 
Although Lindberg was brought up far away from the polar ice, he was 
fascinated since childhood by the famous polar explorers, especially the 
Norwegian national hero Roald Amundsen who was born in the same 
municipality as Lindberg.  

From this point of view, Lindberg and Bratt are close, since they both 
worked—aboard M/S Harmoni and at Bofors respectively—as well as 
distant, since they both were born and raised in other parts of the world from 
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where they blew the whistle. This is also true for Doctor Stockmann, as he 
returned to his hometown with the “cosmopolitan” attitude obtained during 
his medical studies at the university. 201 

It is rather safe to assume that migrants, such as Bratt and Lindberg, are in 
one sense more unfettered than people who have lived on the same spot for 
several generations, like many of the employees of Bofors and the fishermen 
of M/S Harmoni. To take the argument the other way round: It seems more 
unlikely that Bratt would be a descendant of five generations of arms factory 
workers in Karlskoga, and Lindberg a well-established inhabitant of Tromsø.  
For instance, Lindberg believed that he would have been buried at the 
cemetery by now if he had stayed in Tromsø when the report was published 
in the newspaper, and the film was broadcasted in Swedish television.202 

For this reason, they are not as deeply embedded in the local culture in 
comparison with many co-members of the factory and the vessel.  They look 
at the past history of fishing culture and cannon production with different 
lenses, and they are not entangled in a web of relatives and ancestors who 
have lived and worked with these as a livelihood. This implies that they 
embody a very specific combination of closeness and remoteness. They are 
socially distant yet physically close, and in this capacity they are part of the 
group, but maintain a greater freedom to leave the organization at any time 
(cf. Simmel 1908). This is especially true regarding Odd F. Lindberg who—
against the will of some members of the crew—became a part of the seal-
hunting vessel temporarily for two seasons, and then left. As will be 
discussed later, this alienated attribute of Lindberg and Bratt becomes even 
more accentuated when the identity transformation from member/colleague 
towards whistle-blower, and finally enemy of the people takes place (see 
ahead Chapter 8 “Purgation”). 

For Paul van Buitenen, the story is different, one would think. Brussels is 
in contrast to the communities of Northern Norway and Karlskoga, a 
veritable Gesellschaft. Paul van Buitenen—the Dutchman—is a stranger in 
Belgium, but this is also true for the majority of his colleagues as well, who 
originate from the different member states in Europe. At the same time, there 
seems to exist a strong culture of silence within the bureaucracy of Brussels, 
and any breach of the professional secrecy is considered worse than a crime 
(Buitenen 2000: 11). One possible reason why employees seem to keep quiet 
could be explained with reference to how hard it is to reach an appointment 
in the Commission, and most employees are not willing to risk their valued 
position by acting disloyal to the organization. However, fear of losing 

                                                        
201 For the Swedish sociologist Johan Asplund the structure of “An Enemy of the People” 
contains, among another things, a polarity between the “local” and “cosmopolitan” character 
of the mayor and Doctor Stockmann, which is the same as approaching the question of strong 
and weak social bonds, but dressed in another vocabulary (Asplund 1973). 
202 Interview Odd F. Lindberg 020305. 
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employment, is an explanation of why most people do not sound an alarm, 
and could be applied to many other cases as well.  

The Dilemma of Choice 
The previous chapter ended with a discussion of the crisis that might emerge 
when new information challenging the prevalent beliefs appears. This is an 
example of an existential dilemma as opposed to the social dilemmas of 
choice we have discussed at some length before. Sometimes though, a social 
dilemma has a great impact on the existential situation, i.e. when a 
presentiment of being trapped between incommensurable demands gives rise 
to doubts about your identity, and your place in the scheme of things.  

Many whistle-blowers apprehend the discovery of faulty management in 
their organization as a disaster (Alford 2001: 49fff). The disaster is not 
linked to what they have recognized, but to the discovery itself i.e., 
”knowledge as disaster”. From our outlook, we might present an 
interpretation as to why this is the case: They get stuck, because of their 
membership in several organizations with disagreeing aims that bring latent 
contradictions to light, between social roles that we usually do not consider 
conflicting.203 This is also the reason why tragedies become intelligible, 
because the catastrophe is related to a situation that makes the trend of 
events plausible (Frye 1957: 41).  

When whistle-blowers are asked why they decided to blow the whistle, 
many seem to have a feeling of being put in a situation out of their 
immediate control. This is one of the main findings from Alford’s empirical 
study of whistle-blowing.204  When Alford attended support meetings for 
whistle-blowers, he realized that the most common, although sometimes 
implicit, theme during the conversation was not “Why did I do it?” but 
“How did I get myself into a situation where this was all I could do?” 
(Alford 2001: 65). In other words, the “generative disposition” to arrive at a 
decision is comprehended, not as an endogenous act of will, but as an 
exogenous force. Sometimes, as some illustrations in this chapter have 
shown, this is directly connected to a very specific situation, a coincidence in 
time and place. In other words: the incentive comes about as a direct external 

                                                        
203 Also, research on community disasters finds that loyalty conflicts between organizations 
are common, creating difficult dilemmas to dissolve for the individual holding membership in 
them (Killian 1952: 310). When natural disasters occur, priority conflicts come to the fore, for 
example, the question whether one should remain at one’s post, or go back home and help the 
family. 
204 According to Alford, many whistle-blowers claim that they had no choice or alternative, 
but to go public. Perhaps this notion is influenced by the fact that the answer is delivered in 
hindsight, after the decision was made. Unfortunately, Alford does not reflect over this, and 
formulate questions on how they did come to this conclusion. 
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confrontation, in which the individual has to choose between conflicting, 
and in certain respects incommensurable, alternatives.  

According to Erving Goffman, two kinds of dilemma often befall the 
individual who makes a discrediting discovery. First, discrediting 
discoveries are often not something occurring through happenstance: “When 
an individual confronts others with discrediting discoveries made about 
them, he often ends up exposing how his intelligence was obtained, and this 
can discredit assumptions about his relation to the discredited." (Goffman 
1974: 105f) In other words, on many occasions a discovery is made by the 
employment of methods considered to be improper, such as snooping, which 
puts the discoverer in an unfavorable light. Furthermore, when someone 
makes a discrediting discovery, this person is facing another dilemma. 
Should one pass on this information, or should one retain the compromising 
facts? If the outcome arrives at a confrontation with only the responsible, or 
if one chooses to maintain silence, a sort of deception coalition is formed, 
unless all interested parties will receive the news. This deception coalition 
becomes more of a dilemma, we could add, if the one who forms this 
association also has strong social ties to other, rivaling, alliances. In a 
moment of self-reflection, Odd F. Lindberg illustrates this feeling of being 
captured between conflicting expectations:  

“I regretted with bitterness that I offered the State my services as supervisor. 
Sometimes I wished that I were far away from the troubles in the frozen, 
desolated sea. It was my own fault that I turned out to be in the present 
situation. The problem I faced was known to me from last year’s hunt when I 
scrutinized the seal-hunting. But not until now did I realize, entirely, how 
difficult it was to be a seal-hunting inspector. In which situation would the 
Ministry of Fisheries be positioned if I choose to tell the truth? What would 
happen to the seal-hunters?/…/Will innocent hunters suffer? What will 
happen with my family and myself—will I be believed if I adduce strong 
evidence in objection to the interests of the seal-hunting?/…/I found out to be 
in an outermost difficult and awkward situation. I had to decide whether I 
should put forward the entire truth, or if I should withhold certain things and 
discuss them with the Ministry of Fisheries internally. That was not correct 
either. Norwegian seal-hunting was a public issue. Or should I choose to be 
neutral? Irrespective of what I choose to do, a verdict would be brought over 
me. If I failed in “loyalty” to the Ministry, who had put me in a position to 
take care of the State’s interests during the hunting expedition, I would have 
to learn to live with a lie. If I let the seal-hunters down, I would be 
stigmatized as a traitor./…/The pain followed me for several days. An icy 
coldness was felt in the stomach, and it lasted long before it disappeared. I 
had come to a solution, namely that of disclosing for the public the truth 
about Norwegian seal-hunting aboard M/S Harmoni.”205 

                                                        
205 Lindberg (1989:195ff) In the summary of his report, Lindberg also expresses that he felt a 
strong loyalty conflict with the seal-hunters, but nevertheless decided to report his experience. 
(Tr880721) 
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What Lindberg does not include here, is that his worries about exposing “the 
entire truth” are due to his obligation to write about the journey on the West 
Ice for the newspaper Bladet Tromsø. The situation would, in other words, 
be quite different if he would not occupy short-term contracts with the 
Ministry as well as the newspaper; and these contracts consisted of tasks 
referring to the same issue, i.e. Norwegian seal-hunting—in the first case a 
report; in the latter case an article. During the journey, Lindberg was injured, 
and after the return, he asked for a respite to deliver the report.206 As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, earlier reports by seal-hunting 
supervisors usually consisted of about two pages. The Ministry of Fisheries 
asked if it was a lot to write, and Lindberg confirmed that it was. The 
Ministry approved his request, and approximately three months later, 
Lindberg simultaneously sent one copy of the report to the Ministry and one 
copy to the newspaper. “I had a bonding relationship [with the newspaper] to 
tell them what I knew. When the Ministry receives the report, it is classified 
at once. By then, the newspaper Bladet Tromsø already had it.”207 

For Ingvar Bratt, a conflict with his employment at Bofors occurs when 
he decides to join the Green Party. After a while, he realizes that party 
politics includes opinions regarding foreign policy and the weapon industry 
as well, not just ideas about how to create a world with ecological 
sustainability in mind. His first experience of inconsistency occurred while 
reading the “Peace”-section of the party manifesto, which argued that 
Sweden should phase-out the export of arms. All of a sudden, he felt 
discomfort, and by now, the conflicting values stand out and provoke an 
inner conversation (Bratt 1988: 51). In retrospect, Ingvar Bratt comprehends 
his doubts and perplexity: 

“What did I want, and who am I? The confusion was total. Today, I 
understand better what happened. All those aspects were inside me, were 
parts of me. The idealistic part was there as an expression of solidarity with 
other people and the concern for environmental pollution. The engineer, who 
takes pride in his constructions and wanted his products to be in demand by 
others, was also there as a part. And the person Ingvar in need of 
appreciation, a fellowship at work and security was, indeed, there. Thirteen 
years of intercourse with colleagues, in prosperity and adversity, had set its 
imprint.” (Bratt 1988: 59) 

As the quotation illustrates, the switching, both cognitively and physically, 
between spheres of value embodied in different organizational domains, 
implies sudden transformations of value orientation, which might cause a 
great deal of worry for the individual, . 
                                                        
206 According to Lindberg, the injury happened due to physical violence used by a hunter 
during a dispute on the vessel (Interview Odd F. Lindberg 020305; cf. Lindberg 1989). The 
members of the crew dismissed this allegation (Tr880718). 
207 Interview with Odd F. Lindberg 020305. 
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But this experience was not the decisive point, that is, the main reason 
why he decided to go public. It was rather one out of many necessary 
prerequisites. Instead, it was a telephone call from the Journalist Cecilia 
Zadig that put him into an urgent dilemma of choice. 

“A lot of people want to regard me as a noble person who alone, due to a 
conviction from within, made the difficult decision to tell the truth. But that 
was not the case. It was a variety of coincidences that called forth what 
happened. For instance, if Cecilia Zadig had not phoned me, I would not 
have reacted against the illegal transactions.”208 

Van Buitenen also realizes at one point that he has reached a situation where 
there is a point of no return. This moment happened when he decided to give 
the 32-pages long report to the General Secretary of the Commission, Carlo 
Trojan, asking him to present the content to the members of the European 
Parliament. According to van Buitenen, Trojan said that he would not do 
that. Instead he would send the report to the accused Directorate General and 
the Anti-Fraud Bureau, the units that had ignored his claims before. When 
this situation emerged, van Buitenen feared that if his head officer received 
the report, his job position would be endangered, and the only way to save 
his skin would be to let the public know about his findings (Buitenen 2000: 
103). Facing the dilemma between both losing his job and seeing the report 
end up in a desk drawer, or sounding an alarm to the public, van Buitenen 
chose the latter. However, before acting on his final decision, he consults a 
priest from his Anglican Church, where they discuss the ethical questions 
surrounding this issue (Buitenen 2000: 106f) 

The worry expressed by Lindberg, Bratt, and van Buitenen is put in a 
different light in this context. The importance of loyalty, for example, must 
be validated in a certain social context. In other words, the appropriateness 
in following certain values is contingent according to specific situations. 
This is especially so in situations where competing principles are at stake. 
To recapitulate what was claimed in Chapter 2 “Tragedy” regarding the 
connection between values and norms when value conflicts set in: the choice 
of something considered to be good and right—desirable and obligatory—
implies a deviation from a competing value (cf. Joas 2000: 171ff). 
Furthermore, the departure from a competing value stands for a 
transgression of specific norms attached to that principle, social rules rooted 
in specific organizations. All in all, this creates a lose-lose-situation; No 
matter what the whistle-blowers choose, at least one group of people in their 
immediate social proximity will be deceived. 

One consideration of vital importance, and in line with the arguments 
above, is the notion of multiple legitimacies. An excellent illustration of 
multiple legitimacies and contending spheres of value is expressed by the 

                                                        
208 Interview in the newspaper Nerikes Allehanda (NA020324). 
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whistle-blower stating, “Hell I wasn’t against the system. I was the system. I 
just didn’t realize there were two systems.” (Alford 2001: 49) Legitimacy is 
usually seen as an answer to why an individual or a group obeys an 
authority. Moreover, it is something necessary for justifications when a 
social order is challenged. The legitimating authority may be personal, for 
example, a relationship between organizational positions within a hierarchy, 
or diffused, for example, based upon common assent regarding some general 
basic principle. We could assume that the stronger the social ties are, the 
more difficult and definitive the final decision becomes. The strength of the 
social ties is, of course, due to duration over time, but also due to the quality 
of the relationship: for example, social status and degree of intimacy, in 
addition to the ties discussed at length before (Black 1998:3). 

A common question regarding whistle-blowing is how come these people 
do not “leak” the sensitive information anonymously instead—a move that 
would probably save a lot of suffering for the messenger. In the cases under 
study here, it is rather easy to understand the reason why: Either they are in 
possession of information which is kept within bounds of a small number of 
people (as in Lindberg’s and van Buitenen’s case), or they go public in order 
to confirm the authenticity of the evidence delivered, which makes the report 
to the police credible, like in Bratt’s case.209  

An additional important reason for Ingvar Bratt to go public was to set 
aside all the rumors in Karlskoga, which created paranoia and suspicion in 
society: As a preparation for the press conference, Bratt and SPAS wrote a 
13-page handout entitled “Källan framträder” (in English: The Source Steps 
Forward) containing some of the evidence against Bofors. On the front page 
Bratt has written: 

“My name is Ingvar Bratt, and I am the one who one year ago handed over 
documents showing how Bofors smuggles arms to two states in the Middle-
East, Dubai and Bahrain. Back then I never had a thought of stepping 
forward. Now I have decided to do so.” (Källan framträder) 

 
In the handout, Bratt writes that the atmosphere among the employees at 
Bofors had been stifling after the report to the police, because nobody knew 
who the informant could be. For that reason, the CEO at Bofors Martin 
Ardbo pleaded that the secret source would step forward. 

“According to information I have received, others than myself have been 
suspected. I understand how uncomfortable such a situation can be. Another 
important reason is simply that I have nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed 
of. I want to show the people in Karlskoga who I am.” (ibid.) 

                                                        
209 However, as we shall see, the act of making one’s identity known is far from enough in 
order to prove the authenticity of the evidence.  
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In this chapter, I have claimed that many whistle-blowers are put in a 
situation created by entrapment between competing social expectations and 
convictions; and the epicenter of this norm infringement is taking place in a 
concrete organizational setting, the Ministry of Fisheries/M/S Harmoni, 
Bofors, and the Directorate in Brussels. This points to the existence of 
multiple and competing legitimacies. However, it is worth noting that the 
competing legitimacies do not necessarily originate from competing 
employment agreements. Lindberg as a freelancer had several job contracts 
at the same time, but Bratt and Buitenen each had only one. Bratt and 
Buitenen, on the other hand, faced a dilemma because of their active 
involvement in two other types of organizations, a political party and a 
church. This implies that a loyalty conflict could arise without connection to 
a termination of a formal and written contract, but as a result of belonging to 
the values the organization represents, together with the social pressure from 
co-members of the opposing organization. 

Tragic flaw usually consists of misjudgment because of a failure to 
understand the full consequences of a fateful act. This implies an inability to 
fully understand how the social surroundings will react, something all three 
whistle-blowers in this study had a dim perception of. Ingvar Bratt imagines 
that some citizens of Karlskoga will criticize him, but he is convinced that 
most people in his hometown will agree with him (Handout: Källan 
framträder). Also, Odd F. Lindberg describes the response as “unheard of” 
(Interview 020305), and Paul van Buitenen writes that the attention he 
receives was totally unexpected (Buitenen 2000: 135). When we speak of the 
Ingvar Bratt’s inability to foresee the full consequences of his decisions, we 
could also put another piece to this case. In June 1969, a few years after 
receiving his engineering degree from the Royal Institute of Technology in 
Stockholm, Bratt noticed an advertisement from Bofors, who searched a job 
candidate for the construction of an infrared camera for medical use. When 
he contacted the company, it turned out that the job had been appointed 
already, but he was told that they were short of engineers for the 
development of a new anti-aircraft missile as well, a job that suited Bratt’s 
technical background better. According to Bratt this new opportunity 
occurred by pure happenstance: “I didn’t reflect that I was about to become a 
weapon designer.” (Bratt 1988: 17) One month later, Bratt was appointed to 
the construction of the missile Robot 70. This unexpected and sudden 
change of direction in a professional career is, of course, an important 
prerequisite for becoming a future whistle-blower—a move of decisive 
importance, but only as it turned out in hindsight.  
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  Chapter 6 Reversal 

A talebearer revealeth secrets: but he that is of faithful spirit concealeth the 
matter (Proverbs 11:13) 

 
Peripeteia represents a dramatic change from one state to its opposite. In the 
present context, this extraordinary alternation happens when Ingvar Bratt, 
Odd F. Lindberg and Paul van Buitenen go public, when the sensitive 
information becomes something “for everyone to see”. This is a moment of 
double exposure, since the whistle-blowers, simultaneously, are putting 
themselves, as well as the accused organization, on display.  

It is provocative for many people to hear a silence breaker telling 
compromising things about the group, but it is even more provocative to see 
and hear this happening in front of non-members (Zerubavel 2006: 76f). The 
act of going public with compromising information regarding transgression 
of regulations is disobedience to the organizational power people usually 
have to subordinate to; it is an instance when the social order is reversed. 
The exposed organizations, in these cases, are powerful entities that put a 
strong hold over people’s lives. However, here one single person has the 
capacity to overrule the ordinary power balance, without help of physical 
brutality or a powerful collective. Equipped with the power of the word, the 
whistle-blowers have the capacity to—at least temporarily—overrule the 
organization’s regular authority-structure. This is where the public status 
degradation process actually begins, and, in hindsight, where it turns out to 
be an irreversible route. 

The confrontation between offender and authorities attracts curiosity in 
the public space, which is not exactly new. However, today in the 
Scandinavian countries and elsewhere, deviants are no longer exhibited in 
the main square of the town. As Kai Erikson writes, it is probably a 
coincidence that newspapers, and later radio and television, developed in a 
time when public hanging disappeared as popular entertainment; but it is 
easy to see that the massive attention that crime and the administration of 
justice attain in the media resembles the blend of public street partying and 
thirst for blood found in olden times. “In a figurative sense, at least, morality 
and immorality meet at the public scaffold, and it is during this meeting that 
the line between them is drawn." (Erikson 1966: 12) 

The public controversies we are about to analyze in this chapter took 
place in an intense dramatic setting, and we must remind ourselves that the 
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attention-grabbing power of the mass media affects the audience, who 
follow the trend of events, but are not personally involved in the process of 
dispute. People without personal attachment to the controversy usually 
forget about the case after a while, when it is replaced with the next 
happenings of the day. An important factor here is mass media’s peculiar 
capacity to influence what we should think about  (Zerubavel 2006: 37f). 
However, for the people who are affected and personally involved, it will 
also continue to be an urgent and palpable issue even after the affair has 
disappeared from the mass media’s attention. 

As mentioned, the attention in the mass media took all the whistleblowers 
in this study by surprise. Ingvar Bratt was unsure if the journalists would 
show any interest at all (Bratt 1988:103). The day after the press conference 
the telephone rang continually. Odd F. Lindberg described the response as 
“completely chaotic”. His subjective impression was that Norway pulled the 
emergency brake. 

“Yes, it happened immediately. It lifted, like putting a ton of dynamite here, 
and press the button, then the roof blows up, not only to the sky, it blows all 
the way up to God, sort of. It blows all the way up to the outer space. It was 
wide open. Boundless./…/See, the network breaks down. The local tax 
authorities (Folkeregistret) in the area collapsed. The ones who didn’t get 
through by telephone, called the local tax authorities to find out where I 
lived, and it broke down. And it continued like that./…/And the day after, 
people stayed in the garden back home. They were everywhere. They slept in 
cars, anything…You know, back then it was an inferno.” (Interview Odd F. 
Lindberg 020306) 

However, according to Lindberg the first wave of general notice and 
bewilderment was nil compared to what was about to break out seven 
months later when his seal-hunting film was broadcasted in Sweden, 
Denmark, and United Kingdom.210 Also, for van Buitenen, the interest from 
the journalists had declined drastically after the announcement of the report 
in December, 1998, but in the beginning of January, he decided to accept an 
interview in the Flemish daily paper De Morgen. In retrospective, van 
Buitenen labels the published article, “the mother of all articles.” (Buitenen 
2000: 138) All of sudden, the case had a victim and a face, and it belonged 
to Paul van Buitenen. A few days later, his home was crowded with 
journalists and television teams, and the telephone was ringing continuously.  

This chapter will focus on how the whistle-blowers, after stepping into 
the limelight, are treated by the organization and its stakeholders in the 
public arena. The communicative aspect of whistle-blowing as well as an 
essential concept—decorum—will be introduced, which, I believe, presents 
a promising perspective for discerning the prerequisites governing 
                                                        
210 The reactions from Sweden, Denmark, and the United Kingdom, when people blame 
Norway, will be analyzed in the next chapter “Suffering”. 
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controversies in mass media, and for discussing how verbal conflict 
management works in public. The remainder of the chapter contains an 
analysis of how the restrictions settled by decorum affect the content and 
character of the dispute, in particular the discursive forms in which the 
public degradation of the whistle-blower’s social rank is taking place. 

Talking Loud 
The communicative aspect of whistle-blowing is a neglected area of analysis 
within the literature on whistle-blowing.211 Researchers are certainly aware 
of the fact that whistle-blowers claim something, no matter if it is spoken or 
written, but the significance of contested utterances is not usually analyzed 
further (with few exceptions, such as Perry 1999, and Zerubavel 2006).  One 
reason why people in the social surroundings react aggressively when 
accusations and exposures are made known outside the organizational 
boundaries is because whistle-blowers act in a certain mode given the 
specific situation. They do things with words.212 They talk. That goes without 
saying, but is nevertheless not explicitly analyzed, with few exceptions. 
Thus, the very act of blowing the whistle is essentially about 
communication—as we have written previously: conveyance of sensitive 
information—and not only so, it consists of a statement embedded in a 
specific social context as well. Understood in this way, whistle-blowing is a 
certain speech act, in the sense that people, who reveal sensitive information, 
also do something.213 Among other things, by performing a disclosing action, 
whistle-blowers assert existing mismanagement or conditions to be true but 
also appeal to the public or the authorities, trying to bring this state of affairs 
to an end. In order to make the appeal accepted by others, the claim must be 
presented in such a way that others consider the messenger to be sincere, and 
taking place in accordance with social norms. Hence, speech acts have a 
certain generative power, and their successes upon the listeners not only 
depend upon the receivers’ understanding of the meaning of the claim, but 
                                                        
211 This is probably due to the fact that many cases of whistle-blowing do not stir up a public 
debate, so there is not always so much to study empirically. 
212 Throughout history we find examples of speech and written words that are perceived as 
violent acts. The most conspicuous instances are presumably blasphemies outspoken in a 
religious context. The heretics did formulate words with the effect of being comprehended as 
heterodoxy, and therefore a threat to people and an ignominy to the grace of God. History 
provides a great number of illustrations thereof. By coincidence, the fatwa against Salman 
Rushdie on account of his novel “The Satanic Verses” superseded the headlines in 
Scandinavian newspapers of the seal-hunting affair in February, 1989 (AP890216; 
AP890218; AP890221; AP890223; AP890224; AP890306; AP890419; Tr890419; 
VG890216; VG890218). 
213 A speech act is distinguished from other forms of communication due to its dual structure. 
To be more specific, a speech act consists of a propositional content and also the 
establishment of an interpersonal relationship. 
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also on the acceptance of the proposition, and the way the proposition is 
presented.214 

It is a well-documented and accepted notion that making oneself visible 
and listened to in public is not a struggle between equals. The uneven 
distribution of resources between participants in a public controversy is also 
well documented.215 However, what is not recognized in many studies of 
mass media discourse is that, although the means of setting the agenda and 
finding support among influential creators of public opinion are conditioned 
and not met on equal terms, some rules and restraints, nevertheless, apply to 
everyone. Even in democratic societies with a free press, not all types of 
accusations or imputations are accepted and tolerable.216 If anything, 
individuals and organizations with the ambition to counter-attack an 
assertion must use proper arguments, in order to find support and acceptance 
among the audience. We will address this matter more closely in the next 
section. 

