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Abstract

When an employee’s off-duty conduct generates mass social media outrage, managers commonly respond by firing the
employee. This, I argue, can be a mistake. The thesis I defend is the following: the fact that a firing would occur in a mass
social media outrage context brought about by the employee’s off-duty conduct generates a strong ethical reason weighing
against the act. In particular, it contributes to the firing constituting an inappropriate act of blame. Scholars who caution
against firing an employee for off-duty conduct have thus far focused primarily on due process related issues or legal con-
cerns pertaining to free speech, lifestyle discrimination, and employment at-will. However, these concerns amount to only
a partial, and contingent, diagnosis of what is at issue. I argue that even when due process considerations are met, firings
in these contexts can be unjustified. Moreover, even if a business is not concerned with the unethical conduct per se, but is
rather strictly concerned with PR, the argument I advance nevertheless provides one important ethical reason that counts
against firings in mass social media outrage contexts. Given that managers are often under significant pressure to respond
swiftly in cases where an employee is at the center of mass social media outrage, it is especially important that scholars
begin to clarify the normative issues. This article builds on the burgeoning philosophical literature on the ethics of blame
and provides a novel account of a distinctive ethical concern that arises with firings in mass social media outrage contexts.
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Introduction

Many of us act in ways that, at least occasionally, violate
standards of a social or communal nature—e.g., by breach-
ing etiquette, flouting norms, or transgressing morality.
Sometimes, these violations happen when we are away
from work (Anderson 2017; Barry 2007a, b; Hill and Wright
1993; Sugarman 2003). While the fact that people violate
normative standards while off-duty has been true for cen-
turies, recent technological advances, most notably social
media, have altered the ethical landscape. In particular, these
advances affect how employers should respond to these vio-
lations in normatively significant ways.

This article concerns the ethics of how firms respond
when an employee’s off-duty conduct generates mass social
media outrage. Businesses commonly respond by firing the
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employee. Several such examples follow. Shortly before tak-
ing off from Heathrow International Airport to spend the
holidays with her family in Cape Town, a woman tweeted
from her personal Twitter account: “Going to Africa. Hope
I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’'m white!”” (Ronson 2015a,
p- 68). While airborne, unbeknownst to her, the tweet went
viral and generated mass social media outrage; her social
media and email accounts were flooded with condemnatory
messages. At the time of her tweet, the woman was 30 years
of age and a senior director for corporate communications
for an Internet and media holding company. In the month
prior to her tweet, her name was searched on Google thirty
times. In the 10 days following her tweet, that same name
was searched 1,220,000 times (Ronson 2015a).

Before her flight had landed, her employer announced,
“This is an outrageous, offensive comment that does not
reflect the views and values of [our company]. Unfortu-
nately, the employee in question is unreachable on an inter-
national flight, but this is a very serious matter and we are
taking appropriate action” (Coine and Babbitt 2014, p. 29).
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She was fired within a day.! This scenario (let’s call it the
“AIDS-tweet case”) is an example of the sort of phenomenon
this article is about. And the example is far from isolated.

In another scenario, a developer evangelist in the audi-
ence at the PyCon 2013 tech conference overheard a conver-
sation between two friends in the row behind her (Ronson
2015a). She covertly photographed the two, and without
their knowledge or consent, tweeted the photo with the fol-
lowing caption: “Not cool. Jokes about forking repo’s in a
sexual way and “big” dongles. Right behind me #pycon.”>
The tweet quickly gained attention on social media and gen-
erated mass outrage. One man in the photograph was fired
from his job as a developer the following day.

But the story does not end here. Once Internet users
learned of the firing, a second bout of mass social media out-
rage erupted, this time aimed at the woman who tweeted the
photograph. She was subjected to vicious remarks, including
rape and death threats. As it turns out, she too was fired from
her job, in part for “publicly shaming the offenders” (Tune
2013). (Let’s call this the “Dongles case”).

The issue of firings in response to mass social media
outrage is not unique to the United States. In 2016, an Aus-
tralian expat, frustrated that the Pokémon Go smartphone
game was not yet available in Singapore, tweeted, “you cant
catch pokemon in this fucking piece of fucking shit coun-
try.” Outrage erupted and he was subsequently fired from
his role as a search engine optimization consultant.’ Nor is
the issue restricted to white-collar jobs and organizations. A
22-year-old carpenter posted remarks to his Facebook that
appeared to support the riots that followed the 2011 Stan-
ley Cup in Vancouver including, “atta boy vancity!!! show
em how we do it!!!” and “vancouver needed remodeling

anyway....” (“Man fired for applauding Vancouver riot on

! In the weeks that followed the employee’s tweet, she shortened her
stay in South Africa because employees of the hotel she was lodging
at threatened to riot, and authorities told her that they could not guar-
antee her safety. Once she returned to New York, journalists followed
her around the city. Others placed her life prior to the tweet under a
microscope, unearthing social media activity from years and months
prior to expose other cringeworthy tweets. It is worth noting that she
was previously an unknown PR person with 170 followers on Twitter.
Relatively speaking, she had an insignificant social media presence
and was not a public figure. See Ronson’s (2015a).

2 Some terminological clarifications may help. In tech lingo, “to
fork” means to copy, “repo” is software, and a “dongle” is a connec-
tor device. In tech circles it is commonly considered flattering to take
another person’s software and build on it oneself; “forking a repo” is
a common locution to refer to this process (Ronson 2015a).

3 The man fired in the Pokémon incident was fired only a week into
the job. I am open to the possibility that the duration of the relation-
ship with the employee can be of moral significance. This might
mean, for example, that firing an employee who generates mass social
media outrage after his or her first day on the job is less problematic
than firing someone who has had a more extended tenure.
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Facebook” 2011). His remarks quickly gained attention and
news outlets reported that he was fired the next day from his
job at a construction company.* (Let’s call this the “Vancou-
ver Riots Case”).

Mass social media outrage can target employees around
the world and in a variety of organizations. Thus far, little
philosophical attention has been devoted to the ethics of fir-
ing an employee for off-duty conduct, with notable excep-
tions being work by Anderson (2017) and Barry (2007a, b).
Some legal scholars who have written about off-duty con-
duct have done so within the context of lifestyle discrimina-
tion (Hill and Wright 1993; Sugarman 2003). Unfortunately,
these scholars provide little in terms of ethical argument for
the distinctive wrongness of firing an employee in response
to mass social media outrage brought about by the employ-
ee’s conduct. The ethics of how managers should respond
when an employee is at the center of a social media storm is
ripe for investigation.

In this article, I defend the following thesis: the fact that
a firing would occur in a mass social media outrage context
brought about by the employee’s off-duty conduct generates
a strong ethical reason weighing against the act. In particu-
lar, it contributes to the firing constituting an inappropriate
act of blame. To arrive at this thesis, I defend the following
premises:

1. The firing claim Firing an employee in a mass social
media outrage context brought about by the employee’s
off-duty conduct constitutes an act of blame.

2. The dependence principle The appropriateness of an act
of blame depends in part on how much others blame.

The first is a claim unique to organizational contexts. The
second is a general principle relevant in any instance when
one is blaming another, but it is especially salient in contexts
where mass social media outrage is directed at employees.

In making this argument, I appeal to the burgeoning phil-
osophical literature on the ethics of blame (Cohen 2006;
Fricker 2016; Friedman 2013; Hieronymi 2004; Radzik
2011; Scanlon 2008; Sher 2006; Smith 2007; Wallace
1994; Watson 2013). The blame literature has been useful
for a wide range of scholarly investigations including, rights
theory, forgiveness and apology, the free will debate, and
the philosophy of punishment. Moreover, the topic of blame
has drawn the attention of businesspeople, as seen in such

4 As of the date of submission, the man who was fired still appears
on the website of the construction company from which he was
reportedly fired. It is not clear whether he was (a) rehired, (b) news
outlets misreported the case and that he was never in fact fired, or (c)
that the website is not up to date. Neither the man who was reportedly
fired, nor the president of the company, responded to email inquiries
about this matter.
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popular articles as “How to Stop the Blame Game” in the
Harvard Business Review (Fast 2010), “Blaming Others:
The Slow Way to Kill Your Business” in Inc.com (Sherman
2014), and “The Workplace Whodunit: Navigating a Cul-
ture of Blame” in the Wall Street Journal (Donner 2011).
Yet a normative analysis of blame practices in business has
received scant attention from business ethicists.’> For dec-
ades now, much of the scholarly conversation in employment
ethics has centered around whether the theoretical founda-
tions undergirding property rights, contracts, or autonomy
can help justify employment at-will, the legal presumption
that employers can terminate an employee for good reason,
bad reason, or no reason, with or without warning (Epstein
1984; Maitland 1989; McCall and Werhane 2009; Werhane
et al. 2008).° I suggest that exploring the blame literature
will allow employment ethics scholars to move beyond this
well-trodden debate and can provide the tools for entering
new theoretical terrain in the employment realm.

While the topic of how to respond to employee conduct
that generates mass outrage is undertheorized, this may be
because many have the sense that what is primarily at issue
is a disregard for due process (roughly, the right to a hear-
ing in the face of potential sanctions) and procedural justice
(roughly, the issue of whether the outcome of a given deci-
sion, including sanctioning decisions, was arrived at using
fair procedures). The topic of procedural justice has received
extensive attention in management scholarship (Bianchi
and Brockner 2012; Bies and Shapiro 1988; Bobocel and
Gosse 2015; Brockner 2002; Brockner et al. 1994, 2005; De
Cremer et al. 2010). Though this literature is important, it
largely focuses on employee perceptions of justice and thus
fails to engage with the normative dimensions of procedural
justice and due process. Although some philosophers and
business ethicists have discussed due process and procedural
justice in a normative context (McCall and Werhane 2009;
Radin and Werhane 1996; Scanlon 1977; Werhane 1999;
Werhane et al. 2008), in the view I argue for, violations of
procedural justice and due process are only a partial, and
contingent, diagnosis of what is at issue with firings in mass
outrage contexts. This article highlights the fact that even
when firms uphold the requirements of procedural justice

5> A notable exception is recent work by Lupton and Warren (2018).
As they aptly note, “there are insights to be gained from applying
philosophical ideas to the subject of blame in organizations” (2018,
p- 47).

6 Similarly, employees can quit with or without reason and with or
without warning. There are certain exceptions to employment at-will,
namely, the constitutionally protected classes: race, gender, sexual
orientation, and so on (Bennett et al. 1998). Interesting philosophi-
cal questions arise with regard to the symmetrical nature (or lack
thereof) of the employment relationship (e.g., is it permissible for
an employee to quit a job due to a manager’s off-duty immoral con-
duct?).

and due process, this does not exhaust the ethical constraints
a manager faces in mass social media outrage contexts. Pre-
vious perspectives in employment ethics do not satisfactorily
account for how the context in which a firing occurs can
affect the morality of the firing and how recent technological
advances, notably social media, can help bring about these
very sorts of morally significant contexts.

It is worth discussing some of the ways in which techno-
logical advances affect the ethical landscape and why these
advances should bring us to revisit questions pertaining
to the ethics of firing and blame. First, at no other time in
history could the critical scrutiny and blame of millions of
individuals fall upon any other member of society, located
nearly anywhere in the world, within moments. This alone
has the power to dramatically alter how communities uphold
and respond to ethical and social norms. We thus ought to
consider how these developments enabled by social media
affect the ethics of certain business decisions, including fir-
ing decisions.

