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Abstract
Resigning from office is a critical ethical decision for individuals. Resignation also
remains one of the basic moral resources for individuals of integrity. The option to
resign reinforces integrity, buttresses responsibility, supports accountability, and can
provide leverage and boundary drawing. I argue that the moral reasons to resign
flow from three related moral dimensions of integrity. Individuals in office promise
to live up to the obligation of the office. This promise presumes that individuals
have the capacity to make and keep promises, the competence to do the tasks of
office, and the ability to be effective. This article examines how failure in each of
these areas generates strong moral reasons to resign. ©1999 by the Association for
Public Policy Analysis and Management.

Getting out or staying in marks a defining moment for a person in public life. Most
decisions in office are woven into a fabric of habit, experience, and professional
judgments. Only a few decisions threaten the fabric of integrity and can unravel a life
or office. At these frayed edges of selfhood where people decide to stay or resign,
persons define their integrity.

Very little has been written about resignation despite its importance to moral life
within an institution. Often it remains the forgotten moral option because of the
combined personal costs of leaving and the social pressures to conform.’ The few
analyses of resigning focus upon the high moral drama of resigning over principle.2

The standard account argues that participating in a policy with which one morally
disagrees requires resigning from office and usually adds that resigners should publicly
oppose the policy. These moral dramas, however, are not typical cases, and they are
seldom helpful to people trying to decide whether to resign. The moral reasons for
resigning from office are more varied and often more prosaic because the moral
landscape of participation involves more than principles.

This article presents a moral theory of resignation that accounts for the moral
complexity of life in office and can help guide individuals in their deliberations. Unlike
the accounts that focus upon the obligations either to oppose or leave when individuals
disagree on principle, I argue that moral integrity in office has three separate
components. Each component might be thought of as a support for the tripod of
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integrity or as one of a triad of concerns among which individuals triangulate their
judgments. This analysis of moral resignation begins with the assumption that the
moral status of holding office can best be conceptualized as a promise by an individual
to live up to the obligations of office. This promise presumes three supports for moral
obligation in office: (a) the moral capacity to make and keep promises, (b) the
competence to perform duties, and (c) effectiveness in actions. This article explores
how each support can generate a range of moral reasons to resign through examples
drawn from case studies, biographies, memoirs, and interviews. Individuals have
many reasons to leave office and not all are ethically based, but I will focus upon
those that flow from moral obligations in office.

The article begins with a discussion of the moral importance of resignation. Second,
it charts three reference points that map out the moral conditions of holding office
with integrity. Third, it sketches the conditions under which each support of the tripod
of integrity might buckle and enjoin resigning. Finally, I examine offers or threats to
resign as a moral resource for individuals in office.

THE ETHICAL IMPORTANCE OF RESIGNING

Resigning has a profound role in the moral ecology of the self. First, resignation
supports personal integrity. Personal integrity matters because it enables persons to
claim life as their own and enables society to allocate responsibility on the assumption
that individuals can act with consistency and discipline on behalf of promises. Personal
integrity involves the capacity to take a reflective stance toward roles and actions,
and make sense of how they cohere. It resembles what the moral philosopher John
Rawls calls “reflective equilibrium,” a state in which an individual reflects across
roles and actions, and assesses their compatibility or consistency with each other
and with an individual’s commitments [Rawls, 1971, pp.48-51]. This reflective
movement spins the threads that stitch together selfhood and creates a wholeness,
durability, even beauty, across the quilted fabric of a person’s life [Carter, 1996, pp. 3-
14; Dobel, 1990, pp. 354-366]. Personal integrity also means that persons can act on
the basis of belief and commitment. Persons of integrity can keep promises and play
by the rules because they have the self-discipline and character to overcome
temptations, opposition, and problems.3 Integrity enables individuals to seek greater

1 For some individuals, resigning means severing ties with one organization, but they can find a position
within a different division or go to another position. For many, however, resigning poses a high threshold given
the economic and reputational costs of leaving a job. Resigning a job without civil service protection or another
sure job can be very costly. This can be compounded by family support obligations. Resigning can also affect a
person’s reputation and employability. Sometimes it marks them as a person of integrity and worthy of being
hired; more often it marks them as a person who is disloyal and not a team player At the same time, internal
social pressures press them to stay in an organization. [see Jackall, 1988; Janis, 1988; Weisband and Franck,
1975]. These personal and institutional reasons discourage resigning as a moral option.
2 Most of the discussions arose from the crisis of conscience many policymakers experienced during the
Vietnam War of which Weisband and Franck [1975] is the best and only sustained study on the morality of
resignation in the United States. Thomson [1973-1974] provides a remarkable account of the psychologi-
cal process and issues (pp. 49-67). More recently, Long [1993] comments upon the importance of resigna-
tion to defend an agency trusteeship understanding of office. Also see Kenney [1992, pp. 20-22]. This
argument will focus upon job-related conflicts that generate moral reasons to resign. A large number of
other perfectly good reasons to resign might exist, such as a transfer, a better job offer, the needs of a
spouse with a job offer, or family obligations. I will not discuss these.
3 The capacity to act despite costs to oneself is central to the definitions of integrity. For a seminal work see
McFall [1987, pp. 5-23]; also see Carter [1996, pp. 15-52].
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compatibility with commitments by revising actions or roles to restore moral
coherence. If all else fails and a role threatens the fabric of life, then people can sever
a role and resign.

Second, resigning buttresses moral responsibility. Individuals in public office possess
responsibility for their actions, and resigning is a basic moral resource of responsible
persons. Although the level of personal responsibility may vary, individuals above the
ministerial levels possess some coresponsibility for institutional actions because they
materially contribute their competence to the outcomes. Too often individuals respond
to moral conflict by denying responsibility with excuses such as “following orders,”
“no choice,” or “not my job.” The existence of the option to resign prevents them
from exculpating themselves with such excuses.4 The option to resign means that the
theoretical linkage of personal responsibility and position is real.

