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Abstract
How do employees navigate a perpetual state of moral uncertainty caused by their organisational context? We addressed this question through a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis of employees’ interview accounts of working in the British defence industry. The employees work in an environment of moral uncertainty, given that the industry produces weapons and military equipment for the British armed forces and global trade for use in conflicts around the world. This presents moral challenges for employees as reflexive social actors, yet these are not acknowledged or discussed at the institutional level. We argue that this constitutes a form of institutional wilful ignorance, compounding the effects of moral uncertainty we investigate. Our work contributes to existing research in three main ways: by establishing the existence and identifying examples of experiences of moral uncertainty as an ongoing characteristic of a working environment; by introducing a life course perspective to explore the social construction of positions people take towards a morally uncertain environment; and by identifying practices of wilful ignorance from defence organisations, and some of its employees.

Introduction
When faced with morally challenging facts or decisions, people tend to initially follow their instinct, before engaging in reasoning, to try and decide of the correct path to follow (Haidt, 2013). What happens then if they experience confusion on the morally correct path to follow? This is the premise of moral uncertainty, or “what one ought to do when one is uncertain about what one ought to do” (Bykvist, 2017, p.2). With such a situation likely to induce stress (Reynolds et al., 2012), attention should turn to ways in which employees find resources to manage this uncertainty, particularly when such support is not forthcoming at an organisational level. 
Our paper aims to explore this area by asking the question: “how do employees navigate an organisational environment characterized by inherent moral uncertainty?”. Our empirical work comes from a qualitative study with employees working in the British defence industry, where organisations in the sector produce and supply armed forces with military weapons and equipment, conduct research and development in technologies required to provide military advantage, and maintain existing military material throughout its lifecycle (Wisniewski, 2012). While there are ubiquitous moral challenges impacting employees within the British defence industry, including its contribution to the international arms trade (Christensen, 2019), there is institutional silence on such issues. We argue that this constitutes a form of institutional ‘wilful ignorance’ (Alvesson, Einola & Schaefer, 2022), an important concept for our analysis, which we expand on below. 
[bookmark: _Int_xLDQ5QLA][bookmark: _Int_XcZPcFZE]We divide our paper into four parts. In the first part, we begin with a review of moral uncertainty and its presence in the British defence industry, and then introduce the concept of wilful ignorance in organisations and consider its different forms at the institutional-level and the individual social actor level. In the second part, we discuss our methodological considerations, including participant recruitment, interviews, our approach to Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), and use of a life course approach in our analysis. We then describe and analyse our findings in the third part, structured using our proposed typology of subject positions. In the fourth part, we discuss our empirical and theoretical contributions to the conceptualisation of experiences of moral uncertainty in a context of institutional wilful ignorance.

Moral uncertainty and the defence industry
[bookmark: _Int_64uuKKT2]	Moral psychology has a long and rich history stemming from Greek philosophers investigating what constitutes a good person or society, to becoming a field in its own right centuries later (Haidt, 2008).  Much of its initial focus was on formation of moral standards as a cognitive process, particularly in children (Carpendale, 2010; Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977), before broadening to various ways in which these standards materialise, such as moral reasoning, moral dilemma, or moral disengagement (Bandura, 1996). Conceptualisation of moral systems and practices has taken various forms, often leaning into culturally determinist perspectives (Turiel, 1983; Hofmann et al., 2018). Haidt (2008) provides a more balanced view by putting forward that “moral systems are interlocking sets of values, practices, institutions, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work together to suppress or regulate selfishness and make social life possible” (p.70). In this definition, Haidt acknowledges the interconnection of environmental and circumstantial influences with individual regulation and agency, which will be highlighted throughout this paper. Moral psychology has permeated the world of organizational studies, as a way to study cognitive processes leading to harmful corporate behaviours (White et al., 2009), as well as day to day challenges facing people at work, positioning moral reasoning in a work context as “the activity of judging and deciding what is morally right and wrong, permissible, obligatory, and forbidden in an organizational context” (Kvalnes, 2015, p. 2).
	Moral uncertainty has surfaced more recently as a concept, in relation to circumstances whereby the moral righteousness of different paths of actions is unclear. In other words, facing a choice between path A and path B, I wish to do what is morally right, but am unsure of the moral righteousness of either paths, or how to assess one against another (Lockhart, 2000). While it may be questioned whether it is a valid endeavour to try and establish “what one ought do when one is uncertain about what one ought to do” (Bykvist, 2017, p. 2), studying moral uncertainty can also shed light on reasons which might bring people to question and assess the moral value attached with a particular situation, and how worthy these can be (Macaskill, Bykvist & Ord, 2020).  Such situations may arise in a military context for example, whereby armed forces may face a circumstance where they need to question the moral validity of causing the loss of a life when it may lead to saving a greater number of lives (Hofer et al., 2021). While examples of moral uncertainty often reference short-term decision making per the previous example, in this paper, we focus on the more fundamental and permanent state of moral uncertainty people may find themselves in, where conflicting moral principles are equally available for them to exercise their moral judgement (Bykvist, 2017). We argue that, in an organisational context, the defence industry constitutes an environment conducive to presenting its members with such an environment of moral uncertainty, which deserves greater attention, considering the individual impact it might have, such as heightened stress (Reynolds et al., 2012). 
The British defence industry supply products and services spanning the full range of equipment used by the armed forces on land, air, and sea such as, respectively, tanks, fighter jets and warships. These are provided through private sector companies, employing a total of 133,000 people as of 2020 (statista.com, 2023), over half of which are located in the South of England, and the rest spread across all regions of the UK (Hartley, 2019). British defence companies serve the UK military and support the UK government in global export of defence products, making the UK the second largest exporter after the USA (gov.uk, 2023), operating contracts with a range of foreign powers (Christensen, 2019).
Moral challenges impacting the defence industry have been highlighted in existing research through its lack of ownership and accountability with regards to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), and the low expectations put upon it by external stakeholders, exempting it from the type of scrutiny regarding moral obligations which is directed towards other industries (Byrne, 2007). This suggests an implicit acceptance of the harm caused by the industry and its output. Other moral and ethical challenges were studied in relation to the sale of weapons to countries considered as oppressive regimes and having poor records of upholding human rights (Christensen, 2019). Christensen details the existence of a dilemma between withdrawing support to such regimes because of their misalignment to values core to the country manufacturing the weapons, and the fact that not providing weapons may prevent the local protection against aggressors and endanger the lives of innocent people. 
The moral uncertainty experienced by people working in the industry is compounded by a lack of acknowledgement of the dissonance they live under, and challenges related to the production of weapons. This was shown through the study of the development of nuclear weapons, which, despite public concerns and opposition, progressed and grew, enabled by the active construction of a taboo surrounding their use (Tannenwald 2005). 

