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What is ephemera: theory & politics in organization?  

ephemera is an independent journal, founded in 2001. ephemera provides its 
content free of charge, and charges its readers only with free thought. 

theory 
ephemera encourages contributions that explicitly engage with theoretical 
and conceptual understandings of organizational issues, organizational 
processes and organizational life. This does not preclude empirical studies or 
commentaries on contemporary issues, but such contributions consider how 
theory and practice intersect in these cases. We especially publish articles that 
apply or develop theoretical insights that are not part of the established canon 
of organization studies. ephemera counters the current hegemonization of 
social theory and operates at the borders of organization studies in that it 
continuously seeks to question what organization studies is and what it can 
become.  

politics 
ephemera encourages the amplification of the political problematics of 
organization within academic debate, which today is being actively de-
politized by the current organization of thought within and without 
universities and business schools. We welcome papers that engage the 
political in a variety of ways as required by the organizational forms being 
interrogated in a given instance. 

organization 
Articles published in ephemera are concerned with theoretical and political 
aspects of organizations, organization and organizing. We refrain from 
imposing a narrow definition of organization, which would unnecessarily halt 
debate. Eager to avoid the charge of ‘anything goes’ however, we do invite our 
authors to state how their contributions connect to questions of organization 
and organizing, both theoretical and practical. 
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editorial | 1 

Organised ignorance 

Morten Knudsen, Justine Grønbæk Pors and Tore Bakken 

This special issue explores the role of ignorance in contemporary 
organisations.1 In recent years, ignorance has received growing attention in 
sociology, organisation studies and cultural studies (Gross and McGoey, 
2015). Scholars have taken an interest in how corporations invest time and 
resources in producing and maintaining ignorance (Proctor, 2008). 
Organisations’ ability to marginalise potentially uncomfortable knowledge 
can be crucial and rich and important work has illuminated how 
organisations manage ignorance strategically. Studies of ignorance have 
revealed how ignorance is weaponised as individual and corporate actors 
gain from the production of ignorance and the concealment of information 
from the public. While ignorance and knowledge are often thought of as 
opposing phenomena, research demonstrates how ignorance may be a 
carefully manufactured and productive asset that helps individuals and 
organisations to command resources, deny liability and continue with 
operations that have harmful effects (McGoey, 2012b; Michaels, 2008; 
Oreskes and Conway, 2011; Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008). 

With this special issue we aim to move the field of ignorance studies forward 
– conceptually, methodologically and empirically – by exploring the work 
and practices involved in producing and maintaining ignorance. The 
contributions are characterised by conceptual developments and empirical 

	
1  The cover depicts the arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi. The authors thank Professor 

Emeritus David Read for kindly allowing us to use the photo. 
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studies that go beyond an understanding of ignorance as something driven 
by strategic intentions and performed by individual or collective actors. With 
the construct of organised ignorance, we do not treat organisations as 
unitary strategic entities; instead, organised ignorance references what 
Justesen and Plesner (in this issue) call pluralistic collective ignorance. This 
highlights how ignorance is produced and reproduced in daily interactions 
between multiple social actors and the recognition that they may have 
differing and ambivalent agendas. As such, ignorance is conceptualised 
differently when we zoom in on organisational processes and the plurality of 
actors involved in acts of ignoring and the (re)production of ignorance. 

The articles in this special issue explore the constitution, dynamics and 
functions of diverse forms of ignorance with a special focus on the different 
kinds of work it takes to produce and sustain ignorance. The contributions 
investigate the work involved in ignoring or repressing what is known, and 
the practices of ‘unseeing’ that allow organisational actors to know what not 
to know (Otto et al., 2019). Such practices of ignoring are entangled with 
artefacts, affects, infrastructures, dynamics of power and diverse 
organisational rationalities. Thus, we suggest conceptualising organised 
ignorance as an emergent result of the entanglement of practices, processes, 
structures and power. With this construct we are able to ask questions 
regarding how ignorance emerges and unfolds in organisations – without 
assuming that organisations are unitary strategic entities. 

The organisation of ignorance tends to remain in the background of 
organisational self-descriptions and may therefore be a challenging 
phenomenon to study. A set of methodological problems accompany this 
research, as does the study of absences in general (Frickel, 2014). Ignorance 
seldom flags itself as such and the obvious answer to the question ‘what do 
you not know?’ is ‘I do not know’. To go beyond such answers, 
methodologies are required that make it possible to identify the processes, 
infrastructures, organisational structures and dynamics of power that allow 
people and organisations to not know. In this special issue we have therefore 
devoted a special section reflecting on methodological questions in the 
study of organised ignorance. 
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Below, we first review and discuss previous work on ignorance in 
organisation and management studies and beyond. Thereafter, we offer 
some reflections on how we can think about organised ignorance. This sets 
the scene for a presentation of the individual contributions. Finally, we read 
across the contributions to summarise the offerings of this issue to fields of 
ignorance and organisation studies. 

Ignorance studies 

In the concluding remarks following his review of studies of ignorance in 
organisations, Jalonen (2023) states, ‘the fundamental question remains 
what exactly is meant by ignorance in organisations’. Indeed, numerous 
concepts have been offered to unpack ignorance in organisations. 
Conceptual discussions of ignorance (Croissant, 2014; El Kassar, 2018) have 
not developed typologies of ignorance per se but of observers’ consciousness 
of ignorance (such as known unknowns, unknown unknowns, unknown 
knowns) (Gross, 2007, 2010; Kerwin, 1993; Roberts, 2013). Moreover, studies 
of ignorance experiment with different conceptualisations. Concepts like 
nescience (Gross, 2010), negative knowledge (Cetina, 1999: 63ff), non-
knowledge (Luhmann, 2022), active ignorance (Medina, 2013), strategic 
ignorance (McGoey, 2012a) and wilful ignorance (Alvesson et al., 2022; 
Schaefer, 2019) all consider different aspects of ignorance. 

Ignorance is often conceived of as an absence or a lack; however, this does 
not mean that it is without importance, impact and consequences 
(Croissant, 2014). In her ‘sociology of nothing’, Scott (2018) notes that 
‘nothing is always productive of something’. As nothing, as absence, 
ignorance may very well have organisational preconditions, functions 
(Moore and Tumin, 1949) and constitutive effects (Paul and Haddad, 2019). 
Ignorance – and especially its other side, knowledge – has been associated 
with selection. In the book Information, Mechanism and Meaning MacKay 
(1969) examines how information is always a form of selection and not 
merely a transfer in the physical sense. Information includes an observer 
and the selections made by the observer. Different observers obtain different 
information depending on the frameworks of meaning that guide their 
observations. Something is selected as information – the rest remains in the 
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dark. Knowledge – and thus also ignorance – is a result of complexity and 
necessary selection processes from this perspective. 

Along with selection and ignorance are concepts such as uncertainty 
(Smithson, 1989) and risk. Gross (2016) suggests that Beck’s theory of the 
risk society should be complemented with a theory of non-knowing. The 
argument is that ‘numerous spheres of action and politics in contemporary 
societies are conditioned by non-knowing rather than by knowledge’ (Beck 
and Wehling, 2012: 33). From this perspective ignorance is a condition, 
while the reaction to it is politicised. The politicisation of non-knowing was 
illustrated in the different reactions to Covid-19. No one knew how the 
disease would develop and what the adequate reactions would be. This 
raised the question of how to navigate the ignorance regarding the disease. 
Ignorance about the disease and its dynamics was an important element in 
the decision-making (Parviainen et al., 2021). 

A number of studies have explored ignorance not only as a condition, but 
also as socially constructed. Across fields such as economics (Davies and 
McGoey, 2012), psychology (Hertwig and Engel, 2016), anthropology (High, 
Kelly and Mair, 2012), environmental studies (Gross, 2010; Kleinman and 
Suryanarayanan, 2013), sociology of medicine (Duttge, 2015; Heimer, 2012), 
feminist and race studies (Sullivan and Tuana, 2007; Staunæs and Conrad, 
2019) scholars have explored how ignorance is constructed and negotiated. 
This focus on the social construction of ignorance brings attention to 
relationships between ignorance and power. Studies demonstrate how 
ignorance is a resource for those in a position of power (McGoey, 2012b). 
Knowledge is power, but so is the control of ignorance and to control the 
line between knowledge and ignorance is clearly a form of power – what 
McGoey (2019) calls oracular power. Ignorance and self-interest are indeed 
related. This has triggered studies on the strategic social production and 
maintenance of ignorance. Ignorance may be related to specific facts and 
information such as the relationships between smoking and cancer (Proctor, 
2008), between antidepressants and suicide (McGoey, 2007) or between 
fossil fuels and the climate crises (Oreskes and Conway, 2011). But it may 
also be of a more generic nature. Terms like situated knowledge (Haraway, 
1988), standpoint theory (Harding, 2004) and white ignorance (Mills, 2015) 
emphasise how knowledge – and thus ignorance – is tied to certain 
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perspectives and categories (gender, race, class etc). In this context, 
Kleinman and Suryanarayanan (2013) discuss ‘epistemic forms’, referring to 
the concepts, methods and interpretational perspectives that shape what is 
known and thus also what cannot be known. 

Attention to how ignorance is (also) socially constructed, strategic and wilful 
has opened questions about the different and complex manners in which 
ignorance is produced. Perhaps the most obvious strategy is to hide and 
suppress knowledge in the form of secrets which make others ignorant. A 
growing number of studies explore processes of hiding and secrecy in 
organisations (Alvesson et al., 2022; Bakken and Wiik, 2018; Costas and 
Grey, 2014; Essén et al., 2022; McGoey, 2012a, 2012b, 2019; Knudsen, 2011; 
Knudsen and Kishik, 2022; Roberts, 2013; Schaefer, 2019). Scholars analyse 
how ignorance can be produced by casting doubt on certain knowledge 
(Michaels, 2008; Oreskes and Conway, 2011), suppressing knowledge 
(McGoey, 2019), organisational compartmentalisation and decoupling 
(Heimer, 2012; Schaefer, 2019) and an overabundance of data (Schwarzkopf, 
2020). Studies also investigate how actors themselves can strive to be 
ignorant – to avoid liability (Brice et al., 2020; Luhmann, 2022) or to avoid 
uncomfortable (Rayner, 2012), awkward (Heimer, 2012), potentially 
destructive (Goffman, 1990) or disconfirming (Schaefer, 2019) knowledge. 
Terms like ‘unseeing’ (Otto et al., 2019) and forms of inattentiveness 
(Knudsen, 2011) indicate the ways in which actors ignore information that 
they do not want (Dedieu et al., 2015). Relatedly, Essén et al. (2022) study 
how self-inflicted ignorance is made possible by ‘ignoring rationales’ 
understood as actors’ explanations and justifications of why they ignore data 
which they have themselves produced. Ignorance can be used as means to 
preserve power but may also have positive functions as it can guard against 
prejudices or unwanted knowledge regarding medical issues (Hoeyer et al., 
2015; Wehling, 2015). 

While most of the existing literature tends to focus on strategic ignorance, 
recent work moves beyond assuming that ignorance is always intentional 
(Frickel and Edwards, 2014). Paul, Vanderslott and Gross (2022) broaden the 
perspective under the title ‘institutional ignorance’, conceiving of ignorance 
as an integral aspect of institutions and institutional operations. 
Recognising the significance of this institutional perspective, with this issue, 
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we seek to move the concept of ignorance beyond actor-based terms. We 
endeavour to explore ignorance as an organisational phenomenon – not 
(only) as intentional, strategic, deliberate or wilful but as a distributed, 
collective, enacted and emergent phenomenon. Thus, we offer the concept 
of organised ignorance in addition to a range of contributions that all 
empirically investigate how ignorance becomes possible through different 
forms of organising. 

Contributions 

This special issue includes six articles exploring organised ignorance, three 
notes discussing the methodological challenges of studying ignorance and 
one book review. 

Based on a study of a digitalisation flagship project that failed to fulfil its 
promises of efficiency gains and improved services, Ursula Plesner and Lise 
Justesen offer the term ‘pluralistic collective ignorance’. This construct 
references ignorance in the form of collective denying, as almost all actors 
contribute to it, but it is also plural as the members do not necessarily agree, 
share norms or act in consistent ways. Multiple and diverse motivations and 
strategies are involved in the collective denial of the failing digitalisation 
project. The article investigates the different ways human and non-human 
actors maintain ignorance about the failing project. A core concept is denial 
which involves perception but also a refusal to accept the potential 
implications of this perception. Tech optimism and tech determinism are 
among the factors that enable the denials. The article demonstrates how 
organised ignorance may be the emergent result of different actors with 
different purposes, tasks and ways of denying. 

The second article is Kate Kenny’s study of whistleblowing as a form of 
counter-ignorance practice. Like the other contributions to this issue, 
Kenny’s study demonstrates the ways in which ignorance rests on processes 
of organising and foreground questions of power and the political in 
relationship to ignorance. Drawing on the work of Judith Butler, the paper 
develops a framework of censorship that is appropriate for investigating how 
some speech acts are deemed impossible, un-hearable and non-sensical with 
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the concomitant dismissal and exclusion of the speaker. By examining how 
national security and intelligence organisations react to whistleblowers, the 
article demonstrates how ignorance depends on maintaining and reinforcing 
an organisational and institutional matrix of control that creates an implicit, 
normative ‘domain of the sayable’. Kenny argues that whether and how 
whistleblowers are listened to can depend on the framing of their 
subjectivities by others with whom they interact. Thus, she reveals how 
ignorance is maintained via the organisation of the authority to influence 
what can be known and what must not be acknowledged; what can be said 
and what is successfully upheld as un-sayable. Ignorance is thus maintained 
via the censorship of certain speech acts and the vilification of those who 
make them. 

Betina Riis Asplin examines how what she calls ‘unintended ignorance’ can 
arise when patients are involved in redesigning health services. In the 
Norwegian health service, there has been a desire for patients to be more 
involved when it comes to designing tomorrow’s health service – so-called 
user participation. The research presents an ethnographic study based on 
the actor–network theory (ANT), emphasising translation processes. In ANT, 
knowledge is a consequence of a wide range of material resources, actors and 
networks that involve heterogeneous bits and pieces; test tubes, reagents, 
organisms, skilled hands, scanning electron microscopes, radiation 
monitors, other scientists, computer terminals and other elements. Riis 
Asplin’s study uses the concept of translation from ANT to illustrate how 
ignorance emerges when the desire for a patient-centred project was 
translated into a specific concept of ‘the missing patient voice’, in which 
actors were enrolled and unintentionally contributed to the actual patients’ 
voices being ignored. This is how ‘labels’ and/or other non-human actors can 
help to create ignorance. A paradoxical effect is thus established in which 
the patient-centred care project translated into the label of ‘missing patient 
voice’, which gradually enrolled other actors and which, paradoxically, 
resulted in ignoring patients’ voices. 

Holger Højlund and Thorben Simonsen show how a psychiatric hospital built 
of glass would generally be thought to ensure a space that is open and 
transparent for both patients and staff; however, the use of glass walls 
creates conditions in which patients and care providers place ‘self-imposed 
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restrictions’ on their actions and observations. Ignorance is not only an 
objective occurrence but a relational concept. The study shows how patients 
react as ignorant individuals when they observe staff communicating but 
cannot hear what they are saying when they are behind glass walls of the 
nursing stations. In such a circumstance, an interaction can easily be created 
that is the opposite of what was intended by the transparent glass walls. 
Højlund and Simonsen draw on the philosopher Peter Sloterdijk’s (2016) 
concepts of spheres and social spaces. Spheres are arranged in such a way 
that they create fragile compromises between the parties in an interaction 
when they separate an inside and an outside between them. Spheres require 
attention and supervision when people have to engage with one another, as 
material surroundings then become important. In Højlund and Simonsen’s 
contribution, we gain insight into how a psychiatric hospital can be thought 
of as a sphere of sociality, where the intention is to maintain co-sociality, 
but where spatial and material conditions structure the way people interact 
and how the parties see and do not see each other. This results in 
unintended consequences from an architecture that was meant to contribute 
to openness and transparency. In this way ‘zones of ignorance’ are created. 
The empathetic intentions regarding openness and visibility shaped into the 
architecture are not realised but replaced with new forms of boundaries. 

Theresa Steffestun and Walter Ötsch highlight processes of economisation 
in modern societies, particularly how economisation can be an act of 
epistemic imperialism which is understood as an act of subsuming the 
diversity of reality under one singular concept – the market. Viewed from 
the organisational ignorance perspective, epistemic imperialism (based on a 
pure market interpretation of the economy) knows no boundaries, while 
complementary disqualifying knowledge of those boundaries as illegitimate. 
The dichotomy of legitimate and illegitimate knowledge controls and 
organises the landscape of knowledge and ignorance in societies. The article 
discusses and challenges economist Friedrich A. Hayek’s concept of the 
market as ‘efficient’ in terms of information, which is crucial when it comes 
to what is interpreted as knowledge. To Hayek knowledge is information 
about market prices and prices are like languages, and buyers respond to 
prices in rational ways. As with language, prices are the building blocks from 
which people form mutual expectations of the market. The efficient market 
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hypothesis claims that financial markets are efficient because prices always 
reflect all available information. Hayek’s approach in which economic 
behaviour is an unconscious reaction to a given set of market rules implies 
that the problem of human ignorance has its solution in the market. Drawing 
on a wider perspective of analysing the economic system, the article 
challenges the concept of economisation and ‘market-based’ knowledge. 

Drawing on Deleuze’s interpretation of the Nietzschean concept of a ‘will to 
ignorance’ Line Kirkegaard, Anders R. Kristensen and Tomas S. Lauridsen 
analyse how ignorance has organising effects as it fosters fantasies. The 
authors do not treat ignorance as strategic or intentional but as a productive 
force that forms subjects and objects of ignorance. The paper presents a 
fascinating case based on a public administration artificial intelligence (AI) 
project. An algorithm for decision support forms an object of ignorance as 
the management team in charge of the project does not know how the 
algorithm works. The algorithm originally targeted case workers working 
with the unemployed but ignorance about the algorithm triggers a process in 
which a general question about the reasons for unemployment is raised. 
Ignorance (now about the reasons for unemployment) leads to the idea that 
ongoing unnecessary unemployment is due to a lack of creativity, 
professionalism and knowledge among employees and a lack of initiative 
among the unemployed. A line of wishful fantasies regarding the algorithm 
follows. In these fantasies the unemployed are highly motivated, able to read 
and write unhindered in Danish and able to use this kind of app. A new 
caseworker is also imagined who is able to identify opportunities that are 
invisible to the unemployed and is an expert in handling tough 
conversations and motivating people to lose weight if relevant. Obvious 
objections against the fantasies are ignored and the fantasies proliferate on 
the ground of ignorance. The original ignorance about the algorithm thus 
instigated a process in which both the algorithm, case workers and 
unemployed were re-interpreted and re-imagined. The article demonstrates 
how fantasies can compensate for the empty space left by ignorance. 

Elise Lobedez’s note indicates the start of the methodological section. It 
reflects on the methodological challenges she faced as an ethnographer 
navigating organisational secrecy in the context of an ethnographic study of 
the French yellow vest movement. In this politically charged context of high 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

10 | editorial 

risk activism, the researcher regularly weighed up the pros and cons of 
knowing versus not knowing to evaluate the potential consequences for her 
research trajectory, position on the field and the production of the 
ethnographic accounts as well as in relationship to her personal life and 
safety. As the activists that Lobedez studied shared a common motto: ‘You 
can’t report to the police or leak information you don’t know’, the 
ethnographic work became an oscillation between becoming a 
knowledgeable agent and accepting the state of remaining in the dark. Thus, 
the reflective note offers a mapping of the dilemmas of studying 
communities in which the distribution of ignorance has a key role as an 
immune mechanism against legal sanctions and prosecutions. 

Christian Wåhlin-Jacobsen and Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen ask how we can 
examine that which is ignored and thus is not directly observable. Their 
answer draws on a discursive psychological perspective and suggests 
combining a psychodynamic perspective with conversation analysis. While 
the psychodynamic perspective is associated with the study of unconscious 
processes, conversation analysis is strictly focused on the observable. The 
authors suggest that the unconscious may become manifest in interactions 
in the form of irrational or unreasonable practices and contradictions which 
work as defences against unconscious emotions. Traces of defence 
mechanisms are revealed through conversation analysis of interactions. The 
authors demonstrate how ignoring practices (conceptualised as ‘blindness’ 
in psychodynamics) can be observed by means of an exemplary and detailed 
analysis of an interactional sequence between a nurse at an emergency call 
centre and a man calling for help. The analysis shows how unconscious 
processes can promote ignoring, and how this ignoring can be examined by 
means of conversation analyses. 

Finally, in their note, Meghan Van Portfliet and Mahaut Fanchini suggest a 
methodological strategy for studying ignorance by focusing on the role of 
objects in producing or maintaining ignorance. Rereading Susan Leigh Star’s 
(1989) work on boundary objects, they explore how attention to objects that 
travel between parties can be sites of ignorance. Star (1989: 46) famously 
defines a boundary object as an object which is plastic enough to adapt to 
local needs and constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust 
enough to maintain a common identity across sites. While this concept is 
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often used in research regarding how knowledge and knowledge practices 
are shared and translated, Van Portfliet and Fanchini propose that boundary 
objects are sites where knowledge and ignorance co-exist, as meanings are 
both present and absent for those involved. As such, boundary objects have 
an influence in the production and maintenance of ignorance as well as 
making collective practices of ignoring possible. This assertion makes it 
possible to develop a methodology for observing practices of ignoring that 
are often hidden from the ethnographer’s view. 

The special issue also includes a book review. In ‘Oracles, ignorance and 
expertise: The struggle over what not to know’, Philipp Arnold reviews The 
Unknowers: How Strategic Ignorance Rules the World (McGoey, 2019). The 
book is a philosophical and sociological investigation of strategic ignorance. 
It approaches ignorance not in contrast to knowledge or interest, but as an 
arena of a social power struggle. Arnold reviews the book and discusses its 
aspirations to offer at once a political intervention and a sociological 
analysis. 

Key learning points and new agendas 

Across the contributions of this issue, a set of insights emerges that 
advances our understanding of organised ignorance. While it is clear that 
many aspects of this construct remain to be explored, these contributions 
expand our understanding of what characterises organised ignorance. 

Ignorance is enacted. Albeit in diverging manners, all the contributions in 
this issue theorise and examine ignorance as a practice rather than as a 
cognitive phenomenon in which knowledge may be available but does not 
make a difference as people act as if they are ignorant. Organised ignorance 
may thus be understood as enactment rather than a question of cognition. 
What is enacted is the selection of knowledge and ignorance. Organised 
ignorance can be understood as both selective structures ordering what 
people should know and not know and as the enactment of these selections 
in specific situations. 

Ignorance is enabling. The contributions document how ignorance can enable 
the continuation of certain practices despite the fact that knowledge that 
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might challenge or threaten this practice could be selected. The 
contributions clearly demonstrate how this practice has functions and 
functions that often benefit the continuation of the existing practice and 
organisational projects – as demonstrated by the analyses of Kenny (this 
issue) and Justesen and Plesner (this issue). 

Ignorance is productive. It does something; it holds agency. Kirkegaard, 
Kristensen and Lauridsen (this issue) and Højlund and Simonsen (this issue) 
show how the lack of knowledge triggers different kinds of activities and 
fantasies. Ignorance may instantiate a replacement logic as the lack of 
knowledge is replaced by guesses and fantasies. 

Ignorance is relational. As illustrated in Højlund and Simonsen’s article 
ignorance is not only an objective occurrence but a relational concept (for 
instance between patients and staff and material structures). To know 
something means to have something in an attention-observing horizon. In 
this horizon a recognition-object is constituted as an ‘epistemic object’ 
without being able to articulate the object with complete certainty. The 
completeness of knowledge is replaced by a search for relevant knowledge. Is 
our current knowledge regarding the impact of material structures to our 
lives all too limited? Should we always consider transparency as 
advantageous? Here, it is not calculation and justification, but judgement 
and responsibility that are emphasised. 

Ignorance can be socially constructed. Several of the contributions enhance 
the understanding of ignorance as a collective rather than solely individual 
accomplishment (e.g. Højlund and Simonsen, this issue; Kenny, this issue; 
Plesner and Justesen, this issue). Ignorance emerges via communities. We 
have experienced how communities of ignorance are supported by 
organisational arrangements (in the form of IT-systems, decision making 
procedure and architectural arrangements). The organisation is geared in 
ways which make it possible to remain ignorant, e.g. about things that do 
not work (Plesner and Justesen, this issue). This also means that ignorance is 
not necessarily driven by clear intentions. Organisational members may also 
be ignorant about the reasons for their ignorance and denial, as 
demonstrated in the contribution by Wåhlin-Jacobsen and Mikkelsen (this 
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issue), in which the actors are not conscious about the drivers of their own 
acts of denial. 

Ignorance is non-human. Ignorance involves human collaboration as well as 
non-human actors such as glass walls (Højlund and Simonsen, this issue), 
contracts (Van Portfliet and Fanchini, this issue) and apps (Plesner and 
Justesen, this issue). Several contributions explore the role of materiality in 
supporting, mediating and or enabling ignorance. Rather than computer 
supported decision systems, we get computer supported ignorance systems 
and ignorance-supported computer systems. Information systems that could 
produce more information and knowledge co-produce ignorance but also 
presuppose ignorance. 

In summary, the contributions move beyond the understanding of ignorance 
as a cognitive and/or individual phenomenon and expand our understanding 
of what we have termed organised ignorance. The analyses contribute to our 
understanding of organised ignorance as well as our understanding of the 
politics of organising. If the political is the constitutive moment of the social 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985) then ignorance is definitely political. Ignorance 
involves deciding what can be talked about and what cannot be talked about; 
what should be remembered or forgotten; known or not known; seen or 
unseen. 
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Digitalize and deny: Pluralistic collective 
ignorance in an algorithmic profiling 
project 

Ursula Plesner and Lise Justesen 

abstract 

The digital transformation paradigm, marked by optimistic tech determinism, 
pushes contemporary management to constantly consider the usefulness of cutting-
edge digital technologies for their organizations. When experiments with such 
technologies fail, the same optimistic tech determinism seems to play a role in 
actors’ denial of that failure. Based on an ethnographic study of a public 
organization, this paper analyzes an empirical case involving an unsuccessful 
digitalization flagship project. Despite encountering fundamental problems and 
clearly failing to fulfill its promises, the project was allowed to continue, and daily 
work took place unabated. This study explores how managers, project managers, and 
employees reacted to the numerous problems and failures related to the project in 
both the development and implementation phases. Our paper is situated within the 
literature on organizational ignorance and denial, and it advances the concept of 
‘pluralistic collective ignorance’. Inspired by science and technology studies, the 
term ‘pluralistic collective ignorance’ is developed to account for the diversity in 
how organizational members ignore a phenomenon and the diversity of actors who 
do so. Tech optimism seems to prevent otherwise reflective actors from asking 
certain kinds of questions about technological solutions. However, as it is often 
unknown whether a digitalization project will have a positive impact in practice, it 
remains on open question whether denial should be viewed as supportive or 
destructive for organizational development. 
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Introduction 

In contemporary management discourse, we hear a resounding catch phrase: 
‘Digitalize or die’. A quick Google search will convince you. This command 
implies that if an organization ignores the possibilities offered by digital 
technologies, it will be outperformed by more vigilant competitors or find 
itself unable to achieve its goals. In this paper, we demonstrate the 
relevance of a twist of this expression. We claim that some digital 
transformation projects that are designed and implemented to improve 
organizations make little sense in practice or simply do not work. Yet, they 
are not discarded, and their continued existence seems to rely on 
organizations’ abilities to ‘digitalize and deny’. As such, experimental 
digitalization projects offer an interesting context for studying 
organizational denial. Drawing on an empirical study of the introduction of 
an algorithmic profiling project in an organization, we develop the concept 
of ‘pluralistic collective ignorance’ to better understand how organizational 
denial can be achieved through varied everyday practices carried out by 
different actors rather than through group thinking, shared organizational 
norms and values, or a particular organizational function. 

Futurist discourse on digital transformation, as reflected in the ‘Digitalize or 
die’ catch phrase, builds on a familiar combination of tech optimism and 
tech determinism where technologies are seen as having certain properties 
that will eventually lead to particular social outcomes (MacKenzie and 
Wajcman, 1999). Such assumptions underlie the widespread acceleration 
discourse, which conveys the message that due to rapid digital technological 
development, the future is coming at full speed (Rosa, 2013). The often-
invoked image of a high-speed train suggests that both organizations and 
individuals need to jump on the train if they do not want to be left on the 
platform. Such images contribute to creating an impression of inevitability 
and speed (Vestergaard, 2021). They leave little space for agency, much less 
reflection: either we join and follow the preset pace, or we are left behind 
(cf. Plesner and Justesen, 2020). Technological determinism comes in both 
pessimistic and optimistic versions (Plesner and Husted, 2020). In the 
optimistic version, technological determinism is equated with social 
progress (Wyatt, 2008). Optimistic technological determinist assumptions 
guide many organizational digitalization projects, and the digital 
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transformation paradigm pushes contemporary management to constantly 
consider the usefulness of cutting-edge digital technologies for their 
organizations. Informed discussions of ‘whether’ to adopt a new technology 
easily glide over into ‘when’ to adopt that technology. 

When new and untested digital technologies are implemented in 
organizations, they can be expected to have various effects (e.g. Wajcman, 
2015). In cases where cutting-edge technologies cannot solve the problems 
they are intended to solve, organizations can react in a multitude of ways: 
they can abandon the project, they can redesign or adjust the project, or they 
can ignore the dysfunction. In this paper, we are interested in understanding 
the latter reaction. We analyze an empirical case in which a digitalization 
flagship project was allowed to continue, and daily work took place 
unabated, even though the project encountered fundamental problems, and 
clearly failed to fulfill its promises of efficiency gains and improved services. 
We explore how managers, project managers, and employees reacted to the 
numerous problems and failures related to the project in its development 
and implementation phases. We examine how the organization managed to 
ignore a number of problems and continued to develop, support, and 
implement the project. 

This paper is situated within the literature on organizational ignorance (e.g. 
Bakken and Wiik, 2018; Essén et al., 2022; McGoey, 2012a; 2012b; Roberts, 
2013). Specifically, we draw on work on denial and relate this to work on 
organizational change and digital transformations. The concept of denial 
derives from the psychological literature, especially the psychoanalytic 
tradition (e.g. Freud, 1937/1992). Variants of the concept are also found in 
economic psychology where similar mechanisms are conceptualized in terms 
of biases and cognitive errors (Kahneman, 2011). Research on ignorance has 
theorized denial as a socially constructed and organizational phenomenon 
(Rayner, 2012; Zerubavel, 2006). 

Denial may occur when a strong desire for a specific object — or an outcome 
— conflicts with the external reality (Freud, 1937/1992). This contradiction 
leads to a disavowal of the external reality even though it is perceived by the 
actors, at least to some extent. The actors refuse to recognize the obvious 
implications of their perceptions (Trunnell and Holt, 1974). This socially 
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reinforced mechanism, in which a group refuses to see what is manifestly 
present, is captured by the proverbial ‘elephant in the room’ (Zerubavel, 
2006). Empirical studies of organizational change and digital technologies 
have revealed that denial can be conservative, such as when organizations 
ignore impulses to change and are left behind (e.g. Munir, 2005). Denial can 
also be future-oriented, as when organizations ignore the obstacles posed by 
new technologies in a race towards the future, attempting to mimic the 
advances of other organizations (Caplan and boyd, 2018). 

Based on an empirical study, this paper shows how denial can be seen as a 
collective act produced by the members of the organization. However, rather 
than analyzing denial as a consequence of a dysfunctional culture or ‘group 
think’ (Fox, 2019), we advance the concept of ‘pluralistic, collective 
ignorance’ inspired by science and technology studies (STS). We thereby 
challenge some of the basic assumptions underlying much of the 
organizational ignorance literature. First, we problematize the view that the 
ignoring organization is a unified collective with a strong, shared set of 
norms and values that make members of the organization act as one. 
Second, we problematize the idea that ignorance ‘in reality’ serves a latent 
or manifest function in the organization. Third, our STS approach helps us 
cultivate theoretical alternatives to more individualistic accounts of denial. 
In an STS-inspired understanding, cognition is collective and distributed 
among heterogeneous actors (Callon and Muniesa, 2005; Hutchins, 1995). 
We propose that if cognition and knowledge can be collective, then 
ignorance and denial can as well. Hence, we argue that ignorance and denial 
are collective, plural and distributed in a manner similar to organizational 
knowledge. We contribute to the literature on organizational ignorance by 
developing this perspective, and by theorizing organizational denial as 
related to larger social phenomena like tech determinist and tech optimist 
paradigms. 

Towards pluralistic collective ignorance 

Functions of ignorance in organizations 

Ignorance has been theorized as the absence of knowledge in different 
forms, but it is also increasingly recognized as a social and organizational 
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phenomenon (e.g. Bakken and Wiik, 2018; Davies and McGoey, 2012; 
McGoey, 2012a, 2012b, 2019). Organizational scholars have argued that 
various forms of ignorance have different functions in organizations. For 
instance, public authorities actively produce blindness to avoid the 
actualization of potentially destructive information (Knudsen, 2011). 
McGoey argues that ‘unsettling knowledge is thwarted from emerging in the 
first place, making it difficult to hold individuals legally liable for knowledge 
they can claim to have never possessed’ (2012b: 559). Alvesson and Spicer 
(2012) introduced the term ‘functional stupidity’ to explain how certain 
forms of ignorance help organizations function smoothly and efficiently. 
Stupidity is functional because it has not only negative, but also positive 
effects seen from a managerial perspective (for a critique of the 
managerialist implications, see Butler, 2016). Organizations that sustain 
their ignorance can continue to employ their established practices and 
strategies even if they have proven inadequate, which allows them to learn 
and develop slowly, as Brunsson (1998) showed in his work on non-learning 
organizations. 

The literature has also conceptualized different degrees of intentionality 
behind ignorance. McGoey (2012a, 2012b, 2019) developed the concept of 
‘strategic ignorance’. Hertwig and Engel (2016) discussed ‘deliberate 
ignorance’, Costas and Grey (2014) highlighted acts of ‘intentional 
concealment’, while Schaefer (2018) presented ‘willful managerial 
ignorance’ in which managers intentionally disregard or actively avoid 
collecting relevant information that could lead to transformative 
consequences in their actions. Nevertheless, as Heimer has pointed out, ‘we 
should not assume a constant degree of intentionality’ (2012: 19). Various 
types of ignorance may prevent people from reacting to organizational 
malfunction. Moreover, when managers and employees collectively 
contribute to ignoring phenomena in their everyday practices, it may be 
more difficult to identify intentionality. Sometimes there is little awareness 
of that ignorance. In some cases, ‘denial’ seems to be a more appropriate 
term than ‘ignorance’. 
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Denial as a form of ignorance 

Denial is a concept with a somewhat loose meaning and contested status. 
Nevertheless, the term captures the basic element of ignorance that is 
puzzling to bystanders; namely that people fail to comprehend what is right 
in front of them. In psychoanalytical accounts, denial is one of several 
defense mechanisms used to deal with emotionally uncomfortable or painful 
knowledge (Freud, 1937/1992). In line with this tradition, Trunnell and Holt 
defined denial in the following way: ‘Disavowal or denial as originally 
described by Freud involves, not an absence or distortion of actual 
perception, but rather a failure to fully appreciate the significance or 
implications of what is perceived’ (1974: 771). Denial differs from other 
defense mechanisms, such as repression. Whereas repression blocks any 
awareness of the ‘painful’ object, denial is more ambiguous. The concept of 
denial captures how it is sometimes possible to register and even 
acknowledge something, but still fail to take it in, fail to realize its 
implications, and fail to act on it. As Stanley Cohen puts it: 

People react as if they do not know what they know. Or else the information is 
registered – there is no attempt to deny the facts – but its implications are 
ignored […] I became stuck with the term ‘denial’ to cover this whole range of 
phenomena. (2001: x) 

As described here, denial can be seen as lying somewhere between 
knowledge and ignorance. 

Cohen’s examples include grave atrocities, but the mechanism is observable 
in more mundane contexts as well. In an organizational context, denial is 
most often disconnected from individual traumatic and painful experiences, 
and it is more relevant to study failures to appreciate the significance or 
implications of ‘uncomfortable knowledge’ (Rayner, 2012) than deeper, 
traumatic psychological issues. 

When denial is theorized as an organizational phenomenon there is a 
tendency to focus on sharedness, as in Roberts’ definition, which highlights 
the centrality of ‘values and norms embedded in the organization’ (2013: 
223), as well as ‘frameworks of understanding’ that help us grasp how 
organizational denial comes about. Roberts suggests that ‘organizational 
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denials occur when the values and norms embedded in the organization 
blind its members to knowledge that does not fit easily with the existing 
frameworks of understanding’ (ibid.). In this definition, the organization 
appears to be a unified whole with a shared unconsciousness that drives its 
members in the same direction. When other scholars similarly elevate denial 
to the organizational level, they tend to portray the organization as an agent 
that actively denies issues that other agents try to problematize. According 
to Rayner, 

In a more sociological sense, denial does not refer to the cognitive or affective 
state of individuals, but to the refusal or inability of organizations at any level 
to acknowledge information, even when external bodies or even individuals 
within the organization seek actively to bring it to the collective attention. 
(2012: 114) 

Similarly, organizations may be portrayed as unwilling to acknowledge 
chosen paths that seem untenable. As Heimer writes, ‘organizations prefer 
to ignore, conceal, obfuscate and deny evidence that core activities bring 
unwanted side-effects’ (2012: 31). In other words, organizations ‘prefer’ to 
be ignorant in order to protect their reputations or continue their core 
activities. In this perspective, organizations are portrayed as singular 
entities with specific motivations. 

Even though the psychoanalytic and organizational concepts of denial differ 
in terms of level (i.e., the individual or the collective) and explanations (e.g., 
sexuality, childhood trauma, group think or dysfunctional culture), they 
share the basic intuition of the ‘elephant in the room’. The concept of 
organizational denial allows us to bracket single individuals’ intentions and 
motivations, while paving the way for investigating how it is possible for a 
collective to fail to acknowledge the malfunctioning of an organizational 
project, even when it has been challenged in everyday practices over an 
extended period of time. However, in much research on organizational 
denial, this comes at the cost of portraying organizations as unified agents 
or as strong collective identities in which individuals’ truth-telling is 
ignored. 

In this paper, we challenge such views by arguing that ignorance is 
sometimes produced by organizational members who do not necessarily 
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agree, who do not always act and talk in consistent ways, and who do not 
necessarily subscribe to the same norms and values, but who still contribute 
to the collective achievement of ignorance as denial. To better understand 
this, we develop the concept of ‘pluralistic collective ignorance’. Before 
turning to our discussion of this concept, we briefly review the literature on 
digital transformation through the lens of organizational denial. 

Organizational change, digital technologies, and organizational denial 

In the literature on organizational change and digital technologies, the 
concept of denial can be relevant in different situations. In some cases, 
denial has a conservative function, whereas in others, it is more future-
oriented. Denial has conservative effects when organizations ignore 
significant changes in the technological and organizational environment 
and insist on holding onto established business models despite those 
changes (Munir, 2005). One emblematic case is Kodak, which ‘denied the 
possibility’ that digital photography could become a technology with wide 
potential, and stubbornly insisted that it was a cumbersome and 
unnecessary technique relevant only for professionals (ibid.: 100-101). 
Another case of conservative denial is that of Microsoft, which ‘actively 
ignored’ the emergent standard of Java and instead tried to develop its own 
alternative (Garud et al., 2002: 15). In some cases, the conservative stance is 
clearly detrimental to an organization, as in the oft-cited cases of 
Blockbuster and Nokia, but it need not be. Cases of organizational refusal to 
engage in technological adventures have a parallel in organization theory, 
which argues that overly adaptive processes may be self-destructive (March, 
1991), and that a slow type of learning may be most advantageous to 
organizations (Brunsson, 1998: 421; Levitt and March, 1988). From an 
institutional theory point of view, we would expect organizations to follow 
the rules and the standard operating procedures until ‘environmental 
shocks’ force them to radically change to survive (March and Olsen, 1989). 

At the other end of the spectrum, denial allows organizations to ignore 
uncertainties, warning signs, and problems with new technologies in the 
race towards the future. Organizations may, for instance, mimic other 
organizations’ technology investments or devise ambitious digitalization 
strategies to allay fears of being left behind or of appearing illegitimate 
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(Caplan and boyd, 2018). As Caplan and boyd write, ‘this has been seen in 
the adoption of algorithmic and data-driven processes across a wide 
spectrum of sectors and institutions’(ibid.: 4).. They add that ‘the narrative 
of technology as that which could disrupt existing institutional structures 
can be traced to the ideologies embraced by many of early proponents of the 
internet’ (ibid.). Such mechanisms of isomorphism resonate with neo-
institutional theory, which describes how organizations engage in change 
and renewal because the opposite appears illegitimate (e.g. DiMaggio and 
Powell, 1983; Røvik, 1998). 

While the digital transformation paradigm can be argued to have real effects 
on organizations, the literature on digital transformation and organizational 
change in general indicates that organizational responses can range from 
skepticism and denial of technological developments to enthusiastic 
adoption and subsequent denial of unintended consequences and problems. 
In this paper, we are concerned with the consequences of optimistic and 
future-oriented approaches to digitalization. We argue that organizational 
denial is a fruitful arena of exploration, if we wish to understand how such 
optimistic and future-oriented approaches play a role in determining 
organizational strategies and investments, even when technologies do not 
work in practice. However, whether something ‘works’ depends on the 
specific contexts in which the technologies are entangled with the social. It 
is in these social contexts that specific forms of ignorance are produced and 
reproduced. To address these questions, we turn to STS. 

Beyond functions and intentions: Pluralistic collective ignorance 

STS has a long tradition of examining the production of knowledge as an 
active, collective, and distributed process (e.g., Callon and Muniesa, 2005; 
Hutchins, 1995; Latour, 1987). The view of knowledge as a social 
phenomenon stands in contrast to individual psychological perspectives on 
knowledge, but it also contradicts explanations that invoke the collective as 
an overarching and homogenizing system of norms, values, or economic 
structures. In STS, the collective is understood as a multiplicity of both 
human and non-human actors, all of which contribute to knowledge 
production, although in different ways. 
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In a similar vein, we suggest that both knowledge and ignorance – including 
the type of ignorance that we call denial – are collectively produced in 
distributed processes to which human and non-human actors actively 
contribute. The concept of ‘pluralistic ignorance’ has already been applied in 
social psychological research where it refers to a certain set of biases and 
misperceived beliefs about others (Zhu and Westphal, 2011). Thiel (2015: 
256) describes pluralistic ignorance as a situation in which members of 
groups inadvertently reinforce each other’s different misunderstandings of a 
situation. In contrast, we apply the term ‘pluralistic’ in line with an STS-
inspired ontology. More specifically, we wish to emphasize that instead of 
pointing to mutual reinforcements of the same norms and beliefs, we view 
pluralistic ignorance as connoting the diversity in how organizational 
members ignore a phenomenon, and the diversity of the actors who do so. 
Also inspired by STS, our analysis of the production of ignorance includes 
both human and non-human actors, such as different visualizations and 
technologies (Latour, 1987). In other words, actors and networks organize 
knowledge, and they can also organize ignorance. 

The concept of pluralistic collective ignorance can help to account for a type 
of denial produced by different actors in different ways, rather than being a 
result of particular organizational members’ willful ignorance. The 
pluralistic collective ignorance concept also allows us to stay at the level of 
interaction and the actors’ own explanations of their encounter with 
problems, rather than explaining their reactions as a type of shared delusion 
caused by invisible social structures or groupthink. The concept underscores 
ignorance as a multiple phenomenon. 

Methods  

Empirical background 

The study is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in a unit (‘the Unit’) 
of a large Scandinavian public organization over a period of one year. The 
Unit was selected because it stood out as a prime example of a development-
oriented organization engaged in various ambitious digitalization initiatives. 
It had introduced a number of digitalization projects aimed at supporting its 
daily work in different ways by improving the employees’ handling of cases 



Ursula Plesner and Lise Justesen Digitalize and deny 

 article | 29 

and, hence, the services provided to clients. Overall, the Unit had a high 
level of employee satisfaction and a management team that was consistently 
praised by employees during our fieldwork for its leadership, engagement, 
and clear style of communication. 