The resignation option complicates the moral and psychological temptations to
save integrity yet deny responsibility. The knowledge of this option means that a
person cannot escape knowledge of his or her responsibility by pretending that he or
she had no choice. Resignation defines the field of his or her integrity because
participation becomes a matter of choice, not force or inertia. It means individuals
know that they contribute in a substantial way to the realization of goals. This matters
because the social and psychological pressures of office push individuals to live by
group norms. Everyday organizational life pressures people to stay and blinds people
to the resignation option.5 I want to make clear that I am referring to a robust notion
of integrity and responsibility. This is not a call for hair-trigger resigning. In public
life, no persons get all they want all the time. Most officials lose more battles than
they win, and victories are always imperfect. So public officials find themselves
compromising and contributing to imperfect outcomes.6 Moral effectiveness does
not flow from innocence or scrupulosity, and a responsible public official should not
resign over every conflicted principle but has to learn to live with moral imperfection
while keeping his or her moral compass and integrity intact.7 As British Minister
Aneurin Bevan said in his own resignation speech, “No member ought to accept office
in a government without a full consciousness that he ought not to resign it for frivolous
reasons” [Weisband and Franck, 1975, p. 112].

Third, resignation can help ensure accountability to democratic institutions. As
Albert Hirshman [1977] made clear in his classic study on “exit” and “voice” in

4 Thompson [1980] develops the most persuasive case for continuous responsibility for official actions.
The level of discretion, formal control, and the importance of one’s skills to implementation can affect the
actual level of responsibility, but none eliminate it. Dobel [1988] expands this argument. Dobel [1991]
links integrity with responsibility (pp. 35-79). My analysis mainly focuses upon appointed and senior
officials. I believe, however, the broader case applies to all officials, including elected executives and legis-
lators as well as those in the career services, especially as they enter senior management positions. The
issues of maintaining personal moral capacity, effectiveness, access, and competence apply across the
board. Although the range of discretion may vary and the chain of accountability may differ, especially
with elected officials, all face the same issues of respecting law and due process and crafting compromises.
s See J&all [1988] for a fine discussion of this problem. “The Agony of Dissent” [1993] provides a discus-
sion by a group of public officials who resigned over U.S. policy toward Yugoslavia and highlights these
issues.
6 Living in a world where resignation is not an option changes the moral obligations of people. If leaving
means threatening one’s life or having the lives of family or friends endangered, it can all but nullify the
power of moral responsibility in a persons life. For an exploration of how this changes notions of culpabil-
ity and innocence, see Michnik [1987, especially, pp. 169-199].
7 This point is constantly made by public officials. For clear expositions, see Ball [1982, pp. 424-434];
Vance [1983, pp. 398-413]; Shultz [1993, pp. 783-840]; Powell [1995]. For the classic statement of the
position, see Bailey [1965, pp. 283-298]. Also see Dobel [1991].
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organizations, exit from an institution can signal to the public the existence of a
debate over deeper or more serious issues than had been exposed in public
deliberations. A public resignation with voice adds information and credibility to
dissent. Like any human action, however, resignation cuts both ways and can also
harm accountability. If everyone opposed to a policy exits, the institution loses its
capacity for internal reform. Exits of dissenters narrow the range of options within
an inner circle, encourage groupthink, and undermine the internal trust and
communication needed for honest policy discussion [Hirshman, 1977; Stahl, 1974,
pp. 162-171].

The willingness to resign buttresses the moral and psychological core of integrity
and responsibility. If persons become so wedded to office that they will not resign
under any circumstances, they risk violating their integrity, the norms of office, and
effectiveness. A classic case demonstrates how facing resignation is crucial to keeping
integrity. As secretary of state for President Ronald Reagan, George Shultz fought the
plans of the National Security Council and Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to trade
weapons to Iran in exchange for the freeing of hostages. In November 1986, the
administration’s actions exploded in the press and the Iran-Contra scandal was born.
Officials such as National Security Advisor Admiral John Poindexter and CIA Director
William Casey pressed to continue the exchanges. Shultz, however, believed the actions
to be fundamentally wrong because they encouraged more hostage taking, undercut
administration policy, and damaged President Reagan. He also feared the policy would
undermine efforts to end to the Cold War with the Soviet Union.

Shultz faced considerable pressure to resign from White House staff who viewed
his opposition as disloyal. At this point, Shultz made a vital moral decision. In August
of 1986, he had submitted a letter of resignation to the president, but Reagan, refused
the resignation and encouraged Shultz to stay [Shultz, 1993, pp. 725-726]. In
November 1986, when the story broke, Shultz told President Reagan that the president
could accept the resignation at any point: “My credibility with the president could
only be enhanced by his knowledge that I was the easiest guy in Washington for him
to get rid of.” Shultz began a difficult task because, “I had to stop completely any
further arms-for-hostage deals. I know my job was on the line, but proud as I was to
be secretary of state and conscious as I was of possible achievements of great
significance, I knew I could not want the job too much” [Shultz, 1993, p. 792, emphasis
added]. The resignation in the drawer liberated his integrity to begin the arduous
struggle to change policy and not conform.

Although extremely important, resignation remains only one moral resource for
public officials facing ethical conflict. Sometimes pressures to resign should be resisted.
For example, in October of 1973 President Richard Nixon ordered Special Prosecutor
Archibald Cox to cease his attempts to subpoena any more tapes from Nixon concerning
the Watergate cover-up. President Nixon believed that this order would force Cox to
resign. Cox did not. As he explained, “I don’t think there was ever any thought in my
mind or talk in the office about resigning-it was so obvious it wouldn’t be the right
thing to do. . .You were rather expected to fight. . .You had to go about doing what
your job was. To resign would be to run away from it” [The Saturday Night Massacre,
C, 1977, p. 16]. Nixon chose to fire Cox and ignited the firestorm that contributed to
his downfall. Career public officials, especially, have added obligations both to protect

B Dobel [1982], Glazer and Glazer [1989], Burke [1986], and Weinstein [1979] all discuss the various ways
in which one can come to terms with morally troubling policy as well as the legitimate methods of moral
dissent within office.
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their institutions and to work with policies about which they have moral qualms as
long as the actions are legal and accountable.8 These officials may choose to stay for
moral reasons and pursue a number of defensible strategies such as internal dissenting,
ameliorating the problems in implementation, waiting out the policy, or mobilizing
allies to oppose it. Resigning is a basic moral resource, not a panacea.