Institutional wilful ignorance
In the context of the British defence industry, moral challenges related to weapons production and sales are likely to be heightened by the institutional lack of acknowledgment of these challenges. We argue that this institutional silence is a form of institutional wilful ignorance (Alvesson et al., 2022), which is a processual and dynamic phenomenon in organisational life. Alvesson et al. (2022) argue that it cannot be reduced to a single definition, as it comes in many forms and multiple levels. For example, a distinction can be made between ‘actively ignoring’ (deliberate knowledge suppression) and ‘being ignorant’ (genuine lack of knowledge). There are two specific forms of ‘actively ignoring’ that are pertinent to our analysis of British defence industry. The first is ‘strategic ignorance’ (McGoey, 2012), where ignorance through intentional knowledge suppression is used by the organisation as a strategic resource to protect corporate interest (Alvesson et al., 2022), such as in the cases of the tobacco and oil and gas industries. We argue this is also the case in our study of the defence industry, where strategic ignorance can be manifested through various organisational practices, including selectively communicating existing knowledge (Knudsen & Kishik, 2022), normalizing a state of “non-knowledge”. This can be supported and facilitated by managerial practices, which can be intended as productive and serving organisational interests (Schaefer, 2019).
The second form is individual-level active ignorance, where an intentional lack of reflexivity is activated by a social actor. This can be brought about by institutional pressures through “tacit and codified meanings, rules and norms prescribing how individuals ought to think and behave in fields or social settings, like industries, state bureaucracies and professions. These may become recurring practices and established routines and include ‘taboos’ and ‘secrecy’” (Alvesson et al., 2022, p. 848). The effect of this is that institutions are reproduced when people actively try to ‘not know’. Individual organisational members may engage with this due to various motives, including protecting self-esteem and personal comfort, intra-organisational social and political reasons, avoiding complicating their work, or having to make difficult decisions (Alvesson et al., 2022). These practices, in turn, may impact individuals’ experiences of empathy and altruistic behaviours (Vu et al., 2023). In the case of the British defence industry, this intentional approach may serve as individual coping strategies in the face of the known deadly impact of the industry’s products. 
We deploy the concept of wilful ignorance in our analysis of moral uncertainty in the British defence sector and argue that institutional and corporate discourses strategically ignore employees’ experiences of moral uncertainty, as well as the activities and circumstances which trigger them. 
Methodological considerations
	Following the view that an employee is “an ‘active’ ethical subject who is responsible for their own self creation” (Munro, 2014, p.1127), we adopt a social constructionist paradigm, based on the assumption that knowledge is the product of human thinking rather than a fixed reality, while emphasising the importance of language and discourse as its core processes (Burr, 2015). Indeed, we set out to understand how responses to moral conflict are constructed by employees in the British defence industry with the intent of maintaining an acceptable view of the self, what factors influence this construction, and what social processes it enables (Cohen et al., 2004). This aligns closely with an epistemological approach of post-modernism, influenced by the work of Michel Foucault (Kendall & Wickham, 1999), based on the premise that there is no single generalisable truth or exact scientific method to determine it, and that everything is instead subjective and the product of the human mind (Khan & MacEachen, 2021). 	While some discourse analysis practices insist on using pre-existing material as data, avoiding intervention from the researcher in its production (Oswick, 2012), others, including Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), commonly use interviews and accept them as ways to identify discourses and discursive strategies in their production through conversation (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017). Semi-structured interviews, used in this research, were used in several examples of FDA, all putting a strong emphasis on individual experiences and sensemaking (Kavoura et al., 2015; Zitz et al., 2014; Gumley et al., 2021). They give participants the space to develop their own position and the interviewer to explore specific points, while following a high-level direction of inquiry, enabling an easier analysis. We developed an interview guide and tested it with two pilots, following which the interview guide was refined (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2012, p.248), to include seven areas of questioning, with proposed questions in each to start the dialogue.
While some discourse analysis practices insist on using pre-existing material as data, avoiding intervention from the researcher in its production (Oswick, 2012), others, including Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA), commonly use interviews and accept them as ways to identify discourses and discursive strategies in their production through conversation (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017). Semi-structured interviews, used in this research, were used in several examples of FDA, all putting a strong emphasis on individual experiences and sensemaking (Kavoura et al., 2015; Zitz et al., 2014; Gumley et al., 2021). They give participants the space to develop their own position and the interviewer to explore specific points, while following a high-level direction of inquiry, enabling an easier analysis. We developed an interview guide and tested it with two pilots, following which the interview guide was refined (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2012, p.248), to include seven areas of questioning, with proposed questions in each to start the dialogue.	Discursive approaches to qualitative research are recognised for typically using smaller samples, given their focus on depth of analysis, and the often-sensitive nature of their topics (Gumley et al, 2021). Indeed, the three FDA examples referenced above were based on samples ranging from seven to thirteen participants; moving slightly beyond this range to secure a rich data set, we recruited and interviewed a total of fifteen British defence industry employees. Following principles of purposeful sampling (Tracy, 2013, p.134), participants employed in the British defence industry were actively targeted through the first author’s professional network, at various seniority levels and across different professional disciplines to reflect different perspectives and experiences, in contrast with existing research focusing primarily on moral challenges experienced by individuals at the forefront of business scandals and actions causing harm (Newman et al., 2020; White et al., 2009). It should be acknowledged that, while the sample includes representation of workers directly involved with the development and manufacture of defence products, it disproportionally represents employees from central functions based in corporate offices, which will be accounted for in the analysis of the findings. The fifteen interviews lasted on average sixty minutes, were conducted online using Microsoft Teams, recorded and transcribed verbatim. Table 1 presents the list and key characteristics of participants. 
Discursive approaches to qualitative research are recognised for typically using smaller samples, given their focus on depth of analysis, and the often-sensitive nature of their topics (Gumley et al, 2021). Indeed, the three FDA examples referenced above were based on samples ranging from seven to thirteen participants; moving slightly beyond this range to secure a rich data set, we recruited and interviewed a total of fifteen British defence industry employees. Following principles of purposeful sampling (Tracy, 2013, p.134), participants employed in the British defence industry were actively targeted through the first author’s professional network, at various seniority levels and across different professional disciplines to reflect different perspectives and experiences, in contrast with existing research focusing primarily on moral challenges experienced by individuals at the forefront of business scandals and actions causing harm (Newman et al., 2020; White et al., 2009). It should be acknowledged that, while the sample includes representation of workers directly involved with the development and manufacture of defence products, it disproportionally represents employees from central functions based in corporate offices, which will be accounted for in the analysis of the findings. The fifteen interviews lasted on average sixty minutes, were conducted online using Microsoft Teams, recorded and transcribed verbatim. Table 1 presents the list and key characteristics of participants. 
	Interview number
	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Tenure
	Discipline

