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The Ethics of Ignorance 
 
 

Abstract 
 

Most of us think that being unwittingly ignorant— as we are when we forget a friend’s 

birthday or remain blind to glaring social injustices—is a bad thing. But if ignorance is so bad, 

why aren’t we required not to be ignorant? On the standard view that ignorance is the lack of 

knowledge, ignorance can be no more epistemically evaluable than absences. I develop a theory 

of ignorance that illuminates and resolves the major paradoxes that arise for the ethics and 

epistemology of ignorance. What kinds of epistemic shortcomings attach to ignorance? What 

obligations, if any, do we have not to be ignorant? This dissertation offers answers to those 

questions. 

 

Part I addresses the paradox of the evaluability of absences: absences are neither good 

nor bad, rational nor irrational. I first show that there exists an array of counterexamples to the 

common view that ignorance is the absence of knowledge, with sources in psychology, scientific 

theory, and everyday life where someone is ignorant because they fail to consider obvious and 

relevant possibilities. I then use these examples to argue for a substantive form of ignorance 

that is an attitude like belief. Many take it as evident that ignorance is just the state of not 

knowing. But I argue that this is incorrect: not knowing is neither necessary nor sufficient for 

some cases of ignorance. If epistemic evaluability is going to have any bearing, ignorance must 

be more than mere not knowing.  

 

Part II is the test case for ignorance’s epistemic evaluability. I start by addressing a 

second paradox about ignorance and responsibility. If we follow the standard line that 

ignorance is the absence of knowledge, then ignorance is not something that we can be 
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responsible for. Some have confronted this paradox by suggesting that a theory of 

responsibility for ignorance (esp. ignorance of racial injustices) rests on our social obligations. 

On such a view, we are responsible for our ignorance just in case it harms others or further 

perpetuates social inequities. But such a theory suggests that we are only responsible because 

we have let down our communities since we owe it to those around us not to be ignorant. I 

argue for a kind of substantive ignorance that takes an attitude form where agents are just as 

responsible for ignorance as they would be for belief. In the dissertation, I call this attitude 

ignoring to distinguish it from the common, passive form of ignorance. Ignoring, according to 

my view, structures an inquiry so that we are responsible when we fail to consider obvious and 

relevant answers to an open inquiry. Importantly, the responsibility is agent-centered; it is not 

based on others, but on the idea that we owe it to ourselves to be as rational as possible.  

 

Part III applies my theory of ignorance to a problem in perception. Hallucinations, 

illusions, and attentional blindness are all forms of ignorance where perceivers ‘miss out’ on 

information in their environment. In this chapter I identify another kind of misperception, 

which I call perceptual ignorance. Perceptual Ignorance is the perceptual analogue to the 

cognitive state of ignoring. When someone is perceptually ignorant, they have literal blind spots 

that result in errors in early perception, which lead to judgments that are unwarranted. I use 

Bayesian perceptual processing to model the problem as one of the missing hypotheses within 

a set of priors. Perceptual ignorance not only explains how ignorance manifests as a type of 

prejudice, but also presents a surprising critique for Bayesian theories of perception in general. 

Omissions are evidence of malfunctions in updating, which undermines Bayesian models as 

paragons of proper functioning. 

 

So, it is up to us to resolve our ignorance, but this task is one that we can all meet. That 

is part of the larger narrative of an agent-centered ethics of ignorance. Taken together, the 

chapters are distinct, yet imbricated arguments for a theory of ignorance. This dissertation 

makes the case that ignorance is the kind of thing that is epistemically evaluable—it can be 
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epistemically better or worse; and that as better or worse it places demands on us to be our 

best rational selves. 
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Por mi Familia. 
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“Not ignorance, but ignorance of ignorance is the death of knowledge.” 

— attributed to Alfred North Whitehead 

 

“Imagine an ignorance that resists,”  

“Imagine an ignorance that fights back.” 

— Charles Mills, “White Ignorance” 
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Preface 
 
 

The Ethics of Ignorance 
 
 
Like the ethics of belief1, the ethics of ignorance is a set of questions concerned with the norms 

or standards that govern the synchronic and habitual manifestations of ignorance. The ethics of 

belief is concerned with the norms or standards that govern synchronic and habitual 

manifestations of belief (both implicit and explicit), which generate questions at the 

intersection of epistemology, psychology, philosophy of mind, and ethics2: Is it wrong to hold a 

belief on insufficient evidence? Is it ever irrational to believe based on statistical generalizations? 

Just as we are morally responsible for actions, are we morally responsible for beliefs? Are we also 

ever epistemically responsible for our beliefs? 

 

The ethics of ignorance generates a similar yet distinct set of questions: Is it always wrong 

(epistemically and/or morally) to be ignorant? Is it ever rational to be ignorant? Are we 

epistemically responsible for our ignorance? Answering these questions also requires research at 

the intersection of epistemology, psychology, the philosophy of mind, and ethics.  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 See W.K. Clifford’s The Ethics of Belief, originally published in 1877. 
2 For a concise survey, see the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry “The Ethics of Belief” by A. 
Chignell, revised March 5, 2018.  
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Ignorance and Attitudes 
 

 

“It is very difficult to find a black cat in a dark room,” says an old proverb.  

“Especially when there is no cat.” 

1. Introduction  

Ignorance is a hot topic, yet often misunderstood. To be ignorant, according to the prominent 

views in contemporary epistemology, is to lack a target cognitive epistemic state. The absence-

schema for the nature of ignorance is expressed in several varieties. There is the standard view, 

according to which a person is ignorant when they lack knowledge.  