HOLDING OFFICE

I believe the moral relationship between a person and an office is best understood as a
promise to live up to the office’s responsibilities.9 This promise implicates an individuals
integrity and responsibility with the obligations of office. The responsibilities include
acting with competence, obeying the law, framing actions in light of legal and institutional
norms, agreeing to accountability, and respecting due process. Although the range of
discretion varies for appointed, career, and elected officials, the moral structure of the
promise and its base conditions remain the same. This promise requires key assumptions
about the individual and his or her relationship to the position. For persons in office, the
violation of these assumptions provides very strong reasons to resign.

The promises made in taking office are complex and cover two broad areas. The
first covers the substantive promises presumed by all public officials-to obey the
laws and respect due process. In addition, they promise good-faith performance of
the skills and technical demands. These obviously apply to all executives--career,
appointed, and elected-but also to legislators. The second range of promises involves
the pledge to be accountable to principals. This becomes more complex in American
politics because of the varied relationships with principals-those individuals to whom
persons pledge to account for performance. At the clearest level, members of an
official’s staff promise not just to be competent but to loyally promote within the law
the interests of their direct principal whom they usually serve at will. The principals
served are usually elected or appointed executives but may also be career executives.
At the next level, individuals may be appointed by principals, often executives, but
also by boards or other entities, to serve as heads of offices on behalf of the principal.
Sometimes these appointments require approval of a legislature or an oversight body.
In these cases, the appointed officials have multiple obligations. In addition to their
legal and technical obligations, they also promise to serve within the framework of
the principal’s policy agenda and to protect the administration’s legitimacy. They may
also owe reporting and responsiveness to oversight bodies and owe consultation and
respect to the stakeholders that cluster around their agency and are often necessary
for its success and protection.

Career officials who become appointed officials in an administration take on these
same complex promises. All career officials have strong obligations to promote agency
integrity, competence, and legality. As they rise in responsibility, their own promises
become more complex and come to resemble those of appointed officials as they
must attend to the directions of administrative policy, the demands of legislative
oversight, and the opinions of interest groups.

All senior leaders, whether appointed or career, serve in an administration and for
a principal with broader responsibilities. These officials have special obligations to
protect and support their principal and administration as the mechanisms of

9 Rohr [1986] develops this conception in some detail. It is implicit in the work of Cooper [1982] and
Thompson [1980]. Dobel [1988,1990] develops the promissory conception in relation to integrity in office.
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democratic accountability in government. They have strong implicit obligations to
stay within the policy framework of the administration and not undermine their
principal. Finally, any office involves responsibilities to build political capital,
institutional competence, and legitimacy for the office [March and Olsen, 1989]. The
complicated nature of promises and patterns of appointment means individuals
seldom have clear lines of accountability.

Regardless of its complexity, any promise has basic assumptions behind it. First, a
promise assumes that persons possess the moral and personal capacities to make
promises and perform the required tasks. This presumption of good-faith competence
means persons should have the self-discipline, commitment, and professional or
technical competence to do the job. Second, they need the time, physical and emotional
health, and energy to carry out the daily demands. Third, they are able to make
reflective and clear judgments on the job. Finally, they should be independent and
not beholden in such a way that they would sacrifice the integrity of the office for
their relations to others. These personal capacities exist prior to taking the job and
are often the very reasons a person is given a job.

Second, the promise presumes that individuals agree to live up to the web of
expectations created by rules, law, and process. The range of discretion and focus of
accountability will vary from ministerial functions to those of senior appointed officials
or elected officials, but the outlines of responsibility remain the same. These laws
define the purpose and often specify the technical and policy directions of the job.
The processes and the political environment shape accountability and interactions
with the public, superiors, and subordinates. In addition, an office lies at the center
of a web of reliance where other people and institutions rely upon the correct and
consistent performance of tasks.

Third, holding office demands that persons be politically effective in performance.
This seems a truism, yet more than one public official has entered office with
commitment, skill, energy, and technical competence, has taken his or her obligations
seriously, and has succeeded in the technical and routine matters, but has failed in
the end. Such officials fail because they do not pay attention to political prudence
and master the political dimensions of the office, which elude legal, technical, or
organizational description. These prudential dimensions involve the capacity to
marshal the political resources and power to influence the political environment and
the principals and to protect the organization.10

INTEGRITY-BASED REASONS TO RESIGN

Personal moral capacity, official responsibilities, and effectiveness represent the three
moral reference points of the triad of public integrity [Behn, 1991; Dobel, 1998].11

They determine the moral “fit” between a person and an office. Individuals triangulate
within the triad to find the right actions. When the three mesh and reinforce each
other, a moral synergy exists that enables individuals to perform official responsibilities
with commitment, competence, energy, and style. The web of reliance is fulfilled; the
legal and authorizing demands are satisfied; the institutional and political dimensions
support the office. I will examine and illustrate the range of moral reasons to resign
that arise from each.

10 The implementation literature of political science commonly addresses these issues. For a fine ex-
ample, see Bardach [1977].
11 This is a revision of the theory of public integrity presented in Dobel [1990].
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Personal Moral Capacity

The ability to bring critical self-reflection, discipline, energy, focus, and insight to the
job depends upon integrity. Integrity links these capacities as it permits persons to
embrace their responsibility for actions. Personal capacities enable individuals to
endure the humdrum, hassles, and the physical and emotional strain of office as well
as provide the moral backstop for periods when legal or institutional directives may be
vague or in conflict. I2 They are also the capacities that sustain a person’s ability to
judge and act upon moral commitments. When these integrity-related capacities erode,
it is time to resign.

Such erosion can occur in various ways. At the most prosaic level-usually ignored in
moral discussions of office--the daily stresses of official life can undercut a person’s
physical or emotional health and endurance. This applies to all offices. When
Representative Morris Udall resigned from the House after a 30-year distinguished career,
he cited the effects of cumulative illness that prevented him from meeting the “rigorous
demands and duties” of his office [Hook, 1991, p. 934]. When individuals exhaust their
physical capacity to give the required performance, then they have a moral reason to
leave. When George C. Marshall resigned as secretary of defense in the Truman
administration after an exemplary career of public service covering 50 years, he cited his
“exhaustion” and inability to carry on the task of the office. He resisted President Truman’s
entreaties to return to office for the same reason. Marshall recognized the often overlooked
but obvious moral point that one must possess the physical and emotional capacity to do
justice to an office’s responsibilities [Pogue, 1987, pp. 477-514].