Decorum 
Decorum is a fundamental setting to which individuals must adapt when 
they appear in public, especially in public controversies. By emphasizing the 
public aspect of the controversy, which is the front region, we imply that the 
informal way of managing conflicts—in the back region—do not necessarily 
conform to these rules. In the back region, other means of social control and 
conflict management are available: for example, threats or execution of 

                                                        
214 When people interact in ordinary situations, the values they hold are in general tacit. In 
order to recognize and study them, they must in some way or another be communicated. 
Hence, a useful method for studying values within organizations is to focus on matters of 
dispute or the violation of norms. Brian Vickers formulates a similar view, when he states the 
reasons why tragedy is an excellent way of discussing social norms: “In tragedy, as in myth, 
violations are important since they show social norms being broken: where norms are not 
challenged, there is —apparently by general agreement—nothing to report. Human beings are 
more interested in recording what goes wrong than what goes right” Brian Vickers (1973). 
From another viewpoint, Durkheim asserts something similar when he claims that criminals 
are necessary in every society (Durkheim 1893; 1895).  
215 Power is of course a central element in these courses of events. The collective resources of 
an organization normally outnumber the resources of any single member. However, the 
whistle-blower's strongest resource, the aggravating piece of information, makes the conflict-
management between the opponents not only a struggle between the mighty and the weak in 
terms of asset size. 
216 There is no generally accepted agreement on what a “public opinion” is, but one common 
definition is that it expresses, “…a collection of individual opinions on an issue of public 
interest…that can exercise influence over individual behavior, group behavior, and 
government policy.”  (International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences “Public Opinion”: 
188) Another definition used in quantitative measurement of opinions is: “Public Opinion 
consists of people’s reactions to definitely worded statements and questions under interview 
conditions.” (ibid: 189) 
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physical violence, as well as different forms of harassment, not accepted in 
the front region, which in this particular case is the mediated center.217 Thus, 
when we translate decorum to public appearances (in the mass media), it 
consists of the required behavior in front of a reading, listening, and 
watching public, in contrast to how people behave and appear unofficially in 
the off-public domain.  From another angle—based upon the social and 
physical distance between individuals—it translates to the difference 
between the mob, which is a material aggregate based on physical presence 
and nearness, and the public, which is a spiritual collective, physically 
separated but mentally connected through the mass media (Tarde 1901a: 
277f).218 The strange and powerful force of public opinion is expressed when 
mighty emotional currents overwhelm each and all, who never get in 
physical contact with each other (Tarde 1901b: 318). “One pen suffices to 
set off a million tongues.” (ibid: 304) Tönnies traced a similar connection 
between public opinion and religion, claiming that both are mental powers 
that affect the activities of individuals (Tönnies 1887: 118-222). This link 
appears distinctly when they function as an arbiter, judging, according to 
their own measures, the deeds and actions of those singled out for 
evaluation.219  

The concept of front region is partly representing the setting visible to an 
audience (Goffman 1959: 109f). So when people quarrel, they must 
subordinate their claims according to rules of acceptability (Boltanski and 
Thévenot 1999).220 Decorum consists of a set of social rules governing the 
expected appropriate behavior in the front region, in contrast to how people 
behave and appear behind the scenes. Originally, decorum expressed the 
idea that a speech should be delivered in a way befitting the social position 
of the speaker.221  Thus, the social aspect of decorum comprises convention, 

                                                        
217 A third region is the “outside”. This relates to the areas, which are not in the front or the 
back region. The outside area is the area kept away from both of these regions. A person in 
this area is called an “outsider.” (Goffman 1959: 135) 
218 It is true that an overexcited public might turn into a rallying mob, and from this point of 
view, the public is a “potential crowd” (Tarde [1901]1969a: 281f).  
219 As the whole population rarely appear actively in matters of public concern, W. Philips 
Davison distinguish between the “general public”, the “attentive public”—which are aware of 
public issues—and the “informed public”—which participates in the public discussions 
(International Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences “Public Opinion” 1968.) This translates 
to the different degrees of activity and passivity in crowds, that Tarde identifies as expectant, 
attentive, demonstrating, and active (Tarde [1901]1969a: 290-294). It seems like people are 
likely to be most concerned with matters they see as affecting them directly.  
220 The off-public domain, on the other hand, is the back region where the "suppressed facts" 
dwell, the area the audience cannot see: "A back region or backstage may be defined as a 
place, relative to a given performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is 
knowingly contradicted as a matter of course." (Goffman 1959: 112) The back region is 
important because it hides the tools of the performance. If those were visible, it would reveal 
the secrets of the performance; therefore, they must be kept away. 
221 Aristotle and Horace claimed that a work of art must be consistent regarding character, 
action, and speech in order to be credible in the eyes of the audience (Encyclopaedia 
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decency, and manners, providing guiding lines for the appropriate behavior 
of a person of certain status, situated in a definite situation. Accordingly, the 
rules of decorum differ, depending on its particular social settings.222 My 
point of departure for analyzing the following conflict management in mass 
media is that people who want to participate in public controversy must 
comply with such decorum. To be more precise, when someone is making a 
claim, especially a contested claim, it is necessary that the message complies 
to the world of facts; that the sender’s claim and action is considered 
sincere; and finally, that the claim and action follow accepted social 
norms.223 These rules of public discourse, something we could refer to as 
“decorum of the public sphere,” are open and contestable. For example, the 
rule saying that a claim should follow accepted social norms in order to be 
accepted, downplays the fact that social norms are linked with, and are 
taking effect, in specific situations. In other words, applying a social rule in 
one context might not work in the next situation.224 Thus, the social world of 
norms might contain different regimes of justification, called forth when a 
situation of dispute breaks out. A prominent part of the dispute between 
Lindberg, Bratt, and van Buitenen on one side, and their adversaries on the 
other, consisted of a quarrel because the whistle-blowers’ concerns differed 
from those of the organization's supporters, namely their emphasis on the 
common good/public interest instead of loyalty to the well-being of the 
organization, an important value from the stakeholders’ points of view.225 

In sum, decorum defines the rules of the game in public places where 
controversies take place. In order to make the arguments trustworthy during 
a dispute, it is important to relate to facts, sincerity, and the prevalent social 

                                                                                                                                  
Britannica “Decorum”). For example, to play King Arthur with credibility (on stage and in 
real life) would be spoiled if the actor walked and talked like a sailor in his rendering of the 
part. Certainly, this notion of decorum resembles the concept of habitus in many ways. 
Unfortunately, there is no time and space to make a more in-depth comparison of the 
resemblances and divergences. 
222 For instance, the decorum of the participants at the Spanish court in the 16th Century 
differs from the decorum of the audience in a World Cup final in rugby today. When Erving 
Goffman writes on the subject, decorum refers to social conduct in the front region, for 
example, a church, a classroom, or a hospital. Decorum is linked to an “appearance”; 
although the actors may be in the background, they are still visible to audience members who 
can judge them. By following decorum, the individuals show respect for the place in question, 
but conformity might also be guided by a desire to impress the audience, or to avoid sanctions 
(Goffman 1959:108). 
223 This classification is based on the formal pragmatics developed by Jürgen Habermas, who 
writes that every validity claim—to be understood and accepted—must be anchored in the 
objective world of facts, the subjective world of sincerity, and the social world of norms. 
(Habermas 1984: 69f, 278) 
224 From my understanding, Habermas believes that a validity claim is situated in a social 
world of norms that is unambiguous. At any rate, Habermas underplays the importance of 
conflicting regimes of justification, a perspective Boltanski and Thevenot focus upon.  
225 In the cases under study, common good and public interest should be understood as 
something beyond the well-being of Norway or what is best for Karlskoga. 
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norms of the situation.226 Social norms and values differ from situation to 
situation and might, as we have seen, collide when they coincide. The 
importance of facts, sincerity, and compliance to social norms show up in a 
number of different ways, not least as many controversies contain different 
approaches for undermining the opponent(s), by referring to their assumed 
flaws: lack of evidence, incompetence due to lack of professionalism to 
judge, selfish motives etc. In Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People, all of 
these stratagems are employed, and they reappear in the seal-hunting affair, 
the Bofors-affair, and the Leonardo-affair as well.  

Conflict Management in the Limelight 
In the following text, we will examine how the adversaries refute the 
whistle-blower’s claim in the mass media. In the mass media, we will also 
find supporters, but here we will focus on the negative responses to the 
whistle-blower’s assertions. When these disputes take place in public, a 
crucial distinction should be made between the individuals who make the 
statements. More exactly, these individuals are either talking for themselves, 
or speaking on behalf of a group of people. In the latter instance, it is 
possible to discern three different variations:  

 

1. Someone speaking as an official representative of an organization 
2. Someone speaking on behalf of a group of people—the people of 

Norway, the citizens of Karlskoga etc.—without having any official 
mandate to do so 

3. Someone speaking as a representative for an organization but also in 
the name of a wider group of people. One example of this is the 
representatives of the local support organization Sweden needs 
Bofors, who spoke as representatives for the organization, but also 
let us know that they represented the voice of Karlskoga as well.  

                                                        
226 The idea behind the concept “communicative action” assumes that the participants are free 
and equal to join in a common search for truth or with the aim to reach consensus (Habermas 
1984: 86).  This scenario does not hold true when we turn to the cases in this study. Here, the 
public contentions that appear in mass media are not aiming at reaching mutual 
understanding. We should assume that the antagonists are, rather, practicing the logic of 
strategic or instrumental rationality, because from the point when the allegation is made 
public, the conflict appears to be unsolvable, a game where at least one of the factions will 
lose something in the eye of the public—usually reputation and trust—as an outcome. 
Nevertheless, strategic/instrumental action also must be wrapped up in the delimitations 
drawn by the validity claims based on communicative rationality, seeing that in public 
discourse only some arguments are considered valid and legitimate to use. 
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We should keep in mind that it is all the more important for someone who 
talks in the name of an organization to follow decorum, in contrast to 
someone who talks in his or her own name alone. This is something we 
could identify in the controversies as well. Also, smearing campaigns follow 
certain rules. It is also worth noting that I have not found any strong support 
for Odd F. Lindberg from any organization stationed in Norway, not even 
from Greenpeace, the organization that many seemed to think Lindberg was 
spying for.227 This is in contrast to van Buitenen who received support from 
the Green group in the European Parliament, and Ingvar Bratt who received 
support from the Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society (SPAS) and several 
political parties, not least the Green Party (Miljöpartiet), of which he was a 
member. Presumably, this lack of organizational backup in Norway impaired 
Lindberg's ability to become credible. 

It is also worth considering in the present cases, that van Buitenen was the 
only one who expressed a wholly positive opinion about the part mass media 
played. This is, of course, due to the journalist’s solid praise of van 
Buitenen’s deed. “Without the help from the journalists, I would have been 
shattered.” (Buitenen 2000: 136) 

Another important distinction is the one between people responding to 
whistle-blower’s claims in the news section of a newspaper, in television, or 
radio, in contrast to people who express their thoughts in the letters-to-the-
editor section. In the latter case, it is possible to post one’s thoughts 
anonymously, which at times affect the content of the text. Here we could 
assume that some opinions are easier to express when hiding behind 
anonymity, in contrast to when you are known to the public.228 The effect of 
decorum on the opinions expressed in public is thus partly structured 
according to whether the view derives from someone identifiable or not. 
People, whom we identify by name, and sometimes with a photo, have a 
more constrained way of putting things, and they are usually showing up in 
the news section. Those who hide behind an anonymous signature on the 
other hand, not unusual in the letters-to-the-editor page, have a more out-
spoken way of delivering depreciatory judgments about Odd F. Lindberg 
and Ingvar Bratt. The importance is, of course, due to what can be said, 
corresponding to how visible you are. It is difficult to estimate how 
important these distinctions are, but it is something worth noting when we 
analyze the controversy. It is also reasonable to assume that people talking in 
the name of an organization, are even more circumscribed, since, in this 

                                                        
227 However, the Swedish World Wildlife Fund (WWF) sent a letter to the Norwegian 
Government with a demand to put an end to the seal-hunting, and the Norwegian section of 
WWF agreed with this. The Secretary-General for WWF, Jens Wahlstedt also wrote an 
appreciative foreword to Odd F. Lindberg’s book På Sälfångst i Vesterisen (1989). 
228 One conspicuous example is that a majority of the people from Karlskoga backing Ingvar 
Bratt expressed their support for him in the local newspaper Karlskoga Tidning by using 
pseudonyms in the letters-to-the-editor section. This could be used as an indicator of the 
strength of the social pressure not to be associated with him in the local community back then.  
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case, you are talking not only for yourself, but on behalf of a larger group of 
people.  

Another circumstance worth noting is where the assertions from Ingvar 
Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg are published. On most occasions, when Ingvar 
Bratt made a public performance, it took place in Stockholm, 242 km away 
from Karlskoga, and he employed the national newspapers to get his 
message through. The two appearances in the local newspaper—Karlskoga 
Tidning—happened when he wrote an “open letter” to the workers at Bofors, 
and an occasion where he showed the threat letters he has received. The 
latter article created a storm of reactions from the people in town.229 This 
reaction explains in part why the appearance was taking place in Stockholm, 
where the support is stronger. Also, it is a good illustration of the 
polarization between Karlskoga and the surrounding world, where Ingvar 
Bratt’s social identity as outsider was reinforced and embodied by his 
decisions to make public announcements outside Karlskoga. 

For Odd F. Lindberg, the course seems to be in total contrast to Bratt’s. 
The original report by Lindberg was first published in Bladet Tromsø, which 
is a local newspaper situated in the very heart of the Norwegian seal-hunting 
district. In contrast to Ingvar Bratt, Lindberg had an agreement to publish a 
travel report in the newspaper before he entered the vessel. Another 
difference between the cases is that the vessel belongs to Tromsø, but 
Lindberg himself did not live in this town, but in Fredrikstad, 1730 km away 
from Tromsø. The polarization, as it turned out, was not taking place 
between Tromsø and “the world”, but between Norway and its neighboring 
countries. Like Ingvar Bratt’s use of Stockholm as a platform for his first 
press conference, Odd F. Lindberg made a film produced in Sweden, in 
collaboration with Swedish Television, not with the Norwegian Television, 
which—in hindsight—seems to be an impossible alternative.  

The dividing up between supporters and opponents against Lindberg and 
Bratt is also illustrated by looking at the letters-to-the-editor page. The local 
newspapers included a majority of letters against Lindberg and Bratt, while 
supporters were more evident in the international (Swedish) newspapers in 
Lindberg’s case, and in the national papers Dagens Nyheter, Expressen, 
Aftonbladet etc., in Bratt’s case. When we look in newspapers with a circle 
of readers hardly affected at all by the whistle-blowers’ accusations, it is 
very difficult to find negative opinions of Lindberg and Bratt.230 

The controversy in the mass media is looked upon as a struggle for 
delivering a "victorious version" of the affair. This is the depiction of how 
the matter at stake is handled by the whistle-blowers and the official 
representatives. Here, it is worth stressing that there are only a small number 
of people participating in the debate, and they could probably fit into a 

                                                        
229 See ahead “Transgressions of Accepted Social Rules” in this chapter and “To Weed Out: 
Expulsion” in Chapter 8 “Purgation”, for a thorough analysis of this occurrence. 
230 Chapter 3 “Method” contains an overview of the material on which this analysis is based. 
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seminar room at the university. The difference is that the debate here took 
place in front of a very large audience of television viewers, radio listeners, 
and newspaper readers. In the controversy regarding Norwegian seal-
hunting, we can identify: The Government and the Ministry of Fisheries, the 
Experts, the Fishermen, the Ship-owner, and so on. Likewise, in the Bofors-
affair, you find main figures, such as the executive body of Bofors, the 
Government and the Ministry for Foreign Trade, representatives of the 
public prosecution office, the police and customs duty, the Swedish Peace 
and Arbitration Society (SPAS), an action group called “Sweden Needs 
Bofors”, and some recurring journalists and diligent letter-to-the-press 
writers. We should also remind ourselves that the controversy changed focus 
after a while; although Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg are considered to 
be the originators, some other participants took up more space in the public 
debate. Not the least, the entrance of the Swedish king Carl XVI Gustaf and 
the author of children’s books Astrid Lindgren released the strong focus on 
Odd F. Lindberg alone in the mass media, while the activity of the Swedish 
Peace and Arbitration Society put Ingvar Bratt in the background. 

Lack of Evidence 

-“ It is fantasies, no one believes in your invisible germs.” 
(The father-in-law is addressing Doctor Tomas Stockmann.) 

 
If the scope and opportunity exist, the first response to whistle-blowing 

from organizations standing accused is to question the submission of 
evidence. These responses can take several guises.  Organizational silence is, 
for example, a route taken when the evidence is still in transit and 
undecided. Since the Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society, together with 
Ingvar Bratt, had reported Bofors to the police the year before Bratt stepped 
out from anonymity, and the company was under preliminary investigation, 
the CEO and information officer at the company could remain silent 
regarding the allegations with reference to the present police investigation 
(KT850522).231 This approach was feasible for a while as the documents 
presented at the press conference proving the illegal export were not 
commented upon or discussed at all by the attending journalists.232 Instead, 
various representatives for organizations in Karlskoga declared that they did 
not believe in the accusations from Ingvar Bratt and the Swedish Peace and 

                                                        
231 This attitude from the management at the company was later criticized in the newspapers 
(DN850606, KT850606). 
232 Ingvar Bratt commented on the event three years later. The evidence was not even 
discussed by the journalists, because they only wanted to know how the people of Karlskoga 
would respond when Ingvar Bratt returned back home. That is, the world of facts was totally 
subordinated to Bratt’s possible transgression of social norms (“Vår grundade mening”, 
SR871211). 
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Arbitration Society. The mayor in town Sven Gadde stated,”If one should 
accuse Bofors for something, it would be that the company is too reliable. 
Not a single person here in Karlskoga believes that Bofors smuggles war 
equipment.” (NA850610) Also the three branches of the labor union at 
Bofors (Fabriks, Metall, and SIF) stated that they trusted the management; 
their representatives had no reason to think otherwise (KT850613).  

About two weeks after Ingvar Bratt and SPAS arranged the first press 
conference, a shipment from Bofors is confiscated by the customs’ criminal 
investigation police, but Martin Ardbo, the Bofors CEO, only made a 
laconic statement “that the company’s export of arms has been legitimate 
according to the licenses.” (KT850604) However, the most common 
response from the involved authorities, such as the Swedish government, 
The Ministry for Foreign Trade, the Swedish Inspectorate of Military 
Equipment, was silence (DN850606). The day after, both the Prime Minister 
Olof Palme, and the Minister for Foreign Trade Mats Hellström admitted 
that the allegations were serious.233 Criticism was directed against former 
Bofors CEO Claes-Ulrik Winberg, who was in charge when the alleged 
smuggling took place (EX850607). The local newspaper Karlskoga Tidning 
wrote that the silence from Bofors and Nobel Kemi is “deafening”, when no 
one is trying to repudiate the allegations (KT850606).234 The only one 
talking was Anders Carlberg, Group Chief Executive for Nobel Industries, 
the group company who owned Bofors and Nobel Kemi, the two main 
industries in Karlskoga. Carlberg stressed that the mere suspicion was 
unfortunate for the company, and emphasized that there was yet no 
prosecution and no judicial decision, so the writings in the newspapers were 
wrongful and unfair.235 He thought it was absurd that the company was 
expected to prove innocence. On June 8, 1985, the CEO of Nobel Kemi 
claimed that they only exported explosives with a license (DN850608, 
Svd850608). These types of statements reappeared on several occasions in 
the following two years. For example, half a year later, Anders Carlberg, 
stated that the writings in the press are only isolated stories out of context 
(NA851112). 

Odd F. Lindberg’s report was also criticized with the argument that his 
claims were unproven.236 However, the report was not only without 

                                                        
233 Olof Palme, especially, faced a difficult situation here, since he was acting as peace 
mediator in the war between Iraq and Iran, when the allegations of Swedish export of arms to 
Iran appeared in the news (DN850607). 
234 However, the editorial also thought that the writings in the press were “a hunt after 
scapegoats” (KT850614). “Accept that each and every of the 7,000 employees at Bofors are 
innocent, honest people, until the court says something else.” (ibid.)  
235 Carlberg’s public appearance was given much attention, and was covered and commented 
on in several newspapers, e.g. KT850607; KT850614; DN850607; NA850607; NA850614; 
Svd850607; ÖK850607. 
236 The most salient organizations criticizing Odd F. Lindberg in the press were: Trond S. 
Paulsen, the Ministry of Fisheries; Bjørne Kvernmo, the seal vessel M/S Harmoni; Stein 
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evidence; Lindberg’s professional competence was also questioned and used 
as an argument to reduce the value of his claims. In the first statement from 
the seal-hunters, their spokesperson Bjørnee Kvernmo said that Lindberg 
was a liar, because “the report has little to do with reality”, and “a person not 
mentally fitted for the isolated life aboard a seal-hunting vessel”, which 
created “mental derangement and psychological imbalance.” (Tr880718) 
People are less prone to get upset when you say something that is obviously 
false or untrue; however, compromising statements that might be believed 
pose a much greater threat because these assertions could actually be true. 
An example of something in the grey-zone between the believable and the 
unbelievable was Odd F. Lindberg’s allegation that the seal-hunters had 
skinned seals while they were still alive (Tr880715). Although the report 
included various examples of transgressions, the Ministry of Fisheries and 
other critics focused solely on the most sensational—and unlikely—
assertion from Lindberg: namely, that seals had been skinned alive. This 
claim was, according to the united expertise, the ultimate proof of 
Lindberg’s unprofessionalism; the seal-hunters and the Ministry of Fisheries 
used this detail as evidence of Lindberg’s incompetence, with the deliberate 
or unintended effect of steering the attention away from other assertions in 
the report. The conclusion that Lindberg lacked the right qualifications for 
being a seal-hunting inspector was repeated over and over again by experts, 
as well as organizations connected to the fishery industry. The Permanent 
Undersecretary of State (Ekspedisjonssjef) at the Ministry of Fisheries Trond 
S. Paulsen considered the report to be unreliable and written by someone 
without the necessary competence. In Verdens Gang, Paulsen stated that 
they made a blunder by employing Odd F. Lindberg: ”In the application he 
wrote that he would do some scientific work for the University. We thought 
he was a researcher. What he did was collecting seal hearts, a pure 
mechanical task.“ (VG880721) Paulsen also added that the routines for the 
employment of inspectors would be strengthened. According to him, 
Lindberg had no diploma from any formal higher education, no research 
skills, and no practical experience to make him a suitable inspector 
(Tr880721).237 Similar assertions that Odd F. Lindberg is incompetent were 
delivered from different organizations with connections to the industry, such 
as The Fishing-boat Owner's Union (in Norwegian: Fiskebåtredarnas 
førbund; AP880719); Troms Fishermen County Unit (in Norwegian: Troms 
Fiskerfylking; Tr880719); Northern Norway’s Shipping Association (in 
Norwegian: Nord-Norges Rederiforening; Tr880719); and the Seafarers' 
Union (in Norwegian: Sjømannsforbundet; Tr880721). 

                                                                                                                                  
Hellesvik, The Seafarers’ Union; Halfdan Jakobsen, the Norwegian Shipowner's Society; 
Veterinary Egil Ole Øen from the Ministry for Agriculture and the Ministry of Fisheries.  
237 One chronicle author, Arne Eriksen, in Bladet Tromsø, supported Odd F. Lindberg, and 
wrote that being a scientist has never been a requirement for being appointed Seal-Hunting 
Inspector (Tr880801) 
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Also, the Department Veterinary Egil Ole Øen at the Ministry rejected the 
claim that seals were skinned alive. What Lindberg saw “was reflex 
movements in the muscles.” (VG880721) Other Norwegian experts, for 
example Professor Arnoldus Schytte Blix, later repeated this explanation 
(Tr890214; AP890217).238 In the same spirit, ship-owner Halfdan Jakobsen 
asserted, "Lindberg has seen something he cannot have seen. Dead seals 
usually get convulsions in their tendons and muscles when the skin is 
stripped off, and for someone uninitiated it might appear that the seal is 
alive." (AP880718)239 This news was commented on in the editorial page as 
well, which raised objections to the Ministry’s employment policy (ibid.). 
The other newspapers also reproduced these assertions.240   

The day after, Aftenposten showed a picture of “the seal-hunting 
inspector’s evidence” (AP880722).  The photography represented a seal pup 
hit by the hakapik (catch pike) while it was in the water, which is forbidden.  
Here, Lindberg stated that if the Ministry of Fisheries did not take his report 
seriously, he would make the shootings of the film “known to other parts of 
the world”, and translate and distribute the report internationally (ibid.). The 
next day, the Ministry of Fisheries was disappointed that the pictures were 
published. It was “improper of Aftenposten to show a color picture of seal 
killing on the front page”, Trond S. Paulsen said (AP880723), and the seal-
hunter Bjørne Kvernmo, did not accept the pictures as evidence 
(Tr880723).241 Lindberg’s solitary position was reinforced even further when 
other seal-hunting inspectors claimed that the seal-hunters were doing a 
good job (AP880719; AP890421), and two of them claimed that Lindberg 
“has drawn the completely wrong conclusions.” (Tr880725)  

As a response to the strong negative responses from the fishery 
organizations, Lindberg decided to make a documentary film to show that 
his assertions were true. In October 1988, Lindberg stated in an article that 
he is making a documentary film on Norwegian seal-hunting, and would sell 

                                                        
238 One could say that the question whether it is possible to skin seals alive is still today a 
matter of dispute, where some researchers claim that seals are sometimes conscious when 
they are skinned (cf. “Animal Welfare aspects of the killing and skinning of seals—Scientific 
Opinion of the Panel on Animal Health and Welfare” EFSA Journal, 2007, 610, 1-122). 
239 Beside the article there is a picture of Lindberg with the text stating: "Not trustworthy. 
Odd Lindberg is about to lose his credibility in his criticism of the seal-hunting. Yesterday the 
Ministry of Fisheries raised objections to his report." (ibid.)  
240 In January 1989, Veterinary Øyen and Professor Blix were appointed to the Seal 
Commission that would investigate the seal-hunting regulations.  This is the reason Lindberg 
gave for why he would not accept the invitation to show up at first, when they wanted to ask 
questions: he thought they were disqualified since they delivered negative opinions of the 
report from the beginning of the affair (AP890213; AP891002; AP891007; AP891109). 
Finally, he did show up in front of the Seal Commission at Sarpsborg District Court 
(AP891121; AP891122; AP891204).  
241 However, he admitted that some bloodletting did not take place on the ice, as prescribed. 
"This is usual practice when we do ‘scraps-hunting’, when there is a long distance between 
the animals.” In addition Kvernmo said: "The regulations are not always adjusted to the 
conditions in the Ice-Sea.” (AP880723) 
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the rights to “a film distributor with contacts all over the world.” 
(AP881011) Four months later, Lindberg said, “-The Ministry of Fisheries 
has not shown any intention to take my report seriously.” (VG890208) He 
expressed disappointment with his former employer. In February 1988, the 
film, called “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted. All of a sudden, Lindberg’s 
film is added as a new element in the controversy. For example, the 
immediate response by Oceanographer Bjørn Bergflødt was that the film 
was cut and pasted in such a way that it delivered a tendentious description 
of reality (VG890210). Similar opinions are delivered from three 
veterinarians, employed at Oslo Meat Control (Oslo Kjøttekontroll) and the 
Ministry for Agriculture, stating that the film cannot confirm that violations 
of the regulations happened in the West Ice (VG890210). In the same article, 
Borgne Flatlandsmo, one of the veterinarians, claimed that she had 
scrutinized reports from the Ministry of Fisheries between 1980 and 1988, 
and these reports did not contain any criticism.242 Another assertion was that 
the film had been manipulated. Thirteen representatives from the seal-
hunting industry claimed that the film was a “cross-cut film fake” 
(Tr890213). The seal-hunter Bjørne Kvernmo claims that some film 
sequences are not shot from the vessel M/S Harmoni; rather, it showed 
pictures from New Foundland, and sound effects had been used afterwards 
in order to reinforce the message (AP890212).243 Furthermore, Norwegian 
Seafarers’ Union (Norsk Sjømannsforbund) and other representatives from 
the fishery industry asserted that the film content was manipulated 
(VG890214; VG890216; Tr890216; AP890210; AP890527; NL890210). 