Second, even in cases where the wrongdoer has been
misidentified, or where further investigation reveals that no
misconduct has occurred or that the misconduct was plau-
sibly excusable, there is little accountability on the part of
the individuals who contributed to the mass social media
outrage. In the past, those who mistakenly blamed another
may have felt the awkwardness and discomfort of encoun-
tering the person face-to-face, or they may have suffered
the embarrassment of having mistakenly cast aspersions on
a member of their community; some may even have been
moved to apologize to the mistakenly accused person. Social
media, however, allows us to blame a person whom we have
never encountered and need not ever encounter; if we mis-
takenly blame that person, we can simply delete the post
from social media and never acknowledge the person. In
other words, social media has lowered the costs associated
with blaming an individual, but it remains (at least) as per-
sonally burdensome to be the target of blame.

Third, in countries without a legal “right to be forgotten”
(Grierson and Quinn 2018) including the United States, after
an employee is subjected to a bout of mass social media out-
rage, a permanent and easily accessible record of this occur-
rence remains on search engines. This means there may be
no such thing as a fresh start for those who were once at the
center of mass social media outrage. Many employers, uni-
versity admissions committees, and even prospective roman-
tic partners investigate the internet presence of an individual
before deciding to associate with that individual (Bhardwaj
2017; Langston 2012; Root and McKay 2014). In the past,
if one was blamed by one’s community for some alleged
misconduct, one had the opportunity to recreate oneself, as
it were, perhaps by moving, changing jobs, or waiting until
others had forgotten about the misconduct. This is now much
more difficult.
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Fourth, because many businesses also have active social
media presences, the alleged misconduct that generates the
episode of mass social media outrage will undoubtedly be
brought to the attention of the employer, either intention-
ally (e.g., the employer is “tagged” in a social media post)
or otherwise. As such, even if the alleged misconduct is not
at all related to the day-to-day operations of the business,
the business must contend with it. This makes it difficult for
firms to remain ignorant (willfully or otherwise) about an
employee’s off-duty conduct.

Fifth, while consumer advocacy organizations and boy-
cotts of firms for mistreating workers, suppliers, or the
environment are not new phenomena, social media allows
large numbers of individuals to quickly organize and place
significant pressure on managers to make particular employ-
ment decisions in a way that is unprecedented. Indeed, there
are now websites dedicated to drawing the attention of
employers of persons who act in allegedly untoward ways
and enlisting individuals on social media to demand that
the employer fire these employees (e.g., the Tumblr website,
“Racists Getting Fired”). Social media allows thousands of
individuals to quickly coordinate and flood corporate email
accounts, phones, and social media with demands to fire an
employee, thereby placing considerable pressure on man-
agers to make particular employment decisions, a realm of
decision-making once largely insulated from such pressures.

To summarize, technological advances, most notably
social media, have brought about an asymmetry with respect
to the ease with which large numbers of people can come
together to blame an individual in a way that was never
previously possible, without a comparable reduction in the
onerousness of being the one subjected to blame. This fact
alone has the power to transform the way social norms and
morality are enforced and sanctioned; for this reason, the
role of business in relation to these developments merits
scholarly attention. Jon Ronson’s characterization of blame
on social media seems apt: when blame is “delivered like
remotely administered drone strikes, nobody needs to think
about how ferocious our collective power might be. The
snowflake never needs to feel responsible for the avalanche”
(Ronson 2015a, p. 56). Given that managers are often under
significant pressure to respond swiftly in cases where an
employee is at the center of mass social media outrage, it is
especially important that we begin to clarify the normative
issues. This article brings the latest philosophical research
on blame to bear on a practical problem of managerial
relevance.

A brief roadmap is in order: In “Boundary Conditions,
Scope, and Current Work on the Ethics of Firing,” I offer
some preliminary remarks then situate the argument in
the employment ethics conversation by discussing the rel-
evance of employment at-will and due process. In “How
Do Mass Social Media Outrage Contexts Affect the Ethics
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of Firing?,” I present the core argument: I first support the
premise that firing an employee in a mass social media
outrage context constitutes an act of blame (“The Firing
Claim”) and then I argue that not only is the firing an
act of blame, but that the fact that the blaming through
firing occurs in a mass social media outrage context con-
tributes to it constituting an inappropriate act of blame
(“The Dependence Principle”). In “What are Some of the
Other Factors to Consider When Blaming and Firing?,”
I acknowledge some additional considerations that bear
on the appropriateness of blame and the ethics of fir-
ing beyond those raised by my argument. In the section
after that, I offer some reflections directed at those who
insist that the business ought to fire the employee. I then
briefly discuss some ways through which a business might
respond in lieu of firing. In the penultimate section I dis-
cuss some of the implications of this work and some future
avenues of research. I then conclude.

Boundary Conditions, Scope, and Current
Work on the Ethics of Firing

Boundary Conditions and Scope

Before moving forward, three points of clarification are in
order. First, there are manifold reasons that may ground a
decision to fire an employee: incompetence, disloyalty, cost,
redundancy, disagreeability, malingering, and so on. Iden-
tifying which reasons (or combination of reasons) provide
decisive justification to dismiss an employee would require
developing a comprehensive theory of firing. The task I take
on is more modest: I am concerned with how the fact that a
firing would occur in a mass social media outrage context
brought about by the employee’s off-duty conduct affects
the ethics of the firing decision. (Hereafter, for expository
purposes, when I write “firing in a mass social media out-
rage context,” it should be understood to be short for “firing
in a mass social media outrage context brought about by the
employee’s off-duty conduct”). I acknowledge that there may
be other ethical considerations, including considerations that
might tell in favor of firing the employee, beyond those that
my argument brings to light; sometimes these considerations
might even be more ethically significant than the ones raised
by my argument. This is why the thesis I defend should be
understood as generating one strong ethical reason weighing
against firings in mass outrage contexts, but this reason need
not be one that is decisive. Still, if I am correct, the argu-
ment I present illuminates a weighty consideration against
firings in mass outrage contexts that has not been adequately
appreciated.
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Second, my purpose in this article is not to settle whether
the kind of cases I offered at the outset in fact involve unethi-
cal conduct.” Instead, I will argue that even if we suppose
that all such cases involve unethical acts, or alternatively, if
the manager thinks (perhaps mistakenly) that these acts are
unethical, nevertheless, the fact that the firing would occur
in a mass social media outrage context can provide one
important moral consideration weighing against firing the
employee. Going forward, for expository purposes, when I
refer to an employee’s unethical conduct, it should be under-
stood to also include allegedly unethical conduct. Also, what
matters for our purposes is not that the wrongdoing occurred
on the internet, but rather that the wrongdoing, wherever it
occurred, was met with mass social media outrage.

That being said, certain sorts of wrongdoings are ones
that most, if not all, plausible accounts of employment ethics
would recognize as generating sufficient justification to fire:
these are cases in which the employee’s off-duty act is also of
a serious criminal sort (e.g., domestic violence, assault, pos-
sessing child pornography, child abuse, burglary, kidnapping,
rape, murder, and so on) or is an act that wrongs an entire
victim class through, for example, blatant sexism or racism
(e.g., addressing someone using a racial slur, participating
in a white supremacist rally such as the 2017 Charlottesville
rally, and so on).® I too consider these sorts of cases, as well
as cases of sexual harassment, as ones where an employer is
often plausibly justified in terminating the employee. This is
so regardless of whether the conduct occurred on or off-duty,
though the justification to fire is plausibly even weightier
when the wrongdoing occurs on-duty. Moreover, this would
be just as true even if the employee skirted criminal sanc-
tion due to a legal technicality. This is not to say that the

7 Note that I use “immoral,” “unethical,” “wrongdoing,” and “mis-
conduct” interchangeably throughout this article.

8 Some readers might think that the AIDS-tweet was blatantly racist.
While I find this implausible (especially in view of the examples of
blatant racism I have offered), I will not get into specifying the neces-
sary and sufficient conditions for what counts as blatant racism. For
those interested in the reflections of the woman who wrote the tweet,
here is a letter she penned to the South African newspaper, The Star,
soon after: “Words cannot express how sorry I am, and how neces-
sary it is for me to apologize to the people of South Africa, who I
have offended due to a needless and careless tweet. There is an AIDS
crisis taking place in this country, that we read about in America,
but do not live with or face on a continuous basis. Unfortunately, it
is terribly easy to be cavalier about an epidemic that one has never
witnessed firsthand. For being insensitive to this crisis—which does
not discriminate by race, gender or sexual orientation, but which
terrifies us all uniformly—and to the millions of people living with
the virus, I am ashamed. This is my father’s country, and I was born
here. I cherish my ties to South Africa and my frequent visits, but I
am in anguish knowing that my remarks have caused pain to so many
people here; my family, friends and fellow South Africans. I am very
sorry for the pain I caused” (Otto and Sapa 2013).

arguments I offer are irrelevant in such cases, but rather that
there are different, weightier, ethical considerations, that
may dominate in such cases.” This is why the view I defend
should be understood as presenting one strong ethical rea-
son weighing against firings in mass outrage contexts, but
this reason need not be one that always defeats other ethical
considerations.

Third, I assume that there was no reason to fire the
employee prior to the alleged misconduct. In other words,
the employer was not weighing the decision to terminate the
employee prior to the act that generated mass outrage. More
precisely, the justification to fire was not overdetermined, or
even partially determined, by the employee’s behavior prior
to the act that generated mass social media outrage.

With these clarifications behind us, let us now discuss
some of the current perspectives in employment ethics that
relate to the present investigation. I will first touch on the
issue of employment at-will.

On Employment At-Will

In the United States, the overwhelming majority of states pre-
sume employment at-will. Insofar as there is a presumption of
employment at-will, some might think that a manager can fire
an employee for whatever reason or even no reason (Epstein
1984; Maitland 1989). From this perspective, one might think
that asking what justifies a particular instance of firing is sim-
ply out of place and confused. I offer two points in response.

First, we cannot simply presume employment at-will as
a necessary feature of the employment relation just because
it is currently the legal presumption in the United States. In
much of the developed world, employment at-will is not the
presumption. Moreover, the theoretical grounds for employ-
ment at-will have come under sustained criticism over the last
several decades. Some influential critics of employment at-
will have argued for certain general employee rights (McCall
2003; McCall and Werhane 2009; Radin and Werhane 1996;
Werhane and Radin 1999; Werhane et al. 2008). Others have
argued for certain specific rights, for example, the right to a
safe work environment (Arnold 2009), privacy within and
outside the workplace (Moore 2000), and the ability to freely
exercise speech on political matters (Barry 2007a, b).

Second, even if we suppose that a manager has a right
to fire an employee in the way employment at-will permits,
there are better and worse ways in which the manager can
exercise this right. Consider the following:

Campus Recruiter: Suppose a manager participates
in a campus job fair and hires seven bright-eyed under-

° Alternatively, if it is wrong to fire an employee for these more seri-
ous offenses, it may be for different reasons than those I am offering.
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graduates. Unbeknownst to the candidates, the man-
ager has hired these individuals only for the pleasure
of firing them the next day.

