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21. The practice f parrhēsia and
the transfrmatin f managerial
gvernmentality
Richard Weiskopf

INTRODUCTION

Michel Fucault’s interest was in ‘see[ing] hw men gvern (themselves and thers)
by the prductin f truth’ (Fucault 1991, 79). Peple are gverned and made
gvernable by bjectifying practices f science and pseudscience. They are als
made gvernable by impsing truth bligatins n them and guiding them t tell and
reveal the truth abut themselves. ‘In the West’, Fucault says, the cnfessin has
becme ne f the ‘mst highly valued techniques fr prducing truth’ (Fucault
1981c, 59). These mechanisms have been studied by students f gvernmentality in
a wide variety f fields. In Organizatin Studies, the ‘Fucault Effect’ (Burchell et
al. 1991; Raffnsøe et al. 2019) has challenged existing certainties in several waves.
A first wave f Fucault receptin cnsidered rganizatins primarily as embd-
iments f disciplinary pwer and thus pliticized seemingly neutral techniques f
managing and rganizing; with the receptin f the cncept f gvernmentality
(Fucault 1991, 2008, 2014a) (which began in the early 1990s), practices were
placed in a brader cntext. Authrs such as Paul du Gay, Barbara Twnley and
many thers, have made imprtant cntributins drawing n the seminal wrk f the
‘Lndn gvernmentalists’ (fr example, Miller and Rse 2008). In this interpreta-
tin the fcus has been n the ‘micrtechnlgies t enhance gvernmentality’ and
the ‘disciplinary technlgies which allw the individual t be knwn in depth and
thereby rendered pen t management’ (Twnley 1998, 198–199). In fcusing n
‘managerial gvernmentality’ (McKinlay and Pezet 2017), practices f management
were predminantly interpreted as subjectificatin that binds individuals t an iden-
tity and incrprates the self-directin f individuals in the prductin prcess. In the
analysis f neliberal gvernmentality, the ‘entrepreneurial self’ has been studied as
a mde f subjectivatin that subjugates individuals t the truth-telling (veridictin)
f the market, mediated by multiple techniques f assessment, evaluatin, ranking,
incentivizing, etc. (Bröckling 2015).
Studies f gvernmentality thus have prduced multiple insights n the prcesses

and practices f ‘gvernmentalizatin’, that is, the ‘mvement thrugh which
individuals are subjugated in the reality f a scial practice thrugh mechanisms f
pwer that adhere t a truth’ (Fucault 2003, 266). While regular reference is made t
the ubiquity f resistance in pwer relatins (Knights and Vurdubakis 1994), critique
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as ‘the mvement by which the subject gives himself the right t questin truth n its
effects f pwer and questin pwer n its discurses f truth’ (Fucault 2003, 266)
is rarely seen as an integral part f gvernmentality. In Fucault’s thery, the cncept
f ‘cunter-cnduct’ prvides an empirical and cnceptual supplement t the study
f gvernmentalizatin. With its ‘duble ethical and plitical scpe’, it refers t ‘an
active interventin f individuals and cnstellatins f individuals in the dmain f
ethical and plitical practices and frces that shape us’ (Davidsn 2011, 32; Fucault
2008, 193–216; Glder, this vlume). The cncept includes resistance in the frm
f ‘struggles against the prcesses implemented fr cnducting thers’ but als ‘the
pursuit f a different frm f cnduct’ (Fucault 2008, 201). The ancient cncept
f parrhēsia, interpreted by Fucault as ‘fearless speech’ (2019), ‘free spkenness
(franc parler)’ (2011, 2) r ‘prfessin f truth’ (2010, 188) belngs t this brad
field f cunter-cnduct. With it, Fucault refers t the genealgy f the critical atti-
tude and brings int play a ‘dissensual cncept f truth’ (Seitz 2016) that destabilizes
established practices.
In the cntext f gvernmentality, ‘truth-telling’ can thus play a thrughly

ambivalent rle. It can establish a new frm f truth-bligatin that cntributes t
an intensificatin f pwer relatins and enables ‘gverning by the truth’ (Fucault
2014b), but it can als interrupt established relatins f pwer, and intrduce a ‘crit-
ical pening’ (Butler 2005, 24) that calls the limits f an established regime f truth
int questin. This will be demnstrated in this chapter, especially using the example
f ‘whistleblwing’. In critical rganizatinal studies, this practice has been cncep-
tualized as a manifestatin f parrhēsia in the cntemprary rganizatinal cntext
(see, fr example, Kenny 2019; Vandekerckhve and Langenberg 2012; Weiskpf
and Willmtt 2013; Weiskpf and Tbias-Miersch 2016). By linking ethical and
plitical dimensins, this (emerging) wave f Fucauldian schlarship pens a line
f flight fr explring the cnditins f pssible transfrmatin and cunter-cnduct
within gvernmentality.
Thrughut this chapter, in examining truth-telling and parrhēsia, I will make

reference t tw examples, which I briefly intrduce in the fllwing.

Example 1

On 18 September 2015, the United States Envirnmental Prtectin Agency dis-
clsed Vlkswagen’s (VW) vilatin f The Clean Air Act. Immediately after this
event, the value f VW stck plunged dramatically. While the immediate ecnmic
lsses have been estimated at $16.9 trillin, the lsses that have subsequently resulted
frm wrldwide lawsuits and fines, buy backs and recalls, sales stps, disgruntled
custmers, and lss f trust, g far beynd that, nt tmentin the envirnmental and
health damage (Jung and Sharn 2019).
Apparently, fraudulent activities were knwn t a large number f emplyees and

managers. Der Spiegel reprted abut a ‘vw f silence in engine develpment’ and
abut the engineers’ fear f ‘telling the truth’ t management. In the aftermath f the
scandal, VW prmted ‘transparency, penness, energy and curage’ and appealed



The transformation of managerial governmentality 371

t emplyees t cperate in clearing up the scandal and thus repair the rganiza-
tin’s tattered reputatin. As the Süddeutsche Zeitung reprted, sme emplyees
were even ffered ‘amnesty in exchange fr whistleblwing n [the] emissins
scandal’ (Frmm et al. 2015). A new ‘whistleblwing system (Hinweisgebersystem)’
was installed in 2017, which, accrding t VW’s Head f Cmpliance, is nw ‘even
fairer, mre transparent and faster’ and suitable ‘t highlight illegal cnduct by
members f ur wrkfrce’ (Michels 2021).