During our fieldwork, the Unit launched an ambitious new project. The 
project aimed to profile citizens who called the Unit through an automated 
prediction of which ‘type’ a caller would be, with the purpose of matching a 
particular type and purpose of a call with an employee who possessed the 
relevant skills to deal with the issue. When they called the Unit, citizens 
would enter their personal identification number, and an algorithm would 
then retrieve that citizen’s personal data and place the caller into a specific 
‘profile’, which was then visualized on the screen of the relevant employee. 
The goal was to make the best use of employee skills, deliver better and 
more ‘targeted’ services, and reduce the time employees spent on calls, as 
well as citizens’ waiting times. While our fieldwork generated insights into 
many different digitalization projects, we found this algorithmic profiling 
project to be the most interesting because it was considered a prestigious 
flagship project and required resource allocations on many levels. Moreover, 
it was discussed in most of the meetings we attended and was expected to 
have a significant impact on daily work and productivity. 

Data collection and analysis 

The longitudinal character of the fieldwork allowed us to follow the 
algorithmic profiling project during its development and implementation 
phases. Our methodological approach was inspired by STS, which implies an 
open and agnostic approach to the workings and effects of technology in 
practice (e.g. Justesen, 2020; MacKenzie and Wajcman, 1999). As such, we 
paid attention to both human and non-human actors, where the latter 
included the algorithm, visualizations, and documents (Latour, 1987), 
leaving open the question of the role played by these non-human actors in 
practice. Our approach was based on the ontological assumption that the 
social and the technological are always entangled in practice (Orlikowski, 
2007), and that an algorithm is not a separate and stable object but part of 
specific ‘assemblages’ (Lee, 2021). 
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Over nearly twelve months in 2018-2019, we regularly visited the Unit (from 
one to ten times per month) to observe meetings and conduct interviews. 
Both before and after the implementation of the algorithm, we spent full 
working days following different caseworkers’ interactions with callers by 
sitting next to them, listening to their phone conversations, and viewing 
their screens. Prior to the implementation, we spent two full days at the 
Unit, and we spent six full days after the implementation. In total, we 
observed more than 200 phone conversations. Our data consists of 
fieldnotes, documents from the organization, and recorded and transcribed 
interviews and meetings. In addition to interviewing eight caseworkers both 
before and after the implementation, we conducted interviews with two top 
managers, three office managers, two project managers, and an IT person 
responsible for the development of the algorithm. The first round of 
interviews with the caseworkers focused on their work and their 
expectations of the algorithm, while the second round aimed at examining 
how the algorithm influenced their work. The interviews with managers 
revolved around expectations and evaluations of the project and were also 
conducted both before and after the launch. Finally, the IT person was 
interviewed to help clarify the choices that had been made in the design 
process. In addition, our data includes a group meeting (recorded in full), 
during which we presented and discussed our findings to the Unit’s 
management team. 

In the course of our fieldwork, we observed that the profiling project 
encountered a number of severe problems. We found it puzzling that the 
project was rolled out anyway, and that it was widely praised by different 
actors in the organization. Towards the end of our study, when the first 
version of the technology had failed, we asked ourselves how plans of a 
‘version 2.0’ could be implemented, seemingly as if no problems had been 
encountered. For us, it seemed that numerous problems related to ‘version 
1.0’ — problems that were clearly visible to key actors in the organization — 
had been ignored. We had our ‘elephant in the room’. 

When we began to examine the organizational dynamics related to 
ignorance and thought about our findings in terms of denial, we had to 
address several ethical considerations. We had been allowed into the 
organization in a spirit of trust and goodwill and were given permission to 
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come and go as we liked. In addition, we benefited from the openness of 
managers and staff members, who took time out to talk with us. As we could 
have focused on other successful digitalization projects in the Unit and on 
the professional management, our focus on an unsuccessful project could be 
perceived as a sign of disloyalty to our informants. We certainly felt awkward 
when we presented our findings to the management group. However, it also 
felt like the right thing to do, and so we provided the organization with our 
findings and reflections. We ended up having fruitful discussions about 
these findings and reflections during which the management team proved to 
be open-minded and oriented towards learning. We have written this paper 
in a similar spirit with the intention to foster a better understanding of what 
can be learned from unsuccessful projects and the organizational processes 
around them. We have carefully anonymized the organization and 
informants. 

In our data analysis, we followed a thematic approach in which the first step 
was to familiarize ourselves with the entire corpus of data (Braun and Clarke, 
2006). Again, we found ourselves puzzled over the problems with the 
project. It seemed that the actors were seeing and, sometimes explicitly 
discussing the problems with the algorithm project, and then ignoring them 
as if they did not exist. This observation led us to consider the concept of 
denial. We then decided to analyze our data by first identifying the different 
types of problems related to the project. Throughout the research process, 
we had no intention of identifying what the ‘real problems’ were. Instead, we 
were interested in how the problems were articulated by different actors 
(Essén et al., 2022), as well as the unintended consequences they had. We 
also sought out instances in which problems were ignored, and development 
work continued, as if they did not exist. We asked how managers and 
employees ‘dealt with these problems’ or, in our terms, ‘how they succeeded 
in denying their existence’. The problems were often described by the actors, 
or they were visible during our observations. However, the actors’ accounts 
revealed how their focus quickly changed. They did not seem to draw 
implications from their perceptions of these problems, much less take any 
consequent action. 

At the core of our analysis, we identified different problems through the 
interviews and observations, and our analysis focused on how employees 
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and managers collaborated to ignore those problems. As the empirical 
material showed that many organizational actors contributed to ignoring the 
problems, the concept of collective ignorance seemed to have some 
explanatory power. However, the multiplicity of means used to deny the 
problems led us to further explore the diversity in perspectives and 
responses. It was through our analysis of the data that we realized how 
organizational ignorance — although collectively achieved — may not be a 
result of the same motivations or strategies or carried out in the same way 
by the same people over time. The multiplicity of means to deny problems 
that we identified in the empirical material led us to qualify our use of the 
term ‘collective’ with the term ‘pluralistic’. We thus developed the concept 
of pluralistic collective ignorance to capture the organizational denial 
observed in our case. 

Denial is a tricky analytical concept because it traditionally points to 
psychological mechanisms and hidden structures at work, which stands in 
stark contrast to an STS approach. However, we adopted the concept, and 
used the STS inspiration to analyze the data at the level of interaction and 
the actors’ own explanations when they encountered problems with the 
project. Our actor-centered approach allowed us to account for the 
heterogenous and distributed nature of ignorance without resorting to 
explanations for ‘behind the scenes’ mechanisms. As this case study is 
situated in a particular organizational context and draws conclusions based 
on the actors’ use of multiple means to deny problems, we cannot assess 
precisely the extent to which the observed phenomena are common. 
However, our results can be generalized in the sense that in other 
organizations that are experiencing a future-oriented push to experiment 
with new technologies, a similar multiplicity of means to deny problems may 
be observed and understood through the lens of pluralistic collective 
ignorance. 

Seeing and ignoring problems: Denial at work 

Denying the technological limitations of digital solutions: Acting anyway 

The Unit was part of a large public organization that had an ambitious 
digitalization agenda and funds to support local digitalization initiatives. In 
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the Unit, the digitalization ambitions were pursued through various idea-
creation workshops. At one such workshop, an idea emerged about creating 
better service with greater efficiency in the Unit through the automated 
profiling of citizens. The Unit applied for funding to develop an algorithm to 
handle this scoring and the project was launched. 

The first project phase was filled with remarkable tech optimism as well as 
uncertainties. The tech optimism was reflected in interviews with two 
managers who expressed excitement about being first movers with this new 
application based on machine learning. One manager saw the experiment as 
having a positive impact on the organization’s external image. In this 
manager’s view, a positive result would also be highly motivating for 
employees: 

Being a first mover has given us some spotlight, and being mentioned as the 
exemplary digitalization project, being praised, getting attention from the 
outside world – of course our employees are getting a rush from that. 

While remaining proud and optimistic, another manager noted the 
uncertainty in tackling the project, an uncertainty common to first movers: 

We are moving into unknown territory. We do not know yet and we cannot 
learn from others’ experiences, because no one else has done this. We are 
happy to admit that. Also, the excitement – I mean, it is like we are taking up 
the mantle of leadership. We have dared to do something new. 

Indeed, there were several fundamental uncertainties associated with the 
design of the algorithm, but they co-existed with the tech optimism and the 
acceleration discourse in which ‘being at the forefront’ was emphasized. 
After funding for the project had been secured, a small working group was 
established to define how the algorithm should score citizens and how value 
could be created by handling the different categories of citizens in different 
ways. The group collaborated with a data scientist who was to program the 
algorithm. In an interview, the data scientist described the process: 

I read all of the material about the project. Even after that, it was as if there 
was little connection between people’s ideas at the conceptual level and what 
was doable in practice. […] One of my main tasks in the beginning was to find 
out precisely what they wanted, what exact problem they wanted to solve, 
because that was not obvious. 
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The data scientist explained that he found the ideas for how to categorize 
citizens to be a bit ‘loose’. There was a need to clarify which data should be 
used, how precise the algorithm should be, how it should learn, and so on. 
As the data scientist explained, ‘you have this idea that we have a lot of 
fantastic data but, at the end of the day, there is very little that you can 
actually use’. 

One of the first important tasks for the working group was to define proxies 
in terms of which types of data could be used as indicators for the type of 
caller. In the early stages, the working group operated with a long list of 
possible proxies. However, as the project developed, the number of proxy 
types was reduced because it was only technically and legally possible to 
collect and use certain kinds of data to feed the algorithm. The issue of 
assigning weights to proxies was also a challenge for members of the project 
group. After a lengthy discussion during an interview with a manager and 
another group member, they gave up trying to explain to us how the data 
weighting and the training of the algorithm was supposed to work. They 
ended up by saying, ‘I cannot explain how’ and ‘neither can I’. 

The aim was to develop an algorithm with a relatively high accuracy because 
the success of the project would hinge on that accuracy. However, the 
technological solutions were much less accurate than expected. Good 
proxies were difficult to find because the problem was only vaguely defined 
and which data to use was not obvious. In addition, there was a problem of 
how to train the algorithm. The management team and the project managers 
were made aware of these design problems early on, but those revelations 
did not cause them to pause. Instead, despite the uncertainties, 
management and some employees remained enthusiastic and continued to 
prepare for the launch of the algorithm. Management was working on 
organizational change activities and some employees were appointed as 
‘change agents’. 

At this point, management developed several communication tools 
visualizing different aspects of the project: 1) flow diagrams of the idealized 
process of scoring citizens who phoned in and matching them with the 
appropriate employees; 2) flow charts of idealized ‘user journeys’; and 3) 
visualizations of the employees’ new roles. Management used these items 
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during different meetings and toured the Unit with a PowerPoint ‘roadshow’ 
containing the visualizations. A video of a roadshow presentation captured 
several questions from employees about how the algorithm works, and many 
of the answers revealed that the project was fraught with uncertainties. This 
is not unusual for a digitalization project in an early phase. However, in this 
case, the major uncertainties and technical limitations continued to haunt 
the project. 

At this early stage, it was possible to overlook or deny the fundamental 
problems by simply carrying out the work with multiple, future-oriented 
tasks and scenarios. Project leaders and managers talked new organizational 
realities into being by invoking new categories and new work descriptions, 
and highlighting the hope of improved efficiency and quality, which were 
expected to follow from the implementation of the algorithm. 

Some employees focused on their new roles and the implications of the 
project for their tasks. Many explicitly referred to their willingness to be part 
of organizational development projects. One employee, who referred several 
times to herself as a ‘change agent’, told us that her team had won a contest 
to determine which icons should pop up on employees’ screens to symbolize 
a citizen category. When she was asked how she thought the icons would 
make a difference for her work, she did not raise any questions about the 
data, the proxies, the precision, or the algorithm’s learning process. Instead, 
she discussed her own reactions: 

We will have to see about that. On the one hand, I get a second to prepare 
myself. On the other hand, I do not know. It can go two ways. Either you just 
get two seconds to prepare [mentally], or you just get your barriers up. I do 
not know, so it will be fun and exciting to see what it does. 

Other employees voiced skepticism. For instance, one employee who was 
contemplating resigning observed that the ‘management works 
systematically on standardization and uses robotics for everything’. 
However, despite his critique of the profiling project, the criticism was not 
about the fundamental problems with the algorithm: ‘The idea is cool – the 
thing about knowing your customers’. Instead, he was worried about how the 
categorizations and icons would affect the work of his colleagues. He 
envisaged that the algorithm and the icons would make absolutely no 
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difference in his own work: ‘I really do not need an icon to do my work. I can 
look at the data in two seconds and form an opinion’. Another employee was 
enthusiastic and articulated tech optimism: 

I have to say, I am the type of person who likes change. I like it when new 
technologies are brought to the market, and I think you should test them. […] 
I think the concept of matching the right citizen with the right case worker is 
super cool, and it is an innovative way of thinking. 

This employee expected to be allocated to all the citizen categories because 
of his broad skill set. Therefore, the difference the project would make for 
him would be the increase in the amount of time available to prepare before 
answering a call. 

At an early stage, managers and employees seemed to ignore the 
fundamental problems related to the design of the algorithm, the 
trustworthiness of the proxies on which it was based and, thereby, the 
accuracy and validity of its predictions. Instead of focusing on these 
difficulties and ensuring that they were addressed, managers and staff 
continued to move towards implementation. The denial during this stage 
occurred through the redirection of focus towards the algorithm’s potential 
or its future effects on case handling. Notably, however, the employees did 
not expect these effects to be significant. 

Denying implementation problems: Finding positive signals 

In the implementation phase, many events indicated that employees were 
not reacting to the algorithm’s classifications in practice in the way they 
were supposed to. In our fieldwork, we observed that employees often did 
not notice the icons on their screens, although these icons indicated which 
type of citizens they could expect to have on the line. In situations where 
they noticed the icons, they did not align their responses with the 
instructions developed for communication with citizens in each category. 
When we asked employees which types of calls, they were matched with, 
they were often unsure. One said, ‘I do not know’ but then guessed, which 
later proved to be incorrect. While observing the work of another employee, 
she admitted that she did not really notice the icons and, therefore, 
neglected to react to the categorizations of the citizens. Instead, she carried 
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on talking to them with an open mind. In interviews, managers were 
frustrated that not all employees paid attention to the icons and changed 
their behavior accordingly. Some employees were portrayed by management 
as being ‘resistant to change’. After several months, one manager sat beside 
an employee, who did not have a single icon pop up in connection with the 
calls she received. Afterwards, at a meeting, the manager was clearly upset. 
As it turned out, the algorithm had not been activated on all of the 
employees’ workstations, but its absence had gone unnoticed. The 
employees just continued their case handling and client contact as usual. 

Another problem was that the planned matching of specific types of calls 
and particular employees was complicated by staffing issues, such as, when 
employees had days off, they were assigned to administrative tasks, or the 
like. A large whiteboard with employees’ names on magnets was supposed to 
show who had been assigned to which types of calls each day. In practice, 
however, moving employees among the different phone lines was 
coordinated through real-world talking across the open-office landscape. 
This was how they solved issues of client wait times (on the phone) and 
employee availability. The issue was illustrated in this interview with a case 
worker: 

Employee: Let me show you the whiteboard in here. Look at how they have 
named the employee groups to keep track of who answers which types of calls 
[points at the board]. This is what it looks like. 

Interviewer: Ok. Is this changed on a daily basis? 

Employee: Yeah, well, this is tricky. I just noticed that we need to take [a call 
agent] out because he is actually ill, and there are others…who are not… 
[Another agent] is working on something different…and [a third agent]… This 
is all wrong – he has left for the day. 

Interviewer: No one is assigned to the ‘unknown’ category? 

Employee: Ok, now I will do something here [moves magnets with names 
around]. It seems they have set up the board using the standard plan, but this 
does not take vacations into account. 

Interviewer: Who uses this board? Do you all use it? 

Employee: No, not really, but that is because it is so cumbersome to set it up. 
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The value of the algorithm hinged on 1) the categorizations making it easier 
for employees to take a call, and 2) a match being made between a particular 
category of citizens and an employee with the relevant skills to deal with 
their problem. If this match was not made, little could be gained from the 
project. Despite these types of problems in the implementation phase, a 
great deal of praise and enthusiasm regarding the project could be heard in 
both management and employee communication in the same period. At 
weekly section meetings, managers presented statistics showing increased 
efficiency, and the meeting agendas had a fixed item asking for examples of 
how the algorithm supported employees in their work. One day, a team 
leader presented a graph showing that the average time of client calls was 
significantly reduced – the slide included the words ‘loud applause’. 
However, when the team leader asked the employees to explain how they 
had begun to handle calls differently after the introduction of the algorithm, 
the employees did not think there were any connections between the 
increased efficiency, the algorithm, and the new communication strategies. 
Instead, they agreed that the previous week’s increased efficiency was a 
result of an unusual number of calls about cases that did not belong to their 
Unit. The employees had simply quickly passed the calls onto another unit, 
and this had boosted the productivity numbers. 

While some employees interpreted the statistics differently from 
management (according to them, the algorithm slowed their work down, not 
the opposite), many employees enthusiastically told us about how much 
easier their work had become, and how they felt more prepared to take the 
calls because the icons popped up on their screens beforehand. Employees 
contributed to denying the lack of an impact from the algorithm’s 
classifications in different ways. One employee explained how the way he 
was matched with a particular citizen type meant that the calls were now 
much shorter. When we asked if it was his impression that the algorithm 
scored citizens correctly, he said ‘yes’ with emphasis and enthusiasm. 
Another said that it was his gut feeling that the algorithm was right most of 
the time, and yet another went into detail saying that whereas she got all 
types of calls before, she could feel a difference now that the more difficult 
calls went directly to other colleagues. As she explained: ‘When I listen to 
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my colleagues I can hear that they work harder to clarify issues with the 
citizens’. 

Managers and employees contributed to denying the implementation 
problems by interpreting the data and their phone contact with clients as 
proof of concept and as evidence that the project was going well. They used 
enthusiastic expressions about how ‘mega cool’ the project was, and how 
‘happy’ they were to see the icons pop up on their screens. At one meeting, 
for instance, a manager celebrated the reduced client waiting times (on the 
phone) with comments such as ‘these are almost North Korean numbers’ 
(implying high discipline), ‘this is mega cool’ and ‘something is working 
here’. In an interview, one employee said that it ‘made her happy’ to see an 
icon pop up on her screen. When we asked her why, she explained that she 
had been on the winning team that had decided on the format of the icons. 
Taking these statements together, managers seemed to interpret the 
algorithm project in terms of positive numbers, while employees relied on 
positive stories and symbols. 

Denying dysfunctionality: Continuing the good work 

When the algorithm was finally up and running, we observed that it did not 
function in the intended manner. In our observation notes, we registered 
whether the icon corresponded to the content of the call and how employees 
responded to those calls. As we observed a systematic lack of the expected 
correspondence between the icon and the content, we decided to analyze our 
observation notes quantitatively and offer management some systematized 
feedback on how the algorithm seemed to work in practice. In a meeting 
with management, we presented a quantitative analysis of more than 200 
calls that highlighted different types of problems with the algorithm. For 
instance, often the algorithm simply failed to correctly classify the calls. In 
the conversations between callers and caseworkers, we would hear that the 
algorithm’s classification rarely corresponded to the content of the call. 
Moreover, a large number of calls could not be classified according to the 
categories used – they were in an amorphous ‘other’ category. 
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Managers explained these design problems in two ways: by highlighting the 
complexity of the organizational context or by pointing to the complexity of 
citizens’ situations. One manager explained: 

I just want to point out that you came into the organization at the most 
complex time you could imagine, especially now that we are implementing a 
new finance and accounting system that cuts across units in the organization. 
That is just a fact, because some of the things that have been mailed to 
citizens have had faults in them. 

At the meeting, a manager added that the complexity of the algorithmic 
profiling project did not just stem from the new finance and accounting 
system, but also from the varied nature of citizens’ problems. Hence, ‘in the 
statistics you presented, we could see that [the algorithm] categorized most 
calls as ‘unknown’ […]. It is extremely difficult to guess what people call 
about because of the enormous diversity of their questions’. 

In another interview, the same manager explained the difficulties of having 
the algorithm correctly categorize citizens, and the manager acknowledged 
that the project team knew of the mismatch between the content of the calls 
and the classification made by the algorithm: 

We know that ourselves, because in the project group we also observed the 
calls and noted what they were about. At that point, we could see, “Hey, the 
project is a bit off in relation to the real world. It does not match reality at 
all”. 

When prompted to clarify this realization, the manager explained: 

Well, I think there was some kind of infatuation with the project and maybe 
that sometimes overshadowed reality. Maybe we became too far removed 
from reality. I am not sure if we should have changed the project…or if we 
should… When we do rethink it, we need to learn from it as a project team. 
We need to know more about the reality we are trying to change. 

Later, in the same interview, the manager told us about a new idea – to 
apply for funding to develop a ‘version 2.0’ of the algorithm to extend its 
uses to other domains. When asked why the Unit would apply for additional 
funds, the manager explained: 
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The idea is that if you can roll out the algorithm on more phone lines, it is 
going to generate value, especially because there will be a larger analysis or 
understanding of the citizens and the match groups. We have not bought that 
analysis, but we would like to see it. 

Employees contributed to denying the dysfunctionality in various ways. One 
blamed herself for not being good enough at interacting with the algorithm. 
In a situation where an icon did not appear on the screen as it should have, 
this employee suggested that she had probably picked up the phone too 
quickly. A trainee who had been part of the project group had little faith in 
the project. He stated, ‘you might ask, “Does it need to be that complex, is it 
necessary, or is it waste of money and resources?”’. At the end of the day, 
however, he took the algorithm as a fait accompli and chose to write his 
thesis on change management, arguing that the change of culture in the 
organization was more important than the implementation of technology. In 
addition to such explanations, employees often would ignore the 
categorizations and icons produced by the algorithm without questioning 
them and go on with their work as they were accustomed. 

Thus, the dysfunctionality seemed to be denied by working around the 
algorithm and in the pursuit of new, similar projects. In this sense, a single 
malfunctioning algorithmic profiling project did not fundamentally 
challenge or alter the belief in the need to develop the organization through 
advanced digitalization projects. 

Concluding discussion 

Based on an ethnographic study, this paper aimed to examine how an 
organization managed to ignore a multitude of problems occurring during 
the development and implementation of an algorithmic profiling project. In 
addition, it analyzed how ignorance can be collectively achieved in an 
organization dominated by a digital-transformation imperative. Our analysis 
showed that actors ignored the malfunctioning of the algorithmic profiling 
project in three overall ways: by ‘acting anyway’, by ‘finding positive signals’ 
and by ‘continuing their work’. These different ways of accomplishing 
ignorance were marked by optimism and a future orientation, and our 
analysis revealed numerous instances of positive tech determinism playing a 
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role in organizational strategies and investments, even when the 
technologies did not work in practice. There was talk about being first 
movers, carrying the mantle of leadership and daring to move forward, as 
well as expressions of excitement about and pride in a visionary project. 
Various visualizations supported the positive narrative of the hopes attached 
to the technology, while challenging and opposing narratives were 
interpreted as signs of being ‘resistant to change’. 

In contrast to accounts that explain organizational ignorance as strategic 
(McGoey, 2012a, 2012b), willful (Schaefer, 2018) or even deceitful, our study 
has shown that different forms of ignorance production can take place. Our 
findings have demonstrated how actors can become aware of fundamental 
problems from the very beginning of a project, and sometimes even discuss 
them among themselves or in interviews. However, they do not draw the 
implication that the project needs to be drastically revamped or stopped 
altogether. Moreover, even when they recognized problems in the 
fundamental design (e.g., very low predicative accuracy) or implementation 
(e.g., the icons do not appear, are ignored, or do not match the caller), they 
continued to treat the project as a great success. This resonates with the 
definition of denial – ‘not an absence or distortion of actual perception, but 
rather a failure to fully appreciate the significance or implications of what is 
perceived’ (Trunnell and Holt, 1974: 771). Fundamental uncertainties 
relating to technologies are bracketed through the means mentioned above. 
Even when actors acknowledge the non-functioning of the project – 
including the admission that they may be infatuated with the technology – 
they continue to look ahead and plan to extend the project. 

The paper contributes to the literature on ignorance by presenting an 
alternative to the functionalist and intentionalist explanations that have 
highlighted strategic ignorance (e.g. McGoey, 2012a, 2012b, 2019), willful 
ignorance (Schaefer, 2018) or functional stupidity (Alvesson and Spicer, 
2012). Instead of seeing ignorance as a solution to ‘latent’ organizational 
problems, such as creating group coherence or reducing unmanageable 
complexity, our analysis suggests that different actors actively contribute to 
the collective production of ignorance while applying various and 
inconsistent methods of denial. Our analysis does not identify a unified 
activity, but instead a pluralistic and distributed type of collective ignorance. 
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It is collective in the sense that almost all organizational actors contribute to 
it. However, they do not contribute to the collective ignorance in the same 
way or for the same purposes. Some ways of denying the problems are 
common (e.g., tech optimist attitudes, a focus on being future-oriented, the 
carrying on of daily work and problem-solving). Other methods are more 
diverse (e.g., blaming oneself for not reacting appropriately to the 
algorithm’s categorizations, blaming others for not playing the game, 
interpreting data in conflicting ways). Non-human actors play a role as well, 
not only because the data and the software are at the heart of the 
fundamental problems, but also because the project encompasses new types 
of notifications, new visualizations of work, PowerPoint presentations, and 
so on. 

Through a focus on the common and the diverse as well as the human and 
the non-human, we can analyze denial as plural and as achieved through 
different everyday practices, rather than through a collective future-
orientation, a belief in technological progress, a unified belief-system or 
groupthink (Fox, 2019). Rather than an explanation based on underlying or 
overarching mechanisms, our STS orientation prompts analyses of everyday 
workarounds, activities, and explanations. 

Our findings indicate that the digitalization imperative and strong tech 
optimism affect organizational dynamics by coloring actors’ denial 
strategies. With the imminent threat being ‘if you don’t digitalize, you will 
die’, they prefer to ‘digitalize and deny’. The findings also illustrate how it is 
possible to sustain tech optimism by denying that the technology might be 
the problem. Challenging the technology seems to be out of the question for 
managers and employees alike, who instead resort to different explanations, 
blame themselves or others, or ascribe it to other contingencies. They never 
consider the possibility that the project should be discarded. 

In some ways, our study seems to tell a story that contradicts those about 
‘competence traps’ and organizational denial of the need for an 
organizational response to a changing technological environment, such as 
the stories of Kodak or Microsoft (Munir, 2005; Garud et al., 2002). In our 
case, tech optimism seems to prevent otherwise reflective actors from asking 
certain kinds of questions about the technological solution. However, our 
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point is not that a belief in technological solutions and progress is either 
inherently good or problematic. Instead, our claim is that whether problems 
are solvable or unsolvable is often unknown. Moreover, as whether a 
digitalization project will have a positive impact in practice is often an open 
question, we do not know in advance whether denial should be viewed as 
supportive or destructive for organizational development. 
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Constructing unknowers, destroying 
whistleblowers 

Kate Kenny 

abstract 

How can ignorance persist in an era of ubiquitous information and increasing 
demands for transparency? The censorship of certain speech acts, and the 
vilification of those who make them, is critical to examine. In this article, I argue 
that whistleblowing is more than revealing secrets but can be understood as a 
practice of counter-ignorance. Within organizations, workers who speak truth to 
power about perceived wrongdoing play an important role in transgressing 
strategies of ignorance that are ever more nuanced and subtle. Whistleblowing can 
attract violent reprisals that generate chill effects, silence other would-be disclosers 
and shut down critique. This effectively upholds the positions of the ‘unknowers’ 
who possess the authority to influence what can be known and what must not be 
acknowledged in the organization of ignorance. In this article, I argue that a 
censorship lens is useful in showing how subjectivity can be denied to those who 
speak against ignorance, with the example of national security and intelligence 
whistleblowers offered to illustrate these dynamics. This article shows how a focus 
on organization is critical for understandings of strategic ignorance. Central to this 
is the worker, her capacity to speak out, and how she is framed as a result. 

Organized ignorance: Positions of power and threats to positions 
of power 

Why and how are we kept in the dark about things that matter to us? 
Ignorance is something that is produced. Ignorance is not merely a gap in 
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knowledge but rather the outcome of cultural and political struggle in which 
knowledge is withheld (Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008). Agnotology – the 
study of such struggles – has lately focused on elite power. Scholars examine 
how certain positions enable the deployment of superior resources to shape 
what can be known or unknown (McGoey, 2019). On this view, power and the 
structural conditions upholding it come to the fore. ‘Oracular power’ is 
‘defined as the capacity to determine where the boundary between 
knowledge and ignorance lies’ (McGoey, 2019: 16). For oracular power to 
work, those who possess it must be perceived as legitimate and capable of 
making decisions even on aspects beyond their own capacities. 

What happens when oracular power results in the promulgation of 
destructive forms of ignorance? When apparently authoritative sources of 
information work to obfuscate situations, withholding information and 
hindering the spread of knowledge? For some, ‘more facts’ are what is 
needed to challenge ignorance. Experts simply need to ‘double down on the 
facts’ in order to disarm the problematic oracular. Ideally, well-known 
individuals will act as champions who present the facts to a wide audience. 
The misinformation forwarded by someone like Donald Trump on climate 
change, for example, can be countered by a kind of David Attenborough 
figure, whose public appeal rivals the emotion invested in Trump (see for 
example Harford, 2017). The idea is that an increase in the volume of 
information on contentious topics, presented in a familiar and compelling 
manner, will naturally lead people to challenge ignorance and while doing 
so, challenge harmful oracular power. From this perspective, the position of 
oracular power is upheld by an absence of compelling facts. 

For others, psychological studies provide an answer (see McGoey, 2019 for 
discussion). Research shows how people interpret information selectively, 
choosing for example to ignore painful or uncomfortable facts. If such 
research could be more widely shared, the argument goes, people would 
come to understand and correct their inherent biases, again leading to a 
greater number of individuals possessing a greater number of ‘facts’ thus 
arming them sufficiently to challenge power. Underlying both of these views 
is the notion that the individual who manages to overcome obstacles and 
finally possesses the ‘true’ facts, can defeat ignorance and work to change 
the world for good. But in an era in which information is so widely available 
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and yet ignorance increases, is this approach sufficient? Or is something else 
at work to support elite, oracular power? Perhaps the very lenses through 
which we view the bearers of ‘facts’ are already coloured in ways that 
encourage us to ignore both the tellers, and what they have to say. 

The unknower as central to the question of ignorance 

At the heart of organized ignorance is the figure of the unknower (McGoey, 
2019). The unknower helps set the agenda for ‘what is known and what is 
not known’ and, crucially, has the power to disseminate this knowledge – or 
un-knowledge – far and wide (McGoey, 2019: 40). If we are to interrogate 
this power, we should surely examine the dynamics by which unknowing 
operates: how it emerges, how it comes to be shared, how its boundaries are 
enforced, and how transgressions are dealt with (Otto et al., 2019). We 
should examine the power that holds this position of unknower in place. The 
apparent acceptance of contemporary unknowers appears somewhat 
strange. Against a backdrop of ubiquitous information, demands for freedom 
of information, and calls for transparency, surely these positions are subject 
to continuous challenge? The impunity of the unknower makes little sense, 
and yet as we see again and again, it appears to persist. Questions emerge: 
How does the position of the unknower survive amid so many small 
incursions onto its turf, so many calls for its undoing? Under what 
conditions does it stay in place? Something powerful must be working to 
support the position of the unknower. But what? 

Organizations play a central role in the spread of ignorance (Bakken and 
Wiik, 2017). As authoritative sources of expertise and knowledge, the 
statements and messages emanating from organizations can shape debate 
on important topics. The knowledge produced within and by organizations 
can support the perceived legitimacy of oracular power and the position of 
unknower from which it emanates, or it can challenge. If this is so, then the 
ways in which workers are enabled to speak truth to power about perceived 
misinformation – or are silenced when attempting to do so – can be a 
deciding factor in the maintenance of ignorance. 

Continued and active denigration of those figures who most cast doubt on 
the position of unknower is part of the scaffolding upholding ignorance. 
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Those who seem not to get the memo about what we are supposed to know, 
and what we are supposed to ignore, pose a danger. They threaten the 
structures of knowledge that underlie the status quo and that ultimately 
protect the interests of powerful parties. These ‘knowers’ are considered 
loose cannons, because the normal social sanctions against transgression do 
not seem to work with them. The organizational cultures that encourage 
loyalty and complicity, the shared fear of speaking up and becoming 
stigmatized for doing so, all the reasons ‘normal’ employees tend to remain 
silent – these have little traction. Knowers break away from norms 
upholding informal and subtle strategies of organized ignorance. 

Whistleblowers are among these individuals, and are particularly important 
figures in the context of organizational unknowing. Akin to parrhesiastic 
speakers of truth to power, whistleblowers dispense with reasons not to 
speak, and they speak anyway. This poses something of a problem for those 
who benefit from the ignorance that provides the scaffolding for structures 
of power. Courageous knowers could be their undoing, if their utterances 
gain traction with a listening public in a society that, ostensibly anyway, 
values truth and transparency. Such individuals are anathema to the 
perceived authority of organizations and organizational leaders (Alford, 
2001). 

In this article, I argue that organizational whistleblowers threaten the 
position of the unknower and, therefore, represent a critical challenge to 
ignorance; their disclosures are counter-ignorance in practice. Moreover, to 
echo Mary Douglas, the figure of the unknower – her legitimacy, her 
acceptability – is premised on the active and continued vilification of the 
figure that haunts its boundaries: the other – the ‘knower’, against which 
she is defined. Unknowers can only exist in place through direct and 
unambiguous denigration of their opposite, because of the very threat this 
opposite poses to their position which is, by all common standards, shaky at 
best. Simply maligning disruptive truth-telling is not sufficient; such 
transgressions must be relegated to the status of the impossible, the 
nonsensical: utterances that are just noise and nothing more. 

This article adds to recent calls to foreground power and the political in 
studies of ignorance, in this case via attention to the position of the 
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unknower (cf. McGoey, 2019). Specifically, I argue that the concept of 
censorship inspired by psychosocial and poststructural thinking is valuable 
(Butler, 1997). Censorship sheds light on the way in which the organization 
of ignorance relates to the organization of subjectivity. We see this most 
clearly when the organization of subjectivity via censorship is resisted and 
refused, that is, when certain subjects upset the informal consensus around 
ignorance by insisting on speaking despite normative injunctions to desist. 
When such speech acts attract punishment, we can see the limits of 
strategies of ignorance: where they break down, but also how they in turn 
break those who are mad – and I use this term deliberately – enough to 
resist them. The proposed framing highlights how the power and status of 
the unknower is partly premised upon, amplified and enhanced by the 
censorship of those inexplicable people who seem not to get the memo, 
when it comes to norms of what we do and do not speak about. In certain 
settings, whistleblowers transgress the implicit rules that govern both macro 
and micro ignorance (McGoey, 2019). Their subjectivity is foreclosed from 
the start because of this transgression through speech; hence the extreme 
forms of retaliation to which they can find themselves exposed. This 
extreme retaliation serves a purpose; it acts to uphold and reinforce the 
position of the unknower, sending clear signals to others about the dangers 
of challenge. 

While this theoretical framing draws on insights from psychoanalysis, this is 
not a psychological perspective in which the individual is the focus, and the 
social and political are ignored. In contrast a psychosocial approach 
foregrounds the ways in which the social and political both structure, and 
are structured by, the subject. Desires and attachments provide the glue for 
this dynamic (Butler, 2004). If the political plays a central role here, what 
kind of power is at stake? Agnotology is the study of how ignorance is 
constructed, produced by social, cultural and political processes. Lack of 
knowledge emerges ‘either through selective choice and cultivation or 
through neglect and intentional acts of deception’ (Khoo, 2020: 11). Taking a 
poststructural approach to these questions, a censorship framing is 
influenced by a Foucauldian perspective, which rejects the idea that some 
central agent is acting to deploy power. Rather, power works through 
discourse, forming coherent and comprehensive systems. These are diffuse; 
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‘it is often the case that no one is there to have invented them and few who 
can be said to have formulated them’ (Foucault, 1990: 94). In the context of 
this article therefore, and its study of unknowers, the focus is not simply on 
individuals who shape but rather on the position of the unknower that 
enables the shaping. The unknower is a position within the system, whose 
capacity to influence is upheld and supported as a valid authority on what 
can be said and what must be ignored. For sure, some individuals do benefit 
from the system. Their actions and identifications help maintain it. Our 
focus here, however, is on the capacity inherent to the position of the 
unknower and the discursive framework enabling it, rather than searching 
for the single locus of power from which it emanates (Foucault, 1990). 

Following Flyvbjerg (2006), to study a phenomenon, it is useful to study an 
extreme example. In this case, the organization of ignorance in national 
security and intelligence organizations (NSI) is instructive. Whistleblowers 
in this sector are particularly vulnerable. Relative to other public sector 
whistleblowers, they typically have weaker legal protections, face greater 
risk of prosecution for their disclosures, and encounter more public 
ambivalence. Examining NSI whistleblowers as knowers sheds light on the 
organization of worker subjectivity in support of strategies of ignorance in 
other settings, specifically what occurs when certain subjects break the 
frames of knowledge that uphold these strategies, by speaking out about 
wrongdoing they witness while at work. Moreover, changes occurring in NSI 
organizations are increasingly visible elsewhere, thus this area is important 
to study. 

In what follows, I introduce the case of NSI whistleblowers, before drawing 
out specific mechanisms of exclusion they face that go beyond the situations 
encountered by whistleblowers in other sectors. Next, questions of why 
these exclusions persist, and the effects that they have, are explored. A 
censorship framework inspired by Judith Butler sheds light on these issues. 
The article concludes by elucidating two key insights for the study of 
ignorance. The first involves the trends and tendencies exhibited in the NSI 
case that have increasing relevance for the role played by whistleblowers in 
counter-ignorance practices in other sectors, as well as the obstacles they 
face therein. The second insight is to conceptualize how the 
interrelationship between censorship, whistleblowers and unknowers can 
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help inform studies of ignorance more generally. Focusing on 
whistleblowing as a practice of counter-ignorance is instructive. 
Whistleblower reprisal involves censoring via subjectivity: differentiating 
between subjects considered valid speakers, and those who are not. This 
process of violent reprisal is needed in order to uphold the position of the 
authority organizing ignorance. Reprisal against such subjects is, on this 
view, important work that helps secure the status of the unknower, and 
signals to onlookers the dangers of challenge. This perspective suggests that 
future studies of ignorance might be attentive to the power dynamics 
inherent to the position of the unknower, specifically the exclusions of 
certain subjects in order to maintain this position, and the violence involved 
in these exclusions. Agnotology – at its core – involves examining structures 
of ignorance and the forms of power that uphold them. Workers in 
organizations who speak out against such structures are critical in counter-
ignorance struggles, as are their experiences of reprisal. These cannot be 
overlooked in the ongoing development of this field. 

Oracular power in NSI settings, and whistleblowers as threats 

Some of the most grievous acts of destruction against humanity have been 
carried out by nation states, and the organizations that comprise them. 
Strategies of ignorance are frequently deployed in order to deter public 
disapproval, to obfuscate events and distract from what is taking place 
(Gurman, 2020). National security, intelligence and military organizations 
are central to these activities. They play a role in the dissemination of 
certain kinds of knowledge, and the obscuring of others. The position of 
such organizations and senior leadership within them, as unknowers, is well 
documented (Varon, 2020). 

Since the 1970s, we have seen an increase of whistleblowers in NSI 
organizations, coming forward with information that challenges the 
authority of their leadership to dictate what should be known by the public. 
As some well-known cases attest, whistleblowers in this sector have 
threatened structures of ignorance, making critical information concerning 
corporate and state corruption, and human rights abuses public. Notable 
examples include Daniel Ellsberg’s leaking of the Pentagon Papers to the 
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New York Times in 1971, a history of the United States’ political and military 
involvement in Vietnam from 1945 to 1967 that contradicted official 
government narratives on the war and highlighted how the US public had 
been actively misled about what was taking place (Heinrichs et al., 2019; 
Maxwell, 2020). Katharine Gun’s revelations were likewise profound; her 
disclosures informed US and UK citizens that their governments had 
attempted to manipulate United Nations support in order to pursue an 
illegal war in Iraq – a war causing the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
civilians and thousands of coalition troops. Gun’s impact was also 
significant leading to a formal investigation commissioned by UN Secretary 
General Kofi Annan, and the resignation of the UK attorney general’s legal 
adviser and two senior Labour MPs, all of whom departed in protest of UK’s 
involvement in the war relating to her disclosures (Mitchell and Mitchell, 
2008). In 2013, Edward Snowden’s leaking details of the National Security 
Agency’s (NSA) programme of global mass surveillance to the Guardian 
newspaper led to new US legislation around data privacy, while his 
revelations continue to inform debates on international data transfers 
including between the US and the EU. 

In each of these cases, the information brought forward by whistleblowers 
contradicted the official story. In secretive and complex organizations, only 
insiders are in a position to challenge in a convincing and authoritative 
manner the ignorance being promoted by organizational leaders. Most 
insiders remain silent; organizational ignorance prevails in plain sight with 
thousands of workers coming into the office every day without realizing, or 
allowing themselves to realize, or realizing but feeling afraid to do anything. 
Most insiders, but not all. People like Katharine, Daniel, Edward are 
interesting in that they are insiders challenging the organization’s official 
message to the outside. They position themselves as knowers, a position 
that challenges the status quo. 

NSI whistleblowers can suffer particularly extreme retaliation for acts of 
knowing 

Despite the clear public interest, served by their resisting complicity with 
ignorance, NSI whistleblowers can find themselves subject to severe 
sanctions: these can come from their employers, the state and society more 
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generally. Once their names are disclosed, they can be fired from or 
blackballed in government service, or sometimes find themselves the subject 
of a smear campaign in the media, a position that is ever more precarious in 
today’s polarized environment. Of course, this reflects the experiences of 
some whistleblowers in other sectors, as countless films and books depict. 
But the situation for NSI whistleblowers is particularly challenging (Melley, 
2020; Terracol, 2019). The laws protecting whistleblowers across a range of 
industries and sectors have improved and strengthened over the past twenty 
years in many countries. Yet whistleblowing protections for NSI employees 
generally remain weak (Gardner, 2016; Gurman and Mistry, 2020). 

In some cases, NSI whistleblowers are threatened with prosecution. The US 
Espionage Act is a hundred year old piece of legislation aimed at prosecuting 
spies and traitors, but today is also used to criminalize protest, where to 
speak out is to be guilty (Munro, 2019). Such laws are interpreted broadly in 
order to threaten NSI employees with prosecution if they disclose 
information that the government deems damaging to the defence of the 
country or its interests abroad, even if the supposed damage is highly 
questionable (Gurman and Mistry, 2020). Similar legislation exists elsewhere 
including the UK and Irish Official Secrets Acts for example. Under such laws 
whistleblowers are denied a public interest defence; they are unable to 
present evidence that could be used to support their case or to exonerate 
them (Jones, 2020). Breaching secrecy laws is the main reason NSI 
whistleblowers are threatened with prosecution (Mistry, 2020). As a result of 
the increasing tendency to classify more and more documents within these 
organizations, the potential to breach such laws likewise increases, and 
hence whistleblowers are more likely to be prosecuted (Gardner, 2016; 
Lebovic, 2020). Commentators note that the punishments levied at NSI 
whistleblowers have become increasingly severe since the 1970s, with cases 
such as Reality Winner’s offering exemplars of this (Gurman and Mistry, 
2020). 