At a different level, persons can lose their emotional commitment to the job.
Emotional commitment provides the energy to carry the heavy burdens of office.
Senator Sam Nunn hinted at this when in 1995 he decided not to seek re-election in
his safe seat by explaining, “I didn’t want to stay beyond my capacity for enthusiasm”
[Dewar, 1995, p. 14]. When energy diminishes or burnout occurs, people “go through
the motions.” In an interview, a public official described her decision to resign this
way: “Each night before work, I had nightmares. In early morning, my stomach
churned. By the time I reached work, I felt hollowed out inside. I knew it was time to
leave.” The job may get done in a formal, routine sense, but at deeper levels,
performance decays. Little things do not get done. Extra time or effort is not expended
to ensure that things are right. No new initiatives begin, and moral issues are not
pursued. When colleagues or superiors need to be persuaded by commitment and
example, neither manifests itself. The quality of an officials performance goes down
but, more insidiously, he or she models low-quality, low-commitment actions that
undercut morale.

Confronting moral conflict in office can also result in diminished moral
capacity by encouraging individuals to deny responsibility. Officials who
participate in making or implementing a policy with which they morally
disagree may choose to stay in office despite their qualms. The disagreement
might be a relatively minor moral concern, or they might believe that other
policies to which they are morally committed outweigh the disagreement, or
they might believe they can change the policy over time. Career officials possess
strong independent moral obligations to stay and accede to legal changes in
policy as they respond to democratic accountability and defend the competence

I* For an account consistent with this approach that builds upon notions of character, judgment, and
virtues, see Sherman [1989].
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of their office.13 They might believe they can ameliorate the policy, leak, or
whistle blow, or work to change the policy.

These are reasonable and defensible approaches to moral dilemmas in office. They
can, however, threaten integrity and moral capacity. Individuals who experience two
contradictory moral imperatives experience cognitive dissonance. This dissonance
causes emotional and moral pain that pushes for a resolution. Too often individuals
reinterpret reality so that they can ignore or no longer be conscious of the moral
problems. Continuous dissonance undermines judgment and encourages self-
deception as the person struggles to “live with” the dilemma. Yet, it is one thing to be
consciously persuaded to change because of argument and quite another to have
one’s position erode over time without self-conscious reflection.

Organizations aggravate this temptation by providing persons with excuses or
rationalizations that permit them to live with an unacceptable state of affairs.
Going along with a troubling action might simply be “customary practice.” Being
implicated in the policy is acceptable because “one person really can’t make a
difference” [Jackall, 1988, pp. 101-134]. As these rationalizations keep them in
office, they find that their doubts mean they must participate more deeply to
maintain credibility [Dobel, 1982]. In the end, they still participate but fail to
change the policy and also lose influence. This dilemma demands resignation. It
can end with a moment described by one official who resigned when he realized,
“I was becoming someone I despised."14

Participating in the policymaking highlights the relationships among integrity,
responsibility, and moral capacity. Weimer and Vining’s [1992] discussion of the
ethics of policy analysts in policymaking points out that the analysts are given
access in return for competence, loyalty, and confidentiality. I believe this point
can be generalized to all policymakers and implementors. The boundaries of
actual decisionmaking are porous, and implementation always reacts back and
shapes policy. When people work on a policy about which they have deep moral
concerns, they can labor to influence the actual content of the policy. They can
voice dissent, provide arguments and expertise, and try to modify the decisions.
They can use the formal process of memo and consultation as well as using the
informal patterns of hallway conversation and networks of allies. Individuals
who participate are given trust and access for their opportunity to influence. In
return, other participants trust their discretion and loyalty in implementation.
Officials know that they have a chance but implicitly promise to, and are expected
to, go along with the final decisions of their principals. Under these conditions,
when individuals disagree with policy, they might choose to resign. Weimer and
Vining point out that a focus on policy impact leads to the conclusion that the
policy will go on without them and that “the ethical value of your resignation is
questionable.” In this case, individuals might act with disloyalty and leak or
sabotage issues. They could confront the policymakers and threaten to resign,

I3 Career officials have an obligation to respond to democratically warranted changes but also have a wide
array of responses to illegal or morally offensive orders. They could go to external allies to rally support
against the changes; they could delay or subvert the policy in the implementation details; they could slow
down implementation until a more sympathetic superior comes along. Such patterns of resistance against
legally mandated and legitimately changed policy priorities, themselves, have significant problems for
individuals committed to a democratically responsive government [see Burke, 1986].
I4 Fingarette [1969] offers an account of self-deception consistent with this conception. Milgram [1968]
describes how these rationalizations emerge in situations of intense moral and psychological conflict
when individuals confront authority demands to do something they regard as wrong.
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which might be more effective in changing the policy. In the long run, however,
these disloyal actions often forfeit one’s ability to change policy internally.15

In an illustrative case, three foreign service officers in 1992 and 1993 resigned over U.S.
policy toward the Yugoslavian civil war and the ethnic cleansing policy waged by Serbia
against Bosnia. As State Department desk officers, all three served as upper-middle-level
officials with some influence on policy recommendations and all helped implement the
policies. George Kenney served for Yugoslavia, Marshall Harris for Bosnia, and Stephen
Walker for Croatia. Each reported a similar moral odyssey All three tried with varying
degrees of success to influence policy. Kenney tried to change policy through “incremental
shifts.” He took “every opportunity to nudge policy.” He worked the informal network to
“talk to anyone who would listen.” Harris and Walker both pursued similar actions and
sent memos, one of which found its way to the secretary of state, through the State
Department’s dissent network Eventually, Harris and Walker concluded that they were
“not heard” and the principals were “not listening.” All three found themselves
implementing the policy through actions, decisions, reports, and documents. All three
reached a similar conclusion-they had no serious access to influence policy and their
dissent did not make a difference. None believed other assignments or postings could
alleviate their moral disagreement over the policy that they believed made the United
States “complicit in genocide” and massive human rights violations.

With a tight focus upon policy impact, they could still stay in as Weimer and Vining
[1992] suggest or accept reassignment. Whatever they did, the policy would go on
without them and leaving might demonstrate a “lack of fortitude.” But their concerns
ran deeper than lost influence. They had “lost confidence in the principals on the
seventh floor” to make foreign policy. More importantly, they emphasized their own
responsibility. Even if the policy went on without them, they did not want to be morally
complicit in implementing and making it. For their integrity’s sake, they sought to
disengage from actually contributing to what they believed a morally wrong policy.
Kenney said, “I was not only watching a policy failure, I was part of it.” Walker
concluded, “I could not be a part of that,” and realized that “I could not do my job
anymore.” Kenney added, “I did not in my soul feel comfortable supporting and
rationalizing” the policy.