Example 2

My name is Ed Snwden, I’m 29 years ld. I wrked fr Bz Alan Hamiltn as an
infra-structure analyst fr NSA in Hawaii … (Snwden 2013)

With these wrds, n 6 June 2013, a 29-year-ld cmputer specialist addressed the
wrld public and presented himself in his first interview as the surce f the biggest
data leak in histry. In cntrast t the VW example, here an emplyee takes the right
t questin practices f the rganizatin and break the silence that surrunds them.
Snwden is nt nly breaking a ‘vw f silence’, but als legal nrms, invking
an ethical and mral bligatin. He explained in a radi bradcast n 12 July 2015
(Philsphy Talk 2015):

When legality and mrality begin t separate, we all have a mral bligatin t d sme-
thing abut that […] When I saw that the wrk I was ding and all my clleagues were
ding [was] being subversive nt nly t ur intentins but cntrary t the public’s intent,
I felt an bligatin t act.

In bth cases it is abut a certain mde f rganizing ‘truth-telling’ (veridictin). In
the first case it is demanded ‘frm abve’, as an ‘bligatry act f speech’ similar
t a cnfessin which ‘under sme imperius cmpulsin, breaks the bnds f
discretin and frgetfulness’ (Fucault 1981c, 62). Emplyees are hailed as lyal
rganizatinal citizens. In the very act f speaking, they are cnstituted as ‘dutiful
infrmers’ and cntribute t the cnslidatin f the truth regime. In the secnd case,
truth-telling cmes frm belw and is ethically mtivated. The speaker cnstitutes
himself as a subject wh assumes a critical relatin t the truth regime and questins
it. The act is nt a confession (that is, an avwal r acknwledgement f a wrngd-
ing r sin) that binds the speaker t an established identity (as citizen and emplyee),
but a profession (that is, a public statement r pen declaratin f a truth) that inter-
rupts established practices, breaks the bnds t established identities and cnstitutes
the speaker as an ethical subject, wh ‘felt an bligatin t act’.

‘WHISTLEBLOWING’

At least since Snwden’s revelatin f the Natinal Security Agency (NSA) mass
surveillance prgrammes in 2013, the term whistleblwing has becme ubiquitus.
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Almst daily new revelatins appear, which are suppsed t bring unacknwledged
‘truth t light’ in the mst diverse areas – in cmmercial rganizatins and financial
services (Kenny 2019) and in state-bureaucracies, public health r natinal security
institutins (Benkler 2014) alike. Think f the ‘Panama Papers’, the revelatins
abut tax havens and financial practices in cnnectin with ‘Lux Leaks’ and the
‘Pandra Papers’, r the revelatins f harmful practices by Frances Haugen,
a frmer Facebk emplyee, t name just a few prminent examples. Organizatins
like Transparency Internatinal prmte whistleblwing as a weapn in the fight
against crruptin. Wikileaks understands whistleblwing as a medium f ‘radical
transparency’ that pens secretive institutins (Birchall 2014). The Economist even
prclaims ‘the age f the whistleblwer’ (2015). Frm an ethnlgical perspective it
is imprtant t ‘determine, hw a mde f veridictin, aWahrsagen, culd appear in
histry and under what cnditins’ (Fucault 2014b, 20). S let us briefly lk at the
cnditins and cntext in which whistleblwing emerged as a mode of veridiction.
Usually, the US cnsumer advcate, Ralph Nader is credited fr inventing the

term ‘whistleblwing’ in 1971. He presented whistleblwing – insiders in big rgan-
izatins and bureaucracies ging public with their knwledge f malpractices – as
a frm f resistance and demcratic interventin, that is grunded ‘in the right t
infrmatin’ and ‘the citizen’s right t participate in imprtant decisins’ (Nader
1972, 7). Nader was cncerned abut ‘pwerful rganizatins’ that ‘penetrate
deeper and deeper int the lives f peple’ (ibid.). A general decline f authrity,
the prblematizatin f the virtues f the ‘rganizatin man’, but als an verall
negative image f whistleblwers as ‘snitches’, ‘rats’, ‘traitrs’, and a relative lack
f whistleblwer regulatin and prtectin characterized the US cntext in the early
1970s (Olesen 2022). Since then, the situatin has changed in many respects. An
increasing institutinalizatin and prliferating regulatins shape the speaking ut f
the whistleblwer, bth in legal terms and in terms f rganizatinal plicies (cf. fr
instance, Vandekerckhve 2022). On the ther hand, in the cntext f cntemprary
‘surveillance capitalism’ (Zubff 2019), Nader’s cncern with invasive rganizatins
that ‘penetrate’ the lives f peple has becme even mre pressing (see Aradau, this
vlume). Paradxically, the emerging digital infrastructures that affrd intensified
surveillance als make the leaking f large amunts f infrmatin much easier,
as nt nly Snwden’s revelatins illustrate, but als the expsures f Cambridge
Analytica’s practices by ‘data war whistleblwer’ Christpher Wylie (Cadwalladr
2018; Wylie 2019).