Where whistleblowers fail to secure the support of the law, are without 
institutional assistance from unions or professional associations, and find 
themselves targets of retaliation, public support can play a critical role in 
their protection. While public support does not necessarily lead to political 
change in an era of celebrity-whistleblowers (Melley, 2020), media 
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campaigns can and do improve a whistleblower’s fortunes. Well-strategized 
campaigns can for example embarrass an organization, who is now in the 
spotlight both for the original wrongdoing and for subsequent retaliation 
against a well-meaning worker who spoke up (Devine and Maassarani, 2011; 
Maxwell, 2020). Politicians can find themselves under pressure to seek 
justice on behalf of the whistleblower, while the public outcry sees 
journalists rushing to cover the story. 

In the search for popular support however, NSI whistleblowers find 
themselves at a particular disadvantage, vulnerable to being smeared as 
national traitors whose disclosures potentially endanger lives, and revealers 
of important secrets that protect us all (Mistry, 2020). Isolation, not support, 
can be a more common experience for NSI whistleblowers. Even their legal 
teams can find themselves the source of vilification for years afterwards as 
seen in Edward Snowden’s case (Munro, 2018). The lawyer representing 
whistleblowers in President Trump’s impeachment case was dropped by his 
insurance firm (Haberman, 2020), later receiving a death threat. Journalists 
who cover these whistleblowers’ stories can also face retaliation. 

Worldwide whistleblower protection, but not for NSI disclosers 

While calls for better whistleblowing protection have never been louder, the 
desired protections do not extend to every kind of worker. NSI 
whistleblowers are not part of today’s trend that sees policy-makers, 
legislators and even organizations demanding improvements in 
whistleblower rights. Whistleblowing laws have been present in the United 
States since the 1970s and the past twenty years have seen successive 
enhancements including protection against retaliation and the offering of 
rewards in certain sectors. The UK adopted its Public Interest Disclosure Act 
in 1998 followed by Australia, Canada, and Serbia to name just a few, and 
since 2020 a wide-ranging European Union directive instructs to member 
states to vastly improve protections for whistleblowers, to institutionalize 
support, and to ensure investigations take place into reported breaches of EU 
law. From the subject position of the whistleblower and how she is perceived 
in society, such changes do more than reinforce her legal rights. They 
enhance her acceptability, reduce stigma and help to dismantle the 
problematic association of whistleblowing with acts of treachery, informing 
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to authorities and other negative stereotypes that can persist, particularly in 
societies with a history of authoritarian government. 

The figure of the whistleblower is arguably held in higher esteem than ever 
before. The potential for structures of ignorance to be challenged, therefore, 
increases with support from such eminent corners. While the balance of 
power is by no means reversed in favour of those who speak out, the capacity 
for resistance does increase against this backdrop. For some whistleblowers, 
but not for all. National Security and Intelligence whistleblowers remain out 
in the cold and continue to suffer the most severe retaliation of all groups 
(Gurman and Mistry, 2020; Terracol, 2019). The incoming EU directive, 
providing extensive protections for whistleblowers across many sectors, 
omits this group; those who disclose matters relating to security, defence 
and classified information are outside of its scope (Nad and Colvin, 2019). In 
the UK, ongoing calls to improve the Public Interest Disclosure Act tend to 
exclude NSI whistleblowers, instead focusing on the health and financial 
services sectors, in which a large number of high-profile cases have emerged 
to gain public support over recent years (Kenny, 2019). The increasing 
attention being paid to whistleblowers across a range of sectors and in many 
countries tends to overlook NSI whistleblowers. 

Perhaps NSI ‘knower-whistleblowers’ should not be protected? 

Perhaps, however, ignorance is important to maintain. After all, states need 
secrets in order to protect their people and to forward the national interest. 
Perhaps the position of the unknower in NSI organizations is 
misunderstood. They require authority and legitimacy because they have 
responsibility for forwarding narratives that keep us safe – curated versions 
of events and selective information that help us to act in our own best 
interests, interests that more knowledgeable and experienced authorities 
have carefully considered and diagnosed. This might suggest that in fact it is 
correct to curtail the freedom of the NSI whistleblower to speak out, because 
of the threat to the state’s authority that she poses. Another argument is 
that the NSI whistleblower potentially represents a real danger to individual 
lives, if innocent people are named in public as a result of her disclosures. 
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The problem, however, as noted by the Council of Europe, is that the 
maintenance of secrecy and confidentiality within the inner workings of 
government is too often equated with absence of scrutiny and oversight 
(Terracol, 2019). The two issues are not the same. Wrongdoing can happen 
in any organization – governments, national security and intelligence bodies 
are by no means immune to abuses of power as successive scandals have 
shown. But punitive approaches to whistleblowing in these organizations 
hamper all kinds of other problems from being addressed. An example of this 
is Irish defence forces whistleblower Tom Clonan, who was threatened with 
prosecution for breaching that country’s Official Secrets Act (Clonan, 2020). 
The content of his disclosure? Widespread sexual harassment and abuse 
against female colleagues. Serious wrongdoing was occurring, but it was not 
the kind of activity that jeopardizes state security. However, because he 
served in the defence forces, draconian security legislation was used as a 
threat in attempts to silence a whistleblower and conceal his information. 

Even in cases where sensitive information is at stake, enabling workers to 
disclose genuine concerns about wrongdoing needs not automatically 
jeopardize secrecy and safety. This is the central premise of the Council of 
Europe’s recommendations and the Tschwane principles, which advise how 
states might approach enabling proper channels for disclosure and outside 
scrutiny that do not, and should not, put national security at risk. The 
current situation simply acts to prevent effective scrutiny and oversight, 
stymie debate about activities and decisions within NSI organizations and 
hamper the ability to detect wrongdoing, as the United Nations argues 
(Terracol, 2019). In the absence of this, the two obstacles of weak 
whistleblower protections, and the threat of prosecution for those who speak 
out, sends a clear message to those who witness wrongdoing: remain silent. 
NSI whistleblowers are without protection. And, almost unique in terms of 
whistleblowers today, they are without the promise of protection to come. 

The inexplicable, impossible NSI whistleblower 

If the protection of the NSI whistleblower is demanded by such austere 
institutions such as the Council of Europe and the United Nations, along 
with many whistleblowing advocacy and expert groups, who for example 



Kate Kenny Constructing unknowers, destroying whistleblowers 

 article | 61 

campaigned for her inclusion in the scope of the recent EU directive (Nad 
and Colvin, 2019; Terracol, 2019), then why does she remain so exposed and 
vulnerable, as if her words do not serve society? Why is she denied a public 
interest defence in court: a crucial right to enable cases involving ethical and 
moral decisions to be judged appropriately? Why is such extreme retaliation 
allowed to continue and why is she left out of the stampede to protect other 
kinds of whistleblowers? 

In certain cases, the person who speaks out finds that she has no place in the 
accepted norms of behaviour within the organization. Rather than ‘good’ or 
‘bad’, she is somewhat inexplicable. She eschews more commonly seen 
traits: a desire for belonging to the organization, commitment to the group, 
expectations around complying with organized ignorance, and she speaks 
out regardless (Perry, 1998). She is thus somewhat impossible in terms of the 
position she occupies within the cultural norms of both organization and 
society (Contu, 2014). Trying to make sense of this apparent inexplicability, 
C. Fred Alford cites Daniel Ellsberg to depict such individuals as 
‘spacewalkers’ who appear to act like people from another planet (Alford, 
2001: 120). But how and why does inexplicability – the crime of being from a 
different planet – lead to such drastic sanctions? 

Censorship: An important mechanism in the maintenance of ignorance 

Judith Butler’s notion of censorship shows how people are constructed in 
and through speech acts that, in certain circumstances, can render them 
inexplicable and excluded from what is deemed to be a valid, legitimate 
person. Censorship is a form of discursive power that produces particular 
kinds of subjects by instating a boundary separating legitimate from 
illegitimate utterances. The production of this boundary works to delineate 
valid from ‘invalid’ subjects, excluding the latter and granting their speech 
the status of incomprehensible nonsense (Butler, 1997). Censorship helps to 
delimit what ‘can and cannot be thought’ within a particular cultural setting. 

With censorship Butler develops earlier ideas on subjectivity and power 
inspired by psychoanalytic and feminist theory. These ideas have long shed 
light on experiences of workers in organizations and specifically the nature 
of complicity with, and resistance to, organizational norms. Butler’s work on 
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subjectivity has enhanced understandings of organizational gender and 
sexuality, ageing, management and managers, and whistleblowing (Riach et 
al., 2016; Fotaki and Harding, 2018, Harding et al., 2013; Kenny, 2019; 
Pullen, 2006). Studies show how workers, as subjects, are compelled via 
psychic desires to adopt discursive positions that grant them much-needed 
recognition within their symbolic world. This desirous compulsion thus 
reinforces and maintains particular discursive norms in place, just as it can 
cause injury and pain to the subject who finds herself attached to norms that 
ultimately injure. Control operates through ‘self-supporting signifying 
econom(ies) that wield(s) power in the marking off of what can and cannot 
be thought within the terms of cultural intelligibility’ (Butler, 1990: 99–100). 
Subjectivity is thus always embedded in power. It is the desires of multiple 
subjects to find places of identification within them that enhances and 
buttresses these signifying economies. 

An aspect of this work with particular relevance in the context of this article 
is the idea that exclusions – the ‘marking off’ described by Butler – can 
occur through acts of speaking, an issue Butler develops in her chapter 
Implicit Censorship and Discursive Agency in Excitable Speech (1997). 
Censorship works as a matrix of control that not only constrains, through 
prohibiting people from speaking in a certain way, but also produces, in that 
it produces certain kinds of subjects. Censorship is thus a constitutive 
dimension of the construction of the ‘exclusionary matrix by which subjects 
are formed’ that Butler describes in earlier work; the construction of such a 
matrix ‘requires the simultaneous production of a domain of abject beings, 
those who are not yet “subjects”, but who form the constitutive outside to 
the domain of the subject’ (Butler, 1993: 3). In this case certain kinds of 
speech are considered to be ‘legible as the speech of a subject’ (Butler, 1997: 
133). Others are not. 

In certain cases, censorship thus produces boundaries that circumscribe 
viable ‘candidate(s) for subjecthood’ through dynamics of exclusion (ibid. 
133). People engaged in speech considered to be ‘impossible’ within the 
terms of the exclusionary matrix, unrecognizable within ‘norms of 
speakability’, simply do not count as valid subjects. Their lives are vaguely 
recognizable as human but their status is ‘not quite’ that of subject (see also 
Butler, 2009). The place they occupy is not simply subordinate – if that were 
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the case, they might conceivably be able to lay claim to rights or needs that 
have been denied to them. Rather, they are unrecognizable amid any 
categories of signification – including that of ‘other’ – and thus their 
exclusion runs deeper still (Varman and Al-Amoudi, 2016). If violence occurs 
against such lives, it does not engender grief or sympathy because these 
were not subjects, nor even valid, to begin with. Returning to the speech acts 
that gave rise to such positions that are not recognized, these too are 
devalued and, therefore, ignored. Rather than heard as language, such 
utterances are considered ‘precisely the ramblings of the asocial, the 
rantings of the “psychotic”’ (Butler, 1997: 133). Mere noise, not speech, is 
what emanates from people that are not subjects. In practice, claims of 
psychological instability are often levied against whistleblowers and their 
supporters as part of smear campaigns (Kenny et al., 2019). 

While Butler has used these ideas to interpret the role of censorship in the 
production of hate speech (Butler, 1997), it is useful to understand attempts 
to speak truth to power – to whistleblow – through this lens, specifically to 
examine the matrices of exclusion or otherwise that take place (Kenny, 
2019). Censorship shows how whistleblowers can form part of a matrix of 
exclusion, in which some subjects are legitimized – for example as 
unknowers enjoying oracular power. Speakers that pose a threat to this 
power are not only demoted to the status of other, they are denied any 
recognizability at all. This all works in the service of upholding the position 
of the unknower, a position that, on the surface seems quite unstable. The 
unknower only exists because her counterpart’s capacity to act as a speaking 
subject has been stamped out of all recognition. 

In the case of NSI whistleblowers for example, the extraordinary reprisals 
this group can experience for speaking out in the public interest are only 
accepted by onlookers because these actions are not really seen as reprisals. 
Violent and destructive retaliation can only take place against ‘real’, valid 
employees, not inexplicable space-walkers, who are speaking language we 
cannot or do not want to understand. Hence this group is overlooked by the 
drafters of legislation who are trying to protect and support whistleblowers 
in most other sectors. NSI whistleblowers are overlooked because, as invalid 
entities engaging in impossible speech, there is no ontological basis for their 
inclusion as speaking subjects deserving protection. Their punishment by 
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hundred-year-old spy laws goes unremarked, while NSI whistleblowers can 
find themselves targets of vilification even by ordinary people who are 
served well by their disclosures. In this way, the subject position of the NSI 
whistleblower remains sadly impossible. Ignorance is managed and 
prescribed through framing the person transgressing as someone that must 
be ignored. She is not quite a subject, rather a fuzzy kind of entity engaged 
in psychotic ramblings. 

What does this mean for the workers in NSI organizations, whose 
whistleblowing rights appear to be so radically curtailed? To paraphrase C. 
Fred Alford (2001), the experiences of whistleblowers tell us a lot about the 
organizations of which they speak. In this case, they are not to be considered 
subjects of speech with the ability and right to articulate their views as 
citizens, even where wrongdoing is at stake. It seems as though their selves, 
their positions as subjects, are merely extensions of the rules and 
bureaucracies of the places they work, and nothing more. The capacity for 
ethical judgement is foreclosed. This has significant implications for the 
work of public service in the traditional sense in such settings – where the 
ethos of serving the public interest is under attack, workers are denied the 
capability to exercise autonomy and dissent. Moreover, as the scope of 
classifications increases, and secrecy agreements ensure ever-greater 
opacity on the part of many kinds of organizations, will the phenomena 
described here have implications for public sector workers more widely? 

At first glance, it may appear that the concept of censorship is somewhat 
overblown. Surely, figures like Edward Snowden cannot be said to be 
silenced, less still deprived of subjectivity? On this, it is important to note 
that, in practice, the vast majority of whistleblowers in this sector especially 
and many others also, are never heard at all. Most whistleblowers are either 
actively silenced, or they give up. Despite ongoing calls for change, 
whistleblowers typically lose their legal cases (IBA, 2021), while practical 
support for those that suffer remains rare or non-existent (Kenny and 
Fotaki, 2021). The whistleblowers mentioned here are, therefore, unusual 
because they have succeeded in gaining even a partial audience to which 
they can appeal. Drawing on a censorship lens to examine these extreme 
albeit unusual cases can help us to understand the dynamics of silence in 
relation to the upholding of ignorance more generally. 
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Concluding thoughts: Ignorance, unknowers and censorship 

The case of NSI whistleblowers examined through a censorship lens offers 
some insights for the study of agnotology. First, scholars will acknowledge 
the critical role played by workers and organizations in the promulgation of 
ignorance, and the challenge to this. In an era of increasingly opaque work 
practices—in sectors from big tech to pharma and financial services—we 
often depend on insiders to tell us when deliberate strategies of ignorance 
are being forwarded. Many workers remain silent when faced with instances 
of serious wrongdoing but some speak out and ‘blow the whistle’. 
Whistleblowers therefore represent a critical part of the fabric of counter-
ignorance. Their disclosures can prove a direct challenge to the position of 
oracular power, and hold the potential to overturn it. 

But whether and how whistleblowers are listened to can depend on the 
framing of their subjectivities by those others with which they interact. 
Following Butler, some speech acts are deemed impossible, un-hearable, and 
non-sensical with the concomitant dismissal and exclusion of the speaker. 
Other speech acts are upheld as emanating from valid authoritative sources. 
An attention to this framing of disclosers, the power activity therein, can 
help us to shed light on practices of ignorance and counter-ignorance, with 
the role of organizations front and centre. This work is important, not least 
because ongoing changes within NSI organizations are increasingly 
observable in other sectors. It may be that the capacities of whistleblowers 
to effectively disclose truth to power and challenge structures of ignorance 
will be eroded accordingly. The specific mechanisms of censorship and 
ignorance in the cases described relate to trends appearing elsewhere, as 
described next. 

In retaliation campaigns emanating from their former employers, NSI 
whistleblowers are increasingly framed as ‘hired hands’ because of the 
growing prevalence of non-permanent employees. They are depicted as mere 
contractors bought-in from the outside and thus not to be trusted when 
disclosing apparently important information, as in the case of Edward 
Snowden among others (Melley, 2020). This smear tactic overlooks the fact 
that in the US, since the 1970s, the federal government and CIA are 
increasingly relying on contracting staff as part of moves to shrink the 
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permanent government, with similar changes happening elsewhere. 
However, this point often goes unmentioned in media articles that quote his 
former employers, who describe Edward Snowden as ‘only a contractor’, ‘a 
former Dell employee’, in other words not really ‘of the organization’ 
(Snowden, 2019). Such depictions also overlook Mr. Snowden’s internal 
intelligence community and military background, but they are used 
nonetheless. In the wider world of work, short-term contracts are 
increasingly prevalent. These novel tactics of countering the efforts of 
whistleblowing ‘knowers’ have implications in other sectors. 

Second, we are likely to see increasing deployment of censorship, chill 
effects and vilification in the upholding of oracular power in a wide range of 
sectors. The reason is that these tactics and strategies are increasingly seen 
as the only option, in an era of increasingly ‘leaky’ organizations. Changing 
technologies make leaks of huge volumes of data much easier (Munro, 2017; 
Weiskopf, 2021). Compare Daniel Ellsberg’s many nights of photocopying 
documents and the labour involved in transferring information from inside 
to outside the organization, with Edward Snowden’s micro-chip embedded 
in a Rubik’s Cube carried in his pocket as he left for home from the NSA 
headquarters in Hawaii. The sheer volume of information that can 
potentially be transferred has increased exponentially, as has its ease of 
transfer. In addition to this, the profile of a potential whistleblower is 
shifting. People who speak out about systemic and deep-seated corruption 
are often at mid- or senior level in their organization, because they need to 
be in a position with at least some oversight of the overall system, insight 
into different silos and understanding of how they work together. It is often 
only from this perspective that serious wrongdoing can be diagnosed. 
Traditionally, this person was mid- or late-career due to the length of time 
needed for promotion. This is changing. As a result of the increasing 
digitization of NSI activities, junior staff and new joiners enjoy 
unprecedented levels of access to information across the organization; they 
are the only ones possessing the technological expertise required. With the 
increasing digitization of ever more types of work, the trend toward leakier 
organizations is reflected elsewhere. 

Against such institutional shifts, what other tactics do organizations 
employ? One response involves dramatic increases in the kinds of 
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information that are deemed secret. This can be seen for example in recent 
years’ proliferation of document classification (Immerman, 2020). The 
framing of an NSI whistleblower as a ‘revealer of secrets’ is an important 
strategy in defusing any public support that might be forthcoming. Such a 
framing precludes any debate on whether or not this kind of whistleblower is 
in fact fulfilling their duty as a public servant by speaking out about 
wrongdoing, a common argument in defence of this position (Ceva and 
Bocchiola, 2019; Tsahuridu and Vandekerckhove, 2008; Vandekerckhove and 
Tsahuridu, 2010). One’s duty as a public servant becomes the duty to keep 
secrets even where problematic. It follows then that the broader the category 
of document that can be labelled secret, the greater the number of NSI 
workers falling within this frame. The widespread classification of all kinds 
of benign information grows. This concerning trend is seen even in private 
sector organizations via the increased use of non-disclosure agreements as 
part of whistleblowing dispute settlements for example. Additionally, there 
is the growth of pre-emptive secrecy clauses that new recruits must sign as 
part of employment contracts, promising not to exercise their whistleblower 
rights if they witness wrongdoing. While whistleblower protection laws 
technically override secrecy agreements in court, this fact is not well known; 
secrecy agreements confuse workers. The performative effect of signing 
secrecy contracts is to instill a fear of breaking them, a predilection for 
silence, and an overall chill effect around speaking out. Even if it is legal, 
who would want to risk it? In this way both bureaucratic practices and 
psychological attachments combine to uphold norms of secrecy in sectors 
beyond NSI. 

A further effective tactic is to create examples of workers who do speak out 
and to ensure the message is loud and clear. In the case of organized 
ignorance, excessive reprisals have the effect of sending unambiguous 
messages to others who would challenge the position of the oracular. They 
can see what will happen if they try to hamper unknowers in the conduct of 
their knowledge-shaping activities. What legal experts describe as ‘chill 
effects’ emanate and circulate through the stories that are told by 
journalists, by film-makers, and by colleagues. The matrix of censorship is 
once again reinforced. The deployment of whistleblower reprisals as serious 
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warnings to other workers has been studied in a variety of sectors to date 
(Alford, 2001; Kenny, 2018; Rothschild and Miethe, 1999). 

It is important to note that power is not a zero-sum game; the marking off of 
subjectivities, through mechanisms of control including censorship, is 
productive in that it produces new kinds of subject position (Butler, 1990, 
1993; Foucault, 1990). In many of the examples given here, from Daniel 
Ellsberg to Edward Snowden and Katharine Gun, whistleblowers have 
themselves engaged in struggles over oracular power, speaking publicly in 
legitimate forums to challenge what they perceive as dangerous ignorance. 
Ongoing research usefully examines these moves, the strategies and ‘truth-
games’ to which they give rise, and the inherent potential for whistleblowers 
to collaborate with others including activists, lawyers, politicians and 
journalists (Kenny, 2019; Munro, 2017). Future research into these 
collaborative counter-ignorance practices that aim to redefine ‘where the 
boundary between knowledge and ignorance lies’, is critical (McGoey, 2019: 
16). 

In the interlinked relationship between ignorance, the unknower and the 
whistleblower, we see how clear shifts in the balance of power are taking 
place, enabled by ongoing changes and capacities including technological 
ones, and in a wide range of sectors. The direction of these shifts remains 
ambiguous and indeterminate and further research is required into each of 
these aspects. 

The dynamics of unknowing and the scaffolding of oracular power 

This article speaks to agnotology more generally. First, it suggests 
organizations are critical loci for the promulgation of ignorance and must be 
examined in more depth, with specific attention to the framing of knowers 
and unknowers in organizational settings. Organizations tend to operate 
within what Mirowski, discussing the profession of economics, refers to as 
‘thought collective(s)’, each coming with its own norms of acceptable 
speech. An examination of the relation between unknowers, whistleblowing 
and censorship in a particular setting demands attention to the implicit 
forces that govern the ‘conditions of intelligibility’ of speech (Butler, 1997: 
134). As Butler notes, ‘the question is not what it is I will be able to say, but 
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what will constitute the domain of the sayable within which I begin to speak 
at all’ (1997: 133). This is no easy task. The elements for which we search are 
not readily available for examination. The underlying structures of power, or 
matrices of control, are rarely acknowledged as such, and of course to speak 
about them is to speak outside of the terms circumscribing legible speech. 
Perhaps, however, we can encircle the specifics of certain situations with an 
eye for what kinds of things are put to work in the demarcating of conditions 
of intelligibility. Perhaps we can examine what defines the sayable against 
the unsayable. Scholars have begun to examine how, for example, 
technological representations related to gender and sexuality frame what 
counts as valid truth tellers (Agostinho and Thylstrup, 2019), and how 
professional norms around silence and complicity determine who can speak 
out and about which topics (Kenny, 2019; Weiskopf and Tobias-Miersch, 
2016). Future research will ideally examine the dynamics underscoring the 
way subjects who transgress are positioned and framed, and specifically how 
this relates to the ways in which unknowers are presented, in order to 
understand the workings of organized ignorance and their proliferation of 
harm. Methods that enable in-depth exploration of these issues including 
ethnographic and qualitative work, hold promise here. 

Rendering whistleblowers unspeakable and impossible effectively upholds 
the position of oracular power, and benefits those who gain from the 
promulgation of ignorance. Ignorance depends on maintaining and 
reinforcing an organizational, and institutional, matrix of control that 
creates an implicit, normative ‘domain of the sayable’. This domain 
produces certain kinds of subjects – legitimate ones operating within the 
boundary of what is deemed acceptable speech, and a set of unspeakable, 
impossible others whose statements must be discounted because the 
subjects were not valid. What NSI whistleblowers show us clearly is how this 
process does more than reinforce oracular power, it places others in serious 
danger. At the heart of genuine whistleblower disclosures is a person who is 
suffering. A victim of an illegitimate war, for example, a preventable 
terrorist attack, or a state-sanctioned coup that has since been covered up. If 
agnotology is ultimately about studying the struggles inherent to the 
structures of ignorance that lead to, justify and ultimately deny this 
suffering, we must always bear in mind that there are workers in 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

70 | article 

organizations trying to speak up, and understand the critical role that they 
play. 
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Unintended ignorance: The narrative of 
‘the missing patient voice’ 

Betina Riis Asplin 

abstract 

This paper brings attention to the production of unintended ignorance in the 
context of patient involvement in the re-design of healthcare services. Ignorance is 
usually treated as the result of human and intentional inattention. Recent calls 
stress that more empirical studies are needed that go beyond understanding 
ignorance as performed by individuals to explore ignorance as a sociomaterial 
practice, including all its heterogeneous elements. Actor-network-theory (ANT) 
assumes that power does not relate primarily to human intention, but instead to the 
capability of actors, human and non-human, to cause relational effect. Through the 
lens of ANT and translation, this ethnographic study illustrates how ignorance is 
produced throughout a service design process in Norwegian health care seeking to 
involve patients and include the patient voice. It finds that ignorance is produced as 
patient-centred policy translates into a label — ‘the missing patient voice’ — 
enrolling actors and contributing to unintentionally ignoring the real patient voices. 
This article brings empirical insight into ignorance as practice by giving voice to the 
non-human actors involved in such efforts, bringing conceptual attention to the 
material dimension of ignorance. Furthermore, this study affords nuance in 
understanding practices of patient-centred care by offering a critical perspective on 
how well-intended efforts of locating and including the patient voice in healthcare 
services can become symbolic and instead bring passive, token patients (with no 
voices) into being. 
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Introduction 

Conceptualisations of ignorance usually distinguish between ignorance as a 
product of intentional, deliberate inattention and as something 
unintentional, a state of ‘being ignorant’ in terms of lacking knowledge 
about certain conditions (Roberts, 2012; Gross, 2010, Smithson, 1989). 
Recent research of ignorance in the organisational context has tended to 
focus on intentional ignorance relating it primarily to human agency tied up 
in the individual’s ability or will to ignore. Ignorance is therefore usually 
explored as a resource that helps human or organisational actors, and as 
something actively and intentionally produced for different strategic 
purposes (Schaefer, 2018; Roberts, 2012; McGoey, 2012; McGoey, 2007). 

In order to better grasp the phenomenon of ignorance recent calls have 
stressed the need for more empirical studies that go beyond understanding 
ignorance as performed by individuals and explore ignorance as a socially 
constructed and practiced phenomenon that also gives attention to all the 
heterogeneous elements involved (Bakken and Wiik, 2017; High et al. 2012). 

Process perspectives focus on how and why things emerge and change over 
time (Tsoukas, 2017). One process perspective, actor-network theory (ANT), 
addresses how patterns or things stabilise in actor networks where human 
and non-human, macro- and micro-actors are empirically treated the same, 
with potential capabilities of causing relational effects (Latour, 1986; Callon 
and Latour, 1981). This study puts forward that an ANT perspective can 
provide insight into the practice of ignorance and bring nuanced 
understanding to the production of ignorance beyond human intention or 
the unintentional result of simply lacking knowledge. Specifically, this study 
critically investigates how a non-human actor, a label, contributes to the 
production of unintended ignorance in the context of patient-centred care. 

By definition, the concept of patient-centred care implies that patients’ 
subjective experience and voices have somehow been neglected in the 
organisation of health care. Hence, there is a need for care to be patient-
centred; that patients should have a stronger voice and be more involved 
and empowered in the provision of health care services (Liberati et al., 2015; 
Tanenbaum, 2015; Mead and Bower, 2000). Traditionally, patient 
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involvement has been about empowering patients’ voices through shared 
understanding and power in clinical decision making (Dent and Pahor, 2015; 
Dubbin et al. 2013; Greener, 2007; Mead and Bower, 2000). Recently, patient 
involvement has been called for in the context of public innovation and re-
organisation of services. In public service strategies, innovation is 
encouraged (Andersen and Pors, 2017), and new methods and approaches 
centred on ‘the user experience’, such as service design, co-production, and 
user involvement. Such approaches are considered more suited to centre 
service provision and the organisation of care around the patient experience 
and voice (Greenhalgh et al., 2011; Bason, 2010). 

Despite the intention to offer patient-centred health care services, research 
and policy point out that patients’ voices are still easily disregarded in 
health and care services, and the issue continues to be on the global political 
agenda (Tanenbaum, 2015; El Enany et al., 2013; World Health Report, 2008; 
Crawford et al., 2002). Research looking into patient-centred care-related 
approaches, such as shared decision making or involvement in service 
development, point to the different and often conflicting meanings for 
service providers making it difficult both to conceptualize and 
operationalize patient-centred care (Liberati, 2015; Dubbin et al. 2013; 
Gillespie et al. 2004). Furthermore, patient or user involvement can also 
become a set-up that contributes to further marginalisation of patients 
(Fleming et al., 2017; Martin, 2008), sustains existing power relationships (El 
Enany et al., 2013), and that is unrepresentative and tokenistic in nature (El 
Enany et al., 2013; Crawford et al., 2003). Notions of involvement can create 
illusions that patients and providers are equal partners when in reality this is 
more symbolic than social (Kirkegaard and Andersen, 2018). Idealistic policy 
can result in organisational blind spots, where impossible ideals force health 
professionals to ignore that policy is unrealistic (Fotaki and Hyde, 2014). 
Increasingly, patient-centred care is approached as constructed in relational 
practice. Such studies look into how patient-centred care policies and care 
logics work out ‘on the ground’ and help uncover the micro power dynamics 
that play into patient-centred care practices (Habran and Battard, 2019; 
Liberati et al. 2015; Mol, 2008). In this paper, I build further on such 
research and ask; how may discourses of patient-centred care paradoxically 
end up silencing patient voices and excluding them in practice? 
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I explore the production of ignorance through an ethnographic study of a 
project in the Norwegian healthcare setting inspired by a user-centred 
service design methodology. The project sought to improve coordination 
between care providers and the service pathway to a vulnerable patient 
group based on foregrounding the patient experience and empowering the 
patient voice in service design and delivery. This study looks into how 
ignorance was produced despite intentions and ideals of inclusion and 
empowerment. 

Specifically, I employ the concept of translation from ANT to illustrate how 
ignorance was produced as the mission of the patient-centred project 
translated into a label, ‘the missing patient voice’, enrolling actors and 
contributing to unintentionally ignoring the real patient voices. 

This finding leads me to suggest that labels, as well as other non-human 
actors, can contribute to the production of ignorance. While most empirical 
work on ignorance in the organisation and management field has 
approached the production of ignorance from a human agency perspective 
(Schaefer, 2018; Roberts, 2012), I cast light on a performative and 
(socio)material dimension that can further elucidate the production of 
ignorance beyond understandings of ignorance as primarily the result of 
intended action. Instead, I argue that ignorance can be unintended, and at 
the same time, caused by capable actors. The contribution of this paper is 
thus to bring attention to the unintentional and material dimensions of 
ignorance as well as the role of ignorance in haltering patient empowerment 
in patient-centred care practices. 

The paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, I present the concept of 
ignorance – specifically, ideas of ignorance relating to intentionality and 
agency. I then link this with a processual and performative perspective, 
namely, ANT, which considers non-human agency in social and 
organisational processes. The research design is then presented, followed by 
the narrative analysis, ‘A project searching for a missing patient voice’, and a 
concluding discussion, where I link the findings to the concept of ignorance 
and reflect on contributions for the practice of patient-centred care. 
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Theoretical and analytical framework 

Ignorance as the result of intentional or unintentional unknowns 

The idea that ignorance is ‘intentionally fostered and maintained’ (McGoey, 
2012: 571) has been important in terms of looking at ignorance as a resource 
(known unknown) and something actively produced instead of just a ‘lack of 
knowledge’ (unknown unknown) one should seek to overcome (Roberts, 
2012; McGoey, 2007; Smithson, 1989). It is about knowing what not to know 
and about selective ‘seeing’ (Otto et al., 2018). Scholars have drawn 
attention to organisational ignorance (Roberts, 2012), strategic ignorance 
(McGoey, 2012) and managerial wilful ignorance (Schaefer, 2018), to 
mention a few types. This intended production of organisational ignorance 
is usually understood as a result of individual (primarily human) agency. For 
example, in Schaefer’s (2018) empirical study of innovation practices in a 
technology organisation, he illustrates how tensions between myths of 
rationality and pressures of working efficiently resulted in managers 
‘sticking to their visions’ leading them to actively and wilfully ignore 
relevant information. Organisational ignorance connects with an idea of 
agency as ‘the capacity of an individual or entity to cause an effect’, where 
the organisation is the source of agency (Roberts, 2012: 219), or conversely, 
individual managers’ willingness to ignore produces an intentional state of 
ignorance indicating that individuals are ‘the prime movers of organisational 
knowledge creation’ (Nonaka, 1994: 17 as cited in Schaefer, 2018: 3). In 
contrast, an unintentional form of ignorance connects with the idea of a 
state of ‘being ignorant’, when there is insufficient knowledge about certain 
conditions (Gross, 2010). Then, ignorance can appear through the revelation 
of a surprise that triggers awareness of one’s ignorance and lack of 
knowledge (Smithson, 1989). 

Then again, ignorance has also been seen as something existing between the 
intentional and unintentional. An active form of ignoring can be the result 
of unconscious suppressions derived from social taboos or constraints that 
make it difficult to process unsettling knowledge (Roberts, 2012). The 
analysis of pollution and taboo in the classic work of Mary Douglas looked at 
how societies organised untidy experiences by making clear distinctions 
between the sacred, the clean and the unclean (the polluted). The sacred 
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must be continuously protected via ‘rituals of separation and demarcation 
and […] reinforced with beliefs in the danger of crossing forbidden 
boundaries’ (Douglas, 1966: 197). A taboo is the social prohibition of certain 
forms of knowledge that are either proscribed or seen as impure – hence, 
knowledge to be ignored (Roberts, 2012). Douglas argues that ‘pollution can 
be committed intentionally, but intention is irrelevant to its effect – it is 
more likely to happen inadvertently’ (Douglas, 1966: 12). It is the power 
inherent in the structure of ideas released by human action – not the power 
vested in individual humans – that produces pollution; this, in turn, creates 
the conditions for establishing social taboos. 

Fotaki and Hyde’s (2014) study of failing strategies in the British National 
Health System looks at the development of organisational blind spots from a 
socio-psychological and affective perspective. These researchers found that 
the split between policy formation and implementation enabled 
policymakers to become unrealistic and idealistic, whereas operational staff 
were faced with ‘impossible ideals’. They were not able to implement these 
unrealistic policies or to have their difficulties heard. This resulted in 
affective, defensive psychological mechanisms, such as splitting and blame, 
leading to organisational blind spots. Knudsen’s (2011) functional concept of 
‘forms of inattentiveness’ explains how actively ignoring relevant 
information is neither intentional nor unforeseen; instead, it is a unity of a 
problem and a solution produced in activities. Knudsen (2011) illustrates 
how the use of signs of imagined knowledge, as well as inclusion and 
exclusion of specific actors and guidelines, is actualised as knowing of 
problems and solutions to such problems that inevitably produce ignorance 
or blind spots. Moreover, he proposes that these forms of inattentiveness 
have a function in under-structured decision-making processes (Knudsen, 
2011). 

As I have shown, several researchers point towards understanding the 
underlying visions, strategies and ideals that might lead to or play a role in 
producing ignorance. Recent calls stress the need for more empirical studies 
that go beyond understanding ignorance as performed by individuals and 
explore ignorance as socially constructed and practiced phenomena, 
including all its heterogeneous elements (Bakken and Wiik, 2017; High et al., 
2012; Roberts, 2012; Smithson, 1989). To further such understanding, I will 
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elaborate on policy ideas as performative discourses, operating as 
performing actors that play a role in the production of ignorance. For this, I 
employ a processual and performative analytical lens inspired by ANT and 
the process of translation that I think can help bring attention to the 
material and performative side of production of ignorance. 

Actor-network theory and translation 

Performative and process perspectives focus on how and why things emerge 
and seek to understand instead of reducing complexity (Tsoukas, 2017). 
Hence, any phenomenon or social order can be approached as ongoing 
processes not primarily driven by intentions but resulting from associations 
or networks between actors (Latour, 2005; Barad, 2003). ANT assumes 
symmetry between all actors – with no a priori distinction between human 
and non-human actors (e.g., objects, texts, ideas) or micro- or macro-actors 
(individuals, organisations, institutions) (Hernes, 2005). The idea of 
following objects via a narrative is central to ANT, starting with the ‘actant’, 
as that which accomplishes or undergoes and act (Czarniawska, 2007). An 
actant can be a human; it can also be an animal, object, or concept 
(Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005: 8; Latour, 1994). 

An idea can become an object – a linguistic artefact – when it is used 
repeatedly as a label (Czarniawska and Joerges, 1995: 24). This process of 
stabilisation is often known as ‘translation’, which explains how an actant 
brings on board actors, identities, patterns, and the relation between them 
as one collective actor – the actor network (Latour, 1999, 2005). Latour 
(1999: 70) stresses ‘the chain of transformation’ that enfolds one ordering 
into the other, enabling a tracing of reference through the network of 
translation to arrive at the original place of enquiry (Harris, 2005). In this 
process of translation or ‘circulating reference’, the original sample needs to 
be simplified and made less difficult to suit the context (Jensen et al., 2009). 
Since it associates with a range of prior knowledges now enrolled in the 
network, it stays the same while at the same time becoming something 
different. Hence, translation leads to a heterogeneity of actors and 
unpredictable outcomes (Latour, 1986; Callon and Latour, 1981). Discourses 
can travel across social levels and shift from being abstract ideas into 
objects, matter, or enacted practices. Thus, we can understand that 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

82 | article 

discourses or representations do not represent an external reality but rather 
constitute an internal reality (Latour, 1999; Foucault, 1977). Hernes (2005: 
114) brings translation into the ‘confined spaces of organizations’ where 
different institutions, macro-actors, can be brought into being through the 
discursive enactment of individual organisational actors. 

Actor networks are unstable constructions that require effort to stabilise. 
Hence, power is central in translation processes but not something actors 
possess as such (Jensen et al., 2009; Latour, 1986). Power (to change) relates 
not primarily to (human) intention but rather to the capability of actors 
(human and non-human) to cause effects to other actors within the network; 
in other words, it represents ‘all the intrigues, calculations, actors of 
persuasion and violence, thanks to which an actor or force takes, or causes to 
be conferred on itself, authority to speak or act on behalf of another actor or 
force’ (Callon and Latour, 1981: 279). Butler (1993, 1999) provides similar 
critical perspectives on how discourses work performatively. Building on 
Foucault and Derrida, she shifts focus from intention to citation as the 
underlying force of performativity: ‘[P]erformativity must be understood not 
as a singular or deliberate “act”, but, rather, as the reiterative and citational 
practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names’ (Butler, 1993: 
2). Looking at this in relation to gender, Butler explores how norms work to 
constitute subjects and the materiality of bodies. In my analysis, I draw on 
the notion of ‘translation’ in following how a patient-centred care project 
process unfolds. Specifically, I show how the mission of the project 
translated via related policy into a label of ‘the missing patient voice’, and 
how it stabilized as an actant figuring as the ‘true’ representation of 
patients. Inspired by Butler (1993, 1999) I show how a missing voice is 
discursively talked into being through power struggles that paradoxically 
involved ignoring the real voices in the project. The label became a 
productive resource to bring attention to the patient voice that further 
stabilized as ‘missing’. 
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Research design 

This article is based on an ethnographic case study of a project inspired by 
service design in Norwegian health care in which the search for the missing 
patient voice contributed to producing ignorance. 

Research context 

Norwegian healthcare policy calls for patient-centred care. In 2014, the 
Minister of Health presented a political plan for Norwegian health care that 
was ‘The patient’s health service’ with the ambition to place the patient in 
the centre and increase quality of care (Helse- og Omsorgsdepartementet, 
2014). Policy literally tell health personnel to ask patients ‘what matters to 
you’ (Meld. St. 26, 2014-2015: 11). The explicit focus on the patient requires 
a shift in practices and how care is organised, and public authorities are 
calling for service design as a go-to innovation method to accomplish 
patient-centred healthcare services (Meld. St. 11, 2015-2016: 125): 

Service design is a new tool for improving and simplifying health care 
services. It combines process understanding with visualisation. Designers 
draw from today’s situation. This way a common understanding is created 
among the actors of what is important to change and how it can be done. 

Service design is a practice and ‘a human-centred, creative and iterative 
approach to service innovation’ (Sangiorgi and Prendiville, 2017: 2), 
combining a focus on service interfaces and interactions with co-production 
and ‘engaging people in the design for better service experiences’(Sangiorgi 
and Prendiville, 2017: 2). User representation is central to all stages, from 
the problem formulation to the insight phase, piloting, organisational 
implementation, and further provision of services (Junginger and Bailey, 
2017; Sanders and Stappers, 2008). 

Research setting 

The service design project was initiated by a university hospital to improve 
services and coordinate care for a particularly fragile and vulnerable patient 
group – elderly patients with multiple illnesses. Their medical picture is 
complex, and the patient voice is easily lost in the coordination between 
care providers. A central premise of the project was that the patients’ voices 
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should be involved in both the design and delivery of a new service model; 
hence, a service design methodology was applied. More specifically, patients 
were observed and interviewed in their homes to learn about their needs and 
expectations of services. Furthermore, a service model of ten routines was 
designed to convey the patient voice in coordination. The routines were 
checklists, scripted dialogues, and templates for documenting the patient 
voice and experience based on the slogan, ‘what matters to you’. The project 
included three clinics at the hospital and the home nursing units, service 
offices, rehabilitation institutions, and general practitioner (GP) 
representatives from two related municipal districts. A project manager from 
the university hospital administration was engaged with a project group 
consisting of hospital nurses, municipal case workers, home nurses and GPs. 
The project manager recruited patients and saw that the routines were 
tested and implemented throughout the service interfaces. 

Methodology 

The university hospital and business school where I am a PhD researcher 
were partners in a publicly funded research centre on patient-centred 
innovation, which allowed me to access the case for fieldwork. The case was 
purposely selected based on the mission to find ways of involving the 
patients in both the design and delivery of services (Flyvbjerg, 2006). I used 
participant observation and qualitative interviews to gain insight into the 
interactions between project participants in the search and inclusion of the 
patient voices. Documents, such as annual reports, formal presentations, 
and public documents about the project, were studied to better grasp the 
problem formulation of the project, the framing of service design and user 
involvement and how the process was planned and formally executed. 

I followed the project over the course of eighteen months, with regular 
participation in project activities. I participated in eight out of eleven project 
meetings, and two out of four workshops, where I took comprehensive field 
notes (Wolfinger, 2002) and wrote down observations almost verbatim, 
organised temporally (Emerson et al., 1995). For the meetings and 
workshops that I was unable to attend (some had taken place before I 
entered the field site), I studied minutes of meetings and PowerPoint 
presentations that were distributed to participants via email. All notes were 
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written up and elaborated on from memory later the same day. From my 
observations, I realised that the practitioners had different ways of involving 
patients in their work. Therefore, I proceeded to interview the ten project 
participants that had been most present in the project meetings – namely, 
two hospital nurses, two GPs, two case workers, three home nurses and one 
head nurse at a rehabilitation institution. All interviews were audio-recorded 
and later transcribed and coded with the field notes. 

Together with the project manager, I interviewed eleven patients who 
participated in the project. We developed an interview guide covering 
patients’ experiences of being involved in the project and in caring practices. 
This allowed me to explore notions of involvement from various 
perspectives. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed by the 
project manager. The joint affiliation with the research centre allowed the 
sharing of patient data. 