	1
	Andrew
	M
	<5 years
	Central functions

	2
	Liz
	F
	>5 years
	Central functions

	3
	Sasha
	M
	<5 years
	Engineering

	4
	Cameron
	M
	<5 years
	Engineering

	5
	Justin
	M
	>5 years
	Central functions

	6
	Ralph
	M
	>5 years
	Central functions

	7
	Issy
	F
	>5 years
	Central functions

	8
	Camilla
	F
	>5 years
	Central functions

	9
	Colin
	M
	>5 years
	Central functions

	10
	Sean
	M
	>5 years
	Central functions

	11
	Matt
	M
	>5 years
	Central functions

	12
	Michelle
	F
	<5 years
	Central functions

	13
	Angela
	F
	>5 years
	Project Management

	14
	Russell
	M
	<5 years
	Engineering

	15
	John
	M
	<5 years
	Engineering


Table 1: Research participants
The data analysis was conducted using a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) approach. We are often reminded that Foucault himself never defined an actual method, given the inherent subjectivity core to his work (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017), and FDA is better understood as a method defined by scholars to apply Foucault’s perspective to empirical research (Raffnsøe et al., 2019). Different proposed methods and examples of their application were reviewed to define the most appropriate approach for this study. Many examples of FDA base their approach on the suggested six-step method devised by Willig (2008, pp.115-117). While this method covers some of the key tenets of Foucauldian inspired inquiry such as subject positioning and subjectification, Willig clarifies that her approach does not consider the role of history, formation and evolution of discourses (Willig, 2008, p.115), which are fundamental to Foucault’s work (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017). While other researchers decided to supplemented Willig’s method with additional Foucauldian concepts (Outila & Kiuru, 2020), we favoured the flexible guideline proposed by Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine (2017), and, in order to draw our findings, structured insights on the discursive formation of moral uncertainty along the four key Foucauldian principles they identified: problematisation, how problems are being formed around the discursive objects; technologies, or practices aimed at governing human conduct; subject position, how individuals’ biographies and historical surrounding enable them to use certain discourses; and subjectification, what ethical goals subjects aim to achieve through practice.
Following the transcription of the fifteen interviews, similarly to Kavoura et al. (2015), the FDA was preceded by an initial thematic analysis. Guidance from Tracy (2013, p.188-195) was followed, starting with a round of data immersion, then a first round of coding, conducted by adding codes to the transcripts in Microsoft Word, before transferring first level codes and extracts onto an Excel workbook. A second round of coding then refined and grouped these themes into higher level themes. This catalogue of extracts with first and second level codes enabled an easier navigation of the data to identify the discursive construction of moral uncertainty, per the principles detailed earlier – problematisation, technologies, subject position, and subjectification.
In support of our analysis, we introduced and applied a life course approach (Giele & Elder, 1998; Elder & Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2003), positioning individuals as “people with biographies in the making. They are not static objects, they have been influenced by past events, their ties with others, and the historically situated social structures that direct their paths towards the future” (Sweet & Moen, 2006, p. 203). As a micro-macro integrated approach to understanding the interconnections between individual social actors and their multiple contexts, a life course approach is complementary to the Foucauldian approach to our analysis, incorporating these social processes in people’s position and construction as subjects. More specifically, it follows four principles against which our data was reviewed. This includes the principle of human agency, which is always analysed in relation to three key additional life course principles (Giele & Elder, 1998; Tomlinson et al., 2018): ‘location in time and place’, or the social, cultural, and historical structures and pathways affecting human agency; ‘linked lives’, or the interdependency of lives through social networks and relations with family, school, work, and community (Bruening & Dixon, 2008; Elder & Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2003); and ‘timing of lives’, how the precursors and consequences of life events, transitions, and turning points vary according to their timing in an individual’s life (Elder & Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2003). All four life course principles are relevant to our understanding of the discursive construction of experiences of moral uncertainty as a dynamic and processual, ongoing social accomplishment that is achieved by social actors, and we draw on these principles in conjunction with Foucault’s concepts of technologies, subject position, and subjectification, in our findings and analysis.