THE AMBIVALENCE OF WHISTLEBLOWING

Whistleblwing is ambivalent. Fr sme it is a remedy in the fight against crruptin
and crprate wrngding, fr thers a pisn that disintegrates sciety and erdes
trust in institutins. Fr sme, whistleblwers are critics in the service f the public
interest: mral heres, ‘Bravehearts’ (Hertsgaard 2016) r ‘ethical dissenters’.
Fr thers, whistleblwers are ‘denuncers’, ‘snitches’ r irrespnsible ‘traitrs’,
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r simply trublemakers wh create disunity and cnflict. Such attributins and
identities are by n means stable. They change depending n the (cultural r plit-
ical) cntext. Daniel Ellsberg,1 fr example, leaker f the Pentagon Papers t the
Washington Post in 1971, and ‘gdfather f mdern whistleblwing’ transfrmed
frm the ‘mst dangerus man in America’ (vanden Heuvel 2019), threatened with
115 years in prisn, t the winner f the Right Livelihd Award fr his ‘truth-telling
prject’ (Ellsberg 2006). Snwden, t, still vacillates tday between varius peace
prizes and awards and the threat f severe punishment, including the death penalty.
Representatins and discursive framing in the media variusly make him a ‘her’ r a
‘traitr’ (Wahl-Jrgensen and Bennett 2017). Whistleblwing is a pharmakon – bth
a remedy and pisn at the same time. It ‘shcks and fascinates because its singular-
ity is “ut f jint” with the smth functining f rutine actins, the expectatins,
and mdus perandi reprducing scial (and rganizatinal) relatins’ (Cntu
2014, 2). It is precisely this undecidability that makes it s cntrversial. Prminent
whistleblwers – such as afrementined Daniel Ellsberg – reject the term ‘whistle-
blwer’ and prefer t call themselves ‘truth-tellers’, wh by ‘revealing wrngly kept
secrets, can have a surprisingly strng, unfreseeable pwer t help end a wrng and
save lives’ (Ellsberg 2003, xiv). In ding s, they inscribe themselves in a traditin f
Enlightenment and a critique f authrity and traditinal institutins.

PARRHĒSIA AND THE SEIZURE OF WORDS

In the traditin f questining traditinal authrities – which predates the
Enlightenment – stands the practice f parrhēsia, a curageus and risky speech,
that ‘dares’ t speak an unacknwledged truth and thereby intervenes (Flkers
2015). As a ‘mdality f truth-telling’ (Fucault 2011, 15–30), it differs frm the
technical mdality f the expert r teacher (wh has techne and cnslidates a bnd
f traditin), the sage (wh speaks reticently abut the wrld in general), and the
prphet (wh des nt speak in their wn name, but takes an intermediary psitin
and transmits a truth, that cmes frm elsewhere, such as the wrd f Gd). The
parrhēsiast speaks in their own name, refers to singular situations, and risks provok-
ing r even causing vilence by speaking the truth. Parrhēsia is als distinguished
frm rhetric (which seeks t persuade and t influence the thughts and pinins
f thers) and frm flattery (which cnfirms the interlcutr in their vanity and
self-image, cnceals true intentins, and is guided, fr example, by calculatins f
utility r persnal career aspiratins). In cntrast parrhēsia means the direct, blunt
utterance of truth. The parrhēsiastic speaker takes the right t speak and intervenes,
even if s/he is neither asked nr in a legitimate psitin t speak. The exemplary
scene r ‘limit-situatin’ is the ‘the parrhesiast wh stands up, speaks, tells the truth
t a tyrant, and risks his life’ (Fucault 2010, 61).
In a pejrative sense, parrhēsia can simply mean saying anything that cmes t

mind, r serves the interest f the speaking persn. The negative versin is akin t
what Frankfurt (2005) has described in the mdern cntext as ‘bullshit’, an empty
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talk, where the speaker has ‘an pinin’ abut everything and feels cmpelled r enti-
tled t vice it even thugh there is a lack f knwledge r understanding abut an
issue. In ‘bullshitting’ the speaker’s relatin t truth is cut ff. By cntrast, parrhēsia
is linked t the ‘care fr the truth’. ‘What is at stake is the relatin f the self t truth
or, I should say, to certain rational principles’ (Foucault 2019, 246). The parrhēsiast
nt nly speaks ‘withut cncealment, reserve, empty manner f speech’ (Fucault
2011, 10), s/he als speaks in their wn name and thereby ‘binds himself t the
truth spken’ (Fucault 2011, 11). There is always a risk assciated with parrhēsia:
minimally, it puts the relatinship that makes it pssible at risk. In extreme cases the
parrhēsiast risks his or her life. Parrhēsia is thus ‘truth subject t the risk f vilence’
(ibid.).
Parrhēsia is a frm f criticism that cmes frm belw, that is, frm the weaker

psitin. The fllwing qutatin summarizes its central features:

[Parrhēsia] is a verbal activity in which the subject expresses his persnal relatinship t
truth and risks his life because he recgnizes that telling the truth is his wn duty, s as
t imprve r help ther peple. In parrhēsia, the speaker uses his freedm and chses
truth instead f lies, death instead f life and security, criticism instead f flattery, and duty
instead f interest and selfishness. (Fucault 2019, 46; see als Fucault 2010, 66)

Parrhēsia is relatinal. It invlves speaker and listener and is shaped by the cntext
in which it emerges. It expresses nt nly the freedm f the speaking subject, but
als the freedm f the listener t hear and accept being tld the truth (Catlaw et al.
2014). It is ‘the curage f truth’ in a duble sense:

parrhēsia is the curage f truth in the persn wh speaks and wh, regardless f
everything, takes the risk f telling the whle truth that he thinks, but it is als the inter-
lcutr’s curage in agreeing t accept the hurtful truth that he hears. (Fucault 2011, 13)

These are two sides of the ‘parrhēsiastic game’. This is not to be confused with
mdels f ‘cmmunicatin free f dminatin’ r an ‘ideal speech situatin’
(Habermas 1984), which have been frmulated as the nrmative ideal f delibera-
tive demcracy. Unlike such mdels, freedm in the cntext f parrhēsia des nt
refer t the absence f internal and external cnstraints and limitatins. It is als
nt a matter f the ‘equal distributin f the right t speak’ (which is isegoria), but
dentes a surplus r excess that ges beynd any regulatin (Fucault 2010, 188–9).
Similarly, parrhēsia des nt aim at establishing cnsensus by exchanging ratinal
arguments r raising seemingly neutral truth-claims, but rather intrduces the differ-
ence f truth-telling int the debate. It is a critical practice that generates dissensus,
disrupts existing rders and cnventins and pens a space f cntestatin (Seitz
2016). Parrhēsia is at nce a plitical, an ethical, and an epistemlgical cncept. It
is plitical as it refers t existing institutins and nrmative rders and reveals their
cntingency; it is ethical in the sense that it cncerns transfrmatin f self-relatins
and mdes f being. Finally, it is epistemlgical in that it refers t existing frms f
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knwledge and their mdes f veridictin and questins truth claims. Parrhēsia can
take many different frms and it ccurs in different cntexts.