Standard View: an epistemic agent is ignorant of the fact that p at t just in case the 

agent does not know that p at t. 3 

There is also the new view where a person is ignorant when they lack true belief.4   

The New View: an epistemic agent is ignorant of the fact that p at t just in case the 

agent does not have a true belief that p at t. 5 

And finally, there is the awareness view where a person is ignorant when they lack awareness of 

a fact.  

The Awareness View: an epistemic agent is ignorant of the fact that p at t just in case 

the agent is unaware of the fact that p at t. 6 

Lately many philosophers have also emphasized the epistemic significance of ignorance, arguing 

that ignorance matters.7 By epistemically significant, these authors mean that ignorance has a 

normative component where a person ought not be ignorant, which is governed by standards of 

 
3 See Fine (2018), Haack (2001), Le Morvan (2011), Zimmerman (2008).  
4 The debate is about the status of lucky true belief. For more on the debate see Le Morvan & Peels (2016). 
5 See Goldman (1986), Goldman and Olson (2009), Guerrero (2007), Mills (2007), Peels (2010), van 
Woudenberg (2009). 
6 See Pritchard (2021) (2022), and Silva & Siscoe (2023). 
7 See Alcoff (2007), Fricker (2016), Mills (2007), Medina (2013) (2016), Pritchard (2021), Silva & Siscoe 
(2023), Wang & Wang (2022).  
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rationality in contemporary epistemology.8 But by remaining true to the idea that ignorance is 

the absence of an epistemic state—either the absence of knowledge, the absence of true belief, 

or the absence of awareness— none of these views can provide what we need for expressing its 

epistemic significance. On the standard view that ignorance is the lack of a cognitive epistemic 

state, ignorance can be no more epistemically evaluable than absences. The absence-schema, 

therefore, presents a puzzle for the nature of ignorance and its epistemic significance: either 

ignorance is an absence so that it cannot be epistemically evaluated, or ignorance is not a mere 

absence, and we must give up the standard conceptions. In this paper I take the second 

approach.  

 

So, what if ignorance is not an absence? ‘Dark’ is the absence of ‘light.’ ‘Silence' is the absence of 

‘sound.’ ‘Blindness’ is the absence of ‘sight.’ These negative concepts pairs (‘dark’/ ‘light,’ 

‘silence’/ ‘sound,’ ‘blindness’/ ‘sight’) are oppositional while also expressing privative notions—

concepts that lack some quality or attribute. Not all oppositional pairs will fit this category, 

however. ‘Drought’ is not the absence of ‘rainfall'—it may also signify low rainfall or a shortage 

of rain for a region. ‘Hunger’ is not the absence of ‘satiation’—to be hungry is to experience a 

lack of food rather than to lack satiation. And surprising, ‘bad’ is not the absence of ‘good.’ To 

be bad is not to be non-good but consists in its own unique properties that describe ‘badness' 

apart from what it means to be good (e.g., to be unwelcome or unpleasant). The reverse is also 

true. If you are not a ‘bad’ driver, it does not mean that you are a good one. Similarly, if you are 

not a ‘good’ driver, it does not mean that you are a bad one—you could be mediocre, or 

moderately competent. The relation between ‘ignorance’ and ‘knowledge' is better suited within 

this second category of oppositional pairs that include ‘drought’/ ‘rainfall', ‘hunger’/ ‘satiation,’ 

and ‘bad’/ ‘good.’ 

 

 
8 See, for example, Pritchard (2021) for an argument that the normative component should be constitutive 
of the nature of ignorance given its importance in epistemology.  
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The purpose of this paper is to argue that previous conceptions of ignorance are mistaken. 

Ignorance is not (always) the absence of a cognitive epistemic state. Rather, it is (sometimes) an 

attitude that constructs a person’s inquiry space through the possibilities that occupy them. 

Although there is a longstanding tradition of viewing ignorance as an absence, novel 

conceptions should be considered given the aim of providing a theory of the nature of 

ignorance that is epistemically significant.  

 
2. The core cases 

 
 

Unlike mere absences, ignorance constructs the space of possibilities. For example, when a 

judge strikes a statement from the record, it can no longer be ‘known’ by the jury, and the 

removal of the statement as evidence for the case bears on the jurors’ potential deductions. A 

second example, provided by Szegedy et al. (2015), involves the application of ‘negative’ space 

in the form of a static image that alters the outputs of deep neural networks. The static should 

have no impact on the networks ability to classify images, yet when applied, it alters the 

outputs of the system from a 57.7% confidence rate that the image is a panda (the correct 

output) to a 99.3% confidence rate that the same image is a gibbon (the incorrect output).9  

 

For a third illustration, Bar Hillel et al. (2018) describe multiple cases of failing to consider 

relevant possibilities across content. When participants are given insight problems—problems 

that require the examinee to shift their perspective—, they fail to register certain possibilities 

that would improve their chances of arriving at the solution. Let us suppose a participant, we 

will call him Joaquin, is given the following insight problem: an accountant says, ‘That attorney 

is my brother,’ and that is true, they really have the same parents. Yet the attorney denies 

having any brothers, and that is also true! How is this possible?10  Joaquin cannot answer the 

riddle. It is likely that he, along with the other participants, are blinded by gender stereotypes 

 
9 To clearly see the connection, the reader should think of ‘negative’ space as the equivalent of ignorance 
for a neural network.  
10 See Bar Hillel et al (2018).  
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that prevent him from considering the possibility that the accountant is the sister. His bias is 

said to be so strong that it overrides the plausibility of the correct answer in favor of less likely 

ones.11 It should be clear that Joaquin is not ignorant because he simply lacks the target 

epistemic state. His ignorance is due to a deeper cognitive mistake that causes unstable 

reasoning patterns. These cases suggest the following idea. When certain possibilities are 

omitted in the space of a person’s reasoning, the person manifests a type of ignorance distinct 

from the mere absence of a cognitive epistemic state.  