Findings and analysis
	A close review of the data along the four key areas identified by Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine (2017) as core to the Foucauldian approach identifies the ‘subject position’, substantially informed by a life course approach, as a key differentiator around which other perspectives and practices organize themselves. Indeed, Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine considered the subject position as a “vantage point” from which people construct their view of reality and operate their moral judgement (2017, p.117). Acknowledging that people’s positions fluctuate overtime, influenced by the flexibility and dynamic aspect of their life course (Tomlinson et al., 2018), we identify four subject positions from the time of our interviews, situating people between being the core and the margins of the British defence industry; these margins lead onto the positions of the British defence industry’s detractors, i.e., external activists or members of the public opposed to the industry’s activities, as the existence of these opposing views creates an environment of moral uncertainty, to which workers’ response and existence of moral conflict helps cement their position. Defence industry workers’ positions materialise through people’s identification with the industry in discussion (referring to their organisation as “we” or “they”). Four subject positions were identified within this spectrum, named ‘industry insiders’, ‘sympathetic supporters’, ‘passive followers’ and ‘actively conflicted’. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of these four subject positions. This section is split into two parts. In the first, key characteristics of each subject position, and how they are informed by a life course approach, are presented. In the second part, the materialization and impact of wilful ignorance on moral uncertainty is detailed for each subject position.
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Figure 1: Visualization of the subject positions


Subject positions and influence of life course
The industry insiders
	This first position is situated at the core of the British defence industry, at a point where people identify clearly and openly with what the industry stands for, salient values such as pride and service to the nation, and stand by its actions, affiliations and strategic directions. An industry insider positioning is often shaped by a life course involving exposure to areas connected with defence or the armed forces at various times of their life, be it through family connections, childhood experiences, or a physical environment marked by a visible presence of defence facilities, products, or people. These helped develop a deep interest in defence, which translated into a desire for some to join the armed forces, using the private sector side of the industry as a proxy for their unfulfilled ambitions. Table 2 presents how such life course aspects of trajectories and linked lives have been shared by some participants. 
	Life course experience
	Quote
	Subject position impact

	Defence industry as proxy for the British armed forces
	I always wanted to join the defence industry and I come from quite a military family and I tried to join the forces myself, but unfortunately had broken quite a few bones in my past so… (…) I was a little disillusioned, but I was clear in my mind that I still wanted to work in the defence sector and therefore started applying for various different private companies. (Sasha)
	Commitment to contributing to national security and defence efforts (“play your part”)

	Immersed through childhood
	It stems right back to memories, as a child, my gran lived in Old Portsmouth and I'd often be playing on the beach at the Hot Walls as a kid with my gran, and sort of family. And I'd always see Navy warships going in and out. So from a young age, that environment played a big part in my upbringing in my life. (Matt)
	Sentimental personal connection driving lifelong ambition

	Family connections and patriotism
	I come from a military background, and I've got two sisters that are in the army (…). So, I've got that kind of military background, and I read up quite a bit and I follow quite a lot on current affairs, and I would say I'm quite patriotic and proud to be British, so... (John)
	Inherent sense of belonging and duty