MODERN ORGANIZATION AND THE EXPULSION OF
PARRHĒSIA

Where there is bedience there cannt be parrhēsia. (Fucault 2011, 336)

Mdern rganizatins are nt privileged places f parrhēsia. On the cntrary, ne
can almst call them scial inventins fr the avidance r expulsin f parrhēsia.
Wh can say what, when and in which frm – r als, wh has nthing t say – is
regulated by a multitude f mechanisms. In his inaugural lecture at the Cllège de
France, Fucault hypthesized ‘that in every sciety the prductin f discurse
is at nce cntrlled, selected, rganized and redistributed by a certain number f
prcedures whse rle is t ward ff its pwers and dangers, t gain mastery f its
chance events, t evade its pnderus, frmidable materiality’ (Fucault 1981a, 52).
Organizatin thery has always emphasized this aspect and declared the regulatin
and restrictin f cmmunicatin t be a defining characteristic and functinal
necessity. In classical bureaucracy MaxWeber argued that withut the civil servant’s
‘mral discipline and self-denial’ that enables him ‘t execute cnscientiusly the
rder f superir authrities, exactly as if the rder agreed with his cnvictin … the
whle apparatus wuld fall t pieces’ (Weber 1991, 95). Frmality is still seen as the
‘law f rganizatin’ (du Gay and Vikkelsø 2017) that sets limits t cmmunicatin
flws and defines legitimate and illegitimate frms f exchange.
In additin, a variety f infrmal mechanisms cntribute t disciplining and nr-

malizing speech and actin, s that speaking ut in the sense f parrhēsia is expelled
and the mral-ethical cmmitment that mtivates it is dampened. Nt nly repressin
is at wrk here, but als prductive pwer, as well as psitive and seductive mech-
anisms that reward and incentivize rganizatinally cmpliant behaviur, making
resistant speech unlikely.
In the fllwing, cnsider a few f the rganizatinal mechanisms that lead t the

‘expulsin’ f parrhēsia.

The Production of (Moral) Indifference and ‘Organized Thoughtlessness’

Hierarchical structuring and authrity, in cmbinatin with bjectificatins and clas-
sificatins, cntribute t the emergence f an ‘rganized thughtlessness’ (Alfrd
2001). Quantificatin, dataficatin and numerical representatin f peple create
abstractins that wrk as a mral narctic, effectuating mral apathy and indiffer-
ence. Paradxically, rganizatinal situatins that frce peple t speak and cntrib-
ute – in cmplex situatins in which they lack knwledge – create a breeding grund
fr ‘bullshit talk’. In such cntexts, a ‘nisy ignrance’ (Spicer 2020, 9) prevents
parrhēsia r replaces it by ‘empty talk’.
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Discipline and Productive Subjects

Perfrmance measurement, rankings, individualizing cmpetitin, incentive systems
and s n, act as prductive pwer with subjectifying effects. Related rganizatinal
discurses, practices and technlgies suggest an rientatin twards (egistic)
utility calculatins and tend t exclude questins f mral duty r frame them as
‘irratinal.’ ‘Strng crprate culture’ and esprit de corps – such as thse created by
hmgenizing recruiting practices, and lng-term membership, r family metaphrs
– can lead t the exclusin and marginalizatin f dissenters. They help establishing
lyalty as a nrm that makes it difficult r impssible fr rganizatinal members t
speak ‘truths’ that cntradict lyalty demands. The persn wh disturbs ‘business as
usual’, prvking cnflict r crisis, easily becmes a scapegat t be sacrificed and
put t flight in rder t vercme scial ‘deadlcks’, restre harmny and affirm the
‘purity f “us”’ (Lk and Willmtt 2014, 221).

Identification and Subjectification/Subjugation

Organizatinal identificatin limits the ability and willingness t articulate criticism
in the face f perceived wrngding. Ellsberg (2010), fr example, reflects n such
mechanisms in the cntext f natinal security whistleblwing. In his experience, it
is nt nly cntractual bligatins (like nn-disclsure agreements) as well as the
(justified) fear f scial islatin (like demtin and exclusin) that prevent members
frm breaking the rganizatinal ‘cde f omertà’ (783) but als the prmise f psi-
tive career develpment and the granting f a ‘valued identity’ that becmes a ‘surce
f ne’s pride and self-respect’ (774). Such mechanisms f a ‘gvernmentality f
desired identities’ were als discvered by Mnesirust and Brwn (2021) in their
study f the VW headquarters in Wlfsburg where they fund ‘mst peple desiring
a VW identity, speaking enthusiastically and supprtively abut the cmpany’ (520).
Accrding t their analysis, this prduced ‘a (disciplinary) apparatus that functined
seemingly smthly, in which discntents were rarely viced’ (522). Similar mech-
anisms were bserved by Kenny (2018, 2019) in her whistleblwing study in the
financial services sectr, where a ‘cmplex matrix f cntrl perated … dictating
what culd and what culd nt be spken abut’ (Kenny 2018, 19). With reference t
Butler, Kenny speaks f ‘pwerful nrms f censrship’ that create a ‘wall f silence’
arund miscnduct r wrngful practices and turn thse wh break thrugh it int
‘impssible thers’ wh are denied recgnitin as subjects f the rganizatin and
regularly experience exclusin and vilence as a cnsequence (ibid.).