Because some informants also engaged in ethnography-like types of 
knowledge seeking (searching for the patient voice), my study required 
multidimensional relationships with people in the field (Garsten and 
Nyqvist, 2013). In addition to conducting the patient interviews, I 
participated in nine meetings with the project manager, including planning 
meetings for a workshop about user involvement. Here, my role in 
discussions on user involvement was more participatory which would 
sometimes complicate my role as an observer. This required that I created 
strategies to address difficult situations when they happened, for example, 
by always being clear about my role, by avoiding questions, by playing them 
back, and by refraining from taking sides in discussions. I also developed 
sensitivity to these moments in my field notes (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004). 
Being included in the project manager’s struggle to operationalise user 
involvement led us, however, to reflexively explore such topics in interviews, 
which revealed great insight into what was happening. Despite the efforts to 
avoid influencing the process, there is a possibility that my presence and 
affiliation with the research centre on patient-centred innovation added 
‘weight’ to the trend-setting user-centred actant, contributed to the 
production of ignorance. 
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Data analysis 

I followed a grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) approach, working 
with an open-ended approach from the data on ‘the ground’. This involved 
systematic conceptualisation and comparison with similar and distinct 
research areas to reach conceptual saturation. Inspired by ANT, I started by 
identifying the key events (project workshops, project meetings, patient 
interviews), as well as the actors/actants (project manager, care workers, 
patients, project mandate, patient personas, project descriptions, 
discourses) and the connection between them, including how these 
connections changed along the way (Hernes, 2005). Following Latour (1999: 
70), I traced ‘the chain of transformation’ back to the original place of 
enquiry and studied the formal project mandate and descriptions of the 
project, linking them with my observations and interviews to make sense of 
what was happening. 

Analysing the project as a process of translation helped me see how the 
intention of finding and including the missing ‘patient voice’ seemed to 
persist despite being challenged by the ‘real voices’ of the patients. This led 
me to conceptually explore this as a case of organised ignorance. After going 
back and forth between actors and connections between them, a coherent 
story gradually emerged, and I felt it was sufficiently saturated as a narrative 
explaining how the process unfolded (Hernes, 2005: 118). 

We can now look at what happened when the vision of patient-centred care 
was translated into a local project seeking to involve patients whose voices 
were assumed to be ‘missing’ in the provision and organisation of care. 

A project searching for a missing patient voice 

Identifying ignorance: ‘The missing patient voice’ 

I entered the project site as an observer after the project had started, but 
luckily there were linguistic ‘artefacts’ allowing me to follow ‘the chain of 
transformation’ back to the original place of enquiry (Latour, 1999: 70). 
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The mission of the project was to contribute to ‘The patient’s health service’ 
by developing a new service model. Policy ideas and evaluations were 
referred to in PowerPoint presentations introducing the project stating that 
there is ‘little user involvement’, that users experience fragmented health 
care services12, and calling for the inclusion of patients’ and users’ voices in 
the organisation and coordination of health care services3. The mission 
translated into a task description that the project would locate and include 
‘the patient voice’ and handle user involvement in both the development of 
and as an important part of the new solution. In order to locate and include 
the patient voice, which was presented as somehow neglected, the project 
adopted a service design methodology. The project manager explained: 

in coordination, out in the home service, with the GP, everywhere we wished 
to grasp the patient voice. And our approach was supposed to be user centric. 
And it [service design] was something we thought of – it is trendy, right, it is 
“the whole patient first”, mastery, white papers en masse, it is written in all 
guiding documents – that we should have a greater focus on the user. 

The patient voice referent was translated into a service design methodology. 
Service design did not originate specifically from healthcare policy but from 
information and communication technology (ICT) policy relating to public 
innovation and initiated to make public services more accessible and user-
friendly.4 Service design is also mentioned in healthcare plans as a tool for 
innovation in healthcare services5 and matches the focus on user/patient 

	
1  Meld. St. 26 (2014-2016) Fremtidens primærhelsetjeneste stating that users 

experience fragmented services and little user involvement 
2  Forskningsrådet (2016) Evaluering av samhandlingsreformen, p. 14 stating that 

‘consideration of patient/user participation is one of the areas that ought to be 
given particular attention 

3  Meld. St. 47 (2008-2009) Samhandlingsreformen, p. 25 stating that specifically 
patients’ and users’ voices are important when identifying good patient 
pathways. Patients and users are carriers of the needs and live the lives the 
services target 

4  Meld. St. 27 (2015-2016) Digital agenda for Norge, p. 43: ‘the government will 
stimulate for more uses of service design to contribute to more, good user-
centered services’. 

5  Helse- og Omsorgsdepartementet (2015) Omsorg 2020 Regjeringens plan for 
omsorgsfeltet 2015-2020., p. 49: ‘some of the municipalities’ most important 
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involvement spelled out in healthcare reforms and white papers.6 As such, it 
was strategically in line with guiding policy, as well as being true to the 
mission of involving patients in the process. 

In November 2015, the insight phase was initiated to learn more about how 
patients experienced healthcare services. The project manager worked with a 
professional service designer to sketch the service journey of four patients 
based on interviews of the patients and the different service providers (19 
interviews in total). They found that 

the patient voice is unclear.… Summing up after 19 interviews, the patient 
voice is unclear, structures are deficient for listening, documenting, and 
conveying. The patient is often unable to speak their case. 

The project manager further explained in an interview: 

 it was brought to our attention that we to a small degree make use of the 
patient voice and that we neglect the patient voice in the information that we 
share. 

The patient voice was referred to in the project as ‘weak’, ‘not heard’, 
‘unclear’, ‘neglected’, ‘not made use of’, and something ‘we are not good at 
listening to’. The problem with the patient voice also confirmed the initial 
assumptions of the project manager, stating in an interview that ‘it was an 
assumption in the steering group – well, we thought it was like that’, as well 
as the official discourse in health care. 

This focus on ‘the patient voice’ as neglected, ignored, and somehow 
missing in the organization of care became a representation of the patient, 
and a label through which the project further developed. Since the project’s 
mandate was to develop a new service model that included the patient 
perspective, a service model of ten routines was designed and piloted. The 
routines were different checklists, templates for how to dialogue with 
patients, routines for sharing information, and arenas for the different 

	
collaborative partners on research, innovation, and service design will be given 
grants and instruments to aid the health care services’. 

6  Meld. St. 34 (2015-2016) Verdier i Pasientens Helsetjeneste – Melding om 
prioritering., p. 1: ‘Users and patients must be involved in the design of 
priorities of health services at all levels’. 
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service providers to meet with the patients. All routines included the 
requested question to patients – what matters to you? – as a tool to locate 
the patient voice. 

‘What matters to you’ was a slogan that can be traced to a 2014 learning 
network concerned with elderly patient pathways. It came as a response to 
another, more common diagnostic question – that is, ‘what is wrong with 
you’ – and it was meant to redirect focus from the biomedical gaze and to 
patients’ resources and ability to master their own lives. 

It gradually became clear that the routines to improve service provision were 
not so much the result of an emerging service design process that involved 
the patients and care workers, rather it came directly from the project 
mandate. Most of the routines were already existing, called for specifically 
from the policy level (e.g., ‘what matters to you’), and revisions of previous 
projects as ‘best practices’, and good organisational solutions to the 
established ‘patient voice’ problem: 

The mandate said that we should look at coordination, holistic care in 
hospitals… so we established a working group to operationalise these 
important things in concrete routines that we were going to do. So, the 
routines are collected from that mandate, right. (Interview, Project manager) 

They [the routines] are very similar to what the other [projects] are doing. It is 
similar to the coordination routines for some municipalities I have seen. It is 
the same; it goes [that way] again. This is also in relation to the revisions that 
are done of the coordination reform. There was some low-hanging fruit 
[existing routines], and one decided for ten [routines]. (Interview, GP 2) 

This can be seen as a process of stabilization (translation), bringing on board 
different terms such as ‘The patient’s health service’ with focus on patients’ 
right to choose; the slogan – ‘what matters to you’; and service design as a 
method to invoke user-friendly services. Tracing these terms back to the 
original place of enquiry (Latour, 1999), they reflected different practices 
and motivations for involving patients, approaching the patient voice from 
different levels; the individual level in patient-practitioner relationships, 
and a collective level of a common user voice as an organizing principle for 
inclusive services. Still, they shared the ability to underpin the focus of a 
neglected, weak, or missing patient voice. As I will show, the label ‘the 
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missing patient voice’ was strengthened and stabilized further throughout 
the project. 

Dealing with ignorance in the project 

The piloted service model was brought into the testing phase of the service 
design process, where the ten routines were tested with recruited ‘project 
patients’ throughout the service network. The care workers from each node 
in the service chain (home nursing units, hospital clinics, service offices, 
rehabilitation institutions, GP offices) met frequently throughout the 
process in formal project meetings organised by the project manager to 
share experiences and discuss how the new routines were working. 

The patients were not physically present in these meetings, but they had 
been ‘transported’ via hospital records and digital touch points to 
PowerPoint presentations of ‘patient personas’. The use of personas is a 
vehicle for representing ‘the user experience’ in service design (Stickdorn 
and Schneider, 2014). An example is as follows: 

Patient 1 (City district 1, Orthopaedic unit) 

Social woman, 76, lives on the first floor without an elevator. One son who 
lives [abroad]. She receives home nursing. The illness history resulting in 
admission was bone fracture. She then went to a rehabilitation home; two 
weeks later, she had a check-up with her GP and operation at the university 
hospital orthopaedic unit was considered.  

Other illnesses: Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, diabetes, 
osteoporosis 

‘The (missing) patient voice’ was made present by the patient personas, 
which paradoxically seemed to focus more on ‘what is wrong with you’ than 
‘what matters to you’. This enabled the project manager, whose focus was to 
ensure that patients’ voices were considered, to redirect focus from ‘what is 
wrong with you’ and mobilise ‘what matters to you’, calling upon ‘the 
patient voice’ as if it was missing. 

The following field note is from Project meeting 3: 
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Patient 6 is presented, and they discuss possible mental stress and anxiety. 
The project manager says that really grasping that anxiety will also be a 
question regarding patient involvement.… She turns to one of the home 
nurses, asks if they have a procedure for this when patients get home from 
hospital; a conversation that is about “how are you doing now”. Home nurse 
(unspecified) says, “That is what we do”. The project manager responds and 
wonders, “What matters to you in practice?” The home nurse responds: “That 
is our work, yes, that is what we do”. 

When I explored the problem of ‘the missing patient voice’ further, it was 
difficult to grasp. What was really the problem? ‘The missing patient voice’ 
was a label that patients and care workers did not really recognise, although 
this was never discussed openly in the project meetings, despite often being 
implied, as the vignette above illustrates. Rather, this was information that 
came out during the interviews, when I asked the participants to reflect on 
how user involvement had been handled in the project. Home nurses, GPs, 
service officers and hospital nurses had different practices of involving 
patients, but all emphasised that patient involvement was nothing new. 
Here, this is illustrated by statements from two different home nurses: 

But it has always been like that. That the user decides and that you should 
listen to the patient. I have not experienced anything new with that [in the 
project]. (Interview, Home nurse 2, City district 2) 

“What matters to you” is how the city district works.… We always collaborate 
with the patient. It is how we work every day. (Interview, Home nurse 3, City 
district 1) 

The patients we interviewed seemed to generally feel involved. They talked 
about healthcare services as being part of their everyday life; the level of 
involvement always depended on what they were currently facing and what 
they needed. Sometimes, they would use their voice to decide on the level of 
assistance for daily activities, such as cooking or bathing: 

In the evening, they [home nurses] come and make me dinner.… They wanted 
to come in the morning too, to make coffee and butter my bread, but then I 
said no, I don’t want to, because I like to make it myself. I can manage to 
butter my own toast. (Interview, Patient 7)  

Other times, patients needed to be advised or told what to do, as in the 
following example: 
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But that was a completely different situation [in the hospital]. I walked in the 
corridor, and they told me, “Madam, you should slow down, take it easy, get 
some rest!” … They told me at the hospital that I should just eat and relax and 
get as well as I could. I gained weight again when I was there, got back my 
appetite and had someone to talk to. (Interview, Patient 3) 

Or, patients would use their voice to decide on treatment: 

-Did they involve you? 

-Yes, all the nurses helped and talked a lot…they asked questions about my 
symptoms prior to my operation. Two of the doctors stood together by my bed 
and asked me again and again if I was sure that I wanted the surgery. I decided 
all by myself, I want to be able to breathe better. (Interview, Patient 3)  

User involvement activities were initiated throughout the project, for 
instance, in workshops organised specifically to locate the patient voice. 
When asked about these activities in interviews, few of the care workers 
seemed to remember them well, if at all, or be able to link them to the design 
of new routines: 

Researcher: In what ways has the patient voice been included in the 
development of the solution? 

GP 1: I can’t say it has been all that clear, not in any other way than a little bit 
through the pilot that was done, picking up the user voice there, but… that is 
one way to get the user voice out, and it has been done through the after-
interviews… asking them how was it for you, how did you experience it, but 
then we are sort of behind after the solution has already been developed…  

The project manager was genuinely concerned about bringing the patient’s 
voice out, and she was dedicated to the user involvement approach in the 
project. Still, at one point, even she questioned the idea of ‘the missing 
patient voice’ that had come to be a known truth in the project: 

[T]he question, “what matters to you” – does it take us where we want to go? 
But I think that when it comes to the user, it says that one of the most basic 
principles of service design is to work user-centred [refers to the official 
website for municipalities]. To work user centrically means to systematically 
make use of the user’s voice in the whole development process. And we did 
that, don’t you think? But it is interesting because the user voice that was 
missing, I did not really find it again in the project… (Interview, Project 
manager) 
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The multiple versions of patient involvement showed how the patient voice 
was always an ‘unknown’, emerging in care practices and not some empirical 
representation to be ‘found’. Hence, there were hesitant voices, including 
that of the project manager; however, it seemed that ‘the missing patient 
voice’ representation persisted, legitimised by policy and the user-centred 
service design method now enrolled in the network (Latour, 1999, 2005). As 
the narrative develops, these multiple patient representations created 
frictions, which paradoxically enabled the label ‘the missing patient voice’ to 
grow stronger. 

Production of ignorance in the project 

On many occasions, there was frustration among the care workers because 
the new routines did not seem to fit their idea of what the patient needed. It 
was clear how the care workers had different notions of patient involvement 
and were ignoring each other’s perspectives. This would often lead to 
negotiations and acts of persuasion between the care workers themselves, 
and between the care workers and the project manager, as illustrated in the 
following observation notes: 

The case workers argue that they know the patients and they know that they 
can function well at home. They seem to be frustrated by the hospital nurses 
who promise patients places in rehab centres. They want the hospital to start 
focusing on “selling home” to the patients. (Observation note, Project 
meeting 3) 

Hospital nurse 1 says that she misses medical information from the home 
nurses. Home nurse 3 responds that ‘the thing about the home service, we 
don’t measure the blood pressure unless there is a specific need’. Hospital 
nurse 2 says the home nurses measure too seldom. Home nurse 3 responds 
that they don’t have a standard and that they don’t have the opportunity to 
measure the blood pressure for all their users (Observation note, Project 
meeting 8)  

The practitioners sometimes suggested changes to routines that they found 
were not working in practice: 

Home nurse 1 says, “Maybe we have to reconsider that routine?” The project 
manager responds, “Where is the patient’s voice in that?” (Observation note, 
Project meeting 4) 
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When discussing a routine, the project manager says, “As far as possible, we 
wish to complete this routine. We are in a project, and we have to test this.” 
Case worker 1 points out that they experience some difficulties with this 
routine. The project manager responds, “I have to break through [the 
discussion] We can discuss [it] later…” (Observation note, Project meeting 3) 

In these situations, the project manager would often redirect the discussion 
toward the patient – Where is the patient’s voice in that? She would remind 
the project participants to consider the patient voice, thereby talking into 
being that it is missing. Hence, ‘the missing patient voice’ actant stood in 
the way of care workers using their voices to suggest possible changes to the 
routines that were not working and engage in co-creation. The new set of 
routines was treated as the patient-centred solution to the ‘found’ problem 
of a collective missing patient voice, whereas the patient voices that the care 
workers brought into the discussion were not treated as legitimate in 
representing the patient. 

The voices of the care workers and their experience with the patients were 
ignored by informally enforcing a taboo – namely, that any insight that 
might be understood as not complying with ‘the missing patient voice’ 
representation is somehow polluted. In contrast, the idea of user centricity is 
clean, maybe even sacred (Douglas, 1966). Because of this, the project 
manager would not change the routines during the testing phase, arguing, 
‘We are in a project’. In this way, she ignored the voices of the project 
participants (and implicitly the patients) by reminding the practitioners to 
consider the patient voice. The frictions between the various patient voices 
represented through the care workers gave ‘the missing patient voice’ label 
authority to speak or act on behalf of the patients and gave the project 
manager an opportunity to get the care workers to align in the name of ‘the 
patient voice’ (Callon and Latour, 1981: 279). 

The testing phase of the project went on for a little more than a year. The 
patients reported that they were generally happy with the care that they 
received but did not seem to notice much change in the service that they had 
received since the project started. Despite the frictions and disagreements 
illustrated above, I experienced that the practitioners gradually showed 
more awareness of their own and each other’s perspectives and practices, 
and that they became more reflexively aware of the fact that they did not 
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know all aspects of patients’ experiences. To further encourage 
implementation of a user-centric model, the project was absorbed into a 
larger project network in the municipality. Hence, the ‘new’ user-centred 
model was launched as a solution of ‘best practice’ to yet another set of 
problems concerning patient-centred care, and perhaps for new ignorance to 
emerge. 

Discussion and conclusion 

Recent calls stress that more empirical studies are needed that go beyond 
understanding ignorance as performed by individuals to explore ignorance 
as encompassing socially constructed and practiced phenomena, including 
all its heterogeneous elements (Bakken and Wiik, 2017; High et al., 2012; 
Roberts, 2012; Smithson, 1989: 6). Several researchers point towards 
understanding the underlying visions, strategies and ideals that might lead 
to or play a role in producing ignorance (Fotaki and Hyde, 2014; Knudsen, 
2011). Hence, I want to elaborate further on ideas and discourses as actants 
with the agency to perform and play a role in the production of ignorance. 

Ignorance is usually treated as the result of intentional or deliberate 
inattention, something that helps human actors or organisations obtain 
resources or deny liability (McGoey, 2007) or considered as strategically 
necessary, for example, to uphold ‘the vision’ (Schaefer, 2018). ANT assumes 
that power does not relate primarily to human intention, but instead, it 
relates to the capability of actors, human and non-human, to cause 
relational effect (Jensen et al., 2009; Latour, 1986). I have looked at the 
production of ignorance through the lens of ANT and translation, which 
enabled me to illustrate how non-human actors, specifically a label, can 
contribute to the production of ignorance. I analysed how a patient-centred 
care project translated into the label of ‘the missing patient voice’ that 
gradually enrolled other actors which paradoxically ended up ignoring the 
patient voices in the project. 

A common and often true assumption accompanying discourses of patient-
centred care is that the patient voice is insufficiently involved in healthcare 
services (Tanenbaum, 2015). It was acknowledged that there was ignorance 
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(i.e., lacking knowledge) about the patient experience in the coordination 
and provision of healthcare services for the elderly patient group. The 
project was set up to overcome ignorance by employing a user-centred 
service design methodology. The discourse of patient-centred care matches 
the premise of service design theory and method – that expert bias can be 
avoided by starting and evolving design in ‘the user experience’. I found that 
the insight that the patient voice was neglected was already a premise and 
trendsetting actant in the project, a label that grew stronger as it enrolled 
other actors and enacted the project into further being by becoming 
embedded into the routines and the project manager’s discursive practices. 
She would call upon the patient voice while ignoring the voices of care 
workers and patients in the project. 

As such, service design became enrolled as an actor and was denied a process 
of emergent, iterative and user co-created design. Instead, the different 
service-design-inspired activities set up to test and iterate the service design 
(workshops, project meetings, patient interviews) became like separate and 
symbolic user involvement events, working to underpin the label of missing 
voice. The label had become ‘sacred’; treated as a collective empirical 
finding instead of an inclusive method to bring on both individual voices as 
they emerged from experience. The care workers’ notions of patient 
involvement were ignored, handled as ‘polluted’ (Douglas, 1966). 

Hence, the label of ‘missing patient voice’, stabilized as an actor, was 
capable of contributing to the production of ignorance. This finding leads 
me now to critically reflect on understandings of ignorance that privilege the 
human intentionality perspective and that sees ignorance as either 
intentional or unintentional. 

As the narrative analysis shows, the insight that the patient voice was 
missing was not really to be found in the project. Care workers and patients 
reported that patients were involved to the extent they were able and 
wanted to be involved. The missing ‘missing patient voice’ was also revealed 
as a surprise to the project manager, who became aware of a state of 
ignorance (Gross, 2010). Nevertheless, ‘the missing patient voice’ as a 
concept continued to be actively maintained throughout the project. How 
can we make sense of this? 
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I argue that this form of active ignoring of the patient and care workers’ 
voices was not the result of deliberate inattention nor a complete state of 
‘being ignorant’ in relation to the patient voice. The project manager’s 
intention was to really see and listen to the patient. She would continuously 
bring focus to ‘the patient voice’, asking ‘where is the patient voice in that?’ 
Still, this recalling of ‘the missing patient voice’ became a way of iterating 
the expectation of the ignored patient, citing it, and thereby talking it into 
being (Butler, 1993). Interestingly, what was ignored was how caring always 
includes managing ignorance. Allowing patients to be vulnerable and 
unknowing was central to caregiving. It meant that home nurses needed to 
find out with Patient 7, when she needed help with her food, and when she 
could manage to butter her toast. It meant that Patient 3 felt involved, when 
the nurses and doctors asked questions, but she decided on surgery 
independently because she wanted to breathe better. She also felt involved 
when she was told to relax and rest and had someone to talk to. What was 
‘unseen’ (Otto et al., 2018) in the problematisation was that involving 
patients was always ambiguous and emerging in caring practices; it was 
always an unknown. The insight that patient involvement was multiple was 
not treated as something to learn from, but rather as ignorance to be 
reduced (Gross, 2010). Hence, the label, underpinned by policy and the 
service design method, gained authority to speak and act on behalf of 
patients in the project. Despite the best intentions, patients were prevented 
from using their voice by the very operation of patient involvement, which 
paradoxically led to ‘the missing patient voice’ being performed into being. 

An actor-network perspective opens up the black box and explains how 
processes end up with unpredictable and heterogeneous outcomes. We 
cannot know in advance what associations come about or who will cause 
effects (Latour, 1986). Butler (1993) argues that it is not intention and 
deliberate acts but citation that is the underlying force of performative 
discourses. Ignorance can be the result of discourse producing the effect that 
it names. Hence, I argue that we can understand this as an example of 
unintended ignorance. Conceptualisations of ignorance tend to differ 
between actively intended ignorance on the one hand and unintended 
ignorance as a state of ‘being ignorant’ on the other (Roberts, 2012; 
Smithson, 1989). I argue that there can be active, but still unintended, 
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ignoring coming from the best intentions. Inclusive and empathic visions 
and policy, such as patient-centred care, are easily agreed on. Similarly, care 
workers are motivated by empathy for patients and practice care by building 
relationships with patients over time (Habran and Battard, 2019). In the 
middle, we can find highly motivated, idealistic middle managers employed 
to operationalise the visions. As I have learned, they are left dealing with the 
tensions between idealistic visions and relational care practices, and they 
are vulnerable if they question either. Therefore, I argue that we should not 
underestimate the power of visions to hijack development projects, 
separating them from relational practices of care. 

A contribution of this paper is that it furthers the understanding of 
organised ignorance as a socially constructed and practiced phenomenon 
(Bakken and Wiik, 2017; High et al., 2012; Roberts, 2012). The findings 
illustrate how non-human actors can mobilise and enrol organisational 
actors, contributing to producing and maintaining ignorance performatively. 
This brings attention to the material dimension of the production of 
ignorance and challenges the human agency perspective often associated 
with active forms of ignorance. 

Another contribution is to add perspectives to the understanding of the 
organisation and practice of patient-centred care (Habran and Battard, 2019; 
Liberati et al., 2015). The empirical findings bring attention to what happens 
when strategies and policies that are meant to accomplish patient-centred 
care produce the opposite, namely, practices of ignoring the patients. Hence, 
I argue that the performative dimension of patient involvement discourses 
and practices needs closer attention and reflection in patient-centred care 
practices. On that note, since discourses of patient-centred care are 
increasingly matched with innovation strategies, such as service design, this 
study also contributes to a growing debate in service design dealing with the 
struggle of being reduced to project-specific activities. It suggests that the 
path towards long-lasting change for service design also requires reflective 
practice of the hidden norms, rules and beliefs that guide actors in service 
design (Vink et al., 2021). 

In the context of user involvement, co-production, and service design in 
health care, recognising the missing user voice is important in terms of 
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bringing focus to the potential marginalisation of patients in healthcare 
services. Agreeing that the focus on user involvement in the design and 
practice of care should be celebrated, I wish to argue that it should not be 
taken for granted as a solution to the problem of ignorance. It is important 
to stress that rather than arguing that there is no problem of patients’ 
missing voices, the intention is to bring focus to how a defined knowledge 
problem of missing voices can amplify already troubling asymmetries by 
creating impossible ideals (Fotaki and Hyde, 2014). The label ‘the missing 
user voice’ can organise care work and end up being more about keeping up 
appearances and respecting conventions and ideals (Douglas, 1966) than 
including the patient voices. Furthermore, it seems that the patient’s voice 
is always unknown – something always to be sought in everyday care work. 
This may be why it needs to be continuously on the agenda, not as a missing 
user voice problem of knowledge but as a missing user voice condition of 
ignorance that needs to be embraced as open, ongoing reflection in 
relational care work. 
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A shared zone of ignorance: Considering 
practices of seeing and unseeing in and 
around nursing stations in two psychiatric 
wards 

Holger Højlund and Thorben Simonsen 

abstract 

The notion of ignorance has become a central topic in social, political, and 
organizational research, with scholars thus beginning to explore the distribution 
and strategic uses of not-knowing (Gross and McGoey, 2015). Claiming that 
ignorance involves making decisions on what should be seen or unseen (Otto et al., 
2019), they are calling for insights into the intermediary states produced between 
knowledge and non-knowledge in practice. Answering this call, the present article 
empirically details how practices of seeing and unseeing take place within and 
across the transparent architecture of a newly built psychiatric hospital in Denmark. 
Drawing on participant observations and interviews with nursing staff, we examine 
the role that spatial and material circumstances play in the situated production of 
ignorance. As such, we consider how the mutual visibility afforded by the 
transparent design of a nursing station in an inpatient setting produces what we 
suggest is ‘a shared zone of ignorance’. Inspired by the work of German philosopher 
Peter Sloterdijk, this article extends current understandings of how ignorance is 
‘tethered to the spatial’ (Frickel and Kinchy, 2015: 175). 
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Introduction 

Yes, well, here we have this Dovecote [the nursing station] where there are 
glass partitions all the way around, which lets us see the patients. We can’t 
always hear them when the door is closed, but we can see what’s going on just 
outside. They can also see us. I don’t think that this is always an advantage. 
Sometimes we have really sick patients where we experience that they – 
almost daily, in every shift –are staring in at us, which can be disturbing and 
uncomfortable. Sometimes I also think that patients may feel the same way, 
because sometimes we, too, when sitting at our computers and such, peer out: 
what’s actually going on? (Nurse, interview, 2017) 

Many contemporary designs feature glass partitions as a means of opening 
up spaces and enabling new orders of visibility (Pile, 2005; Pors et al., 2019). 
Using the case of a newly built psychiatric hospital, in this article we explore 
the transparency and mutual visibility such developments afford – more 
specifically, how the material circumstances of an inpatient setting animate 
the production of what we suggest is a shared zone of ignorance. 

Architects generally see the transparent architecture and flexible spatial 
organization of hospital settings as giving staff and patients a sense of 
safety, security, and accountability (see Connellan et al., 2015; McGrath and 
Reavey, 2019; Simonsen and Duff, 2020) Countering these expectations, 
however, we show how this focus on transparency and flexibility co-
produces acts of ignorance in ways that render ignorance an important part 
of hospital wards’ daily socio-dynamics. 

Focusing on how transparent settings shape the relations between nursing 
staff and patients, we investigate the implications of these dynamics, asking 
how nursing staff working in and around nursing stations conduct practices 
of seeing and unseeing. Starting with this research question, we scrutinize 
how nursing staff experience, react to, and manage the mutual visibility 
intrinsic to transparent design. Precisely because nursing stations are so 
central to staff-patient interactions (e.g., Andes and Shattell, 2006; 
Jovanović et al., 2019; Riggs et al., 2013), we seek to establish how the sense 
of constant co-presence engendered by glass-walled and hence transparent 
nursing stations shapes hospital ward socio-dynamics such that a shared 
zone of ignorance is produced. By thus delving into how co-present staff and 
patients interact, how they see and unsee each other in this setting, we 
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contribute to the literature on spatial design and hospitalization and on the 
way professional practices are shaped by a given architectural design 
(Connellan et al., 2013; Curtis et al., 2007; Jovanović et al., 2019). 

Historically designed as alternative spaces for managing those deemed 
deviant or mentally troubled (Topp et al., 2007: 1), psychiatric hospitals have 
at times literally removed psychiatric patients from the public eye, 
separating them from society and othering them from rationality (Foucault, 
1961). This transposition has given rise to a collective ignorance of their very 
existence, as witnessed in the Victorian era asylums of early modernity, 
where spatial modulations and geographical exclusions were used to connect 
ignorance to place (for an analysis of early modernity, see Frickel and 
Kinchy, 2015). 

However, the architecture of psychiatric institutions has changed 
dramatically over the last 50 years (Nord and Högström, 2017). Today, 
psychiatric facilities emphasize the importance of openness, transparency, 
and visibility (McGrath and Reavey, 2019), thus spatially, materially, and 
symbolically challenging the very possibility of ignorance. Nothing is to be 
hidden, neither psychiatric practices nor the hospitalized patients. The 
clinical gaze described by Foucault as constitutive of modern medical 
practices (Foucault, 1973a; 1973b) seems to have expanded to render staff 
and patients in contemporary facilities mutually visible. This expansion has 
served to institutionalize the expansion of a panoptic mechanism whereby 
everybody sees everybody. Such full visibility creates conditions under which 
nursing staff and patients put self-imposed restrictions on their self-
appearance and mutual observations. 

In the following, we first discuss approaches to ignorance, then outline our 
data production methods. Next, we introduce the hospital site and analyze 
the empirical data. The article ends with a discussion and conclusion on our 
findings concerning transparency and ignorance. 

Approaches to ignorance 

Scholars studying ignorance consider knowledge and non-knowledge in 
relation to a diversity of topics, from racism, gender, and economy, to 
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management, media, and philosophy, to mention just a few (Gross and 
McGoey, 2015). For scholars of management practices, selection structures 
in evidence-based management (Knudsen, 2017), self-inflicted ignorance in 
accounting and performance management (Essén et al. 2021), and multiplied 
ignorance in communication (Knudsen and Kishik, 2022) have been 
important matters of concern. These scholars see knowledge as a managerial 
problem of objectivation and measurement – only information which is 
measurable appears as visible knowledge (Butler et al., 2020), while other 
information appears as noise (Kahneman et al. 2021). Despite the 
importance of these insights, management is primarily investigated as 
communication or through texts, with much less attention directed towards 
the importance of material circumstances for management and how the 
management of knowledge and non-knowledge is accomplished in and 
through everyday practices. 

Although we share an interest with these scholars in studying management 
practices, rather than focusing on communication, we direct our attention 
towards the importance of the physical setting for the interactional 
management of knowledge and non-knowledge in practice. We further 
explore how this, in turn, produces a shared zone of ignorance. Also, while 
others have previously studied ignorance in healthcare (e.g. Essén et. al., 
2021), we contribute with novel insights about the psychiatric setting, where 
the interactional management of knowledge and non-knowledge is an 
important aspect of how nursing staff and patients handle their constant co-
presence.  

Hospital ward spaces are functionally differentiated into sub-areas, and 
these areas constitute shared spaces in which nurses and patients must 
manage different kinds of knowledge and ignorance. With the words of 
German philosopher and sociologist Peter Sloterdijk, managing such 
knowledge and ignorance can be termed ‘practices of immunization’. 
Practices of immunization are not strange or unfamiliar in other settings, 
but rather quite normal. Sloterdijk (2016) has done numerous studies and 
describes how a shared separateness, co-isolation, and a need to be 
immunized from the outside world suffuse in different spheres of everyday 
life, from intimate enclosures to more distanced venues. In this respect, 
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hospital settings and practices of immunization conducted in these spaces 
are particular expressions of more general features of living in modernity.  

Before detailing Sloterdijk’s approach to ignorance, we will first present 
other approaches to the topic. When it comes to ignorance, some studies 
focus on the atmospheric and sensory conditions required for sociality in 
organizations (Kanyeredzi et al., 2019), including conditions that stimulate 
the senses of smell (Riach and Warren, 2015), hearing (Brown et al., 2020), 
and sight (Otto et al., 2019). In hospitals, for example, acts of care are 
related to using the senses. Management of sense stimuli shapes how staff 
practice care when, for example, deciding what to acknowledge and to 
ignore. 

Other scholars have studied organizational sociality related to ‘the interface 
between inner and outer environments’ (Bakken and Wiik, 2018: 1109) and 
to the ‘geographies of ignorance’ (Frickel and Kinchy, 2015), using these 
perspectives to investigate the spatial properties of ignorance, how 
ignorance is localized, and how domains of imperceptibility (ibid.: 180) can 
be mapped across space and place. 

Going back to Sloterdijk, he has compellingly worked with the notion of 
spheres as sites for ignorance. The notion concerns how participants in 
different socialities form fragile compromises in order to separate between 
an inside and outside of their interactional encounters. In other words, 
spheres demand attention, protection, and generative work from the people 
inhabiting them. From this perspective, a psychiatric hospital can be seen as 
a sphere of very controlled sociality, a place intended to help uphold a 
fragile co-sociality. The psychiatric ward is a place fundamentally 
functioning as a protective membrane that immunizes against not only 
dangerous outside shocks but also inside disturbances. The spatial and 
material circumstances mediate and shape the manner in which staff and 
patients interact. The architecture of the ward premises how they see and 
unsee each other, how shared zones of ignorance are produced. One can talk 
about the psychiatric hospital producing spheres of shared separateness in 
which ‘dwelling becomes an ignoring machine or an integrous defence 
mechanism’ (Sloterdijk, 2016: 504). There is a fragile co-isolation related to 
hospital atmospheres (e.g., Brown et al., 2020; Kanyeredzi et al., 2019). 
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Patients situated in a hospital participate in a micro-sociality where sensory 
management (Sutton and Nicholson, 2011) takes place. Thus, patients find 
themselves in a situation of co-isolation where they must live in close 
proximity with fellow patients, only to be separated by shared walls that 
obstruct their visibility and lines of sight unless constructed of transparent 
material like glass. In institutionalized settings such as hospitals, co-
isolation is a fundamental premise of co-habitation – a distinct form of 
being as togetherness. 

Being as togetherness implies a four-place relationship because it describes 
the existence of somebody with somebody and something in something. 
(Sloterdijk, 2017: 159) 

Patients and staff manage seeing and unseeing as part of this being as 
togetherness. A ward is a space at once separated and shared in which staff 
and patients manage ignorance. Here, we should note that, in our approach, 
ignorance concerns not unethical acts of disregard for others, but the 
production of shared circumstances of selective attentiveness. A fragile state 
of being, togetherness entails constant efforts to immunize the sociality of 
being together against situations that endanger it. Acts of seeing and 
unseeing are part of this work. 

Method 

Before introducing the hospital setting and our empirical findings, we would 
like to explain how we gathered the empirical data, which is based on 
ethnographic material collected by Thorben Simonsen between 2016 and 
2017 in two inpatient wards at a newly built psychiatric hospital in Denmark 
(Simonsen, 2020). Although some of this material has been reported on 
elsewhere (Simonsen and Duff, 2021, 2020; Simonsen and Højlund, 2018), 
our conceptual approach differs because it is animated by our empirical 
interest in uncovering the situated production of ignorance. We have 
narrowed our focus to nursing stations, a space other scholars have shown as 
fundamental to mental health facility design (Connellan et al., 2013) and 
psychiatric practice (Andes and Shattell, 2006; Jovanović et al., 2019; Riggs 
et al., 2013; Shattell et al., 2008). This sharper focus enabled us to confine 
our investigation to interactions and reactions in and around the stations. 
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Our initial observation that the life of a ward primarily occurs at nursing 
stations also drove our choice. To explore the relationships between the 
material properties of the nursing stations, their location, and proximity to 
other ward spaces as well as examine the mediating role stations play in 
staff-patient interaction, we have mainly drawn on data obtained from 
participant observations of work taking place in and around two nursing 
stations. By conducting observations in this way, the second author, who did 
the empirical observations, was able to interact and engage in informal 
conversations with both staff and patients. This movement between staff 
and patient spaces thus gave insight into the various lines of sight afforded 
by the stations’ transparent design. 

To support the observations, seventeen semi-structured qualitative 
interviews were conducted with staff to obtain accounts of how they found 
working at the nursing stations and experienced their placement, 
transparency, and importance in relation to the surrounding ward spaces. 
The interviews with healthcare staff, including auxiliary nurses, care 
workers, and physicians, were most relevant to our study, but the architect, 
the project director, and hospital management were also interviewed. Three 
interviews were conducted with head nurses, one with a head physician, five 
with nurses, three with auxiliary nurses, and one with a care assistant. To 
identify the various seeing and unseeing practices, we centered our analysis 
on the daily work procedures and routines as well as the everyday challenges 
of juggling patient care and administrative work. The empirical material 
gained from the staff interviews helped us account for nursing staff’s 
(re)actions to the transparent spatial and material circumstances. On closer 
analysis we also examined issues such as patient encounters and the 
distinctions made between important and unimportant inquiries. Our 
interest lay in everyday stories about how the nursing staff acted inside and 
outside the nursing stations, as such stories, descriptions, and accounts of 
everyday life in the wards – combined with participant observations – 
enabled us to consider the situated production of ignorance and, by 
extension, to conceptualize the organizational space as a ‘zone of ignorance’ 
within which the circumstances for work and care fundamentally differ from 
other care contexts. We are now ready to enter the hospital site. 
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The hospital site 

In autumn 2015, about 650 employees from five psychiatric facilities in the 
Zealand region of Denmark were relocated to a brand-new psychiatric 
hospital in the city of Slagelse. The hospital was a high-status project with 
194 beds, an emergency reception, outpatient treatment functions, and 
facilities for research and education. Transparency pervaded the hospital 
building, with the widespread use of glass partitions blurring the boundaries 
between outside and inside. Large window sections created porous passages 
and lines of sight never seen in Danish psychiatric facilities. The interiors 
were designed as open, furnished spaces with clean surfaces, and the 
outdoor areas included small gardens and benches. 

Within the hospital site, each inpatient ward was a microcosmos designed 
for treatment and psychiatric work, with recovery being a key design 
rationale. Karlsson Architects and Vilhelm Lauritzen Architects, who won 
the architectural competition, stated a principal aim of the design as being 
‘to create unity between culture, structure, behavior and bricks. [Because i]t 
is our belief that the value of the physical framework is expressed through 
the activities that a building supports’ (2010: 43). 

Importantly, the architecture served to enable treatment that would help 
patients walk around the hospital building and thus gradually learn to cope 
with visibility and transparency, in both a practical and a wider social sense. 
With a hierarchy of spaces, the design is meant to offer patients varied 
places in which to recover. 

Inside the hospital 

The hospital has six wards, with nursing staff organized in teams to share 
responsibility for each one. Every ward has a centrally located nursing 
station where the teams meet to coordinate and perform tasks as well as 
have collegial exchanges. Formed as a glass cube, the individual stations 
project a sense of openness and availability and are strategically located and 
designed to give patients a sense of safety because they are in visual contact 
with and physical proximity to staff at all times. Being nested within the 
common spaces, the stations foster a constant sense of co-presence between 
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staff and patients. The glass walls also maximize surveillance over most of 
the given ward space, providing visibility not only to the adjacent communal 
space, but also into the ward’s inner courtyard and far end. 

 
Figure 1. Nursing station – © Karlsson Architects/VLA. Photo: Jens Linde 

As the picture illustrates, visibility is completely pervasive at the nursing 
station, as its design is totally transparent but for a ribbon of slightly frosted 
window film inscribed with poems by a Danish writer. The thin line of poetic 
impenetrability represents an exception in the otherwise shared 
circumstance of total transparency. The design is premised on visibility as 
being fundamental to practices occurring both inside and outside a nursing 
station. Staff are able to quickly intervene in episodes such as undesirable, 
disruptive, or violent behavior, but the visibility also animates staff to 
interact with patients. Patients can see all work situations occurring within 
the stations, and staff are thus exposed to patients’ gaze. The nursing staff 
interviewed report that the transparent circumstances make concentrating 
on tasks difficult, whether they entail attention to administrative work, the 
safety of colleagues, or patient care. Brown et al. (2020: 1550) draw similar 
conclusions about the continual interruptions staff experience at nursing 
stations, a finding that the participant observations of our present study 
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support. In the following we take a closer look at the everyday life of the 
inpatient wards to see how nurses conduct practices of seeing and unseeing 
when situated in and around nursing stations. 

Seeing is knowing  

The nursing stations are at the very heart of the common area. They can only 
be accessed through three respective solid doors, but other than this single 
sign of impenetrability, the stations send signals of inclusiveness. The glass 
design creates a sense of openness. The transparency of the glass walls in an 
immunological sense provides to the wards a well-lit, visible environment 
conducive to a sense of safety and security for patients and staff alike. 
Nursing staff mention the feeling of having an overview. 

Yes, yes, yes, I almost always place myself on this side [facing the common 
area], because then I can see out. During a nightshift I always sit so I can look 
out. I don’t like to sit with [my back turned], so I don’t have an overview. In 
that sense you can have an overview without being out there [in the common 
area], you might say. (Nurse, interviews 2017) 

Because staff observe their surroundings while doing administrative work 
tasks, they are not fully engaged with the activities going on outside in the 
common area: the ‘seeing’ conducted by staff is restricted to what they from 
professional and practical considerations find necessary. Watching over the 
patients is integrated in their administrative engagements, so to speak. As 
such, the nursing staff have to manage their administrative work with face-
to-face interaction and patient engagement – a well-known dilemma among 
others in psychiatric practice, such as the balance between care and control 
(Mullen, 1993; Curtis et al., 2013; Tucker et al., 2018). 

From a patient perspective, seeing is not knowing, as only with a distanced 
gaze through glass walls can a patient sense what is happening inside a 
nursing station. Still, the glass walls allow patients to feel visible and thus 
safe, which is a general rationale applied in psychiatry (Brown and Reavey, 
2016: 287). From a design perspective, the glass walls of the nursing station 
function as a security design intimately incorporated into the building. 

Conversely, the nursing stations serve as a safety measure that allows staff 
to withdraw from patients. The stations afford a direct line of sight in almost 
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every direction, providing an overview key to the staff’s clinical work, as 
staff observe patients as a means of knowing how they are either progressing 
or regressing. In this respect seeing has both a therapeutical aim and a 
preventive rationale. Indeed, not only can staff do the fundamental clinical 
work of documenting patient behavior but they can also swiftly intervene if 
irregular, disorderly, or unwanted behavior is observed. Nursing staff thus 
exercise a kind of social-prophylactic gaze, as their clinical gaze can be said 
to be anticipatory. Seeing is related both to knowing the current status of 
individual patients and the ward’s social order and to forecasting and 
maintaining an overview that keeps staff ahead of events while also 
retaining a distance and, thus, a sense of security. ‘You want to be able to 
see what you’re going out to’, as one nurse put it. (Field note 30. 01. 2017) 

The glass walls enable an expanded two-way panopticism with no invisible 
tower guards, just nurses and patients on the same level. The transparent 
circumstances forestall any hidden social interaction among patients, who 
cannot enter each other’s rooms, so all activities become visible, accessible, 
and available to be made someone’s business. Patients essentially cannot 
create spaces out of sight, away from staff interference. Indeed, in a 
transparent inpatient setting any action, any private conversation, can 
become someone else’s business. 