Table 2: Life course influence on the ‘Industry insiders’ subject position 
	The sympathetic supporters
	We named the second subject position “sympathetic supporters”, to convey the ways in which some of the research participants shared a more nuanced sense of affiliating with the industry, one which results in a greater degree of self-reflection, through which they make sense of the role and purpose of the industry, while showing a degree of sympathy with those who might express opposing views. The construction of a sympathetic supporter position reflects a life course which may also be shaped by personal connections with the industry, through relatives, or physical location, however where this connection inspires a sense of comfort and security, rather than purpose or patriotism. This position also infers an element of curiosity and inquisitiveness, shaped through lifelong personal interests, and desire to learn. This attraction towards the industry leaving a space for the unknown, also involves a limited amount of exposure towards the arguments put forward by industry detractors, and an appreciation of the moral uncertainty surrounding the industry developed through various “jolts”, be they individual encounters, media reports, or other events triggering self-reflection. Participants’ accounts of the different aspects of the life course that connect them with the industry are displayed in table 3. 
	Life course experience
	Quote
	Subject position impact

	Family connection providing sense of security
	Well, there’s a bit of history in my family, it's something that we've all done. So, my dad was in the naval base for 51 years, uh, both granddads were, great-grandfather was as well, so it's definitely something that I grew up with and knew. And, in a way, it was always seen as a, and I know it's not this now, but when I was younger, it's kind of like a safe, secure job local to us, obviously. (Liz)
	Familiarity and comfort found in the industry

	Leap of faith
	In all honesty, when I applied for the internship and then ultimately the job, because of the nature of defence, I ultimately didn't know really what I was applying for. So, it was quite vague, but it was almost the moment that I just had to have faith in it all. (Russell)
	Openness to learn and consider various aspects of the industry and its impact

	Exposure to industry detractors
	I think that there probably was a time when, we were at careers fair, actually, and there was a group who were actively protesting against The Company. And I think, I know it sounds silly really, but I think it was the first time that I probably really thought about what it is that that we do. (Liz)
	Trigger to consider the moral aspect and engage in self-reflection


Table 3: Life course influence on the ‘Sympathetic supporters’ subject position
	The passive followers
	Analysing potential for moral conflict for employees in the British defence industry risks assuming that all employees actively engage in seeking knowledge and information about the industry they work in and form a certain opinion on it. This subject position, which we call “passive followers”, shows that some employees focus their attention on the direct scope and environment of their role, seeking some distance with the wider context they operate in. The life course contexts influencing such a position do not involve an active connection with the British defence industry through linked lives. Rather, it is marked by much more practical, planful, and agentic aspects of the life course, such as having a well-established life in a specific geographical location from where to seek employment, influencing available options and choices. From the passive follower position, people seek primarily to gain an income, employment security and skills development out of their employer, in order to enable what they might consider to be their main priorities, situated in their lives outside of work. Table 4 presents illustrations of this position.



	Life course experience
	Quote
	Subject position impact

	Limited local options for good employment
	When you're from the Northwest and your opportunities aren't so great in that region, then people haven't always thought past… “well actually they pay good salary and they’re a good engineering company”. (Camilla)
	Distance maintained with industry activities and impact

	Industry recommended for development opportunities 
	If I'm totally honest with you, a friend worked for the company and suggested that I might enjoy working for them because there are a lot of opportunities for development, and to move around and try different things. So, it wasn't really to do with the industry as such. (Angela)
	Personal agency focused on individual gains from industry


Table 4: Life course influence on the ‘Passive followers’ subject position
	The actively conflicted
	The final subject position is located on the margins of the industry, anchored within it by virtue of the employment relationship existing between individuals and their employing organization, however experiencing significant dissonance between the way they see the industry’s values being enacted, and what they personally stand for. As for other positions, participants’ life course contexts play a part in shaping their position. The actively conflicted are more likely to have had limited exposure to the industry, and fewer personal connections to it, in a way which can make them see themselves as alien to this environment, not benefitting from the common grounds others may share. Due to the nature of the industry, and the markets it operates in, people’s identity can find itself inherently conflicted with parts of the organisation, where, for example, LGBTQ+ employees work within teams operating in, or selling to customers located in countries oppressing LGBTQ+ people. The relevance of the employees’ linked lives is played out here, where perceptions and opinions of relatives and friends may also contribute to an actively conflicted position, when those express their concerns or disagreement with the industry someone is working for. In these conditions, the actively conflicted are likely to have gravitated towards working in the British defence industry for motivations unrelated to the industry’s activities, such as a desire to develop specific skills, or the unavailability of other options when faced with a need to secure employment. Table 5 provides examples of how this conflict may come to being.
	Life course experience
	Quote
	Subject position impact

	Feeling “othered” by industry 
	It's still really difficult to be someone that's different, and that has no natural affiliation or, you know, family history in the defence industry (…). It feels like a bit of an old boys’ club still. (Issy)
	Antagonistic view of the industry “norm”

	Personal attack from social groups
	I think being a public-ish person in terms of my LGBT stuff, you know, trying to be a positive role model, (…) putting myself out there and then coming under a lot of personal attack actually when people put those two things together. (Issy)
	Personal identity clashing with industry belonging