The Inscription of Economic Discourse in Organizational Practices

This leads nt nly t a crwding ut f mral rientatins, but als t a crwding ut
f the ability and willingness t speak ut in terms f parrhēsia. In public rganiza-
tins, this can mean weakening the eths f civil servants (du Gay 2000). The (par-
rhēsiastic) idea of the civil servant as a companion and adviser who critically reflects
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n the gvernment’s actins (in terms f the cmmn gd) is replaced by the idea
f the expert ensuring efficient implementatin and enfrcement f the gvernment’s
will (Barratt 2019). Similarly, reframing scial and rganizatinal relatinships in
neliberal categries f human capital thery and -management tends t erde t the
space in which the veridictin f the market can be critically questined.
Putting all this tgether, a bundle f factrs emerges that intersect, reinfrce r

compensate each other, effectuating a ‘rarefaction’ (Foucault 1981a) of parrhēsias-
tic truth-telling. The ‘vw f silence’ that made headlines at VW may nt even be
a peculiarity f VW, but rather a general tendency f mdern rganizatins, r at
least a dispsitin inscribed in the mechanisms f mdern rganizatin and rgan-
izing (Mrrisn and Millken 2000). Hwever, this is nt a cmpletely determined
prcess, as the Snwden example shws.

THE RETURN OF PARRHĒSIA IN THE SOCIETY OF
CONTROL

Snwden’s truth-telling shws that even in relatively strictly regulated rganiza-
tins there is rm fr cunter-cnduct r fr ethical actin and decisin-making.
‘Natinal security whistle-blwing’ (Ellsberg 2010), f curse, fllws its wn rules
and cannt be understd independently f security discurse, institutinal and legal
framewrks and ecnmic develpments (see, fr instance, Bauman et al. 2014).
Nevertheless, the NSA represents an extreme case. If Mnesirust and Brwn (2021)
describe VW as a ‘disciplinary apparatus’ that makes the rganizatin a ‘clsed
hierarchical universe’, it is plausible t assume that this assessment is even mre apt
t the NSA as an rganizatin at the heart f the surveillance apparatus. A variety
f mechanisms regulate the behaviur f emplyees at all levels t ensure that the
rganizatin is prtected frm external intrusin. Greenwald (2014) has described
the NSA as ‘ne f the mst secretive agencies’ (56) r a panptic regime ‘with n
accuntability r transparency’ (389). At the same time, the rganizatin cannt be
understd (like the classical panpticn) as a (clsed) entity. As an fficially public
agency, the NSA has innumerable partnerships with private sectr cmpanies. Many
f the NSA’s cre functins are utsurced t cntractrs (Shrrck 2008). Members
f a wide variety f rganizatins ften wrk under ne umbrella (frmally assigned
t NSA), while many f NSA’s staff are widely dispersed and technlgically
netwrked acrss brders. The emerging rganizatinal cmplex is a cntingent
stabilizatin f a multiplicity f practices and technlgies.
Snwden’s truth-telling illustrates the ‘ethics f truth-telling as an actin which is

risky and free’ (Fucault 2010, 66) in the cntext f a cntrl sciety. Specifically,
this means that:

● Snwden speaks in his wn name and publicly prfesses (his) truth (‘My name is
Edward Snwden …’), thereby binding himself t the truth spken.

● He takes a high risk with full knwledge and awareness.



378 Handbook on governmentality

● He expses himself and becmes vulnerable and attackable.
● He claims respnsibility and can be held accuntable.
● He understands the criticism as that which will help t imprve the situatin (‘the
public shuld decide’).

● He speaks and acts ut f mral duty rather than self-interest.

Frm a gvernmentality perspective, the case is als interesting because it brings t
light a fundamental paradx: with the help f ‘fluid’ (Bauman and Lyn 2013) sur-
veillance practices and technlgies, rganizatins intensify the cntrl f their inter-
nal envirnment (emplyees at all levels), and simultaneusly expand the cntrl
f flws f cmmunicatin and infrmatin and the circulatin f peple in wider
ecnmic and plitical cntexts. This ‘gvernmentalizatin f visibility’ reveals
an intensificatin and extensificatin f rganizatinal pwer (Weiskpf 2021),
prducing a surveillant apparatus that ges far beynd the traditinal panpticn.
It seemingly clses ff spaces f pssibility t an unprecedented degree, giving rise
t a ‘wrld f n escape’ (Zubff 2019). At the same time, hwever, the emerging
rganizatinal cmplex is vulnerable t disruptins and internal and external criti-
cism. Organizatins are increasingly dependent n experts and ‘knwledge wrkers’
(like Snwden) wh, thrugh their activities, gain insights int cntexts that may (as
in Snwden’s case) cntradict their persnal r prfessinal value standards; wh, by
virtue f their prfessinal expertise (like Snwden), are able tmake ‘tactical rever-
sals’ (Fucault 1981c, 157) f technlgies, and wh (like Snwden), as emplyees
f external cntractrs, are less likely t be scialized int ‘lyal rganizatinal w/
men’ than lng-term emplyees wh perhaps mre fully internalize the ‘cde f
omertà’ as an rganizatinal nrm (Ellsberg 2010). All this makes cracks, fissures
and lines f flight appear in the rganizatinal regime f truth.
The example also shows that parrhēsiastic truth-telling (today) is not only an