After his report was delivered, Paul van Buitenen was also questioned for 
lack of evidence. Soon after, the European Commission suspended him from 
work, and in an official statement, the Commission claimed he had spread 
lies, and in another statement, a spokesperson told the press that his proof 
was forged (Buitenen 2000: 147). Moreover, a representative from the 
budget control committee said that there was no clear evidence of fraud and 
corruption in the report (ibid: 149). Another statement from the 
Commission, which contradicts the previous one, observed that his report 
did not contain any news, and that an investigation was running already, so 
van Buitenen’s public disclosure only obstructed the procedures (Buitenen 
2000: 150f). The commissioner Edith Cresson, who received a lot of 
criticism in the report, told the press that van Buitenen had been fired from 
her unit, the Educational Directorate, because of incompetence, an assertion 
that obviously was meant to discredit the content of the report (ibid: 138f, 
                                                        
242 However, in another article, State Secretary Asbjørn Rausch admitted that previous reports 
from the 1980s contained criticism and descriptions of violations of the regulations 
(AP890214). The Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter reported that many of the allegations 
from Odd F. Lindberg was mentioned by several other seal-hunting inspectors before him 
(DN890218) 
243 At the same time, Kvernmo acknowledged that the film showed some violations of the 
regulations (VG890213).  
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149ff). Like Odd F. Lindberg, the substance of the report is, in this case, 
indirectly questioned with reference to van Buitenen’s professional ability.  

Insincerity 

“Your ambition is not to save the town from illness, but to destroy it.” (The 
Mayor Peter Stockmann addressing Doctor Tomas Stockmann.) 

 
To go public implies a sudden transformation from passive bystander to 
silence breaker. The act of going public is also a transgression of an invisible 
dividing line between being an “ordinary person” and becoming a “media 
person” (Couldry 2003: 127). After the disclosure, one typical response from 
the singled out organization was trying to discredit the whistle-blower's 
character.244 In 1997, the Government Accountability Project (GAP) in the 
United States published a book containing the most common organizational 
responses to whistle-blowing.245 According to the Legal Director Thomas 
Devine the most common tactics organizations use is to change focus from 
the message to the messenger, to “spotlight the whistle-blower, not the 
wrongdoing.” (Devine 1997: 28) In order to be successful in a public 
denunciation of a person, the most important procedure is to claim that the 
perpetrator—in essence—is something else; namely, the exact opposite of 
the rest of us: a lower species (Garfinkel 1956: 421).246 No one can totally 
control the way the public chooses to classify a “media person”, although he 
or she might try to do so by impression management. Certainly, the 
influence over the process of labeling is even more limited when you speak 
“in your own name” in the mass media, as the media logic encourages 
classifications into familiar social types in order to elucidate, as well as 
simplify, news stories. The exposure of one single person in this way is also 
reinforced by the mass media’s capacity to create a cognitive world 

                                                        
244 The effort to discredit the whistle-blower is partly due to the gravity of the allegations, that 
is, the magnitude of the organizational response should be compared with the estimated 
negative consequences for the organization in question. 
245 GAP has existed since 1977 and is a non-profit, public interest group that supports whistle-
blowers in the United States, mainly through counseling and by representing individuals who 
experience retaliations. The organization’s official website is: www.whistleblower.org 
246 If I have understood Garfinkel’s article’s rather dense thoughts on “successful 
degradations ceremonies” properly, he claims that the most important feature of downgrading 
“total identities” consists of the focus on the “motivations” behind someone’s action rather 
than the “performance”. Garfinkel claims that the participants in a successful degradations 
ceremony are not focused on what the transgressor have done, but on the reasons why he or 
she did it, since the motivations say something about the violators “true nature”. I agree with 
the view; this is an important aspect for an identity transformation to take place. However, I 
would also propose that this “strategy” attains a greater impact—at least in the particular 
cases we study here—if it is combined with accusations concerning “lack of competence” or 
the transgressor’s “fantasizing”, or with references to a violation of widely accepted social 
values and norms.  
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consisting of things displayed in the mass media becoming central, while the 
events, people, and places remain out of the searchlight’s periphery.247 

As discussed before, one central form of media power presents itself as 
the ability to portray events and individuals through ritualized and 
standardized narratives (cf. Chapter 1 “Introduction”). This is especially true 
when we look at how media depicts conflicts, for example, when 
organizations are accused of foul play. When whistle-blowers are exposed in 
the media, the strongest narratives are the hero and traitor themes, which 
delimit their scope, since the rules of behavior for the people giving away 
sensitive information to the mass media become circumscribed to a great 
extent. If the traitor theme becomes prevalent, a public social degradation 
has taken place, which also consists of a social identity transformation. Odd 
F. Lindberg summarizes the exposure to these descriptions in mass media, 
where the scope for controlling the image of yourself is lost: “In the small 
system you might control the small people operating this…in the big room 
[the media sphere] you lose contact with them. This force is dangerous.” 
(Interview Odd F. Lindberg 020305)  
 

a) A Character of Doubtful Reputation 
In order to discredit the whistle-blower, the organization needs incriminating 
evidence.248  Hence, investigating the employee is common.249  The public 
discrediting of Odd F. Lindberg in the newspapers was no exception.250 In 
the beginning, Lindberg delivered a fairly balanced opinion about the seal-
                                                        
247 In recent years we have seen new ways of distributing events on websites, such as 
YouTube, which will, to some degree, reduce the large broadcasting companies’ and public 
service networks’ chances to have a privileged position in influencing what belongs to the 
center and what is on the outskirts of the mass medial geography. Simultaneously, thousands 
of people have experienced that their self-presentations have gone totally out of control, when 
compromising pictures and the like start to circulate on the Internet. It is rather safe to say that 
the capacity to take revenge on someone, by distributing dishonorable material has expanded 
immensely with this technology. At the same time, we should not forget that total control of 
impressions is impossible in face-to-face situations as well. As Goffman observes; 
"Performers can stop giving expressions but cannot stop giving them off." (Goffman 1959: 
111) 
248 A similar technique is to open an investigation, which keeps on pending without any 
conclusions, bringing uncertainty and stress to the whistle-blower. This could, of course, also 
be used when the organization opens an internal investigation in order to find evidence of 
mismanagement (Devine 1997: 29). 
249 For example, President Nixon formed a secret group, "the Plumbers", with the chief aim to 
collect discrediting information on Daniel Ellsberg and convey these stories to the mass 
media. The most effective way to disarm and annihilate Ellsberg was to ruin his public image 
by publishing discrediting stories and smear his motivations (Wells 2001). The strategy to 
disable the whistle-blower by questioning his or her psychological status has been discussed 
by others as well (cf. Bok 1983: 212). 
250 Apart from evidence from the articles in the Norwegian press, this assertion is based on a 
conversation with filmmaker Per Lapins, who made the documentary “An Enemy of The 
People”, a film about Odd F. Lindberg’s reception in Norway.  



   162 

 

hunting.  For example, he explained the transgressions by referring to rivalry 
between the seal-hunting vessels: “When the competition between the 
vessels is keen, especially the ships within the same area, the hunting ethics 
is weakened among the hunters, and sinks down to a stage that must be 
characterized to be a minimum.” (Tr880715) In addition, when Odd F. 
Lindberg published the report in Bladet Tromsø, he wanted to emphasize 
that only a small minority of the seal-hunters transgressed the regulations; 
that he was in support of the Norwegian seal-hunting industry, and that the 
majority of hunters were respectable and skillful men (Tr880719). However, 
all those distinctions and nuances were quickly lost in the heat of the debate. 
The counterattacks from the Ministry of Fisheries, the crew on the M/S 
Harmoni, and some journalists focused directly on Lindberg’s background. 
According to the Ministry of Fisheries, he presented himself as a researcher 
when he applied for the job as seal-hunting inspector; he also wrote a 
positive letter to the Ministry Lindberg, and he made praising statements 
about the seal-hunting to the press when he returned from the first trip with 
the vessel M/S Harmoni in 1987.251  

Odd F. Lindberg’s first public assessment of the seal-hunting after the 
second trip was taking place on April 12, 1988, three months before his 
report was published  (Tr880412). The day after, the claim that Lindberg 
falsely presented himself as researcher begun, and continued throughout the 
affair. According to the seal-hunter’s spokesperson Bjørne Kvernmo, 
Lindberg claimed to be a researcher, but in reality he was “a freelance 
journalist and quasi-author.” (Tr880413)  As Lindberg lacked formal higher 
education, this criticism was used as an example of his deceitful behavior.252 
However, the statement with the strongest impact on the public’s view of 
Lindberg was probably coming from the Ministry of Fisheries, Lindberg’s 
employer. A stated before, the Ministry distributed a press release saying 
that neither Lindberg nor the report was reliable (AP880719). The following 
day Lindberg replied that he never claimed to be a researcher, rather that he 
would conduct scientific work, which in practice was to collect seal hearts 
on behalf of an anatomical study, something Professor John Krog confirmed 
(VG880719; AP880720). Trond S. Paulsen from the Ministry of Fisheries 
repeated the assertion that Lindberg lied about his qualification seven 
months later when the film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted, “"Lindberg 
delivered false information about himself, that was never verified by the 
Ministry…-We live in a small country, and we trust in people,” Paulsen 
explained (VG890213).  
                                                        
251 Lindberg also wrote a positive article on seal-hunting in Bladet Tromsø after the hunting 
season the previous year, but I have not found anyone using this article against him 
(Tr870523). 
252 Although his lack of education was stressed on many occasions, the counselor Herlef 
Berntzen at the Ministry of Fisheries stated that no special qualifications were necessary in 
order to supervise the seal-hunting. “Anyone can be inspector.” (VG880719). However, this 
is not something the Ministry of Fisheries emphasized in Lindberg’s case.  
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Furthermore, the Ministry of Fisheries did not hesitate to hand over 
different discomforting information about Odd F. Lindberg. The detail with 
greatest negative impact was probably the publication of a letter written by 
Odd F. Lindberg to the Ministry of Fisheries when he applied for the job. 
The application letter ended with a praise of "...the hunting people's 
excellent and correct slaughtering-methods. ..." (AP880727)253 As evidence 
of Lindberg’s untrustworthiness, Trond S. Paulsen from the Ministry 
wondered: "-If the state of things was correct, as Lindberg points out in 
1987, it is a little strange that the conditions suddenly become so much 
worse this year.” (ibid.) In an interview, Lindberg claimed that there were 
two applications: one on praising the hunters, and one of a later date, where 
this sentence was deleted (AP880730). He asked them to cancel the first one, 
but according to the Ministry, only one application existed (ibid.).  After the 
first trip in 1987, Lindberg also made a statement for Aftenposten giving 
praise to the hunters: 

“Let me underline that these people who live out of the catch are serious 
practitioners of the trade. This is not a sport for them. No hazards during the 
slaughter. And according to the experiences I have made, the methods for 
killing are completely faultless, no matter if a gun or catch pike is used,” 
Lindberg says. (AP870408).  

This statement was also picked up by the mass media. When I asked about 
this detail, Lindberg said that he had a strong suspicion that if he criticized 
the seal-hunters in public, he would never get the chance to complete his 
documentary film and book on the seal-hunting industry (Interview Odd F. 
Lindberg 020305). Accordingly, this is the reason why he did not give voice 
to objections when he spoke to the mass media. This is also one of several 
reasons why he became an easy target to attack, that is, when the opponents 
were given the opportunity to discredit him.  

In addition to these circumstances discussed above, the journalist Olav 
Versto also contacted different people attesting that Odd F. Lindberg was an 
unreliable person by telling discrediting anecdotes from Lindberg’s personal 
life (VG890211).  Three days later, Olav Versto confronted Lindberg in his 
garden, but he “refused to answer the critical questions from VG.” 
(VG890214)254 Another discrediting assertion came from three seal-hunters 
claiming that Lindberg kept three seal pups aboard M/S Harmoni, and 
mistreated them by not giving them food and drink (VG890414; VG890415; 

                                                        
253 The letter was also published in Verdens Gang a couple of days earlier and named the 
“blunder letter” (in Norwegian: Tabbebrevet; VG880721). 
254 The questions were a summary of the accusations directed against Lindberg during the 
controversy. They contained queries regarding his education, his positive statements of seal-
hunting in the previous season, why he did not want to show the Ministry of Fisheries the 
evidence, the accusation that the film was manipulated, a response to people that claims that 
he was unreliable etc. 
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Tr890215).255 Lindberg dismissed the accusations, and replied, “The pups 
were in good shape until they were put to death.” (Tr890215) 

In contrast to Lindberg, where Norwegian newspapers published new 
proof of his untruthful character on a daily basis in the hottest parts of the 
debate, Bratt was never exposed to the same written evidence of being a liar 
or using double standards in the mass media, which was partly due to the 
fact that he did not have to write “praise letters” that he was in support of 
export of armaments. It was not necessary since he was already employed 
and did not have to devote himself to blandishment in order to get access to 
the organization. In the statement he wrote for his first public appearance, he 
emphasized that this decision was not made with revenge or jealousy as an 
underlying motive. This was also something the chief editor of the national 
Swedish evening paper Expressen recognized:  

“Rather we see [from Bratt] an understanding of the psychological forces and 
the technical and administrative elements, which are the driving forces 
behind this business [of selling arms]. Rather, his descriptions bears witness 
to a sort of affliction. It feels like he is deeply distressed about being forced 
to make his report. By virtue of this state of mind, his testimony contains an 
ethical dimension that deepens the resonance behind the words. He speaks 
about people hunting figures, of budget responsibility, and mutual 
competition. ‘They are not evil,’ he says…By stepping forward, Ingvar Bratt 
has strengthened the public pressure. He did the right thing.” (EX850522)  

However, although Bratt’s first public appearance as the “secret source” was 
balanced and showing all the signs of being in accordance with decorum, 
voices claiming Bratt’s untrustworthiness appeared anyhow. The day after, 
the editorial in Karlskoga Tidning rasised doubt about why he chose to leave 
the alleged information to SPAS, an organization with the ambition to 
discredit Bofors (KT850522). However, in contrast to Odd F. Lindberg, 
Bratt was not accused of being an outright liar; in this case the focus is more 
on Bratt’s alleged disloyalty (see ahead).  

Also, van Buitenen received similar judgments from his employer. For 
example, rumors were spread that he had shown confidential documents to 
journalists at home (Buitenen 2000: 142). During interviews with 
newspapers, he spent plenty of time refuting those stories, instead of talking 
about the content of his report (ibid.). 

 
 

                                                        
255 Lindberg is partly defended by an expert Nina Hedlund Markussen who stated that seal 
mothers abandon their pups after four-five days, and they can survive without food for several 
weeks (VG890215). 
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b) Secret Liaison with Hostile Organizations 
Another recurrent argument from the accused organization and its 
stakeholders is the assertion that the whistle-blower withholds a hidden 
agenda or secret motives. One popular notion is that a hostile and powerful 
organization is the mastermind behind the whole affair. The boundary 
between insincerity, i.e., to act in disguise, and the breach of social norms, 
i.e., to breach an employment contract, is mixed when it comes to 
accusations of being a spy on behalf of “foreign” organizations. In Norway, 
the first suspected was Greenpeace, and in Karlskoga, the Soviet Union.  

In the Northern parts of Norway back then, and probably still today, 
Greenpeace was very unpopular, especially in the fishing communities, as 
testified in the letters-to-the-editor section (Tr870226; AP880627). The 
leader of the Seafarers' Union (in Norwegian: Sjømannsforbundet) 
expressed, for example, a notion that seemed to be prevalent among the 
critics, “Nor do we doubt for a second that [Odd F. Lindberg] was placed 
aboard M/S Harmoni by Greenpeace.” (Tr880719)256 However, the following 
day, a representative of Greenpeace Scandinavia denied that they had 
anything to do with the report (Tr880720).  The Greenpeace leader explained 
that they did not know Odd F. Lindberg, and they had not been in contact; 
and contrary to popular belief, Greenpeace was not supporting Lindberg 
officially during the controversy in the mass media.257 However, the 
suspicion that Odd F. Lindberg was a Greenpeace agent recurred also on 
other occasions (e.g. Tr880716; Tr890224). 

In Karlskoga, there was a common view that without Bofors, Sweden 
would soon be invaded by the Soviet Union (e.g. KT851025; KT860606). 
Bratt also received public comments with speculations of what the real 
motives were behind the claims against Bofors. However, in contrast to 
Lindberg, Bratt did not receive accusations of being insincere from the 
Bofors representatives, or from other organizations for that matter. Instead, 
the majority of the accusations and insinuations came from letters to the 
editor, and responses from “the man in the street”. One reader, writing a 
letter to the editor, claimed that Ingvar Bratt’s ‘open letter’ in Karlskoga 
Tidning was untrustworthy. “I think there is something more in this than 
meets the eye; what this something is, only he [Ingvar Bratt] knows.” 
(ÖK850629) In other letters, some people argued that  “ideological leaks” 
could challenge the national security, since “foreign powers” might be 
tempted to use these people for their own purposes (NA850627; 
NA850704). Ingvar Bratt was also connected indirectly to the Soviet Union, 

                                                        
256 I would like to add that this belief seemed to persist a decade after the affair. When I 
presented an early outline of this study at a sociologist conference in Reykjavik, Iceland in 
2002, a sociologist from Tromsø, exclaimed: “Odd Lindberg is not a whistle-blower, he is a 
Greenpeace spy!” 
257 When a representative from Greenpeace was asked why they did not support Lindberg, he 
said: “-We are working with cases not persons.” (AP890405) 
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as the Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society was a target for the same 
criticism. In an interview, the public relations manager at Bofors Per 
Mossberg was interviewed, not as a representative for Bofors, but as a leader 
for the right-wing party, Moderaterna, in Karlskoga. Here, Mossberg hinted 
at the connection between SPAS and the Soviet Union, claiming that the 
organization was against Swedish peace and freedom (KT850807). This 
claim was rejected and criticized by representatives for SPAS a couple of 
days later (KT850815). This connection between the peace movement and 
communism was repeated on other occasions as well (e.g. ÖK850618; 
KT850917; NA870403). 

Van Buitenen was not accused of secret connections with opposing 
organizations. However, he was repeatedly confronted with the assertion that 
he was an active member of the Belgian green political party Agalev, and, 
therefore, not impartial in his function as auditor (Buitenen 2000: 142).258  

 

c) Monetary Motives 
The two images of the “Courageous Hero” and “Judas Iscariot” are the two 
most demanding labels the whistle-blowers have to relate to (cf. Chapter 1 
“Introduction”: The Ambivalence of the Whistle-blower's Status). The latter 
image especially puts a strong pressure on the whistle-blower to not receive 
any money, gifts or other offerings associated with the act of blowing the 
whistle, since the opponents could use that to discredit the messenger. To 
receive gifts or earn money for pointing out an organization might turn the 
public opinion against the whistle-blowers and undermine the asserted 
motives behind the decision to go public. The supporters might change their 
view, and the critics take this as a pretext to claim that  "the true nature" of 
the whistle-blower is revealed now.  

Paul van Buitenen seemed obviously aware of the force of this negative 
label. For example, he refused to accept that journalists paid for coffee or the 
lunch bill when he was interviewed, and believed it was important to stay at 
budget hostels during his tour around Europe after the disclosure 
(Svd991031).  

Odd F. Lindberg on the other hand did choose another route. After being 
exposed to severe criticism from the Ministry of Fisheries and others, he 
declared that he would write a book and make a film that would be sold to 
publishers abroad. The response did not wait. The headline in Verdens Gang 
after the publication of the report said “Hero or Villain”, and started out: "Is 
Odd Lindberg hero or villain? Brave truth-seeker or opportunistic publicity 
hunter who wants PR for his forthcoming book on seal-hunting?” 

                                                        
258 In contrast to Ingvar Bratt, who was active in the Green Party in Sweden, van Buitenen 
claimed that he only held a passive membership in Agalev. In 2003, Agalev changed its name 
to Groen!. 
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(VG880719) The letters-to-the-editor section was filled with comments from 
angry readers. In Bladet Tromsø, the signature “A.O.” wrote: 

“Odd Lindberg, himself, gets rich at the expense of others’ poverty by selling 
his film to a curious audience for millions, and smiles in his dirty fantasy to 
them who were naïve enough to let him aboard on the trip to the Arctic 
Ocean. Arctic Ocean hunting has existed for more than a hundred years, and 
for the first time, such a dreamer has been allowed to get on a vessel. What 
kind of punishment should such a man receive who puts a great deal of the 
nation’s revenues in jeopardy, while he takes advantage with the film he has 
created on false premises? He intoxicates a great part of the world, while the 
victims suffer. As I said before, I also saw the film, but my contempt was not 
directed against the hunters, but against Odd Lindberg.” (Tr890330) 

 
The most outspoken version of this theme during the mass media 
controversy was found in Dagbladet’s headline saying: “Millionaire in 
Norway Hatred” (DB890211).259 The headline is based on the claim that 
Lindberg told the journalist that he would become a millionaire if the 
American television companies would buy his film “Seal Mourning”. The 
Judas Iscariot theme—the connection established between money and 
betrayal—is also expressed explicitly. In addition to the early epithet “Seal-
Judas”(VG880719), Lindberg appeared in a comic cartoon, showing up at 
the big (American) television company office trying to sell the film. "-The 
price? Well, thirty pieces of silver..." (VG890214). Another cartoon 
following the same line of thought was published in Aftenposten 
(AP890221). The money motive also recurred in connection with the 
broadcasting of the film in February 1989 (VG890210; VG890217, 
Tr890223; NL890208). For example, the day Lindberg’s film was 
broadcasted in Sweden, the Norwegian news broadcast Dagsreyen, focused 
on how much money Lindberg had earned from the film as well 
(AP890214).260 As sure as fate, it also turned out that the producer of the 
seal-hunting film Bo Landin and Odd Lindberg came into strong 
disagreement regarding Lindberg’s share from the film revenues 
(VG890215). Presumably, Lindberg did not think of which consequences 
these statements would have back then, but they kept haunting him 
throughout the controversy.261 Curiously, Lindberg’s conduct is much more 
incautious in contrast to Bratt’s and van Buitenen’s, who both seem to be 
more conscious of how their appearances in the limelight might affect 
                                                        
259 In other words, the headline claimed: Odd F. Lindberg will become millionaire by selling a 
film abroad, with a content that will create hatred against Norway. 
260 Some journalists were also curious to find out how much the film was going to cost, i.e., 
how rich Lindberg would be. The Norwegian Television (NRK), answered that the price for 
the seal film was too expensive, much higher than what they usually pay for a program. So 
they decided not to buy it (VG890214). 
261 Other examples of these themes are found in: AP880730; AP890205; DB890214; 
DB890215; VG890221; VG890227; Tr890213; Tr890222; Tr890310; Tr890405. 
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them—especially regarding the rules of conduct for whistle-blowers in order 
to avoid being blamed for possible private, egoistical motives.262   

Bratt did not receive any money for blowing the whistle, or at least, did 
not flaunt with it. However, this did not stop some of his critics from finding 
an angle of approach where they tried to find a link between the act of going 
public, and taking a pecuniary advantage of this step. In Bratt’s case it was, 
for example, directed against his “lecture tours”, where he travelled around 
Sweden and talked about his story, and Bofors.263  This is looked upon as a 
way of earning money at the expense of the misery of Bofors and Karlskoga 
(KT851019). A rumor also circulated that he received a lot of money in 
payment when he left the company (Bratt 1988: 127). Ingvar Bratt was also 
criticized for the forthcoming book he planned to write [Mot Rädslan], 
which was regarded as yet another example of a way to line the pockets at 
Karlskoga’s expense (KT850618; KT860409).   

Transgression of Accepted Social Rules 
Dr. Stockmann: -I intend to be free to express my opinion on any subject 
under the sun.  
Peter Stockmann: -As you please—but not on any subject concerning the 
Baths. That we forbid. 
Dr, Stockmann: (shouting). -You forbid! You! A pack of… 
Peter Stockmann:  -I forbid it—I, your chief; and if I forbid it, you have to 
obey. 

 
It may not come as a surprise that many of the critics claimed that 

Lindberg, Bratt, and van Buitenen had acted disloyal when they sounded the 

                                                        
262 It is a very delicate subject to speculate how come Odd F. Lindberg did not try to 
downplay his ambition to sell the film to foreign television networks. And there are other, 
more important, factors explaining the final identity transformation (cf. Chapter 8 
“Purgation”). However, one important difference between Bratt and van Buitenen on one 
side, and Lindberg on the other, is that the former two had employment and income when the 
disclosure took place. Lindberg, on the other hand, did not have a job to return to, so money 
became a more acute problem for him, and he became economically dependent on his wife. 
“After all, I was a person facing bankruptcy, and I needed money, and I would have received 
money [from the environmental organizations] that could be used for the future 
[environmental] struggle. First bread and butter to me, then money for the struggle…But 
remember, I did not receive a penny, although they [the environmental organizations] used 
me for raising funds.” On the other hand, Lindberg thought it was important not to accept pay 
from the Ministry of Fisheries as seal-hunting inspector, “If I had received money from the 
state in order to collect information that would strike against the State, then I would be in a 
bad position towards the media and my credibility. So I said no pay. Definitely no pay.” 
(Interview Odd F. Lindberg 020305) In hindsight, we can establish that this decision did not 
change the public view of Lindberg in the Norwegian mass media. 
263 In an interview, Ingvar Bratt said that the lecture tours were necessary, “I need to meet 
people that support me. It is hard to live in this town. Of course, some people in Karlskoga 
support me, but naturally, they cannot express that all the time.” (KT851016). 
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alarms. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Paul van Buitenen claimed 
that any breach of the professional secrecy is considered “worse than a 
crime” within the bureaucracy of Brussels (Buitenen 2000: 11). In the 
media, the criticism from his superiors also followed this route: for example, 
he had “harmed his office” and “breached the professional secrecy.” 
(Buitenen 2000: 141) However, in comparison with Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. 
Lindberg, public accusations of transgressing contracts or acting disloyal 
seem to be sparse. In connection with Bratt’s first public appearance as the 
secret “leak”, the public relations officer at the group company Nobel 
Industries Rune Borg took great pains to answer the journalist’s questions: 

“I tried my very best, to say something. And expressed the opinion that one 
should not transgress the law and regulations, and such, and Ingvar Bratt had 
transgressed all rules for an employee at Bofors. Furthermore, he had 
promised, and written on paper not to do something like this. So we 
were...the Bofors folks were very upset for what he did.” (P3 Dokumentär 
Bofors. SR060924) 

About two weeks after Ingvar Bratt stepped out from anonymity, the Bofors 
CEO Martin Ardbo sent a letter to all the employees with the message: “To 
give away internal documents hurts the company.” (NA850603, 
KT850604)264 

“To convey internal documents belonging to the company to unauthorized 
people, which has happened now, questions the trustworthiness regarding our 
military and commercial secrecy capability, which in turn harms our business 
power.” (Excerpt from letter to employees, reproduced in KT850604) 

Martin Ardbo recommended that employees who had thought of possibly 
doubtful activities should address the nearest manager, or himself directly 
(ibid.). In response to the opinion that his action was disloyal, Ingvar Bratt 
wrote an “Open letter from Ingvar Bratt to everyone at Bofors” in the local 
newspaper Karlskoga Tidning (KT850613). Here, he tried to clear himself of 
some circulating accusations and rumors. Among other things, he wrote that 
he could no longer support the export of arms to developing countries, and 
that was the primary reason why he left Bofors; it was not a move he did as 
an opportunity to disclose the company’s illegal business. The letter also 
included an attempt to deny various rumors circulating in the community, 
and a wish that people would believe him that his intention was not to harm 
the company: “My intention was to stay in Karlskoga, and as a consequence 

                                                        
264 This is also an illustration of the struggle regarding how secrets and sensitive information 
should be classified: i.e., Is the piece of information “dark” or “strategic”?. (cf. Chapter 4 
“Recognition”) 
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I was dependent upon Bofors [like everyone else in this town].” (ibid.).265 
The letter did not help matters.  In June, there was a discussion in the 
newspapers whether Bratt should be prosecuted for violations of the 
professional secrecy (DN850614; KT850820). Anders Carlberg, the Group 
Chief Executive for Nobel Industries, said that they would take a closer 
examination of the case (KT850614; DN80614; NA850614).266 This was 
repeated to the very end of the controversy, for example in a poem sent to 
the letters to the editor in Karlskoga Tidning which ended: “It is nasty to 
smuggle, but equally nasty to steal.” (KT870410)  

The strongest public judgments came from private individuals in the 
letters-to-the-editor page. “The employee at Bofors who “leaked” to an 
irrelevant, publicity hunting organization, acted deeply disloyal. Bofors 
people, remain proud of your company!  We need you.” (NA850614) This 
view was repeated in several other letters (cf. KT850614; KT870411). The 
view that Ingvar Bratt had committed industrial espionage was retold in the 
letters to the editor. One view was that Bratt should have informed his 
superiors about his suspicions, and not safeguard himself behind the 
Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society (NA850613; KT851128; 
KT860428). A worker from Bofors wrote a letter to the editor in Karlskoga 
Tidning expressing a strong sense of being betrayed: 

“If you and your supporters are getting what you want, this district will be a 
deserted area/…/The solid education that has been given to you from Bofors 
and the working people, is of course convenient when the ship is going down. 
However, those who follow the ship down have a hard time to see your 
merits/…/It has never been popular to take away people’s livelihood. You are 
not a popular person in this neighborhood that is something I can assure 
you.“ (KT851028) 

In Odd F. Lindberg’s case, the accusations of disloyalty were mixed with the 
claim that he had betrayed Norway for money, something we have discussed 
already. However, on some occasions, Lindberg is simply labeled 
“unpatriotic”.267 This is a common theme in the editorials written when the 
                                                        
265 When his “open letter” was published, Ingvar Bratt was also interviewed in other 
newspapers in the region regarding his social position in Karlskoga after stepping out from 
anonymity (NA850613; ÖK850613). 
266 In fact, the CEO Anders Carlberg reiterated that Bratt should have contacted his superiors 
rather than reporting to the police so long after Bratt had stepped out from anonymity. For 
example, less than a month before, the CEO admitted that Bofors actually had exported arms 
to banned countries (KT870312).  
267 Sometimes the criticism is literary. For example, in a letter to the editor, one reader of 
Verdens Gang equaled Lindberg’s deed with the treachery depicted in the Norwegian 
nationalistic poem “Svolder” by Per Sivle. This poem depicts the battle of Svolder when 
Norway lost and became a tributary under Sweden and Denmark. In Sivle’s interpretation, the 
Viking King Olav Tryggvason was defeated after being betrayed by people among his own 
men, as in the untranslatable: “Støtt det nordmenn lyt vera med når Noregs merke skal 
hoggast ned." (VG890221) 
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seal film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted in United Kingdom, Denmark 
and Sweden. For example, the editorial in Bladet Tromsø had been 
supportive of the film at first (Tr890211), but two days later, when the film 
had been broadcasted, the editor feared the threat from foreign countries, and 
started questioning Lindberg’s motives: “Where is Lindberg’s national 
loyalty? The line must be drawn somewhere, we believe. Has not Lindberg 
obtained revenge and redress by now?” (Tr890213). The editorial in the 
other Tromsø newspaper, Nordlys, expressed a similar opinion,  

“A compatriot equipped with video-[camera], one of us, has sold off Norway 
on the international Detestation Exchange….Considering that only a small 
per thousand Norwegians kill seals, it is difficult to swallow, when a fellow-
countryman, one of us, sells off the whole nation, depicting us as a bunch of 
perverts, creating international indignation. This experience becomes even 
stronger when the hatred is directed against an old coastal culture that we 
have identified us with for several generations.” (NL890215) 

Also the editorial in Verdens Gang did not hold their fire. 