  

How should we make sense of such cases? Is it that the people (or neural networks) in these 

examples lack the relevant epistemic state—either knowledge, true belief, or awareness? Or is 

there another kind of ignorance in addition to the familiar, privative form? 

 

Consider another armchair case. 

 

Who’s the Professor? On the first day of classes, Finn—a usually excellent student—is 

late to his intro to philosophy course. Thinking he has already missed valuable 

information; Finn frantically searches the room for the course professor. He considers 

several people in the room, including a male student in the back wearing Oxbridge-like 

attire. However, Finn fails to consider the woman at the board, despite her performing 

duties that would normally indicate she is the professor. 

 

Finn is, undoubtedly, in a state of ignorance. But the state is peculiar given the fact that he has 

access to evidence that would resolve his inquiry. To be specific, he experiences the woman 

writing on the board and performing professor duties (P) but fails to infer that she is the 

 
11 Some participants preferred the possibility that the accountant had died, over the thought that the 
accountant is the sister. Or they rationalized that the salutation brother has multiple meanings to account 
for why the riddle seemed unsolvable. For more participant responses see Bar Hillel et al. (2018).  
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professor (Q), omitting the possibility (Q) altogether. In so doing, Finn fails to make the proper 

inference (P—>Q), which would be a perfectly good deduction given his available evidence.  

 

Is Finn’s mistake an issue of legibility? While legibility cases abound12, Finn’s mistake is not 

about accessibility to evidence under the deception of evil demons13, brain machines14, or bad 

ideology15. We can imagine an ordinary person with fully optimal faculties who unwittingly 

makes a genuine error. For those who remain unconvinced of the plausibility of the 

phenomena, consider a version of the case that casts Finn’s attitudes in terms of belief. 

Suppose that Finn has a belief that the woman simply cannot be the professor. He thinks, 

everyone knows that women are not university professors.  

 

There are a few things worth saying about such a case. First, the reason to view Finn as ignorant 

in this version may have nothing to do with lacking a cognitive epistemic state, and everything 

to do with how it offends our egalitarian beliefs. For these reasons, Finn is ignorant 

simpliciter—a deeply ingrained ignorance illustrative of his defective character.16 In addition, in 

this version of the case his ignorance is not the absence of an epistemic state, but rather a 

faulty epistemic state in the form of a false belief. But now ignorance is epistemically 

significant when it reflects the character of the ignorant person, and when the content of an 

(ignorant) belief is one that does not match egalitarian standards. Such a view is tempting but 

should be resisted.17  

 

 
12 See, for example, the externalist/internalist debate. Externalists argue that ‘legibility’ is a matter of 
external facts, while internalists argue that ‘legibility’ is a matter of internal facts about which the person 
has (reflective) access.  
13 For a collection of essays on contemporary perspectives on the evil demon problem see Dutant 
(forthcoming).   
14 See, for instance, Putnam’s (1975) brain-in-a-vat and Nozick’s (1981) experience machine. 
15 See Srinivasan (2021) for an externalist defense of justified belief in the face of bad ideology and see 
Johnson King (2022) for an internalist defense of justified belief in the face of bad ideology.  
16 I’ll discuss character more in depth in § 8.  
17 Mills (2007) view seems to accord with these conditions: ignorance is epistemically significant given its 
negative effect on the character of white Americans and its description as ‘racial insensitivity’.  
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One final example will illustrate this point.  

  

Changing Shape: Beverly, a participant in a change blindness study, is tasked with 

sorting shapes by size. She knows that large shapes should be stacked in one pile and 

small shapes stacked in another. But when it comes to performing the task, Beverly 

cannot register the fact that shape sizes change mid-task, despite seeing them do so.18 

 

Changing Shape is not a classic inquiry case, but it can easily be construed as one. If we think of 

perception as a kind of ‘inquiry to the world’ we can imagine that every time Beverly looks at 

the pile of shapes, she is making an inquiry about their size, which informs how she categorizes 

them. Like Finn, Beverly is in a state of ignorance. Unlike Finn, however, it is not intuitively the 

case that her ignorance is due to defective character or a false belief about a marginalized 

group. So, there is no intuition that her ignorance arises as part of the content of her attitudes. 

Instead, I will suggest that Beverly is ignorant because she fails to consider a relevant 

possibility—the possibility that shapes sizes change. Her mistake is less obvious than Finn’s but 

is in the same category of epistemic mistakes given her inquiry task.  

 

Is someone ignorant just in case they have a failed inquiry? No. In fact, accounts that equate 

ignorance with failed inquiry are unable to provide a full normative spectrum for the 

assessment of ignorance—one that extends in both positive and negative directions.19 For one, 

an inquiry may be defective yet result in an epistemic good (either knowledge or true belief).20 

Additionally, an inquiry may be good yet not guarantee an epistemic good. To understand this 

point, consider Jack, a census worker who is inquiring into the number of people living in an 

abandoned house.21 The goal of Jack’s inquiry is to accurately count the number of people who 