All three resigned at different times, and all three made their resignation public. As
is almost always the case with public resigning in America, they did not make much
difference. Kenney admitted he was “very disappointed that ultimately I haven’t been
able to really help change the policy.” All three, however, hoped that their resignations
would create “tension” and inform others about “what is behind policy.” The example
illustrates the dynamic interplay of the triad of moral assumptions. Each believed
that their moral capacity linked them to responsibility for a policy they abhorred.
Their effectiveness and ability to make a difference had eroded, and they could not
do their professional job. They believed that the institution could not be changed
from the inside and that no other major policy initiatives or institutional jobs could
offset their disagreement. Having lost confidence in policy, process, and principals,
they faced their own responsibility for participation and chose to resign rather than
“contribute to the realization of goals with which they fundamentally disagreed."16

For the justification of staying in under moral duress to make sense, persons should
meet three conditions that fighting for moral commitments in office presuppose.

I5 Weimer and Vining [1992, pp. 15-29, especiallay pp. 21-24]. I use their addition of the category of
“disloyal actions” to the exit-voice model of Hirshman on how individuals respond to conflict in organiza-
tions. Disloyal actions like leaking or sabotage are designed to undermine a principal’s policy they oppose.
I6 The case is drawn from “The Agony of Dissent” [1993], Kenney [1992], and Ryan [1994, pp. 32-37].
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First, they maintain their own beliefs intact under the stress of opposition, and any
changes are reflective and self-conscious. Second, they can demonstrate some progress
in making a difference in the policy to which they are opposed or show moral success
in other vital areas. Issues of principles or ethics seldom present themselves so clearly
as to be trip-wires demanding resignation. Rather the fight for principles involves
difficult conflicts over time to make a meaningful difference, often in multiple domains
of policy. 17 Third, they maintain a reflective balance where they keep alive the tension
and remain alert to the wrong involved, even as they work both to change and to
implement policy. In this case, they may have strong obligations to resist resigning,
as Shultz and Cox did, in order to purse moral goals from their unique position of
influence. They may also reach the moment of the three State Department officers
where lack of influence, complicity in implementation, and deep moral reservations
meant they should resign.

A final reason for resignation comes from outside office. Individuals may experience
turmoil or disgrace in their personal lives that could profoundly limit their ability to
live up to the symbolic and ritual aspects of an office. It can also hurt their actual
performance on the job and tarnish their principal or institution. Media coverage
and political attack aggravate this dynamic. This scenario would provide a strong
ethical reason to resign.

Official Responsibilities

Officials have an obligation to perform the functions of the office. These are warranted
by law and process, and can range from clear and exact technical operations to wide
ranges of discretion. Success in these involves the perceptions of those in the political
environment who oversee and depend upon the office. In office, certain aspects will
have a rationalized or routine dimension while others will require more sophisticated
judgments and discretion. In this environment, officials must be able to prove to
their relevant publics and superiors that their actions satisfy the legal and institutional
requirements as well as help those who depend on competent execution. For this
reason, many senior managers exert considerable effort to manage the perception of
their actions [Lynn, 1987].

Two broad classes of reasons to resign arise from the promise to live up to the
responsibilities of office. In the first class, individuals fail in the basic competencies
required by the position. In the second, they confront demands to participate in actions
that violate legal or professional norms or the basic moral conditions of the office.
Persons have a number of options in these cases because living in a world of moral
incompleteness is one of the obligations of public managers. Many of the decisions
to resign will emerge from the intersection of different promises and from the
individuals’ need to sort out their own priorities, especially in regard to their moral
capacities and the obligations of the position.

Persons can fail in their competence responsibilities in any of several ways. First,
an official might be the lead in a failed policy or program. For instance, the policy
might fail to meet expected goals or lose its political support due to bad management.
English cabinet ministers associated with a failed policy or program often resign.
Their resignations admit their responsibility but also protect the administration by
sealing off political and moral liability [Alderman and Cross, 1967]. In American
government, however, the lines of responsibility and political discipline are far more

I7 For an illuminating account of this type of moral conflict and resolution see Shultz’s [1994] explanation
of why he did not resign in Telling the Boss He's Wrong: George Shultz and Iran/Contra (pp. 12-13).
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diffuse. Public officials face more complex accountability, and many offices depend
upon several sources of political support even if officials report directly to a superior.
Officials may face plural and competitive lines of accountability. Without the clear
lines of ideological and party accountability of a parliamentary system, policy or
program failure does not always warrant resignation. Individual officials may hang
on despite failure and even at great cost to their putative principal because of allies or
links to other sources of accountability such as the legislature. Failure itself takes on
a different dimension because the plural sources of power create multiple perceptions
of success or failure. They also make it possible for individuals to recoup power or
policy in ways that do not exist in a unitary system.

Second, persons might find that they do not possess the requisite competencies for
office. They may not have the basic skills to achieve the routine requirements of the
position: Schedules will not be met; technical execution is flawed; people who rely
upon information or products find them too slow or unacceptable; internal procedures
or accountability fall into disarray; or unmanaged personnel conflicts disrupt
performance. Personal or agency actions may bring down a torrent of attack that
disrupts performance or tarnishes their principal or administration. If officials know
they cannot perform the job to the expectations required, they should resign. In many
positions, the shape and demands of the job change over time, and officials who
might once have been able to do the job find that new required skills elude them.
Their performance erodes. In a similar way their principal or political environment
might engender a change in policy to which they are committed. Although possessing
the skills, they may be morally unwilling to dismantle what they believe to be a good
system and break faith with those who fought and worked for them. In Washington
State, Jean Soliz, the director of the state’s welfare agency, correctly resigned rather
than lead the dismantling of a welfare system she believed in and thus refused to help
create a welfare system that she believed to be wrong.18

Third, in another variation upon the ability to perform the task, personal disgrace
or dishonor may undercut the credibility of the persons to uphold the symbolic and
legitimacy dimensions of an office. In 1967, press reports revealed that John Fedders,
the very successful and respected chief enforcement officer for the Securities Exchange
Commission, had beaten his wife during his marriage. In face of the media exposure,
Fedders, who had done an impeccable job in office, chose-rightly-to resign because
the revelations of his private actions had destroyed his credibility as an enforcement
officer [Jackson, 1985; Taylor, 1985]. Personal disgrace becomes public disgrace if
individuals violate the basic norms of their office and use it for personal gain. Even in
the legislature where accountability may seem to be only to the electorate, this can
occur. Representative Wayne Hays, a powerful and effective committee chair in the
House of Representatives, hired his mistress, Elizabeth Ray, for a position on his
staff for which she had no skills [Congressional Quarterly, 1992, pp. 87-88]. Under
the firestorm of protest, Hays resigned his office because he failed to live up to the
basic obligations of office and brought dishonor upon himself and the institution.