"It is telling that the seal-hunting inspector who shot the video film, did not 
deliver it to the employer, who would allow specialists to study the raw 
movie taken as a whole. He went abroad, to experts—not in seal-hunting—
but in film-editing technique and dramaturgy, who could put together pieces 
of the film in order to achieve the greatest effect possible.“ (VG890210) 
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Chapter 7 Suffering 

”Our modern life is based to a much larger extent than is usually realized 
upon the faith in honesty of the other…We base our gravest decisions on a 
complex system of conceptions, most of which presuppose the confidence 
that we will not be betrayed.” (Simmel 1950: 313) 

This chapter will explore the element of tragedy called pathos, which is a 
temporary268, emotional, and violent state. More specifically, we will analyze 
and depict the social atmosphere in Norway and Karlskoga, which created 
strong sentiments that were canalized and redirected against Bratt and 
Lindberg. It is worth repeating that the suffering we focus on in this matter is 
not the individual agony of the whistle-blowers, but a collective sadness 
afflicting the whole community where each lived. A chain of actions and 
missteps creates the tragic experience, but the missteps create a crisis that is 
shared by several people (although the size of those affected might vary 
from a family, to a city, or a national state). When a community turns into 
this state, the whistle-blower becomes a pharmakos, the disputed social 
identity considered being both poison and remedy (cf. Chapter 2 “Tragedy”). 
This is something we will look into further in the next chapter, when we 
analyze conflict management away from the limelight.  

The ambition with this chapter is to show that—in contrast to popular 
thought—the rage and feelings against the whistle-blowers are partly due to 
how they are portrayed in the mass media, but an even more important 
element is whether or not the social surroundings experience the allegations 
against the organization "as a threat to society as a whole". As will be 
demonstrated, strong negative responses against the whistle-blowers from 
non-members of the accused organization happened in the case of Norway 
during the seal-hunting affair, and the Bofors-affair in Karlskoga; but the 
position of the European Commission in Brussels was obviously not 
considered important enough to provoke negative responses from people 
outside this organization. All in all, in the latter case, these reactions seemed 
to be limited to the ones who stood accused, i.e., some members of the 
organizational top management.  

                                                        

268 Temporary is perhaps not the first word that comes to mind when we speak of processes 
that lasted several years. However, in these cases we should think of temporary as courses of 
events with discernable beginnings and ends (See ahead “Feeding the Affair”). 
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This chapter also puts forth the cultural conception and economic 
importance of Bofors in Karlskoga and the tradition of seal-hunting in 
Norway. These preconditions are then contrasted with the harsh public 
opinion directed against Norway, especially from Sweden, as well as 
criticism of Karlskoga in the national mass media.  When pathos is set in 
motion, we find a defense of certain social values, which in these particular 
cases, contained loyalty towards organizations suspected of illegal practices, 
and defense of a town and nation composed of allegedly brutal and 
unscrupulous citizens. Whistle-blowing brings about a sudden change for the 
organization, and in these cases, its immediate surroundings as well; turning 
the allied community into a state of crisis.269  The suffering we are about to 
analyze in this chapter represents a society turned upside down when the 
whistle-blower conveys sensitive information to the public through mass 
media. The location and size of the allied community could vary, but the 
greatest intensity is usually close to the physical location(s) of the accused 
organization. Regarding Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg, this centre was 
certainly two organizations; the arms factory of Bofors and the seal-hunting 
vessel M/S Harmoni (and the affiliated Ministry of Fisheries), but turned out 
to be extended to a town, Karlskoga, and a country, the state of Norway, as 
well.270 

This chapter will focus on the population of Norway and the citizens of 
Karlskoga, in the way others depict them, as well as how they present 
themselves in mass media during the turbulent times after Lindberg and 
Bratt stepped forward. We will emphasize specific events capturing the 
emotional atmosphere during this period. This angle of approach is 
motivated by the fact that these events make values and feelings visible that 
usually are inaccessible, but are coming to the fore during times of quarrel 
and celebration. Since no strong and negative popular reactions outside the 
                                                        
269 In sociological thought, such circumstances are described in terms of effervescence 
(Durkheim 1912), but also in terms of liminality found in a rite de passage. Liminality is a 
state of “betwixt and between”, where the identity of the participants and the community is a 
limbo characterized by uncertainty (Turner 1969: 95). However, if we presume that whistle-
blowing is characterized by liminality, it is not attached to a prescribed ceremony or festival; 
rather it is usually an un-welcomed surprise for the members in the organization. We could 
say that whistle-blowing is an unsanctioned liminal activity, and from this perspective, it is 
more akin to the unexpected strikes performed by the anarchist group, the Wobblies 
(Rothenbuhler 1988). 
270 From now on, the locations affected by the accusations will be named the impact area, 
which roughly translates to Norway and Karlskoga. Although the expression "impact area" 
suffers from some inexactitude and shapelessness, it does come in handy for two main 
reasons. First, to compare the situation with an emergency area points to the fact that not 
everyone is affected equally as strongly by the occurrence, but also that individuals living 
outside the impact area, for example, stakeholders and people with social ties to the region, 
might be affected by different degrees of strength. Secondly, although this term is 
incorporated from a terminology used in disaster research (Barton 1963), it facilitates the 
handling of the two camps in the controversy, more exactly, those inside the impact area, and 
those outside of it.  
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European Commission were directed against van Buitenen, his case will not 
be discussed (Buitenen 2000: 167fff). However, by the end of this chapter, 
we will examine why the whistle-blower’s decision to go public created such 
strong moral indignation that was directed against Bratt and Lindberg, but 
not van Buitenen. 

Feeding the Affair 
As said, suffering is a temporary state, but in Karlskoga and Norway, 
temporary meant quite an extended period. One reason for this is because 
the news causing both hope and despair did not disappear from mass media, 
but were renewed again and again, not the least by deliberate manoeuvres by 
some of the participants in the controversy.271 It is safe to claim that 
Karlskoga faced a very turbulent time after the Swedish Peace and 
Arbitration Society and Ingvar Bratt reported Bofors to the police. From 
May 1985, and two years ahead, the population in Karlskoga received a 
steady mixture of good and bad news about the local industry: Bofors and 
Nobel Kemi. Since the general mood was characterized by ambivalence and 
the outlook into the future was pending, the positive news coming—in 
particular when new arms deals were closed—were received with 
overwhelming enthusiasm.272  

Although Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg played important roles in the 
beginning, other people and organizations replaced them in order to keep the 
issue alive in the subsequent trend of events. For example, one of the most 
important reasons why the affair in Karlskoga continued for at least two 
years in the mass media was due to the Swedish Peace and Arbitration 
Society (SPAS), which released new disclosures regarding illegal export of 
arms and took other spectacular initiatives. In June 1985, a couple of weeks 
after Ingvar Bratt stepped out in the limelight, SPAS published two new 
documents claiming that Bofors had smuggled to Dubai and Bahrain 
(KT850618), and the stream of new allegations continued (cf. KT850905; 
KT850906; NA850905; NA850906; NA850907; NA850911; NA851024; 
KT860729; KT860731).273 As we have seen in the previous chapter, the 
management for Bofors denied the allegations over and over again, until the 

                                                        
271 Although some events had unintended consequences.  
272 This enthusiasm will be described and analyzed by example of the celebration of the 400-
year anniversary of the town, and the festivities after the India order were brought to a 
successful close. At the same time, events such as the anniversary and the India order 
received criticism from national mass media and political organizations. Strong criticism was 
also delivered from the majority of the Swedish political youth leagues, who among other 
things, wanted to cancel the expected order to India (KT851219; KT860221).  
273 However, in the allegation that Bofors had illegally exported anti-aircraft guns to Thailand, 
Ingvar Bratt is playing a small part. “-I just came up with the idea; the Swedish Peace and 
Arbitration Society has done the rest. But I will aid them as a witness if needed.” (KT850906)  
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end of March 1987, when the CEO for Nobel Industries, Anders Carlberg 
admitted that smuggling had taken place (AB870327; EX870327; 
KT870327).  

The first coverage of Lindberg’s allegations in the report was, in one 
sense, a domestic dispute within the borders of Norway, first and foremost 
between the fishery industry and its supporters on one side, and Odd F. 
Lindberg on the other. As discussed in the previous chapter, Lindberg 
received harsh comments from politicians, experts, representatives from the 
fishing industry, and journalists. The controversy around the report calmed 
down by the end of the summer of 1988. In contrast to the Bofors-affair, the 
Norwegian seal-hunting case did not surge back and forth for a prolonged 
time. Apart from the difference between smuggling and seal killing methods, 
which in part might explain the divergency, we should also note that Odd F. 
Lindberg did not receive aid from organizations and authorities that, by 
leaking compromising details to the press, refused to let the affair fade away. 
At any rate, Lindberg was not satisfied with the way he had been treated by 
the seal-hunters and the Ministry of Fisheries. Already a few days after the 
report was published, in July 1988, Lindberg threatened to sell the film 
shootings and pictures from the West Ice to “foreign countries” 
(VG880722). “- But is this not proper blackmailing?” the journalist asked. “- 
Yes I am putting pressure on the Ministry because I believe this case is 
serious.” (VG880722) It turned out that Lindberg had shown some pictures 
from the West Ice to the Swedish television producer Bo Landin before the 
controversy, and now they agreed to do a documentary on the Norwegian 
seal-hunting together.  In the autumn, they produced a film based on 
recordings Lindberg had collected during his two voyages on M/S 
Harmoni.274 The film was entitled “Seal Mourning”, and in February 1989, 
the documentary was broadcasted on the British Channel 4, DR1 in 
Denmark, and TV2 in Sweden.275 As will be demonstrated, Lindberg’s 
unwillingness to let the memory of the report fade away meant that the 
conflict returned seven months later, this time stronger than ever before.  

Timing 
In order to understand how the mere use of words can create such 
bewildering effects, it is worth pointing out another important circumstance 
that determined why the allegations had such strong outcome that boosted 
the considerable amount of reactions against Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. 

                                                        
274 Also this detail was contested, as representatives from the fishery industry claimed that 
some film sequences were taken from Canada, not the West Ice (cf. AP890213). 
275 Swedish title: “Miljöbilder: Om sälar och människor”. 
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Lindberg.276 This is important because the timing—the concrete location 
where the delivery took place, and the point of time when the whistle-blower 
stepped out—was an important factor for a deeper understanding of why the 
social reactions to the delivery of sensitive information became so furious.277 
This notion draws from idea that certain contingencies influence the trend of 
events. If the delivery of sensitive information to the mass media had 
occurred on another occasion, the actual public reaction would be milder or 
not even take place. For instance, Ingvar Bratt’s information was actually 
used in a public debate television program, Magasinet, two years before he 
stepped out from anonymity (Bratt 1988: 66; Westander 1988: 10). 
However, the media coverage of the hunt after a Soviet submarine on 
Swedish territory received all the attention, and the armament smuggling 
disclosure fell into oblivion. The following day, the newspaper did not pay 
much attention to the disclosure (Bratt 1988: 66). Two years later, in May 
1985, when the statement reappeared, it was actually not new. Ingvar Bratt 
had presented the same evidence two years earlier; however, the timing was 
different.278 

Similar timing-related factors determined the outcome in Odd F. 
Lindberg’s case. One detail worth mentioning is that Lindberg’s report was 
published in July, a month when shortage of news is common. This could 
perhaps explain the great impact the article had in Norway at the time.  

Two Prerequisites  
Before we dig deeper into the actual happenings, we will take this little 
detour, trying to depict two other important settings which will serve as 
background to why the effect of the disclosures boosted: first, the threat 
along the shores of Norway and Sweden, and second, the job situation in the 
Northern parts of Norway and in Karlskoga.  

                                                        
276 As discussed before, Paul van Buitenen also received a massive response, but those 
reactions, even in his closest social milieu—except those standing accused—did not pick him 
out as a traitor and menace to society 
277 Timing is about the spacing of events in time. The concept has different usages, and in this 
particular context, we speak of timing when a social act or event coincides or synchronizes 
together with related social acts or events in such a way that the latter influence the outcome 
of the act in a certain direction. From this perspective, timing is something analyzed in 
hindsight and answers a question such as: Would the outcome of the trend of events be 
otherwise if some important element of the situation would be absent? 
278 This slow-starting development of the affair also happened in the “Watergate-story”. 
When the news appeared for the first time in 1972, the incident did not receive much 
attention; two years later it was considered one of the greatest American political crises of all 
times (Alexander 1988). 
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The Coast is Threatened 
There is a widespread notion in Norway, especially among fishermen, that 
the seal is a noxious animal (Edlund 2000: 77). Among fishermen, this 
opinion has a rationale, seeing that seals feed on fish and become a threat to 
the available fish stock. In the beginning of the 20th century, a rancorous 
attitude against the seal also prevailed in the neighboring country Sweden, 
where many expressed the opinion that the seal should be exterminated with 
machine guns or by poisoning (Pitkänen 1907: 215, Anon 1926). According 
to the Swedish law of 1734, the seal was considered a vermin anyone could 
kill at any time.   

In the preceding winters of 1986 and 1987, before Odd F. Lindberg 
became a well-known face in Norway and abroad for different reasons, the 
public’s view of the seal as a destructive, noxious animal in Norway was 
boosted because of a sudden “seal invasion” along the Norwegian coasts. 
Some people claimed that the “invasion” had started already in 1982 
(Tr870207). In the winter of 1987, the Norwegian newspapers reported that 
between 200,000 and 400,000 seals had arrived on the Norwegian shores.279 
This event was something the Norwegian newspapers focused extensively 
on.280 The visit from the seals was described as especially damaging for the 
Norwegian fishing industry, since the seals not only did feast on the fish but 
also got stuck in the fishing-net—two activities that destroyed the catch for 
the fishermen (e.g., AP870126; AP870131; AP870216; AP870223; 
Tr880616; VG8703; AP880623). In several articles, the situation was 
described as a catastrophe (AP870126; AP870131; AP881209; DB870218; 
DB870228; DB880617). Therefore, before Lindberg’s report was published, 
many of the fishery industry’s stakeholders in Norway pleaded for an 
increase of the seal-hunting in order to save the economy for the fishermen 
(cf. AP870223). The Norwegian Social Democratic Government worked for 
an expansion of seal-hunting, as well as the editorials at the largest 
newspapers in Norway.281 Although this was the dominant view in the press, 
differing opinions were proposed as well, especially from organizations 
working for environmental protection (Tr780207; VG8703). The differing 
lines were between those who believed that the presence of seals along the 
Norwegian coasts was caused by a decline in seal-hunting, and those who 

                                                        
279 The number of seals reported and their impact differed according to the standpoint of the 
author in the newspaper (cf. AP870223; AP980304; AP0319), 
280 This sudden new wandering of the seal during the winter of 1986 and 1987 produced many 
articles and discussions in the newspapers (AP870126; AP870131; AP870216; AP870218; 
AP870220; AP870223; AP870227; AP870303; AP870304; AP870313; AP870408; 
AP870506; AP870507; AP871013; AP871107; AP880115; AP880309; AP880616; 
AP880617; AP880624; DB870218; DB870225; DB880617; DB880618; DB870228; 
Tr870207; Tr870216; Tr880616; Tr880617; VG870225; VG8703; VG870424; VG880711). 
281 This is something the Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland and the Minister of Fisheries 
Bjarne Mørk Eidem pleaded for in the international summits in Scandinavia and Europe (e.g., 
AP870223; AP870227; AP870304). 
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viewed the depletion of fish in the Sea as the motivation for the seals to 
wander in order to find new fishing-grounds.282 The different stances were, 
of course, connected to a specific solution: an increase of the seal killings or 
a reduction of the fishermen’s allotment of fish quota.  

Thus, seal-hunting was a controversial and infected issue already before 
Odd F. Lindberg’s report was written. There was a widespread view, 
especially from the fishermen’s organizations, that the Norwegian Agency 
for Environmental Protection and Greenpeace were held liable for the “seal 
invasion” because of the international campaigns resulting in a decreased 
demand for seal products (e.g., AP870218; AP870319; AP870223; 
AP870227; AP880614). According to this view, the problem was that 
foreign countries refused to buy seal skin as long as they believed the seals 
were threatened, and without a market, the commercial foundation for 
hunting seals was not there. The task for the Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
was to make clear to the rest of the world that the situation had changed. The 
editorial of Aftenposten summed up this view: 

“Thus, we are not our own masters in this case. It is not the opinion of 
Svolver or Oslo, but of New York and Paris that determines the seal problem. 
Out there, they will not have another point of view as long as they think that 
the problem is that the seal is gone. So let us tell them that it has returned 
once again.” (AP870304) 

In other words, the opinion that ”the seal is not threatened, but is threatening 
Norway” was a view that held Norway in a grip both before and after Odd F. 
Lindberg sent his report to the newspaper.  

Another significant detail related to understanding the timing of the affair 
was the strong support for seals in Sweden in 1989, when Odd F. Lindberg’s 
film was broadcasted. The previous year, in 1988, seals played a prominent 
part in the Swedish national election, and the election became known in 
popular parlance as the “seal election”. The name derives from the sudden 
outburst of seal death along the coasts in the Baltic Sea during summer. The 
prevalent opinion was that the seals were victims of an ecological 
catastrophe created by human hands. This was one of several environmental 
“warning signals” that helped the Swedish Green Party get elected into the 
Swedish Parliament for the first time. Obviously, with this occurrence in 
fresh memory, the Swedish public was easier to convince when the seal film 
was broadcasted in February 1989. Consequently, when we observe the 
strong reactions against Norway, we should remember that seals were on the 
agenda in Sweden as well, but as  cute victims, not perpetrators.283  
                                                        
282 Examples of the seal stock increase hypothesis are found here: (AP870218; 870220; 
870303) and the depletion of fish hypothesis here: (AP870220; AP870227; VG890223). 
283 The “cute-factor” is another important ingredient here. In general, people have a much 
more positive opinion towards animals that look nice, and seal pups are probably rated on the 
top of the charts in this contest, in stiff competition with kittens. Consequently it is a much 
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The threats against the shores also played a part in the debate during the 
Bofors-affair. However, the menace along the Swedish coasts was foreign 
submarines, not seals. The Bofors-affair existed in a time when the Cold 
War was still living and tangible in people’s consciousness, and it structured 
the ways many Swedish apprehended their territory and their relation with 
the Soviet Union. The threat of invasion from the Soviet Union was 
something that shaped the debate that surrounded the Bofors-affair. Thus, 
the affair should also be analyzed and understood in light of the strong belief 
among people in Sweden that the national security would be at risk if the 
domestic production of armaments, among those by Bofors, would 
disappear. That Sweden needed a national arms industry in order to defend 
itself was a widely used argument (e.g., KT851115; KT860606). 

This belief in a threat of invasion from the neighbor in the East was 
reinforced in the 1980s, because of a couple of submarine incidents along 
the Swedish coastal line. The most famous incident happened on October 17, 
1981, when the Soviet submarine U137 stranded inside Swedish water, close 
to Karlskrona, a town that harbors one of Sweden’s largest fleets. As said, 
the hunt for submarines was also the reason why Ingvar Bratt’s information 
about illegal export of arms received no attention the first time it was 
presented in 1984. The rumor that a Soviet submarine had been kept in sight 
in Swedish waters was considered more important than the—from a Swede’s 
perspective—more abstract—story on the illegal export of arms to far distant 
countries. This illustrates how the whistle-blowers must compete with other 
reported events in order to grab attention in the mass media environment.  

The Job Situation 
On December 31, the editorial at Karlskoga Tidning summarized the 
atmosphere in the district: “The end of 1985 is approaching, and this is a 
year the population of Karlskoga hardly will remember with gratitude and 
joy.” (KT851231) The reasons were, of course, the dismissals and “affairs” 
that had affected the town throughout the year. To put the Bofors-affair in 
context, it is worth noting that of all the municipalities in the County of 
Örebro, the unemployment affected Karlskoga the harshest. Between 1976 
and 1986, the population decreased by 3000, which was due to a slow but 
steady reduction of job opportunities at Bofors  (NA860401). The 
pessimistic state of mind reached such a level that even the local rock band 
Misery decided to change its name in order to create a more positive tone for 
the fans (KT860920). 

In Karlskoga, there was a strong belief that everything is dependent upon 
Bofors, and the fear for unemployment was not reduced after SPAS and 
Bratt reported the company to the police. “The disclosure threatens the 
                                                                                                                                  
more difficult task to raise the same public awareness to protest against the ruthless killings of 
rats or mudskippers. 
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whole of Karlskoga” was one headline in the district newspaper 
Örebrokuriren, the day after Bratt stepped out from anonymity (ÖK850522). 
At this time, 6,500 people were directly dependent, economically, on the 
company; and at least the same amount of people were dependent through 
subcontractors, the service sector, and industries created in the shadow of the 
group company Nobel Industries. In estimation, the majority of the 35,000 
inhabitants of Karlskoga were economically dependent on the group 
company Nobel Industries (KT851109). Bror Gillström, manager in the local 
government administration in Karlskoga, said, “Actually, three quarters of 
the whole population in Karlskoga is dependent on the eight Bofors 
companies in one way or another, and this would imply the whole district 
would go to rack and ruin if things go bad.” (NA850611) Karlskoga Tidning 
claimed that Karlskoga would be “inconceivable as an industrial society” 
without Bofors (KT850916).  

The town’s almost total dependency on one single industry was, of 
course, one important reason why there was a well-known mentality in the 
neighborhood, known as  "the Bofors spirit" (Boforsandan). A summary of 
what that spirit standed for was found in an interview with four Bofors 
workers who expressed their opinion of the company and the town: 

"It creates a spirit of community to know that almost everyone [you meet in 
town] belong to the same company, and one feels pride for one's company 
and one's native district.  But sometimes there is a thought that 
unemployment will arrive. And if Bofors disappears, Karlskoga will 
disappear.” (AB850611)  

As Bratt's story testified, the influence of a company upon the employees did 
not disappear when they exited the door of the factory. It was scattered 
throughout the small town.   “A reduction in any of the big Bofors 
companies would probably change the chances dramatically for the future of 
Karlskoga; therefore, the loyalty to the company is strong in Karlskoga, 
which safeguards the maintenance.” (NA850611) 

This widespread feeling of doom and gloom held sway over the town. 
The unemployment among the young was the largest in the region, and 
Karlskoga had the gloomiest labor market condition while the state of the 
market in Sweden was at its peak (KT850615; KT851008). The 
Employment Service recommended the youth to move away from Karlskoga 
in order to find jobs somewhere else (KT850612). People even wrote poems 
in the local newspaper Karlskoga Tidning, commenting on the hard times for 
the district (KT851021); and the number of bankruptcy petitions in 
Karlskoga had increased in the period of time when Bratt and SPAS reported 
Bofors to the police (KT860103). 

In a letter addressed to SPAS, the workers at the assembly line for a 
howitzer at Bofors claimed that to be against export of arms was to promote 
mass unemployment in Karlskoga: “A vote for anyone in the parliament 
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trying to diminish the export of arms is a vote as effective as a nail in our 
own coffin.” (KT850813; cf. KT850614) Anders Carlberg, the CEO of the 
group company Nobel Industries, claimed that the accusations of smuggling 
against Bofors had seriously damaged the company, and that the economic 
strains had reached its limit (KT851118). This causation accentuates the 
view that Ingvar Bratt and SPAS, who were the sparks that did set it all off, 
should be blamed. In other words, these statements reinforced the 
widespread belief that SPAS and Ingvar Bratt were responsible for the 
town’s uncertain future. The dependence on the Nobel industries was also 
reinforced by the strong disbelief in alternative production. People trying to 
promote alternative production were facing strong opposition, not the least 
in the letters-to-the-editor section (e.g., KT850925; KT860222). There 
seemed to be no alternatives; it was a choice between Bofors or extinction. 