 
18 Based on the Triesch et al. (2013) study.  
19 Both Pritchard (2021) and Meylan (2022) are committed to the idea that ignorance is only negatively 
normative.  
20 See Wang and Wang (2022) for a version of this objection for Pritchard’s view of ignorance as failed 
inquiry.  
21 See Guerrero (2007) for the original case. 
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live in a town. Suppose that Jack concludes that there are zero people living in the home and 

does so on the basis of his reasoning that people in the town do not usually live in abandoned 

buildings. While conducting his inquiry, Jack does not double-check his conclusion by knocking 

on the building door, nor does he interview any of the neighbors. It turns out that Jack is 

correct! —the house has no occupants. But this outcome is not the result of good inquiry. There 

is a sense in which Jack remains ignorant (since his belief does not enjoy a justified basis), even 

though his inquiry is a ‘success.’ Conversely, Jack may manifest good inquiry, exemplified by 

double-checking and interviewing neighbors, and still arrive at a false belief. His good inquiry 

may lead him to believe that there are no occupants in the house when there, in fact, are. So, 

good inquiry can leave him unaware of a truth about which he ought to be aware. And bad 

inquiry can result in a true belief without a justified basis. Inquiry at its best, then, does not 

safeguard against ignorance. There is much more to be said about what good inquiry amounts 

to22 and its relation to ignorance, but it would be impossible to take up all these issues in this 

paper. 

 

For now, it is more important to say something about the nature of ignorance as distinct from 

good inquiry. Finn and Beverly’s mistake is a failure which is part of the inquiry process, but 

not constitutive of that process. While conducting the inquiry they exhibit an omission that 

yields unstable reasoning patterns (e.g., a failed inference). Their omissions are epistemic in the 

sense that they are part of the decision-making process. So, the epistemic significance of 

ignorance relies on the impact it has on reasoning that is efficacious in ways that absences are 

not. Our core cases lead to the main proposal of this paper. Ignorance is an attitude that 

constructs a person’s inquiry space through the possibilities that occupy them. The upshot of 

the attitudinal account of ignorance is that it shows how ignorance is not only criticizeable (for 

we can criticize absences as problematic in some way or another, often according to moral 

 
22 See Friedman (2022) for a start.  
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standards), but, more importantly, how ignorance can do epistemic work by constructing the 

space of possible thought.  

 

3. The attitudinal account of ignorance 

   

Ignorance, I argue, is a sui generis attitude23 :  

   

The Attitude View: an epistemic agent is ignorant of the fact that p at t just in case the 

agent ignores that p at t by failing to consider obvious and relevant possibilities in 

inquiry. 

 

But what is an attitude? Explanations from psychology treat attitudes as likings or preferences, 

whereas explanations from philosophy see attitudes as mental states in relation to 

propositional content. I will prefer the philosophical explanation that attitudes are relations to 

propositional content, although I am open to the idea that attitudes can have different content 

structures (propositional, associative, or iconic).24 Specifically for my purposes, propositional 

content formulations will be useful models for expressing the ignorance attitude in relation to 

the omitted target information in sentential form: Finn has an ignorance attitude in relation to 

the woman is the professor. This is not to say that the psychological explanation of attitudes 

has no explanatory significance for our core cases. A fitting psychological explanation of Finn’s 

ignorance may be that he has an implicit bias that impacts his decision-making. The bias would 

consist of the belief (unbeknownst to him) that women cannot be professors. And the bias, 

 
23 By sui generis I do not mean that ignorance is so unique that it is irreducible to any other descriptions, 
such as not considering or omitting. I simply mean that ignorance is an attitude distinct from other 
familiar states, such as knowing, believing, desiring, loving, and the like. Thanks to Angela Mendolvici for 
drawing my attention to this important distinction.  
24 See Quilty-Dunn (2020) for a pluralist account of content for perception. There may be reason to think 
that some attitudes also have various representational content, including image-like or iconic content. It is 
worth noting that not all content types will be easily compatible with reason-responsiveness. It is not clear 
that iconic content is reason-responsive at all. And associative content may be more insulated from 
reasons than propositional content (see Mandelbaum 2016).  
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albeit non-conscious, may then impact his ability to accurately ‘read’ the world, causing 

blindness to available evidence witnessed in the case.25  

 

Such an explanation, while compelling, cannot explain all our core cases. Does Beverly also have 

an implicit bias? To date, biases mostly have explanatory force for socially driven ills against 

marginalized groups based on race, age, credence, sex, religious affiliation, and so on. To count 

as (implicitly) biased Beverly would need to have an implicit belief that shapes cannot change 

size for which she is completely unaware of. And her belief would not only impact her present 

decision, but also any future decisions with similar content. Unlike other implicit biases that are 

stubborn and often immutable despite attempts to overturn them, it is reasonable to think that 

we could train Beverly to recognize shapes changing mid-task. So, while all implicit biases may 

include some form of ignorance (absence or attitude), not all cases of implicit bias will count as 

ignorance. Moreover, it is not evident that all cases of attitudinal ignorance will count as an 

implicit bias. This difference is especially important for the normative dimension of ignorance. 

Implicit bias, as discussed across philosophy and psychology, is a pejorative phenomenon. 

Ignorance catches our attention because of its pejorative nature, but it would be too quick to 

conclude that ignorance is pejorative across all cases. 

 

There is more to be said about the plausible psychological explanations for ignorance (some 

that come to mind include cognitive dissonance, associative reasoning, fragmented belief, belief 

perseverance, and base-rate assumptions), but instead of attempting to eliminate every possible 

psychological explanation that one could use to account for ignorance, I will turn instead to the 

philosophical explanation for attitudes. There might be many psychological reasons why 

ignorance crops up (e.g., cognitive dissonance might beget ignorance). The analytical 

perspective provides a unifying account of ignorance across these reasons for why ignorance 

 
25 See Johnson (2020), Siegel (2016), and Banaji & Greenwood (1994) for support for this kind of 
explanation. 
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arises. Thinking that ignorance is reducible to a single psychological explanation would be 

mistaken.  