The manager’s exercise of employment at-will is not plau-
sibly well justified. There is a distinct set of ethical con-
siderations that a manager must attend to even if there is a
legal presumption of employment at-will. Insofar as there
are better and worse ways in which one can exercise employ-
ment at-will, this is what is minimally needed for the present
investigation to get off the ground.

On Why Due Process and Procedural Justice are Not
Enough

Some might think the wrong in firing in response to mass
social media outrage lies in a flagrant disregard for due
process. This is plausible. There are often violations of
procedural justice and due process when employers fire in
response to mass social media outrage. But this, I will sug-
gest, is not what is at the core of the issue.

It will help to first clarify the concept of due process. There
are two types of due process: procedural and substantive.
Roughly, procedural due process involves a right to a hearing,
appeal, or other mutually agreed-upon grievance procedures
(Scanlon 1977; Werhane 1999), and substantive due process
involves the manager giving “good reasons for employment
decisions” (Werhane 1999, p. 238). In Tara Radin and Patricia
Werhane’s view, “[D]ue process in the workplace is a moral
requirement consistent with rationality and good managerial
decision-making” (1996, p. 269), and elsewhere Werhane
argues that it is a “moral minimum for fairness” (1999, p. 239).

To be clear, I do not deny that there are procedural jus-
tice or due process violations involved when a firm fires
an employee in mass social media outrage contexts. On the
contrary, it seems likely that there are both procedural and
substantive due process violations: Procedural due process is
plausibly violated because employees are often fired without
having had the opportunity to share their side of the story.
Moreover, given how soon after the alleged wrongdoing
the employee is often fired—frequently in less than a day—
we have prima facie evidence that the employee was not
afforded procedural due process in any meaningful sense. '

10 Recall the AIDS-tweet case. The woman’s employer released a
condemnatory press release before her flight had even landed. Her
termination was written on the wall, as it were, before she herself
realized that she was the focus of mass outrage. Given this, it seems
unlikely that she was given an adequate hearing or opportunity to
voice her perspective. Had she been given a hearing, what might her
employer have learnt? For one, her perspective:
only an insane person would think that white people don’t get
AIDS...To me, it was so insane a comment for an American to
make I thought there was no way that anyone could possibly think
that it was a literal statement. I know there are hateful people out
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Substantive due process is also plausibly violated: when
the manager’s decision to fire is grounded in information
stemming from a barrage of social media posts, important
contextual details will often be lost, and the manager may
reason on the basis of hearsay and other epistemically cor-
rupt sources of justification. Furthermore, a psychological
bias that can incline a manager to violate substantive due
process is the just-world fallacy (Lerner 1980), an inclina-
tion to think that the bad things that occur to a person must
be deserved due to that person’s previous untoward behavior.
As a result, the manager may come to think that the mass
social media outrage surrounding an employee is justified,
even if the collective outrage is in fact unjustified or prem-
ised on falsehoods.

Despite the relevance of due process and procedural jus-
tice to the topic at hand, I suggest that focusing on them
presents three problems. First, defenders of employment at-
will who are skeptical of the notion of employee rights will
not be moved by appeals to such rights. What is required is
an argument that both defenders and critics of employment
at-will must engage with, an argument that does not adopt
premises concerning the legal justifiability of employment
at-will and does not stipulate the existence of due process
rights in employment.

Second, and more importantly, even when the employee
is granted due process, firing in response to mass social
media outrage may nevertheless be wrong. This is because
respecting these rights is a moral minimum. Employee rights
do not carve up the moral possibility space exhaustively—
managers can act wrongly without violating any employee
rights.

Third, firings do not occur in vacuums and our theories
of employment ethics should not treat them as though they
do. Certain contexts in which a firing might occur, includ-
ing mass outrage contexts, can affect the firing decision in
morally significant ways. Importantly, recent advances in
technology, most notably social media, make it much easier

Footnote 10 (continued)

there who don’t like other people and are generally mean. But
that’s not me...It was a joke about a situation that exists...It was a
joke about a dire situation that does exist in post-apartheid South
Africa that we don’t pay attention to. It was completely outra-
geous commentary on the disproportionate AIDS statistics. Unfor-
tunately, I am not a character on South Park or a comedian, so I
had no business commenting on the epidemic in such a politically
incorrect manner on a public platform. To put it simply, I wasn’t
trying to raise awareness of AIDS, or piss off the world, or ruin
my life. Living in America puts us in a bit of a bubble when it
comes to what is going on in the third world. I was making fun of
that bubble. (Ronson 2015a, pp. 73-74).

Even if she had been extended procedural due process, perhaps her
employer would nevertheless have deemed her remarks racist and would
have fired her. But insofar as there is moral significance to procedural due
process, her perspective should have been heard; this is so, even if after
deliberating, her employer ultimately would have still decided to fire her.
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to create such morally significant contexts than ever before.
Yet our present approaches to the ethics of firing do not
adequately account for these developments.

If the account I advance is correct, then this will be a
significant result: there is a distinctive ethical concern that
is raised by firings in mass social media outrage contexts
that is not captured by standard explanations pertaining to
procedural justice or due process. The point is that even if an
employee was extended due process in the form of a legiti-
mate hearing, and the hearing resulted in the verdict that the
employee did in fact act unethically (perhaps the employee
even admits to the wrongdoing), this does not mean that the
manager has satisfied the demands of morality and can now
justifiably terminate the employee. This is because there are
ways in which the manager can act wrongly beyond those
associated with the requirements of procedural justice and
due process. One of the ways a manager can act wrongly,
as I will argue in the next section, involves violating the
requirements of the ethics of blame. Crucially, the fact that
a firing would occur in a mass social media outrage context
would bear on the ethics of firing by way of affecting the
appropriateness of blame.

How Do Mass Social Media Outrage Contexts
Affect the Ethics of Firing?

The fact that a firing would occur in a mass social media out-
rage context is relevant for two critical reasons: (1) it alters
the nature of the act from being a mere employment decision
to also being an act of blame (“The Firing Claim™) and (2)
it contributes to the firing qua blame being inappropriate
(“The Dependence Principle”). The claims discussed in this
section constitute the crux of the argument.

The Firing Claim

Many acts of firing are not acts of blame. Firing an employee
because one can no longer afford to pay his/her salary or
because he or she has become redundant, and so on, are not
acts of blame. But in some circumstances, firing is an act
of blame. Specifically, in my view, when a business fires an
employee in response to his/her conduct that gives rise to
mass social media outrage, this constitutes an act of blame. 1

! Those who espouse a reactive attitudes account of blame might
find it perplexing to say that the business is blaming. The argu-
ment might be: Businesses do not have emotions, so how could they
respond through reactive attitudes that constitute blame? I will not
enter into the debate concerning group agency (Arnold 2006; Don-
aldson 1980; French 1979; Hasnas 2012; Hess 2014; List and Pettit
2011; McMahon 1995; Pettit 2007; Sepinwall 2016; Velasquez 1983,
2003; Werhane and Freeman 2003). For now, when I use the term
“business,” insofar as one is opposed to the idea of group agency, it

The act of firing is always the act of terminating employ-
ment, but sometimes it also is an act of blame.

Supporting the contention that firing in response to mass
social media outrage constitutes an act of blame is the pur-
pose of this section. To be clear, I will not offer a positive
argument for this claim, but will instead defend it against
one significant worry and motivate the plausibility of the
claim. Lastly, my aim in this section is merely to defend the
claim that it is an act of blame; the argument for why mass
outrage contexts contributes to it being an inappropriate act
of blame will follow.

Let’s briefly discuss the concept of blame. I am concerned
with the ethics of blame expressed through an act that is
under our voluntary control; typically, this involves overt
blame (McKenna 2013).'? As for what precisely consti-
tutes blame, there are many conceptions discussed in the
literature. Unfortunately, as Michael McKenna aptly states,
“Despite the pervasiveness of the phenomenon in ordinary
life, blame is an elusive notion. It is maddeningly hard to
nail down a theory that gets the extension even close to right.
This is shown by the diversity of strikingly different views
about its nature” (2013, p. 119). The difficulties associated
with theorizing about blame have even brought some phi-
losophers to abandon the project of providing a conceptual
analysis of blame (Fricker 2016).

With that said, I am sympathetic to the thought that
“Blame would not be blame...absent the core emotions
of anger, indignation, and resentment...” (McGeer 2013,
p- 167). So, my sympathies lie in an understanding of blame
that resembles a broadly Strawsonian reactive attitudes
account in which blame is understood to involve a nega-
tive emotional response to another’s wrongdoing (Strawson
1962). Two important features of such an understanding of
blame are the following: (1) it involves the negative reactive
attitudes (e.g., resentment or indignation) that typically bring
about in the recipient some form of unpleasantness (“the
normative force of blame—the sting it putatively ought to
have when directed at one who is blameworthy” (McKenna
2013, p. 121)), and (2) there is a directedness to these atti-
tudes (“...blame includes an attitudinal aspect, where the

Footnote 11 (continued)

should be understood merely as a placeholder for the human agent
who authorizes the decision to fire.

12 1 am not concerned with when one blames another “in her head,”
as it were. I grant that in response to wrongdoing, many of us will
experience (perhaps involuntarily) blame in the form of anger or
other negative emotions; as Allan Gibbard (1992, p. 298) states,
“Anger, it seems, will be with us whatever we decide.” This citation
is due to Baier’s (1993, p. 438). This sort of involuntary blame is
not my primary focus; my concern is with when we overtly express
blame. This is not to say that one voluntarily or overtly intended
for blame to be expressed, but rather that one voluntarily or overtly
intended to commit the act that expressed blame.
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attitudes in question have a distinctive content and focus”
(Wallace 1994, p. 75)).

Some readers might worry that because blame within the
reactive attitudes framework involves certain emotions, if the
person doing the firing is not experiencing these emotions,
we might not properly call it “blame.” However, it is a mis-
take to think that expressing emotions requires experiencing
the emotion. A novelist can express emotion through his/her
words, without having to experience the emotion (Anderson
and Pildes 2000, p. 1508). So, the agent/medium channeling
the expression of the emotion need not have the phenomeno-
logical experience associated with the emotion.

In any case, it seems plausible that we can have a pro-
ductive discussion of the ethics of blame, even if we do not
have a fully worked-out account of the concept of blame.'?
Importantly, I am claiming that when a business fires an
employee who is subjected to mass social media outrage, it
is an expression of indignation directed at the employee in
a way that counts as an act of blame.

Some might think that this claim is mistaken, that the
business is not really trying to blame the employee; it is
merely seeking to disassociate. For example, in the Vancou-
ver Riots case, the president of the company stated, “I just
didn’t feel like what was said was appropriate, and I didn’t
want any affiliation towards my company with the things
he said on Facebook” (“Man fired for applauding Vancou-
ver riot on Facebook™” 2011). While the president here does
deem the employee’s remarks inappropriate, the intention
to disassociate is also plain. It seems plausible that in many
cases the intention to disassociate plays a prominent role in
the reasoning of employers who fire an employee who is at
the center of mass social media outrage.