By the end of the 1980s, the Norwegian press also wrote articles on the 
risk of large-scale unemployment in certain regions of the country, 
especially in the settlements along the North Norwegian coastline. However, 
in Norway, the job situation was not dependent on one company; rather it 
was the whole branch of fishery business that was put at stake, and the 
newspapers wrote articles about the bleak prospects and life conditions for 
the fishermen, and the fishing villages in Northern Norway (AP870223; 
AP870304; AP87131; Tr870216; VG8703). The source of evil was the seals. 
In a special feature on the seal invasion in Aftenposten, the existence of 
whole villages in the North was threatened; and according to Odd M. 
Nakken from the Oceanographic Institute in Bergen,  “The coastal fishermen 
are the foundation of many of the small villages along the coast, threatened 
by depopulation, and if the seal invasion continues, the villages will 
eventually fade away.” (AP870319) The Marine Biologist, Karl Inne 
Ugland, also held the same desolated view of the future: "This part of the 
country [Northern Norway] is built up around fishery, and the things 
happening right now [the seal invasion] are going to take away the 
foundation of the settlings around here."  (AP880614) Only one month 
before Odd F. Lindberg’s report was published, a story was published in 
Aftenposten covering seventeen fishermen families that were “moving 
south”, because “there is not even enough [fish] for our own use.” 
(AP880616) The interviewed family members thought that the seal invasion 
was going to cause the greatest migratory wave ever away from Northern 
Norway.  

When whole communities are at risk of disappearing because the 
foundation of the populations’ livelihood is swept away, we face a situation 
where people expect something that has common characteristics with a 
disaster.284 Disasters destroy many boundaries. Usually we are good at 

                                                        
284 Disaster is defined as a "large-scale destruction of life and property" (Barton 1963: 1), 
which corresponds to many people’s fears in Karlskoga and the fishery communities in 
Norway at this juncture. Furthermore, disasters are parts of the larger category of collective 
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separating the various spheres of our lifes’ world—school, work, home 
etc.— by allocating both time and energy to each in portions, and, therefore, 
keeping many potential conflicts at a distance. However, when a disaster 
comes about, the different responsibilities allocated between these spheres 
break down; and potential conflicts become actual conflicts, since disasters 
create—simultaneously—urgent needs for many spheres at once.285 

“Many organizations are in trouble; many families are in trouble; and many 
neighbourhoods are in trouble at the same time. The individual as he sees or 
guesses at the scope of the disaster becomes aware of multiple demands upon 
him of the most urgent sort. From the viewpoint of the individual, this can 
create psychological conflict and possibly interpersonal conflict.” (Barton 
1963: 46)  

Condemnation from the World Around 
As several studies have demonstrated, the mass media’s influences direct 
people’s power of imagination (e.g., Cohen 1972; Couldry 2003). At times, 
this influence is transformed into a mobilization of the public opinion that 
suddenly transforms into something that is rightfully labeled a moral panic 
(Cohen 1972).  This labeling of a collective could be found in some Swedish 
newspapers’ descriptions of the Norwegians, and in the condemnation of the 
people of Karlskoga from people living outside the impact area. It also 
created a chain-reaction: “foreign” mass media’s depiction of the 
Norwegians and the citizens of Karlskoga as unscrupulous and immoral 
boosted the aggression against Lindberg and Bratt as the source of the 
sudden infliction.   

The following sections will give an account of how the condemnation 
from people living outside the impact area worked out, and the description is 
structured around certain events that provoked strong responses.286 In the 

                                                                                                                                  
stress situations, defined as "large unfavorable changes in the conditions confronting a social 
system" (Barton 1963: 125). For analytical reasons, Barton distinguishes between externally 
caused collective stresses (e.g., changes in the physical environment, economic loss by 
breakdown in the system of exchange, or invasion and conquest) and internal social conflicts. 
285 Many whistle-blowers also talk about the discovery of irregularities as personal disaster 
(cf. Chapter 5 “Flaw”: The Dilemma of Choice). Part of this experience is probably explained 
by the appearances of conflicting demands from several social domains at once. 
286 This approach is motivated because sentiments among people only take material form 
when they respond to concrete happenings, such as the ones listed here. This is how we, the 
posterity, might get a feeling for the vibes surrounding the affairs back then (cf. Chapter 3 
“Method”). In contrast to the previous chapter where the empirical  account of  public attacks 
against the whistlelblowers was structured according to the nature of the allegations, the 
present one is giving an account of each case separately and one after another. The motivation 
behind this is that the condemnations here revolved around a certain trend of events, which 
would give a too fragmentary and decontextualized picture of the happenings if the 
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Bofors-affair, the most salient events, in addition to the allegations of 
smuggling and illegal export from SPAS and others, were the responses to a 
couple of stories reported in the national media, including Ingvar Bratt’s 
appearance on Swedish Television in April 1986; the anger directed against 
a regional radio station and regional newspapers; and the controversy when 
SPAS wanted to hire the community center (Folkets Hus) in Karlskoga in 
November 1985. In the seal-hunting case, the criticism directed against 
Norway and Norwegian seal-hunting was more or less concentrated on the 
happenings during a couple of weeks in February 1989. During those weeks, 
certain events, such as the broadcasting of Odd F. Lindberg’s seal-hunting 
film, the “protest letter” campaign organized by the Swedish newspaper 
Expressen, and the condemnation from the Swedish king Carl XVI Gustaf 
were the events and incidents that the controversy revolved around.   

Apart from the “hostile” media coverage from national mass media, a 
couple of quarrels also occurred within Karlskoga. Strong sentiments were 
set in motion when Ingvar Bratt was making appearances in Karlskoga 
Tidning. Trouble first started when Bratt wrote the “open letter” to the 
workers at Bofors as we have discussed already, and then in October 1985, 
when he talked about his troublesome situation in Karlskoga, and the front 
page showed him holding a couple of “hate-mails” in front of the camera. 
An internal conflict also started during the town’s 400-anniversary, during 
which a huge cannon was moved to a hill, visible from the town center.  

Hostile Mass Media 
Although the supporters of Bofors in Karlskoga claimed that there were a 
few quitters among them in Karlskoga, a greater and mightier opponent was 
the attitudes and condemnations from outside the district. An event stirring 
the blood in the newspapers—both locally and nationally—was a feature in 
the television news, Aktuellt, where Ingvar Bratt’s situation was retold about 
one year after going public (SVT860414). In the report, Bratt explained that 
Karlskoga was a small town where people usually exchange greetings when 
they meet, but for Bratt things had changed: people turned their backs, and 
he received menacing letters. He expected that only a few would disagree 
with his decision. “But it didn’t happen. On the contrary, we have 
experienced that the whole town, more or less, have supported the company 
in this case. And turned against me.” (ibid.) The story of Bratt’s situation in 
Karlskoga reinforced the negative opinion against Karlskoga. One detail in 
the news feature especially upset the viewers, namely when a Bofors worker 
made his verdict over Bratt:   
“-What he has done is probably the worst thing a human being can 
do.[Journalist] -What do you mean by that? Worse than murder? -Yes. Well, 
                                                                                                                                  
presentation jumped back and forth between the events in Karlskoga, and the broadcasting of 
Odd F. Lindberg’s film.  
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perhaps that too…But to betray one’s fellow workers, and employer. Why 
didn’t he address this to us at Bofors instead?” (ibid.) After the broadcast, 
you could find support for Ingvar Bratt, and condemnation of how the 
citizens in Karlskoga treated him in the letters-to-the-editor section (e.g., 
ÖK860516; ÖK860522; KT860421; KT860509). However, in Karlskoga 
Tidning, most letters were directed against Ingvar Bratt (KT860422; 
KT860423; KT860424; KT8604256). The following contribution to the 
debate, summed up the defense of the Bofors worker’s opinion: 

“Ingvar Bratt is exactly such a person we least of all deserve here in 
Karlskoga. From my understanding, Ingvar Bratt, himself, worked for the 
defense industry at Bofors…After that, it was evidently about time to attack 
his benefactor in the rear. Although Ingvar Bratt’s proselytes might defend 
his line of conduct from a juridical standpoint, it is impossible from a moral 
point of view.“ (KT860423) 

Another source of recurrent criticism was the neighboring town’s local radio 
channel “Radio Örebro”, which was accused of continuing to feed the bad 
news to its listeners (KT851128; KT851210; KT860409). One reader even 
claimed that the bias of “Radio Örebro” was “a threat against the whole of 
Karlskoga” (ÖK851130), while another wrote that the broadcasting station 
consisted of pro-Soviet communists (KT860103).  

“All the observant listeners [to Radio Örebro] will immediately discover that 
they function as a branch of the Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society, and 
how they at all costs want to put Karlskoga and Bofors to death. I would like 
to suggest that all citizens of Karlskoga-Degerfors listen to the community 
radio that has showed off recently with top-class live broadcasting.“ 
(KT860103)  

One letter suggested that Karlskoga should invest in the community radio, 
and install a jamming station for the frequency Radio Örebro utilized 
(KT860703). Although the local newspaper displayed a town aroused by 
euphoria when Bofors won the famous India order, the criticism from non-
local organizations, including the regional and national mass media, 
continued with unabated intensity, which was also noted in Karlskoga 
Tidning (KT860403).287 The us-against-them attitude in Karlskoga at the 
time was also illustrated in the following letter to the editor, where the good 
example, Karlskoga Tidning, was put to display as a model in contrast to the 
non-local media, such as the national radio and television, as well as the 
neighbor’s newspapers: 

                                                        
287 One reason for the short period of joy was that six employees from the affiliated company 
Nobel Kemi were arrested and faced a charge for smuggling of gun powder (EX860403; 
NA860403; KT860403; ÖK860403). 
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“Praise to Karlskoga Tidning that has covered the events in a sober-minded 
way. It was expected that the Örebro papers would be negative and sore. 
People from the other side of the mountain have always counteracted us in 
Karlskoga, regardless of whether it concerns the maternity hospital, the 
airport, or the sports. Everything should be centralized to Örebro…Now, 
Karlskoga citizens, we must support our company and our skilled workers.” 
(KT860409) 

Moreover, the editorial page delivered criticism against Örebro, the “Great 
Neighbour in the East”, an expression that alluded to the Soviet Union as 
well,  

“The neighbor who every now and then, and with all the means at their 
disposal, tries to lay their hands on every job opportunity and enterprise. The 
same neighbor who cannot stand that another municipality in the county has 
something like the county town, but better. There is patience in this district, 
but to a limit. A feeling of resignation exists in this municipality, but it is in 
decline. One day, Karlskoga will not accept more dictatorial behavior from 
those in power beyond the mountains. The citizens of Karlskoga insist on 
being appraised by what they are capable of, know, and have. (KT860602). 

Outside the impact area, the atmosphere was different. In the national 
newspapers, no negative opinions were directed against Bratt, or expressed 
in the letters to the editor; and in the regional papers, Nerikes Allehanda and 
Örebrokuriren, criticism against the people of Karlskoga was expressed.  

Six months after Ingvar Bratt made his identity known, the signature 
“Nigust” wrote a letter in the regional newspaper Örebrokuriren, blaming 
Ingvar Bratt for being responsible for the unemployment situation in 
Karlskoga, and ended the letter with a question to Bratt, “Do you dare to 
look your former colleagues in the eyes without being ashamed?” 
(ÖK851105). Several readers answered the “Nigust” letter, and accused the 
citizens of Karlskoga for being narrow-minded and unscrupulous.  One 
reader condemned the attitude on export of arms in Karlskoga and 
wondered, rhetorically, in which way the Municipality of Karlskoga planned 
to honor Ingvar Bratt (ÖK851109). Another reader answered “Nigust” and 
wrote that if people could not see that Bratt’s behavior was brave and right, 
society would become totally depraved (ÖK851113). On March 29, 1987, 
the national newspaper Expressen published an article entitled, “Being a 
Traitor’s Daughter”, which contained the story of Ingvar Bratt’s daughter, 
and what she had experienced after her father disclosed his identity as the 
“leak” (EX870329). Stories such as these in the national media created 
responses in the letters-to-the-editor section. One reader wrote,  
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“Shame on you Karlskoga people! I would like to direct a question to the 
people from Karlskoga who harassed Ingvar Bratt for his courage and honor, 
when he disclosed Bofors’ shady business. Is it not enough with Bofors’ bad 
reputation? Do you have to bring disgrace down upon the whole town?” 
(EX870405)  

 
Also some of Bratt’s anonymous supporters in Karlskoga wrote to 
Karlskoga Tidning (cf. KT870409; KT870402). In the regional newspaper 
Nerikes Allehanda, several letters to the editor contained criticism of Bofors 
and Karlskoga, and support for Ingvar Bratt (cf. NA850604 NA850620; 
NA870414). A former citizen of Karlskoga wrote a letter to the editor in 
Karlskoga Tidning: 

“When I hear certain statements on Radio/TV, and read certain statements in 
the newspapers, I become FRIGHTENED! How can human beings function 
like this? Here is a mob directing aggressions against a human who wants 
peace and justice! In this case, the anger is directed against Ingvar Bratt. 
Why? The only explanation I can figure out is that you are afraid—very 
afraid! You are afraid to lose your job, afraid of being forced to move away 
from a town you love, and from where many of you are deeply rooted…You 
direct the wrath against Ingvar Bratt. But…it is not he who deceived you. He 
is not the one who deluded you… Take away the blinders! Direct your anger 
in the right direction! Let the real culprits stand in the pillory! Thank you, 
Ingvar Bratt, for defending world peace! Finally, I think it is important that 
the local newspapers go outside the municipal boundary and write about 
other people’s opinion regarding this issue. Otherwise the newspapers will 
become accomplices in anger directed in the wrong direction. The people of 
Karlskoga might be fooled to think that the rest of the population in Sweden 
thinks like them. BUT WE DON’T! (KT870401) 

 
Three weeks later, another former citizen of Karlskoga wrote a letter with 
similar content (KT870424) In addition to the incidents above, Swedish 
Radio also broadcasted documentaries on Bofors, the atmosphere in 
Karlskoga, and the smuggling allegations (e.g., SR850525; SVT860930; 
SR870320)). These reports were often considered to be attacks against the 
town. 

The People’s House288  
In November 1985, another incident took place that deepened the divide 
between the people of Karlskoga and the world around.289 The quarrel started 

                                                        
288 People’s Houses, which originally functioned like community centers for the working 
class, are present in most towns in Sweden.   
289 As an addition to the Folkets Hus incident, it is also worth noting that a stage play about 
“A family in Karlskoga, and the member’s different views on weapon export” was supposed 
to arrive to Karlskoga around this period too, but was first refused, because the theme was 
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when the Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society declared that they wanted 
to hold a meeting at Folkets Hus (the People’s House) in Karlskoga—in “the 
Lion’s den” according to a newspaper—to present their policy and start a 
dialogue with the population (NA851122). The response to this initiative 
was a request to stop the planned meeting, accompanied with 350 protest 
lists signed by almost all employees at Bofors, which resulted in the Folkets 
Hus management’s decision to cancel it (KT851123; ÖK851123). Lennart 
Åkesson, the leader for Folkets Hus, defended the decision by saying that 
they could not guarantee the safety for the members of SPAS because of the 
upset feelings in Karlskoga at the moment. “-The atmosphere is such, that 
we do not want to run the risk that someone does something stupid, and 
regrets it afterwards. We do not want to contribute to that.” (NA851125)290  
The decision to deny SPAS access created anger in the national media 
against the narrow-minded citizens in Karlskoga (e.g., NA851126; 
EX851128).  However, many locals thought this was an excellent move by 
Folkets Hus. One letter to the editor in Karlskoga Tidning, that representeted 
the opinion, said that Karlskoga would do well without involvment from 
outside influences, and motivated this wording: 

“Let us establish that what is happening in Karlskoga with protest lists is a 
consequence of a feeling that the platform is pulled away, a feeling that the 
identity as gainfully employed and human being is threatened. The citizens of 
Karlskoga have worked at Bofors for generations. In many families we find 
Bofors workers with several degrees of kindred.” (KT851127) 

Another reader, a “supporting pensioner” had discovered who the real culprit 
was: 

“We who have lived here through all the years have never experienced such 
misery, before “the leak” got into Bofors. No, let us try to arrange things in 
such a way so both “leaks”, and I think his name is Ångström [president of 
SPAS], never be welcomed here in Karlskoga again.” (KT851126) 

 

                                                                                                                                  
“too delicate” according to the head of the cultural section in the municipality, Lennart Lundh 
(KT851204). Later on, they arrived at a new decision, and the stage play was performed on 
April 12, 1986. The audience liked the play, but the local theatre critic summarized what he 
had seen with the concise words: “Simplified, stereotyped, and a total lack of meaning.” 
(KT860414). 
290 It also referred to an incident in May 1984, when peace activists threw pig blood in front 
of the entrance to Bofors. The local union was also against the visit: “-We are worried 
concerning the security, and we do not want a stir with pig blood and such in front of Bofors.” 
(ÖK851125) There seemed to be a prevalent view in Karlskoga that SPAS was behind this 
action, something the organization disclaimed (ÖK851126). 
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Finally, SPAS decided to cancel the meeting themselves (NA851128; 
ÖK851128; KT851128; EX851128).291 Furthermore, at the time when the 
Folkets Hus controversy started, an action group called “Sweden Needs 
Bofors” was formed in Karlskoga. The purpose of the group was to 
constitute a defense against the defamation of Bofors and the production of 
arms, especially from the SPAS. “The frequent attacks from the Swedish 
Peace and Arbitration Society harms the whole of Karlskoga’s reputation” 
the spokesperson, Åke Ottosson, said (KT851122). He estimated that about 
90-95 percent of the population in Karlskoga supported the aims of the new-
formed group (NA851122). Ottosson also declared that this was not an 
initiative from any company or union, but a “spontaneous manifestation 
from the people.” (KT851121) Although the spokesperson described the 
organization as a local NGO for the grassroots by the spokespersons, several 
prominent local politicians were active members, for example, Sven Odby, 
the Jubilee General (KT860419); and the editors at Karlskoga Tidning 
supported the campaign, “whole-heartedly.” (KT851122) 

The Internal Strifes in Karlskoga 
Although various people expressed support for Odd F. Lindberg in the 
Norwegian newspapers, for example from a couple of editorial writings and 
letters to the editor, these supportive contribution did not create any internal 
controversies among groups, at least not in the public sphere.292 In 
Karlskoga, on the other hand, a heated debate started when Ingvar Bratt 
appeared in the local newspaper, and when the 400-year anniversy of the 
town was celebrated. One basic explanation why the supporters of Bofors in 
Karlskoga defended the weapon industry in Karlskoga was due to path-
dependency, considering the particular tradition and history of the regional 
district, Bergslagen. The history of Karlskoga is a history of mono-industrial 
traditions, without any significant alternatives; and the so called "factory 
spirit" (in Swedish: bruksanda) creates something which mirrors the 
mechanical solidarity identified by Émile Durkheim: a certain common 
worldview established through similar living conditions and practices in 
daily life. One strong indicator of this was found in the letters to the editor in 

                                                        
291 The debate however, continued in the letters-to-the-editor section in the local newspaper 
(KT851205; KT860109; KT860110: KT860113). The next year, SPAS returned to Folkets 
Hus, in May 1986, and around thirty persons attended, two of them working at Bofors 
(KT860514). A letter to the editor criticizes Karlskoga Tidning for reporting from the meeting 
(KT860515). 
292 One good example of strong support for Odd F. Lindberg was a polemical article written 
by the Chairman of the Nordic Society against Painful Experiments on Animals (Nordisk 
Samfunn Mot Smertevoldande Dyreforsøk), Knut Carlberg, after the seal-hunting film was 
broadcasted (AP890220). However, the article did not create a debate and was not answered 
by Lindberg’s opponents.  
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the local newspaper Karlskoga Tidning. Here a strong production of “us and 
them” was at play, and this dichotomy was formulated as: the people of 
Karlskoga against the rest of the world, or the true citizens of Karlskoga 
versus the disloyal ones.   

For example, a figure of thought based on social class was very 
prominent in some of the arguments in the letters sent to the editor. 
Although, for obvious reasons, the industry of Bofors and the town of 
Karlskoga consists of people holding different class positions, from top 
management to the manual workers, one dividing line was created by 
delineating the people of Karlskoga in general and the employees of Bofors 
in particular from an underdog position. One reason was that the local 
supporters of Ingvar Bratt who expressed their standpoints and defended 
Bratt in public, were identified as teachers and representatives of different 
churches in Karlskoga. From my judgement—after studying all the letters—
it seems plausible that most of the critics of Bofors in Karlskoga who 
expressed themselves in the local newspaper had no direct bonds to Nobel 
Industries; and since this organization totally dominated the local labor 
market, the jobs left with “no strings attached”, were typical white-collar 
jobs in the public sector.293 Accordingly, most, if not all, who defended 
Ingvar Bratt’s actions, and actually lived in Karlskoga, were people detached 
from the weapon industry. In the local newspaper Karlskoga Tidning, this 
controversy was displayed in the letters to the editors as a class conflict, 
between the posh and incompetent circles, Ingvar Bratt’s vindicators, and the 
ordinary and sensible people – the one’s who described themselves as 
victims of Bratt’s inexcusable deed. The divide was created between decent, 
hard-working people, and the soft middleclass population—the teachers and 
the priests and so on—without experience of hard work.294 Interestingly, the 
critics of Bratt and his white-collar supporters in the local newspaper did not 
view the management at Bofors as members of this category. For example, 
the Bofors CEO Martin Ardbo was one of those hard working people, a man 
who became “Karlskoga citizen of the week” after the order to India was 
announced (KT860404), “the savior of [the region] Bergslagen.” 
(KT860405) This internal class-divide also came to the surface during the 
festivities in Karlskoga in 1986. 

                                                        
293 Another category of people that occasionally expressed a differing view in the local 
newspaper was the youth (KT860207). They are not directly in a position of dependence to 
the company, since they are still in school, and seem to have a more negative view of the 
weapon production in town, although the view is ambivalent.  
294 The representatives of the Swedish Peace and Arbitration Society, who were the main 
targets of criticism and cause of fear, were depicted as people who have never done any “real 
work” etc. However, the supporters of Bofors were not the only ones who used the class 
divide theme; the critics also posed rhetorical questions to the workers at Bofors, from a 
different point of view: “Whose side are you on, the workers or the capitalists?” (KT841206; 
KT851214)  



   190 

 

Charged with Comfort 
The New Year’s Eve celebrations in Karlskoga by the end of 1985 were also 
the starting shot for Karlskoga’s 400-year anniversary. At midnight, a 
message of praise was delivered to the 10,0000 participants standing at the 
main square: 

“Remaining from past years is the great factory; no one in our town would 
like to do without. Turners, assemblers and engineers, who along with others 
supply our district: You should know, that we all support You! Great men 
and women have lived here, such as Lagerhjelm and Nobel, in the silent 
ranks many others stand. No one should blame us, when we jointly make 
strides. Forward, to the future for Karlskoga! Let us always be prepared to 
constantly do our best, to link one generation to the next, in the chain to the 
past we would like to fortify! The 400 years of Karlskoga are filled with 
history, with memories no one would like to lose. Now, we look forward to 
future years. Let optimism flow in 1986 – the jubilee of Karlskoga!” 
(KT860102)295  

Although the collective identity of Karlskoga had been contestable for a long 
time, the peculiar mixture of celebrating the 400-year anniversary and, 
simultaneously, having the predominant company in the district being the 
object of a police investigation started a particular clash among the citizens. 
Especially for the jubilee, the municipality office had created a slogan: 
"Karlskoga—Charged with Comfort" (In Swedish: Karlskoga—laddat med 
trivsel), with the aim of bringing back a positive spirit in town; in addition, 
they created a jubilee logotype for Karlskoga: a cannon with flowers in the 
muzzle. Sven Odby, the campaign manager for the jubilee, hoped that the 
anniversary would make the citizens of Karlskoga proud of their history of 
armament production, not something to be swept under the carpet or 

                                                        
295 Another interesting occurrence was the Christmas party at the community centre in 
Karlskoga (KT860113). During the party, a song was performed, which functioned as a 
summary of the year in Karlskoga. This song, sent explicit allusions to the disloyal Ingvar 
Bratt, who should have “kept his mouth shut”. The original poem in Swedish was performed 
in the regional accent, which presumably had a strong Gemeinschaft effect upon the listeners, 
"En får höre så mycke om Boförs. Hele åre ha komme som en fors. av affärer  alle slag...små 
skandaler tag på tag..öm exporten å sent från Boförs. Inte bare gas söm läcka ut..Sömma 
borde nog också hölle trut..uti samvetsnöas kval..hellre vara illojal..senna di ha sluta i 
Boförs...Nog kan hänne en tänker på iblann att en gör sånne saker åt ett lann...söm ska skjute 
folk ihjäl. Ja, vi vet ju alltför väl..vad vi syssler mä här i vårt Bofors. Vi pocka tillverke aent i 
Boförs....annars sätter di öpp små vite körs...klipper ät å skvätter blod...kritiserar vårat knog. 
Ja di bråker så mycke öm Boförs. Argumenta ä viktit ha till reds..när en taler mä fölk från 
Svenska Freds...så di lär sig å förstå...vi oss själve närmast stå...å vi har inge aent än Boförs. 
Nog ha fölke skride te aktion...dä ha bleve liksöm en reaktion....Svetsas sammen nu vi har...i 
motgångens värste dar...alla vet vi behöver vårt Bofors. Svensk regering ä också positiv...di 
vill hjälpe oss uti nödens tid...Dä kanhänne båder gott..för det nya år vi fått...dä att Sverige 
behöver ju Boförs.” (KT860113) 
 



                                                                                                                    191 

 

shameful (KT850911). Although the slogan and the campaign symbol 
created debate, the big controversy started when the campaign management 
decided to mount a large cannon—in popular speech “the people’s 
cannon”—on top of Rävåsen [Fox Hill], situated close to the main square in 
town (KT851127). Six month after the cannon was moved to the hill, twenty 
people from Karlskoga published a signed appeal in Karlskoga Tidning, with 
a request to remove the cannon after the anniversary. “It arouses discomfort” 
they wrote (KT860605). The signatures belonged to people in Karlskoga 
without a direct bond to Bofors. This letter initated a prolonged and intense 
debate in the letters-to-the-editor section in Karlskoga Tidning (cf. 
KT860606; KT860610; KT860612; KT860614; KT860624; KT860625; 
KT860627; KT860630; KT860702). Some letters even recommended the 
signers to leave the town if they disliked the armament production (cf. 
KT860610; KT860614). The encouragement directed to the critics of the 
cannon to leave town, was combined with attacks against the signers’ 
presumed middle-class background; the critics were a group of people 
without any connection to the reality of the true people of Karlskoga. A 
“Metalworker  at Bofors” wrote:  

“Why did they come here? One wonders how these people think. I am 
referring to the people who started the appeal to remove the peace cannon at 
Rävåskullen. The group consists of people from so-called intellectual 
professions, like priests, teachers, architects etc. A common denominator is 
that they are getting their salary from tax revenues that we obnoxious Bofors 
workers have put together. People protesting against the people’s cannon 
should have been aware, since they are supposed to be well educated, that 
Bofors produced defense weapons when they moved here. If they now have 
found out that they cannot accept this fact, we can give them the green light 
to move to another place. No one forces them to remain here.” (KT860610) 

These letters in turn created dismay among the readers of Karlskoga 
Tidning. One of them—a supporter of the original signers—wrote that he 
had been “scared out of his wits” when he read letters suggesting that people 
with other views should move from the municipality (KT860616). The view 
that deviants should leave town said something about the heated atmosphere 
in Karlskoga at the time, and could also be seen as a presage for Ingvar 
Bratt’s future in Karlskoga. 