	Conflict conveyed through friends and family response
	A lot of my family didn't really know much about the company to begin with, and when I have told them about it, I think I've had a bit of a mixed response in that, oh, OK, they appreciate there are issues there, but then I've also had support by saying, well, at the end of the day, you're just trying to build your career. It's not your fault. (Cameron)
When I initially got the role, I had some very, very negative reactions from some people to the point where I lost relationships with at least two people that I would have called friends at the time, because they don't believe in the military, don't believe in defence and were just like, you've lost all morals. (Michelle)
	Industry affiliation and moral standards challenged 


Table 5: Life course influence on the ‘Actively conflicted’ subject position	
Applying a life course approach helped bringing out the social construction of British defence industry employees’ subject positions in relation to the moral uncertainty of their working environment. These positions also affect the perception and enactment of wilful ignorance of the potential for moral conflict, as is detailed in the next section.
Subjectification and enactment of wilful ignorance in a context of moral uncertainty
The industry insiders
A deep-seated affiliation with the industry and desire to contribute to the nation’s defence efforts impact what problematisation the industry insider position can lead to from a moral standpoint. Industry insiders see issues mainly in what is opposed to, or threatening, the British defence industry, such as hostile foreign powers framed as having the potential to unsettle or jeopardise the values and freedom the industry sets out to protect. This position also “others” industry detractors, considering that their lack of insider knowledge invalidates their argument against the industry, giving people a licence to legitimately ignore them. This “othering” of outsider views reflects an internalized approach to wilful ignorance of moral conflict, whereby such conflict is believed to have no reason to exist, and challenges of a moral nature to be unfounded. This is exacerbated through the corporate discourse of pride and fueled by the very sight of the industry’s products, albeit more so in a home or ceremonial setting, than in actual combat. Table 6 shows how the characterization of this subject position was constructed through conversation. 
	Impact of moral uncertainty
	Quote
	Wilful ignorance level

	People who join the British defence industry adhere to its activities
	I think everyone who works in the defence industry knows what they're working for. (Matt)
Yeah, there's kind of like no halfway house with that, you kind of either believe in what we do because of the seriousness of it, or you don't (…). You know, you can't sit on the fence. (Sean)
	Internalised – moral conflict as an impossibility

	Industry critiques lacking knowledge of “the truth” of the industry which justifies its activities
	It tends to spark quite passionate debate in people, in various people and their beliefs, and they get to say some things and there's a little bit of joy in proving them wrong sometimes. I think I can't deny that. (Sasha)
I think the defence industry is a very misunderstood industry for a lot of people that are against it and are opinionated on it. (John)
	Internalised – holding knowledge which counters moral challenge

	Emphasising the positive contribution of the organisation
	I tend to think more about the kind of positive aspects and feel really proud about what we do, the work that we do, you know, I see ships being deployed off to all corners of the globe to do humanitarian work, intercept drugs and do a lot of good work. (Justin)
	Internalised – morally commendable actions prevail


Table 6: Response to moral uncertainty and enactment of wilful ignorance for the ‘Industry insiders’
The sympathetic supporters
The more nuanced position of the sympathetic supporters opens them up to greater awareness and appreciation of the moral uncertainty they find themselves in within the British defence industry. Their problematisation focuses on legitimising the existence of the industry, and regularly reaffirming to themselves their belief in it through self-reflection triggered by challenges to their position, which come in different forms. Their acceptance to engage in such self-reflection also means that they accept that, for some, such reflections may lead to different outcomes, and therefore that opposing views do exist, and deserve respect. Similarly, this leads to an acknowledgment of the possibility of moral conflict, and sympathy to those who might face it. Nevertheless, through their own mechanisms of rationalisation, the sympathetic supporters keep themselves aligned with their company position, while showing more critique towards its discourse of purpose. Through this, they recognise and acknowledge the wilful ignorance of moral conflict existing at an institutional level, which, through their acts of self-reflection, they decide to tolerate, and reproduce, even if doing so begrudgingly. Table 7 illustrates some of the experiences and practices of sympathetic supporters. 
	Impact of moral uncertainty
	Quote
	Wilful ignorance level

	Acknowledgement of the lack of pro-active support
	In terms of: “so you're worried about what our products are doing? Let's have a conversation”, I don't know of anything that's formal and out there that encourages that sort dialogue or acknowledges that sort of dialogue. (Colin)
	Institutional, recognised at an individual level

	Refraining from publicly debating moral challenges
	We got a complete ban on response on social media. So I'm keeping my social media in the lines of, very boring, but mostly about the children in pictures or photographs, etc.  of animals (Ralph)
	Institutional, accepted at an individual level

	Acknowledgement and respect for opposing views 
	Some people have that opinion of, it's wrong and they have every right to think that and, and I completely get it. (Russell)
	Resisted at individual level

	Self-reflecting and overcoming their own moral conflict
	That was the conflict I had; can I deal with it? And then actually when you look at it, you think, yeah, I get it, and I'm on board with it. (Russell)
	Institutional, individual self-reflecting


Table 7: Response to moral uncertainty and enactment of wilful ignorance for the ‘Sympathetic supporters’