individual act, but cllective prcess. As such, it nt nly depends n ‘risky interac-
tins with thers’ (Cntu 2014) but – particularly in mass-mediated scieties – als
‘requires all manner f prps, mediatrs, technlgical prsthetics, and scial
cnnectins’ (Walters 2014, 293). The (necessary) invlvement f jurnalists and
media rganizatins illustrates hw truth-telling depends n the supprt f and
cllabratin with varius thers. Nt nly des the effectiveness f truth-telling t
a wider audience rely n media channels, equally imprtant is the pwer f media t
frame and shape the perceptin f the speaker. Snwden was well aware f this. His
dramatizatin and self-presentatin as a credible and ethically mtivated truth-teller
therefre was carefully staged and rchestrated, as particularly his appearance in the
first vide-interview (cnducted by Glenn Greenwald, prfessinally arranged by
artist and filmmaker Laura Pitras and published nline by The Guardian) shws
(Snwden, 2013). While Fucault stresses the plain-spken nature f parrhēsia, as
if wrds themselves are impact enugh, we see hw in these cntemprary situa-
tins there is cncern abut hw best t stylize revelatins and hw t dramatize
truth-telling – all necessary t win eyes and clicks within the crwded ‘attentin
ecnmy’ as well as credibility in the battle fr recgnitin. As Vandeckerkhve
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and Langenberg (2012) put it, critique might travel along a ‘parrhēsiastic chain’.
The Snowden case illustrates that the ‘parrhēsiastic chain’ is not limited to persons
in rganizatinal psitins and that critique might nt nly have t travel upwards,
but als alng transversal lines, building cnnectins that g beynd specific
rganizatins and rganizatinal psitins. Snwden’s whistleblwing as well as
Greenwald’s ‘aggressive reprting’, which was determined t wrk against institu-
tinal barriers and t prvke ‘anger and shame’ (Greenwald 2014, 539), and Pitras’
‘truble-making’ artistic-jurnalistic apprach t dcumentary film (Danchev, 2015)
– these are parrhēsiastic activities in their own right, yet they are not isolated or inde-
pendent frm each ther. Ging beynd single truth-tellers, ne culd speak f the
formation of what I would call a ‘parrhēsiastic assemblage’. An assemblage is a more
r less lse netwrk f actrs, materials, tls, and s n; ‘a multiplicity which
is made up f many hetergeneus terms and which establishes liaisns, relatins
between them, acrss ages, sexes and reigns’ (Deleuze and Parnet 1987, 52). Here,
it is nt frmal psitins r memberships that matter, but ‘alliances, allys; these
are nt successins, lines f descent, but cntagins, epidemics, the wind’ (ibid.).
The parrhēsiastic assemblage that Snowden formed together with others, consti-
tutes a lse and fluid netwrk characterized by a lw degree f ‘rganizatinality’
(Dbusch and Schenebrn 2015). In Greenwald’s wrds, Snwden’s act ‘gave rise
t an idelgically divers, trans-partisan calitin pushing fr meaningful refrm
f the surveillance state’ (Greenwald 2014, 577). It exemplifies a specific mde
f rganizing that is ppsed t the dispsitifs f pwer, driven nt by a unifying
strategic gal but by a cmmn desire. This mde is less a practice f definitin
and determinatin, but mre an ‘art f rganizing encunters’ (Hardt 2002, 110). In
a parrhēsiastic assemblage truth-telling is by no means exclusively a ‘verbal activity’
(as Fucault’s riginal definitin suggests). Rather, a wide variety f media – sund,
image, film, public speech, scial media, digital media, and s n – can becme
(expressive) media and part f assemblages f enunciatin. The c-functining f
all these elements makes the multiplicity pwerful and truth-telling a ptentially
transfrmative frce that mdifies public perceptin and generates new alliances and
mvements f cunter-cnduct that challenge the status qu (Kenny and Bushnell
2020). In Greenwald’s wrds, Snwden’s truth-telling

triggered the first glbal debate abut the value f privacy in the digital age and prmpted
challenges t America’s hegemnic cntrl ver the Internet. It changed the way peple
arund the wrld viewed reliability n any statements made by US fficials and trans-
frmed relatins between cuntries. It radically altered views abut the prper rle f
jurnalism in relatin t gvernment pwer. (Greenwald 2014, 577)
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THE CHALLENGE OF PARRHĒSIA FOR ORGANIZATION
AND MANAGEMENT

Public and Private Use of Reason

Accrding tKant (1983 [1784]) we make a public use f reasn, when we take a uni-
versal standpint and ‘address urselves as ratinal subjects t the ttality f ratinal
beings’. In turn, Kant speaks f ‘private use’ when we act as functinaries, members
f an rganizatin, institutin, r plitical bdy, and s are ‘part f a machine’ (Kant
1983 [1784]; see also Foucault 2008, 55–58). The whistleblower-as-parrhēsiast
makes a ‘public use f reasn’ within the rganizatin, breaking a private rganiza-
tinal lgic. He r she acts nt (nly) as a functinary, but as a subject wh reflects
and enacts a critical attitude in relatin t practices f the rganizatin. By addressing
the ‘public’, he r she intervenes and thereby nt nly reminds the rganizatin that
it is part f a larger wrld (Alfrd 2001), but als pens – especially in ‘external
whistleblwing’ – a space f cntestatin that puts the limits f the established
truth-regime int questin and disrupts it frm the utside. He r she thus embdies
a dissent-riented ethics that manifests itself in practices f prblematizing and dis-
turbing rganizatinal svereignty and clsure (Andrade 2015; Rhdes 2020, 102).

Repressing Public Use of Reason: Production of Ghosts

Organizatinal mechanisms preventing the public use f reasn prduce the whistle-
blwer as a ghst that haunts the rganizatin. Ghsts – accrding t Derrida (1994)
– d nt adhere t prtcl and rules but find their wn ways and are always gd
fr surprises.
Snwden is a prime example: n many instances he referred t the public interest.

He emphasized that he was nt cncerned with ‘destrying’ the rganizatin, but
rather with reminding it f the principles f the Cnstitutin and its public missin.
At the same time, he was cnvinced that ‘in rganizatins like the NSA … prper
channels can nly becme a trap t catch the heretics and disfavurables’ (Snwden
2019, 235). Thus, he did nt submit t frmal rules and guidelines (which he dis-
trusts), but brke the law instead. He spke ut in his wn way and vilated the rules
f legitimate speech. Like s many whistleblwers, he had t pay a high price fr
manifesting himself as a truth-teller. Butler (2005) ntes hw such manifestatin is
linked t the cnditin f destrying material existence and a ‘disappearing’ f the
‘real bdy’ (114). Snwden quite literally had t disappear as a ‘real bdy’. In the
prcess, he nt nly lst his membership in the rganizatin and the privileges ass-
ciated with it, but als his rights as a citizen. He evaded prsecutin and refused t
accept punishment and taking his respnsibilities in relatin t the law. In the eyes f
the representatives f rder, this disappearance makes him a ‘cward traitr’ (rather
than a whistleblwer deserving prtectin). Fr Scheuerman (2014), n the ther
hand, it is an ‘act f civil disbedience’ justified by the fact that under the Espinage
Act Snwden cannt expect a fair trial wrthy f the name ‘rule f law’ in the United
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States. De Lagasnerie (2017) ges further, arguing that Snwden’s ‘practice f flight’
embdies a new mde f plitical subjectificatin in which Snwden ‘made himself
a plitical subject wh exercises the right f seditin’ (88). But while Snwden n
the ne hand ‘disappears’ and eludes, at the same time he enters the public sphere,
claims respnsibility fr his deeds, and establishes himself as a quasi-public figure.
As such, he des nt appear in a curtrm t defend r justify himself, nr des