Waiting for the Barbarians 
As said before, the verbal and written attacks against Norway and 
Norwegian seal-hunting methods were concentrated to a couple of weeks in 
Febrauary 1989. In the beginning of the month, the newspapers in Norway 
reported that Odd Lindberg would show a film documentary in United 
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Kingdom, Sweden, and Denmark, and if we look at the preparation and 
concentration of forces the days before the actual broadcast, we find one 
reason why the film had such a great impact. Two days before the film was 
broadcasted in the United Kingdom, the newspapers in Norway raised the 
expectations and cautioned what the television audience would expect to see. 
Jon Forssberg from the editorial office at Swedish Television producing the 
film explained to Aftenposten that, “The pictures are dramatic and shocking; 
it hurts to watch them.” (AP890207) The front page in Verdens Gang stated 
that there will be a “TV-shock on Seal-Hunting.” (VG890208) Inside the 
newspaper, Forssberg declared that, “The program will probably be hard for 
the viewers; some individual scenes are brutal,” (VG890208); and in 
Dagbladet, a representative from Channel 4 described the film as “so bloody 
that we caution children not to watch it.” (DB890208)  Odd F. Lindberg said 
in an interview, “There has been an explosion of approaches from foreign 
media the last couple of days.” (VG890208) On top of that, the producer Bo 
Landin from Swedish Television sent out a warning: "I promise that Odd 
Lindberg's shootings from the Norwegian seal-hunting will be a shock to the 
audience.“ (AP890208) 

On February 9, 1989, the film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted on 
Channel 4 in the United Kingdom and DR1 in Denmark. Norway prepared 
for a storm, and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs had forewarned the 
Norwegian embassies in Western Europe, Canada, and USA (AP890210).  
The Norwegian newspapers expected strong emotional reactions against 
Norway (VG890208; DB890208; AP890208; Tr890210) Lindberg thought 
that the film would start a new wave that will “…sweep away the foundation 
for Norwegian seal-hunting as it proceeds today.” (VG890210) In Verdens 
Gang, the editorial stated “We can risk boycott actions for import from 
Norway, not only of sealskin coat, but of fish and every product of the sea. 
In the worst scenario, the country will be hit hard.” (VG890210)296 
According to Aftenposten, the response from the audience and the press was 
“loath and horror”, and Norway was depicted as the most barbarous 
wreckers of the environment in the world (AP890210).297 Aftenposten 
referred to a journalist at the British newspaper Daily Express, Peter Tory, 
who wrote that, "This is without doubt the worst cruelty to animals ever 
shown on screen…” and “I must confess that I spent most of the program 
with my head turned away. May this film have an effect on the Norwegian’s 
responsibility for this barbarous traffic.” (ibid.)298 Verdens Gang interviewed 

                                                        
296 In 1988, the revenues from fish export amounted to 11 percent of the total Norwegian 
export revenues. (VG890214) 
297 I think there is a point in showing the Norwegian newspapers’ reports and reproductions of 
what the British and Swedish mass media wrote, since the main focus in this chapter is how 
this affair was presented to the Norwegian people. 
298 When I searched through the British newspapers, the Guardian, the Times, and Sunday 
Times, which are available at the Swedish National Library, for February 1989, I could not 
find any responses at all against Norway or the content of the film. Instead, the big news and 



                                                                                                                    193 

 

Christian Watt, a representative from an organization working for the 
protection of animals in United Kingdom. He claimed that after the film was 
shown, the response from viewers contacting the organization was strong. 
“The [telephone]-lines were red-hot, and it will probably be the same when 
the organization starts working eight hours today. If the response will be the 
same, Channel 4 has calculated that 5,000 people will contact us.” 
(VG890210) The day after, the front page in Verdens Gang read “Heartless 
Norwegians”, and the headline inside was “Shoot all Norwegians”. 
(VG890211) The headline in Bladet Tromsø read, “A Deathblow Against 
Seal-Hunting?” (Tr890211) Aftenposten, Verdens Gang, and Dagbladet, also 
included a couple of voices from British television viewers, and the 
comments were: “unforgivable”, “Norwegians must have a split mentality”,  
“barbarians”, “seal murderers”, and so on (AP890211; VG890211; 
DB890211). One female Brit, Caroline, said, “We were told that the film on 
Norwegian seal-hunting would be difficult to digest. But this is worse than I 
could have imagined. The hunters hate the animals.” (VG890211)  The 
newspapers also reported that the Chamber of Commerce and the Norwegian 
Embassy in London were showered with telephone calls.299 According to the 
press contact, Pål Moe, at the Embassy, “The seal program has been a great 
drawback for Norwegian interests. Our work to promote Norwegian-British 
relations is on the wane. The switchboard at the Embassy has been showered 
with telephone calls.” (AP890211) Moe said that people called to inform that 
they would stop buying Norwegian goods, or cancel their vacation plans in 
Norway. He then observed, “Some of the one's who called, seemed shocked. 
A common statement was that they ‘had thought better about us 
Norwegians. We could have expected something like this from a primitive 
nation, but we thought the Norwegians were civilized,' they said.” (ibid.) 
Some messages left on the answering machine contained a recommendation 
to “shoot all Norwegians.” (VG890211) Dagbladet also reported that the 
film was discussed on the BBC program Open Air, where upset and weeping 
viewers could express their feelings (DB890211).  

In Sweden, the coverage of the film was modest initially; on February 8, 
an article was published in Expressen, back then Sweden’s largest 
newspaper, and there was a notice about the film in the television 
supplement the following day (EX890208; EX890209). However, on 
February 10, 1989, the full front page in Expressen showed a seal-hunter 
killing a seal pup, and the caption ran “Stop the Slaughter. The television 
viewers cry when the seal murderer hits.” (EX890210) Already on February 
9, the Swedish Television (SVT) news program Aktuellt had shown a 
                                                                                                                                  
controversial issue during this period was the fatwa against Salman Rushdie. This is yet 
another indicator that the Norwegian newspapers’ preoccupation with the seal-hunting 
question and how “the World” would respond to the film, did not correspond to how 
important the world around thought it was.  
299 The front page in Verdens Gang read, “Telephone storm tonight: The Brits are shocked 
after the seal film.” (VG890210)  
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sequence from the film as a trailer. According to SVT, crying viewers had 
phoned them afterwards. Expressen devoted two full pages to Odd F. 
Lindberg and the seal-hunting film. According to Exressen, some of the 
responses were:  “Terrible, I don’t usually to cry, but to see those helpless 
animals suffer made me cry”; “It was nasty, I had to turn my head away”; 
and “Dreadful, it was bloody cruelty to the animals.” (EX890210) The 
second largest eveningpaper back then, Aftonbladet, pictured a seal on the 
front page on February 10, with the headline “Shocking Pictures from the 
Seal Slaughter” (AB890210), and published an interview with Odd F. 
Lindberg. The next day, a cute seal pup looked into the camera on the front 
page of Expressen, and the headline read, “Let it Live.” (EX890211) In 
Norway, Verdens Gang wrote, “the condemnations from Sweden are 
unequivocal even before the film has been presented.” (VG890211)  

Norway, Norway, is a Rotten Country.300 
On February 11, two days after the film was showed in United Kingdom and 
Denmark, it was broadcasted on Swedish Television. As an introduction to 
the program, Bo Landin claimed that the film was evidence of Norway’s 
transgressions of Norwegian and international law, and, in addition, that he 
wanted to send out an alert to the viewers that the sequences they were about 
to watch were shocking (SVT890211). The impact was immense.301 The 
front page in Aftonbladet exclaimed, “Shame on you Norway”, and 
Expressen wrote, “The Rage against the Seal-Hunting.” (AB89012; 
EX890212) The two evening papers were showered with telephone calls 
from upset viewers. Expressen dedicated five full pages to the story, and two 
full pages of the viewers’ reactions, all of them strongly negative; and 
Aftonbladet dedicated three full pages to cover the responses to the film 
(ibid.) On top of each page, Expressen wrote, “Stop the Seal Slaughter”, and 
claimed that “never before, have so many called” (ibid.) The indignant 
comments were directed against seal-hunting, but also against Norway and 
the Norwegian population as a whole. The answering service at Greenpeace 
in Gothenburg received 450 telephone calls the evening the film was 
broadcasted; and two Counselors at the Norwegian Embassy, who had their 
private numbers in the public telephone directory, were showered with 
telephone calls (VG890213). The Swedish World Wildlife Fund had never 
                                                        
300 The first sentence of a poem written by the Swedish, Christina Boklund, was published in 
Expressen (EX890212) and reproduced in Norwegian newspapers (VG890213). The whole 
poem goes like this: “Norway, Norway, is a rotten country. Norway, Norway, you will never 
step forward. Norway, Norway, I cannot understand. You kill little seals in order to earn small 
coins. Ola Nordmann, now I want to beat you!” 
301 It is worth stressing that the other large Swedish newspapers Dagens Nyheter, Svenska 
Dagbladet, and Göteborgsposten delivered a more balanced view, without using the moral 
overtones found in Expressen and Aftonbladet. 
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experienced such a wave of emotions from “angry, sad, hateful, or resigned” 
people contacting them (Lindberg 1989: 5). 
From now on, a quarrel started wherever the Norwegian newspapers 
reported what the Swedish newspapers wrote about Norway, and vice versa. 
The reactions in Sweden received a lot of attention in Norwegian 
newspapers, which told the readers that both verbal and physical protests had 
been observed.302 The front page in Aftenposten stated “Rage against 
Norway.” (AP890213) In addition, the front page on Dagbladet said, “Prime 
Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland will drown in hate-mail from raging 
Swedes,” and the main article reproduced opinions from upset Swedish 
viewers who would boycott Norwegian products (DB890213). Verdens 
Gang also reported that several thousand upset Swedes threw themselves on 
the telephone to air their opinion (VG890213). The entrance to Norway’s 
Embassy in Stockholm was soiled with red paint representing blood covered 
over the Norwegian banner and a toy seal pup (EX890212). Aftenposten 
reported that, “Sunday morning, a man protested outside the Embassy 
building, in company with a journalist and photographer from Expressen. He 
emptied a bucket of red paint on the steps, and set out a homemade 
Norwegian flag and a seal pup toy in the pool of blood.” (AP890213) 
Verdens Gang wrote that the man behind the action was a Greenpeace 
member, who had watched Odd F. Lindberg’s film on Swedish television 
and decided to take action (VG890213). The reports in the Swedish and 
Norwegian newspapers illustrated the heated atmosphere with their accounts 
that the Norwegian petrol stations in Sweden and the Norwegian Embassy 
were guarded after the film was broadcasted. According to Verdens Gang, 
the Norwegian petrol station Hydro received protection from the police after 
telephone threats (VG890213). Aftenposten wrote that, “The police are 
taking the threats very seriously, threats saying that petrol stations will blow 
up and human lives will be lost.” (AP890213) A spokesperson for 
Greenpeace in Sweden said, “People have called us because they are 
distressed and want someone to share their grief. Some have also expressed 
hate against Norway and the Norwegians.” (AP890213)  

Expressen differed from the other newspapers covering the seal-hunting 
film, as they also organized a campaign against seal-hunting. On February 
11 and 12, its front page included a ready-made protest letter with the text: 
“I protest against the seal-hunting that You and Your Government permit” 
and with the address “The Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem 
Brundtland” (EX890211; EX890212). The instructions to the readers were, 
“Do you want to protest against the slaughter? Fill out the blank beside this, 

                                                        
302 Verdens Gang also encouraged readers to call the newspaper to tell whether Norway 
should stop the seal-hunting (VG890213), and the day after they presented an opinion poll 
based on a telephone survey of 200 respondents, in which 63% said yes to continue the seal-
hunting, and 18% said no (VG890214). This poll was also referred to in the Swedish 
newspaper Expressen (EX890214) 
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and send it to Expressen. We will deliver all the letters to the Norwegian 
Prime Minister.” (ibid.) Five days later, the Chief-Editor Bo Strömstedt 
travelled to Oslo to deliver 48,000 signatures (EX890216).303 

The Prime Minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland and the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, Thorvald Stoltenberg, did not comment on the affair right after the 
broadcast in Sweden (VG890213). However, two days later the Prime 
Minister Brundtland assured that the Government  “takes this case very 
seriously”, and the most important thing was to “reduce the damage this film 
has inflicted on Norway”, something all parties in the Parliament supported 
(AP890215; VG890215). During the week the Norwegian Government 
decided, as a response to the international pressure, to form a group that 
would include an international selection of experts to scrutinize the seal-
hunting in Norway (VG890213; AP890214; Tr890215).  

The editorial in Aftenposten claimed, “never had Norway received such 
strong public protests before.” (AP890214) The Fishery Minister Bjarne 
Mørk Eidem admitted that the report could have been treated in a better way, 
since it was obvious that Lindberg would not give up (VG890216). A 
temporary seal-hunt prohibition was recommended by editorial, in order to 
stop the demands from abroad (AP890217). 

Four days after the broadcasting of the film, the Swedish king Carl XVI 
Gustaf also condemned the seal-hunting, and pleaded that the Prime Minister 
Gro Harlem Brundtland would stop the catch, an initiative all the 
newspapers in Sweden and Norway wrote about (e.g., EX8902115; 
VG890215).304 In his statement, the king questioned whether the Prime 
Minister “could rule a nation, when she had such a problem dealing with 
seal-hunting”.305 It is worth noting that besides the semi-official complaint 
from the king, no other high-level person representing their country made an 
official protest or threat of boycotting Norway.306 This statement put some of 
the attention away from Odd F. Lindberg, which was directed against the 
Swedish king instead (VG890216; VG890217; Tr890216; Tr890217; 
DB890216; DB890217; DB890220; DB890225; AP890216; AP890217).307  

                                                        
303  Two weeks after the film was broadcasted Expressen had received an additional 40,000 
protest letters from readers (AP890225). 
304 The Swedish author of children’s books, Astrid Lindgren was also upset and protested in 
the newspapers, but her indignation did not receive the same large proportions.  
305 In 1989, the Swedish king was chairman for the Swedish World Wildlife Fund (WWF), 
and made his statement from this position, not from his position as head of the Swedish State. 
This distinction was not easy to draw in the following debate.  
306 The Norwegian and Swedish Ministers for Foreign Affairs, Thorvald Stoltenberg and Sten 
Andersson, met on February 15, but their official version was that “the statement from the 
king is not on our agenda.” (DB890216)  
307 Some of the responses were directed against Sweden with tongue-in-cheek. For example, 
Dagbladet found pictures of the Swedish king scaring seals when driving by at 110 km/h, or 
by announcing a competition for the best Sweden-pun (DB890217). 
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The End is Nigh 
Although the reactions against Norwegian seal-hunting were, basically, 
limited to two countries, the fear in Norwegian newspapers assumed 
alarming proportions. Frequently, the reactions from the two neighboring 
countries, especially Sweden and to some extent United Kingdom, were 
replaced with the more handy expressions: “the World”, “abroad”, and 
“foreign countries.” (cf. DB890218, VG890218) These unspecified 
expressions reinforced the general feeling of being subjected to a conflict 
between “Norway” and “the World”, a matter of “us” against “the rest”. In 
reality, as we have seen, “the World” consisted of a media-driven campaign 
in Sweden which the Swedish king supported, and a few non-governmental 
protests in United Kingdom after the seal-hunting film was broadcasted. 
Consequently, when we look at the trend of events in hindsight, we observe 
that the reports in the Norwegian newspaper exaggerated the expected 
responses from “the World”. In Denmark, for example, the film did not start 
any upset responses at all, and the Norwegian newspapers did not include 
Denmark in their review of condemnations from abroad. On February 10, 
1989, the day after the film was broadcasted in Denmark, the Danish 
newspaper Politiken, wrote a short news item reproducing the film’s claim 
that “Norwegian seal-hunters are transgressing all the regulations.” After 
that, nothing was reported. The newspaper Berglingske Tidende did not 
mention or discuss the seal-hunting film at all. The lack of negative 
responses from viewers in Denmark was also mentioned in Verdens Gang 
(VG890211).  

At any rate, after the strong negative reactions were expressed in Swedish 
newspapers, representatives from the fishery industry feared that the 
international opinion would turn against Norway and hurt the Norwegian 
economy. The atmosphere in Norway was stressful. The greatest fear was 
that the public opinion in the United States, an important country for the 
export of Norwegian fish, would turn against Norway. The fear of boycott 
turned stronger, when the Norwegian newspapers announced that CNN was 
going to make a news feature on seal-hunting. “The Norwegian embassy in 
Washington D.C. and the Consulate General in New York are preparing for 
mass demonstrations and media storm if the film on Norwegian seal-hunting 
is shown on American television.” (VG890213) The leader of the Maritime 
and Fishery Committee, Hans Svendsgård, explained that the future for the 
fishery industry looked gloomy:  

 “It is startling that one man alone is able to ruin so much for a nation. As a 
matter of fact, Lindberg might cause the whole Coast-Norway to become 
uninhabited. If the seal-hunting will end because of the fuzz around this film, 
the fishery industry will be ruined. An ecological catastrophe will set in if the 
seal-hunting discontinues. Then the coastal population must escape to other 
regions in the country.” (VG890213) 
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Svein Nybø, manager for the seafood company Frionor, said that Norway, as 
an export nation, was extremely vulnerable to the opinions in foreign 
countries, “A bloody seal film will awake strong reactions of loath in all 
countries.  I have no desire to let the American television audience 
experience this. United States is our most important market." (VG890214)308 
Two days earlier, the manager for Norway’s Traveling Council (Norges 
reiselivsråd), Arild Bakken, said that he wanted to initiate a temporary stop 
for seal-hunting.  “Continued hunting will have serious consequences for the 
tourism. Norway's reputation abroad will be very negative, as Odd F. 
Lindberg's film is shown around the world." (AP890211) The Norwegian 
hotel industry also feared the consequences (Tr890220). 

This worry was not lessened when Verdens Gang interviewed the leader 
of American Monitor, an umbrella organization for, among others, 
Greenpeace and Save the Whale. The leader promised that Norway would be 
punished in a way “never experienced before” and the economic 
consequences would be immense, “When the Norwegian seal-hunting film 
will be broadcasted on American television, it will work like a nuclear 
charge for the already strong opposition against the Norwegian seal- and 
whale-hunt.” (VG890215) 

Finally, the weekend after “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted in the 
United Kingdom, Denmark, and Sweden, a feature about Norwegian seal-
hunting—produced by Norwegian Public Service (NRK), not Swedish 
Television and Odd F. Lindberg—was broadcasted on CNN (AP890218).309 
However, no pictures or film from Lindberg were included, since he denied 
the use of film sequences from his trips to the West Ice. Verdens Gang 
proclaimed that “The World will get a seal-shock”, when up to 200 million 
Americans could see the film (VG890218). Inside the paper, Vidar Wikberg 
at the Norwegian Embassy in Washington D.C said that “- It is difficult to 
predict the effects for a feature we have not seen. However, we have no 
illusions that the American audience will react differently from the 
Europeans.” (VG890218) The headline in preparation for the broadcast in 
Dagbladet was “Seal Shock to the Whole World” (DB890218). 
Additionally, the majority of people that were interviewed in the streets of 
Oslo thought that the seal pictures would damage Norway’s reputation 
(VG890218). Even after the coverage, although no strong negative responses 

                                                        
308 In the news, sales figures supported the conception that Norwegian seal-hunting would 
have negative consequences, for example a decline in the sales of salmon (AP890216; 
AP890217).  
309 In the aftermath, the only controversy was that the Norwegian Government’s lawyers sent 
representatives from the Norwegian Seafarers’ Union (Norsk Sjømannsforbund) to inspect 
and approve the film before it was delivered to CNN (AP890220; AP890221; VG890220). 
The Minister for Foreign Affairs, Thorvald Stoltenberg, did not regret this decision (ibid.). 
This breach of the contract regulating the relation between Public Service and the State, 
together with the sudden decision to temporary stop the seal-hunting, gives a hint how serious 
the seal-hunting affair was conceived at the highest political level in Norway back then.  
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could be observed, some people thought that was too early to say that the 
danger was past. In a polemical article, the author Terje Lockertsen 
discussed “the world-wide publication” of Lindberg’s report, and continued, 
“With regards to how things have turned out, with the explosive 
internationalization of the speculation-movie, it is not unlikely to expect that 
the consequences for North-Norway, in the long run, could be compared to 
Hitler’s execution of  ‘the scorched earth policy’ by the end of the Second 
World War.” (Tr890222).310 

The fear was also expressed in the letters-to-the-editor section. One letter 
stated, “Norway’s reputation abroad will be ruined. One is hesitating to 
travel abroad, since the comments and reactions are so spiteful”, and another 
wrote,  “The only sensible thing to do is to stop the seal-hunting, in order to 
stop the devastating effects the hunting has for our country.” (VG890217) In 
another letter to the editor in Bladet Tromsø, one reader wanted to let 
Lindberg pay back economically every damage Norway suffered from his 
film; and on the same page, an “ex-sailor” wrote that “Goebbels would be 
jealous and impressed by the final result” and he expected Norway to “lose 
billions” because of Lindberg’s film (Tr890225). On top of that, people from 
the fishery industry claimed that the previous year’s seal invasion would 
return if Norway gives in to the pressure from “the world” and bans 
commercial hunting (AP890211; Tr890224; VG890217; DB890214). 

As an introduction to the film “Seal Mourning”, the producer Bo Landin 
claimed that the film could be seen as proof of transgressions, which could 
vindicate Odd F. Lindberg and refute the depreciative responses he received 
the previous year in the Norwegian press.311 Instead, the anger directed 
against Lindberg reappeared and was, instead, reinforced. The editorial in 
Verdens Gang stated that the assignment of Odd F. Lindberg “might be the 
greatest blunder ever in this country. Incredibly clumsy, Lindberg might be 
considered a traitor to his country because of the immense consequences the 
film will have for Norway.” (my italics. VG890213; cf. VG890217) Also, 
the leader of the Maritime and Fishery Committee, Hans Svendsgård, was 
very outspoken in his opinion of Lindberg, 

“It is startling that one man alone are able to ruin so much for a nation. As a 
matter of fact, Lindberg might cause the whole Coast-Norway to become 
uninhabited. If the seal-hunting will end because of the fuzz around this film, 
the fishing industry will be ruined. An ecological catastrophe will set in if the 
seal-hunting discontinues. Then the coastal population must escape to other 
places in the country.” (VG890213)  

                                                        
310 However, the Ministry of Fisheries did not expect protests from the United States, which 
happened to be a good guess; the protests were absent, although the Norwegian Embassy said 
that some more time should pass before it is safe (VG890220; AP890220).  
311 Also Ingvar Bratt hoped that the opinion against him in Karlskoga would change after the 
CEO for Nobel Industries admitted that Bofors had sold robots to Dubai and Bahrain. But it 
did not happen. 



   200 

 

Another example was found in Aftenposten under the headline “My Opinion: 
Malicious Movie”, where Reidar Hartvedt managed to summarize most of 
the earlier allegations against Lindberg as a dishonest man. “No, my dear 
Odd Lindberg, admit this: You have completely different motives than 
saving the seal from unlawful hunting methods, such as profit, revenge on 
the authorities that did not want to kneel down, or an urge to get in the 
limelight” (AP890215)  

A few weeks later, the newspapers declared that “the seal war is over”, 
and in the beginning of March, the dispute between Sweden and Norway 
faded away (VG890227). In May 1989, Bladet Tromsø concluded that the 
fear of losses in Norwegian export was groundless; the expected 
consequences after the film was broadcasted did not take place. “Apart from 
one or two cancelled bus trips from Malmö [in Sweden] the first week after 
the broadcast, we cannot detect any effects on the accommodation statistics. 
From Denmark, where the film also was broadcasted, there has been no 
reaction at all,” said the Information Director Bjørn Kjetilsson from the 
Norwegian Hotel and Restaurant Association [Norsk Hotell- og 
Restaurantforbund] (TR890519). He was of the opinion that the atmosphere 
of the hour now had settled down, and that “there was no reason to fear the 
development.” (Tr890519) The Trade Council in Norway did come to the 
same conclusion. Per Reinboth said, “The seal-hunting film has, on the 
contrary, resulted in a steady increase of export in general, and this tendency 
also applies to our export of fish.” (ibid. cf. AP890523)  

However, for Odd F. Lindberg it was too early to sound the all clear: 

“By then, it was dangerous to be Odd F. Lindberg in the Norwegian society. 
Because then I saw…then I saw them, you know. Do you understand? And 
when I say that, I mean people without a gun doing like this [Odd shapes his 
hand to a pistol, points to the temple, and imitates the sound of a gun with his 
mouth]. I saw them, everywhere in society.” (Interview Odd F. Lindberg 
020305) 

A Sense of Belonging 
There are two principal ways in which people recognize themselves as 
members of a society, that is, to sense belongingness to a larger social 
whole. One way is the concrete relations we are engaged in through 
affiliations with a multiplicity of organizations and networks, such as family, 
work, school, and clubs. In addition, we may become aware by way of the 
imagined togetherness communicated through maps and (school)-books, but 
not the least through mass media. This shaping of abstract collective 
identities has a great impact on our self-understanding, when it is carried out 
through different ritualized media events (cf. Couldry 2003; Dayan and Katz 
1988). I believe that a combination of these affiliations, one concrete, and 
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one more abstract, plays a key role for a better understanding of the 
polarization between supporters and opponents of arms production and seal-
hunting. The response might also correspond to what Berger and Luckmann 
label “collective rituals of reality-maintenance”—such as taboos, exorcism, 
and curses—which are common ways to handle a crisis situation, not the 
least when threats to the “official reality” appear (Berger and Luckman 
1966: 176). “The violence of these defensive procedures,” the authors claim, 
“is proportional to the seriousness with which the threat is viewed.” (ibid.) 
However, the consolidation of individuals did not take place when Paul van 
Buitenen delivered his report to the Green Party in the European Parliament.  