When all parties feel monitored 

The interviews and observations have shown that not only patients, but also 
the nursing staff feel monitored. As two nurses reflect: 

So they can sit and look at us all the time, and I can sit and keep an eye on 
them, and we have some patients that sometimes ask “why are you always 
laughing at me from inside the office?” for example, right? And just last week 
we had two patients that were severely psychotic who placed themselves in 
front [of the nursing station] and looked directly at us, and that was actually, I 
mean, that made it pretty hard to work when you constantly feel like you’re 
under surveillance. No matter where you are in the building, right, someone is 
keeping an eye on you […] I mean, it’s actually uncomfortable to be watched 
the entire day. (Nurse, interviews, 2017) 

In this excerpt, the nurses do not reflect on their own surveillance practices, 
but articulate how patients through their observations intrude on the 
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nurses’ personal and professional spaces. The nurses find themselves unable 
to ignore the eyes of the patients, or, more precisely, the fact that they 
might watch them, which makes the nurses feel under constant surveillance. 
As such, the mere possibility of being watched is what is hard to ignore. 

Conspiracies about conspiracies  

Among nursing staff, there is a constant awareness of conspiracy-making 
among patients. They know that conspiracies are related to distrust and 
therefore are not suitable for the atmosphere in the ward. A nurse explains 
how patients produce stories about nurses’ talking about patients during 
meetings. Inside the nursing station, the nursing staff is visible, but not 
audible, thereby leaving patients to interpret what is going on and thus 
produce what might be considered conspiracies or misinterpretations about 
the situation. Several versions of the misinterpretation theme emerged in 
the interviews with the nursing staff, thus indicating that these reflections 
are turned into their own conspiracies, with staff conspiring about what 
patients might be conspiring about. 

Circumstances of full visibility but auditory insulation, create room for 
stories to exist – a semi-transparent sphere overloaded with contingency. 
Contrary to the architectural intentions, the nursing stations animate story-
telling practices among inhabitants on each side of the glass walls. While the 
physical boundaries between the nursing stations and the common areas are 
visually accessible, the glass walls are soundproof, thus rendering what is 
discussed inside the nursing stations to speculation. ‘What are they talking 
about – what are they saying about us?’, one patient rhetorically proposed 
during observations, while another patient confronted staff more directly, 
asking, ‘Why are you always laughing at me from inside the office?’ The 
observations and interviews show that staff take issue with allegations and 
false impressions coming from patients’ seeing but not hearing. Staff 
repeatedly come to assert and legitimize their actions inside the nursing 
stations, because the uncomfortable feeling of being observed make them 
conspire about conspiracies. 

 

 



Holger Højlund and Thorben Simonsen A shared zone of ignorance 

 article | 119 

Impression management 

The mutual visibility afforded by the hospital design make nursing staff 
consider how they conduct themselves while inside the nursing stations, 
because their conduct is confronted by not only patients, but also their own 
professional standards. Such impression management can be explained as an 
effort to immunize themselves against exposure to patients’ gaze. One nurse 
offers reflections about the importance of body language and gesturing: 

All those gestures you make … they [the patients] can easily follow [them]; 
sometimes I think about our hands because … but we do that when we speak, 
right, we do all kinds of things … you need to consider what you’re doing, 
differently than you’re used to. Before, you would think, “well, the office is 
our private sphere where we …” … I mean, this won’t go any further, but it 
just isn’t that closed anymore, is it? Because now there are windows all the 
way around. So, you need to think twice about what kind of gestures you 
make. (Field note 03. 08. 2017) 

Staff is obviously put on display, with the patients cast as an audience and 
the nursing stations constituted as a stage. The glass design animates efforts 
among nursing staff to immunize against outside disturbances through 
impression management. As a practice developed to take control over what 
is supposed to be seen and thus known and supposed to remain unseen and 
thus ignored, impression management serves to manage the nursing 
stations’ transparent space. Each staff member hopes to gain control over 
the surrounding space and manage critical complaints from patients’ about 
professional conduct by reconsidering appearances when inside the nursing 
station. Staff are often confronted with patient accusations that their 
conduct is lazy and unprofessional. As one nurse explains: 

I regularly experience, maybe once or twice a week, patients saying the same 
sentence over and over: “You just sit on your asses in the nursing station.” 
Occasionally it might be true because we don’t come out [of the nursing 
station] enough, but sometimes when we’re obnoxiously busy and need to use 
quite some time on paperwork, well, then it gives the incorrect impression 
that we’re just sitting at the computer all the time. (Nurse, interview, 2017) 

Although, as the above staff member says, such an accusation perhaps 
represents an inadequate understanding of the psychiatric hospital’s daily 
activities, the absence of visibly identifiable and understandable activities is 
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not tantamount to laziness. Administrative work inside the nursing stations 
often consists of seeking information from or adding it to computers – a 
form of clerical work that patients tend to interpret as expressing laziness, 
even though staff are also tasked with being available as a safety back-up for 
colleagues if a patient behaves unexpectedly. Availability is important, and 
the mere visual presence of staff is considered a safety measure. Put more 
provocatively, staff experience that patients are ignorant about nursing work 
and that many less easily interpreted tasks animate rumors about laziness. 
For this reason, nursing staff feel an urge to appear busy and, thereby, to 
conduct impression management or simply to hide in plain sight. 

Hiding in plain sight 

The constant visual exposure animates staff to develop ways of hiding in 
plain sight and engage in practices of tactful inattention and of unseeing 
patients. Unseeing patients is a kind of preventive practice made possible 
when nursing staff place themselves at their work stations. This practice was 
observed on multiple occasions during fieldwork. Here, one nurse offers her 
account of such practices: 

Sure, you can hide by pretending to be doing something important. It’s not 
like you make an active decision about hiding. I just think, the more 
workstations, the easier it is to sit down at a workstation and look like you’re 
working, where in reality it might be more important to be doing something 
else, right? (Nurse, interview, 2017) 

As the nurse reports, pretending to be doing something important signals 
unavailability to patients. Performing such an act might be considered an 
overt strategy not only to immunize oneself against interruption, but also to 
obtain momentary relief from the demanding social interaction with 
patients. On such occasions, the nursing station simultaneously offers the 
needed refuge and necessitates the performance of busyness, that is, of 
doing the particular work of ignoring patients while being well aware of their 
presence. Hiding in plain sight requires effort; one must unsee patients 
when seen, avoid eye contact in order to stay focused on other tasks or, 
indeed, establish a space of momentary relief. As one nurse reports, 
‘Everyone needs room to catch their breath, a place to find relief, right?’ 
Avoiding visual encounters with patients is a way to avoid requests for 
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further contact and communication. This practice of unseeing takes place as 
a particular form of impression management, a protective performance 
occasioned by the inspection from the patient’s gaze. 

Negotiating availability 

Data from interviews and observations support the finding that negotiating 
availability is an ongoing task for nursing staff working under circumstances 
of transparency. Patients consider the individual staff member available 
simply if present, as this nurse reflects: 

The big difference here, is that everything is completely transparent, which 
means that patients can actually see us all the time, which also means that 
they think that we are available all the time, which also means that we never 
really get any peace or can consider ourselves unobserved. (Nurse, interview, 
2017) 

This issue spurred nursing staff to compel patients to have specific reasons 
for making their inquiries, thus animating them to negotiate the legitimacy 
of each encounter. These negotiations obviously occur in the doorway 
between the nursing station and the adjacent patient environment, with 
patients seeking visual contact or vocally requesting an audience with staff. 
Encounters between staff and patients predominantly take place in this 
space, making it one of the wards’ busiest sites and an important point of 
convergence with ‘let’s just say 90% of all contact taking place in that 
doorway […] from short conversations to longer conversations’, as one 
nursing staff member puts it (Nurse, interview, 2017). 

Patients seeking, requesting, demanding, wanting, or needing something 
happens frequently, and nursing staff often express their irritation with such 
inquiries, particularly blaming the glass walls for giving patients a ‘false 
sense of [staff] availability’, as one nurse explains. Staff generally see patient 
requests as a point of irritation or distraction, and often deny such requests 
on the formal grounds that the given patient is not their direct responsibility 
on that day. However, staff also find being available to patients important, 
which often gives rise to issues regarding what might be called ‘door 
management’. 
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Although security regulations for a psychiatric hospital stipulate that doors 
to nursing stations be kept closed, the central doors to the stations are 
usually kept open except during meetings, conferences, or other activities 
requiring privacy. Patients display frustration when the doors are closed, 
some knocking on them anyway, while other patients understand that staff 
is unavailable. As one patient notes, ‘When they close the door, it’s sort of 
like it’s a forbidden area’ (Field note, 04.08. 2017). 

Reaching agreement on availability is an ongoing effort among patients and 
staff, especially due to the transparent circumstances. The doors are the 
material manifestation of this struggle about agreement. A nurse explains: 

Ah, one of the reasons that our office door is always open is because we 
actually want patients to feel that we’re available, right, so a closed door does 
not invite to anything. An open door [on the other hand] does that in a 
completely different way, so, in that way, we want to be exposed because 
we’re here to take care of patients, but that isn’t the same as [saying] that we 
don’t sometimes need to be able to talk behind closed doors. (Nurse, 
interview, 2017) 

Negotiating availability is a daily task when a glass and open-space design 
signals openness. Staff are faced with the task of managing and 
communicating when they are available to patients. Each and every 
negotiation affirms an ‘us’ and ‘them’ between staff and patients. This 
hierarchal reproduction counters the intentions of the transparent design, 
when it comes to both the nursing stations and the ward in general. Under 
conditions of full visibility, closed doors tangibly enforce a boundary 
between an inside and an outside. Whereas a brick wall is mute, glass doors 
speak, to rephrase a formulation from Simmel (1994: 7). 

Discussion 

The findings presented in the previous sections demonstrate daily life in and 
around the nursing stations in psychiatric wards. The following table lists six 
practices of seeing and unseeing in a shared zone of ignorance. 
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Table 1: Practices of seeing and unseeing 

We assume that staff and patients alike have a basic right to ignore the 
‘outside’, also when this outside is inside the institutionalized setting of a 
hospital. This basic right is confronted by the transparent architecture of the 
hospital, and practices of seeing and unseeing go against the intentionality 
of the building. As practices of immunization, however, the seeing and 
unseeing is important to inhabitants of the hospital. In the hospital studied, 
the nursing stations are designed to promote staff-patient encounters, to 
combat us-and-them hierarchies between staff and patients, and to 
encourage openness. The stations are designed to support staff practices and 
help demystify the work of everyday psychiatric care. However, our findings 
point to some of the challenges related to managing the porous boundaries 
between staff and patient spaces under circumstances of full visibility. 
Nursing stations are usually designed with high degrees of visibility (Joseph 
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and Rashid, 2007), but our findings show that daily life in psychiatric wards 
involves the situated production of ignorance. For example, patients react 
like ignorant persons when they observe staff but cannot hear them inside 
the nursing stations, which leaves the patients feeling in the dark about the 
actual content of the conversations inside. The glass walls both reflect and 
refract patients’ ignorance, thus making it clear that not everything is 
transparent and leaving patients to speculate about what is going on behind 
the nursing station’s closed doors. 

Psychiatric hospitals are designed to be immune systems that support the 
recovery of vulnerable human beings. Recent hospital designs are 
fundamentally premised on transparency. Our findings suggest that some 
degree of invisibility and, hence, ignorance are crucial in wards. Through 
interviews and observations, we have learned about the dynamic relations 
between nursing staff and patients in the daily practices of seeing and 
unseeing. The hospital studied is built from principles of so-called healing 
architecture. As a particular immune or life-support system whose 
transparency constitutes and ‘explicates’ (Sloterdijk, 2017; 2016) the 
hospital’s fundamental raison d’être (Simonsen and Højlund, 2018), such 
setting, thus, calls for particular forms of boundary management (for 
boundary management in other institutionalized settings, see, e.g., Borch 
2014). 

Nursing stations and patient spaces constitute an inside and outside to each 
other. As separate but fragile worlds, or bubbles, as Sloterdijk would say, the 
nursing stations and patient spaces are shared spaces of co-habitation, but 
also fenced through glass walls that simultaneously separate and demarcate 
life forms and tie them together. Infrastructures of visibilities enable a 
simultaneous sense of safety and are therefore ‘explicated’ in the designs of 
psychiatric hospitals. Ignorance management, however, is as a necessary 
part of professional behavior in hospital settings and should be focused upon 
in further research. 

Our findings furthermore indicate that in the busy hours of current hospital 
life, ignorance is related to staff rejecting patients’ interruptions, which staff 
must understandably do to get administrative tasks done. However, every 
hospital has a certain, distinct monotony for patients, an atmosphere 
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saturated with a sense of boredom, because so little is going on. 
Interruptions become distractions from this ennui. Transparency further 
seems to amplify a peculiar feeling among patients whereby they feel 
observed, yet ignored. In our study, this feeling was most prevalent among 
patients who were near to the nursing stations: they initially regarded 
themselves as seen and afterwards ignored, which could sometimes make 
ignorance seem like an act of rejection. 

In psychiatric hospitals, observing is done with the eyes, but observing also 
entails other senses. In our study, nurses talk about being sensitive to the 
ward’s atmosphere in order to make professional judgements, prognoses, or 
calculations regarding future situations. The nurses speak about listening in 
an anticipatory manner – a preventive listening of sorts – that entails being 
alert to sounds of little significance in themselves, but that indicate that a 
problem is brewing. In this instance, one of Brown et al.’s (2020) key 
findings support our own, namely that nursing staff manage ward 
atmosphere by utilizing multiple senses and entering into negotiations with 
patients in order to ‘take the ward’s temperature’. Stations can be 
understood as a kind of immunity system in the inpatient wards, as they 
must function to immunize themselves against conflicts among patients 
plus immunize staff’s administrative work against patient disturbances. 

We invite further micro-investigations to be done on immunizations. Staff 
momentarily create a space of relief from patient interaction and/or 
maintain a position of distance despite the obvious proximity. The fragility 
of inhabiting such a space amplifies the need for work that manages the 
tensions between care and containment, for which reason our study adds 
empirical insight to existing research (e.g., Curtis et al., 2013; Tucker et al., 
2018) identifying such challenges in contemporary psychiatric settings. 

Our findings have demonstrated how staff and patients deal with a shared 
spatial problem of inhabiting transparent spaces in which affects and 
temperaments are easily transmitted. Builders and architects should take 
closer account of reactions to the transparent designs used in 
institutionalized settings: the sometimes subtle, yet paramount ‘conduct of 
the eyes’, the delicate practice of impression management, the loud 
accusations of laziness. For psychiatric hospitals built on principles of 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

126 | article 

transparency, ignorance might be considered an important, even necessary 
aspect of professional practice. In our findings the nursing staff prominently 
utilize their capacities for both ignorance and attentiveness in their practice. 
Ignorance and attentiveness are not dichotomous, but rather managed in 
combination, with both being drawn on in the everyday work of the nursing 
staff. A staff member might have to ignore a request, deny an appeal, or 
postpone a possible encounter in order to be available for another work task. 
Our data elucidates how distinctions between presence and absence are 
unsettled and how nursing stations’ transparent architecture thus creates 
atmospheres of unfulfilled expectations. 

As Berger claims (1972: 9) the reciprocal nature of vision is undeniably 
fundamental, but the importance of sound in relation to immunization 
should not be overlooked (Sloterdijk, 2016). In our case, the fact that the 
transparent circumstances allow visual contact makes this contact the main 
sensorial and shared affect, whereas sounds and smells remain (somewhat) 
contained behind the glass walls. Our findings add insight into how 
surveillance practices can also be reversed in psychiatric settings (Salzmann-
Erikson and Eriksson, 2011; Simonsen and Duff, 2021), but we have also 
explored and contributed to the importance of the visual in the experience 
and management of atmospheres, especially the visual aspect of such 
management (e.g., Kanyeredzi et al., 2019; Tucker et al., 2018). Other senses 
can be studied further. Listening practices, for example, seem especially 
relevant, their being critical to how staff orient themselves to a hospital 
setting, as Brown and colleagues have also shown. In this light, one might 
consider conceptualizing ignorance in terms not only of ‘looking away’, that 
is, of redirecting one’s focus of attention, but also of ‘shutting one’s ears’ 
and enacting a particular form of sonic agency (Brown et al., 2020). 

Conclusion and further research 

The term ‘a shared zone of ignorance’ captures the key point of this article. 
Transparent architecture leaves both patients and staff with an immense 
interpretative work to be done. A situation of double contingency, with the 
glass walls rendering many formerly invisible aspects of the staff’s work 
visible to patients, are solved by daily practices of ignorance: the patients 
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can observe the staff, and the staff, in turn, observe patients observing them. 
Often the information gained through observation is ignored, but 
nevertheless has implications for behavior. As our data clearly shows, being 
visible to the gaze of patients animates staff to engage in a variety of 
unseeing and hiding practices. From the present study we hope to inspire 
further research into the materialities of contemporary hospital buildings. 
The use of glass walls provided a specific answer to the somewhat rhetorical 
question posed by Bakken and Wiik (2018: 1111): how can ignorance be 
observed? Actual practices of seeing and unseeing are animated for example 
by glass walls. Ignorance is indeed tethered to the physical spaces of hospital 
settings. As such, ignorance and space are entangled (Frickel and Kinchy, 
2015), and further empirical research can be done into the work of managing 
circumstances of shared separateness and co-presence in institutionalized 
settings such as hospitals. 

Critically embracing Sloterdijk’s notion of shared separateness, we suggest 
further critical investigations into hospital milieus where patients spend 
some or much of their lives in an institutionalized dwelling. In such a 
setting, patients intersect in shared spaces but must also live individual 
lives, simultaneously differentiated and kept apart but nevertheless 
alongside each other because those everyday lives are enclosed in 
institutionalized spaces. Facilities designed with glass and therefore with 
high levels of transparency expose patients to a sociality that is not only part 
of their treatment, but also central to how they appear as individuals. In 
hospital settings, like any other settings, for that matter, practices of seeing 
and unseeing may function as important means of immunization. As we 
have shown, however, under circumstances of pervasive transparency and 
mutual visibility, such practices also produce a shared zone of ignorance, at 
once productive and problematic and, therefore, to be taken into 
consideration in the development of future designs. 
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Economization: The (re-)organization of 
knowledge and ignorance according to ‘the 
market’** 

Theresa Steffestun and Walter Otto Ötsch 

abstract 

How societies can answer crises depends - among other things - on their 
organization of knowledge and ignorance. In the case of societies in which processes 
of economization are present this organization is significantly shaped by the 
concept of ‘the market’ and corresponding economic theories. The paper analyses 
the epistemic organization of knowledge and ignorance in processes of 
economization that are based on the concept of ‘the market’ as it is interpreted by 
Friedrich A. Hayek. Furthermore, it provides a conceptual framework of four 
characteristics intended to differentiate economic theories regarding their 
suitability as foundations for economization. The analysis indicates that 
economization is an act of epistemic imperialism, subsuming the diversity of reality 
under one singular concept – ‘the market’ – that knows no boundaries, while 
complementarily disqualifying knowledge of those boundaries as illegitimate. The 
study concludes with an outlook on the implications of that knowledge lost to 
economization and suggests a first step to re-organize knowledge and ignorance in 
economized contexts. 

	
*  This paper is a substantially revised and translated version of the Introduction in 

Ötsch and Steffestun (2020). The authors wish to thank the two anonymous 
referees and the editors for their suggestions. 
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Introduction 

The organization of knowledge and ignorance of societies shapes their 
perception of crises and how they deal with them. Of particular importance 
is knowledge that becomes nonknowledge by being declared illegitimate 
knowledge. This body of knowledge is not, or only to a limited extent, 
available to societal discourses for understanding and shaping their 
lifeworld. What is considered legitimate and illegitimate knowledge in a 
society depends to a large extent on the constitution of this society, its 
norms, institutions, and habits. In this paper we analyze the significance of 
processes of economization for the re-definition of legitimacy of knowledge 
in societies on a conceptual level. By economization we mean discursive and 
institutional processes that design areas of life and activity previously 
defined as non-economic, such as education or care for senior citizen, 
according to a decidedly economic logic.  

In this paper, economization will be considered in terms of its structuring 
effect on the epistemic-normative topography of knowledge and ignorance. 
We focus on the epistemic facet of economization and build on the premise 
that economization – among other aspects – can be understood in terms of 
processes of epistemic imperialism. These shift the boundaries between 
legitimate and illegitimate knowledge and thereby organize the landscape of 
knowledge and ignorance in societies. Their imperialistic character derives 
from the land-grabbing aspect of these shifts, which expands the realm of 
one particular version of ‘the economic’ to formerly non-economic territory. 
The notion of ‘the market’ serves as a crucial benchmark of legitimacy of 
knowledge and as an engine in these processes.  

The paper traces these epistemic-normative shifts regarding the role of the 
concept of ‘the market’ as exemplified by Friedrich A. Hayek and that of 
Economics as a lead-discipline for economization. It offers a conceptual 
framework of four characteristics qualifying economic theories as 
authoritative sources of knowledge in economization and hence contributes 
to a differentiated account on the role of the discipline. The analysis 
identifies self-reflexive knowledge of the assumptions, contexts, and impact 
of that organization as central element shifted to the realm of ignorance. 
Furthermore, the paper briefly illustrates the knowledge lost and ignorance 
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created in economization by the examples of the Financial Crisis of 2007/8 
and environmental governance. The conclusion gives a tentative outlook on 
how the organization of knowledge and ignorance inherent in processes of 
economization could be transformed. The following section introduces the 
central concepts of knowledge and ignorance and discusses why they matter 
for societies in crisis.  

Crises as challenges in dealing with knowledge and ignorance in 
democratic societies 

Largely unexpected crises, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, reveal a society's 
ignorance that is at least in this case astonishing in retrospect. This 
concerns both medical knowledge, such as epidemiology, and social science 
knowledge, including economics. About other crises, however, such as the 
climate crisis, an extensive body of knowledge has been produced by science 
and disseminated into public discourse. Despite of that this knowledge has 
led to verbal approval but little (or not enough) factual action, at least in the 
realm of politics. The climate crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic reveal 
society’s struggle over which knowledge is the appropriate one in each case 
to identify, understand, and deal with specific phenomena as crises. For in 
both cases, not only knowledge, but also ignorance is produced (cf. for the 
interdisciplinary field of ignorance studies or agnotology: Proctor and 
Schiebinger, 2008; Gross and McGoey, 2015; High et al., 2012; Hertwig and 
Engel, 2016; Sullivan and Tuana, 2007; Wehling, 2009; Moore and Tumin, 
1949). 

This specific form of ignorance can lead to silence about the respective 
phenomena, denying their existence, or mitigating their urgency. For what 
counts as knowledge and what not in a society defines the horizon of its 
possibility of perception, judgment, and scope for action with reference to 
reality. In this way, individual and societal action can be prevented or 
inhibited, since its rational, emotional, and motivational basis is eroded by 
such an intentionally produced ignorance, here understood as a particular 
form of ‘strategic ignorance’ (McGoey, 2012). Ignorance of this kind covers 
not a not-yet-known, based, for example, on insufficient research, but a not-
to-be-known, a deliberate normative intervention in public discourse to shift 
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a piece of knowledge to the realm of ignorance. It is hence a form of 
‘deliberate ignorance’ (Hertwig and Engel, 2016), a deliberate decision made 
in and for a collective not to know something. The discourse on climate 
change stands exemplary for this form of knowledge and ignorance 
production (Oreskes and Conway, 2008; Björnberg et al., 2017), but it has 
also been demonstrated for the case of cancer research and the tobacco 
industry (Proctor, 1996). The type of ignorance we are addressing here 
consists of knowledge that has been implicitly or explicitly declared 
illegitimate by social actors with discursive power. Being categorized as 
illegitimate, this body of knowledge becomes unsayable, something that 
must not be used to interpret and shape reality. In order to differentiate this 
type of ignorance, which is of particular interest for us, we call this type of 
illegitimate knowledge nonknowledge and summarize the other forms of 
ignorance under the term ignorance (Gross, 2007). The ‘non’ in nonknowledge 
therefore indicates the normative rather than the descriptive dimension of 
the negation, thereby extending Simmel’s concept of nonknowledge (Gross, 
2012). Nonknowledge is knowledge that one can become or already is 
ignorant of, because it is deemed illegitimate knowledge. 

Ignorance, and nonknowledge in particular, are structured by their 
complementarity to the concept of knowledge (Gross, 2012: 3). Neither 
concept has absolute validity. Each society develops a specific understanding 
of what is recognized as knowledge and nonknowledge:  

Ignorance is not a completely amorphous, timeless, and ahistoric negative 
concept, but has been and is interpreted and ‘constructed’ historically as well 
as culturally in specific ways. How this happens is in turn closely linked to 
what is understood and recognized as knowledge in each case and where the 
limits of knowledge and the knowable are assumed to be. (Wehling, 2009: 96, 
our translation) 

The negotiation of what knowledge a society considers appropriate and 
relevant has a direct impact on other basic social categories. Thus, it also 
divides its members into the knowledgeable and the ignorant. With these 
distinctions comes either authority or devaluation. In the cultural history of 
Europe there are plenty of examples of these struggles over the power to 
determine what the legitimate knowledge for the interpretation of reality is. 
Galileo Galilei’s dispute with the Inquisition can be understood as such: Are 
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clerics, who argued that Copernican astronomy contradicted the Holy 
Scripture responsible for the interpretation of reality? Or, natural scientists, 
who - in the transition from the 16th to the 17th century - developed a 
concept of natural laws that appears to us today as a self-evident 
interpretation of reality (Ötsch, 2016a)? This dispute is just one example and 
exposes the linkage of the epistemic with the social and political dimensions 
of organizing the landscape of knowledge and ignorance. Today, too, we are 
confronted with such disputes. The current debate on how to deal with the 
Covid-19 pandemic for example is also a dispute about how to deal with 
knowledge and ignorance and its political consequences. Violent attacks on 
epidemiologists or populist science denial movements, such as the 
‘Querdenker’ in Germany, illustrate the challenges that dealing with 
knowledge, ignorance, and the criteria of legitimacy of knowledge poses to 
democratic societies. We now look at economization as a particular form of 
the re-arrangement of the epistemic horizon of a society, but also its social 
and institutional organization.  

Economization as epistemic and institutional (re-)organization 
of knowledge and ignorance 

The starting point of our considerations are processes of economization, 
which have been present in the U.S. and in many European countries in 
different areas of life, such as health care (Niephaus, 2018), academic 
education (Bok, 2003; Spring, 2015; Höhne, 2015), politics (Schaal et al., 
2014), art, domestic, and leisure activities (Naulin and Jourdain, 2020), the 
commodification of animals (Clark and Wilson, 2021) or nature (Loske, 2021) 
and climate change (Skovgaard, 2021). The common feature of these diverse 
processes is the adoption of specific economic elements and entrepreneurial 
practices in spheres of life that used to be organized according to other 
logics and ethics (Caliskan and Callon, 2009; Graf, 2019). By that, market 
mechanisms and managerial techniques are introduced in the affected areas. 
Goods and practices that were once located outside the sphere of the 
economy are thus transformed into ‘products’ that can be traded on a 
‘market’ by the means of prices (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2006).  
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The transformation of universities and education in Europe starting in the 
1960s and culminating in the Bologna-Reforms in 1999 marks an illustrative 
example of economization (Niemann, 2009; Höhne, 2015). To a large extent 
the traditional institutional design of universities and academic education in 
Europe until the late 20th century can be described as following the ideal of 
Wilhelm von Humboldt that it should enable the self-education of 
autonomous personalities (Maaschelein and Simons, 2012). In 
economization processes this inert goal of the university is substituted by its 
submission under the goal of economic growth which by the 1960s is 
becoming to be regarded as a desirable overarching goal in society to which 
all its parts must contribute. In this train of thought education attains a 
central role, since economic growth is understood as a technological process 
which is dependent on innovation and hence on investments in education. 
This epistemic re-interpretation of education was developed as Human 
Capital Theory mainly in the 1960s by economists such as Theodore Schultz, 
Gary Becker, and Robert Solow. They performed the for this transformation 
so crucial epistemic turn of understanding education not as an end in itself 
but as an investment in one’s own employability and hence one’s own access 
to economic wealth. By transferring the ‘source domain’ (Lakoff and 
Johnson, 1980) of the interpretation of the meaning of education from the 
realm of personality development to the realm of economic production, 
these economists opened a whole new spectrum of possible epistemic and 
institutional measures deducible from this new set of assumptions (Graupe, 
2021).  

This epistemic shift thus determines what counts as legitimate knowledge, 
what becomes nonknowledge, and where the fields of ignorance beyond that 
lie. History demonstrates the power of this epistemic shift for the 
institutional setting of education. This new economized concept of 
education was taken up by politicians and businessmen in the 1970s onward, 
who hoped it would provide a solution to low economic growth in Europe 
and the U.S. at the time (Holden and Biddle, 2017). An important 
intermediary between science and policy, who played a crucial role in 
materializing the epistemic re-interpretation of education into a broad 
institutional re-design was the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) (Spring, 2015: 147). A hallmark of this institutional re-
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design of education was its alignment according to output measures 
regarding funding, student numbers or publications and their competitive 
comparison in form of rankings. 

Interestingly it is a World Bank paper that defines the role of 
standardization in the process of re-designing institutions very clearly: ‘An 
orientation toward outcome means that priorities in education are 
determined through economic analysis, standard setting, and measurement 
of the attainment of standards’ (World Bank, 1995: 94). However, this 
renders educational goals that can hardly be measured by quantifiable 
standards such as the Humboldtian ideal of education also institutionally 
obsolete. Not only is its discursive power as source domain for the 
interpretation of education fading. It can also not be depicted in institutions 
re-designed according to a totally different source domain. In both cases the 
former source domain of the Humboldtian educational ideal becomes 
increasingly irrelevant or to put it in terms of interest here, it enters the 
realm of institutional ignorance. 

This process of epistemic re-interpretation of education as part of national 
economic production and of the university as a profit-oriented business and 
its subsequent institutional re-design demonstrates our understanding of 
economization. Central to it is the act of the epistemic re-interpretation of 
the field to be transformed by the change of the source domain fundamental 
to it. This type of discursive ‘land-grabbing’ enables one to perceive any 
phenomenon as ‘a market’ or ‘a business’ and to re-design it accordingly no 
matter how epistemically appropriate this perception is. Economization in 
this sense manifests as epistemic imperialism, which ultimately can penetrate 
all areas of society epistemically and institutionally (Harrison, 2015; Mazur, 
2020). The historical process of economization in educational institutions 
also demonstrates the crucial role of economists as the key figures of the 
epistemic re-interpretation. Their role as epistemic game-changers is central 
to our understanding of economization and the topic of interest in this 
paper: the (re-) organization of knowledge and ignorance in society.  
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Economization and the role of Economics 

We regard Economics as the lead-science in processes of economization, 
monopolizing the authority to interpret reality according to the newly 
introduced source domain: the economy. In this sense, Economics is the 
main authoritative source of legitimate knowledge and basic normative 
narratives for the conceptualization and implementation of economization 
processes. But not all economic theories are suited to justify and promote 
economization. In the following, we introduce four characteristics, which 
serve to differentiate economic theories in their suitability as sources of 
legitimacy for economization. These characteristics furthermore illustrate 
the conceptual underpinnings of the reorganization of knowledge affected 
by economization as proposed in this paper. It would go beyond the scope of 
this paper to analyze single economic theories regarding these four 
characteristics. It is not its intention to argue whether a theory does in fact 
qualify as authoritative for economization or not, but rather to provide a 
conceptual framework for this analysis.1  

(1) ‘The market’ foundation: Economic theories that rely on the concept of ‘the 
market’ as ontological foundation qualify as authoritative for economization. 

Economization has also been described as marketization (Chaudhuri and 
Belk, 2020). This conceptual nuance is introduced because of the rising 
prominence of the concept of ‘the market’ in economic theories and public 
discourse as an interpretation of the economy (Djelic, 2006). Hence, the 
source domain of economization – the economy – has been further specified 
as being ‘the market’. We interpret the concept of ‘the market’ as a deep-
seated semantic structure of understanding the economy, which is located 
‘below’ the level of single paradigms and thus can be found in a diverse set 
of economic theories. The concept ‘the market’ was developed a good 
hundred years ago in the Austrian School, in Ordoliberalism and later in the 

	
1  If pursued, however, such an analysis would in our view show that while for 

example feminist, institutionalist or some Keynesian approaches do not bear 
these characteristics, there are others that can be regarded as authoritative in 
epistemically and/or institutionally driving economization, such as the 
aforementioned Human Capital Theory, variants of Public Choice approaches of 
the Virginia School, the Chicago School and representatives of the Austrian 
School, and of German Ordoliberalism. 
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Chicago School and in some neoclassical theories.2 It first became widely 
used in Economics after World War II and in politics from the 1980s onward 
and was popularized with the phrase ‘globalization’ from the 1990s onward. 
‘The market’ stands for a homogeneous totality that is said to function 
automatically according to its own rules and ‘laws’. In the economic theories 
mentioned above it is usually described with the help of machine-metaphors 
(Ötsch, 2019). Although there is a plethora of different (quite contradictory) 
meanings of the term ‘the market’, e.g., realistic, descriptive, normative, or 
utopian (Ötsch, 2019: 39ff.), ‘the market’ (in an ontological understanding) 
stands not only for certain constellations in the economy (such as the 
artificial case of ‘perfect competition’) but is also used as a synonym for the 
economy as a whole. 

(2) The loss of society: Economic theories that do not have a concept of society as 
a field distinct of that of the economy, or ‘the market’ respectively, qualify as 
authoritative for economization. 

This characteristic is closely connected to ‘the market’ as ontological 
foundation of economic theory. In contrast to economic approaches such as 
the Keynesian, where society is a distinct field of life that includes the 
economy, in economic theories based on the concept of ‘the market’ it is the 
other way around. ‘The market’ is understood as an all-encompassing 
‘order’, as most explicitly formulated in Ordoliberalism and in Austrian 
approaches like Ludwig von Mises’ market society (Mises, 1998) or in 
Friedrich A. Hayek’s concept of spontaneous or extended order (1992). Other 
examples can be found in Friedman’s ‘order of the market’ (Brandes, 2015) 
or in microeconomics textbooks, where the approach of Arrow and Debreu is 
infused with the concept of ‘the market’. ‘Order’ in these theories 
encompasses a totality that cannot be distinguished in terms of economy 
and society. ‘Order’ includes both, it is both economy and society. 

	
2  The term ‘neoclassical theories’ is usually defined in terms of method; they 

follow a formal approach that is filled in by a microeconomic model of rational 
choice. But not all neoclassical theories have a notion of ‘the market’ in the way 
mentioned here. Examples are the approaches of Paul Krugman or Joseph 
Sitglitz, who can be understood on the one hand as neoclassical economists and 
on the other hand as critics of the concept of ‘the market’. In the following, the 
term ‘neoclassical’ is used only for those subgroups in which ‘the market’ is also 
used discursively. 
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It is precisely this change of terms that makes the concept of ‘order’ a driver 
of economization: economization can be performed in many fields of 
society, because there is no concept of society as distinct field with its own 
rules and values that could set boundaries to the epistemic and institutional 
extension of ‘the market’ to formerly non-market fields. Hence, there is 
nothing conceptually resisting the epistemic imperialism so central to 
economization. To use Margaret Thatcher’s famous words: ‘There is no such 
thing as society’ in economic theories which use ‘the market’ as their source 
domain. Regarded through the lens of these economic theories everything 
seems to be ‘a market’ and economization seems to be nothing else than 
consequentially understanding and designing the world. Thereby society and 
social phenomena are moved to the realm of nonknowledge. At this point, an 
aporia inherent in economization and its supporting economic theories 
already becomes clear: an object is transformed of which the transformative 
agent is ignorant. 

(3) Economy and economists unbound: Economic theories that conceptualize the 
economy as a field without any boundaries and envision a methodological 
position of the scientist outside any contexts qualify as authoritative for 
economization. 

The totality of an ‘order’ in the aforementioned sense also implicates a 
priority of the economy over the concerns of society and politics. Therefore, 
these economic theories place economic over social arguments and give 
economists an imagined methodological position outside of society, politics, 
or any other worldly boundaries, as if it could be a ‘view from nowhere’ 
(Nagel, 1989). Decontextualizing the research object (the economy) and the 
theorist (the economist) from any social, ecological, and physical contexts 
leads to a dissolution of the boundaries of the research object and the 
scientist’s scope of explanation. These consequences of this methodological 
standpoint are commonly known as methodological imperialism (Becker, 
1976; Fine and Milonakis, 2009). This standpoint shared by economic 
theories authoritative in economization, aims to explain all human behavior 
with ‘the economic approach’ (Becker, 1976). Becker applies a specific logic 
from economic theory to areas of phenomena that were not previously 
considered its object, such as crime, divorce, or death. He thus formulates 
the program for the epistemic aspect of economization: the economizing 
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gaze that perceives all areas of life according to ‘the economic approach’. 
Hence, methodological imperialism tends to substantiate and drive the 
epistemic imperialism of economization. 

(4) Performative attitude: Economic theories that perceive it as their task to 
intervene in the world based on their knowledge and legitimize this with the 
superiority of that knowledge qualify as authoritative for economization. 

Economization is epistemic imperialism materializing in processes of 
institutional re-design. It is not merely a conceptual, abstract phenomenon. 
Economic theories authoritative for economization exhibit a performative 
attitude (MacKenzie, 2006; MacKenzie et al., 2007; Callon, 2006). In their 
empirical study, Fourcade et al. attest economists, who refer to the 
uniformity and universality of ‘the economic approach’ an attitude of 
‘superiority’ combined with a ‘disposition to intervene in the world’ 
(Fourcade et al., 2015: 107). The sense of superiority in Economics and 
economists is hence not only exhibited methodologically as explained 
above, but also reflected materially in the high degree of integration of 
economists as experts and consultants in public and private institutions, as 
well as in their high pay compared to scholars of other disciplines. 

These four categories specify not only which economic theories qualify as 
authoritative for economization but also the concept itself. We understand 
economization, in a wide sense, as the epistemic and institutional re-
organization of knowledge in such a way that economic production serves as 
the new and only source domain for legitimately interpreting and 
performing reality. Concepts and practices that served as source domains 
before are moved into the realm of ignorance or become illegitimate 
knowledge (nonknowledge). Regarding economic theories and historic 
processes, such as the economization of academic education, we argue, that 
economization can be more specifically understood as the epistemic and 
institutional re-organization of knowledge along the concept of ‘the market’ 
as its only source domain. Epistemic imperialism in this case manifests in a 
way that once acts of economization are performed in a particular field, 
everything in it appears as ‘a market’. Former source domains become 
illegitimate knowledge and their former interpreters turn to illegitimate 
sources of knowledge; in the case of academic education this would be a 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

144 | article 

humanistic image of man and philosophers and pedagogues. We argue, that 
due to the use of a specific concept of ‘the market’, social phenomena as 
such shift into the realm of ignorance and sources of knowledge formerly 
regarded authoritative, such as social science, turn illegitimate. Finally, 
economization in this specific sense, is not only characterized by an 
imperialistic concept as its source domain, but also an imperialistic habitus 
as its mode of agency. At the core of the performative aspect of 
economization, lies the habitus of regarding the knowledge about its source 
domain as superior, as being universally applicable in a positive and 
normative sense. Both, ‘the market’ and ‘the economist’ in this case do not 
know boundaries which could positively or normatively limit the application 
of their knowledge. From a conceptual standpoint, economists, who drive 
economization, hence, are ignorant towards other source domains for 
interpreting reality and means to reflect any positive or normative 
boundaries to their thoughts and actions. 

This specific view of economization and its effect on the (re-)organization of 
knowledge and ignorance depends on the understanding of its dominant 
source domain ‘the market’. We argue that it is a certain version of this 
concept that has seen various interpretations throughout the history of 
economic thought. Therefore, in the following, we explain the concept of 
‘the market’ as it has been carved out by Friedrich A. Hayek in more detail. 
This prominent Austrian economist is himself a prime example of an 
economist conceptually and performatively authoritative for economization. 
His version of the concept of ‘the market’ is particularly interesting because 
it is closely intertwined with his thoughts on knowledge and ignorance. 

Organizing ignorance: The normative role of ‘the market’ exemplified by Hayek 

Hayek is one of the most influential figures in 20th century Economics and 
public discourse (Ötsch, 2016b). He helped re-found the Chicago School of 
Economics in the middle of the 1940s, which gave Milton Friedman a job 
(Van Horn and Mirowski, 2009). He also founded the Mont Pèlerin Society 
(MPS) in 1947, which can be regarded as the central node of the networks 
that established ‘the market’ as a central figure of thought in Mainstream 
Economics and public discourse (Mirowski, 2013: 43ff.). Pivotal to this 
transformation of discourse were and still are to this day numerous think 
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tanks that were founded around this society (Ötsch et al., 2017; Walpen, 
2004). Today, this network amounts to about 500 think tanks, with the Atlas 
Network, which was founded by Anthony Fisher, a devout follower of Hayek, 
being its center as the heir of the MPS.3 Hayek at times in person, at times by 
the means of his publications was also a valued political advisor, who most 
prominently influenced the Reagan, Thatcher, and Pinochet administrations 
(Plehwe and Walpen, 1999). 

Hayek has developed his own theory of ‘the market’ which directly addresses 
the issue of knowledge, because he sees ‘the market’ as a knowledge-
processing entity. It is important to note that Hayek uses information and 
knowledge synonymously. He makes no distinction between technical 
information – a quantitative relation – and human knowledge, which entails 
a capacity for understanding – a qualitative and social relation (Brodbeck, 
2001: 57). His idea of ‘competition as a discovery procedure’ is well known. 
The starting point are individuals with heterogeneous and disparate 
knowledge, which forms the basis of each person’s action. This knowledge 
has to be used efficiently. This is accomplished by ‘the market’, which 
‘discovers’ the fragmented knowledge and transforms it into prices. Market 
prices are ‘signals telling people what they ought to do’ (Hayek, 1983: 240). 
The price system is ‘a mechanism for communicating information’, like ‘a 
kind of machinery for registering chance, or a system of 
telecommunications’ (Hayek, 1945: 526f.). Therefore ‘the market’ is re-
interpretated by Hayek as ‘efficient’ in terms of information (Ötsch, 2019). 
This meaning was new to the then dominant variants of Neoclassical 
Economics and since has replaced their interpretation of ‘the market’ 
(Mirowski and Nik-Khah, 2017). This accounts in particular for the concept 
of ‘allocative efficiency’ contained in neoclassical theories in the tradition of 
Arrow and Debreu. Allocative efficiency means that the given output 
variables of the standard neoclassical model (the preferences of households, 
the techniques of firms, and the given stocks of resources) are transformed 
into optimal final variables by the market price mechanism. According to 
Hayek, however, ‘the market’ does not process such given data, but rather 
subjective information. Meanwhile, Hayek’s interpretation can also be found 

	
3  Detailed information on market-based networks can be found at 

http://thinktanknetworkresearch.net. 
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in widely used textbooks (Mankiw and Taylor, 2014: 550) that speak of 
‘informational efficiency’ because stock market prices reflect ‘all available 
information about the value of the asset’ (similarly in Varian, 2014: 622f.).  

Hayek contrasts the knowledge production of ‘the market’ with that of man. 
He has developed a theory of the functioning of the human brain for this 
purpose which was published in 1952 as Sensory Order (Hayek, 1952a). In 
this theory the human mind is conceived as a predominantly unconscious 
system. 

 

Figure 1. The Hayekian model of layers of consciousness. Own figure (Ötsch, 
2020: 88). 