he assume a pre-cnstructed rle n the fficial plitical stage t challenge gvern-
ment plicies. Rather, he makes new cnnectins and challenges the system frm the
utside (in the meantime he has a permanent residency in Russia); but at the same
time, he has a ghstly presence n the inside. Snwden regularly appears (virtually) in
talk shws, award ceremnies, dcumentaries, and ther public events. He speaks ut
in internatinal media – as mst recently in cnnectin with the Pegasus surveillance
sftware scandal – and plays an active rle in critical rganizatins, including his
rle as President f the Freedm f Press Fundatin (Freedm f Press Fundatin
2021). He circulates, as it were, as a spectre r ghst that dis/appears in unexpected
places and at unexpected times, challenging the system by questining it and keeping
the public debate ging. This is perfectly illustrated by Snwden’s absent presence
at a TED talk in 2014 where he appeared n stage as ‘Snwbt’. His presence was
mediated by a ‘telepresence rbt’, described in The Guardian as ‘the wrld’s creep-
iest machine, which allws yu t make vide calls t a screen n wheels that yu
cntrl remtely. Thus yur face can rll arund an ffice n the ther side f the
wrld, attend meetings, sneak up n lazy peple, etc.’ (The Guardian 2016).
The case f VW is different: the spectres appear in the frm f billins in lsses,

lawsuits and calls fr reparatin. VW’s ‘deep fall’ mentined in the intrductin,
certainly cannt be attributed slely t expulsin f parrhēsia. But in the cmplex
set f factrs that cnditined it, the dispsitive f silence plays an imprtant rle.
Precisely because it was impssible t speak the truth (due t perfrmance pressure,
hierarchy, unrealistic targets, reward systems, and s n), the incnvenient truth (that
excessive perfrmance targets cannt be achieved withut cheating) did nt becme
a subject f discussin. In the regime f ‘faster, higher, farther’ (Ewing 2017), it was
cncealed, glssed ver, withheld, r cvered up. Gaim et al. (2021) summarize what
a number f bservers fund: the cnstant pressure n lwer and middle management
t deliver results created an envirnment in which tacit acceptance f illegal r dam-
aging practices was encuraged. Additinally, ‘the leadership in VW ruled by fear
and intimidatin f thse belw them thrugh a gvernance structure that insulated
VW frm external vices and pressures’ (Gaim et al. 2021, 958).
One culd say that cnditins were created in which flattery and rhetric tk

the place f parrhēsia. Instead f cnfrnting the CEO (and his lyal executives)
with the misperceptin, the flattering servants f the master reinfrced the (false)
self-image f the svereign and knwledgeable steersman. Instead f speaking
plainly and pinting ut cntradictins, marketing strategies pursued the rhetric f
‘clean diesel’ t cnvince custmers and sharehlders that ‘fast, cheap and green’ is
legally pssible. In ther wrds, instead f stating the impssibility, the illusin f
pssibility is sld.
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Whistleblwing systems, such as the ‘Hinweisgebersystem’ installed by VW in
2017, fr ‘highlight(ing) illegal cnduct by members f ur wrkfrce’ (Michels
2021) appear as ne cmpnent f an rganizatinal immune system designed t
ward ff harm and claims frm the rganizatin and t secure its ‘crprate sv-
ereignty’ (Rhdes 2020). Whistleblwing htlines fr example are ‘an attempt t
establish a frm f infrastructure that regulates the circulatin f ptentially damag-
ing infrmatin abut the rganizatin’ (du Plessis 2020, 11). By gvernmentalizing
truth-telling, it is put int scially r rganizatinally acceptable frms. Legitimate
frms f speaking are fixed and cdified, and pssible cntent is (pre)arranged
and standardized. One culd say that thrugh these systems a free circulatin f
statements and testimnies is warded ff and the ghsts/spectres f ptentially
damaging infrmatin flws are (suppsed t be) scared away. The regulatin f
whistleblwing becmes a frm f ‘risk management’ (Tsahuridu 2011). As such it
seeks t establish a security mechanism, ‘which practively facilitates and circulates
the internal flw f ptentially damaging infrmatin abut the rganizatin in ways
that reduce risk fr the rganizatin – particularly f this infrmatin reaching the
public dmain’ (du Plessis, 2020, 11). It is thus integrated int a gvernmentality that
aims t ensure the ‘cntrlled circulatin’ (Fucault 2008) f statements, t separate
‘gd’ frm ‘bad’ circulatin. Thus, it is nt simply abut suppressing – stpping
truth-telling r disciplining individual whistleblwers – but abut channelling speech
and feeding it int rganizatinal prductive circuits, in ‘such a way that the inherent
dangers f this circulatin are cancelled ut’ (Fucault 2008, 65). This frm f gv-
ernmentalizatin f truth-telling includes the strategy f encuraging ‘Hinweisgeber’
(hint- r tip-givers) via incentives and appealing t emplyees as ‘gd rganiza-
tinal citizens’ helping manage crises. As ‘Hinweisgeber’ they are suppsed t be
vigilant and becme ‘dutiful infrmers’ cntributing t ‘rganizatinal betterment’
in terms f efficiency, prblem slving r quality (Cntu 2014, 7).
The example raises many questins cncerning hw parrhēsia can becme

an ‘element within an institutinal structure’ (Fucault 2014b, 28). Namely,
can the curage r energy that is the precnditin fr truth-telling be rganized
(Vandekerkhve and Langenberg 2012)? Can truth-telling be rdered r incentiv-
ized? Can it be defined and mrally prescribed s that emplyees becme ‘dutiful
infrmers’? In shrt, can truth-telling be institutinalized and transfrmed int
a management r gvernment technlgy? Such questins are discussed intensively
in current whistleblwing research, but mstly within a functinalist framewrk and
withut fully grasping the scpe f parrhēsia. Indeed, this cncept radically breaks
with this frame and leads way beynd that. It entails a new image r understanding
f the ‘pen rganizatin’.
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OPEN(ING) ORGANIZATION AND THE
TRANSFORMATION OF MANAGERIAL
GOVERNMENTALITY