So, What is The Main Difference? 
I believe a clue as to why come some whistle-blowers turn into enemies of 
the people but others do not, can be found in a section of The Social Division 
of Labour in Society, where Emile Durkheim discusses the source of 
retribution: 

”It would be mistaken to believe that vengeance is mere wanton cruelty. It 
may very possibly constitute by itself an automatic, purposeless reaction, an 
emotional and senseless impulse, and an unreasoned compulsion to destroy. 
But, in fact, what it tends to destroy was a threat. Therefore, in reality it 
constitutes a veritable act of defence, albeit instinctive and unreflecting. We 
wreak vengeance only upon what has done us harm, and what has done us 
harm is always dangerous. The instinct for revenge is, after all, merely a 
heightened instinct of self-preservation in the face of danger.” (My italics, 
Durkheim 1893: 45)  

If this view holds some grain of truth—as I believe—it explains why van 
Buitenen did not become an enemy, from the viewpoint of the people of 
Brussels or Europe. Actually, the most conspicuous difference between the 
fates of Bratt and Lindberg, in contrast to van Buitenen, is the difference in 
harm the sounding of an alarm did as regards the magnitude of the impact 
area. Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg became small but important pawns 
in the game that did put a greater population than organizations alone under 
attack from the surroundings. The common denominator between Lindberg, 
Bratt and the tragic hero in Attic tragedy, then, is that they committed a 
fateful act that evoked a notion that the oikos (organization) was 
threatened—in this case, the organizations that were subject to the 
allegiations from Lindberg and Bratt. People’s definition of the situation was 
based on the firm belief that their existence was at stake; in other words, 
those responding negatively against the whistle-blower believed that the 
current state of affairs was going in an inauspicious direction. This would, 
for example, explain why a threat against the totally dominating industry in 
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Karlskoga created such a strong negative opinion and bad treatment of Bratt. 
In order to understand why the same reaction happened to Lindberg, who 
accused a few seal-hunters on a vessel with fourteen crewmembers, we must 
take into account the imagined community that a nation represents. As it 
turned out, the people affected by Lindberg’s report were, in the end, not 
limited to the crew on the vessel and the directors at the Ministry of 
Fisheries, but engulfed the people of Norway as a nation as well. 

The public reaction to the claims from Bratt and Lindberg had great 
impact on the people standing accused. This was also the single most 
important difference between the acts of Bratt and Lindberg on one side, and 
the act of van Buitenen on the other: van Buitenen’s report did not inflict 
damage on the people of Brussels, Belgium, or Europe. Their future 
existence was never put at stake, and their self-image was never challenged 
or altered. Rather, the report from van Buitenen probably reinforced the 
popular conception of the European Commission as a troublesome 
bureaucracy that encourages mismanagement. The European Commission 
was never regarded as tantamount to the European identity, neither among 
the Europeans, nor by the non-Europeans. However, in Norway and 
Karlskoga, this association and coupling between seal-hunting and 
Norwegians, and export of armament and living in Karlskoga were actually 
the dominant way of looking at the matter. According to the public opinion 
in mass media outside the impact area, Karlskoga and Norway had become 
synonymous with brutality and unscrupulous conduct. As the reactions in the 
mass media show, this labeling was totally against many citizen’s own self-
image. An important part of the suffering is due to this imputed 
identification mechanism. All citizens of Norway are not seal-hunters; and 
not all in Karlskoga are arms industry workers, but they might identify 
themselves with this trade, and even more importantly, others might identify 
Norwegians as people killing seals for fun, or the people of Karlskoga as the 
unscrupulous sellers of lethal weapons. It is worth noting that far more 
people in Karlskoga are involved in the armament industry, compared to the 
number of Norwegians occupied in the seal-hunting trade. Consequently, it 
is too bold to argue that seal-hunting is part of the Norwegians’ cultural 
identity, but as we have seen, it ended up as a part of their distinctive 
identity, after the publication of the seal-hunting film and the protests the 
broadcasting created in Sweden and the United Kingdom. More generally, 
identification is about associating oneself with a group, and so do other 
people associate as well.  
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Chapter 8 Purgation 

"Wenn dich plötzlich die ganze Welt fallen lässt, stehst du nicht mehr so 
leicht auf." Christoph Meili in Sonntagsblick 21.10.2006  

 
If we look at tragedy from one angle of approach, it is a drama about the 
disturbance of a social order, and its restoration by a moral force. This 
chapter will deal with this purgation process found in tragedy; more 
specifically, how the communities withdraw their support from the whistle-
blowers. This is also a return to the theme presented in the beginning of this 
study; the conception of an enemy of the people, as someone considered to 
be "a threat to society as a whole," and a focus upon the consequences this 
notion has for the one standing accused. Translating the final element of 
tragedy, catharsis, to purgation is a deliberate choice. The word connotes 
both purification by driving out something causing pain, and exculpation, 
the cleansing from guilt.312 In other words, purgation in this context, contains 
the two simultaneous social processes of expelling the one considered to be 
the main cause behind the pains that have afflicted the community, as well as 
restoration of the prevalent moral order by this process of excommunication. 

The previous chapter described two communities exposed to a threat from 
the “World Around”, a situation that was considered hazardous and its origin 
caused by two citizens’ betrayals. It is clear that this exposure put the 
societies into a state of crisis, as the inhabitants could see that the world had 
turned dangerous and threatening. As we have discussed already, the vast 
majority of the existent Attic tragedies depict an oikos, a family 
organization, threatened to extinction and oblivion; a situation triggered by a 
fateful act committed by a family member (cf. Chapter 2 “Tragedy”). 
Moreover, back then the threat against the oikos was considered to be a 
menace to the city-state as a whole. This happens, in a transferred sense, in 
the two cases under study as well. In Norway, the original fishery 
communities expanded; the polis—represented by Norway—temporarily 
transformed into oikos, so to speak. In Swedish news media, the four-five 
                                                        
312 The connection between purgation and cleansing of guilt is described in the Webster 
Dictionary of 1913 as: “The clearing of one's self from a crime of which one was publicly 
suspected and accused. It was either canonical, which was prescribed by the canon law, the 
form whereof used in the spiritual court was, that the person suspected take his oath that he 
was clear of the matter objected against him, and bring his honest neighbors with him to make 
oath that they believe he swore truly; or vulgar, which was by fire or water ordeal, or by 
combat.” (Webster, 1913, “Purgation”)  
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seal hunters that committed transgressions, according to Odd F. Lindberg’s 
report, were transcribed and, in media speak, turned into “a nation of 
barbarous Norwegians”. The Gesellschaft turned into Gemeinschaft.313 Yet, 
for a sense of unity to take place, the values of Gesellschaft in the 
Norwegian society had to be downplayed, and replaced by the values of 
Gemeinschaft. In Karlskoga, this transformation was not necessary, seeing 
that the sense of solidarity was already there through the “Bofors spirit” 
discussed in the previous chapter (Chapter 7 “Suffering”). The absence of 
such transformation of the polis or presence of “factory spirit” was the main 
reason why van Buitenen never received those negative reactions from 
people living in Brussels, Belgium, elsewhere in Europe, or whatever social 
constellation that might have emerged and formed into a ”people” in this 
case. 

A Peep Hole Into The Back Region 
This chapter will analyze the different ways a whistle-blower, especially 
someone turning into an enemy of the people becomes neutralized, that is, 
reduced to an outcast in the organization and the neighborhood. Here, we 
will look at the unorganized and popular reactions, rather than the co-
ordinated and presumably more deliberate actions by organizations. Since 
Chapter 6 “Reversal” focused on the status degradation process of the 
whistle-blower in the public sphere, this chapter will analyze the status 
degradation happening in the back region, out of the public eye. This process 
is for obvious reasons more difficult to capture, but at times the informal 
ways of administering justice could be observed indirectly, for example, 
when glimpses of this other reality are reproduced in the mass media. 
Occasionally, these attitudes and actions are displayed at the spur of the 
moment, in front of a film camera or a microphone. Sometimes it was 
expressed in the form of anonymous eyewitnesses to the harsh treatment of 
Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg, when people articulated desolation in 
letters to the editor, or in the form of news stories reporting damage to the 
whistle-blower’s property. These reports give some support to the whistle-
blower’s version of what happened when mass media was absent.  

Although the public and informal arenas for conflict management are 
subordinated to different rules of conduct, there is a correspondence between 
the two. It is through the news and articles that people become aware of 
what is happening in the affairs, and I would say that a great deal of the stuff 

                                                        
313 The apprehension of the nation-state as a community has also been an important part of the 
national projects, not the least in a Swedish concept like “Folkhemmet”, an expression that 
stands for the welfare state, and literally translates to “Home of the People”. This is one 
dimension of what Benedict Anderson describes as how the nation-state turns into an  
“imagined community” (Anderson 1983). 
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that moulds opinion is produced in the public debate and public coverage of 
the trend of events. Simultaneously, the discussions and opinions are also 
formed in other social contexts, at home, at the work place, or when people 
meet in the supermarket. The views expressed in these contexts also 
percolate through to the letters to the editor, and in the coverage by 
journalists who ask about opinions from "the man in the street", and make 
other efforts to capture and tune into attitudes, as well as the social 
atmosphere. Certainly, the relationship between front and back not only 
works in such a way that things said and done in the front region—in the 
limelight of mass media—are interpreted and discussed in the back region; 
probably it also influences the way people behave in the back region when 
they meet the culprits in unrecorded everyday situations. One important part 
of the public controversy, (cf. Chapter 6 “Reversal”), is the strategy to 
undermine the trustworthiness of the whistle-blower. This is usually done by 
calling into question the motives and character of him or her.314 A fateful 
consequence of this characterization is that Bratt and Lindberg appear to be 
“otherwise and in essence of a lower species” (Garfinkel 1956: 421). This, 
we could assume, facilitates and legitimates actions when people treat the 
whistle-blowers harshly in face-to-face encounters.  

Generally, and in contrast to people who violate the written law, whistle-
blowers are not removed from the centre of social life by standard 
procedures, that is, with legal proceedings and judicial decisions. Rather, this 
process is executed by means of informal conflict management, without 
support in the code of laws; whereas the management of offenders that have 
not transgressed the written law is taken care of off-stage. This is the reason 
why this kind of conflict management should be labeled “private”, and is a 
kind of  “self-help” that aims “to achieve compensation or restitution, for a 
harm that has been done.” (Black 1998: 31) 

Another important difference between the front region (the mass media) 
and the back region is that ideas and attitudes are not under scrutiny unless 
they are made explicit and available in a public controversy. A noteworthy 
consequence of this preconditioned difference is that feelings of rage against 
Lindberg and Bratt could be directed off the mediated centre without 
demands to justify these feelings rationally in words. In front of a journalist 
on the other hand, rules of acceptability were taking effect—something we 
have called decorum. However, sometimes these “invalid” views and 
feelings slip through to an audience that becomes shocked by “the brutal” 
citizens of Norway or “the heartless” inhabitants of Karlskoga. Some 
examples have already been demonstrated: for example, the responses to 
Ingvar Bratt’s appearance on Swedish Television, and the responses to Odd 

                                                        
314 The two other methods are 1. claiming lack of evidence, fabrication, or unsubstantiated 
proof or 2. calling into question the social appropriateness of the action by referring to 
arguments, such as unauthorized disclosure (of trade secrets) and disloyalty towards 
organization and co-members. 
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F. Lindberg’s seal hunting film. Although the front region and the back 
region are separate entities, sometimes parts of the reality taking place 
backstage slips through to the front. An example of this glimpse is the 
following “funny” journalistic observation in Verdens Gang after the seal 
hunting film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted: 

“To become a prophet in his own country is difficult; that is something 'seal 
hunting inspector' Odd Lindberg can confirm. From what has been told, he is 
not very popular in the Borge-district. The other day, he went to a photo shop 
in Sarpsborg with films for developing. According to Vårt Land  [the 
magazine Our Nation], he was downright thrown out with the message that 
they refused to do any business with him or his film. He seems to have 
pondered whether he should buy a self-timer [selutløser/seal-timer] as well, 
but it was too expensive. But does it make any difference? He probably earns 
so many Kroner from the self-made [sel-lagde/seal-made] film nowadays, 
that he is saved from living like a tramp from now on. (VG890221) 

Hard Times Await 
When Bratt decided to step forward and reveal his identity as the secret 
source, he worried about what would happen to him in the near future: 

“My imagination rushes about. I envision a group of Bofors-employees 
breaking into my garden on a dark evening, with the intention to lynch me. I 
see how our daughters get harassed at school, and my students refusing to let 
me teach them. I see stones smashing the windows of my house during night, 
and I see the tires on my car cut up. No, this will, of course, not happen. 
Obviously, most people think the laws must be followed.” (Bratt 1988: 97f) 

In theory, the situation created by the negative publicity could be solved in 
several ways, but given the prerequisites (for example, the threats to the 
coast, and the job situation), and how the trend of events developed (as 
massive media events), the reaction from the offended individuals against 
the whistle-blower was not incomprehensible. But contrary to popular belief 
back then, the fear of extinction expressed in Norwegian newspapers and in 
Karlskoga was a false alarm.315  They are still on the map. However, this 
relief did not alter the attitudes towards Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg. 
Obviously, the local opinion considered the sounding of an alarm to be an 
attempt to ruin society, and that was enough for the popular verdict to 
remain, long after these affairs disappeared from the public scene. Evil is the 
opposite of life, continuity, happiness, and human flourishing. Since 

                                                        
315 In hindsight we could say that the fears were overrated—indeed a very convenient remark 
from our outlook. However, this was not so easy to predict when the condemnations whirled 
round in the media landscape.  
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Lindberg and Bratt conveyed sensitive information and were seen as the 
prime movers behind the affliction in the communities, they became the 
incarnations of evil: wrongdoers that brought desolation, sadness, and 
discontinuity to the nation and the town. As already pointed out, in tragedy 
this predicament is released emotionally by excommunication of the one 
causing the distressing condition.316 

For three years after going public, both Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg 
stayed, in Karlskoga, Sweden and Fredrikstad, Norway respectively, before 
they finally decided to move. Their explanation of why they stayed for 
several years even though the freezing out continued, was that they had 
some hopes that the attitudes and behaviors from people in their 
neighborhoods would change. As hinted by the end of Chapter 5 ”Flaw”, 
neither Ingvar Bratt nor Odd F. Lindberg had any clear ideas of how their 
performance would be received in mass media. This aspect of how they 
initially defined the situation supports the view that they failed to understand 
the full consequences of going public, which is one of the characteristics of 
hamartia. Likewise, Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg could not forestall 
how people in their immediate surroundings would respond to what they had 
done. ”I am really anxious to know how they will react back home in 
Karlskoga. I will surely get some criticism, but I think the majority agrees 
with me. It would really be shitty, if I couldn’t stay,” Ingvar Bratt told the 
press after stepping out from anonymity (EX850522). It is also interesting to 
note that every newspaper under study expected Bratt would face difficulties 
when he returned. ”The Whistle-Blower Dared to Return Back Home to 
Bofors” read the headline in Expressen (EX850523). Five years later, Bratt 
explained his understanding of the situation in the following way: 

“I had no clue about how it would end, how it would be received by the 
people in Karlskoga, if it would be successful...I would say that the crisis 
arrived when things did not make sense. When the reactions around me were 
not like I had expected. When a lot of people in my immediate surroundings, 
depreciated what I had done. And when I, one terrible night, actually realized 
that I—in the eyes of the people of Karlskoga—was an evil man. Me, who 
wanted to be the good person; other people were evil, and suddenly I 
understood that I was the evil man. And it was frightful and shocking to find 
out.” (Vändpunkter, SR900303)  

Also Odd F. Lindberg pondered why he, back then, could not predict how 
sensitive and dangerous the seal hunting issue would be: 

 

                                                        
316 When we speak of tragedies performed on stage, catharsis is usually interpreted as a 
release of tensions among the audience. In my version, catharsis is also a collective relief 
among the people in the afflicted group who are a part of the actual drama. 
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“You have many examples when this force starts working against someone 
challenging the establishment. You can see in Ibsen’s “An Enemy of the 
People”, it is just like my case, but I think my case is much, much stronger. 
Much stronger. If you compare the times back then and now, with regards to 
media and events etc, it was perhaps as strong. What do I know? But…but I 
can see this force; I see it often, and many times in society. You stare hard at 
something, and. …you originally think this is quite harmless, but those being 
watched know how dangerous the case is. But if it takes place in the small or 
in the large national room, it is not important, because the force is invariable. 
Don’t you think?” (my italics, Interview Odd F. Lindberg 020305) 

That the whistle-blowers are taken by surprise is not an experience that is 
limited to the attestations from Bratt and Lindberg. Whistle-blowers, in 
general, are deeply shaken by the reprisals they have to face after their 
performance. C. Fred Alford, who spent more than one hundred hours with a 
support group of about twelve whistle-blowers and interviewed about 
twenty-four, writes that losing job, house, and family are shocking to the 
whistle-blower. But these things are not the greatest shock. “The greatest 
shock is what the whistle-blower learns about the world as a result—that 
nothing he or she believed was true. That people can be so deeply shaken by 
knowledge is not something I had expected to find.” (Alford 2001: 20) One 
possible understanding of this would be that we usually take the importance 
of other people’s opinion of ourselves for granted. Then, it is when people’s 
faces show “coldness or contempt instead of kindliness and deference”, that 
we realize how we live in other people’s minds without thinking about it, 
“just as we daily walk the solid ground without thinking how it bears us up.” 
(Cooley 1922: 208) 

A Stranger in Our Midst 
Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg testified that the social atmosphere 
transformed dramatically in their communities after their identities were 
exposed to the public. Suddenly, their former identities as citizens and 
colleagues were downplayed, and replaced by an achieved status that turned 
out to be negative. Presumably, the whistle-blower turned from someone 
familiar into a stranger. This sentiment was, for example, expressed in a 
letter written to Bratt from his former superior at Bofors: 

“With all speculations regarding ‘the leak’, going on for a longer period, 
people have asked me on several occasions, in my capacity as Your former 
superior, whether I believe You are involved. To that, I have responded that I 
could take an oath on that You are not devoted to that sort of activity, 
because You, in all situations, have acted openly and honestly with Your 
views, which I do not share, but nevertheless respect. Perhaps, You recall 
how glad I was on Your behalf, when You could find another professional 
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career, when You realized that You did not feel akin to our enterprise. Now, I 
feel a great disappointment regarding Your act, which really make me very 
sad.” (Bratt 1988: 110) 

In order to accomplish status degradation, in the sense we are talking about 
here, the force must be fuelled by moral indignation.317 Furthermore, it is 
important that the degradation entails an identity transformation, rather than 
a simple adjustment (Garfinkel 1956: 421). From the condemner’s point of 
view, we persuade ourselves that the whistle-blower’s former identity was 
just a chimera, and the new identity is the actual “true identity”. The saying 
“a wolf in a sheep’s clothing” captures this notion, which manifested itself 
on many occasions when Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg were accused in 
mass media (cf. Chapter 6 “Reversal”). Unlike other more provisional roles, 
such as the student or the conscripted soldier, it is more difficult to annul the 
imputed social identity maintaining that you are someone who attempts to 
destroy the foundation of society. Among those who felt that the very 
foundation was at risk, most might stick to this version, which obstructs any 
exit strategies for the whistle-blowers. The wolf remains a wolf in the eye of 
the condemners, so to say. For example, fifteen years after Ingvar Bratt 
stepped out from anonymity, Sven Gadde, the mayor of Karlskoga back 
then, still thought that Bratt’s deed was wrong. “It would have been better 
for Bofors and Karlskoga, if his conscience had begun to stir earlier, so that 
he never would have begun to work for Bofors.” (NA020324) 

When Ingvar Bratt returned back home after making his identity known at 
the press conference in Stockholm, he received greetings and encouraging 
words by phone and via letters. In Aftonbladet, Bratt was interviewed, and 
the headline read: “Today ‘the Leak’ is a Hero in Karlskoga.” (AB850623; 
Bratt 1988: 108) That was indeed a rash statement. Ingvar Bratt soon 
realized that the atmosphere had changed. Although some students and 
teachers at work supported his act openly, some colleagues stopped 
exchanging greetings when they met. The same behavior recurred when 
Bratt and his wife were taking a walk down to the shopping centre the next 
weekend. Some people congratulated, but most looked through him or 
greeted him coldly. For Bratt, the turning point took place two years later, 
when he realized that the opinion would not change even after the top-
management admitted that export of arms to Dubai and Bahrain had taken 
place. On March 27, 1987, after the admission from the CEO Anders 
Carlberg that some of Ingvar Bratt’s allegations were true, Bratt told 
Expressen that he was eager to find out the responses in Karlskoga; he 
thought that people would start to respect him better now (EX870327). The 
                                                        
317 Also Victor Navasky claims that the allegations in the HUAC hearings during the 
McCarthy-era needed an anti-Communist hysteria in order to be successful (cf. Navasky 
1980: chapter 10). Navasky also points out that it was not a coincidence that the sudden 
interest in “the deviant” in American sociology during the 1950s coincided with the 
atmosphere in the domestic politics back then. 
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following day, all the great hopes from yesterday had disappeared. The 
headline read “The Bofors Whistle-Blower: People Spit After Him.” 
(EX870328) The newspaper reported that Bratt was still considered a traitor 
in town, and Ingvar Bratt explained, “I really thought that the opinion would 
turn now. Instead, it was the exact opposite. I just have to accept that. I will 
never win the case in Karlskoga. We can no longer move without hassle in 
town. The feeling is gone. This is not our town anymore. The faces I meet 
are harsh. The atmosphere is horrible.” (EX870328) We find similar 
experiences when we listen to what Odd F. Lindberg has to say about the 
aftermath of the broadcasting of the seal hunting film: 

“-The after-effects became permanent among people. The attitudes got stuck. 
It is like…you hear that someone is a thief or a whoremonger, or something 
like that…and this is retold to others, that you are a whoremonger or a 
whore…the consequences are grave…and now these people…they had been 
subjected to a sort of brainwash, where they got the impression that Lindberg 
and the family Lindberg, as a family, had betrayed their country: and not only 
the man, but also the wife and the kids were afflicted. For example, the kids 
were denied access to the boat club, and to be together with other children. 
They were denied friends in the community, since they looked at these kids 
as if they were contagious, as if they carried a contagious and dangerous 
disease. AIDS for instance. So…it kept growing. People talked at home, you 
know. ‘All right, Odd Lindberg, the things he did were a disgrace. He should 
have done this or that!’ But what do they know? What do they know what I 
did? They know nothing! They have read what was written in the newspaper, 
and from the newspaper they condemn. It becomes like the force of a mobile 
court of inquisition, right? Then it becomes crazy to live in the society, you 
know. Especially when you experience that…first you got a label saying that 
‘POW, you are an enemy of the people.’ It is written in your forehead like the 
yellow badge. Then you know that if they look at you, it is because you have 
been singled out to be an enemy of the people. They don’t look at you 
because: ‘God, what a nice man you are Odd, do you want to come over and 
have a cup of coffee.’ [Odd raises his voice]: ‘There he is!’, you know what I 
mean? ‘There she goes!’ ‘And the children too!’ ‘Shame on you! Shame on 
you!’ ‘Bloody traitors!’ Do you understand? It sticks to your brain. You 
cannot escape from those expressions.” (Interview Odd F. Lindberg. 020305) 

In addition to the cold treatment Ingvar Bratt experienced when he met 
people face-to-face, rumors about Bratt prevailed in town: that he had 
obtained a lot of money when he delivered lectures about the Bofors-affair 
and his own fate; that his students harassed him by giving a minute’s silence 
in the beginning of every lesson; that his car and the windows in his house 
were smashed; that his wife was seeking divorce.318 According to Bratt, they 
were all untrue (Bratt 1988: 127f). At first, he could not figure out why those 

                                                        
318 Also van Buitenen claimed that people in the Commission spread rumors, for example, 
that he was “a fanatic” because he went to church every Sunday (the Guardian 990111). 
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false rumors circulated; however, one sleepless night, he came to the 
conclusion—expressed earlier in this chapter—that he was considered to be 
an evil person in many people’s eyes. “In this way, they justify their hate 
against me. To criticize my acts becomes allowed, yes, even morally right, 
and it is done without remorse! You wish an evil person misfortune.” (Bratt 
1988: 128) 

In contrast to Bratt, Lindberg and his family were actually exposed to 
physical destruction of their property. One day, Lindberg discovered that his 
boat had sunk down to the bottom of the harbor. In the film documentary 
“An Enemy of the People—Seal Hunting Inspector in Exile”, the camera 
crew followed Lindberg to the harbor and recorded a sequence when he 
made an attempt to drag the boat out of the water; but a representative from 
the boat club forbade him to use the pier because that was the property of the 
boat club, and Lindberg was no longer a member (SVT940202). In the film, 
Lindberg also showed what happened in his vicinity after the film was 
broadcasted. The house was soiled with red paint, and on the neighbor’s 
barn, they put pictures of Lindberg from the newspapers that they had made 
posters of, where the head was hit by a catch pike (ibid). 

In the following sections, we will find indications of how the conflict was 
managed in Bratt’s and Lindberg’s vicinity. Several modi operandi were in 
play here, for example the spreading of rumors, but throughout the rest of 
the chapter we will focus on two approaches: expulsion and avoidance. A 
common reaction against whistle-blowers from the social surroundings—
perhaps the most frequently used—seems to be different techniques of 
avoidance, which imply different means of minimizing contact with the 
offender.319 Avoidance is either expressed in the form of physical separation 
or as a reduction of communication (Black 1998: 79).320 Expulsion, like 
avoidance, also aims at purgation or isolation; but this type of conflict 
management is not carried out through a reduction of interaction, but rather 
through intensification by attacking the opponent, physically or verbally.321  

                                                        
319 This sort of treatment is not only applicable to individuals, such as whistle-blowers, but is 
also experienced among whole ethnic groups, for example, among Jews in Europe and Afro-
American groups in the United States. 
(Black 1998: xvi.) 
320 Donald Black has formulated the functioning of avoidance neatly and concisely: 
“Avoidance constantly operates like an invisible hand in the moral market of right and 
wrong." (ibid.) 
321 This use of the concept departs from Donald Black’s. For Black, expulsion is subsumed 
under avoidance, and means “denial of membership”, which, according to my notion, is not 
avoidance, but something that needs direct contact. The effect of denial of membership is 
isolation, and Black seems to mistake avoidance for isolation, which is the purpose of both 
avoidance and expulsion. 
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To Weed Out: Expulsion 
When whistle-blowers convey information to external authorities concerning 
illegal practices that are built into the organizational practice, the 
organization’s response is a strong and sudden retaliation (Miethe 1999: 80). 
Although this reaction takes several shapes, they all aim at the purgation and 
neutralization of the culprit who is considered to be the troublesome cause. 
In a handbook for whistle-blowers, Tom Devine lists the most common 
consequences for the whistle-blower after sounding an alarm, and the most 
frequently used measure is the determination to disable and neutralize the 
employee by different means of isolation: for example, by transfer or 
dismissal (Devine 1997: Chapter 2). On a similar note, Sissela Bok refers to 
a governmental handbook issued during the Nixon era, which recommends 
that unwanted employees should be reassigned “…to places so remote that 
they would prefer to resign”, a process that overlaps with the other 
discussions of purgation in this chapter (Bok 1983:212). The aftermath for 
Paul van Buitenen is a case in point. The weekend after van Buitenen had 
sent the official letter and the report to the Green group in the European 
Parliament, he felt that the situation turned threatening. Several colleagues 
warned him, and he decided to escape from his home to a secret address with 
his documents (Buitenen 2000: 109f) "The little world of EU turned into 
friends and enemies, and I didn't know who's who." (Buitenen 2000: 110)  
Van Buitenen also received his share of reprisals. Already on the day that 
followed the historical voting in the European Parliament in December 1998, 
van Buitenen received a telephone call from the Head of Staff Department, 
notifying that he was suspended from work, and his pay was suddenly 
halved (ibid: 112). A week and a half later, he received another telephone 
call from the department, and this time they told him that he was suspended 
from work, as he had “delivered information to unauthorized individuals.” 
(i.e. the Parliament) Van Buitenen felt like a criminal. (ibid.) This 
suspension lasted a couple of months, and when he returned, he was not 
allowed to work as auditor. Instead, he was transferred to do tasks that were 
impossible to solve, and thereafter, he was moved to a new assignment 
taking care of counting light-bulbs, buying paint, and taking care of broken 
heating vents (the Independent 06.06.2000). In other words, the actions 
taken by van Buitenen’s superiors aimed at isolating and neutralizing him by 
different means of denying him access to his former workplace. 