I note two points in response. First, one important feature
of blame is that it is not wholly determined by a person’s
intentions. Acts in certain social contexts are acts of blame,
regardless of one’s intentions (Anderson and Pildes 2000). 14
For example, when a judge hands down a prison sentence,
it is a form of condemnation that expresses blame, regard-
less of whether the judge’s intentions were entirely unre-
lated to blame (e.g., if the judge’s intention in sentencing the
defendant was to help the ailing defendant in abject poverty
secure access to the health care provided in prisons). Simi-
larly, when a business fires an employee immediately after

13 The most prominent contemporary accounts of the concept of
blame are Wallace’s (1994, 2011) [an account inspired by the work of
Strawson’s (1962)], Scanlon’s (2008), and Sher’s (2006). For a recent
compilation on the philosophy and ethics of blame, see Coates and
Tognazzini’s (2013).

4 For a recent discussion of some of the expressive dimensions
of business ethics, see Matthew Caulfield’s (Forthcoming). For an
important critique of semiotic objections to the commodification of
certain goods and services, see Brennan and Jaworski’s (2015).
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conduct that has generated mass outrage, the act of firing is
a form of blame, regardless of whether the business intended
only to disassociate.

In the kinds of cases we are considering, thousands con-
demn the employee and many call upon the employer to ter-
minate the employee. Here are a few of the tweets involving
the woman in the AIDS-tweet case:

e “[the employer] needs to fire this racist, stupid bitch!”

e “We are about to watch [her] get fired. In REAL time.
Before she even KNOWS she’s getting fired.”

e “I cannot stop laughing at the sheer stupidity of [her],
enjoy your time in the unemployment line...”

e “No words for that horribly disgusting, racist as fuck
tweet from [her]. I am beyond horrified”

Thousands of such tweets create a context in which the
act of firing is no longer merely employment termination, it
also is an act of blame. '’

Second, businesses in mass outrage contexts often couple
the firings with condemnatory press releases. For instance,
in the AIDS-tweet case, the employer publicly announced:
“We take this issue very seriously, and we have parted ways
with the employee in question. There is no excuse for the
hateful statements that have been made and we condemn
them unequivocally.”'® Her firing was not only an expression
of blame, it was also explicitly communicated as such. If a
business wants to claim it has fired an employee for non-
moral reasons related to disassociating, coupling the firing
with a condemnatory press release would be dishonest and
disingenuous.

When a business fires an employee in mass social media
outrage contexts, especially if a business pairs the firing
with a condemnatory press release, it is engaging in blame.
But this alone does not license the conclusion I am arguing
for: that mass outrage contexts can contribute to the firing
being an inappropriate act of blame. Indeed, there are many

15 The social media responses involved in several of the mass outrage
cases sometimes seems to take the form of what Tosi and Warmke
(2016) call moral grandstanding. This involves, roughly, engaging in
public moral discourse to solicit positive judgments about one’s own
respectability.

16 Despite this explicit condemnation, [the employer] in the next sen-
tence states, “We hope, however, that time and action, and the forgiv-
ing spirit, will not result in the wholesale condemnation of an indi-
vidual who we have otherwise known to be a decent person at core”
(Coine and Babbitt 2014, p. 16). This is an interesting inclusion and
one that seems to be in tension with condemning “unequivocally.”
The question of how this qualification interacts with the condemna-
tion, and to what extent it can meaningfully be uttered in the same
breath as the expression of condemnation, may turn on difficult issues
in the philosophy of language related to the relationship between
semantic and pragmatic content and meaning (Grice 1989).
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instances of blame that most think are well justified and
appropriate in response to wrongdoing. As such, the next
section concerns why the business blaming through firing
in mass social media outrage contexts is of particular ethical
significance.

The Dependence Principle

While it is widely accepted in the philosophical literature
that blame is a fitting response to wrongdoing!’, some
scholars have recently articulated certain conditions that
one must satisfy in order to appropriately blame another
(Fricker 2016; Friedman 2013; Radzik 2011; Watson 2013).
Since blaming is an action, moreover an action with corro-
sive effects, one can perform it more or less appropriately,
and in better or worse ways. Marilyn Friedman notes:

[I]n addition to asking what conditions a person should
meet to be a legitimate recipient of blame, we should
also ask what conditions a person should meet to
engage responsibly in the act of morally blaming oth-
ers.... If the recipient of blame must meet certain crite-
ria to be blameworthy, does not the blamer have to meet
certain criteria to be blamer-worthy? (2013, p. 272).

The point is that blame can have certain unseemly and harsh
dimensions, so one ought to wield it with care. The eth-
ics of blame emerges as a significant area of inquiry once
one recognizes that a person being morally responsible or
blameworthy does not settle the question of whether one
ought to blame that person—there are certain conditions
one must meet.'®

The ethics of blame is still a nascent area of inquiry with
many unsettled questions, including, for example, why, if at all,
hypocritical blaming is inappropriate (Cohen 2006; Fritz and

17" As Maura Priest notes, “It is...uncontroversial, in the usual cir-
cumstances, that wronged parties can aptly blame their wrongdoer”
(2016, p. 619). Others think that blaming is something that we have
a right to do: “That there is a right to blame is an assumption that [R.
Jay] Wallace, [Macalaster] Bell, and others in the literature...seem to
share” (Fritz and Miller 2018). The few who do not hold this view
are defenders of skeptical accounts of responsibility that suggest that
blaming does not make sense because agents are never truly blame-
worthy or morally responsible (Pereboom 2006, 2014; Rosen 2002,
2004). I am not defending the view that agents are never blamewor-
thy. Indeed, a critical aspect of my argument is that agents are blame-
worthy, and yet it can be inappropriate to blame them.

18 Douglas Husak (1992) notes a similar point in the context of state-
imposed punishment. He suggests that even retributivists must evalu-
ate certain consequentialist considerations—for example, the suffer-
ing that fulfilling a desert claim might impose on “dependents or third
parties” (Husak 1992, p. 449). The point is simply that the fact that a
person deserves punishment does not conclusively establish that we
ought to punish that person.

Miller 2018; Todd 2017; Wallace 2010), how “moral standing”
is a sensible notion if morality is universal (Smilansky 2006),
and so on. Despite the lively ongoing debate, one aspect of the
debate remains uncontroversial: it is wrong to blame a person
who does not deserve blame or blame a person beyond what
he or she deserves. Consider the following example:

Cubicle: When Gyu-min arrives at work, he realizes
his Montblanc pen is missing. He frantically searches
his office and becomes convinced that the custodian
stole it. Contrary to what Gyu-min thinks, the pen is in
the conference room—he had used it to take notes dur-
ing a client meeting and had left it on an adjacent seat.

If Gyu-min were to blame the custodian, he would wrong
the custodian. This would be so even if the custodian would
not in any way be materially harmed. An apology would
be in order. If one blames someone who does not deserve
blame or blames someone beyond what he or she deserves,
the blame recipient is wronged. This fact has implications
for our investigation.

Returning to the employment context, let us consider
two possibilities. First, suppose the employee’s conduct is
not unethical, and he/she does not deserve blame. In such
cases, if the business blames the employee through firing,
then the business acts wrongly (and so, too, do those blam-
ing the employee on social media), because it is wrong to
blame someone who does not deserve blame. For example,
a college student appeared to have posted racial slurs to her
Facebook aimed at the participants of the 2014 Ferguson
protests. The AMC theater at which this college student
worked began receiving phone calls with demands that she
be terminated (Scheff and Schorr 2017, pp. 72-73). As it
turns out, the student’s ex-boyfriend had hacked into her
Facebook page and it was he who had posted the slurs. In
this case, if AMC had blamed her through firing, the fact
that one should not blame someone who does not deserve
blame, would have contributed to it being an inappropriate
act of blame.

The second possibility is more interesting: Suppose
the employee’s off-duty conduct is wrong and he/she does
deserve blame—perhaps the employee even admits to the
wrongdoing. At first blush, it might seem that the employee
can clearly be blamed without the blame being inappropri-
ate. Nevertheless, the fact that a person deserves blame does
not settle whether one ought to blame him/her. Here is the
critical point:

The Dependence Principle The appropriateness of
an act of blame depends in part on how much others
blame. "’

19 The nature of the relation in the dependence principle must

be clarified. This is because there is no directionality built into the
principle, and the principle may seem consistent with saying that
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Respecting this principle is important because one’s act of
blaming might subject the recipient to blame beyond what
he/she deserves. So, one must consider how much blame
others have subjected the employee to as well.

Suppose that, while seated on a commuter train, Camila
angrily berates an adjacent passenger in a way that is clearly
wrong. We might think that the other passengers in the vicin-
ity ought to blame Camila. Still, if these neighboring pas-
sengers have blamed her, there is the further question of to
what extent it would be appropriate for the other passen-
gers to blame: should passengers in adjacent train cars now
cross over into the car with Camila and proceed to blame
her? When she exits onto the platform, should commuters
waiting, the turnstile attendant, and custodial staff blame
her as well? Once she leaves the station, she passes the
honey-roasted peanut vendor, the halal food truck vendor,
and several cab drivers waiting for passengers: Should they
all blame her too? Answering these questions affirmatively
is implausible.?”

Similarly, even when the employee has acted wrongly—
suppose even that there is strong evidence of this wrongdo-
ing and the employee is extended due process, or perhaps the
employee even admits to the wrongdoing—it does not settle
whether the employer ought to blame the employee through
firing. This is because, in mass social media outrage con-
texts, given that the employee has already been blamed by
thousands, an employer’s added blame is likely to subject the
employee to blame beyond what he/she deserves. If one fails
to acknowledge the significance of the dependence principle,

Footnote 19 (continued)

the more that others are blaming, the more your blame is appropri-
ate—a claim I do not endorse. We might then amend the principle to
say that the appropriateness of your act of blame depends inversely
on how much others are blaming. But this still does not capture
what is at stake. If you are the second person to blame someone for
some serious wrongdoing, it does not mean that your act of blame
is less appropriate than the act of blame performed by the first per-
son to blame. So, more precisely, the appropriateness of an act of
blame depends (in part) on whether the contributions of others to the
amount of blame P deserves would render your added act of blame to
be one that contributes to blame beyond P.

20" An observation that an anonymous reviewer helpfully raises per-
tains to the much maligned lex talionis penal principle, famously
associated with the phrase “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”
This principle, at least in its literal forms, is no longer taken seriously
due to its having unduly harsh implications and the impracticality of
applying it. But importantly, even with principles holding as severe of
implications as lex talionis, there is still an upper limit to the punish-
ment meted out. The phrase is thus not “two eyes for an eye.” There
are, of course, important differences in the justifications for state-
imposed punishments and informal social sanctions associated with
expressed blame for wrongdoing, but the reasons we set upper limits
for the punishments for many crimes, even serious ones, seems at the
least worth keeping in mind.
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this would suggest that one wrongdoing, however major or
minor, justifies subjecting a person to blame from a limit-
less number of people for an indefinite amount of time. This
would be an implausible result. It would erode our ability to
treat certain acts of wrongdoing as deserving more blame
than others. Critically, it would plausibly render violence to
the fundamental principle that it is wrong to subject a person
to undeserved blame.

At this point, one might raise what we might call “the
epistemic demandingness objection,” the worry that the
view I have advanced is too epistemically demanding for
prospective blamers. That is, if deciding whether to blame
requires comparing how much blame happens with how
much blame is deserved, this imposes too onerous of an
investigatory burden on prospective blamers and may require
the prospective blamer to make potentially unjustified empir-
ical assumptions.”!