The passive followers
With a seemingly straightforward sense of priorities, and ability to compartmentalise their personal and professional identities, the passive followers appear better equipped to manage moral uncertainty. Indeed, their identity is more closely related to their own personal skills and discipline rather than the industry they operate in, and they make a point in not letting work considerations take over their lives and use up the energy they wish to dedicate to other activities and people. Yet, such compartmentalisation does not necessarily imply an absence or lack of awareness of potential moral conflict. Instead, passive followers seek distance from the reminders and triggers of moral conflict, and actively put this distance in their own reasoning and feeling of personal involvement. From this position, people make an active decision to accept and follow institutional wilful ignorance as a way of preserving their own personal resources. This can, in the absence of challenge, leave an impression of alignment with this approach of wilful ignorance, however they still demonstrate a clear awareness of this institutional approach. While they acknowledge this institutional approach as lacking support for employees, their prioritisation of personal life concerns outweighs their concerns around moral challenges, which they choose to set aside, as illustrated in Table 8. 
	Impact of moral uncertainty
	Quote
	Wilful ignorance level

	Focus on life outside of work
	I don't feel like I question my job on a daily basis because it is only, you know, I'm hoping it's part of my life and doesn't take over my whole life. (Camilla)
	Individual, outweighed by other priorities

	Actively suppressing moral challenge
	I am comfortable, that I can put it into a box I suppose, and not think about it because life is so fast. I'm busy all the time and I don't really consider it. (Angela)
	Individual and actively triggered

	Ignoring moral conflict due to lack of options
	I'm likely to, if I wanted to still work nearby, be in a role that paid less. And so it's a balance for me between the convenience of working for this company, what it gives to me from an employment perspective versus yes, I have a bit of a moral issue with it when I really think about it, but I suppose I try not to. (Angela)
	Individual and actively triggered

	Not addressed within organisation
	I don't know if this is just where I've been, but I've never seen it addressed. I've never had anybody speak to me about moral conflict or anything like that. (Angela)
	Institutional and recognised

	Seeking distance with moral conflict
	I find it easier working in a role where I'm further away from the product. (Angela)
	Individual and actively managed

	Acceptance of status quo and lack of control
	I think there are many things in life that I probably disagree with, and I'm not really able to influence them. (Camilla)
	Individual through self-reflection


Table 8: Response to moral uncertainty and enactment of wilful ignorance for the ‘Passive followers’


The actively conflicted
Problematisation from an actively conflicted position is deeply rooted in the moral conflict experienced by people, and challenges on an ongoing basis their very belonging to the British defence industry, because of the issues they see with the industry’s products, their impact, who is using them, and what this entire ecosystem is ultimately in aid of. From an actively conflicted position, people approach the organisational discourse critically, acutely aware of practices of institutional wilful ignorance, and impacted by it. They seek to highlight the untold and are cynical towards the industry’s emphasis on pride and purpose. They share a degree of discomfort, reinforced through events reminding them of the harm the industry is associated with, which act against coping mechanisms people attempt to put in place. Institutional wiful ignorance of such moral conflicts compounds the significant dissonance experienced by the actively conflicted, exacerbated by the lack of support available to them to manage their moral conflict. They pick up on attempts made by their organisation to invalidate their concerns by selectively deciding which aspects of working in the British defence industry they wish to acknowledge and convey, i.e., emphasizing the national security aspect, while downplaying the contribution to the arms trade. An actively conflicted position is a position of severe discomfort, which people do not experience as being sustainable, leading them to considerations of leaving the industry, fed by feelings of powerlessness to influence other paths towards positive change. Accounts of experience and impact of moral conflict can be seen in table 9. 
	Impact of moral uncertainty
	Quote
	Wilful ignorance level

	Geopolitical events exacerbating the moral conflict
	Most recently something that really made me feel very uncomfortable was the day that the invasion of Ukraine was announced, and the share price has skyrocketed. And the first thought I had was, this is horrible. I am directly profiting from innocent people dying. (Issy)
	Institutional, while moral challenge deeply felt at individual level

	Critical perception of corporate discourse ignoring moral conflict
	It's so drilled into everyone to be so extremely proud of what we do (…) and there's just no recognition of the fact that actually, there’s probably a few things that people might not feel so proud of. (Issy)
I think there's a lot of I guess, I don't wanna say propaganda, I think propaganda is too harsh a word, but it's definitely sort of mantras that come from the company (Cameron)
	Institutional, actively maintained through corporate communication

	Powerlessness in challenging organization activities
	Once you're in (…), it's very much, if you're in, you've got it, you've lost your morals. Now you're here, you're ours. (Michelle)
[I was asked:] ’Do you use your position (…) to actually campaign internally and question the company on who they're selling to and what they're doing and what their moral standpoint is (…)?’ And every fiber of my being wanted to say: ‘Oh my God, I wish we could do that!’ (…) But obviously I'm in a setting where I can't possibly share that view. (Issy)
	Institutional, recognised by, and enforced onto employees

	Growing concern over meaning of institutional wilful ignorance
	They know it's wrong, but because they're not talking about it, it kind of makes you think, well, there is a genuine moral spanner in the works there, that these people do know, but they just don't really care. (Cameron)
	Institutional and recognised by employees