 

3.1 Attitudes  

 

Ignoring is the state of having an ignorant attitude in relation to omitted target information. 

Having introduced the idea that ignorance can be an attitude, I will now provide some 

characteristics. For simplicity, I have called the relevant attitude ‘ignoring’ and have said that a 

person has an ignoring attitude when they omit target information that is available and relevant 

to their inquiry. Thus far, we have already identified one characteristic of ignoring: ignoring is 

partially constituted by an omission. Notice that there is an inactive and active sense of 

‘omission.’ It can be understood as items that have been excluded. Or, it can be understood as 

an act of exclusion, signally an agent-centered property. The inactive sense of omission may be 

too weak for our purposes, while the active one may be too strong. Bear et al. (2020), for 

example, argue for an account where mental omissions are simple exclusions that occur for any 

number of categories (restaurants, pet preferences, or favorite novels).26 When someone 

excludes a restaurant from choices that ‘come to mind,’ there is no normative expectation that 

they ought to have considered other choices. This is where the explanation is weak. The active 

sense of ‘omission’ while promising is too strong. The act of excluding builds into the 

explanation the moral obligation that the person should not have excluded the item. The 

exclusion then is illustrative of an intellectual vice, such as negligence or forgetfulness. For the 

attitude view, we should consider an understanding of ‘omission’ that is in between the inactive 

and active sense, so that the omission is agent-centered in the sense that it can be attributed to 

a subject without the normative component being settled by the mere fact of omission.  

 

 
26 See Bear et al. (2020) See also Phillips and Cushman (2017). 



 

 13  

Further characteristics can be defined as follows. The attitude is (a) representational—the 

omission is represented in the person’s space of mental reasoning; it is also often (b) systemic 

(tendencies to be ignorant with respect to content is repeated across instances and is habitual); 

and is (c) action-guiding by impacting immediate behavioral responses, as well as future 

reasoning. 

 
So, what is it to say that ignorance is no longer the mere absence of a cognitive state? To date, we 

simply do not have a unified account of the properties of attitudes.27 Instead, one gets their 

information from certain background theories that might magnify the psychological 

consequences of attitudes. For example, functionalism about mental states is a wonderful way 

to make sense of the normative dimension of attitudes in general, but particularly, ignorance. 

‘Function’ is a normative conception, at least in contract to malfunction, so that an attitude’s 

functioning beautifully illustrates a success condition of that attitude (e.g., belief aiming at the 

truth), while its malfunction is illustrative of error (e.g., a false belief that p). For functionalists, 

something is an attitude given its typical, or causal relations to sensory stimuli, behavior, 

and/or other mental states.28 Such relations can be backward-looking, articulating the cause of 

the attitude (e.g., directing perceptual attention can cause a belief that p), or the relations can 

be forward-looking, articulating effects caused by the attitude (e.g., believing that p causes her 

to make an assertion <p>). Functionalist explanations that are backward-looking will not work 

as explanations for attitude ignorance. It does not seem true that directing perceptual attention 

causes ignorance, rather the opposite—failing to direct attention to perceptible properties leads 

a person to be ignorant.29 Forward-looking relations are more promising. Ignoring that p will 

 
27 One exception may be Loar’s (1981) outline of attitude properties as functionalist relationships.  
28 Credited sources include Armstrong (1968), Fodor (1968), Lewis (1972) (1980), Putnam (1975), and Block 
(1978). Other version of functionalism will not be directly discussed but may have something to contribute 
to defining an account of attitude ignorance. For example, psychofunctionalism is the idea that what 
makes something an attitude or process is the role it plays in the cognitive system. There is certainly a 
connection between attitude ignorance, as I’ve defined it, and the kind of psychological functions that may 
be caused by it, which require further investigation.  
29 This point may just signify a different functional relationship from the one given for belief. But it is at 
least clear that not all functional relationships, which already exist for belief will map on nicely to attitude 
ignorance.  
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typically lead to an incomplete inquiry into Q, where <p> is a possible or relevant answer to Q.30 

The causal relationship between ignorance and inquiry expresses just one example of the kinds 

of functional relationships that may exist for attitude ignorance.  

 

An easier approach—one that does not require defining causal relations—may be found by 

applying dispositionalist or interpretationist accounts of mental states. According to 

dispositionalism, to have an attitude (e.g., a belief that p) is to possess one or more behavioral 

dispositions pertaining to p.31 One can see how a dispositionalist approach is evident in Mill’s 

(2007) discussion of ignorance. 

 

“White ignorance is best thought of as a cognitive tendency—an inclination, a doxastic 

disposition” (Mills 2007: 23).  

 

While Mills account provides a compelling case for the existence of a particular radicalized 

ignorance that affords resistance to knowledge of structural injustices, the distinctive cognitive 

profile of ignorance is unclear. A dispositionalist reading of Mills would explain white ignorance 

as the behavioral disposition of white Americans to ignore certain facts and willfully refuse to 

learn American history that would reveal its oppressive past.32 One version of 

dispositionalism— interpreationalism—would be particularly apt for this task. For 

interpretationists, attitudes are patterns of action and reaction that manifest as observable 

behavior. So, seeing (e.g.) a white person get up from their seat on the subway and move away 

from a black patron who comes to sit next to them would illustrate patterns of action and 

reaction that reveal a mental life riddled with white ignorance.  