There are a few points to note in response. First, the
importance of considering how our actions interact with the
behavior of others is not an unfamiliar one in ethics: the
general point I make resembles one that Derek Parfit makes
in his influential discussion of the moral importance of con-
sidering the joint effects of our actions:

It is not enough to ask, “Will my act harm other peo-
ple?’ Even if the answer is No, my act may still be
wrong, because of its effects. The effects that it would
have when it is considered on its own may not be its
only relevant effects. I should ask, “Will my act be one
of a set of acts that will rogether harm other people?’
The answer may be Yes” (1984, p. 86).

Similarly, when deciding whether to blame, it is not enough
to ask, “Does the person deserve blame?” Even if the
answer is “Yes,” my blaming that person may still be wrong
when considered in view of whether and how much others

2l T owe this objection to an anonymous reviewer. This reviewer also
raises the concern that my account may have chilling effects on pro-
spective blamers who would be justified in blaming. The thought is
that my account might result in those who would be doing nothing
wrong by blaming to opt out of blaming. This possibility seems to
me a bullet worth biting primarily for the following reason: few theo-
rists argue that one acts impermissibly by failing to express blame to
a wrongdoer. We are not obligated to express blame, and this is so
even in response to many heinous wrongdoings. Expressing blame
is typically regarded as optional. If I decide to brush off the wrong,
think it not worth the emotional commitment to blame, or decide not
to blame for other reasons, including that the wrongdoer has been
blamed enough, this is entirely my prerogative—I have done noth-
ing wrong by failing to blame. On the other hand, blaming someone
who does not deserve blame or blaming someone beyond what the
person deserves is unjust and wrong. So, even if there are some cases
in which a person who could justifiably blame decides not to, given
that this person was under no obligation to express blame, this seems
to be a reasonable cost associated with avoiding doing something that
is unjust and wrong.
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are blaming. In deciding to blame, it is not enough to ask
whether the person deserves blame; one must also consider
whether and to what extent others are blaming.??

Still, the epistemic demandingness objection does seem
to have force, especially from the perspective of someone
who is considering blaming: “How could I possibly know
how many people are going to also blame this person, how
strongly, and for how long?” Insofar as I am making claims
about an agent’s character, moral responsibility, or blame-
worthiness, for subjecting another to undeserved blame, the
thrust of this objection is troubling and may seem to under-
mine the plausibility of my position.

This is not, however, what [ am claiming. I am instead con-
cerned with whether the fact that the blaming through firing
occurs in a mass outrage context figures into the deontic sta-
tus, or permissibility, of the act itself. I am not making a judg-
ment about the character, blameworthiness, or responsibility
of the agent performing the act. While the epistemic worries
raised by this objection may affect claims about a manager’s
moral responsibility or character for the firing, it has less of an
effect on the moral status of the act itself; that is, whether the
act of blaming through firing in a mass social media outrage
context contributes to the act being wrong in the first place.

Moreover, even with respect to judgments pertaining to
an agent’s moral responsibility or character, the epistemic
demandingness objection has greater force in the context
of ordinary interpersonal blaming than it does in the con-
text of the business blaming through firing in mass social
media outrage contexts. This is because when an employee
is at the center of mass social media outrage, the business
is already aware that the employee has been harshly blamed
by thousands of people.?? Knowing this fact should provide

22 One might object to my appealing to Parfit in this way because the
context of his discussion pertains to harms brought about by the joint
effects of our acts, whereas the focus of our discussion is on wrongful
blame. While this is of course correct, the critical underlying insight
still stands—the morality of an act is affected by what others do.

Moreover, there is reason to think that there are also significant
harms associated with blaming. Recent empirical studies lend support
to how a blame recipient, in virtue of the alienation and rejection that
is fundamentally tied up with blaming practices, can be affected as he
or she would be if physically harmed. That is, certain social pains are
phenomenologically and physiologically akin to physical pains—for
example, those associated with assaults and injuries. Psychologists
Naomi Eisenberger and Matthew Lieberman state, “We have recently
proposed that physical pain—the pain experienced upon bodily
injury—and social pain—the pain experienced upon social injury...
share neural and computational mechanisms” (2004, p. 294). Oth-
ers have shown that medication such as Tylenol, typically prescribed
for physical pains, can reduce the severity of socially induced pains
(DeWall et al. 2010).

2 For a brief mention of the effects of social media on proportional-
ity considerations, see footnote number nineteen in Radzik’s (2016,
p. 200). For a discussion of the effects of multiple blamers on propor-
tionality, see Radzik’s (2014, p. 658). For important recent empiri-
cal work on how expressions of disapproval directed toward a wrong-

strong reason for the business to come to see that its added
blame will be undeserved and thus can contribute to the fir-
ing being an inappropriate act of blame.**

It is now worth flagging two limitations to the scope of my
argument. First, for my argument to generate a reason against
firing, the act of firing must be an act of blame. This is why
the fact that the firing happens in mass outrage contexts is
especially significant (“The Firing Claim™).? So, the argu-
ment is not an argument against firing as such, but rather
against blaming inappropriately, which can be done through
firing. Second, I am not suggesting that the mass social media
outrage cases that we are examining are ones where nobody
should have blamed the wrongdoer. Nor am I claiming that
any chance of undeserved blame is unacceptable; this would
render nearly all acts of blaming too risky to take on and may
result in an implausible account. But considering the extent
to which a person has already been blamed, does seem to be
a reasonable exercise of moral caution.?®

Footnote 23 (continued)

doer when done in isolation may be perceived in a positive light, but
how the same expression of disapproval in mass social media outrage
contexts can come to be seen as bullying see Sawaoka and Monin’s
(2018).

2% Even readers—I have in mind those who espouse some version
of Scanlon’s (2008) conception of blame that understands blame in
terms of altering relations—who may find it implausible that blame is
aggregative have grounds to endorse my conclusion. What is impor-
tant is that additional acts of blaming alter the context, meaning, and
significance of blame. And the meaning and significance of your act
of blaming changes in response to what other people are doing.

25 If an employee acted immorally off-duty and only the business was
to learn of this conduct and were to covertly fire the employee in a
way that does not generate press and does not qualify as blame, my
argument may not tell against this (though there may still be good
reasons related to moral standing or free speech (Barry 2007a) for
the business not to fire the employee). If the business, say, waited out
the storm of outrage and then fired the employee discreetly, or some-
how canceled the implicature (Grice 1989) that the employee is being
blamed through the firing, then this too would be something that my
argument might allow for. (It is worth noting that I am discussing
only a limit on my thesis; I am not making a positive assertion in sup-
port of firing in these cases. That would be a bold claim that would
require at least as much justification as the thesis I defend).

26 But what about a situation where the marginal blame that the
business adds through firing contributes only an amount of blame
up to and at most equal to what the employee deserves for his or
her wrongdoing? In such a case, one might point out, the business’s
blaming through firing would not subject the employee to unde-
served blame. While firing in this case may not be problematic on
the grounds of subjecting another to undeserved blame, firing the
employee may nevertheless be morally reckless. This is because the
business cannot control how much additional blame will fall upon the
employee after the firing. In other words, the firing may not be the
final act of blame that hits the mark for how much blame is deserved.
The firing in the sorts of cases that I am considering is likely to gen-
erate further publicity and may invite more blame, and in this sense,
the business’s blame might very well be part of a collection of blam-
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To conclude, there must be a limit to how much blame a
person can justifiably be subjected to in response to the sorts
of conduct we have been considering. However, social media
allows thousands of individuals to participate in the blaming
of any other individual, with few limits in terms of intensity
or duration. If a person’s perpetration of some wrongdoing
provides sufficient justification for a limitless number of par-
ties to express blame, this would undermine a fundamental
aspect of desert in blame, namely, that one should not sub-
ject a person to undeserved blame. The dependence princi-
ple thus urges the manager to recognize that the extent to
which others have already blamed a wrongdoer can affect the
appropriateness of his or her decision to blame the employee
through firing. The fact that a firing would occur in a mass
social media outrage context generates an important ethical
reason weighing against the act: it contributes to the firing
constituting an inappropriate act of blame.

What are Some of the Other Factors
to Consider When Blaming and Firing?

Where does this leave us? Unfortunately, there is much more
work to be done on the topic of the ethics of blame in the
context of organizational actions. While the argument I have
developed offers one important ethical consideration against
blaming through firing, the ethics of blame is a complex
matter and is sensitive to a number of factors beyond those
raised by my argument. Furthermore, blame-related consid-
erations are not the only ethical considerations that figure
into the ethics of firing more generally, nor are ethical con-
siderations the only considerations that enter the manager’s
all-things-considered judgment to fire. Let us now briefly
touch on some of these added layers of complexity.

In thinking about some of the other considerations that
bear on the appropriateness of blame, a recent framework
developed in work by Marilyn Friedman (2013) is help-
ful. On Friedman’s account, for an agent to blame another
responsibly, the act of blaming must meet at least the fol-
lowing three conditions: “warrant, commitment, and respon-
siveness” (2013, p. 272). The warrant condition concerns
one’s justification in thinking that “the wrongdoing really
occurred, the blame recipient did it, and the blame recipient
was a morally competent agent” (Friedman 2013, p. 274).
The commitment condition requires one “to comply with the
specific moral norms to which one holds others” (Friedman
2013, p. 274). The responsiveness condition requires that the

Footnote 26 (continued)

ing acts that together exceed the amount of blame the employee
deserves.
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blamer has an “openness to dialogue with the blame recipi-
ent about the blame charges and flexibility in being able to
adjust one’s blame if appropriate as a result of that dialogue”
(Friedman 2013, p. 274). According to Friedman, these three
conditions are a non-exhaustive set of necessary conditions
for responsibly blaming an individual.

How might Friedman’s framework be considered in the
business context? First, the warrant condition might sug-
gest that the extent to which a manager’s understanding of
the employee’s misconduct is grounded in reliable epistemic
sources and is corroborated by high-quality evidence, posi-
tively affects the extent to which the manager is blaming
responsibly. If the decision to express blame through firing
is grounded merely on hearsay or viral internet rumors, with-
out accounting for the employee’s testimony and other forms
of evidence, this would make the business a less responsible
blamer.

Second, the commitment condition might suggest that
to the extent that a business is blaming an employee for a
wrongdoing it ordered, was complicit in, or performed in the
past, it would to that extent make the business a less respon-
sible blamer. In other words, the commitment condition
cautions against hypocritical blaming, broadly construed.
For example, if the employee made some racially insensi-
tive remark on social media that generated mass outrage,
but the business itself had recently run a racially insensitive
advertisement campaign, this may make the business’s blam-
ing of the employee less responsible. Even if the business
had not itself perpetrated a similar wrongdoing, if a busi-
ness had policies or a culture that helped sustain or promote
an environment in which actions similar to the employee’s
wrongdoing were welcomed or authorized, then the busi-
ness’s blaming of the individual for acting in a way that
its policies and culture promoted would be less responsible
because the commitment condition would be undermined.
Of course, insofar as the business has rectified or sincerely
acknowledged its own past wrongdoings of the sort that it
is blaming its employee for, this would signal a renewed
commitment to the values the business holds the employee
accountable for, and to that extent, it would not violate the
commitment condition (Friedman 2013, p. 282).