Many officials, especially appointees and senior executives, possess obligations of
loyalty to their political administration. Often the terms of appointment involve
informal but real understandings of the correct range of responsibility for the job
and to the principal. These might be as basic as doing a professional and competent

I8 In Washington State, Jean Soliz, the secretary of the Department of Social and Health Services, re-
signed from office citing as one of her main reasons to avoid moral responsibility for making “crucial
cutbacks in social services. We don’t want to sit in the control room and cut people off from essential
services” [Murakami, 1995, p. Bl].
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job and not creating a fiasco to overseeing a major change of policy direction. Too
often this pattern of cross-cutting personal and political loyalties is seen as a form of
pathology at odds with democratic administrative obligations. They can become a
source of keeping people silent and undermining other obligations [Jackall, 1988;
Weisband and Franck, 1975]. Although such loyalty can have these tendencies, these
connections of loyalty and obligation are central to effective accountability; they are
the main method by which legitimate revisions of mission and implementation occur
in the United States. These webs of committed loyalty to principals and shared visions
are necessary to engage bureaucratic inertia or vested interests.

Appointed and senior officials owe obligations to protect their principal’s position
because the principal supports not only theirs but many other positions and policies.
Persons may need to resign if they can no longer share their principal’s vision or if
they lose their principal’s confidence. In addition, individuals may be obliged morally
to resign to protect their principal or the broader administration, if their staying
undermines political capital or legitimacy of their principal or administration. The
choice, however, depends as much on the principal as on the circumstances. Some
principals can entertain and expect a wide range of disagreement or tension, others
may not. Dean Rusk, President Lyndon Johnson’s secretary of state, announced to
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, “I must resign.” Rusk informed him that his
daughter planned to marry a black classmate at Stanford University. Rusk feared
that, given the racial tension in the country and as a Southerner serving a Southern
president, this would bring criticism upon him and upon the president, disrupting
their ability to do the job. He wanted to save the president this further burden.
McNamara counseled him that resigning would burden the president far more and
urged Rusk to talk to the president. When Rusk did, Johnson congratulated Rusk on
his daughter’s engagement, and the wedding had no political effect on Rusk or on the
presidency [McNamara, 1995, pp. 282-283]. On the other hand, when Chief of Staff
John Sununu found that the media attacks upon his misuse of government property
had begun to hurt President Bush’s administration and reelection, he correctly resigned
to protect his principal [Rosenthal, 1991]. This example also demonstrates that
voluntary resignation may protect the principal better than forcing a principal to
demand a resignation because it minimizes conflict with supporters of the official.

At the second moral level, inability to live up to the responsibilities of office reflects
a more pernicious moral problem. Superiors or principals may pressure individuals
to take or ignore illegal actions, distort analysis, conceal information, or grant unfair
or illegal favors to friends or supporters. Such cases are not instances of moral
disagreement over policy, but represent moments when principals push loyalty beyond
moral and legal bounds by asking persons to violate the obligatory promises of the
office linked to law and professional competence. As I have emphasized, officials,
especially career officials, can sometimes find ways of opposing or subverting such
requests. If no such strategies exist, or if they fail, or if such opposition exacts too
high a cost in collaboration, or if the illegal actions reflect a deep inbred pattern of
illegality, incompetence, or deception, it is time to resign.

This type of problem covers not just the legal and professional core of office but also
other moral understandings that may inform the appointment. In a classic example,
Elliot Richardson was appointed Richard Nixon’s attorney general in May 1973 to restore
credibility to a Justice Department that had been tarred by the Watergate scandal.
Richardson’s reputation for “unimpeachable integrity,” as Nixon put it, made him a
perfect choice. At his confirmation hearings before a skeptical Senate, Richardson made
a solemn promise to “appoint a special prosecutor and give him all the independence”
needed to investigate the Watergate affair. Richardson also promised that he would
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dismiss the special prosecutor only in light of “overwhelming evidence” of serious
misconduct. He stated that he would resign rather than follow a Presidential order to
dismiss the prosecutor [The Saturday Night Massacre, A, 1977]. Richardson’s
confirmation process gave him two sets of obligations to two linked principals.

By October 1973, the special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, had subpoenaed selected
tapes that President Nixon had recorded of his conversations. President Nixon opposed
the subpoena on the grounds of confidentiality and believed Cox was pursuing a
vendetta against him. The Arab-Israeli Seven-Day War heightened the tension, and
the White House saw Cox as threatening national security. Under continuous pressure
to fire Cox, Secretary Richardson worked hard to broker a compromise between the
special prosecutor and President Nixon. Richardson knew he had no grounds to fire
Cox; he was ready to resign to honor his own promises but had no desire to do so. He
believed in loyalty to the president and loved public service, and he also knew that
public resignation would hurt his standing with many Republicans who viewed him
as a potential presidential candidate. He worked for two weeks to develop a
compromise acceptable to Nixon, Cox, and the courts [The Saturday Night Massacre,
A, B, 1977]. His efforts failed, and Nixon ordered Cox to pursue no more subpoenas.
Cox refused, and Chief of Staff Alexander Haig ordered Richardson to fire Cox.
Richardson replied, “Well, I can’t do that.” Haig then asked him to fire Cox and then
resign. Richardson refused. Nixon beseeched Richardson to not resign. Richardson
did, believing he could not act as ordered without violating his integrity and the
conditions of taking office [The Saturday Night Massacre, D, 1977].