 
30 I use an italicized ‘Q’ to denote a question in inquiry and a bold ‘Q’ to denote the conclusion of an 
inference. 
31 Some contemporary advocates of the view include Schwitzgebel (2002) (2013), Price (1969), Baker (1995).  
32 Note that a dispositionalist account of mental states is different from dispositional belief. It could also 
be the case that Mills (2007) is describing a kind of dispositional ignorance that exists as part of a person’s 
background mental life, as contrasted with their occurrent beliefs that would express immediate (and 
perhaps available) mental reflections.  
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One of the main setbacks for dispositionalism is that it cannot tell us about attitudes that do 

not attach to behavioral profiles (e.g., implicit attitudes).33 For our purposes, observable 

behavior should not play such a prominent role in identifying the attitude. Would it matter if 

someone had an ignorance attitude, yet had no outward manifestations of ignorance? Given our 

core cases, I think that a definable attitude would still be present if, for example, Finn 

demonstrated no outward actions or reactions to his ignorance of the woman as the professor. 

Unwitting ignorance, without being attached to behavior, can nonetheless result in unstable 

processes for current and downstream thought.  

 

3.2 Is ignorance a state or a process? 

 

Without determining the perfect background theory of mind to support attitude ignorance, 

identifying properties nevertheless exist that can illustrate the differences between attitudes 

and other mental activities, such as processes. Attitudes as states are thought of as static 

properties, while processes are thought of as dynamic properties. To say that a property is 

static, such as ‘being red’ or ‘knowing that p’ or ‘owning something,’ is to say that it has a 

perfective aspect, which is the fact that something is completed. Conversely, to say that 

property is ‘dynamic,’ such as ‘buying’ or ‘starting’ or ‘shaking,’ is to say that a property has yet 

to be completed—the property is still in the process of completion. Notice that attitudes—

knowing, believing, loving—are said to be static.34 So, saying that ignorance is an attitude will 

make it seem as if it is a static cognitive state. 

 

The attitude view of ignorance claims that ignorance is part of the inquiry process, which is 

where it stops being a mere static cognitive state and takes on a new characteristic. Ignorance is 

 
33 See Quilty-Dunn & Mandelbaum (2018) for a compelling refutation of dispositionalism. 
34 For support, see Setiya (2013) and Friedman (2022). 
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also not the only attitude that is not static. There is a lively debate about beliefs as static or 

dynamic. Setiya (2013), for example, defends the idea that believing (despite having the active -

ing suffix) is static, even though it can be done for reasons.35 Contra Setiya, Hieronymi (2011) 

thinks that believing is also done for reasons, but it is not completed. It is evident that our 

beliefs evolve—we can acquire new beliefs and we can revise old ones—so beliefs do not appear 

to be static in the sense that they are completed.36  

 

Another distinction between telic and atelic properties can be applied to the assessment of 

attitudes to help make sense of their metaphysical status. Some attitudes, like belief, appear to 

have an aim or telos that is constitutive of the practice. For example, it is argued that the aim of 

believing is to have true beliefs. Telic properties (like static ones) have an endpoint in the sense 

that they are completed, but the completion has a teleological structure that includes, for 

instance, a final epistemic value. Discussion of the properties of states, and what it means to 

say that a property is static has roots in Vendler’s (1957) categories that crosscut the two 

distinctions I have discussed in consistent ways. Vendler categories include states (knowing, 

believing, loving), activities (running, pushing a cart, celebrating), accomplishments (running a 

marathon, painting a picture), and achievements (winning, recognizing, reaching the top). It is 

no surprise that states, accomplishments, and achievements are both static and telic since they 

are all categories of completion. While it is not the case that all states, accomplishments, or 

achievements must be telic, although many tend to be (e.g., it is constitutive of the practice of 

winning to actually win).  

 

 
35 The debate actually turns on this claim about beliefs being ‘done for reasons’ since it articulates the 
deliberative aspect of belief, which appears dynamic in form.  
36 There remains a question about the temporal constraints on belief. When are evaluating a belief? At any 
time, t is might be the case that the chose time slot reveals a belief that is ‘completed’—at that time there 
is nothing further occurring as far as the development of the belief. But the intuition that beliefs change 
continues to weigh on us. The tension between the idea that we evaluate beliefs at a given time and the 
intuition that beliefs clearly change over time, illustrates the limitation of a synchronic evaluation of 
beliefs. The tension is more pressing when it comes to evaluating processes that are part of inquiry.  
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There are, however, types of activities that do not fit our neat categorization. The idea that a 

person is going to ‘quit smoking’ is one such case. To say that a person ‘quit smoking’ is an 

activity—it a process or journey that the quitter undergoes. The journey may also have 

accomplishments and achievements in the sense that they are quitting (which is an 

accomplishment) and they may have quit for several months (an achievement). So, to quit 

smoking appears both static and dynamic. I suspect that there are other cases that do not fit 

the static/dynamic framework as well. And my suspicion is that ignorance is one of these 

exceptions. To say that ignorance is a state conforms to the idea that it is static (‘static’ being a 

cognate of the word state). But what it means to say that something is a state differs from what 

it is for something to be a state. In his arguments, Setiya claims that our linguistic practices 

directly connect to the metaphysical joints of the nature of attitudes. But there is no reason for 

us to immediately accept Setiya’s direct metaphysical connection from language.37    

 

Ignorance is not a mere static cognitive state, but it is not quite a process either. As I have 

claimed it is part of the inquiry process—it does not consist of the inquiry process itself.38 Like 

Hieronymi (2011) the attitude of ignorance is dynamic in the sense that it is not completed 

(although it may be done for reasons)39. When people have an ignoring attitude, they have 

ignored possibilities by (a) representing an omission as part of their decision-process within 

inquiry. Unfortunately, their omission may take on an (b) habitual nature where it is repeated 

across similar content, suggesting a blindness to certain stimuli. Think of Mills white ignorance, 

for example, manifestations of ignorance are not likely one-off. Rather, the white ignorance is 

repeated across many cases of similar content. Finally, I have argued that the attitude is (c) 

action-guiding since it constructs the space of possibilities in inquiry, which yields unstable 

reasoning patterns for present and downstream thought.  