Third, the responsiveness condition is undermined if a
business blames an employee through firing without giving
the employee an opportunity to explain, excuse, or justify
his or her alleged misconduct. Unfortunately, firms may face
special difficulties in satisfying the responsiveness condi-
tion. This is because upon being blamed through firing, the
employee may lack a clear target to whom he or she can
direct his or her response or challenge (either with respect
to the content of the criticism or the standing of the business
to deliver the criticism). It also makes it much more difficult
for the firm “to revise the original blaming accusation if it
is called for by what emerges in the dialogue” (Friedman
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2013, p. 276)—after all, the business has already fired the
employee. This is a less significant problem in interpersonal
blaming. For instance, when a person blames me, it is fairly
obvious who I should address: the person blaming me. I can
reject the person’s standing to blame, understanding of the
situation, the merits of the normative claim undergirding the
criticism, and so on. The person might then revoke his or her
blaming accusation. But when a business blames by firing an
employee immediately after learning that the employee is at
the center of mass social media outrage, the recipient of the
blame does not have a meaningful opportunity to defend him-
self or herself against the criticism. This puts the employee
in a position where it may be entirely unclear who to engage
with in a dialogue regarding the blame charge and leaves the
employee without an opportunity to respond to the blame.

One practical way to remedy the difficulty of satisfying the
responsiveness condition in the business context is secured
by extending the employee due process prior to blaming
through firing. Providing the employee a hearing prior to
arriving at the judgment to terminate the individual offers
the employee an opportunity to explain, excuse, or justify his
or her conduct and engage in the very sort of moral dialogue
that the responsiveness condition demands. Additionally,
extending due process to the employee can also help better
satisfy the warrant condition by helping the business obtain
better epistemic justification; the business might consider
more diverse sources of evidence (including the employee’s
testimony) and thus not merely have to rely on potentially
epistemically corrupt sources of evidence from distant social
media participants. Examining the requirements associated
with the ethics of blame then has brought us a surprising
theoretical benefit: a novel and independent justification for
the moral importance of providing the sort of due process in
the workplace that business ethicists have long been arguing
for (Werhane and Radin 1999), at least in mass social media
outrage contexts. This is because extending due process to
employees can simultaneously help satisfy the warrant and
responsiveness conditions associated with the ethics of blame
and help managers blame more responsibly.?’

27 To be sure, there is much more to be said about the ethics of blame
in organizational contexts. For example, thus far, we have considered
cases where the business is not the direct victim of the employee’s
off-duty conduct (even though, of course, the business may have been
indirectly harmed in these cases). We might plausibly think victims
of wrongdoing maintain special standing (Cohen 2006; Todd 2017)
to express blame regardless of the extent to which others have blamed
the wrongdoer. Importantly, this special status of victims would be
just as true if the business were the victim of the employee’s wrong-
doing. For example, when an employee of a fast-food chain posted
an extended Facebook live video from the kitchen of the restaurant
that generated mass outrage (in this video, one of the employees
threatens to spit on the food, claims to wipe his nose with the food
and to have cleaned the floors with burger buns, talks about having
sex with customers in the kitchen, is seen lighting a cigarette in the

But it is important to keep in mind that whether a given
act of firing is an inappropriate act of blame is not the only
ethical consideration that figures into whether the firing is
all-things-considered permissible. For example, the safety
and well-being of other employees within the firm are
important ethical factors (but not blame-related ones) for
managers to consider. Such factors can together, in some cir-
cumstances, point in favor of firing, even if the firing may be
an inappropriate act of blame. On the other hand, free speech
related considerations (Barry 2007a, b) are also ethical con-
cerns (but not blame-related ones) that may point against fir-
ing, even if it is judged that blame is appropriate. Remaining
factors that bear on the ethics of firing include the length of
the relationship with the employee, the nature of the posi-
tion the employee occupies, whether or not the employee
is a repeat offender?®, the perspective of the victim (when
there is an identifiable victim) of the employee’s wrongdo-
ing, whether the misconduct came to light through a breach
of privacy®’, whether the employee apologizes, and so on.

A more complete theory of the ethics of firing would
also need to account for how and why, if at all, the fact that
misconduct occurs on-duty instead of off-duty matters. For
example, most would agree that an employer requires less
justification to fire an employee for on-duty conduct, than
with off-duty conduct. One might plausibly think that inso-
far as the employee’s conduct occurs on-duty this generates
sufficiently weighty justification to fire. Given this, consider
the engineer who was fired by Google in response to cir-
culating a memo (“Google’s Ideological Echo Chamber”)

Footnote 27 (continued)

kitchen, and is heard saying “fuck corporate.” The man who posted
the video later claimed it was merely a publicity stunt to further his
career as a comedian and rapper, and denied having done the things
he talks about having done in the video), the restaurant plausibly
maintained standing to blame these employees through firing, even
though others had already subjected the participants in the video to
blame (Scheff and Schorr 2017, p. 106). (Of course this point cuts
both ways, insofar as a business lacks standing to blame employees
for certain kinds of off-duty conduct this is a different sort of consid-
eration that would count against the appropriateness of blame.) The
point is that considerations pertaining to subjecting a wrongdoer to
undeserved blame is only one category of considerations, albeit an
important category, that figures into whether blame would be appro-
priate. Friedman’s (2013) framework helps account for some of the
other considerations that can help a business blame more responsi-
bly. Nevertheless, the ethics of blame is a thorny matter with many
remaining issues.

28 There are interesting issues with respect to how we ought to treat
repeat offenders, and whether we can justify treating them more
harshly than first-time offenders. My attention was first drawn to this
issue in footnote number seven in Husak’s (1990).

2 Specifically, it could be of moral significance if the person volun-
teered the content that constituted the wrongdoing in a public forum
(or on social media) rather than being covertly taped or eavesdropped
on.
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among his colleagues that called into question the identity
based diversity (and related) corporate initiatives at Google
(Wakabayashi 2017). This memo was voluntarily circulated
in a workplace mailing list and directed at other colleagues.
The memo generated strong reactions; some supported both
the content of the memo and the right of the engineer to
voice his concerns, and others harshly criticized the memo,
arguing that the memo advanced harmful gender stereo-
types. We might think that if the engineer had circulated
his memo among his friends on his personal email address,
this is less plausibly on-duty, insofar as his friends were
not also Google employees. But this was not so. The memo
was circulated on a Google mailing list and to other Google
employees. In this case, whatever one thinks of the veracity
and plausibility of the content of the memo, the conduct was
squarely on-duty.

Of course, the distinction between on-duty and off-duty
conduct is more fraught than a binary taxonomy suggests.
Several factors complicate this distinction, not the least of
which is technology.*® Also, the diversity of roles, jobs, and
organization types and purposes seem to contribute to the
unique and elusive boundaries for what counts as off-duty
conduct.®' I of course will not be able to settle the boundaries

30 We of course can no longer treat not being on the physical prem-
ises of the workplace as a sufficient condition for being off-duty.
Moreover, our employer affiliations are often linked to our social
media accounts, colleagues are on our social media “friend lists,”
and finally, we can receive and respond to work emails and messages
through other workplace communication platforms (e.g., Slack) at
nearly all times and in all places.

31 Consider how, with celebrities, the basis for endorsement deals
is often not what the celebrity is doing for the business, but rather
it is the association itself; the person is not plausibly separable from
his/her work-related capacities. For example, when the Carolina
Panthers quarterback Cam Newton expressed amusement at the fact
that a female reporter was asking him questions pertaining to foot-
ball routes, the yogurt company Dannon announced that they would
no longer work with Newton and would remove him from advertise-
ments. Something similar may be said of c-suite executives (Barry
2007b, p. 286): the executive is not neatly separable from his/her
work and so may almost always qualify as “on-duty.” For exam-
ple, in the summer of 2012 when many were angered by Chick-Fil-
A’s stance against same-sex marriage, the CFO of a medical device
manufacturer posted a video of him chastising an employee work-
ing at a Chick-Fil-A drive-through in which he says, “Chick-Fil-A is
a hateful corporation, I don’t know how you live with yourself and
work here. I don’t understand it. This is a horrible corporation with
horrible values. You deserve better” (Diaz and Effron 2015; Scheff
and Schorr 2017, p. 20). He was met with mass outrage for confront-
ing this drive-through-worker and then terminated from his position
as CFO. In another example, perhaps employees of firms that cre-
ate environmentally friendly beauty products are justifiably held to a
higher moral standard with respect to the environment; for example,
if an employee of such a firm is seen dumping his/her garbage into
the ocean, we might think that this properly counts as on-duty con-
duct, even if the employee was away on vacation.
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of this distinction within this article.> But I mention this as
another factor that complicates the ethics of firing.*?

Once we expand beyond the ethics of firing and consider
the many non-ethical factors that a manager must attend to,
the decision to fire becomes even more delicate. Identifying
the complete set of factors that should figure into the all-
things-considered decision to fire would require developing
a comprehensive theory of firing, a task that I will not be
able to pursue here. That being said, in the remainder of
this section, I would like to consider three factors that some
may regard as pointing strongly in favor of firing in mass
outrage contexts: (1) the concern that an employee being at
the center of mass social media outrage generates a strong
economic reason to fire the employee (“The Economic Bur-
den Consideration”), (2) the worry that humans are habitual
and that firms are morally justified in firing the employee for

32 Given these complications, some might reasonably wonder why
we do not simply abandon this distinction and treat it as a remnant
of an archaic understanding of employment. While the boundaries
between on-duty and off-duty conduct seem to be elusive, perhaps
even continuously moving, it seems still a significant cost to do away
with entirely. That the line is hard to draw precisely does not entail
that there is not a line. Moreover, there are important reasons pertain-
ing to the democratic process and the protection of speech that Barry
(2007a, b) develops for why we should not abandon the distinction.
Even putting these sort of macro-level, political philosophy consid-
erations aside, intuitively, it does seem that we do still take the dis-
tinction seriously and continue to see certain acts as properly falling
outside the purview of managerial decision-making. For example, it
seems wrong for a manager at a tech company who believes vaccines
are harmful to terminate an employee who vaccinates her child. It
does not seem to be any of the manager’s business. In order to be able
to preserve this level of separation, we should continue to regard the
on-duty and off-duty distinction seriously, even if it requires signifi-
cant revision.

33 Theorizing about what constitutes on-duty versus off-duty conduct
is in some senses more difficult than recognizing cases of on-duty
conduct: a McDonald’s employee raising her middle finger and berat-
ing a Hispanic customer, demanding that she say ‘“Donald Trump”
and asking her, “Can you spell ‘deportation’?”’(Dyches 2017) clearly
counts as on-duty. This is why it is more straightforward to offer
some indicators of when conduct is on-duty, even if we are unable to
offer a comprehensive account of these indicators. Some strong indi-
cators include whether the conduct (a) was performed on (or using)
workplace property (physical or digital), (b) directly involved other
co-workers, colleagues, or customers, or (c) involved the employer’s
logos and emblems. These are not sufficient conditions, but rather
strong indicators, or paradigmatic features, of being on-duty. That
said, the greater the number of these indicators that are satisfied, the
more plausible it is that the indicators become jointly sufficient for
the conduct to be properly regarded as on-duty.