Effectiveness

The last leg of the moral tripod that supports public integrity involves prudential
dimensions beyond legal or professional obligations. Effectiveness overlaps with the
responsibilities of office and covers the active political skills that transcend the technical,
routine, and even managerial skills required to maintain an institutions core competence.
One can exercise all these skills and still end up merely “going through the motions” or
“serving time.” To implement a new vision, protect an agency in a turbulent environment,
fight off power plays, change priorities, or influence policymaking, a public official needs
two other sets of skills. These are: (a) the ability to build political support and capital,
and (b) the ability to gain access and credibility in order to influence decisions.

The problem of prudent effectiveness is well illustrated when a technically superb
administrator is confronted by complex political demands. For example, Dr. Lawrence
T. Frymire served as the executive director of New Jersey Public Television from 1969
to 1979. During that period, he had overcome significant internal and budget problems
to build an organization of high technical competence. In the late 1970s, the political
environment changed, and the new governor, Brendan Byrne, sought to move the
organization in a new direction. Frymire opposed these directions believing the agency
had built up significant accomplishments. He continued to focus upon internal
technical issues and made little effort to persuade Byrne or other constituencies of
his policy goals. Byrne continued to build public support for his position and
influenced the board of commissioners of the network. Community groups also wanted
more responsive programming, and a number of powerful state legislators supported
these-concerns. Frymire made no effective effort to respond with new ideas or to
build support for his own positions. Over time, he lost the confidence of the
commissioners, the governor, the media, and the legislature. In doing so, he lost the
ability to shape policy or implement his own agenda. He ultimately resigned because
he could no longer run his organization [A Change of Management, 1987].
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Effectiveness can involve more subtle personal and bureaucratic dimensions than
Frymire’s very public problems. The loss of access or credibility within an inner circle
can also destroy effectiveness. For instance, in April 1980, Secretary of State Cyrus
Vance resigned when President Jimmy Carter approved a military rescue attempt of
the hostages held by Iranian militants in Tehran. Vance agreed to continue in office
until the mission ended but stated he would resign whether it succeeded or not. In
considerable “anguish,” Vance [1983] put it this way:

I recognized the President was in political trouble, and I wished I could stand by him. . . I knew
I could not honorably remain as Secretary of State when I so strongly disagreed with a presi-
dential decision that went against my judgment as to what was best for the country and for the
hostages. (pp. 398-413,410).

Although this one policy decision precipitated Vance’s resignation and made it appear
to be one of principled dissent, the actual decision climaxed a more serious problem
of effectiveness. For three years, Vance had struggled with National Security Advisor
Zbigniew Brzezinski for dominant influence over American foreign policy. Over time,
Brzezinski came to dominate significant policy areas. Vance’s own influence became
progressively marginalized. In his last year in office, he won very few policy battles
and increasingly found himself implementing policies about which he had moral
misgivings. In an important symbolic act, the decision to rescue the hostages had
been made when he was out of the country. He no longer faced “losing some and
winning some” but was forced to confront the fact that he was consistently unable to
make a significant difference. He served with honor and competence, but he had lost
effectiveness.19

People may also morally resign because they are committed to make a difference
and believe they could be more effective in another position. Kweisi Mfume, the
powerful and well-respected chair of the Congressional Black Caucus, resigned from
Congress in 1996 to become head of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). His own commitments had not changed, but he felt
increasing frustration and lack of success in Congress and believed that he could
“exercise broader leadership than was possible in Congress” [Fletcher, 1996]. Resigning
for effectiveness, on the other hand, can have an ironic aspect. Gil Silver, a career
official in the U.S. Forest Service, created an innovative lumber program. He
accomplished this by breaking an old network of support between the agency and
powerful local lumber companies. He was able to build a new coalition for a more
equitable plan. In achieving the policy, however, he made a large number of enemies,
and opposition to the new program was largely sustained by personal animosity toward
him. Once the program had acquired political and budgetary solidity, he resigned the
local position to minimize future opposition. His resignation protected his
accomplishments [Shipman, 1972, pp. 234-249].

Finally, effectiveness can be destroyed by attacks from the political environment.
Personal disgrace, policy failure, misuse of office, even perceived ineffectiveness can
all become focal points for media frenzies and political attacks. These require
individuals to devote time and effort to meeting them rather than carrying on with
the job. One public official described her decision to resign after her agency
experienced a media frenzy over an alleged scandal, “I had become a liability and it
was time to move on to protect my agency and my boss.” The attacks divert institutional

19 Vance [1983] chronicle-s the battle (pp. 35-38,44,113-114,248-250.328-340). Brzezinski [1983] pre-
sents his own account of the struggle (pp. 36-44, 470-513).
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resources and may tarnish the legitimacy of the institution or hurt the official’s
principal or administration. Just as they can break moral capacities or undermine
symbolic obligations, this combination can undermine official effectiveness and justify
resignation.

RESIGNATION AS OFFER, THREAT, AND LEVER

Resignation is costly not only to the person leaving, but to the people and the
organization left behind. When a valued and skilled colleague leaves, implementation
or deliberation may be degraded because an important source of talent or insight has
been lost. A resignation can be felt as a public repudiation of a policy, and the media
may use it as evidence of discord or failure in an office. Consequently, the option to
resign creates potential leverage.

The leverage becomes important in a world of contingent power and moral
ambiguity. Many persons who consider resigning are struggling to change or resist
actions, and they feel beleaguered. When the reasons flow from a disagreement over
policy or involve loss of influence, then individuals can sometimes recoup losses with
the artful exercise of power. If individuals could regain influence or effect an actual
change, they could stay. In these cases, the threat or offer to resign can free the person
and sometimes rebuild the tripod.