	Fantasising about leaving the industry to resolve moral conflict
	I'm not necessarily going to stay in this industry forever, or necessarily long term; it's something that I'm currently doing right now to better myself, build a life for myself and my partner. (Cameron)
I'd be lying if I haven't said that I've seriously considered not working in this industry. (Issy)
	Institutional, impacting employee loyalty


Table 9: Response to moral uncertainty and enactment of wilful ignorance for the ‘Actively conflicted’

Discussion
	In this paper, we explored how employees navigate a perpetual state of moral uncertainty caused by their organisational context, which is compounded by experiences of institutional wilful ignorance. We drew on the British defence industry as a case study, where its core business is the production of weapons and military equipment for the British armed forces and the global arms trade to military forces in other countries. This presents moral challenges for employees as reflexive social actors, yet these are not acknowledged or discussed at the institutional level. Through our findings and analysis, our work makes three main contributions.
Firstly, we build on the developing literature on moral uncertainty in organisational settings by investigating the British defence industry, positioning it as a sector whose employees experience moral uncertainty by virtue of the industry’s products and their potentially lethal and oppressive use, thus creating a constant environment which they need to navigate on a continuous basis. We suggest that by acknowledging the ongoing state of moral uncertainty and seeking not only to engage with those actively conflicted, but also to encourage moral reflection from all employees, organisations have an opportunity to mitigate the detrimental consequences affecting people in all positions.
	Secondly, we extend the body of Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis studies by incorporating a life course approach. The study shows that subject positions of employees are not on a continuum, because they are multi-dimensional based on an individual’s life course, particularly the dimensions of ‘linked lives’ and ‘location in time and place’ shaping an individual’s moral agency. Our findings show that in many instances, people positioned as industry insiders might have already considered themselves as such prior to their employment within the industry, or experience strong aspirations towards it, because of their linked lives with others, often relatives, in the industry, and connections which can date back all the way to childhood memories. Those linked lives may however feed into a different position, as is the case for people positioned as actively conflicted, who are surrounded in their close social circles with people who oppose the industry or the arms trade, and whose identity clashes with aspects of the industry, as is the case for LGBTQ+ people concerned about the industry’s ties with regimes oppressive to their community. In a similar way, location in time and place proved to contribute to shaping people’s positions, albeit in varying ways. For sympathetic supporters who grew up surrounded by defence industry sites such as dockyards, forming an important building block of the local community, the strong connection between their location and the industry through the latter’s historical influence can bring a sense of comfort and security when making a career decision, or being faced with a moral challenge. For passive followers, the local connection may be similar, however with a tie experienced more as practical as it is emotional, where they see the industry as leading a set of otherwise limited options for gainful employment and personal development, with limited consideration for other facets of its activities. We argue that such life courses have a significant impact on people’s responses to moral challenges, by shaping their position and enabling them to approach the industry’s impact from different perspectives. Giving a platform for these perspectives and life course trajectories to be shared and made visible may provide employees with richer input into their ongoing efforts of employee engagement and enhance their possibilities to overcome moral uncertainty.
	
Thirdly, our final contribution is to establish the presence and risk of acts of wilful ignorance, and their likelihood at all levels of the organisation. The most visible comes from wilful ignorance at an institutional level, where, despite a knowledge of the challenges and opposing views expressed towards the industry, there is no formal or official acknowledgement that moral conflicts may affect the industry’s employees. This is reported by the actively conflicted, who have experienced a lack of support and willingness to listen to their own moral conflict on the part of people in positions of power. This also came across through the other subject positions who, while not feeling that they might have needed such support, recognise that open discussions on topics of moral challenge are inexistant, and that it is a topic which is wilfully, if not strategically, ignored. Wilful ignorance does not however come solely from people in position of power and may also be witnessed in employees at other levels. Indeed, industry insiders demonstrate, through their displacement of moral judgement, a lack of reflexivity and curiosity towards the industry’s impact. As described by Alvesson et al. (2022), “the person in question refuses to think or find out about ‘something’ that is or could be of concern within their area of expertise, organizational role or general experience of organizational or societal citizenship” (p. 843). Alvesson et al. (2022) also provide a description which suits the approach from the sympathetic supporters, who we established as being more reflexive, while valuing “personal comfort and intra-organizational social and political considerations” (p. 842), leading them to be susceptible to ignoring some of the moral challenges surrounding them, or finding ways to swiftly rationalising them. The mindful decision not to acknowledge and discuss moral challenges can lead to the perpetuation and acceptance of situations of ever-growing harmful conduct, either through blind acceptance for some, or causing unsustainable moral conflicts for others. 

Conclusion
	In this paper, we position moral uncertainty as a continuous state which some employees experience and argue that the defence industry’s potential impact on the world creates such an environment. While establishing the dynamic ways in which people develop their positions and approach this environment, we have come across evidence of wilful ignorance on the part of the industry and some of its employees. Failing to acknowledge, or even actively suppressing, moral challenges facing employees, poses a risk for organisations to turn a blind eye to possible unethical outcomes developing in plain sight, and alienating employees whose experience of moral conflict makes their position untenable. We call on future research to continue to develop our understanding of practices of wilful ignorance and their impact on the ability for people in organisational settings to manage moral challenges caused by their organisation or industry’s activities, and how these practices can be overturned to actively collaborate in developing ethically sound work environments.
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