How might this discussion affect our current investigation? One rea-
sonable thought is this: insofar as we consider the on-duty/off-duty
distinction as a spectral notion, the strength of the ethical reason my
argument generates against blaming through firing could be under-
stood as being positively related to the extent to which the conduct is
off-duty. Or alternatively, the greater the extent to which certain con-
duct is on-duty, the more plausibly does this fact outweigh the ethical
considerations pertaining to the appropriateness of blame.
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this reason (“The Habitual Wrongdoer Consideration”) and
(3) the claim that firms simply should not tolerate the sort
of conduct that generated mass outrage in the kinds of cases
we have considered (“The Business Should Not Tolerate The
Conduct Consideration”). I offer some reason to think that
these considerations may not weigh quite as heavily in favor
of firing as one might initially think.

The Economic Burden Consideration

Some might reasonably worry that an employee’s being the
focus of mass social media outrage imposes significant eco-
nomic burdens, and will always, or almost always, constitute
good financial reason to fire. While whether this is so will
of course ultimately turn on further empirical investigation,
there is some reason to think that this worry is at least not
obviously correct.

Given the notoriously short attention spans of outraged
social media participants (Ronson 2015a), it is difficult to
conclude that retaining the employee will be too economi-
cally burdensome. Moreover, it is not clear that the outraged
social media participants are motivated or influential enough
to harm the business, especially when the business has a cus-
tomer base that does not overlap with those outraged. Also,
there can be significant costs involved in finding a replace-
ment candidate and training the newly hired employee (Allen
et al. 2010; Dube et al. 2010). Until a suitable candidate
is hired and trained, others in the workplace may need to
pick up the slack, as it were, and this might adversely affect
their productivity (Bauer et al. 2007). These are non-trivial
costs that may ultimately outweigh the costs of continuing
to employ the subject of the mass social media outrage. By
hypothesis, the employer knows the subject of the mass out-
rage to be a productive employee.

To be clear, I am not suggesting that there are never eco-
nomic disruptions in mass outrage contexts; this is implau-
sible. Rather, I am suggesting that we need not think that
the economic case for termination is somehow obvious, or
a priori justified. Of course, there may be circumstances
in which there is a strong economic case for firing the
employee. But, even if the firing in such cases is all-things-
considered justified, the manager should be aware that there
may still be some ethical costs associated with the deci-
sion—for instance, subjecting the employee to undeserved
blame.

The Habitual Wrongdoer Consideration

One might argue that managers are justified in firing in the
sorts of cases we are considering due to the fact that humans
are habitual and are thus prone to repeat wrongdoings. A
manager might think, “I just cannot risk this happening
again, and if the person did it once, what’s to stop it from

happening once more, or worse yet, while at work.” One
might point out that even in institutions that are typically
seen as moral exemplars (or at least ought to be seen as
moral exemplars) such as universities and churches, there
have been repeated instances of serious wrongdoings, often
by the same individuals.>* While I am sympathetic to this
worry, there are a few things to say in response.

The peculiarity of using a statistical generality about a
population (e.g., that humans are habitual), absent evidence,
to justify treating someone as though that he/she instanti-
ates that generality (e.g., that this employee is a habitual
wrongdoer) is brought ought vividly when considering other
moral phenomena. Consider the case of forgiving. We might
make the following plausible generality: humans are forgiv-
ing. However, after I wrong someone, it would be odd for
me to presume that I have been forgiven, merely because of
the generality that humans are forgiving. I should neither
act as though I have already been forgiven, nor that I will be
forgiven, even if it is true that humans forgive another as a
statistical matter—I need to in fact be forgiven. Similarly, in
considering our response to an employee’s alleged wrong-
doing we should not assume that he or she is a habitual
wrongdoer, without evidence of the person in fact being a
habitual wrongdoer.

Perhaps more importantly, presuming a person to be a
habitual wrongdoer due to one instance of wrongdoing seems
to disrespect that person’s agency: it fails to treat the person as
an autonomous agent with the capacity or freedom to change.
It seems to write off the possibility that the person has “turned
a leaf,” as it were. These are significant moral costs. Though
we might point to statistical generalities when describing the
behavior of populations, presupposing that the generality is
true of a particular person, absent evidence, disrespects that
person: it treats the person as a predetermined statistical pat-
tern, rather than as a person who has the capacity to choose.™

The “Business Should Not Tolerate the Conduct”
Consideration

A different consideration that may lead some to believe that
the business should fire the employee in mass outrage con-
texts may go something like this: while the woman’s tweet
in the AIDS-tweet case may not be as bad as assault or other
heinous wrongs, it is still abhorrent and should not be toler-
ated. Perhaps some may even regard the tweet as blatantly
racist. For this reason, the thought may go, the business
should blame through firing.

3% 1 thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this objection.

35 T thank Alan Strudler and Matthew Caulfield for the point made in
this paragraph.
3 T owe this objection to an anonymous reviewer.
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Even if we grant that businesses should not tolerate con-
duct like in the AIDS-tweet case, we still face the question
of just what not tolerating something requires. Does not
tolerating conduct like in the AIDS-tweet case require the
employer to respond with one of the most severe sanctions
it has available? I suggest that plausibly not.

As a general matter, not tolerating misconduct does not
seem to necessitate responding with a severe sanction, let
alone one of the most severe sanctions available. For exam-
ple, suppose Arjun does not tolerate being disrespected.
Perhaps some would understand this to mean that if dis-
respected, Arjun will punch the person who disrespected
him. But not tolerating disrespect certainly does not seem to
necessitate (or permit, for that matter) this severe a response.
Simply asserting that one will not stand for being disre-
spected in many instances will suffice. Moreover, the con-
ceptual connection between the extent to which we do not
tolerate X and the severity of our response to X may not be
as tightly linked as we might initially suppose; just because
Arjun punches a person in response to disrespect does not
mean that Arjun tolerates being disrespected less than some-
one who responds to disrespect by verbally articulating that
he/she will not stand for being disrespected.

Consider also the context of punishments disbursed by
the state. It is true, the state should not tolerate shop lift-
ing. But not tolerating shoplifting does not require that the
state respond with its most severe available punishment.
Of course, state-imposed punishment is different in several
important ways from business responses to employee wrong-
doing. But what’s surprising is that some of the very features
that make it an imperfect analogy point in favor of a more
tempered response in the business context: With respect
to the state disbursing punishment, there are various safe-
guards, protocols, and so on, that mitigate against the risk
of unjustly disbursed punishment. But these safeguards are
missing in the context of sanctions disbursed by employers.

To summarize, it does not seem at all clear that not tol-
erating the employee’s misconduct requires termination.
In any case, even if one insists that the business ought not
to tolerate the sorts of conduct in the kinds of mass social
media outrage cases we have been considering, there may be
other ways for a business to respond in lieu of firing.

How Might a Business Respond Other Than
by Firing?

In this section, I begin with some reflections directed at
those who, even after considering the arguments mar-
shaled in the article thus far, remain hesitant to forgo the
thought that businesses should fire employees in the mass
outrage contexts we have been considering. I then explore
the question of how, if at all, a business might still be able
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to blame, even if it does not fire the employee. I conclude
the section by raising the question of what it might look
like for a firm to stand up for, instead of blaming or firing,
the employee at the center of mass social media outrage
and suggest that this possibility may at least merit further
consideration.

Reflections Directed at Those Who Insist on Firing

Those who insist that businesses should blame the employee
through firing in the kinds of cases we have been consider-
ing face at least two difficulties to account for. First, many
believe that those who have completed prison sentences for
committing serious crimes should be permitted to reinte-
grate into society; some even think we owe it to such persons
to help them reintegrate into the workforce. If we do indeed
owe it to such persons to help them re-enter the workforce,
what do we, as a society, owe to those who were once fired
in response to mass social media outrage for comparatively
less serious misconduct? Should one instance of wrongdoing
of the sort we’ve been considering make one permanently
unemployable? A view that supports termination in the cases
we have been considering should offer a response to these
questions.

Second, the point about not tolerating racist, sexist, or
other unethical conduct cuts both ways. Whatever one may
think of the ethics of the woman’s tweet in the AIDS-tweet
case (“Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding.
I’m white!””), many of the responses to her tweet by outraged
social media participants were unequivocally appalling:

e “[she] should just kill herself”

e “Somebody HIV(+) must rape this bitch and we will see
if her skin color can protect her from AIDS”

e “We’ll welcome her with open arms, Just Kidding. Die
you racist cunt”

e “Kill this bitch the moment she steps in any African
country...”

e “T want her head on a stick”

e “Someone rape her”

e “Good luck finding a new job you cunt”

Others were more explicit in their demands about her
employment:

e “This bitch is a straight up racist! Fire her ass!”
e “Fire this cunt.”

It is not clear that aligning one’s organization with the
demands of outraged individuals on social media who
would make these sorts of unambiguously sexist remarks
and threats is appropriate. These sort of remarks, especially
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when it is a woman at the center of social media outrage, are
not uncommon. The woman who was fired in the Dongles
Case, in addition to being subjected to various racial slurs,
faced similar remarks: ““...Let’s crucify this cunt,” “Cut out
her uterus with an xacto knife,” “I hope I can find [her],
kidnap her, put a torture bag over her head, and shoot a .22
subsonic round right into her fucking skull. Fuck that bitch
make her obey” (Ronson 2015a, p. 120). She also had her
home address posted to the internet along with a photograph
of a decapitated woman with duct tape covering her mouth
(Ronson 2015b). Women in a wide range of other cases
involving mass social media outrage have been subjected to
similar threats and remarks.’’

So, in the way that it is common wisdom that in many
instances one should not capitulate to threats or demands to
avoid encouraging repeat instances of demands (or escala-
tions in demands), we might think that firms acquiescing
to the demands of outraged social media participants who
would subject another to comments of this sort may help
sustain or even encourage this very sort of vile behavior.

Suppose one now acknowledges that firing the employee
in mass outrage contexts is not necessary and may also be
morally inappropriate but still thinks inaction is unaccepta-
ble and that the employee should be blamed for the miscon-
duct. That is, suppose a manager thinks blame is all-things-
considered justified but wants to blame without firing. Is
there a way to do this? Surely, there is.

Blaming Without Firing

Suppose a business insists on the moral importance of blam-
ing an employee at the center of mass social media outrage
in the kinds of cases we have been discussing, but wants
to do so without terminating the employee. How could the
business do so? While space does not permit a full discus-
sion of this topic, I will briefly discuss some possibilities.*®
First, a business could issue a statement of condemnation,
without coupling the statement with an additional sanction
or penalty. For instance, a business might take the kind of
response that the president of Boston University took in

37 This sort of treatment that women are subjected to online was
prominently brought to light by the Gamergate affair in which a few
women who spoke out against sexism in the videogame industry were
met with mass outrage of this sort; one individual associated with
Gamergate faced “graphic threats of rape, murder, and harm to her
and her husband [that] included the specific times of day these crimes
would occur, what weapons would be used, and [internet participants]
even released her private home address [on the internet]” (Scheff and
Schorr 2017, p. 252).