In essence, the threat to resign draws a boundary and defends integrity. During
World War II, President Roosevelt once sought to have a magazine article critical of
him deleted from the edition sent to soldiers. General George Marshall, the U.S. Army
chief of staff, warned the presidential aide who conveyed Roosevelt’s desire that if he
should receive such an order in writing, he would immediately resign. Marshall set a
clear precedent and drew a clear line; no such request ever came again [Acheson,
1969, pp. 735-736]. In November 1985, the Reagan administration, seeking to stem
leaks, announced a plan to give lie detector tests to all government employees who
had access to classified documents. Secretary of State George Shultz believed that
such tests were unreliable, insulting, and unnecessary except in cases of due cause,
and opposed the policy internally. However, Shultz was in Europe when the policy
was approved and became public. At a press conference upon his return, Shultz attacked
the policy. When asked if he would take the polygraph test, he replied, “Once. . . The
minute in this government I am told that I’m not trusted is the day I leave.” He met
privately with President Reagan to inform him of his opposition and argue his case.
President Reagan modified the order to focus on using lie detectors when due cause
existed. Shultz’s threat helped change a policy that violated his basic moral tenets.
But such threats are not without their costs. Shultz’s threat incurred the enmity of
the CIA and the White House staff, who distrusted his integrity and doubted his team
loyalty, and they redoubled their efforts to get around his opposition to the Iran hostage
initiatives [George Shultz and the Polygraph Test, 1986; Shultz, 1993, pp. 800-803].

Threats can sometimes be an assertion of power and increase one’s effectiveness.
For years, Robert Moses, the president of the Triborough Bridge Authority, exercised
immense power over the city of New York. His legendary capacity to deliver services
as well as brick and mortar garnered him immunity from effective political
accountability. At several points in his career, new mayors or reforming governors
tried to rein in his power. Each time he threatened to resign, and each time the public
executive backed off because he needed Moses’s help to accomplish the executive’s
own goals. Moses’s successful threats accomplished several things. First, they identified
his own power. Second, they exposed the other person’s need for Moses. Third, they
signaled to others that this particular official could not “get” Moses. The successful
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threats consolidated his power. However, as the case of George Shultz made clear
two decades later, it is a good rule never to offer to resign unless you are willing to
have your resignation accepted. In 1963 Moses tried his time-honored technique upon
new Republican governor Nelson Rockefeller, and Rockefeller accepted his resignation.
Although Moses continued to hold other municipal posts, his power was never again
as strong [Caro, 1974, pp. 3-6, 313-316, 447-449, 801-806, 866-870, 1074-1079].

The threat of resignation can help end a situation in office that makes it impossible
to continue one’s job. In 1994, Secretary of State Warren Christopher believed that
his capacity to run his department and represent the United States was undermined
by President Clinton’s rumored disappointment in him. The media aggravated this
situation with their own stories about Christopher’s stature. He offered to resign and
forced Clinton to decide. President Clinton declined to accept the offer and in doing
so reaffirmed Christopher’s position both internally and internationally. This enabled
Christopher to regain status and strengthen his position in policymaking [Facts on
File, 1995, p. 55 (n. 2826), p. 64].

The honest decision to risk resignation means a person has found the defining
moment of his or her public integrity. It can also help regain the conditions under
which they committed to take office. Resignation threats, however, work best when:
(a) they are believable, (b) the official is respected and needed, (c) the public costs to
the principal of the resignation would be high, and (d) the threat focuses upon clear
issues. Threats over wider and more vague issues of access and power often accomplish
less. In the cases of both Christopher and Shultz, their presidents’ refusals of their
resignations did not guarantee full stature but rather became a warrant for them to
fight to regain control over policy.

CONCLUSION

I have argued that resigning is a basic moral resource for individuals in office. It
buttresses integrity, seals responsibility, supports accountability, gains leverage, and
defines boundaries. I have also suggested that the moral terrain surrounding
resignation is more complicated than the dramatic resigning over principle, which
looms so large in standard accounts. Case studies, biographies, memoirs, and
interviews illustrate a moral theory of resignation where the strong moral reasons to
resign range from exhaustion to protecting a principal to resigning over principle.
My moral account of resigning builds on an understanding that the moral relation
between the individual and the office is mediated by promises supported by a moral
tripod. People’s promises assume that they: (a) keep intact personal moral capacities,
(b) live up to the responsibilities of the office, and (c) are effective.

Each support of the tripod is needed to preserve public integrity. Any one leg of the
tripod, if it collapses, can deeply wound public integrity and provide strong, often
definitive, moral reasons to resign. If more than one collapses, individuals are always
obliged to resign. This analysis strongly suggests more people should resign than do
because institutional and personal pressures discourage it. The case of George Ball,
undersecretary of state for economic affairs in the Kennedy and Johnson
administrations, illuminates all these moral issues as well as how the tripod is
interconnected. During the administration of President Lyndon B. Johnson, Ball
became the leading dissenter of the Vietnam War policy in the upper levels of the
administration.20 Ball maintained a regular access to President Johnson and for three
years continued to fight the policy and oppose escalation both privately and in staff
meetings. Ball’s own role emerged somewhat accidentally because most of his work
centered in Europe, and Ball believed that he served the country effectively in those
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areas, even as he continued as a “devil’s advocate” against escalation. He finally decided
to resign in September 1966 after yet another escalation of the Vietnam War Ball’s
[1982] reasons bear repeating because they present a classic statement of how each
support of the tripod influences resigning.

I found it practically impossible to interest the distracted president in any major new initia-
tive. . . My job had lost its savor, and, as our involvement in the Vietnam nightmare had passed
the point where I could significantly influence policy, it was time to resign. . .After six intense
years in the diplomatic pressure cooker, I was depleted-physically, mentally, morally, and
financially. ..and I was tired.
Flagging spirits produced a diminishing exuberance. A year or so before, when confronted
with a challenging problem I would have felt the adrenalin surge and urgently set about mobi-
lizing the State Department’s resources in search of a solution. Now I was inclined to greet new
problems warily and wearily, indulging the squalid hope that if left alone, they might cure
themselves. Nor did I have the same confidence in my judgment. I was too tired always to seek
the tough-minded, difficult answer, and to struggle for the support of preoccupied colleagues.
(p. 425)21

Ball’s explanation captures the responsibilities and linked obligations involved in
being a moral public official. His story illustrates how the three areas interrelate: He
moved from energetic mastery of his own area, effectiveness, and clear access to his
principal to a situation where his failure to influence affected his moral capacity and
access which in turn hurt his job performance and further lessened his influence.
The three react back on each other in reinforcing patterns. This interrelation can be
a source both of recouping power or of undermining the moral justifications to stay.
The stories of Ball, Shultz, and others make clear that public officials live with moral
imperfection and that they can use other morally defensible avenues to influence
policy. In the end, however, resigning remains the essential moral option and resource
for public integrity-it should not be forgotten.
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