There are three types of rules in man, which can be imagined as layers 
superimposed on each other (Fig. 1) (Hayek, 1998, vol.3: 159f.; cf. Slobodian, 
2018: 339f.): the lowest layer A deals with purely physiological reactions, 
such as the automatic functioning of the senses (Hayek, 1952a: 23ff.). The 
second level B contains social rules that are lived on, e.g., out of tradition, 
and that also constitute ‘culture’ as a whole (Hayek, 1998, vol.1: 153ff.). 
According to Hayek, this level also contains those rules which constitute the 
‘spontaneous’ or ‘extended order’ as social reality. It has solidified in such a 
way that it is experienced like an external nature. Its unconscious moment 
also manifests itself in unconscious reactions. According to Hayek, people 
react to rules of this kind unconsciously. Thereby behavioral patterns 
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emerge, which Hayek places in analogy to those patterns that form with iron 
filings on a paper when they are under the influence of a magnetic field 
(Hayek, 1998, vol.1: 39ff.). As the third and last level C, there exists a ‘thin’ 
layer of rules that people can consciously and with full intention adopt or 
change for their own purposes. 

With this approach, Hayek defines economic behavior to a large extent as an 
unconscious reaction to a given system of rules. According to him, people 
react to the signals of ‘the market’ without really being aware of their 
reaction. The third column in figure 1 symbolizes the domain of the social 
and economic sciences. Hayek sees the latter as a special case of the former. 
Their insights are divided by Hayek in two ways: into ‘constitutive ideas’ and 
secondly into ‘provisional theories’ or ‘popular constructions’ that develop 
on the basis of the ‘constitutive ideas’ (Hayek, 1952b: 36ff.). The former also 
explain the rules that constitute the ‘extended order’. The second group, 
according to Hayek, consists of subordinate ideas that the ‘popular mind’ 
(ibid.: 37) formulates about social systems. These include, according to 
Hayek, concepts such as ‘society’, ‘economic system’, ‘capitalism’, or 
‘imperialism’. According to Hayek, these ‘pseudo-entities’ (ibid.: 38) must 
not be taken for ‘facts’ for epistemological reasons, because they are purely 
‘subjective’ in nature. According to Hayek, the unconsciously acting person 
is an ignorant person. She is situated in an order in which she acts 
automatically and unconsciously according to rules of which she herself is 
largely unaware. ‘Each is therefore ignorant of most of the facts on which 
the working of society rests’ (Hayek, 1998, vol.1: 14): ‘This is the 
constitutional limitation of man’s knowledge and interests, the fact that he 
cannot know more than a tiny part of the whole of society’ (Hayek, 1958: 14, 
italics in the original). 

Hayek confronts this idea of man with his concept of ‘the market’. Hayek 
now takes a decisive conceptual step: he personifies ‘the market’, attributes 
anthropomorphous characteristics to it and conceives the knowledge which 
is distributed by ‘the market’ as a separate entity associated uniquely to ‘the 
market’. In this interpretation, Hayek can finally discuss the performance of 
‘the market’ in terms of consciousness: ‘the market’ functions as ‘a supra-
conscious mechanism which operates upon the contents of consciousness, 
but which cannot itself be conscious’ (Hayek, 1967: 61). ‘The market’ thus 
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lies outside the consciousness of people, in a twofold sense: simultaneously 
‘above’ and ‘below’ their thresholds of consciousness. Hayek hence sketches 
a diametrical picture: on the one side is the ignorant, predominantly 
unconscious market participant; on the other is the superconscious market, 
ignorance being associated with fragmented and superficial knowledge, 
being knowledgeable with the knowledge of rules, the capacity to conceive 
totality and to coordinate knowledge accordingly. For Hayek, the problem of 
human ignorance finds its solution in ‘the market’. Its rules ‘are a device for 
coping with our constitutional ignorance’ (Hayek, 1998, vol.2: 8), which 
Hayek perceives as a virtue rather than a vice (Hayek, 1990: 71). Market 
participants can and must rely on ‘the market’ as knowledgeable authority 
for it ‘knows’ in a literal sense much better than any of them what is good for 
them and for society. It ‘thinks’ something that man cannot think at all 
(Mirowski and Nik-Khah, 2017: 70). 

Hayek's market concept unfolds the totality of ‘the market’ in a final 
consequence that takes epistemic imperialism to the extreme. If ‘the market’ 
includes the economy and society and is positioned ‘above’ politics, then the 
knowledge of society is devalued, and politics is supposed to follow ‘the 
market’ (see also characteristic 2 as mentioned above). According to a 
perspective based on this concept of ‘the market’, society should not and 
must not place its knowledge above the knowledge of ‘the market’. Hayek 
goes one step further. In the light of ‘the market’ and its knowledge, all 
other knowledge must be dismissed as secondary. This is especially true of 
scientific knowledge. It has to be limited to ‘the market’ in its reflection on 
the economic system. Any critical reflection on the market system and its 
functional defects is condemned by Hayek as an ‘abuse of reason’ (Hayek, 
1952b). Other narratives, such as alternative social designs or economies, 
such as the post-growth economy or care economy, which do not rely on ‘the 
market’ in this form as a basis, are delegitimized and become nonknowledge. 
Furthermore, Hayek (1992: 60ff.) speaks critically of ‘the declarations of 
faith of modern science and philosophy of science’ and sweepingly 
condemns such reflexive sciences as ‘a recipe for producing the presumptive 
rationalism that I call scientism and constructivism’ (ibid.). He specifically 
rejects sociology, ‘and even worse [...] the so-called “sociology of 
knowledge”’ (ibid.) and delegitimizes these approaches of self-examination 
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in science, a characteristic observable in economic theories contributive to 
economization as mentioned above. 

Concludingly, it can be asserted that the concept of ‘the market’ as 
exemplified by Hayek has vast implications for the epistemic and 
institutional organization of knowledge and ignorance in society. 
Understood as a supra-conscious knowledgeable authority, ‘the market’ 
serves as ultima ratio when judging the legitimacy of knowledge and 
expertise. Since ‘the market’ in this interpretation knows no boundaries, it is 
prone to be the foundation of epistemically and institutionally imperialistic 
practices such as economization. As it produces a vast range of new 
knowledge, for example as of how to re-design a university as if it would be a 
business, it simultaneously generates a complementary new range of 
ignorance and nonknowledge concerning the fields subject to economization.  

The knowledge lost in economization 

What knowledge is lost then? In short, in processes of economization all 
non-economic, more specifically all non-market knowledge is in danger to 
be lost to the dominion of ignorance and illegitimacy. While a detailed 
account of the diversity of that knowledge and an inquiry into how these 
bodies of knowledge are perhaps preserved despite the effects of 
economization would be most fruitful but overextend the scope of this 
paper, we would like to concentrate on a systematic aspect. 

In our perspective, the classification of self-reflexive knowledge about the 
assumptions, the contexts, and the performativity of knowledge and those 
who (re)produce it as nonknowledge in economization and the economic 
theories that underpin it, is most significant. This is because all possible 
ethical, epistemic, ecological, socio-political boundaries to economization 
and its intellectual and institutional means to understand them are thus 
subject to ignorance and considered illegitimate. It illustrates the above-
mentioned quality of knowledge and ignorance that they are complementary 
to each other: the boundlessness of ‘the market’ and the knowledge 
(production) associated with it is complemented by the ignorance of its 
(possible) epistemic, ethical, or real-world boundaries. 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

150 | article 

That it is this kind of knowledge that is lost or in danger of being lost in 
processes of economization, is what we regard as highly relevant for 
societies in crisis. They are dependent on an adequate understanding of the 
existence, causes, and remedies for overcoming crises. When crises signal a 
failure in the existing epistemic and institutional organization of knowledge, 
it is imperative to be able to reflect on the existing order and perhaps design 
a new one. But without this knowledge, societies in the contexts of 
economization are in danger to perceive phenomena not as the crises that 
they are. 

One example of this is the reaction of most economists to the financial crisis 
in 2007/2008. This series of events could not be interpreted by them as a 
systemic crisis of capitalism due to the disciplinary organization of 
knowledge and the implications of ‘strategic ignorance’ employed by 
economists and financial analysts (Davies and McGoey, 2012). Without 
access to knowledge on the socio-political contexts of financial markets, on 
the psychology of financial agents’ behavior, on the history of financial 
crises and their impact on other sectors and finally on the performativity of 
their own models and interventions in public discourse (MacKenzie, 2006), 
many economists were ignorant to many central aspects of these events. 
That led German-speaking economists for instance to address the crisis in 
the media mainly as an ‘earthquake’ or a ‘tsunami’, in other words, as a 
natural event external to ‘the market’ that cannot be explained by economic 
theory (Hirte, 2013). 

The current critical state of the ecological boundaries to economic 
production represents yet another example of the ignorance implicated by 
processes of economization. The root cause for this is, as explained above, 
the fact that ‘the market’ as a core concept of economization is an ‘order’ 
without inherent limits, encompassing everything formerly distinct, such as 
nature or society. Conceptually it is impossible to perceive or value nature 
for itself as something substantially different to economic production 
(Fourcade, 2011; Polotzek and Spangenberg, 2019). This has implications for 
the understanding of the climate crisis and environmental governance for 
example. In contexts structured by economization, both can only be 
understood along the topography of legitimate, ‘market-based’ knowledge. 
Today, many of the instruments and policies to mitigate the climate crisis 



Theresa Steffestun and Walter Otto Ötsch Economization 

 article | 151 

employed by industrialized countries for example, can be qualified as 
economized in this sense (Newell, 2008; Nagorny, 2014; Skovgaard, 2021). 

‘Non-market’ approaches to understand, explain and solve the climate crisis, 
such as ecological and feminist economics or degrowth economies, are 
either actively or passively silenced, because in contexts of economization 
they represent illegitimate knowledge, or nonknowledge (Thomas, 2017). 
Active silencing does in some cases lead to climate skepticism with recourse 
to economic theories based on ‘the market’. Institutions such as the MPS 
and Atlas, attack the legitimacy of research(ers) not conforming with ‘the 
market’ narrative by producing misleading ‘scientific’ evidence and often 
interestingly at the same time taking an anti-scientific stance (Harkinson, 
2009; Oreskes and Conway, 2008; Björnberg et al., 2017). This form of 
silencing is a particularly stark example of ‘epistemic violence’ (Brunner, 
2020, our translation), because of the inequality of power in the discursive 
struggle over the legitimacy of knowledge. Finally, the ecological boundaries 
of economic production are also omitted in economic education. In the 
major economic textbooks ecological issues are still neglected or discussed 
only in the market paradigm. Mankiw and Taylor (2014: 451ff.) directly 
rebuke the environmentalists for disregarding their ten principles of 
economics, which delineate the contours of a market-based order. Another 
example is to be found in Varian, (2014: 451ff.) in the discussion of the 
optimal production of emissions. 

Conclusion 

This paper argues that economization can be understood as the epistemic 
and institutional (re-)organization of knowledge along the concept of ‘the 
market’ as exemplified by Hayek. Knowledge and knowledge production, for 
example in Economics, that is based on this concept is considered 
legitimate. All ‘non-market’ knowledge becomes nonknowledge and its 
producers are deemed illegitimate sources of knowledge. Equally, all self-
reflexive knowledge about the epistemic, ethical, and real-world boundaries 
of ‘the market’ and ‘market’ knowledge is shifted to the dominion of 
ignorance. The (proclaimed) boundless knowledge of a boundless entity and 
its complementary ignorance of its boundaries are the two core pillars of the 
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organization of knowledge and ignorance in economization. They are the 
key drivers for its epistemically and institutionally imperialistic 
performativity. Regarding societies, who are structured by processes of 
economization and whose organization of knowledge and ignorance is 
disrupted by crises, one implication of this organization is a potential 
difficulty to think outside the box of ‘market’ knowledge. They deprive 
themselves of the ability of developing new narratives, forms of knowledge, 
and practices that can help perceive crises as such, reflect on its own 
responsibilities, and ultimately overcome these crises. 

But how can the organization of knowledge and ignorance in economized 
environments be transformed, e.g. to meet such a crisis? We suggest the re-
contextualization of economic knowledge (production) as a first measure to 
epistemically and institutionally re-organize it: 1) introduce self-reflexive 
knowledge that contextualizes the existing knowledge (production) 
philosophically, ethically, empirically, and historically in a way that 
confronts it with its boundaries; 2) allow the economist and the Economics 
student to consciously contextualize themselves, their knowledge 
production and their impact in their lifeworld; 3) allow for (educational) 
institutions with different source domains, may that be ‘the market’, a 
pedagogical ideal or society’s desire to cope with current crises. These three 
first steps do not shift the existing paradigm into the realm of ignorance but 
contextualize and diversify it by using the knowledge it deemed as 
nonknowledge. 
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The organization of ignorance: An 
ethnographic study of the production of 
subjects and objects in an artificial 
intelligence project 

Line Kirkegaard, Anders Raastrup Kristensen and Tomas Skov 
Lauridsen 

abstract 

This article is a study of the role of organization of ignorance in an artificial 
intelligence project in a municipality in Denmark. It raises the issue of how to 
understand the process through which a seemingly ordinary project involving the 
development of an algorithm for decision support turns into a fantastical, creative 
reimagining of subjects and objects through the organization of ignorance. Unlike 
many ignorance studies, we do not examine ignorance and knowledge through the 
lens of intentionality or strategic interest. We instead adopt a distinct Deleuzian 
perspective on ignorance based on the idea of the ´will to ignorance´ as productive 
force that forms subjects and objects of ignorance. By observing the project 
management team over time, the article shows how it transforms a mundane task 
into an imaginative quest through the will to ignorance. The findings contribute not 
only empirically to the understanding of ignorance in organizations but also show 
the utility of adopting a non-intentional perspective in this kind of study. 

Introduction 

This article explores organization of ignorance in a public administration 
artificial intelligence (AI) project by examining the initial stage of the 
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project in the employment administration of a Danish municipality 
(Government of Denmark, 2019). The use of AI in public administration – 
especially for decision support – is a new phenomenon. Although practical 
experience, and therefore empirical knowledge is sparce, the field is awash 
with optimism about the contributions AI can make to management, 
innovation and efficiency in the field (see Sun & Medaglia (2019) for a 
review of the debate). 

The article is an ethnographic study of the organization of ignorance in 
relation to algorithms and how subjects and objects of ignorance are created 
in this context, both of which are examined in that various studies have 
pointed out that ignorance not only involves ignorant subjects but also 
relates to objects of ignorance (Bucher, 2018; Burrell, 2016; Christin, 2020; 
Lange, 2016; Lange et al., 2019). Algorithms are paradigmatic objects of 
ignorance in that they are based on mysterious knowledge that creates black 
boxes, where nobody knows how they turn input into output (MacKenzie, 
2005; Pasquale, 2015). Thus, organization of ignorance emerges in an 
organization that constructs knowledge about algorithms, for which there is 
no knowledge due to their very nature (Lange et al., 2019: 603). Since 
researchers (Pencheva et al., 2020; Sun & Medaglia, 2019) call for additional 
empirical data, we study the organization of ignorance in terms of 
algorithms as objects of ignorance as well as the subjects of ignorance 
associated with their development. Existing studies of organizational 
ignorance and algorithms (e.g. Lange, 2016; Lange et al., 2019) generally 
focus on the organizational setting in which algorithms are established as 
objects and where practices of organizational ignorance and knowledge are 
solidified, but we focus on examining the formation of structures of 
ignorance and knowledge in public administration, a hitherto unexplored 
area. 

Our contribution is analytical insight into an uncharted empirical area 
involving organizational ignorance. Drawing on Deleuze’s (1993; 2005; 
2006) philosophical ideas, our analytical perspective on the organization of 
ignorance goes beyond the conceptualisation of organizational ignorance as 
performed strategically by individuals.  
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This perspective allows us to show empirically that managers construct a 
social organization of ignorance during workshops for the AI project that 
can only be actualised if they change their perspective on what the subjects 
of casework and employed people are capable of and willing to do, but also 
what the object of the AI project comprises. When confronted with reality, 
rather than admitting that they created an impossible world that can never 
be realised, they establish a fantasy world removed from the realities of 
technology, organization and law. The managers construe and change the 
notions of subjects and objects to refrain from obliterating their fabricated 
world, where the unemployed are expected to willingly share private social 
media data with the employment office, and non-Danish speakers are 
expected to adeptly use an app available in Danish only. The object changes 
from originally being conceived as algorithms and machine learning to 
become an app-based solution for caseworkers and the unemployed. From 
an analytical perspective, the illusion can only continue to exist if the 
managers persist in constructing the subjects and objects in the same way 
they did initially. Our point is not that the subjects are ignorant or do not 
have knowledge about objects of ignorance, i.e. in the form of algorithms, 
but that the subjects and objects of ignorance can only be actualised in their 
interrelationship, constituted by and in a social organization of ignorance. 
During workshops members of the project produce a social organization of 
ignorance in which the subjects of caseworkers, the unemployed and the 
object of the app-based solution must conform to a certain way of being for 
this organization to be actualized. 

The remainder of the article is divided up as follows. First, we present the AI 
project in a Danish municipality that is under study. Second, after reviewing 
the literature on organizational ignorance, we introduce our Deleuzian 
approach to organizational ignorance and its analytical implications. Next, 
we describe the empirical methods used to collect and systemise our data. 
After that, we conduct an analysis of how the will to ignorance produces 
subjects and objects of ignorance. Finally, we discuss the creation of the 
social organization of ignorance. 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

164 | article 

The production of organization of ignorance 

The literature on organizational ignorance has made a strong case for the 
necessity of not only managing knowledge but also managing ignorance 
(Zack, 1999; Roberts, 2013). In a recent article Bakken and Wiik emphasised 
that: ‘We study “knowledge management” but rarely “ignorance 
management”, although surely we manage our ignorance just as much as we 
manage our knowledge’ (2018: 1110). From a knowledge management 
perspective, the unknown, in the form of uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity 
and equivocality should be alleviated (Zack, 1999). However, other authors 
argue that organizational ignorance should be studied on its own and not 
simple in negative opposition to knowledge as a lack of knowledge (Roberts, 
2013: 216; Harvey et al., 2001; Mair et al., 2012; McGoey, 2007, 2012a; 
Roberts & Armitage, 2008; Schwarzkopf, 2019; Vitebsky, 1993). Instead, 
ignorance is seen as a positive product of knowledge (Bojesen, 2019; Franke, 
2015; McGoey, 2007; 2012b; 2019; Schwarzkopf, 2019; Teasdale & Dey, 
2019). This subjective perspective on organizational ignorance argues that 
intentional will can involve purposely being willing to ignore knowledge 
(Bakken & Wiik, 2017; McGoey, 2007; Schaefer, 2019). Subjects such as 
individual people and organizations can have an interest in decoupling, 
denying and being inattentive of knowledge (Essen et al., 2021). 

Organizational ignorance studies often refer to Nietzsche’s concept of will to 
ignorance (e.g. Bakken & Wiik, 2018; Davies & McGoey, 2012; McGoey, 
2007; Schaefer, 2019), arguing that will to ignorance is not in opposition to 
knowledge but a refinement of knowledge (McGoey, 2007; Davies & McGoey, 
2012) because it goes beyond the passive mode of not knowing to show that 
active mode of unknowing exists, i.e. an active refusal to know (Teasdale & 
Dey, 2019: 329; Bojesen, 2019). Hence, the difference between being active 
and passive is intentionality; we are active if we purposefully want to be 
ignorant (Teasdale & Dey, 2019: 329). Subjects such as individual people and 
organizations can consciously decide to be ignorant. The object of ignorance 
is a structure of non-knowledge that does not exist outside the subject’s 
consciousness. This intentional form of ignorance has been coined strategic 
ignorance (McGoey, 2007) and wilful managerial ignorance (Schaefer, 2019). 
Various studies focus on the strategic or political aspect of ignorance to 
show that when individuals create ignorance they do so intentionally (Davies 
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& McGoey, 2012; Knudsen, 2011; McGoey, 2007; Proctor & Schiebinger, 
2008). In this sense we are knowledgeable about being ignorant, or as 
McGoey bluntly states: ‘Ignorance is knowledge’ (2012a: 4). Hence, this take 
on ignorance resembles Socrates’ understanding of wisdom as being 
knowledgeable about what one does not know (Chia & Holt, 2007; Davies & 
McGoey, 2012: 79; McGoey, 2012a: 3). 

A growing number of studies focus on how algorithmic objects form 
structures of ignorance (Bucher, 2018; Burrell, 2016; Christin, 2020; Lange, 
2016; Lange et al., 2019), pointing out that ignorance not only involves 
ignorant subjects but also relates to objects of ignorance. Lange et al. write 
that: ‘ignorance is a defining feature of algorithmic practices, a challenge all 
practitioners are constantly reckoning with’ (2019: 603). Algorithms are 
based on mysterious knowledge that creates black boxes, where we do not 
know how to transform our input into an output (MacKenzie, 2005; 
Pasquale, 2015). Algorithms produce black boxes for users and makers of 
algorithms who do not know exactly what the underlying process is for 
producing a specific decision or recommendation (Bucher, 2018; Burrell, 
2016; Christin, 2020; Lange, 2016; Lange et al., 2019). It is argued that the 
opaque nature of algorithms forms structures of social organization of 
ignorance because algorithms are a common object of desire (Lange, 2016; 
Lange et al., 2019). The organization of ignorance as structures emerges 
based on how the members of the organization construct knowledge about 
algorithms that they do not possess knowledge about because of the nature 
of algorithms, where ‘ignorance is a defining feature of algorithmic practice’ 
(Lange et al., 2019: 603). Lange et al. (2019: 604) suggest studying the 
organization of ignorance from the theoretical perspective of actor network 
theory, and especially Serres (1982), to shift focus from the static structural 
being of ignorance to the dynamic relationship between ignorant subjects 
(e.g. employees and managers) and the structural objects they ignore (e.g. 
algorithms). From this perspective algorithms are quasi-objects that join the 
social organization together because everyone engaging with them, but as 
quasi-subjects of ignorance, they cannot grasp or control them. Hence, 
Lange et. (2019: 605) argue that the social organization resembles the dance 
between subjects and objects. 
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Deleuze and the will to ignorance 

Answering the call to study the practice and social organization surrounding 
algorithms as objects of ignorance, we draw on Deleuze (1993; 2005; 2006). 
His philosophical ideas have been utilised to a great extent within 
organization studies (Kristensen et al., 2014; Linstead & Thanem, 2007) but 
have only played a minor role in the study of organizational ignorance to 
date, with the notable exception of McGoey (2007: 221), who briefly 
discusses Deleuze’s philosophy in relation to Foucault.   

The Deleuzian conceptualisation of organizational ignorance differs from 
the intentional understanding of organizational ignorance that aims to 
describe how subjects become ignorant (e.g., Davies & McGoey, 2012; Essén 
et al., 2022; McGoey, 2007; 2012a; 2012b; Schaefer, 2019) and the 
understanding of ignorance as structures of not knowing (e.g., Bucher, 2018; 
Burrell, 2016; Christin, 2020; Lange, 2016; Lange et al., 2019; MacKenzie, 
2005; McGoey, 2012a; Pasquale, 2015). These perspectives focus on why 
subjects are ignorant and the creation of structural objects of not knowing 
but, based on a Deleuzian perspective, we suggest that the organization of 
ignorance can be understood as a pre-subjective will to ignorance that 
produces subject and objects.   

Our proposal draws on Deleuze’s understanding of Nietzsche’s The will to 
power and his critique of intentionality (Deleuze, 2005; 2006; see also 
Robinson, 2010: 126). Deleuze writes: 

Will to power does not mean that the will wants power. Will to power does not 
imply any anthropomorphism in its origin, signification or essence. Will to 
power must be interpreted in a completely different way: power is the one 
that wills in the will. Power is the genetic and differential element in the will. 
This is why the will is essentially creative. This is also why power is never 
measured against representation: it is never represented, it is not even 
interpreted or evaluated, it is ‘the one that’ interprets, ‘the one that’ 
evaluates, ‘the one that’ wills. (2005: 85) 

For Deleuze, will to power does not mean that someone wants power; it 
should not be interpreted as a theoretical concept about human agency or 
drivers (Hatab, 2019: 329). We draw on Deleuze’s understanding of will to 
power to make sense of the organization of ignorance in which the subject is 
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not ignorant, and the structural objects do not create ignorance. Rather than 
suggesting that subjects and objects are ignorant, we suggest that there is a 
pre-subjective force of ignorance that creates subjects and objects as 
knowledgeable and wilful. 

This understanding of organizational ignorance as pre-subjective will to 
ignorance has two important theoretical and methodological implications 
for our analysis. First, when we make sense of the organization of ignorance, 
we should pay attention to how the subjects are produced by will to 
ignorance, and how the organization of ignorance is constituted in and 
expressed by the subjects and objects. The will to ignorance exists not only 
inside the subjects and objects that it produces; it is always part of the ways 
of being a subject, or expressed by subjects (Katsafanas, 2012: 9). The 
subjects of ignorance are not being ignorant; they are the product of the 
organization of ignorance. Our analysis will show how managers change 
their interpretation during workshops of what knowledge caseworkers and 
the unemployed should possess and be willing to do. This implies that we 
will not describe what causes organizational ignorance as a matter of 
individual intentionality (organizational, group or person) in the form of, 
e.g. decoupling, denial, inattentiveness (Essén et al., 2022), wilful avoidance 
of discomforting information (Schaefer, 2019) or purposeful tactics 
(McGoey, 2007). Moreover, we will not discuss that the black boxes of 
algorithms are negative ‘structures of not knowing’ that can be of strategic 
value because they obscure valuable knowledge (Lange et al., 2019: 604). In 
this sense we do not wish to describe the depth of ignorance and how it is 
produced by something else besides ignorance, for instance intentionality in 
the form of decoupling, denial or inattentiveness, or structures of not 
knowing. Instead, our aim is to describe the surface of ignorance (subjects 
and objects) and how it is produced by the organization of ignorance that 
only exists inside its subjects and objects. The organization of ignorance 
forms a world that can be actualised in the subjects of caseworkers and the 
unemployed. 

As there is no shared identity between the knower and the ignoramus when 
the subjective will is not produced by the subject itself, the methodological 
implication is that we cannot simply ask the mangers to explain their acts of 
ignorance. To explain how organizational ignorance is produced, we will 
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show how the will to ignorance produces subjects and objects that make it 
necessary for them to have a certain will or knowledge to make it possible to 
actualise the organization of ignorance. 

For example, if unemployed people are not motivated and do not freely want 
to share private social media data with the local public employment office, 
the app-based solution cannot work and the imaginary world that managers 
produced at workshops will not be actualised. To show how social 
organization of ignorance is created we will describe how the AI project’s 
team members discursively talk about the expectations concerning what the 
caseworkers and unemployed people should be willing and able. 

Second, the will to power implies that ‘facts is precisely what there is not, 
only interpretations’ (Nietzsche, 1968: 267). When we talk about 
organization of ignorance it should be understood as the managers various 
interpretations of the AI project in workshops. According to Hatab (2019: 
343), Nietzsche’s point is that ‘there is simply no single, absolute or 
unconditional truth’. However, this does not simply imply that anything 
goes, or that the managers can say whatever they would like to about the AI 
project, the caseworkers or unemployed. Instead, the will to ignorance limits 
what can meaningfully be said about the objects and subjects. This 
limitation does occur in relation to what is true or false, but in relation to 
what can be expressed sensibly in relation to the subjects and objects they 
create. 

One methodological implication is that we will do more than describe 
organizational ignorance as simply ignorance of truth in our analysis. There 
is no true knowledge behind ignorance. The subjects and objects of 
ignorance are not related to the (mis)representation of knowledge, but to the 
possible interpretations that can be ascribed to it. Hence, our analysis will 
describe the valuation upon which project members condition their 
reasoning in establishing a common point of view on the AI project. Which 
interpretation of the project do project participants believed to be more 
valuable than others? Our aim is not to secure knowledge by demarcating 
and pointing out ignorance, as we cannot do so by arguing what is true and 
false. Rather than studying knowledge we will focus on meaning and the 
valuation that can be located in the managers’ expression of meaning. 
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Whereas knowledge is in opposition to ignorance and can be limited by 
ignorance, will to ignorance inherent in expressions of meaning is not. The 
more ignorant the managers become the more meaning they produce. 

We analysis the surplus of meaning the managers express in the workshops 
and how these interpretations can be regarded as an organization of 
ignorance. As such, in accordance with Deleuze, the goal is to understand 
will to ignorance as the force in us that makes us want to be ignorant. This 
means that we are interested in the interpretative forces of ignorance that 
make us value something and consider other people’s expression as 
meaningful. Hence, it is important to understand how ignorance is 
conditional and how it is constituted in subjects and objects (Deleuze, 2005: 
1). Project members ask, for example: What kind of “knowledge” can 
machine learning create? To answer this question about the object, they 
ignore several possible constraints, like what is technologically possible to 
do with algorithms, the budget and legal issues. However, it is important to 
know how this is an expression of will to ignorance in and by the managers 
and how these expressions change the condition of the subjects and objects 
in the AI project. 

Methods 

Our research began in early 2020 when the AI project commenced, which 
means we have followed the project from its beginning and have had 
ongoing access to all material that the external consultants produced as part 
of their own data collection during the initial phase. This article is based on 
empirical data collected during the entire initial phase of the project 
(January - December 2020). For the initial phase of the project, the 
municipality had established a team comprising six managers from the 
municipal administration who were designated strategic decisionmakers, 
four of whom were high-level managers and two low-level who managed 
caseworkers directly. The workshops make up the main empirical foundation 
of our study. Guided by an external consulting firm, the project manager 
organized the initial phase, which comprised six workshops lasting two and 
a half hours each. In addition to the team, two external consultants and the 
project manager attended the workshops. Due to COVID-19 lockdowns, all 
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six workshops were held online, which we attended, but unlike other 
participants our cameras were not turned on. 

Our primary research method is thus observational studies (Angrosino and 
Rosenberg, 2011). Since we were interested in documenting and interpreting 
the statements and actions of the workshop participants as curious 
observers without direct interference in their discussions, our approach was 
more classical observation rather than participant observation (Adler & 
Adler, 1994; Angrosino and Rosenberg, 2011). The pandemic gave us the 
opportunity to embrace a non-participatory observational technique to a 
remarkable degree. The online nature of the meetings allowed us to remove 
ourselves completely from involvement in the workshop and to collect data 
by seeing and listening without being seen and heard, though participants 
were informed that they were being observed by us. In an attempt to further 
minimise potential bias or behavioural influences that might result from 
engaging with the workshop team, our cameras and microphones were 
turned off and we did not record the workshops as per our agreement with 
the participants. 

Since nothing was being recorded our note-taking techniques were crucial. It 
is typically recommended that notes be taken as observations are carried 
out, that they are detailed and that they separate descriptions from 
researcher assessments (Emerson et al., 1995). Inspired by Eriksson and 
Kovalainen (2008: 148) we operated with two distinct types of notes: 
descriptive and analytical. In the descriptive notes, we tried to record what 
took place and what was said with as much detail as possible, preferably 
using direct quotes. We noted the reactions of the participants, such as 
laughter and facial expressions. These notes on reactions were useful in our 
interpretations, for example when managers laughed at critical depictions of 
jobseekers and employees. In the analytical notes, we jotted down 
reflections in the moment and any incongruences in the descriptive notes, 
for example, noting when managers displayed awareness of the limitations 
due to administrative law and then ignored them in the next sentence. Two 
observers were at most workshops and independently observed and took 
notes. After each workshop, we compared notes and complied them into one 
set of observation notes. Quotes in the following from workshop notes have 
been translated from Danish by the authors. Written material such as project 
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descriptions, consultant reports, power point presentations and so forth in 
Danish have also been translated from Danish to English by the authors. The 
name of the municipality and the identity of the participants have been 
anonymized and given generic names in quotes where it is needed for 
readability. Likewise, material from the project when quoted is from internal 
documents and reports of the municipalities and the consultants – to 
preserve anonymity these are referenced in broad terms. 

Analysis 

The project we examine stems from Denmark’s national AI policy, adopted 
in 2019 (Government of Denmark, 2019), which included signature projects 
designed to explicitly use experimentation to determine the benefits and 
challenges associated with public sector use of AI. The central government 
set the objectives of the projects, which primarily focused on creating 
knowledge through experimentation, rather than algorithms specifically 
developed to improve quality or capacity (Government of Denmark, 2019). 
The specific project we examine is entitled ‘Artificial intelligence for 
targeted employment efforts’, the goal of which was to develop a machine-
learning algorithm to support caseworkers in making individualised 
decisions about employment efforts. The term employment efforts covers 
the activities and interventions that local authorities initiate to increase the 
chance that the unemployed find employment, for example by mandating 
participation in courses or by arranging internships. The municipality is 
legally obligated to tailor interventions to the individual jobseeker receiving 
unemployment benefits. 

The aim of the following analysis, which is divided into three sections, is to 
show how the managers in the workshops establish a common 
understanding of the AI project and decide upon its content. First, we show 
how the managers shift the original purpose of the project. Second, we 
demonstrate how they reconceptualise the problem by blaming subjects – 
the caseworkers and the unemployed. Third, we show how the managers 
create a new object – AI – by shifting the purpose and blaming the 
employees. Finally, the concluding discussion reveals how these new 
understandings of subjects and objects are imaginary and not realisable. 
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Shifting the purpose 

While observing the workshops, we soon realised that the lack of knowledge 
on algorithms in the project group left their purpose and content open to 
interpretation. Originally, the objective of the AI project was to develop a 
machine learning algorithm that could present data or predictions to 
caseworkers to support their decisions about employment-enhancing 
activities. Although the initial stage was designed to explore which needs 
caseworkers had that an algorithm could address, organizational ignorance 
guided the process toward a different goal: the creation of a comprehensive 
multi-modular app for the unemployed rather than caseworkers.   

According to the project description, the goal was to develop a machine-
learning algorithm to support and guide caseworkers in making 
individualised decisions about employment efforts: 

Phase 1 of “Targeted employment efforts through artificial intelligence” is a 
collaborative effort between the employment and social administration of the 
municipal government, the consultancy and the IT company. Together we will 
describe what an artificial intelligence algorithm must be able to do and how 
the practices of the case-workers and residents need to be developed to create 
effective and individualised solutions that aid individuals in finding the right 
job or education more quickly. (Internal municipal project report, October 
2020)  

At the first workshop, however, the external consultant alters the purpose of 
the project: 

The goal today is strategic framing and not solutions. We need to focus on 
which problems we or the AI must solve. AI is a means, but what should it 
solve? (Observation notes 2020) 

By reframing the purpose from means to ends, he shifts it from gaining 
experience with AI by developing and testing a machine learning algorithm 
to problems currently unknown to the management team. Before the 
workshop, the AI project’s purpose was relatively clearly decided upon but, 
by stating that AI is a means and not the purpose, the consultant turns the 
AI project into an undetermined entity with the potential to become 
anything. At this point, it is now up in the air what the AI project is because 
the consultant altered the intentional relationship between the content of 



Kirkegaard, Kristensen and Lauridsen The organization of ignorance 

 article | 173 

the AI project, a machine learning algorithm, and the aim of gaining AI 
experience. 

The consultant then shows a PowerPoint presentation stating the project's 
problem 

Problem: It takes longer than necessary for today’s employment efforts to 
help unemployed people get a job or education! (Power point presentation at 
workshop 2020) 

The consultant simply is arguably ignorant of the original purpose of the AI 
project, but there is more than meets the eye. The consultant may appear to 
be simply restating the original purpose, but the real issue is the 
fundamental shift occurring in the purpose and objectives of the project. 
Recall that the original purpose was to experiment with machine learning 
based on a recognition of the underlying ignorance about the ability of 
machine learning algorithms to solve problems in the public sector. The tool 
is the basis for the question but the consultant begins by defining a much 
larger issue: How do we solve unnecessary unemployment? which is 
basically the current employment policy’s mission statement. This starting 
point entails a much more expansive diagnosis and scope that go beyond a 
single-purpose algorithm; it now encompasses everything the organization 
does. As a result, the managers move towards a much more visionary and 
transformative project: the creation of an object to solve this fundamental 
problem for their organization, which the managers begin to refer to as the 
AI. 

Blaming the subjects 

Having established the problem to be solved, the discussion turns to the 
issue of unemployment, which the managers embrace, unanimously 
agreeing that the organization lacks knowledge in this regard. A manager 
describes the issue by asking: When, how and why do unemployed people 
find employment? The managers declare that they are ignorant and unable 
to answer these questions, even on a descriptive level. A manager named 
Alice explains: 

Every month an unemployment number is published but are we static, higher 
or lower? When we need to find an explanation of these statistics, we don’t 
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know why, for example there are so many unemployed graduates one month 
and then not the next. We simply don’t know. It’s fine that it takes some 
people a long time to find a job, if there’s a reason for it. But we don’t know 
that reason when we write our monthly process descriptions. (Observation 
notes 2020 notes) 

To explain why the organization has not yet succeeded in solving the 
problem, the consultant presents a five-part causal hypothesis addressing 
solely caseworkers, who: 

1. Find it difficult to identify factors that prevent people from getting a job 
because they vary from person to person. 

2. Find it challenging to identify particularly relevant opportunities for 
individual people because gaining an overview of what will help each 
person is difficult. 

3. Do not have the opportunity to apply a knowledge/evidence-based 
approach, which means they do not possess objective knowledge on what 
demonstrably helps people best. 

4. Cannot propose initiatives they are unfamiliar with because their advice is 
based on their own experience. 

5. Do not engage in knowledge sharing, preventing successful practices from 
being shared with their peers. (Power Point presentation at workshop 
2020) 

In the framework of the first workshop the external consultant thus shapes 
its initial phase by directing his causal hypotheses towards the inadequacies 
caseworkers experience. This displaces the focus from the problem to its 
causes or, more precisely, to what he claims are the causes in the 
organization. He moves the problem from managers claiming ignorance and 
powerlessness in terms of the social organization to what they control, 
reclaiming both knowledge and power. This requires the managers to ignore 
their earlier claims of ignorance about the causes of unemployment and to 
accept the consultant’s assessment, which pushes the project in a new 
direction, where the caseworkers’ current knowledge and motives are 
problematic and must change. 

Empowered, the managers describe the numerous faults and inadequacies 
that challenge the ability of their staff to help people get a job. For example, 
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they do not work in a sufficiently evidence-or data-based manner. While 
discussing the reasons preventing a reduction in unemployment, a manager 
named Eva also focuses on the staff: 

It would be nice if the staff would not just do what they do, without 
understanding why they do it. It would be nice if they didn’t do what they do, 
just because it’s the usual way to do it. 

Jack: Is it because the caseworkers thinking rigidly and are unable to think 
creatively? Or is it because they lack the opportunity? Maybe people do not 
prepare for meetings because they feel that don’t get any advice from the 
employment office. (Observation notes 2020) 

Based on interviews with staff, the consultant presents an illustration of 
what happens when jobseekers engage with the local public employment 
office. He explains that staff always employ the same initiatives and 
interventions. Several statements by managers indicate that a lack of 
creativity among staff is a challenge. 

Mia: We’re trained to believe that the issue is only that people lack a job. That 
shapes us. But we don’t have much space to be creative. We don’t have the 
freedom to be creative […] You have to be very professional. That’s a 
precondition for being creative. You must have knowledge about what works. 
If you feel confident professionally, then you can be creative. 

Alice: If I had to have creative employees that thrive by being creative, then I 
would have to recruit different employees. Some people thrive within set 
parameters because then they are not the ones who are responsible. So, we 
have to be conscious about the staff we hire. They weren’t hired to be 
creative. It’s not certain that the people we have today can meet this goal. 
(Observation notes 2020) 

Based on the managers assessment, one of the causes of ongoing 
unnecessary unemployment lies within the employees and their lack of 
creativity, professionalism and knowledge. 

Employment office staff, however, are not solely responsible for the lack of 
employment; jobseekers also play a large role. The managers, who describe 
them as irresponsible and fundamentally inactive, state that they do not 
sufficiently prepare for meetings and are generally unable to find 
employment. By way of illustration, the consultant recounts an employee’s 
story about an unemployed individual with a bachelor’s degree in sports 
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management who wanted to work as a manager for a professional bicycling 
team, which is why he did not apply for anything else, which caused laughter 
among the workshop participants. While the managers laugh, the consultant 
emphasises the importance of caseworkers keeping their focus on the 
individual’s true needs. He explains that the people might think that they 
need additional education or new skills. But perhaps they need to learn to 
get up in the morning, learn to hold down a job or go to the gym. According 
to the consultant the moral of the story is that people do not know what 
stops them from getting a job or what their true needs are. Overall, the 
inability to succeed in finding employment is due to the failings of both the 
unemployed and employment office staff. 

Thus, the problem is redefined again. It is not unemployment as such that is 
the challenge; it is the employment office staff and the unemployed. The 
problem is no longer a lack of knowledge but problematic subjects, 
redefining the purpose of the AI, which is now to compensate for the 
inadequacies of the subjects. 

Creating the object 

At the second-to-last workshop the consultant presents his recommendation 
on what the AI should encompass. What started as a project to test the use 
of predictive algorithms has now evolved into something else: 

We conceptualise the AI as an app that, 1) requests access to people’s 
Facebook and social media; 2) contains a survey with 150 questions; and 3) 
provides suggestions for three job postings per day. (Observation notes 2020) 

The consultant continues by describing his vision in more detail: 

We conceptualise it as a kind of job Tinder. The AI looks at a resume and 
makes standardised recommendations for users, for example they watch a 
video on resumes, or points out that their name is misspelled on their CV. We 
will also include gamification. It could also have questions like: What is the 
ideal salary you dream of having? How much leisure time do you dream of 
having? People will receive a few questions per day and a graph charting how 
active they have been. This allows us to make it attractive for them. (…) It’s a 
tool people can use. They provide data for the AI, but they can’t stop 
themselves from using it because it’s such a good app. Like Google Maps. (…) 
And the AI will also keep an eye on whether people apply for enough jobs in 
accordance with the agreements [with the employment office]. The AI will 
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also provide caseworkers with an overview over the individual’s situation. 
(Observation notes 2020) 

This presentation sparks a creative, animated discussion about the app’s 
features that also creates a relationship between the object they discuss (the 
AI/app) and the subjects that relate to it (caseworkers and the unemployed). 
This relationship also leads them to indirectly articulate new subjects. A 
manager named George, for instance, mentions that many unemployed 
people are not motivated, prompting him to asks whether the AI can 
incorporate a coaching feature? The consultant reassures George that this is 
definitely a possibility. Additional discussion on how a coaching feature 
would work is not touched upon at all. 

When discussing the topic of how the unemployed lack networks, the issue is 
raised of whether they are unable or unwilling to activate their network in 
their job search. On this basis, it is argued that the AI requires access to 
people’s Facebook profiles to activate a network they are unable or unwilling 
to activate. Mia comes up with the idea that, in addition to the extraction of 
data, the AI could also include a network creation feature, similar to a 
mentor programme. The consultant, who is accommodating, reassures the 
managers that the AI can also include this feature and makes a comparison 
to Alcoholics Anonymous, where former alcoholics act as mentors in the 
programme. In the same vein, several managers express concern about the 
ability of illiterate users to use a text-based app. It is claimed that the AI can 
cope with this by using educational videos on searching for a job and writing 
a CV. Adding to the discussion, Eva suggests adding a text-to-speech 
feature. The organisational will to ignorance leads to acceptance and 
approval of the solutions without anyone raising the incongruency between 
illiteracy and developing the skills to produce a well-written CV composition 
– how exactly will a text-to-speech feature or an educational video on CVs 
solve this issue? Eva also suggests adding a location service to the app to 
track people’s movements in daily life to alert them if they are in proximity 
of a company with a relevant job available. This idea is met with approval, 
the consultant again reassuringly saying it is possible. Alice requests a 
feature capable of screening the national and regional job market for spikes 
in demand, as was the case when more sanitary workers during the corona 
crisis. Reassuring as ever, the consultant explains that the data-based nature 
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of the AI means that this is already a feature, adding that the AI is also able 
to organise meetings and agendas based on people’s profiles. The AI will 
include qualitative discussion frameworks that suggests topics for meetings 
between consultants and jobseekers. Finally, the consultant suggests that 
the AI should analyse people’s personalities to make caseworkers aware of 
any personality-based barriers to employment, allowing interventions to be 
more suitably tailored.  