 

 
37 I will hedge here and say that there is a reason based on precedent. Setiya (2013) cites the longstanding 
tradition that grounds the metaphysics of properties being static versus dynamic, but I am not one to base 
my philosophical commitments on precedent alone, even good precedent.  
38 This will be one of the major divergences between my account and Pritchard (2022). 
39 see § 5. 
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4. A linguistic defense of the attitudinal account 

 

Suppose we grant that ignorance is an attitude. Our proposal thus far does not preclude 

ignorance from also being the absence of an epistemic state. When a subject has an ignoring 

attitude, they omit target information (as characteristic of the attitude), which could also 

manifest, in part, as a lack of knowledge. There are many reasons to hold tight to the old 

conception of ignorance. For one, ignorance comes from the Latin word ‘ignorantia’ which 

means ‘not knowing.’ So pairing ignorance with a description of not knowing is a natural move. 

There are also descriptive similarities for linguistic comparisons of ‘ignorance’ and ‘not 

knowing,’ as evident by the following semantic descriptions for our core cases: 

    

  Joaquin is ‘ignorant’ of the fact that the accountant is the sister. 

  Finn is ‘ignorant’ of the fact that the woman is the professor. 

  Beverly is ‘ignorant’ of the fact that shapes change size. 

    

For the standard view we get: 

 

  Joaquin does ‘not know ’the fact that the accountant is the sister. 

  Finn does ‘not know’ the fact that the woman is the professor. 

  Beverly does ‘not know’ the fact that shapes change size. 

    

For the new view we get: 

    

  Joaquin 'lacks a true belief’ of the fact that the accountant is the sister. 

  Finn ‘lacks a true belief’ of the fact that the woman is the professor. 

  Beverly ‘lacks a true belief’ of the fact that shapes change size. 
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Finally, for the awareness view we get: 

    

Joaquin ‘lacks awareness’ of/is ‘not aware’ of the fact that the accountant is the 

sister. 

Finn ‘lacks awareness’ of/is ‘not aware’ of the fact that the woman is the 

professor. 

  Beverly ‘lacks awareness’ of/is ‘not aware’ of the fact that shapes change size. 

    

 

So, the privative descriptions are acceptable semantic substitutions for the term ‘ignorance.’ But 

are the privative descriptors explanatorily sufficient for our core cases?  

 

Proponents of the awareness view, for example, argue that ‘awareness’ is a superior description 

of ignorance given the semantic similarities between saying that a subject is ‘ignorant’ of the 

fact that p and saying that a subject is ‘not aware’ of the fact that p.40 Even with these semantic 

similarities, substituting the descriptors of each view does not explain how Joaquin, Finn, or 

Beverly are ignorant. Take Joaquin for example. It is true that he lacks knowledge/true 

belief/awareness that the accountant is the sister. But the absence of these states does not 

explain his ignorance. In fact, just considering insight problems, it is the case that subjects can 

know that p while remaining ignorant of the fact that p: Joaquin can know that woman are 

accountants and remain ignorant of the fact that the sister is the accountant. There is some 

dispute given these remarks about what exactly Joaquin is ignorant of. Is he ignorant of the 

general fact that woman are accountants? It seems not. Or is he ignorant of the fact that the 

particular woman is the accountant? At most, the privative accounts can provide a descriptive 

linguistic analysis for why Joaquin is ignorant of the specific fact. What remains is an analysis 

 
40 See Silva & Siscoe (2023). 
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of the disconnect between his general knowledge and the specific tokening of that knowledge. 

Importantly, Joaquin’s mistake seems quite different from (say) forgetting. Imagine an armchair 

version of the example where Joaquin just forgets that woman can be accountants even though 

he knows this fact all along. When we forget we may have a fragmented or divided mind where 

we know on the one hand but fail to know on the other.41 This could partially explain Joaquin’s 

ignorance. Such an explanation would still put pressure on the biconditional relation between 

ignorance and not knowing. It would suggest that to count as ignorant it is not the case that 

someone needs to lack knowledge, where lacking knowledge is when the target information is 

absent from their entire mental database. Lacking knowledge is just one absence input, but the 

point stands for the absence-schema in general.  

 

The resulting nature of ignorance is one where the absence of a cognitive state is neither 

necessary nor sufficient for a subject to count as ignorant. The new conception provides an 

explanatorily proficient account of ignorance in linguistic terms. And although it introduces a 

novel account of the nature of ignorance, it remains compatible with the active form of the 

Latin root, ignorare, which can mean ‘to not know,’ but also means ‘to ignore.’  

