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YE’S SWASTIKA T-SHIRT SCANDAL:
ETHICS, HARM, AND RESPONSIBLE COMMERCE

Abstract. The article analyzes the 2025 scandal involving the sale of swastika T-shirts on
Yeezy.com. Using ethical frameworks, it examines the societal impact—particularly on the Jewish
community—and the responsibility of brands and platforms. Proposed measures include stronger
oversight, enhanced corporate ethics, and public education. The importance of moral principles in
modern commerce is emphasized.
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1. Ye’s Swastika T-Shirt Scandal: Ethics, Harm, and Responsible Commerce

In February 2025, Ye (formerly Kanye West) ignited a firestorm by selling T-shirts
emblazoned with swastikas on his Yeezy.com website, promoted through a deceptive Super Bowl ad.
This incident, swiftly curtailed by Shopify, raises critical questions about business ethics and
sustainable development. By examining the facts, applying ethical theories, and proposing solutions,
this article explores how commerce can balance free expression with social responsibility.

2. Facts: The Incident and Its Context

On February 9, 2025, Ye aired a 30-second, iPhone-filmed Super Bowl commercial in select
markets, directing viewers to Yeezy.com. Initially appearing innocuous, the site soon featured a single
product: a $20 white T-shirt labeled “HH-01" with a black swastika, interpreted by the Anti-
Defamation League (ADL) as “Heil Hitler” (The New York Times). Shopify, the e-commerce
platform hosting the site, removed it on February 11, citing violations of its Acceptable Use Policy
(AUP) against “inauthentic commerce practices” and content promoting hate (NBC News). The ADL
condemned the action on X, noting the swastika’s role as a hate symbol (ADL).

This controversy echoes Ye’s history of antisemitic behavior, including praising Hitler and
posting a swastika-Star of David image on X in 2022, leading to his suspension (Sky News). In 2022,
Adidas terminated its partnership with Ye, denouncing his “hateful and dangerous” remarks (CBS
News). Similarly, in 2021, KA Design faced backlash for selling rainbow swastika shirts to “reclaim”
the symbol, pulling them after criticism from Jewish groups (The Independent). These cases highlight
the recurring tension between provocative commerce and ethical boundaries.

3. Ethical Analysis: A Moral Reckoning

3.1 Utilitarianism: Weighing Harm and Benefit

Utilitarianism seeks the greatest good for the greatest number (Ethics Unwrapped). Ye’s T-
shirts inflict profound harm—traumatizing Jewish communities, normalizing antisemitism, and
risking social unrest—while offering negligible benefit beyond profit. The ADL emphasized that
swastikas “instill fear” in targeted groups, outweighing any free expression claim. Shopify’s removal,
conversely, promotes social harmony, aligning with utilitarian goals.

3.2 Deontology: Duty to Respect Dignity

Deontological ethics focuses on moral duties (Ethics Unwrapped). Kant’s categorical
imperative—act only on maxims universalizable as law—condemns Ye’s actions: if all sold hate
symbols, society would collapse into bigotry. Selling swastikas violates the duty to respect human
dignity, given the symbol’s ties to genocide. Shopify, despite a 24-hour delay, fulfilled its duty by
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enforcing policies against hate, though Jewish employees reportedly felt “unsafe” during the interim
(Inc.com).

3.3 Stakeholder Theory: Impact on Communities

Stakeholder theory considers all affected parties—customers, employees, communities, and
platforms (Business Ethics). Ye’s actions harm stakeholders: Jewish communities face fear,
consumers lose trust, and Shopify risks reputational damage. This contradicts sustainable
development’s social pillar, which prioritizes inclusive societies. Terminations by Adidas and
33&West reflect stakeholder-driven accountability (LA Times).

3.4 Virtue Ethics: Character in Question

Virtue ethics evaluates moral character (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy). Ye’s pattern
of antisemitism—rants, swastika merchandise—reflects vices like arrogance and intolerance, not
virtues like empathy or justice. Shopify’s decisive action, however, demonstrates responsibility and
courage, aligning with virtuous commerce.

4. Normative Recommendations: Charting an Ethical Path

To prevent such scandals, businesses and regulators must act decisively, balancing free speech
with harm prevention and sustainable values.

4.1 Platform Accountability and Technology

E-commerce platforms like Shopify should strengthen policies, explicitly banning hate
symbols. Al-powered image recognition, already used for counterfeits, can flag swastikas in real-time
(Visua.com). Human oversight ensures nuance, preventing delays like Shopify’s, which allowed hate
to linger (CNBC).

4.2 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

Brands must embed CSR into operations, prioritizing ethics over profit. Adidas and Gap’s
disassociation from Ye sets a precedent for severing ties with hate promoters. Sustainable fashion
models, like Fair Trade Certified, show how commerce can uphold human rights, a lesson for all
brands (The Independent).

4.3 Legal and Industry Standards

While U.S. law protects free speech (Law Stack Exchange), regulators could mandate pre-
screening for controversial ads to prevent Ye’s “bait-and-switch.” The EU’s Digital Services Act,
requiring swift removal of hate content, offers a model (European Commission). Industry codes,
developed with the ADL, could classify swastikas as prohibited, akin to counterfeit goods.

4.4 Education and Consumer Power

Public campaigns, like “Say No to Hate,” can educate about the swastika’s harm, discouraging
“reclamation” attempts. Schools and companies should offer ethics training to foster empathy, a virtue
ethics goal. Consumers, wielding boycott power, can hold unethical brands accountable, reinforcing
sustainable markets.

5. Conclusion

Ye’s swastika T-shirt scandal exposes the ethical fault lines in modern commerce. By
promoting hate, Ye violated moral duties, harmed stakeholders, and betrayed virtuous character. Yet,
Shopify’s response and prior corporate actions signal a path forward. Through robust platform
policies, CSR, legal reforms, and education, businesses can align with sustainable development’s call
for inclusive, ethical markets. Commerce thrives not by provocation, but by responsibility.
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