At this point the sky is the limit in terms of what the AI can solve, not only 
can it compensate for staff and user inadequacies but also completely 
change their subjectivities. This impressing potential arises because the AI is 
more than just a machine learning algorithm. The consultant explains: 

Some of it will just be a system and some of it will be advanced AI. So, it’s a 
system plus AI. The modules will constantly interact with the system, which 
means caseworkers only need to do two things: they need to add humanity 
and they need to see the possibilities. The primary function is no longer to 
ensure that people live up to their legal obligations. The control feature thus 
becomes superfluous. The AI takes care of that and notifies caseworkers. 
Consequently, caseworkers can handle difficult, personal and sensitive 
conversations. For example, suggesting that maybe someone needs to go to 
the gym – all the difficult stuff. (Observation notes 2020) 

Shared organisational ignorance permits the AI to perform all these feats. 
When surveillance and disciplining are required, the AI steps in. When 
motivation is needed, it motivates. The AI is regarding people’s 
personalities, needs, past, dreams and their location in space any time. 
Omniscient, the AI tracks the job market, education system, financial cycles 
and the intricacies of the law. Carrying out virtually all known employee 
tasks, the AI now handles what were formerly ostensibly the realm of the 
caseworkers, leaving them to perform vague, abstract functions, such as 
adding humanity and seeing the possibilities, whatever that may mean. 

At the end of the initial phase, the AI app comprised five distinct modules 
for the unemployed. 

1. Employment match module: sends a list of job matches to the unemployed, 
while an underlying machine learning system collects data to improve the 
quality of the matches. 
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2. Barrier module: focuses on data to identify specific employment barriers 
and provides analyses to allow caseworkers to better tailor the emphasis 
of meetings, as well as schedule meetings based on individual needs. 

3. Learning module: provides relevant information and knowledge to aid 
unemployed people in their job search, e.g. video tutorials on writing a 
CVs and an interview chatbot. 

4. Duty module: monitors, tracks and provides information about the 
eligibility requirements for unemployment benefits, e.g. applying for a 
certain number of jobs within a specific timeframe. 

5. Network module: links the app to social media platforms, e.g. Facebook 
and LinkedIn, to enable personalised messaging about job-related 
activities among contacts to help motivate and provide information, just 
as social media data is used to train the AI to better customise 
information. 

When the consultant presents the AI at the end of the initial phase, the 
managers are highly enthusiastic: 

Jack: Two of those, please, preferably tomorrow. And I’m wondering what 
caseworkers of the future function will do? 

Eva: If it’s as amazing as it sounds, it will really be a branding opportunity for 
our employment office. 

Alice: It’s a wonderful new world! 

George: How far should we go? As far as possible! (Observation notes 2020)  

Thus, at the end of the process, the AI, now separated from mere machine 
learning algorithms to be tested for some practical purpose, has become an 
almost universal problem-solving machine for managers at the local public 
employment office. No wonder they embrace it so enthusiastically. 

Concluding discussion: Creation of the organization of ignorance 

The findings of the article are two-pronged. First, in accordance with 
Deleuze, we clarified and demonstrated the utility of a non-intentional 
perspective on ignorance in relation to algorithms. Second, we explored the 
process through which the AI project created possible new understandings of 
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the object of the project and the subjects who are expected to use the app-
based solution. 

In clarifying our perspective, we emphasise that it does not reject the other 
perspectives but makes it possible to analyse and describe a different form of 
organizational ignorance. Our analysis shows how managers discursively 
rearrange the conceptualisation of the subjects and object in an AI project. 
We have illustrated that organizational ignorance can be conceptualised 
non-intentionally by invoking Deleuze’s philosophical ideas. From a 
Deleuzian perspective, will to ignorance is not intentional but rather 
produces subjects and objects of ignorance, an idea that expands on Lange et 
al.’s (2019) suggestion that organizational ignorance is a social production 
by explaining how this production takes form in subjects and objects. They 
describe organizational ignorance as the lively, interchanging relationship 
between the objects of algorithms and subjects of day traders. In their 
perspective organizational ignorance is understood as a relationship 
between a black box object of algorithms and non-knowing subjects, who 
engage in a dynamic dance where who subjects and objects can be discussed, 
not to mention who is in control. Lange et al. (2019: 607) argue that there 
are four types of relationships between subjects and objects, or what they 
call algorithmic personifications. However, rather than focusing on the 
actual relationship between subjects and objects, we proposed that it is 
possible to study organizational ignorance in relation to the pre-subjective 
organization that occurs, as well as how this is actualised in subjects and 
objects. Hence, our point is not to examine how the meaning of the will and 
knowledge of subjects and objects is expressed. As such, there is no direct 
bodily or conscious relationship between subjects and objects, only the one 
that exists because of the organization of ignorance. As argued, ignorance 
encompasses not only the refinement of knowledge, but also the production 
of subjectivity. 

Unlike Lange et al.’s objects of ignorance or algorithmic personifications, 
our object of ignorance exists only within this organization of ignorance 
because, in our case, there are no subjects who have a direct relationship 
with the object; they are not embodied because neither subjects nor objects 
exist. By studying algorithms that do not yet exist, we examine the will to 
create them and thus the production of subjects and objects, which the 
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analytical findings reflect. The organisation of ignorance at the workshops 
created an AI solution capable of achieving what the local public 
employment office has never been able to do: reduce and perhaps even 
eliminate unnecessary unemployment. Data-driven and able to scan vast 
amounts of data, the AI can analyse the unemployed people’s personalities 
and understand their needs. The process imagined a new subjective 
definition of the unemployed: compliant, motivated and skilled, not to 
mention able to read and write unhindered in Danish, in possession of a 
well-developed social network, active at the gym and proactive in their job 
search. Likewise, an empathetic, creative and data-driven caseworker is 
imagined who add that special human touch that eludes machines. 
Caseworkers, able to identify opportunities invisible to jobseekers and the 
AI, are experts at handling tough conversations and can motivate people to 
work out if they need to lose weight. 

But how does this imagined AI relate to the potential and limitations of 
machine learning? The original purpose of the whole project was to 
investigate this, but the process led somewhere else. Rather than clarifying 
the core issue, the app represents a much larger endeavour beyond the scope 
of simply developing a single predictive algorithm (Kirkegaard et al., 2021). 
Although the app includes predictive algorithms, the project does not 
examine how they work. It presupposes that the issues the project was 
supposed to investigate were solved but also that the AI knows things about 
the world and can share its knowledge. 

But what kind of knowledge can machine learning create? Inherently 
opaque, it dispenses with the need for human understanding to reach 
conclusions. As a result, machines do not create knowledge to act; they 
abolish the need for knowledge to act. In other words, machine learning 
algorithms do not know anything. Rather than creating knowledge, they 
require the embracing of ignorance. Furthermore, during the workshops, 
various concrete technical and logistical issues were not addressed, e.g., 
what developing machine learning algorithms requires. Algorithms can only 
be developed if relevant data exists because any machine learning-based 
model is limited by the availability of data. Does a dataset even exist that 
would allow algorithms to predict demand for labour before jobs are even 
posted? Developing this kind of model and making sure it is functional and 
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can be maintained in the long run requires the developer, or whoever will 
maintain it, to have the expertise and a commitment that goes beyond the 
one-off development of the model. These issues were put off at the 
workshops, the question of how and where machine learning algorithms can 
become an integral part of a more focused employment effort is ignored. 
Since these issues are ignored, the AI is a phantasm that cannot be 
actualised. 

On the one hand, the project’s development can be seen as simply resulting 
from a lack of knowledge among project members. However, on the other, 
this interpretation can only explain the reason why they did not develop a 
machine learning algorithm, which was the original objective. Our analysis 
does not explain why this happens, but rather attempts to show what 
happened and how this is a product of the organization of ignorance. The 
lack of knowledge about algorithms allows the workshop participants to 
imagine that all their dreams and fantasies can be fulfilled. Anything is 
possible. The participants were asked to dream big. In this sense ignorance 
represented not only a lack of knowledge but also the production of 
knowledge about the AI they dreamed of. 

The workshop team created a fantastical, multi-modular app for 
unemployed people, but this is meaningless if the managers cannot 
transform the subjectivity of their staff and the unemployed. While 
discussing the AI the workshop team simultaneously created and formed 
new subjectivities about their staff and the unemployed, endowing them the 
ability and willingness to use the app, e.g. the latter sharing all personal data 
on Facebook with the employment office, and the former allowing their 
professional judgement to be based on data from the app. 

As a result, both the object (the AI) and the subjects (caseworkers and 
unemployed people) are equipped with a willingness to engage, new 
knowledge and abilities. Like the AI, these caseworkers and employees are a 
figment of the imagination and stand in opposition to the picture of lazy, 
stupid and unrealistic jobseekers and uncreative, ignorant caseworkers who 
represent the basis for the conceptualisation of the AI. During the initial 
phase of the AI project, a particular organization of ignorance is formed in 
which the creation of staff and unemployed subjects are made possible in 
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relation to the creation of the AI object and vice versa. Outside 
this organization of ignorance, the AI object is de facto technically 
impossible, the subjects apparently equally so. 
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You can’t report what you don’t know: 
Methodological considerations of an 
ethnographer navigating organizational 
secrecy 

Elise Lobbedez 

Introduction 

This note reflects on the methodological challenges I faced as an 
ethnographer navigating organizational secrecy, the conscious suppression 
of knowledge through practices related to keeping oneself or keeping others 
ignorant, during my dissertation fieldwork on the French yellow vest 
movement. In the course of this ethnographic study, I got involved with 
highly committed people willing to engage in radical actions and high risk 
activism (McAdam, 1986), ranging from civil disobedience and illicit 
occupations to collective action based on black bloc tactics (Dupuis-Déri, 
2003; Juris, 2005). These activities usually required some degree of 
clandestinity and organizing practices kept under the radar; groups within 
the movement often worked hard at keeping certain things invisible and 
untraceable. As a consequence, the yellow vest organizational attempts 
frequently supposed concealment of knowledge from external actors and 
between activists’ groups themselves, hence creating pockets of ignorance 
within the movement. 
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Throughout data collection, I held multiple positions as participant 
observer, being successively and sometimes even simultaneously in the 
shoes of those who ignore and are not aware of it (being ignorant), those 
who accept to ignore something for strategic purposes (being consciously 
ignorant), those who deliberately look away and ignore (avoiding 
knowledge), before ultimately joining the intimate circle(s) of those who 
know and suppress knowledge to others (producing secrecy). Doing 
fieldwork in the context of organizational secrecy and high risk activism 
urged me to consider the specific forms that ignorance could take other than 
mere lack of knowledge, and more specifically to reflect on how the ways 
people produced secrecies impacted the research process. As I discovered 
during this study, the quest for knowledge is rarely straightforward; 
accessing information networks requires constant trade-offs on the field and 
asks for the researcher to accept stepping into the unknown. In fact, I 
regularly had to weigh up the pros and cons of knowing versus not knowing 
to evaluate the potential consequences for my research trajectory, my 
position on the field, the production of the ethnographic account but also 
my own personal life. 

In this essay, I therefore discuss the oscillation I experienced during my 
fieldwork between becoming a knowledgeable agent and accepting to remain 
in the dark. More specifically, I show that being an ethnographer in contexts 
of organizational secrecies often led to uncomfortable research positions 
which involved accepting uncertainty and acting in spite of the lack of 
knowledge, as well as evaluating whether to deliberately ignore and avoid 
knowledge. Through this note, I wish to contribute to the ongoing 
conversations in the field of ignorance studies by showing the different 
nuances between knowing and not-knowing and by addressing potential 
methodological implications of studying how actors work to keep things 
invisible. 

Secrecy as an organizing principle for direct collective action 

The yellow vest movement coalesced in November 2018 after the French 
government of Emmanuel Macron announced a taxation on individual fuel 
consumption. The mobilization quickly made the headlines in the media, 
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especially since the movement was pictured as unexpected and 
unpredictable, and because the protests surprised the audience due to the 
high level of violence. I initiated my dissertation fieldwork in January 2019, a 
couple of months after the beginning of the movement, and became 
interested in actors’ efforts to organize, especially in context of violent 
confrontations. Part of this interest led me to observe the roles, information 
and processes actors worked hard to keep under the radar, especially from 
State institutions. Since they were facing multiple arrests and trials in the 
context of the mobilization, many yellow vests feared being under 
surveillance by the police and internal State intelligence agencies. 
Consequently, an overall atmosphere of distrust and suspicion reigned in 
particular with regard to any newcomers and strangers. Activists would for 
instance stop talking or pretend not to know certain information when they 
suspected individuals to be police informers. 

From an organizational standpoint, I soon noticed that such fear shaped the 
movement’s dynamics and collective action. With regard to high risk 
activism and some specific direct actions, secrecy became part of the 
organizing principles to protect actors from outsiders and from arrests as 
well as to surprise the police; activists also shared a common motto: ‘You 
can’t report to the police or leak information you don’t know’. As a 
consequence, small groups of people self-organized collective gatherings 
called ‘operations’, for which members of the movement did not always 
know contextual information such as the specific target, the location, the 
precise date, or the number of participants. These operations were usually 
illegal and ranged from occupying major logistic platforms or opening tolls 
to let cars pass for free to illegally fly-posting on State buildings for shaming 
purposes. Because these actions relied on self-organization, the few 
organizers withholding strategic details typically changed from one 
operation to another. Their ‘fall’ did not necessarily imply to put at risk the 
sustaining of all future actions. Besides, this structuration helped avoiding 
leaks before the action and protected other activists in case of arrests since 
they did not know any substantial information. 

During these episodes, the yellow vests hence navigated an in-between of 
knowledge and none-knowledge in that they agreed to come and organized 
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among themselves, but discovered the plan on D-day, as explained in the 
following interview excerpt: 

So there is an action with people I barely know (…) it’s at night, you meet 
them on a parking lot a bit shady, so that there aren’t too many cameras (…) 
you haven’t had time to trust these people yet, you go, you get in the car (…), 
arrive on a round-about, and (…) it’s chaos. (…) You are not clear about what 
will happen, what is the plan, stuff like ‘Let’s do this, this is the target, we do 
this from that time to that time, there are x number of groups’ (…) You have 
no idea about this and people give you very little explanations. (…) Then the 
cops show up, and it doesn’t really help to ease the situation. (Interview 
excerpt) 

This quote shows that protesters also acted while not always being able to 
clearly evaluate the risks at stake and may find themselves in uncomfortable 
positions due to their lack of knowledge of the overall strategic details. 
Additionally, after a few months, I discovered the existence of other 
informal sub-groups based on shared tactics or projects, and willing to 
remain secret from the other members of the movement. This was 
particularly the case for groups inclined to engage in violent protest tactics 
and sabotages. 

As a researcher interested in social movement organizing and what was 
happening ‘behind the scene’ (Katz, 1997: 400) of public discourses, these 
organizational practices resulting from secrecy appeared particularly central 
to grasp a more complete picture of the yellow vest mobilization. I therefore 
started to navigate these episodes of revelation and concealment and 
noticed the important variations in ways of remaining ignorant. Such 
enterprise however turned out to be challenging and raised multiple 
dilemmas in the course of the fieldwork, especially as I tried to situate 
myself with regard to pockets of ignorance. In the two next sections of this 
note, I will come back more in-depth on some of these dilemmas and show 
the difficulties of building knowledge while taking into account actors’ 
secrecies. 

Stepping into the unknown 

I entered the yellow vest movement by going to public events mainly based 
on calls launched on Facebook pages, among which assemblies and week-
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end street protests. As for many ethnographers studying intense political 
commitment (Thome, 1979; Mitchell, 1993; Deschner and Dorion, 2020), my 
presence was first often perceived as suspicious or threatening (was I a spy 
for the government?), especially as I took notes during meetings which 
contrasted with the overall movement oral culture. Over months of 
assemblies, meetings and collective protests, members of the movement yet 
started to know me more personally and I became trusted enough to be 
offered to join small groups of people organizing protests actions and to be 
invited to participate to operations such as the ones mentioned in the 
previous section. This new access, although valuable for research, raised 
many questionings as to whether I should seize these opportunities to gain 
additional knowledge in spite of the high uncertainty and lack of 
predictability of such events. I encountered in particular multiple dilemmas, 
some of which were probably shared by other field actors: How could I 
evaluate the risks for myself and for others while being ignorant of so many 
details? What was the probability of getting arrested? Could I still have 
access to the organizing groups if I didn’t show? Will the actors continue 
trusting me if I kept refusing to go?  

I initially declined multiple invitations to join when I felt I lacked what I 
considered as sufficient information although I knew it would restrain data 
collection. While I really wanted to access these events, the blurriness 
around these actions refrained me to go. After a few months, I ultimately 
went to a toll opening operation – opening tolls for free on the highway. I 
knew from the start that this type of actions was a well-established practice 
in the yellow vest movement but never had joined one before although 
several opportunities had already arisen. To get there, we gathered with 
about 30 yellow vests at 8 AM and drove about 40 minutes before reaching 
the second meeting point with other local groups. We then drove an 
additional 10 minutes, parked on the side of a regional road, and walked 
across the woods. By the time we arrived at the toll, the police had already 
heard about the action and was prepared to intervene. 

Multiple factors influenced my decision and encouraged me to go. Firstly, 
while I did not know the specific location and duration, I was beforehand 
well acquainted with the people who I would get in the car with, was 
informed that the target would be a toll and knew that some actors were 
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already experienced with this type of direct action. Secondly, I had gained 
some tacit knowledge of protests and police confrontations, as it happened 
before in the fieldwork. As a result, the situation was also easier to 
anticipate and forecast. Lastly, I was familiar with my rights in case of a 
detention, told my family, friends and advisor about the action and was 
given by field actors the contact of a potential lawyer if needed as 
recommended as part of the good practices by other activists. Being invited 
to join such actions obviously showed that I became trustworthy for actors. I 
however realized that such trust needed to be mutual in order to be able to 
engage in participant observation of these events.  

In that sense, my experience was similar to what Thomes called ‘fieldwork as 
controlled adventure’ (Thome, 1979: 78), as I wished to follow an academic 
career and did not want to jeopardize this option (although I regularly 
wondered if being arrested was part of the fieldwork experience since it was 
something relatively common for protesters). Yet, it would have been 
impossible to study the practices underlying organizational secrecy without 
taking some degree of risks and acting in spite of uncertainty. I hence had to 
deal with knowing that I did not know and deliberately accept it to access 
the field and continue collecting data. Managing this aspect of the fieldwork 
mostly involved acting based on gut feeling, intuitions and sometimes 
acceptance of missed opportunities to build knowledge. While I know I made 
my decisions trying to evaluate consequences at best at the time, I still 
wonder retrospectively if I should have gone to some of the main occasions I 
declined and accepted to step into the unknown earlier during the field. I 
sometimes even regret I didn’t go regardless of my (often valid) concerns at 
the time. 

The consequences of becoming knowledgeable 

Over the course of the fieldwork, I became more and more knowledgeable of 
the illegal dimension of the movement, especially as I met online by 
coincidence (at least, to my knowledge) a member of an emergent sub-group 
organizing around violent or legally reprehensible repertoires of actions. For 
a couple of months, he contacted me through a fake Facebook profile, 
refused to reveal his identity, before I finally offered to meet face-to-face 
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over coffee. This first encounter allowed me to clearly state my position as a 
researcher but also to progressively gain access to the overall group. In fact, 
I even got invited to one of the organizing meeting by the end of this first 
encounter, but I turned it down. The meeting was indeed taking place at the 
personal house of the informant and difficult to access in case of emergency. 
Besides, I had heard depreciative rumors about this group before – lack of 
mutual trust, here again – and been warned by another yellow vest ‘not to 
dig further’. 

After this episode, I restated at multiple occasions that I would really 
appreciate being invited to join their organizing meetings as it would be 
highly valuable for my research but first that I would have liked to know 
some of the other members. It took about 6 months before I actually met 
with other people from this sub-group. I was sometimes told particular 
information but most of the time kept in the dark regarding others. For 
sensitive conversations, the key informant started to ask me to ‘trade’ 
personal information in exchange of details on their actions or on the way 
they operated. As I became able to make the connections between the 
different individuals of the group, a clear warning was then made to me 
about the potential consequences of becoming part of those who know, as 
the below excerpt highlights: 

If you really want to know everything, everything about what we do, etc., 
there will be no direct note, no recording, minimal traces, so that we don’t get 
into deep shit … you say you can keep your info secret, but the government 
doesn’t give a shit if you are a researcher or whatever … When they want 
something, they take it. For all these reasons, I have to tell you that if one 
day, you put us at risk, there will be repercussions (…) Your life will turn into 
a real nightmare (…) and if anything happens, you will have to live with the 
consequences. So, I want you to really know what you are getting into. 
(Excerpt from informal conversation on online chat) 

The potential impact of one’s study must been taken into account in any 
research process and ‘consequences need to be thought out and guided 
during the research process rather than only after the report is written’ 
(Lofland and Lofland, 1984: 155). The above story shows that this becomes 
even more true when navigating contexts of organizational secrecy. When 
actors deliberately engage in suppressing knowledge, a study may 
potentially reveal or make known some aspects that actors worked hard to 



ephemera: theory & politics in organization  23(1) 

196 | note 

keep invisible. For ethnographies, researchers may accidentally provide 
hidden information or make a faux pas in informal everyday conversations, 
hence breaking organizational secrecy and putting at risks the research, 
actors, or even themselves. 

For these reasons, at each step in this fieldwork process, I constantly 
weighted the potential value of information I would share and the ethical 
implications. What was I okay with knowing? Would I be considered as 
complicit for knowing or sharing specific information even though I had no 
idea what those information could even be? How could I protect myself and 
the actors? How did I have to act with other members of the movement who 
were kept in ignorance? What and how much did they know? As I put myself 
on the line, I regularly reflect on what type of information could be used 
against me. I for instance scrupulously avoided family topics or mentioning 
my life partner to keep them out of reach. This position supposed to 
regularly evaluate whether I chose to withhold knowledge (and kept others’ 
ignorant) and to avoid knowledge or not, hence looking away to keep myself 
ignorant.  

As a consequence, I faced multiple uncomfortable situations as I interacted 
with the other members of the movement who were kept in ignorance. I 
often had to refuse answering their questions, to avoid specific topics or to 
pretend to ignore some information, and consequently withholding 
knowledge myself. In such context, I often called on the ‘values of research’ 
which prohibited me from telling more, especially in order to respect 
anonymity and the trust given by the actors. From the anonymity 
standpoint, some actors kept telling me that I was ‘dangerous’ because I 
knew and documented everything. So in order to maintain trust, I offered 
one informant to try to hack my computer to see if he could access my 
documents and ergo make sure they were inaccessible for the government. I 
also provided fieldnotes excerpts to actors so that they could evaluate for 
themselves if my notes, which made visible things that were supposed to 
remain invisible, could actually harm them. Interestingly, I ended up sharing 
a lot with them on how I was concretely doing qualitative studies, the values 
behind my work, the way I led fieldwork research, and more generally on 
how I experienced my job as a PhD student. 
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In sum, I always felt like a tightrope walker: telling or not telling, knowing or 
not knowing, going or not going. The position was often uncomfortable and 
required relentless reflectivity, especially as building knowledge was an 
ongoing negotiation with those controlling ignorance. I often feared that I 
could lose access at any point in time. Today, I still wonder when writing or 
presenting my research what can be disclosed and what should remain 
concealed. 

Concluding remarks 

With this note, I provided an account of field challenges resulting from 
collecting ethnographic data in the context of organizational secrecy. In 
particular, I described multiple practices carried out by actors to keep others 
ignorant and showed how it affected my research journey. On the one hand, 
the continuation of data collection depended on accepting to step into the 
unknown and consciously acting in spite of unpredictability; on the other, 
becoming knowledgeable opened up potential risks which needed to be 
assessed and called for choosing whether to ignore and conceal information 
or not. Through this testimony, I hence join current academic conversations 
in the field of ignorance studies by outlining some of the multiple practices 
people perform to keep others or oneself ignorant and by showing the 
nuances between knowing and not knowing. Specifically, I showed for 
instance in this essay that one can deliberately choose to ignore (and avoid 
knowledge) or can be aware of his or her ignorance and accept not to know. 
From a practical standpoint, carrying out this ethnographic project led me to 
consider how actors’ efforts to keep secrets actually structure fieldwork and 
to reflect on the specific methodological arrangements that secretive 
settings entail. Secretive or guarded fields of investigation usually ask for 
developing multiple research strategies to reach out to actors and to reduce 
the perception of the researcher as a threat (Monahan and Fisher, 2015). 
Besides, full immersion in a social group over a long period of time may 
suppose that the ethnographer conceals knowledge in order to maintain his 
or her position and to protect oneself as well as others. During my 
ethnography on the yellow vests, such considerations regularly arose as I 
faced the possibility of gaining further access to the backstage of high risk 
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collective action, and often resulted in deciding to deliberately know less to 
ensure safety and avoid risks. 

From a more political and societal perspective, navigating pockets of 
ignorance emerging from organizational secrecy also raised various ethical 
uncertainties. While ethical guidelines tend to encourage for transparency 
when engaging in fieldwork, I came to realize that these directives may not 
always be applicable and may even shape the type of knowledge being 
accessed and produced by researchers (Mitchell, 1993). Furthermore, 
addressing sensitive settings, such as deeply private matters, behaviors 
considered as deviant or stigmatized, or any relationship involving forms of 
domination, coercion or resistance (Lee and Renzetti, 1990) demands for 
increased vigilance with regard to knowledge production and disclosure, as 
research on such topics may have notable political and ethical 
consequences. Historically, the implementation of practices to keep others 
ignorant often constituted an extremely valuable resource in resisting 
authoritarian regimes (Scott, 1990; Martí and Fernández, 2013). The 
emergence of secret societies in the XVIIIth century for instance helped in 
producing spaces for freedom and deliberation while being protected from 
the State or from the Church (Koselleck, 2015). 

Aware that these practices were an eminent variable in the political struggle 
and concerned about my potential betrayal of activists I ended up caring for 
(Ortiz Casillas, 2020), I continue experiencing moral dilemmas and tensions 
today as to what type of information I can show in my research 
presentations and papers. Although happening in an a priori singular 
setting, I believe that the methodological considerations discussed in this 
note are likely to take place in other settings and are probably shared by 
other ethnographers. In fact, every organization has its own share of secrecy 
(Costas and Grey, 2014, 2016; Ringel, 2019) and hidden practices (Scott, 
2013, 2015), and ‘it is probably possible for any topic, depending on context, 
to be a sensitive one.’(Lee and Renzetti, 1990: 512) For this reason, I hope 
this note will help extending methodological conversations in the field of 
ignorance studies, especially as pockets of ignorance may impact the overall 
process of knowledge production, from data collection to publication. 
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Seeing blindness: A combined 
psychodynamic and interactional approach 
to the study of ignoring 

Christian Dyrlund Wåhlin-Jacobsen and Elisabeth Naima Mikkelsen 

abstract 

This note addresses how ignoring may be investigated as an interactional 
phenomenon. Ignoring-related practices can be stated to produce absences in the 
data rather than presences. Thus, their scrutiny poses challenges for analysts. We 
argue that inspiration can be found in Billig’s work, which leverages a relational 
understanding of unconscious processes combined with the close attention to 
interactional details associated with the conversation analytical approach. We 
conceptualize the practices of ignoring through the psychodynamic concept of 
blindness to demonstrate the combined approach in an exemplary analysis of data 
obtained from an emergency call center. 

Introduction 

How can we examine that which is ignored? In this note, we investigate 
interactions in work settings to address this methodological challenge. Many 
types of work revolve around interactions, either within or across 
organizational boundaries. It is therefore relevant to academically focus on 
the role of ignoring in interaction and to determine its local or distal effects; 
for example, how it can sustain secrecy or ignorance (Otto et al., 2019). 
Several scholars have noted that psychodynamic theory can further our 
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understanding of ignoring, evincing potential means of blinding ourselves to 
unpleasant or threatening information by relegating it to the unconscious 
(de Klerk, 2017; Fotaki and Hyde, 2015; Gabriel, 1995). The psychodynamic 
perspective is, however, typically associated with the interpretation of the 
effects of hidden-from-view mechanisms. Conversely, conversation analysis 
is one of the most elaborate approaches to the study of social interactions 
and is typified by its stringent focus on directly observable phenomena. We 
combine these approaches, especially drawing on Billig’s discursive 
psychological perspective and his notion that interaction has both 
‘expressive’ and ‘repressive’ functions (1997, 2006). The amalgamation of a 
socially-oriented understanding of the unconscious with close attention to 
interactional details can serve to highlight such functions. We analyze 
audio-recorded data obtained from an emergency call center to exemplify 
our approach and demonstrate how call-takers may selectively extract and 
respond to aspects of caller utterances, thereby ‘doing blindness.’ 

How do unconscious processes contribute to ignoring through 
blindness? 

Ignoring-related practices are often conceptualized as blindness in the 
psychodynamic literature, in particular the loss of moral sight, or the 
‘temporary inability of a decision-maker to see the ethical dimension of a 
decision at stake’ (Palazzo et al., 2012: 325). The psychoanalytical belief that 
the unconscious management of unwanted and painful emotions activates 
various psychological defense mechanisms (Freud, 1936) that may supersede 
rationality (de Klerk, 2017) forms the core of this contribution. From a 
psychodynamic perspective, blindness is never complete; threatening 
information is at least subconsciously registered to the extent that its 
threatening potential is recognized.1 However, successfully deployed defense 
mechanisms prevent the surfacing of this information in conscious 
awareness while thwarting the realization that defense mechanisms are 
operating. In other words, defense mechanisms can cover their tracks. A 
‘social unconscious’ (Weinberg, 2007) connects people in organizations 

	
1  This understanding of blindness is distinct from other understandings found in 

the ignorance literature (e.g., Knudsen, 2011). 
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through shared painful emotions associated with the primary task (Menzies, 
1960). Social defenses that are evident in organizational structures and 
processes defend against such adverse collective feelings. Therefore, 
psychodynamic inquiry is predominantly interested in elucidating the 
unconscious dynamics behind frequent irrational actions and in illuminating 
how defense mechanisms can shape customary collective ways of engaging 
in work. 

In organizations, blindness results from the unconscious management of 
painful emotions and is activated through a dual process. First, unrealistic 
institutional objectives can fuel blindness by projecting unconscious social 
demands into workers; for example, the claim that health care workers can 
prevent death or that the police can contain violence. Numerous public 
organizations undertake such impossible tasks and consequently serve as 
‘receptacle[s] for containing social anxieties’ (Hoggett, 2006: 177). Second, 
social defense mechanisms prevent workers from gaining awareness about 
the impossible demands that they confront, thereby enabling blindness 
(Fotaki and Hyde, 2015). Defense mechanisms often manifest in emotion 
mitigation enacted primarily through emotional disengagement; for 
instance, people may use seemingly logical explanations to rationalize 
controversial behaviors (de Klerk, 2017) or project unwanted personal 
emotions or aspects onto others to uphold a desired self-definition (Klein, 
1946). Projections mitigate emotions because they can strip others of their 
human qualities (Petriglieri and Stein, 2012), making them unworthy of 
attention and effort. 

Different understandings exist regarding the ontology of unconscious 
processes. While medically inspired approaches tend to focus on the 
unconscious as operating ‘within’ people, relational approaches attend to 
the social dynamics through which unconscious processes manifest and 
address the interactional processes through which they are labeled (Mitchell 
and Aron, 1999; Streeck, 2008). Unconscious processes are viewed within the 
relational perspective as necessarily social because they must be articulated 
in talk or action to matter; they must manifest in interactions and be 
recognized, instead of remaining a ‘mental entity’ (Billig, 2006). 
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Studying unconscious processes in interactions 

The conceptualization of ignoring-related practices as blindness entails 
giving the unconscious a place in scientific enterprises (Petriglieri and 
Petriglieri, 2020). However, the empirical identification of unconscious 
processes is not straightforward because such processes are not directly 
observable. Moreover, analysts could be seduced into subscribing to a 
defensive framing of a situation if defense mechanisms effectively naturalize 
their own effects. We contend in this study that our understanding of 
unconscious processes can be advanced through methods designed for close 
analysis of interaction, that is, by attending to ‘what can be seen or heard’ 
rather than ‘leaning on fantasies about what lies behind’ (Streeck, 2008: 
187). Numerous pathways may be employed to combine psychodynamic 
sensibilities with close analysis of interaction. Hence, we will briefly discuss 
some perspectives, their theoretical differences, and their methodological 
implications. 

Conversation analytic studies of psychotherapy denote one such approach. 
Peräkylä (2005, 2008) demonstrated the ways in which therapists introduce 
interpretations of unconscious processes and how emotions are shown and 
responded to. Such studies follow classic conversation analytic conventions 
to address how each turn of talk displays and enacts an understanding of the 
previous utterance and the ongoing activity. This ‘next-turn proof 
procedure’ is pivotal for the construction and maintenance of 
intersubjectivity by interlocutors. Moreover, tracking the relationships 
between individual utterances allows analyses that are firmly and 
demonstrably grounded in the data. However, concepts such as the 
unconscious are simultaneously treated as purely discursive phenomena and 
emotionality is addressed primarily for its communicative functions 
(Paoletti, 2012). Therefore, a narrow conversation analytic approach would 
remain agnostic about the role of unconscious processes in interactions. 

On the contrary, Billig (2006) partially subscribes to and partially redefines 
psychodynamic concepts. Theoretically, Billig’s investigation is grounded in 
the discursive psychological approach and its Wittgensteinian 
understanding of language as a set of tools intended to perform social 
actions. Hence, psychological concepts do not merely represent mental 
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phenomena; instead, we should strive to understand how psychological 
phenomena are constituted in social situations and try to determine the 
situational relevance of using psychological concepts in interaction (Wåhlin-
Jacobsen, 2020). 

Billig’s view of unconscious processes extends the idea that morality 
involves ongoing (but often implicit) negotiations between the parties to the 
situation. However, he advances this perspective beyond the immediate 
circumstances by contending that unconscious processes are rooted in 
socialization; as the parent teaches the child to behave politely, the child 
also learns what is deemed inappropriate. Morally improper images and 
impulses are not extinguished; rather, we learn to withhold them, explain 
them away, and to ignore them in the actions of others, though they may be 
observable in the form of taboos, slips of the tongue, or humor (Billig, 2006). 
The notion that language simultaneously encompasses expressive and 
repressive functions explains how we respond selectively to the actions of 
others or how we may use language to naturalize our actions (Billig, 1997, 
2006). 

According to Billig, one set of criteria by which we judge if unconscious 
processes are at play is whether people’s actions seem morally accountable 
or not. For example, we may observe people make racist statements while 
denying being racist, or rationalizing behaviours which seem grounded in 
greed, spite or infatuation. Since such observations may shape the way we 
approach a situation without actually being made explicit, Billig advocates 
for transcending the traditional conversation analytic approach by also 
considering the potential hearings of previous utterances that do not surface 
in the responses of other parties. Further, since unconscious processes are 
necessarily socially attributed, the analyst’s general competence as a 
cultural member can inform choices about where to focus attention for 
closer analysis by observing when actions seem unaccountable. Cognized 
from the psychodynamic orientation, such situations can be understood as 
traces of defense mechanisms that do not completely succeed in covering up 
their operations. 

It is pertinent to consider the current principles of the psychodynamic 
analysis of organizing to further elucidate the last point. In this context, the 
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researcher must ask the question ‘what could be happening here?’, and then 
interpret the observed behavior (de Klerk, 2017). This interpretational 
process involves making inferences from notable absences in the data (Stein, 
2004) and treats researcher subjectivity not as a limitation, but as a vital 
source of data (Petriglieri, 2020) in itself. Hence, this type of inquiry extracts 
certain cues, which must be plausible and meaningful. 

We suggest examining the data for unusual connections, irrational or 
unreasonable practices, and contradictions (Gabriel, 1995; Vince, 2019). 
These outcomes can manifest as individual and social defenses against 
emotions, such as rationalizations, projections, and shared fantasies 
(Mikkelsen et al., 2020). For instance, irrational practices can represent key 
signals that allude to unconscious subtexts associated with identity threats 
and attendant anxiety (Vince, 2019). In this regard, the aim is to identify 
patterns of emotional behavior between people in a system and not to 
understand individual psychology. Instances of emotional expression—and 
lack thereof—should be considered markers of the transfer of intrapsychic 
ambivalence to transpersonal exchanges. 

In addition, we recommend that analyses of unconscious dynamics can 
involve attending to what is said in the data and how it is said, including 
what is left unsaid (Padavic et al., 2020). For example, equivocation, 
deflections, incoherence, and hesitations can be interpreted as signals of 
unwanted emotions being managed to avoid feelings of distress. Such 
maneuvers warrant attention through how they may simultaneously lead to 
or maintain blindness to the potentially questionable moral status of certain 
actions. The section that follows demonstrates the application of our 
combined approach in an analysis of interactional data obtained from an 
emergency call center. 

An empirical example: Blindness in emergency call center work 

Emergency call centers are highly stressful work environments (Paoletti, 
2012; Whalen and Zimmerman, 1998). Call-takers must manage 
disturbances from noise and a busy environment and approach every call 
knowing that even short delays can be catastrophic. Therefore, they must 
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consistently aim to quickly assess the issue on the caller’s side and choose 
an appropriate response, often based on incomplete or ambiguous 
information from callers. Meanwhile, they may also occasionally be 
subjected to various forms of ‘face attacks’ and tackle criticism or cursing 
from shocked or angry callers (Svennevig, 2012). 

Diverse studies have addressed conflicts in emergency call center 
interactions from a communicational perspective (Whalen et al., 1988; e.g., 
Svennevig, 2012). However, it seems relevant to consider ways in which 
blindness triggered by unconscious processes could also influence the 
development of such conflicts, thereby illustrating our methodological 
approach. Our example features data from a study by Whalen & Zimmerman 
(1988)2, which examined a call to a Dallas, Texas emergency hotline about a 
woman with respiratory problems. The call ended with the caller (a stepson 
of the unconscious woman) hanging up without an ambulance being 
dispatched, and the woman died. The situation escalated into a public 
debate and ultimately, the nurse call-taker was fired. We argue that this call 
can be used to demonstrate how one can analyze the processes in which 
unconscious management of unwanted emotions keep information from 
being recognized in interaction. 

Following the aforementioned approach, the following section focuses on a 
sequence marked by several interesting features, notable critiques by both 
parties, rejections, and apparent mutual non-hearings of each other’s 
contributions. Before the excerpt cited below, the caller (C) requested an 
ambulance and was subsequently transferred to the nurse (N), who 
ascertained the caller’s address. C had not explicitly criticized N up to this 
juncture, but Whalen and Zimmerman described his tone of voice as 
‘irritated’ and ‘exasperated’ (1988: 337) as he was asked multiple times to 
provide the street name. 

 

	
2  In terms of the symbols used in the transcription, _ indicates emphasis, ? 

indicates rising ‘question’ intonation, : indicates prolonged sound, [ ] indicates 
overlapping speech, - indicates cut off sound, ( ) indicates transcript is uncertain 
due to unclear sound, (0.5) indicates a break of 0.5 seconds, (.) indicates short 
break, and = indicates latching (i.e. no pauses) between speakers. 
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Excerpt 

45 N: And whatiz thuh problem there? 

46 C: I don't kno:w, if I knew I wouldn't be needin' 

47  [y- 

48 N: [Si:r:, I- eh- would you answer my questions 

49  please? whatiz thu[h problem?] 

50 C:                 [She is hav]ing difficult in 

51  breathing 

(9 lines omitted, dialogue about the age of woman the call is about) 

60 N: May I speak with her please? 

61 C: No you ca:n’t, she's (ch-) she's (.) seems 

62  like she's incoherent. 

63  (0.5) 

64 N: Why is she incoherent? 

65 C: How thuh hell do I:: kno::w 

66  (.) 

67 N: Sir, don't curse me 

68  (.) 

69 C: Well I don't care, you- ya- ya'stupid ass 

70  (anit-) questions you're asking 

71  (3.0) 

72 C: Gimme someone that knows what they're doin', 

73  why don't you just send an ambulance out here? 

74  (0.6) 
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75 N: Sir, we only come out on life threatening 

76  eme:r[gencies, okay? ] 

77 C:            [Well this is li]fe threatening 

78  emergency= 

79 N: =hold on sir, I’ll let you speak with 

80   my sup- uh officer 

First, we note how N maintains her blindness to her part in the tense 
exchange. C’s annoyed tone of voice before the quoted excerpt indicates his 
orientation toward receiving assistance as quickly as possible. However, the 
mere request for an ambulance is usually insufficient grounds for one to be 
dispatched (Whalen et al., 1988). Here, N’s l. 45 turn solicits a form of 
account from C as to the reason for his request. The relatively direct form of 
the request implies that N considers it unproblematic (Curl and Drew, 2008). 
However, C claims not to know, and the last part of his answer (‘if I knew…’) 
treats N’s question as inapposite. N responds by asking that C ‘answer [her] 
questions’ and reiterates her query verbatim. In doing so, she treats C’s first 
response as a ‘complainable’ nonresponse, disregarding that her direct 
phrasing of the question could have contributed to his reaction. We could 
interpret from the psychodynamic perspective that N registers C’s l. 46 turn 
as an attack on her performance of the call-taker role, which elicits 
unwanted emotions in her. Nevertheless, she appears to uphold her 
approach to defend against the evoked emotions. The conflict is seemingly 
resolved when C next produces a lay description of the situation, and N 
continues to collect additional details on the situation. 

The previously noted adverse pattern is however repeated shortly thereafter 
when N requests to speak with the sick woman (l. 60). C rejects her request, 
arguing that she is incoherent, and N again solicits an account from C using 
direct phrasing: ‘why is she incoherent?’ (l. 64). As before, C claims inability 
to offer a response in a manner that implies that N’s question is misplaced, 
and he again questions the legitimacy of her actions. Subsequently, N 
reprimands C for ‘cursing’ her. We interpret from the psychodynamic 
perspective that N unconsciously handles her unwanted emotions evoked by 
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the second attack by projecting into C that C is noncooperative and hostile. 
She envisages these characteristics in C through her defense mechanism of 
projective identification. This projection renders him accountable for the 
conflict and relieves N from the threat to her professional identity posed by 
his criticism and also probably by her increasingly hostile feelings toward 
him. Oriented towards the claimed inappropriateness of C’s contributions, N 
does not see that C’s actions could be provoked by the local stress of his 
situation or that aspects of her practice could be interpreted by C as an 
undue delay in responding to his demands for an ambulance, thereby 
agitating him. 

The remainder of the excerpt illustrates how N disregards the urgency of C’s 
perspective. We see in line 69-70 that N’s admonition is rejected and further 
criticism of N’s questions is added by C. When N does not take the 
conversational floor for another three seconds (which is relatively long, 
given the high pace of the conversation), C voices direct criticism of N’s 
abilities before reiterating his request for the dispatch of an ambulance. N 
again avoids the direct address of C’s criticism, offering a reason why she 
cannot dispatch an ambulance: it is only sent out for ‘life-threatening 
emergencies.’ Her offered rationale directly questions C’s description of the 
issue as urgent. N’s assessment that the situation is not life-threatening 
could be rooted in the defense mechanism of rationalization, whereby she 
makes her refusal to dispatch help less threatening to herself by normalizing 
it. The apparent irrationality of refusing help to an incoherent woman with 
respiratory problems indicates an unconscious subtext, probably N’s 
management of her intense hostility toward C. This interpretation is 
supported by how N goes on to summon her supervisor on the line when C 
insists that the situation is life-threatening (l. 79–80). Notably, the 
supervisor reprimands C, threatening to end the call if he curses again. We 
interpret this response to C as N’s need to defend herself against caller 
transgression. 

In sum, N is subjected to both direct and indirect criticism from C about her 
handling of the call. However, N positions C as a noncooperative and hostile 
caller instead of attributing C’s attitude to the stress of his situation and as 
his reaction to her own repeated questions. This projection functions to 
defend her against her unwanted emotions of hostility and reinforces her 
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refusal to help C owing to his criticism. Moreover, N’s irrational assessment 
of the situation as not life-threatening also supports this interpretation. 
Thus, N’s blindness concerns C’s extreme desperation owing to the call 
screening process as well as the fact that transgressive and noncooperative 
callers may also have a relevant need for assistance. The ostensible 
irrationality of the situation can be intuitively sensed; however, it can more 
systematically be analyzed by attending to those parts of the interlocutors’ 
utterances that are not taken up by the other party, such as the hearable 
understandings that are ignored. 