These methods of separating Paul van Buitenen from his former tasks 
could not be applied to Odd F. Lindberg and Ingvar Bratt, since they had 
already quit working for the Ministry of Fisheries and Bofors when they 
blew the whistle. However, as we know by now, for them the isolation was 
not limited to within the boundaries of the organization, but extended to the 
community where they lived.  

As said earlier, it is rather difficult to get in touch with processes that 
have taken place, and are unrecorded. But we can get a glimpse of this other 
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reality indirectly. One source is the evidence of threats that derives from the 
whistle-blowers themselves. Already after the report was published in Bladet 
Tromsø in July 1988, Lindberg reported that he had received threats through 
the telephone (VG880720). When Odd F. Lindberg was interviewed in 
Bladet Tromsø, he claimed that, “Since May, I have received more than one 
hundred threats through the telephone, from anonymous people that said 
things such as ‘You will get shot’, and’You should be 
scourged’.”(Tr880902) Later in the fall of 1988, Lindberg canceled a public 
speech on seal hunting in Norway because someone threatened him to death 
if he showed up (AP8881017). The death threats on the telephone returned 
in February 1989, when the film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted in 
Denmark, the United Kingdom, and Sweden (VG8890213). According to 
Lindberg the situation became intolerable, and he searched for protection 
from the police. The Police Commissioner in Fredrikstad said to the 
newspaper that, “I understand why he feels threatened in the situation he is 
at the moment. But the question is how serious the threats are.” (AP890215) 
In February, Lindberg was also invited to give a speech at the Fishery Day 
in Bodø in Norway; the organizers promised to engage a security firm to 
protect him, and the audience would be searched before they entered the 
building (VG890227; Tr890227). However, in the evening edition of 
Aftenposten, Lindberg stated that he decided to cancel the performance 
because of the hostile attitudes against him after articles in the local 
newspaper had been published (AP890227). 

Ingvar Bratt could also testify that threats occurred. A week after making 
his identity known to the public, Bratt received a call from a Bofors worker 
who threatened to beat him up; and after he wrote the “open letter” to the 
employees at Bofors in Karlskoga Tidning, he received threatening letters 
addressed to his home. A couple of months later when he reappeared in the 
newspaper to speak about his situation, the photo in Karlskoga Tidning 
pictured Bratt and a letter. The letter read: “You wanted letters. I’m going to 
kill you on a suitable occasion. You bloody sow!” (KT851016; Bratt 1988: 
116)  

Also in the letters to the editor, you could find personal attacks against 
Odd F. Lindberg without arguments: for example, when a reader in Bladet 
Tromsø wrote a letter which claimed that “Mr. Lindberg is a worthless and 
ugly bird that shits in his own preserve.” (Tr890216) At times, it is also 
possible to observe a tone that is not only aggressive verbally, but also could 
be interpreted as a physical threat against Odd F. Lindberg and Ingvar Bratt 
in the letters-to-the-editor section. Such letters were found in Bladet Tromsø 
as well as in Karlskoga Tidning. After the film “Seal Mourning” co-
produced by Lindberg was broadcasted, an “ex-Sailor” wrote:  
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“All countries have their potential traitors or people with grave special 
interests, to put it another way. Most countries also have a secret service or 
the like to get rid of such elements, and give them an anonymous  “special 
treatment” that probably will restrain them from inclinations to cross the lines 
or go too far when it comes to damaging the interests of the nation. It is not 
enough to appeal to national unity. Furthermore, it should be possible to use 
other methods in order to keep “loose stones” in place. Lindberg will earn a 
couple of million kroner, while the country will lose some billions. More 
working places will disappear because of this. Indirectly, the citizens of 
Norway are paying Lindberg.” (Tr890225)  

In 1994, five years after the film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted, a 
Swedish film team made a documentary that attracted attention to Odd F. 
Lindberg’s fate. The film captured many of the strong negative sentiments 
against Lindberg back then. People were interviewed in the streets giving 
their opinion of Lindberg322, and they said things such as, “He’s not 
Norwegian. He’s not a patriot.” (young man); “It’s madness. It has nothing 
to do with reality.” (elderly man on Lindberg’s report and film); “He should 
stay alert, because he depicts Norwegian’s as a bunch of barbarians. He’s 
talking bullshit.” (young man); “I don’t like his way of dealing with this.” 
(elderly man). The film team also travelled to Tromsø to capture the 
atmosphere up north. In Tromsø, the journalist asked a man in front of the 
camera about his opinion regarding Odd F. Lindberg:  “He’s a bloody 
douchebag. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” and another man 
says, “Odd Lindberg, he’s the man who ruined the seal hunting for us.” The 
man shapes his hand into a pistol, puts it to his forehead and pretends to 
discharge, [he should get] “Shot!” he exclaims (SVT940202). A third 
fisherman said: “He’s an evil person.” (ibid.) At home, Lindberg’s children 
had a rather tough time at school. The son, Amund Lindberg, revealed that 
his schoolmates called him “Seal-Judas” because that was what the headline 
in the newspaper said about his father, and they said he was “the son of a 
Vidkun Quisling.”323 (ibid.) Marit Lindberg, Odd’s wife, worked as a 
librarian back then and claimed that visitors to the library shouted and spat 
in her face, “We were worth nothing. We should stay away from Norway.” 
(ibid.) One of Odd F. Lindberg’s friends, Viggo Ree, was eyewitness to an 
episode in Oslo’s main street Karl Johans. On Lindbergs’ way to their 
lawyer, people wanted to attack Odd; suddenly a man set himself free from 
the others, trying to beat the couple, and finally they had to run down the 
street until they found safety behind the door of the lawyer’s office. “The 
public sentiment had been stirred up to such a great extent,” Ree said (ibid.). 

                                                        
322 The filmmaker Per Lapins claimed that it was difficult to find someone in the streets of 
Oslo and Tromsø that had a positive opinion of Odd F. Lindberg. 
323 “Quisling” in Norway is a synonym for “traitor”, someone that collaborates with invaders. 
Vidkun Quisling was a Norwegian Minister President that collaborated with the German 
authorities during the occupation of Norway in the Second World War. 
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A bizarre form of confirmation from a third party that Odd Lindberg was 
threatened, were the reports of people being attacked, because they had 
names similar to Odd F. Lindberg. For example, the artist Tor Lindberg from 
Moss in Southern Norway, received aggressive messages in connection with 
his exhibition that showed wild life paintings, including seal motives: 

“‘No, no and no again; I am NOT the seal hunting inspector Odd F. 
Lindberg,’ says Tor Lindberg from Moss. He is threatened by both arson and 
destruction of the house by people who have confused him with the more 
well-known seal hunting inspector...But Lindberg is not Lindberg, at least not 
the Lindberg they think he is. However, there are several reasons behind the 
mix up. He has the same last name as Odd F. Lindberg. With his beard and 
his binoculars he resembles a little bit of the seal-hunting inspector…’But I 
have nothing to do with Odd F. Lindberg. We are not family, and I do not 
know him…People are allowed to think whatever they want of Odd 
Lindberg, but do not involve me in this. I want to show my animal pictures,’ 
Tor Lindberg maintains.” (VG890321) 

In Ingvar Bratt’s case, a glimpse of the sentiments in town was exposed in 
October 1985, when Ingvar Bratt made an appearance in the local newspaper 
Karlskoga Tidning. In the interview, he showed two piles of letters, and said, 
“There seems to be only two ways to approach me, One pile of letters are 
filled with sympathy, the other with cursing and swearing.” (KT851016). 
Bratt also said that it is tough to live in Karlskoga on ordinary days, so it is a 
relief to travel around in Sweden to give lectures and receive positive 
responses from sympathizers (ibid.). The aggressiveness against Bratt was 
tangible the following days; upset subscribers showered the editorials with 
telephone calls. An anonymous writer, using the pseudonym “Kilstasmed” 
[Kilsta-blacksmith], wrote the most menacing letter that got published after 
Bratt’s appearance: 

“The so-called leak at Bofors is now travelling around the nation lecturing on 
how he exposed Bofors. ‘That beats anything’ [Skam går på torra land] is a 
familiar quotation: ‘We have a Judas among us’, is another. How indulgent 
should we be in Karlskoga, letting this happen without any reaction? We 
write and ponder on how to protect ourselves against the devastating world 
plague called AIDS. Actually, there are equally dangerous germs by human 
flesh and blood closer at hand. Against such germs there is a vaccine, but few 
want to hold the syringe. That is the reason why this type of germ can 
manage to nestle against us with his poison.” (KT851019)324 

Two readers protested when this opinion was published in the newspaper, 
but the publisher of Karlskoga Tidning, Per Olof Ek, wrote that these views 

                                                        
324 In other words, both Bratt and Lindberg were described as a contagion, explicitly AIDS, 
which was the new epidemic reaching public consciousness during the 1980s.   
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are not extreme, which would imply that many people held this view of 
Ingvar Bratt (KT851022). The publisher Ek wrote, “The tone in the 
contributions to the debate from both sides have, with few exceptions, been 
exceptionally raw, and the factual matters have been obscured by emotional 
overtones.“ (ibid.) The publisher added that the most important thing was 
that the contributors to the debate were expressing the views within the 
frames of the press law. And regarding the menacing letter from the 
blacksmith: “We must assume that a metaphor is a metaphor.” (ibid) Two 
days later, one supporter of Bratt wrote that he had seen and heard these 
views in the streets of Karlskoga, and confirmed that this was, unfortunately, 
a widespread view (KT851024).  The publisher responded immediately to 
this by writing that a newspaper must reflect both sides of a dispute, but 
during the events revolving around Bofors and Ingvar Bratt they had 
received opinions “they would never have dreamt of.” (KT851025) A few 
days later, another reader wrote that it was to be regretted that his experience 
of the atmosphere in Karlskoga corresponded to those hateful opinions 
expressed in the letters to the editor (KT851024). 

Another indication of how Bratt was treated were the letters to the editor 
that encouraged him to leave town. One reader wrote, “Ingvar Bratt is such a 
person that is not needed in Karlskoga.” (KT860426) The recommendation 
to leave Karlskoga was also extended to people in town who supported 
Ingvar Bratt, or was against the export of arms. “If you are ashamed of 
Karlskoga, we think that you should just go ahead and leave town; nobody 
forces you to stay here, and please bring your equals with you.” The letter 
was signed by “Those of us who are proud of Karlskoga.” (KT870520) 

Pollution and Avoidance 
Social death might strike an individual that is excluded socially from a 
group, such as a family, a tribe, a town etc.325 In this regard, social death and 
ostracism have something in common—the exclusion—but with the 
difference that ostracism befalls people that are banished, whereas social 
death is about people that continue to live in the group, but are avoided. This 
process of shunning can be observed when looking at the fate of Ingvar 
Bratt, and Odd F. Lindberg. This is also an outcome that Bratt and Lindberg 
share with many other whistle-blowers, something Fred C. Alford describes 
as the experience of someone “who lives as already dead” (Alford 2001: 58). 
From all this, it may not come as a surprise that the belief in social pollution 

                                                        
325 Social death is a concept used as a label for a number of different phenomena (cf. 
Patterson 1982). The concept social death was dealt with for the first time when Marcel 
Mauss observed that in certain tribes in Australia and New Zealand, people would die by the 
mere belief that they were in a state close to death, and this notion had clear collective 
grounds (Mauss [1926] 1979: 38).  
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played a crucial part in the Attic tragedies. Brian Vickers writes that the 
ancient Attic society held a belief that people who committed a serious crime 
were contaminated, and the pollution carried by this man or woman was 
transmitted to another person by body contact or only by a gaze.326 This is, 
for example, the reason why Oedipus stabs his eyes out; after his discovery 
of the serious crime he had committed, this was an act to protect his fellows 
from being contaminated by looking into his eyes. The tragic protagonist 
becomes an “untouchable”. Certain moral values and social rules are still 
today maintained by this belief in dangerous contagion, which is given 
expression in the presentiment that a glance or touch by a transgressor might 
transmit illness and bad luck to individuals encountering the offender face-
to-face (cf. Douglas 1966: 3).  

Avoidance was also the most common reaction Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. 
Lindberg faced in their local communities. People approaching made 
detours, or turned their heads in order to avoid eye contact. In the newspaper 
Karlskoga Tidning, Ingvar Bratt explained that the most common behavior 
in the streets was displayed by old colleagues and other acquaintances that 
stopped greeting him (KT851016). Henrik Westander from The Swedish 
Peace and Arbitration Society, retold a similar experience that happened 
when he visited Ingvar Bratt in Karlskoga:  

“I visited Ingvar Bratt once, and we stood together in the liquor store, and the 
place was crowded. All of a sudden I realized that around us—it was really a 
lot of people in the room—but around us it was like a vacant space. People 
behind us took a step backward, and the people standing beside also turned 
away from us, and it was an awfully strange and awkward feeling, that so 
many showed their open contempt against Ingvar Bratt in Karlskoga.”327 

After the film “Seal Mourning” was broadcasted, Odd F. Lindberg said that 
he and his family felt totally excluded from the community, and friends they 
had left had to experience a strong pressure.  

 

 

                                                        
326 “One of the most significant aspects of the Greek taboo against contact with a murderer 
was the fear or terror attached to the transmission of pollution, a terror which was indeed 
encouraged by the laws, but which was so vague that it resisted any clear formulation. The 
concept of pollution invoked violent but obscure feelings, and it was precisely this violence of 
feeling which gave the Greeks their belief in the concrete reality of these things. Yet…the 
existence of purificatory rituals in the fifth century…meant that purification was possible; the 
stain was not absolute and permanent. The heroes of Greek tragedy are given, as Moulinier 
says, ´monstrous stains´, but at the same time the dramatists sometimes urge that there were 
extenuating circumstances, that they killed in ignorance, or in self-defence, or by obeying 
some profound moral law.” Vickers 1973: 155) 
327 From the radio documentary “P3 Dokumentär Bofors. SR060924” 
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“Magnus: - But did you always feel this when you left your house, like when 
you went to buy food…? Odd: -Yeah, yeah. We were even prohibited to walk 
into the shop and buy food. I was denied to develop my films. We were 
denied to wind up our boat in the harbor, because we were traitors. They 
didn’t want to do business with a traitor…You can imagine when you 
analyze this case, and you see its force, and how engaged the media has 
been…then you see that the affair has had a power, an explosive capacity and 
capability. And then you will know that the man behind all this, he is an 
enemy to the people. He cannot be anything else but an enemy to the people. 
It is as clear as daylight. Less is needed to become an enemy of the people. 
Back then it was total!  Then it is dangerous to live, because then you lack 
the legal protection in society, like an ordinary citizen would have. I am 
pretty sure that if I were beaten to death, the murder would not be 
investigated. I think so. Because everyone wanted to get rid of me, back 
then.” (Interview Odd F. Lindberg. 020305) 
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Chapter 9 Conclusions 

In this study a new take on dramaturgical sociology has been outlined. 
Whereas Erving Goffman adopted concepts such as role, stage, and script 
from the world of theater to the sociological toolbox, the present study is an 
attempt to develop a sociological perspective based on drama per se, as a 
specific course of events (cf. Goffman 1956). By using certain definite 
qualities and elements from tragedy, I claim that we have reached a deeper 
understanding of junctures in which actors get absorbed in a drama whose 
outcome they cannot decide alone, i.e., by their own making. A common 
denominator between the theoretical framework presented here and Erving 
Goffman’s, is that both approaches make use of dramaturgical concepts in 
order to uncover and elucidate certain vital aspects of social life that would 
otherwise be taken for granted. 

By using and applying tragedy as a framework to the study of whistle-
blowing, several advantages can be found. For example, by seeing the status 
degradation as a process consisting of five consecutive elements 
(recognition, flaw, reversal, suffering, purgation) each requiring an analysis 
of its own, it is possible to observe aspects of whistle-blowing that would 
otherwise be outside our range of vision. Whereas previous research has 
usually taken the one-sided approach to the subject, viewing the whistle-
blower as either a courageous hero or a traitor, here we assume that he or she 
is both. This ability to switch the way of looking at the matter is rendered 
possible through the concept of pharmakos, which represents the tragic 
character considered to be both poison and remedy, in the eyes of other 
people. This point of departure is important in order to not only analyze the 
trend of events from the whistle-blower’s perspective, but also from the view 
of those being affected when the whistle-blower sound an alarm. By using 
the framework from tragedy the response from the organization and its 
stakeholders could be explained with references to something else than the 
common narrative of an evil system or a malicious organization striking 
back. I would say that one reason why this has been a blind spot in whistle-
blowing research thus far is because this field of research have focused on 
the whistle-blower’s performance, while the various social responses this act 
provokes have been taken for granted; an unproblematic black box. In other 
words, by using the elements of tragedy as point of departure, details and 
aspects become visible that cannot be found without using this framework. 
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Whereas previous research has made attempts to find out in which 

organizational contexts people sound an alarm; whether certain individuals 
are more prone to become whistle-blowers; and by which methods the 
organization and its stakeholders try to destroy the whistle-blower’s 
character. Yet, from my knowledge, no one has pondered on in more detail 
why the conveyance of sensitive information to mass media and authorities 
at times creates strong indignation directed against the whistle-blower, or 
how the public allegations in mass media combined with the informal 
sanctions in the community shape and circumscribe the whistle-blower’s 
scope and freedom of action in everyday situations. Most importantly, no 
one has looked at these aspects altogether, trying to figure out how these 
fundamental aspects of whistle-blowing are inter-connected, sometimes as 
chains of social interaction taking place in courses of events.  

Tragedy is an established concept in the world of theater and literature, 
but it is also an expression we use in order to comment on sad and 
unfortunate things happening in real life. Although we owe something to this 
heritage, it is important to dissociate our sociological endeavor from the 
latter connotations if we want tragedy to become a vital concept in 
sociology. So in which ways cold we introduce tragedy as a distinct 
sociological concept?  

 I will certainly not repeat all the sociological aspects found in tragedy 
here, but some elucidatory examples are advisable.  Tragedy describes the 
fate of the fallen individual, and I have been looking at this phenomenon as a 
status degradation process that entails a social identity transformation—an 
alteration of the way others view the tragic protagonist. Like most Attic 
tragedies, the identity transformation in this study is a public affair—enacted 
in the public media sphere as well as in public place; e.g., in the streets, the 
squares, the market places etc.—although a tragic course of events also 
could be found in a private setting.328 These traits are common to all tragedy, 
from the ancient Attic society and onwards. This suggests that the narrative 
structure in tragedy also could be employed as point of departure when we 
analyze phenomena usually not associated with whistle-blowing, but as it 
turns out, shares the structural qualities we associate with status degradations 
processes that ends with a thorough social identity transformation.  

 Now to the delicate question: Does that imply that all identity 
transformations degrading someone’s social rank, is tragedy? That is not true 
either. For example, tragedy entails a fateful act performed by someone who 
is considered to be “part of the family”, and the consequences of the act are 
conceived as a blow “against the family”. I would say that this detail is 
fundamental when we use tragedy as a sociological concept; status 
degradation processes that afflict outsiders and non-members, do not qualify, 
                                                        
328 Young people falling in love with the “wrong person” from their kindred’s point of view 
having the consequence that parents disown their offspring, is an example of the latter. 
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because tragic conflict, in its sociological version, presupposes social 
proximity. This is not to say that the unfortunate endings of outsiders or non-
members are non-tragic from every nook and corner. For sure, these 
happenings are personal tragedies, but it is important to stress that this 
qualification does not automatically makes them tragedies from a 
sociological angle of approach. A football supporter being beaten to death 
after mocking the opponent team’s supporters is a case in point, which 
describe a trend of events ending in personal tragedy, but not a sociological 
one. 

One of the most important and perhaps also puzzling issues in this study 
is how come Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg are exposed to a strong 
negative communal and non-organized response, while Paul van Buitenen 
was spared from condemning reactions from people outside the European 
Commission. According to van Buitenen’s own testimony there were no 
such popular reactions from the outside. However, and this is worth 
stressing, the same process of exclusion with the aim to isolate and 
neutralize takes place in van Buitenens case, although it was restricted to the 
inside of the organizational boundaries of the European Commission. How 
do we explain this?  

For a status degradation to take place the whistle-blower must commit an 
act that upsets the balance in the organization, which implies that the act 
must be seen as a threat to the group. This is also the social response we see 
in Ibsen’s play An Enemy of the People. In this study I have suggested that a 
social retaliation mechanism is triggered when people are threatened; when 
they fear extinction. From this, we have suggested that when a person is 
considered to constitute a threat to the organization (oikos), and furthermore, 
this threat is seen as a threat to "society as a whole" (polis), an enemy of the 
people is created. This, mostly spontaneous, mobilization takes place when 
the inhabitants of a greater entity than the organization—a village, a town, a 
region, or a country—believe that they are threatened.329 When the fear of 
extinction takes hold among a certain number of individuals in the 
community and exceeds a tipping point, informal and popular sanctions 
against the appointed culprit appear. The strength of the reactions against the 
appointed culprit—the enemy of the people—stands in proportion to the 
level of felt danger afflicting the group. As said, the fear of extinction, 
playing an important part in many tragedies, could be real, but also only an 
exaggerated sentiment, yet finding strength when it is felt inter-subjectively 

                                                        
329 When these conclusive lines are written, the world is facing a great economic crisis on a 
global scale. In this milieu a new expression has arrived in order to describe the position of 
the greatest banks, and their importance for the economy in the United States and globally: 
They are said to be: “too big to fail”. This phrase makes me think of Bofors, and the 
company’s significance for the economy; for the citizens of Karlskoga, Bofors really was too 
big to fail. On a local scale, that is. 
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amongst members of the community.330  In order to create this situation on a 
greater level, involving an abstract—and for the most part anonymous—
imagined community, mass media, both local and non-local, plays a crucial 
part. We should note that neither Ingvar Bratt nor Odd F. Lindberg put 
allegations against "society as a whole" when they brought the sensitive 
documents to the mass media. The allegations were directed against a 
company and a couple of seal-hunters on a vessel. Thus, the entities standing 
accused were specific and concrete organizations, the criticisms were not 
leveled against the more abstract entities, a town and a country represent. 
When we look at the fate of Ingvar Bratt and Odd F. Lindberg, we could say 
that the prospect of creating an enemy of the people also must be fuelled by 
moral indignation from a condemning “world around” against, not only the 
organization, but against the whole community where the organization is 
located. This did not happen in the Leonardo-affair either, which was 
another reason why Paul van Buitenen did not receive scorn from people 
outside the European Commission. 

Another reason why Ingvar Bratt’s case differs from Paul van Buitenen’s 
is that the sensitive information they conveyed differed, they had dissimilar 
qualities. The export of armaments—including illegal export—is in-built in 
the very organization of Bofors, with the top management engaged as a 
driving force. This is also for the benefit of the whole organization, since 
well-filled order books creates returns to the owners and work opportunities 
for the employees. The fraud van Buitenen called attention to was not for the 
benefit of the organization as such, the European Commission, but rather 
only for the benefit of the swindlers. Accordingly, the trust in the European 
institutions might be low, but more importantly, since the disclosure did not 
hit against the core activity of the European Commission, the institution as 
such was not threatened. This is also one explanation why Paul van Buitenen 
tried to address his findings internally on many occasions, before going 
public.331 In other words, this procedure of voicing concern inside the 
organization would be difficult, if not impossible, to employ if the sensitive 
documents contained information that would threat the existence and 
legitimacy of the whole organization. The urban milieu of Brussels also 
lacks the generational link and the inhabitant’s dependency in one industry, 
as we find in Karlskoga.  

From this viewpoint, the seal-hunting affair in Norway is a little bit more 
difficult to explain. I believe that one reason why Lindberg’s reporting of 

                                                        
330 The fear of extinction is also a relative experience; depending on the living conditions of a 
particular group. People living in absolute poverty (the untouchables of India) might not find 
the threat of economic blockade as a threat to the existence of the community, while this 
might be a very profound and tangible feeling for others (given the strong negative responses 
taking place in the cases under study here). 
331 Lindberg on the other hand sent the report to the Ministry of Fisheries and the newspaper 
Bladet Tromsø simultaneously, and journalists and SPAS contacted Bratt, not the other way 
around.  
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transgressions on the West Ice was interpreted as threatening at the Ministry 
of Fisheries was partly due to that seal hunting was an infected issue in the 
1980s. However an even more important explanation would be that the 
Norwegian State subsidized the seal hunting in the 1980s because of 
diminished international demand for seal products, and suddenly a seal 
hunting inspector, Odd F. Lindberg, sent a report to Bladet Tromsø telling 
that a business the Norwegian government supported by giving the seal 
hunting industry several million kroner per season in order to make it 
survive, was a contested and doubtful activity. Society in this context is the 
community who looks upon themselves as a “we”. The “we” is a social 
constellation that changes according to various social contexts. This implies 
that the size of "society" might differ considerably from situation to 
situation. In our cases, the "we" was constructed according to the boundaries 
of Karlskoga in the case of Ingvar Bratt, and in line with the national 
boundaries of Norway in the case of Odd F. Lindberg. The massive negative 
response towards Lindberg and Bratt would probably not have evoked, if not 
the allegations against the seal-hunters and Bofors also were seen as a threat 
against a larger social entity. What this also shows is that for a threat against 
an organization, to be seen as a threat to the society as a whole, it is not 
necessary that the organization plays an important part or hold a prominent 
position, economically or socially, in the society in question. As the example 
Norway shows, it is enough that the business is important in a symbolic and 
cultural sense, like the small, and today economically insignificant, seal-
hunting industry, to have effect. 

In the Attic tragedy, the story always comes to an end with a resolution, 
arousing the audience with pity and fear. From the biographies and the 
stories we have been acquainted with throughout the chapters of this book, 
the final scene before the curtain falls does not stand out very clear. Or does 
it? Tragedy only cuts a slice of history and biography. Ingvar Bratt, Odd F. 
Lindberg, and Paul van Buitenen lived another life before they joined 
Bofors, the vessel and the European Commission; and afterwards they all 
adapted their lives according to the new rules of the game. A couple of years 
after Ingvar Bratt conveyed the Bofors documents to the police and the 
press, he and his family moved to a village forty kilometer outside 
Karlskoga and started to teach classes at a school in a neighboring town. 
Odd F. Lindberg moved to Sweden with his family in 1992, stayed for 
twelve years, then moved back to his community Borge, in Norway (Ny Tid 
02.02.2006). Paul van Buitenen resigned from the European Commission in 
2002, returned to Netherlands and started the political party Europa 
Transparant. Two years later the party won two seats in the European 
Parliament. In July 2009, he decided not to try to be re-elected, and resigned 
from his position. Tragedy as a dramatic sequence in fiction as well as in 
real life is a slice of a definite span of time with a beginning, an interval, and 
an end. However, outside tragedy and outside sociology, life and history are 
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continuously reconstructed according to social patterns defying tragedy, 
without taking notice of academic concerns.  

 
All in all, tragedy comes to an end; life continues. 
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