An ‘pen rganizatin’ is an xymrn, since every rganizatin cmes int being
thrugh clsure. It is created by the inclusin f certain things and the exclusin
f thers. Luhmann (2000) pints ut that rganizatins are cnstantly engaged
in (re)defining and maintaining their bundaries t the envirnment. They cunter
‘extensive and intensive transgressins’ thrugh ‘peratinal clsures’ and install
‘safety nets’ t prevent their wn decnstructin (Luhmann 2000, 79). Prtecting
autpiesis and clsed self-reprductin requires an ‘immune system’, enabling
them t determine bundaries and cnditins fr success n the basis f the system’s
wn cdes, and at the same time t prtect themselves against ‘freign’, r ‘external’,
claims, nrms, values, and s n (Lemke 2000, 408).
With parrhēsia, Fucault brings an element f therness int play that cannt

be fully incrprated, regulated, and gvernmentalized (thus preventing ‘clsed
self-reprductin’). Fr, what characterizes it ‘is precisely that, apart frm status and
anything that could codify and define the situation, the parrhēsiast is someone who
emphasizes his wn freedm as an individual speaking’ (Fucault 2010, 65). In this
sense, parrhēsia pints t an penness f rganizatin that results frm an excess f
therness within all rule-gverned practices. It des nt nly ccasinally – when
curageus persns seize the wrd – disrupt practices but destabilizes the nrmative
matrix that regulates behaviur as an immanent prvcatin, a disrganizing frce
that supplements the prcess f rganizatin. In this sense it represents a ‘surplus
energy that can smetimes verflw gvernmentality and unsettle, hwever briefly,
a given state f affairs’ (Walters 2014, 298).
In a secnd sense, parrhēsia pints t prcedures that pen rganizatins t

internal and external criticism. Practices that enable and frce the rganizatin t
listen t critical vices and respnd t the ‘call f the ther’ (Butler 2005; Catlaw
et al. 2014), alng with prcedures that allw r even encurage the articulatin
f dissent, are cmplementary practices at the heart f pen rganizatin, creating
a generative space in which differences can cme int prductive exchange. In
cntrast t nrmative ideals f vercming difference and cnflict and frmulating
rganizing principles in a cllective, cnsensual vice, Fucault pints t a dynamic
interplay f frces in agnistic relatins. With the ntin f ‘agnism’ he refers t
a struggle between frces, in which mves are nt predetermined; rather they are ‘at
the same time reciprcal incitatin and struggle; less f a face-t-face cnfrntatin
which paralyzes bth sides than a permanent prvcatin’ (Fucault 1981b, 222).
While Fucault did nt fully develp it, I suggest that the agnistic character f the
‘parrhēsiastic game’ (Foucault 2011, 12–13; Foucault 2010, 156) and the idea of the
‘parrhēsiastic pact’, which both binds the speaker to the truth spoken (Foucault 2010,
64–5) and the listener t his r her prmise f accepting being tld an even unpleas-
ant truth, pint t an ‘ethics f penness t the ther’ (Falzn, 1998) that ptentially
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allws a prductive exchange f differences. This is the fundamental rganizing
principle f an pen rganizatin in this sense:

Thus, the true game f parrhēsia will be established n the basis f this kind f pact
which means that if the parrhēsiast demonstrates his courage by telling the truth despite
and regardless f everything, the persn t whm this parrhēsia is addressed will have t
demnstrate his greatness f sul by accepting being tld the truth. (Fucault 2011, 12–13)

Parrhēsia is nt a management tl, it rather dentes a ‘critical attitude’ tward
established truths and practices, including the will ‘nt t be gverned like that
and at that cst’ (Fucault 2003, 265). Disruptive truth-telling makes taken fr
granted practices ‘prblematic’ and inhabits the ptential f pening up pssible
ther wrlds and inspiring activities twards different frms f cnduct and mdes
f rganizing scial relatins (cf. Dey and Masn 2018). The transfrmatin f
(managerial) gvernmentality is cntingent n questioning established truths by
interrgating discursive practices and mdes f veridictin which cnstitute certain
frms f knwledge; disrupting the nrmative matrix f behaviur by expsing the
pwer-effects f specific prcedures f (managerial) gvernmentality; as well as n
critical reflectin f prescribed mdes f being and experimenting with practices f
the self. Thus, parrhēsia is ‘situated at the meeting pint f the bligatin t speak
the truth, prcedures and techniques f gvernmentality, and the cnstitutin f the
relatinship t self’ (Fucault 2010, 45).
Ultimately, I prpse, the challenge f parrhēsia is t reclaim an ethical-plitical

space f cntestatin and pssible transfrmatin within the rganizatinal cmplex
as a cntingent stabilizatin f practices and technlgies that have been invented fr
gverning the cnduct f peple in diverse ‘labratries f gvernment’ (Miller and
Rse 2008). Organizing is nt a linear prcess f impsing rder n an inherently
undecidable wrld by using varius technlgies f management (as early wrk n
managerial gvernmentality had it), but a cmplex prcess in which practices and
technlgies f managing and gverning cnduct are used, adapted, questined and
mdified in the prcess enacting them. Since rganizatin – as a reflexive prcess f
rdering ur relatins t self and thers – is intrinsically bund up with a whle range
f practices f ethical and plitical cunter-cnduct, it is never fixed and finalized
but always pen t a becming, which allws new frms f rganizing and managing
cnduct t emerge.

NOTE

1. The Ellsberg Archive Prject at the University f Massachusetts Amherst prvides
detailed infrmatin n the case f Ellsberg (https://www.umass.edu/ellsberg/abut/).
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