Conclusion 

Studying practices of ignoring, we should attend to work-related 
interactions, both because these constitute a principal aspect of work in 
numerous environments and because interactional data can offer access to 
phenomena unobservable or not easily recorded through other means such 
as interviews, documents, or observation notes. We have discussed how 
unconscious processes can promote ignoring through the ‘doing of 
blindness’, and we have described how such blindness may be investigated 
as an interactional phenomenon. In particular, ascriptions of unconscious 
processes by analysts can be grounded in the detailed study of interactional 
features, where they leave traces in the form of strange associations, 
irrational practices and contradictions. The analysis of such traces enables 
greater transparency. Consistent with Billig, we argue that this possibility is 
rooted in the simultaneously expressive and repressive functions of 
language. The latter role can leave traces that can be tracked by emphasizing 
the aspects of utterances not directly addressed in participants’ responses, 
yielding an interactional ‘dark matter’ that is not directly visible but must be 
considered for a more comprehensive understanding of what is at play in a 
given exchange.3 Certainly, this recourse also signifies that the proposed 
method is principally relevant to examine ignoring constituted by processes 
at some conscious or subconscious levels; issues completely unseen, on the 

	
3  We thank special issue editor Morten Knudsen for pointing our attention to this 

metaphor. 
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other hand, can be ignored without threat to one’s moral status, thereby 
leaving no traces. 
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How to study strategic ignorance in 
organizations: A material approach 

Meghan Van Portfliet and Mahaut Fanchini 

abstract 

This special issue is a testament to the interest in ignorance which has been shown 
across fields. However, questions remain on how to study the phenomenon. Methods 
diverge based on what type of ignorance is being examined and what field the study 
is located in. In this note, we find that a method to study a particular kind of 
ignorance, namely organizational strategic ignorance, is lacking, primarily due to the 
power and temporal dimensions at play. We offer that a material approach, 
specifically one focused on ‘boundary objects’, may be a fruitful avenue for 
investigating the topic. Objects have long been understood as sites of interpretive 
flexibility (Star, 2010), and there are parallels that can be drawn between 
materiality/absence and knowledge/ignorance, incorporating aspects of power, but 
also the temporal qualities that strategic ignorance encompasses. We draw on our 
research on whistleblowing to illustrate how boundary objects are a useful starting 
point for studies of strategic ignorance, and how a material approach in general may 
be an effective method for ignorance research more widely. 

Introduction 

Our interest in ignorance emerged from our research on whistleblowing. Not 
only is it clear that when whistleblowers are retaliated against for exposing 
wrongdoing, they are the victims of the organization trying to maintain 
ignorance, but in our own projects, the strategic use of ignorance emerged in 
different ways. Discussing this led us to explore how others have studied the 
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phenomenon, and we were frustrated to find that most of the methods on 
studying ‘ignorance’ are not helpful for looking at strategic ignorance. This is 
in large part because strategic ignorance is an active construction - 
organizational actors are actively engaging in the suppression of knowledge 
and are therefore unlikely to talk about it with researchers. Many studies look 
at past ignorance, drawing on case studies and interviews with relevant actors 
to explore how ignorance came to light. Studying strategic ignorance implies 
studying knowledge while it is in the process of suppression, examples of which 
are discussed below. We therefore reflected upon what methods might be 
useful in shedding light on strategic ignorance. The parallels between 
knowledge/ignorance and materiality/absence stood out to us as we examined 
options, leading us to believe a material approach focused on ‘boundary 
objects’ may be fruitful. We argue the benefits of adopting such an approach 
in what follows. 

This research note is laid out as follows: First, we introduce strategic 
ignorance. Second, we present some of the ways ignorance has been studied 
so far in social sciences highlighting why these are not ideal for studying 
strategic ignorance in an organizational setting. Third, we turn to materiality, 
highlighting the parallels that exist between materiality/absence and 
knowledge/ignorance. We then offer ‘boundary objects’ as a useful site for the 
exploration of strategic ignorance. To illustrate the benefits of this approach, 
we reflexively analyze our own experiences with strategic ignorance, 
identifying the ‘boundary objects’ involved, and how these are useful for 
discussing deliberate ignorance or taboos. 

Strategic ignorance: When ignorance is deliberate 

Ignorance is often presented as the opposite of knowledge (Gross, 2010, Gross 
and McGoey, 2015; Knorr-Cetina, 1999; McGoey, 2012; Moore and Tumin, 
1949) - a void that we must fill with new discoveries. Strategic ignorance, 
however, looks at how ignorance is actively shaped and deployed from a 
position of power. Strategic ignorance is: 

practices of obfuscation and deliberate insulation from unsettling information 
[…] the mobilization of the unknowns in a situation in order to command 
resources, deny liability in the aftermath of disaster, and to assert expert 
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control in the face of both foreseeable unpredictable outcomes. (McGoey, 2012: 
555) 

It involves an active suppression of information and includes taboos (Gross, 
2010; Roberts, 2013), denials (Roberts, 2013; Zerubavel, 2006) secrets (Moore 
and Tumin, 1949; Roberts, 2013) or the active avoidance of knowing (Dana, 
2006). In this way, ignorance is not a passive act, or a lack of knowledge. As 
Eviatar Zerubavel explains: 

Ignoring something is more than simply failing to notice it. Indeed, it is quite 
often the result of some pressure to actively disregard it. Such pressure is 
usually a product of social norms of attention designed to separate what we 
conventionally consider “noteworthy” from what we come to disregard as mere 
background ‘noise’. (2006: 23) 

While this type of strategic ignorance may sound menacing, it is present in 
everyday life in ways that we readily accept. For example, ‘trade secrets’ are 
knowledge that organizations go to great lengths to protect and are often 
protected by law (McGoey, 2012). 

We are interested in a particular subset of this strategic ignorance: 
organizational situations in which topics are deliberately made taboo or kept 
secret. Strategic organizational ignorance involves power relations, since 
some actors assert which organizational topics must remain in the shadows, 
while others must abide by this norm. There is also a temporal element to it: 
information is kept secret or taboo now - so that certain activities can 
continue unhindered. Once the activity has stopped, the ignorance 
transforms from strategic organizational ignorance into something like a 
secret, or a lie. If a secret is found out, there may be some reputational 
damage, but if strategic ignorance is uncovered, the actions that were being 
concealed may have to stop. 

To our knowledge, there is a lack of literature around how to study this 
phenomenon. We believe this is because the temporal aspects as well as the 
power differentials involved make it difficult to study using methods that 
studies of other types of ignorance adopt. We review some of these studies in 
the following section before narrowing in on the parallels that 
knowledge/ignorance shares with materiality/absence as explored in the 
materiality literature. 
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How to study ignorance: Methods to the study of ignorance in 
social sciences 

Ignorance has been studied in different ways in different fields. In sciences 
such as genetics, or research on biotechnology, many epistemic debates 
question whether ‘all means’ are acceptable to enhance knowledge and what 
kind of knowledge is worth investigating. As Gross and McGoey explain, ‘the 
registration and observation of what is not known is often a challenging and 
politically unpopular field of research’ (Gross and McGoey, 2015: 7). 
According to Kempner (2015), ‘political and commercial barriers can 
constrain scientists from investigating politically insensitive or taboo 
research areas’ (78). In other words, in areas such as science, biotechnology 
and genetics, professional codes create barriers around what knowledge is 
taboo, thus enforcing ignorance, ‘for our own good’. However, in other less 
sensitive topics, scholars have managed to engage with unknown subjects.  

Many organizational scholars rely on inductive case studies and qualitative 
analysis to explore ignorance. For example, Holan and Phillips (2004), who 
are interested in understanding how organizations ‘come to forget’, have 
observed alliances in the tourism industry in Cuba. They conducted several 
dozen interviews and built case studies around their observations of the 
organizations. Additionally, Gibson (2014) is interested in lies and deceptions 
and investigates the renowned case of Bernard Madoff’s Ponzi scheme, using 
press data, to come up with six barriers that explain how lies last over time. 
Schwarzkopf (2020) uses discourse analysis and conceptual analysis to 
examine how ignorance is reproduced and maintained via large data sets. 
Using the concept of the sacred - or what is awe-inspiring and dangerous - 
Schwarzkopf examines texts - magazines, academic texts, industry 
publications and so on - to explore how the overproduction of data keeps 
some knowledge off-limits. Thus, from what we observe in the literature, most 
research in social sciences on ignorance tends to focus on specific types of 
ignorance: absence, errors, non-knowledge, etc. While these studies are vital 
to the study of ignorance, we observe that the focus on strategic ignorance 
has been neglected, as well as the attempt to study it from an empirical 
perspective. 
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An area that comes close to strategic ignorance is taboos. Hudson and 
Okhuysen investigate the dimensions of taboos derived from stigmatization 
in dirty work or illicit organizations (Hudson and Okhuysen, 2009, 2014). In 
their studies, they used participant observation, archival research, and 
interviews to investigate a taboo place, a bathhouse, to understand more 
about stigma. Because the topic was sensitive, they had to use multiple 
methods to approach it. As they write in the method section of their article: 

Because of their illicit or illegitimate nature, it was often difficult to access or 
even identify these bathhouses and collecting detailed data about them proved 
labor intensive and time consuming. To study these organizations, we needed 
to develop a research approach that would account for the obstacles that core 
stigma imposes on bathhouses and on us as researchers. (Hudson and 
Okhuysen, 2009: 138) 

Their methodological approach is certainly inspiring, but taboos and strategic 
ignorance differ on many levels. As we argue, strategic ignorance is an active 
construction - organizational actors are deliberately engaging in the 
suppression of knowledge and are therefore unlikely to talk about it with 
researchers during traditional interviews. The analysis of press data or other 
large data sets are unlikely to be useful for studying strategic ignorance either. 
Studying strategic ignorance implies spotting the knowledge while it is being 
suppressed. If we study it after the knowledge has come out, we are observing 
something else, closer to lies or secrets that have been exposed, as Gibson 
(2014) has done. Schwarzkopf’s (2020) method comes close to being a viable 
method, but as his object of analysis is buried beneath large data sets, it is 
‘hidden in plain sight’, where other knowledge that is strategically hidden is 
much less visible. 

We thus propose studying strategic ignorance requires a tailored research 
design or an inventive method (Lury & Wakeford, 2012). As we argue, 
strategic organizational ignorance is difficult to study as there are powerful 
forces actively trying to conceal information, but it has organizational effects 
and consequences which can be observed. We therefore turn to materiality as 
a possible starting point for studying strategic organizational ignorance. 
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A turn to materiality: Strategic organizational ignorance as a 
‘absent presence’ 

We propose that ‘materiality’ – or the connection of the social world to 
material objects - has many parallels to the concept of knowledge. Materiality 
theories are fruitful for exploring objects in link with spatial questions, and 
especially the conditions for where absence and presence meet. Such a 
framing allows us to develop a parallel between knowledge/ignorance and 
materiality/absence as well as exploring practices of deliberate ignorance. 

At the heart of this connection is French geographer Henri Lefebvre (1980), 
who identified ‘space’ as the area where presence and absence intermingle. It 
is a place that allows for a ‘becoming’: where materiality can be seen as 
temporary as meaning changes depending on what events are unfolding (Dale, 
2005). In other words, spaces are places where things can come into being, 
with absence being a necessary precursor to this, but also a constant presence, 
where the possibilities of all things that could be is realized. This contrasting 
and intermingling of ‘absence’ with ‘presence’ (Lefebvre, 1980) can be 
compared to the contrast and intermingling of ignorance and knowledge: 
both refer to what is there/known or not there/unknown. 

Additionally, just as the connectedness of ignorance and knowledge has been 
problematized and explored, the process of creating something has also been 
emphasized by those interested in materiality (e.g. Dale, 2005; Knox, 
O’Doherty, Vurdubakis, and Westrup, 2015) - absence and materiality are not 
opposites, but rather intertwined concepts that are socially, as well as 
physically constructed (Giovannoni and Quatronne, 2018). For example, 
Giovannoni and Quattrone explore ‘the role of absence in producing 
organizing effects not because absence eventually takes form but because of 
the impossibility to fully represent it’ (849). Absence shapes an organization 
and the process of organizing just as much as presence does, if not more so 
because of the infinite possibilities it encompasses. The creative effects of 
absence, rather than being ‘nothing’ or the opposite of presence, are 
generative in their own right and co-create the organizations along with the 
present material objects. Cooper (2007) also explores absence and finds it is 
the stimulus for human production, as individuals are driven by the need to 
make visible and tangible something that is known but absent physically. 
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Another meaningful concept for our purpose is that of ‘absent presences’ 
(Knox, O’Doherty, Vurdubakis, and Westrup, 2015). According to them, some 
‘absences’ (i.e., what is not physically there and visible) produce dynamism as 
they become immanent presences in organizations (Giovannoni and 
Quattrone, 2018: 852). In other words, what is missing drives what is present 
and shapes what will be. 

Turning back to ignorance and knowledge, we asked ourselves - given the 
parallels between the two areas, how does knowledge relate to materiality, 
and where are the knowledge ‘spaces’ – or areas where knowledge and 
ignorance intertwine? If knowledge and meaning are inscribed in objects, 
where can the ignorance be found? We looked for where knowledge was 
contested in real time and where power dimensions were at play, and this led 
us to boundary objects, which we propose as a site for studying strategic 
ignorance. 

Boundary objects: A methodological tool for approaching 
strategic ignorance? 

Boundary objects were initially conceptualized within literatures interested 
in innovation, change and problem-solving (Star, 1989). In this seminal 
article, boundary objects are considered as a data structure which is plastic 
enough to welcome multiple viewpoints, in the context of exploratory 
research about artificial intelligence: 

Boundary objects help reconcile evidence from different sources, in the face of 
heterogeneity produced by local constraints and divergent viewpoints. […] 
They are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of the 
several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common 
identity across sites. (Star, 1989: 46) 

In other words, boundary objects are objects that both generate contested 
meanings - or have ‘interpretive flexibility’ (Star, 1989, 2010), but also bring 
together disparate views on some level, allowing cooperation to take place. 
These can be technical drawings, written definitions, product designs, or any 
other material object that is presented to different groups, from different 
backgrounds and areas of expertise to serve as a focal point, or a bridge of 
knowledge. Boundary objects also have two more components: ‘the structure 
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of informatic and work process needs and arrangements, and […] the dynamic 
between ill structured and more tailored uses of the objects’ (Star, 2010: 601). 
They are things that people act towards and allow people to coordinate 
activities. When they work well, boundary objects can become ‘standards’- the 
action they mitigate becomes standardized and routine. When they don’t 
work so well, however, the cooperation that they are supposed to facilitate 
becomes more difficult, and it is here we believe that boundary objects can be 
considered as a place where knowledge and ignorance meet and can be a 
useful starting point for studying ignorance. 

Meaning is inscribed on objects, and this meaning is usually shared. Boundary 
objects can be actual objects, such as manuals, computers, desks, chairs, office 
spaces etc. but also abstract places, for example, a ‘situation’ where 
knowledge is contested, an event, a conversation etc. As Star states: 

An object is something people (or, in computer science, other objects and 
programs) act toward and with. Its materiality derives from action, not from a 
sense of prefabricated stuff or ‘thing’-ness. So, a theory can be an object, just 
as a car can but it is the action (use between groups) that matters. (2010: 603) 

Boundary objects, however, have interpretive flexibility - so the meaning is 
not always shared. This is important, as Oswick and Robertson (2009) point 
out– instead of only being ‘bridges and anchors’, or objects that create sense 
out of disorder, boundary objects can also be ‘barricades’ and ‘mazes’, or 
objects that obscure information and produce confusion. This nuanced view 
invites us to recontextualize boundary objects in terms of what is known and 
what is ignored. In the context of strategic ignorance, it is important to also 
note that actors might not share the same power position, nor the same 
objective. 

When we frame an object as a boundary object on which we will act, the 
meaning we attribute to it diverges. A desk becomes a place for work, or study, 
a symbol of prestige (for an executive) or a confining cage where one must 
stay still (for a child). Our meaning is present for us, and the other infinite 
possible meanings are absent, but ‘presently absent’ (Knox et al., 2005) as the 
potential for them exists, whether we recognize it or not. A boundary object 
then is a site where knowledge and ignorance are present and absent at the 
same time. It is a site where the ‘correct’ interpretation of meaning is bound 
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up with power relations and is temporal as those relations shift and change. 
For example, when a teacher tells a student that a desk is not a canvas for their 
art - the student’s interpretation must take a back seat and become invisible, 
absently present. 

Since ignorance and knowledge are co-constructed, we argue that, from a 
critical perspective, when considered as objects which convey organizational 
politics and workplace agendas, boundary objects might be useful to 
investigate further deliberate ignorance, or knowledge purposefully kept in 
the shadows. 

In the following section, we explain and explore the contexts that motivated 
our interest in ignorance, noting the boundary objects, and proposing how 
these can be gateways to studying ignorance. We thus offer an example of how 
boundary objects can be understood as places where knowledge ends and 
ignorance starts, and hence an appropriate site for studying strategic 
ignorance. 

Boundary objects as a site for studying strategic ignorance 

In the first example, strategic ignorance was observed when researching 
advocacy and whistleblowing: it became clear that there was conflict inside of 
advocacy organizations, but this was not to be spoken about. For example, a 
participant read a draft of a research paper (as was promised when consent 
was gathered to assure participants of their anonymity) which described their 
behavior and the role it had in legitimizing an individual that spoke up as a 
‘whistleblower’. Not liking what they read, the participant revoked consent to 
be included in the study. This opting out was given via a legal notice that 
publication of any material related to this participant would result in a 
lawsuit. In this example, the manuscript can be understood as a boundary 
object - a thing that was interpreted differently by two different audiences and 
one where cooperation of activities and actions broke down (consent was 
revoked). It was an object that was going to be published - an action that both 
agreed on while the meaning of it was shared. The researcher was going 
through the required motions to publish the piece and understood it as an 
interesting finding that had practical and important implications. The 
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research participant, however, attributed a different meaning to it - perhaps 
it was seen as a threat to their reputation or ego, or as a mis-construal of facts. 
The action that this participant engaged in with relation to the manuscript 
was now suppression. This information needed to be hidden away now, and 
the power of the participant, via their legal knowledge, ensured that their 
interpretation of the manuscript was the one that would be complied with. 
There is a temporal aspect to the suppression as well. The manuscript detailed 
behaviors by the participant that were normal, and perhaps even widespread 
in the industry. Widespread knowledge of the behaviors, however, may have 
brought scrutiny, and required behavioral change. Should the participant 
leave the field, however, the behaviors would no longer be relevant, and the 
information would not potentially trigger this change. In this example, the 
knowledge contained within the manuscript was suppressed from publication, 
resulting in the perpetuation of ignorance about certain behaviors to the 
wider public. At the same time, the unpublished manuscript contained 
knowledge, even if an uncomfortable or even disputed knowledge, that now 
existed between the scholar and the participant. The boundaries of this 
knowledge were purposefully maintained - creating ‘negative knowledge’ and 
ensuring that further knowledge was contained and allowing ignorance to 
thrive (or producing strategic ignorance). Looking to the boundary objects 
helps us identify how this ignorance is perpetuated, at very least, if not 
produced actively. It is a site where struggles take place over what information 
should be made available or ignored. 

As mentioned above, however, boundary objects can be more abstract, and 
here the second example sheds light on how these types of boundary objects 
can be useful in studying ignorance. 

This example involves an organization entangled in systemic tax evasion 
practices; an issue that was not to be openly spoken about. The whistleblower 
in the case would instead discuss at length two subsequent issues, ‘the 
unusually high turnover of staff’, and the ‘disappearance of one’s files’. 
Speaking about these two issues, apparently meaningless or non-related to 
the main fraud, allowed the employee to talk about wrongdoing without 
naming it. The ‘unusually high turn-over of staff’ signaled a context in which 
employees resigned from the company, afraid they would have to engage with 
the illegal practices; while the ‘disappearance of one’s files’ - all but an 
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inadvertent technical bug - signaled the Director’s intention to suppress 
critical documents. In this case the knowledge was hinted at, talked around, 
or avoided - suppressing it, while still communicating that it was there. 

In this example, these two topics appear as a concern for the organization: 
they can be identified as ordinary organizational issues to deal with in the 
routine course of business. However, the whistleblower in the study was not 
speaking about them (acting toward them) in this way, using the concepts 
instead as a signifier for more sinister activities. The divergence in meaning 
or shifting of the issues to ‘boundary objects’, is tolerated by the powerful 
organization, as long as the meaning that the whistleblower attributes to 
these ‘ordinary’ issues does not become widespread. In this whistleblowing 
case, the participant voiced concerns for a protracted period, for example 
during meetings with Directors, and it was not until the whistleblowers’ 
meaning started to take hold for others that the organization acted to 
suppress that meaning, utilizing their power differential via retaliation. 
Boundary objects, in this situation, can be understood as objects that help 
employees to manage an unequal situation of domination and oppression. 

Both examples show that where meanings diverge, objects can transform into 
‘boundary objects’. These are sites where knowledge and ignorance co-exist, 
as meanings are both present and absent for those involved. When power 
dynamics come into play, one or more of the meanings that are inscribed on 
the objects are suppressed, resulting in strategic ignorance. But this 
suppression does not always have to happen. Boundary objects are often items 
that different people interpret differently, but which facilitate cooperation 
regardless. Therefore, while not all boundary objects are sites of strategic 
ignorance, they are a good place to start looking. If power dimensions are at 
play, they may be a site where active constructions of meaning are suppressed. 
In the case we describe above, the turn-over of the employee can be referred 
to, in the organization’s perspective, as a human resources health and safety-
related issue but not as a tax evasion marker. In other words, one way to give 
meaning to the issue is allowed by the powerful, but not another. 

The method, then would be interviews with, or observations of, organization 
members, noting the objects that they ‘act toward’. We can then look for these 
objects to arise in other interviews/observations and compare the meanings 
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that they are attributed. When these meanings diverge, special attention can 
be paid to the object, and to the actors, noting who has the power in a given 
scenario and if this power is used to enforce one interpretation at the cost of 
another, or in other words - suppression. This method allows us to see not 
only what is suppressed, but how, shedding light on how strategic ignorance 
is deployed and maintained. 

Conclusion 

In this research note we have identified a site that may be fruitful for studying 
strategic ignorance: boundary objects. By looking at situations where 
meaning diverges and cooperation breaks down, and identifying the boundary 
object that was involved, we identify a method for exploring strategic 
ignorance. These situations can be identified via interviews (by comparing 
multiple accounts of the same object/topic), participant observation, 
document and narrative analysis or a combination of these. When power 
dynamics are considered, boundary objects can become a site where meaning 
is suppressed, transforming it into strategic ignorance. However, boundary 
objects can also be used to manage situations of unequal power, as those with 
less power can inscribe new meaning on objects, allowing them to speak about 
knowledge that is taboo. A material approach, then, allows for examination of 
not only strategic ignorance, but may be fruitful for ignorance studies more 
generally, as boundary objects are sites where ignorance and knowledge co-
exist. Researchers interested in ignorance only need to ask what objects are 
imbued with different meaning, and by whom? When objects are identified, 
questions around power can be raised: who’s interpretation is the dominant 
one? Why? This type of analysis raises questions around who the arbiters of 
knowledge are, and how ignorance is maintained. It also moves the field of 
ignorance studies forward by providing a methodology that is sensitive to 
power and domination, but also how these can be overcome by those with less 
power. 
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Introduction 

The unknowers certainly addresses a heated contemporary discussion around 
the rise of populist politics and the state of democratic capitalism. The review 
of such a book presents a certain challenge; The unknowers attempts a 
comprehensive interpretation of contemporary social relations all the while 
oscillating between historical analysis and political intervention. It is this 
balancing act that makes the book both captivating and provoking. In mixing 
both intuitive concepts and delving deep into classical social and economic 
theory, McGoey, who holds a professorship in sociology at the University of 
Essex, challenges both academic readers as well as the wider audience that 
she is targeting. 

McGoey’s point of departure is a critique of the enlightenment-fuelled self-
understanding of Western industrialized democracies as knowing. This 
modernist narrative of the Kantian ‘sapere aude’ (Kant, 1784: 481) is sharply 
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contrasted by McGoey with the notion that contemporary sociality is indeed 
far better defined in terms of rational modes of ignorance. The book sets out 
to explore the defining ‘ignorance pathway’ [15] of contemporary democratic 
capitalism in the ideas of the ‘free market’ and ‘free trade’. Drawing not only 
on academic literature but also on illustrative interviews, investigative 
journalism and media sources, McGoey explores the relation of this ‘macro-
ignorance’ and ‘micro-ignorance’ [12], which she finds in contemporary 
examples drawn primarily from the USA and UK. 

The main thrust of the book is to explore the notion of ‘strategic ignorance’, 
which McGoey understands as 

any actions which mobilize, manufacture or exploit unknowns in a wider 
environment to avoid liability for earlier actions. But I also use strategic 
ignorance to refer to situations where people create or magnify unknowns in 
an offensive rather than a defensive way, to generate support for future political 
initiatives rather than simply avoid liability for a past mistake. [3] 

Thus, McGoey understands ignorance not in contrast to knowledge or 
interest, but as an arena of a social power struggle. She makes no secret of her 
political stance regarding her study; in fact, it is her explicit intention to settle 
the score with what she terms the ‘political right’ [4]. More specifically, 
McGoey opposes epistocratic conceptions of government, which centre 
around establishing thresholds of expert knowledge required for political 
participation such as voting. Such perspectives cast ignorance as a stigma of 
a lack of knowledge or interest and, following McGoey, underestimate 
ignorance as a general social dynamic. 

Analysing strategic ignorance 

The first of The unknowers’ thirteen chapters (including the introduction and 
conclusion) introduce the analytical vocabulary, political stance and general 
narrative of the book. Using the fire in the Grenfell Tower in London as an 
example, McGoey introduces the common narrative that ascribes ignorance 
to the people in a contrast to informed and credible experts. Against this 
narrative, the Grenfell Tower fire shows how tenants were acutely aware of 
the problems that plagued their homes but their voices could not compete 
with the voices of experts consulted on the topic in public discourse; leading 
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to the disastrous fire which sparked public outrage about how glaring safety 
issues could go ignored for so long. This social construction of expert 
knowledge entails a form of agenda-setting power: recognized expertise is 
oftentimes not only regarded as a superior form of knowledge, but also has 
the power to determine what to remain ignorant of. 

Following McGoey, examples such as the Grenfell Tower can be understood as 
‘micro-ignorance’ [12], which is embedded in and influences forms of ‘macro-
ignorance’ [12], which she understands as ‘the sedimentation of individual 
ignorance into rigid ideological positions and policy perspectives […] leading 
to new patterns of individual micro-ignorance’ [12]. Subsequently, McGoey 
unfolds her analytical vocabulary to explore the dynamic between micro- and 
macro-ignorance to identify trajectories she calls ‘ignorance-pathways’ [13]. 
Her central concept is ‘oracular power’, which is understood as ‘the ability to 
shape social consensus about where the boundary between ignorance and 
knowledge lies’ [61]. This form of power allows social elites to construct 
‘ignorance alibis’ [56] in an effort to defend against claims for responsibility 
or strategically mobilize ‘useful unknowns’ [51] in the first place. With the 
nexus of knowledge/ignorance established as a social power struggle, McGoey 
identifies two societal camps that are primarily involved in the strategic use 
of ignorance as its profiteers, yet importantly, fail to recognize their own 
ignorance. These camps are the ‘autocratic strongs and the autocratic smarts’ 
[69]; the smarts are understood as the proponents of an elitist rule of knowers 
while the strongs are understood more generally as a societal elite able to 
leverage uncertainty. These categories are less analytical than political and 
McGoey primarily enlists them to establish her own political position, which 
she frames as a defence of democratic, egalitarian politics against the rise of 
populist politics exemplified by the Brexit-vote and the presidency of Donald 
Trump. 

Focusing on these two examples, McGoey reconstructs how both the Brexit-
Vote as well as the 2016 presidential elections in the USA were surrounded by 
a discourse that accused the masses of ignorance. McGoey claims that the 
masses where painted ignorant largely for their lack of cultural and economic 
capital, making them susceptible to fearmongering concerning economic 
insecurity. As a consequence, stigmata such as a lack of knowledge on the 
question of Brexit or being knowledgeable about Trump’s racism and 
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misogyny and supporting it are cast as problems of a populace of low social 
status. McGoey takes a firm stance against these ascriptions of ignorance to 
the masses and instead sets out to explore elite forms of ignorance such as 
government misinformation and a sensationalist media discourse. McGoey’s 
diagnosis is clear: the primary contemporary struggle in Western 
industrialized societies is about what not to know. 

From Adam Smith to Rupert Murdoch 

In the following chapters, McGoey takes her reader for a ride that starts at the 
end of the 18th century with the Scottish moral philosopher Adam Smith and 
his famous The wealth of nations and goes all the way into contemporary 
political-economic thought, interweaving her central narrative of the 
ignorance-pathway of the free market with issues such as discrimination, 
economic inequality and corporate scandal. McGoey proposes a re-reading of 
Smith’s classic that has indeed not been able to garner widespread public 
attention: that The wealth of nations is as much about market regulation and 
economic and social equality as it is about the free market and its often-cited 
invisible hand. McGoey traces this reading through 19th and 20th century 
thinking, referencing influential authors such as Mills, Burke, Tocqueville and 
Popper as well thinkers that have been historically silenced in academic 
discourse like Mary Wollstonecraft. 

McGoey criticizes the mainstream reading of historic sources on political-
economic thinking not only as a silencing of female thinkers, but also as a 
misreading of its perceived protagonists: following her argument, Smith, 
Tocqueville and others were acutely aware of the dangers of unregulated free 
markets but, at the same time, largely failed to reflect upon their own social 
positions. Historical reception of those classics has concentrated on the 
apparently natural asymmetrical distribution of wealth, mostly completely 
disregarding oppression by colonial powers or even social and economic 
inequality in Europe. In effect, McGoey deconstructs contemporary neoliberal 
theory about the free market as ideological and contingent rather than natural 
or fixed. 
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Interestingly, she illustrates the trajectory of such entrenched thinking about 
the free markets by reflecting on the 2011 News of the World scandal, during 
which it came to light that employees of News International, a major UK news 
corporation, had illegally wiretapped a huge number of politicians, officials 
and prominent persons alongside allegations of corruption. McGoey retells 
this incident in light of her ignorance-pathway of the free market: the 
regulatory agency tasked with supervising corporations such as News 
International and journalistic (mis)conduct became aware of the illegal 
activities of News of the World journalists. However, following McGoey’s 
argument, the regulatory agency was ill-equipped to deal with illegal conduct 
of such proportions in terms of financial power and manpower, owing to 
policies aiming at the idea of a self-regulating market. Confronted with this 
dilemma, the agency walked the thin line between complicity and strategic 
ignorance in choosing not to investigate the most severe allegations against 
News of the World to ensure their own organizational survival. 

A self-fulfilling prophecy and the social ‘elite’ 

In the later chapters, McGoey explores what has already been hinted at with 
the News International case: in the UK and the USA, regulatory entities have 
become increasingly dependent on market financing, driven by the idea of the 
free market as superior distributive mechanism to the benefit of all. Much 
corporate governance is also realized within the market, as, for example, 
through professional audit firms. By reconstructing the cases of Enron and the 
FDA 1 , McGoey sheds light on how corporations can mobilize complex 
regulatory arrangements to their advantage. Questions of responsibility in 
case of misbehaviour can be distributed to a wide network of contractors, 
audit firms or legal loopholes to avoid legal consequences in what truly seems 
like strategic ignorance. Even more, McGoey explores how corporations 
attempt to establish forms of ignorance towards possible consequences of 
business decisions and misbehaviour as unknowable and thus exempt from 
legal punishment. 

	
1  The US-American Food and Drug Administration. 
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An example for such a case is a class of antidepressants, which was shown to 
produce significant harmful side effects after it had gone to mass use when 
approved by the FDA. Despite early warning signs the drugs approval was not 
revoked; in fact, the FDA tried hard to ignore the evidence that surfaced. 
McGoey avoids simplifying accounts of this story, as she shows how the FDA’s 
failure was not necessarily one of malicious intent, but rather entangled in a 
very complex web of inter-dependencies and path-dependencies. The FDA 
had to navigate their increasing dependency on industry money, their 
reputation as a competent government agency and their shortcomings in 
terms of established scientific routines for the testing and approval of new 
drugs which had failed to detect the side-effects. McGoey shows also how this 
established arrangement was mobilized strategically by the pharmaceutical 
firms producing the drugs to ignore inconvenient findings even though they 
seemed apparent. FDA management was willing to comply in this strategic 
use of ignorance and even went as far as punishing internal voices of protest. 

What seems puzzling about this report is how a network of experts with 
significant education and resources failed to appropriately respond to a severe 
social problem. This leads McGoey right back to her larger political point: that 
ignorance is by no means a problem of the masses but permeates all realms of 
society; and powerful actors such as multinational corporations are in a much 
more advantageous position to exploit it. 

Ignorance and politics 

The unknowers makes very convincing points. Indeed, while many academics 
might be at least familiar with the skewed reception of Adam Smith and the 
silencing of certain strands of theory, contemporary democratic capitalism is 
still hailed as the only and natural form of modern societies, thus cementing 
existing inequalities as unquestionable. McGoey’s book is an intervention 
into this belief that seeks to suspend the naturalness of this historical 
interpretation. She unfolds a powerful critique towards essentialist notions of 
knowing (such as knowing the best form of sociality) especially in the face of 
an emerging discourse that argues for privileged access to voting rights based 
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on expert political knowledge.2 The argument for expert voting is based on 
the assumption that informed voting decisions would necessarily lead to 
better political decisions and more just politics. McGoey refutes this point by 
arguing that ignorance is not neutral, but a constitutive part of political 
struggles. Expert voters, she argues, are not necessarily more reflected and 
impartial, they are simply entrenched in forms of ignorance that are more in 
line with socially accepted pathways of macro-ignorance. The question is thus 
not only what is unknown but also how the negotiation of what is worthy of 
(un)knowing unfolds and how different social actors mobilize this oracular 
power. 

To open up this debate and provide a though-provoking counterpoint to the 
neutrality of ignorance is indeed meritorious and reason enough to wish The 
unknowers brought reception. McGoey argues that currently, there is already 
too little democracy rather than too much, with public institutions 
undermined by a mainstream of anti-regulatory rhetoric which has conferred 
a lot of regulatory power mechanisms to market actors and thus weakened the 
means of political decision making. In this respect, her argument is fairly 
social-democratic in highlighting the virtues of public bureaucratic regulation 
as a balance of power between corporate elites and other social groups. She 
shows how, against common interpretation, such ideas can be found in classic 
economic thought currently mobilized to justify the exact opposite line of 
thinking around the free market. For McGoey, this twist is ’perhaps the 
greatest academic hoax in modern western history’ [311]. 

‘Two souls, alas, are dwelling in my breast’3 

McGoey’s reconstruction of contemporary ignorance is thought provoking 
and offers a persuasive twist on the commonly held assumption that 
knowledge is power. Indeed, it might be much more powerful a strategy to 
enlist ignorance in one’s own favour. This book on strategic ignorance is 

	
2  Most prominently maybe the philosopher and political scientist Jason Brennan, 

who is referenced repeatedly by McGoey and who has recently proposed different 
strategies for the distribution of knowledge-based access to voting in his 2016 
book Against democracy. 

3 (Goethe, 1962: 145). 
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strongest when McGoey reconstructs tangible examples from recent history. 
Here, she can fill her overarching narrative of the ignorance-pathways of the 
free market with life and convince her readers that even the power to ignore 
is asymmetrically distributed in contemporary western societies and fierce 
struggles are fought over what not to know. 

Yet, the way in which McGoey approaches her investigation is marked by a 
tension that is felt throughout the book and not always easily reconciled. Just 
as Goethe’s Faust struggles with the two souls dwelling in his breast, torn 
between his desire of carnal and visceral involvement in the world on the one 
hand and his pursuit of transcendental knowledge on the other hand, the 
reader gets to know two Lindsey McGoeys: one seeking activist involvement 
and impact in the lived world, the other aspiring to analytical clarity and more 
abstract theorization. One of McGoey’s souls is a passionate public intellectual 
that fiercely criticizes the way in which the notion of expert knowledge is 
mobilized as an attack on the rights of democratic participation, as certain 
societal groups are marked as ignorant. This McGoey coins a strong and 
convincing metaphor in her use of strategic ignorance. Her reconstructions of 
the scandal around News of the World as well as her explorations of the 
relationships of the British and US-American pharmaceutical industry with 
their respective regulating bodies make her descriptions of strategic 
ignorance tangible and intuitively understandable. 

Against the background of such illustrations, McGoey makes a case to defend 
equal rights of democratic participation against epistocratic conceptions of 
rule. Such notions of the rule of expert knowers effectively declares parts of 
the populace unfit to make democratic decisions on their own life and 
position in society. McGoey, on the other hand, sees democracy as an 
‘epistemologically superior’ [297] form of rule that inherently dispels the 
ascription of ignorance to the masses, as it values different forms of knowledge 
as equally legitimate exactly through the equal integration of different groups 
into the political decision-making process. The verve with which McGoey 
presents her argument, I believe, sometimes disregards academic rigor, but it 
is well in line with questioning her own position as an expert knower in her 
role as an academically educated sociologist. 
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Yet, this analytical sociologist is the other McGoey that the reader gets to know 
over the course of the book. This McGoey is not content with an intellectual 
intervention into contemporary discourse and instead pursues a line of 
investigation probably more akin to the expectations of the academically 
interested readership. Especially in her second chapter, she outlines a 
promising conceptual vocabulary around ‘oracular power’ and ‘useful 
unknowns’ and continues to work conceptually later on in the book, as for 
example when she differentiates strategic ignorance from secrecy: ‘Secrecy 
hides; strategic ignorance creates: constructing plausible rationales […] for 
why problems should not exist, and therefore do not require closer 
investigation or penalization’ [294]. 

Furthermore, this McGoey seeks to embed the study of strategic ignorance 
historically through a re-reading of classical authors in national economics, 
political theory and sociology. McGoey makes visible that the reception of 
classic theories is also part, both today as well as historically, of political 
negotiations about which parts of a theory are deemed worthy of knowing and 
which parts are deemed worthy of not knowing. This re-reading stresses the 
contingent character of expert knowledge about society and how academic 
discourse, something that might seem quite abstract for certain readers, is 
grounded in its own regulating practices such as editing and re-editing over 
the course of which parts of a theory can slowly but surely vanish from edited 
volume to edited volume (or be rediscovered, for that matter). 

To have your cake and eat it 

In light of such a setup, to expect a book that can successfully marry 
interventionist mind-set with sociological analysis seems reasonable. Yet, 
along with much deserved praise, some critical aspects about The unknowers 
must be raised: as mentioned at the outset, walking the line between 
academic analysis and political intervention is an ambitious task that 
probably offers as many dangers as it promises insights. And indeed, The 
unkowers is not always a happy marriage. Throughout the book, McGoey’s two 
souls, the sociologist on the one hand and the public intellectual on the other 
hand, seem to be locked into eternal struggle. The public intellectual 
sometimes draws fairly direct comparisons of historical accounts and 
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contemporary thinking as well as political phenomena, which are illustrative 
of her argument and used against her political enemies. Yet, the sociologist is 
aware that such linear comparisons are not sufficiently complex and 
academically untenable, oftentimes repudiating them on the following pages. 
In these instances, McGoey’s stated intent to settle the score with the 
‘political right’ battles with her analytical precision. Two logics compete in 
this struggle: while the political commentary of the public intellectual 
requires some amount of closure to evoke the ‘political right’ as opposing 
position, the sociological analysis strives to reveal the complexity around 
different forms of ignorance that subverts such friend/foe-patterns. Instead, 
it seeks to resist closure and illuminate the issue from different perspectives. 

The aspirations of political intervention and sociological analysis come at a 
further price from this reviewer’s perspective: the book will be measured both 
against academic expectations and standards as well as against the 
expectations of a broader audience. From a sociological perspective, 
McGoey’s analytical potential remains largely unexplored. The analytical 
categories in relation to strategic ignorance that she develops in chapter two 
are sparsely used in the following chapters and make mostly illustrative 
appearances. And the categories of the ‘autocratic strongs’ and the ‘autocratic 
smarts’ remain rather blurry as well. McGoey repeatedly distinguishes 
between ‘the wealthy’ [226] and ‘poorer groups’ [245] or uses similar 
vocabulary such as ‘America’s power elite’ [240] to gauge the factions in the 
social struggle for unknowing. This terminology does oftentimes not seem 
sufficiently complex in the face of the wide networks of ignorance that are 
reconstructed, and McGoey subsequently oscillates between studying 
strategic forms of ignorance and forms of ignorance, which seem rather 
unintentional or embedded in a wider social logic (such as adherence to 
established rules, even if they are not optimal or, at worst, dysfunctional). 
While in line with her analysis of the relation between micro- and macro-
ignorance, the analytical distinction between intentional ignorance and 
unintentional ignorance becomes blurry and it is not always clear how the two 
interrelate. Furthermore, through the combination of a vocabulary of an 
abstract elite and the stated focus on strategic forms of ignorance, this 
blurriness is sometimes in danger of evoking an imagery of a social elite that 
can somehow freely combine historical interpretations and contemporary 
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knowledge to suit their goals. The conflictual character of this struggle over 
interpretational sovereignty seems underappreciated in the book, even 
though McGoey reconstructs it in her examples, and the heated political 
climate in both the USA and UK specifically seem to pay testament to it. Some 
aspects of the critique here presented might also be due to the fact that some 
passages in the book are republications of McGoey’s earlier work, reworked 
into a larger narrative. 

For academic readers, The unknowers might thus provide a fertile analytical 
vocabulary waiting to be explored in further studies. In the field of 
management and organization studies, the notion of strategic ignorance 
seems especially apt to connect to recent literature on organizational secrecy 
that conceptualizes secrecy as performative social process (Costas and Grey, 
2014; Costas and Grey 2016). Otto et al. (2019: 11) further emphasises the 
notion of ‘the secret as such’ in this line of research and its strategic effects 
in the social practices of its (re)production. Given McGoey’s interest in the 
organization of (strategic) ignorance, as in the case of the FDA, her concepts 
might be productively adapted to further explore secrecy and ignorance in 
organization and management. 

From the perspective of a general audience, the book provides a thought-
provoking perspective on the notion of knowledge in contemporary society. 
Without a doubt, McGoey contributes to an important social debate that is 
marked by buzzwords such as fake-news or post-truth. The unknowers 
illuminates some of the social practices around seemingly self-understood 
knowledge and their history. In other instances, the book might seem 
daunting to many readers. While the chapters that describe real-world 
examples of strategic ignorance are accessible and informative, significant 
parts of the book closely interweave these events with fairly demanding 
academic theories. For an audience less familiar with the writings of Adam 
Smith, Alexis de Tocqueville, Karl Popper and, in fact, many others, it will 
probably be quite difficult to follow the narrative of the book at all times. 

McGoey’s projection of a possible way to construe ignorance in a politically 
empowering way is ‘enlargement’, as ‘the capacity to imagine one’s 
circumstances differently and the human will and capacity to do so’ [312]. She 
sees Smith and other classic thinkers in line with a form of solidarity that is 
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‘to see and to speak when it is least in one’s self-interest to do so, even when 
others may deride or try to harm you’ [321]. Even when one might be sceptical 
against such idealizations and the attribution of such qualities to the group of 
the ‘greats’ [312], it is the contingency of both knowledge and ignorance that 
McGoey sees as politically empowering: that the boundary of what is 
considered legitimate knowledge and what is considered ignorance is by no 
means natural. 
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	5. SteffestunandÖtsch_article-final.docx.pdf
	6-blank page.pdf
	6. Kirkegaard,KristensenandLauridsen_article-final.docx.pdf
	7-blank page.pdf
	7. Lobbedez_note-final.docx.pdf
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