38 It is worth noting that merely because these alternative ways of
expressing blame are less harsh than blaming through firing, it does
not mean that they are insulated from the requirements pertaining to
the ethics of blame.

response to a tweet—"“why is white america so reluctant to
identify white college males as a problem population?”’—by
one of its incoming assistant professors:

...[The professor’s] comments are receiving exten-
sive coverage in the media; we are also hearing from
alumni, friends, and others about them. Many have
expressed the view that some of [the professor’s] com-
ments are offensive and/or racist.

At Boston University, we acknowledge [the profes-
sor’s] right to hold and express her opinions. Our
community is composed of faculty, staff, and students
who represent widely varying points of view on many
sensitive issues.

At the same time, we fully appreciate why many have
reacted so strongly to her statements. Boston Univer-
sity does not condone racism or bigotry in any form,
and we are committed to maintaining an educational
environment that is free from bias, fully inclusive, and
open to wide-ranging discussions. We are disappointed
and concerned by statements that reduce individuals
to stereotypes on the basis of a broad category such
as sex, race, or ethnicity. I believe [the professor’s]
remarks fit this characterization... (Svrluga 2015)

Businesses too might offer such a statement of condem-
nation, without also firing the employee. While there are
complications related to universities being non-profit insti-
tutions with unique aims, the point I am making about the
ability to express blame without having to also bring along
the badness associated with firing is generalizable to busi-
ness contexts.>’

That being said, while such a statement of condemna-
tion may be less harsh than firing, managers should rec-
ognize that authorizing a press release in response to an
employee’s action is a decidedly ethical act, not merely a
PR decision. When reprimanding an employee, it is gener-
ally considered good practice to pull the employee aside
and address him/her privately rather than reprimand him/
her in front of peers: failing to do so would humiliate the
employee. Yet with press releases in response to social
media outrage, the reprimand of the employee is unabash-
edly public. Managers should not merely consider the PR
dimensions of the decision to issue a press release, but
should also consider how such a press release can affect
the employee and consider whether one act of wrongdoing

3 While this is as an example of what a business could do, I do
not cite this as an example of how a university ought to respond to
such remarks by a professor; one might even think that this sort of
response is especially problematic on the part of a university, given
the importance of university obligations to help sustain the intellec-
tual independence of its faculty and other such considerations.

@ Springer



V.R. Bhargava

justifies a permanent, publicly viewable stain of condem-
nation on the internet.

Second, even if one thinks that not tolerating the
employee’s conduct requires a more severe sanction than a
statement of condemnation—that for the blame to be effec-
tive, it must be coupled with something that will materially
harm the employee—this still does not necessitate termi-
nation. A business might issue a sanction that falls short
of termination, but is still more severe than a statement
of condemnation. For example, when an ESPN reporter
was caught on video berating an employee at a car towing
office and subsequently became the focus of mass outrage,
she was put on a 1-week suspension (Scheff and Schorr
2017, p. 114). Businesses have several options available
other than termination: the business might demote an
employee, pass over the employee for a promotion, place
the employee on temporary suspension or leave, move the
employee to a different role, cut the employee’ salary or
bonus, and so on.

While I don’t believe these alternative sanctions are
required in order for the business to blame an employee nor
to show that it does not tolerate certain forms of conduct,
they are some ways a business can blame, without having
to resort to termination as a blanket response to employee
misconduct in mass social media outrage contexts.

Standing Up for the Employee

Finally, could an organization that purports to respect and
value its employees have an obligation to stand up for or
protect an employee at the center of mass social media out-
rage? While the argument in this article cannot withstand
the weight of answering this question affirmatively, it seems
to be a thesis worth exploring. What might it look like for
an employer to stand up for an employee at the center of
mass social media outrage? In August 2018, soon after a
young Asian-American journalist was appointed to the edi-
torial board of The New York Times (The Times), her earlier
social media activity was unearthed, including tweets like
the following: “White men are bullshit,” “Are white people
genetically disposed to burn faster in the sun, thus logically
being only fit to live underground like groveling goblins,”
“Dumbass fucking white people marking up the internet
with their opinions like dogs pissing on fire hydrants,” and
“oh man it’s kind of sick how much joy I get out of being
cruel to old white men.” These tweets generated mass social
media outrage, placing significant pressure on The Times to
fire her. Instead of firing her, The Times offered the follow-
ing statement:
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We have hired [the journalist] because of the excep-
tional work she has done covering the internet and
technology at a range of respected publications.

Her journalism and the fact that she is a young Asian
woman have made her a subject of frequent online har-
assment. For a period of time she responded to that
harassment by imitating the rhetoric of her harassers.
She sees now that this approach only served to feed
the vitriol that we too often see on social media. She
regrets it, and The Times does not condone it.

We had candid conversations with [her] as a part of our
thorough vetting process, which included a review of
her social media history. She understands that this type
of rhetoric is not acceptable at The Times and we are
confident that she will be an important voice for the
editorial board moving forward.

In making this statement, rather than capitulating to the
demands of outraged social media participants, The Times
stood behind its employee, and indeed even spoke to some
of her virtues and qualifications, without at the same time
condoning the content of her tweets.

Firms often expend considerable time and resources to
vet an employee during the hiring process; upon hiring,
firms also often have an opportunity to build a relationship
with the employee in various capacities. We might plausibly
think that this better equips firms to appreciate the moral
complexity of the employee at the center of mass social
media outrage than distant, outraged social media partici-
pants who may not have (or be disposed to seek out) a fuller
picture of the employee. This more complex picture of the
employee is something an employer might draw attention
to when standing up for an employee at the center of mass
social media outrage.

The woman who was fired in the Dongles case spoke
of her former employer as follows: “[My employer] threw
me under the bus. I felt betrayed. I felt abandoned. I felt
ashamed. I felt rejected. I felt alone” (Ronson 2015a, p. 121).
When an employee is the focus of mass social media out-
rage, he or she is likely to feel a debilitating alienation
from his or her community; this is when an employee most
needs support and an ally. Perhaps the firm could fulfill this
role: rather than offering a condemnatory, moralizing press
release, the firm could speak to the employee’s virtues that
it has come to appreciate during the employee’s tenure—
virtues that outraged social media participants are poorly
positioned to recognize.

Implications and Future Avenues of Research

The argument I have presented, while structurally simple,
has important theoretical and managerial implications. First,
even when an employee has done something wrong (and
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there is clear evidence of this fact and the employee has
been afforded adequate due process), there are considera-
tions external to this fact that must be considered in the deci-
sion to fire. Notably, the fact that firings have the potential to
be inappropriate acts of blame in mass outrage contexts has
not to date been fully appreciated in employment ethics. In
making this argument, I have brought the employment eth-
ics literature into contact with the growing scholarship on
the philosophy of blame. I drew attention to a novel dimen-
sion of the ethics of blame, the dependence principle, which
holds that the appropriateness of an act of blame depends in
part on how much others blame. While this article does not
amount to a full defense and articulation of the dependence
principle, it does illustrate a significant implication of it for
employment ethics.

Second, I argued that in firing decisions in mass outrage
contexts, a manager’s intent in firing may be irrelevant to
the question of whether an employee was wrongfully fired.
That is, even if the manager saw the firing strictly as a deci-
sion concerning PR or profits, and indeed even regretted
having to fire the employee, this does not necessarily justify
the firing. One implication of this is that theorists must pay
more attention to how the context of an act affects the moral
status of the act; for example, the context in which a firing
takes place can change it from being merely an ordinary
firing to also being an act of blame. Attending to issues in
philosophy of language concerning the expressive dimen-
sions of actions, and issues in metaphysics concerning action
individuation, can help theorists toward this end. If an other-
wise ethically inert act takes on a new significance in certain
contexts, this can trigger additional moral requirements.

Third, this article can also serve as an example for how
recent technological advances might raise new issues in
business ethics debates that may seem well worn. I showed
how widespread adoption and use of social media makes it
worth revisiting certain questions in employment ethics—in
particular, questions pertaining to the ethics of firing. Social
media allows for large numbers of individuals to come
together and subject a person to blame with much greater
ease than ever before. When an employee is at the focus
of this outrage, I argued that this has ethical implications
for firing decisions. Moreover, before social media, these
sorts of firing decisions were found in a realm of mana-
gerial decisions that remained largely insulated from such
external pressures. In short, this article aimed to serve as
an example of how it can be theoretically and practically
fruitful to return scholarly attention to certain well-trodden
topics in light of technological advances, especially given
that technology can in some circumstances open up issues
that managers may never have encountered in the past.

This article also opens several further questions for schol-
ars to investigate. While there are many empirical ques-
tions that remain uninvestigated—such as how customers,

suppliers, investors, and partners alter their interactions with
a firm that fails to fire an employee who is at the center of
mass social media outrage, or whether a firm might be per-
ceived as a bully due to firing the employee in response to
mass outrage, in the way that individuals sometimes can be
seen as bullies for contributing to mass social media outrage
(Sawaoka and Monin 2018)—I will here focus on normative
questions.

First, what role should the victim of the employee’s
wrongdoing (when there is an identifiable victim) play in
a manager’s decision? If the victim says, “I don’t want her
to lose her livelihood; 1 just want an apology,” it seems
inappropriate, perhaps even disrespectful, to override this
request. In criminal trials, whether the victim forgives is
often immaterial to whether the criminal is punished, but it
does often figure into the severity of the sentencing. While
the victim’s voice may not always matter when it comes to
responding to wrongdoers, perhaps it should matter more
than the vicarious outrage of social media participants. A
key task for scholars will be to investigate how to take seri-
ously a victim’s claims in the context of managerial deci-
sion-making with respect to employee wrongdoing.

Second, are firms justified in terminating relationships
with customers, suppliers, and partners due to their miscon-
duct that generates mass social media outrage? Developing
an account that covers such a wide variety of relationships
(and it is not clear that a unified account will emerge) may
require engaging with fundamental questions concerning
the legitimacy and scope of managerial authority, the nature
of relational morality when there is a power asymmetry in
the relationship, and the morality of imposing a corporate
culture so strict that any ethical transgressions make one a
misfit.

Third, if—contrary to what I have argued—one’s off-duty
misconduct does usually justify blaming through firing in
mass social media outrage contexts, should one’s off-duty
exemplary conduct be considered in decisions pertaining to
hiring, promotions, and bonuses? For example, should an
employee’s off-duty volunteerism and charitable donations
be determining factors in decisions about who to promote?
These questions turn on deeper issues pertaining to whether
the distribution of harms and goods generate asymmetrical
(or perhaps even entirely distinct) moral requirements in the
manager.

Conclusion

Widespread adoption of new technologies, especially social
media, has altered the ethical landscape. I argued that the
fact that a firing would occur in a mass social media outrage
context brought about by an employee’s off-duty conduct
contributes to the firing being an inappropriate act of blame.
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This is so even when the requirements of procedural justice
and due process are met. Moreover, the thesis I defended is
one that even supporters of employment at-will have reason
to take seriously, given that the argument I advanced does
not require adopting strong assumptions about the sorts of
legal rights or protections employees should (or should not)
have. The decision to fire an employee at the center of mass
social media outrage is often considered by managers to be
laudatory—indeed, firms often take pains to announce such
decisions—but it can often be, on the contrary, ethically
unjustified.
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