 
 
 
 

5. Does the nature of ignorance (prima facie) exclude reason-responsiveness? 
 

 

Absences are not reason responsive. So, ignorance—as an absence— excludes reason-

responsiveness: If an epistemic agent is ignorant of the fact that p at t, then the agent cannot 

respond to the fact that p at t as a reason to believe that p at t. Two cases are taken as 

supportive of this claim. The first is a version of Nozick’s (1981) experience machine as 

discussed by Clayton Littlejohn.42 While hooked to the machine, Agnes is said to have had a 

 
41 For example, see Eagan (2007) and Bendana & Mandelbaum (2021) on fragmented belief.  
42 See Littlejohn (2017). 
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veritic (yet manipulated) experience of her brother walking across the stage and smiling at her 

during his graduation. Unbeknownst to Agnes this event takes place in the ‘outside world’ at 

the very same time she experiences it while connected to the machine. Her machine-experience, 

however, cannot count as a belief because she is ‘cut off from reality.’ Littlejohn takes the 

phrase ‘cut off from reality’ as indicative of her ignorance, so that she is said to be ignorant of 

the fact her brother is walking across the stage. Agnes’ ignorance excludes her from being able 

to respond to the fact that he is walking across the stage as a reason to believe that fact. The 

armchair example is meant to be illustrative of how neither the standard view nor the new view 

can address the disconnect between Agnes’s seeming to have the target belief while being 

simultaneously ignorant given the fact that she is ‘cut off from reality.’ 

 

The second case that is meant to support the claim that ignorance is not reason-responsive is a 

possible case developed by proponents of the awareness view. They suppose that Felice, a wary 

traveler, is worried about flying across the country.43 To allay her worries, Felice conducts 

research on safety guidelines and protocols for airlines in the United States and discovers that 

flying is relatively safe. However, despite reading this evidence, Felice is unable to believe that 

her flight does not pose a significant risk. The awareness view is meant to have a superior 

explanation for why Felice is not ignorant, which rivals the standard and new view. Unlike 

Agnes in the experience machine, Felice is not ‘cut off from reality’ so that she is aware of the 

evidence that would lead her to believe that her flight is safe. Her lack of belief, proponents of 

the awareness view argue, is not a signifier of ignorance—she simply is not able to believe at 

will. She is, however, able to respond to reasons in ways that Agnes is ‘unable’ given her state in 

the experience machine. Felice can buy tickets or address her fear to others.  

 

The attitude view can also address the second case but takes a different approach to the 

reason-responsiveness claim. The reason that Felice does not count as ignorant on the attitude 

 
43 See Silva & Siscoe (2023). 
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view is because she considers the relevant and obvious possibilities when conducting her 

inquiry into the safety conditions of the flight. The attitude view does not require that she has a 

resulting belief, true or otherwise, nor does it require that her inquiry results in knowledge.  

 

The armchair case of the experience machine is simply beyond the purview of the attitudinal 

account. For one, it is not evident that Agnes is conducting an inquiry where she has yet to 

settle on what to believe. She has settled and believes that her brother is walking across the 

stage. There exist separate analytic tools to further address Nozick’s case that do not bear on 

the nature of ignorance, and I will not unpack those tools here. 

 

For our purposes, there is an important connection between reason-responsiveness and the 

empirical case of insight problems. When Joaquin does not know that the accountant is the 

sister, he cannot respond to this fact as a reason to believe that she is the accountant. So, 

privative ignorance does exclude reason-responsiveness. Similarly, one might think that attitude 

ignorance excludes reason-responsiveness as well. So, either we need an argument for why 

attitude ignorance is reason-responsive, or we must accept another account of ignorance where 

it is not (the standard view, new view, or awareness view).  

 

Understanding attitude ignorance as responsive to reasons requires the introduction of a 

distinction between being able to respond to a fact for a reason (e.g., the reason I got on the 

plane is because of the fact that it was boarding) and having an attitude that is done for reasons 

(e.g., I believed that he was a good father because of his attentiveness to his child). The latter 

grouping does not require that the attitude be something we must be aware of. I can experience 

fear because an arachnid crawls across my foot. Or I can feel ashamed because I am a terrible 

cook. Both fear and shame can be done for reasons without my knowing that I am in the 

epistemic state of ‘being fearful’ or ‘being ashamed.’ Moreover, something can be responsive to 
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reasons without being an epistemic state at all.44 On such proposals reason-responsiveness is 

about how something operates within rational processes. Ignorance is operative given the 

epistemic impact of failing to infer Q from P. So, even if one thinks that ignorance itself is not 

responsive to reasons because the person does not know, or is unaware of, the reasons that 

they are meant to be responding to, it is still evident that ignorance impacts deductive (and 

abductive) reasoning processes.  

 

6. A worry for normatively significant views of ignorance 

 

There is a worry for all views of ignorance, including my own, that ignorance can only be 

negatively normative. Some accounts will be comfortable with this consequence. Meylan (2020), 

for example, argues that ignorance is bad because ‘it is the manifestation of a vice’. Meylan 

points out that the kind of badness at stake is epistemic and non-instrumental. We can think of 

many cases of instrumentally good ignorance where there are pro tanto reasons to be ignorant 

(e.g., avoiding knowledge of bad outcomes to which we have no control). Meylan thinks 

instrumental considerations do not take away from the fact that there is “something prima 

facie bad about being ignorant" (Meylan 2020, 436). ‘Badness’ here takes on an epistemic sense, 

where it expresses false, irrational, or incoherent beliefs, the result of a person’s ignorance of a 

true proposition.  

 

But this kind of intrinsic connection between ignorance and badness does not hold up for cases 

where a person arrives at a true proposition yet is still ignorant. Consider another insight 

problem similar in structure to the one about the accountant: A father and son are in a car 

accident and the father is killed. The son is rushed to the hospital, but the doctor says, “I 

cannot operate on him—he is my son!” How is this possible? Suppose that when solving the 

 
44 See Siegel (2016) for an argument that perception is responsive to reasons. Munton (2019) makes a 
similar case for perception, and Flores (2021) argues that delusions can be reason-responsive.  
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insight problem, you arrive at a true proposition that the doctor is the other father. This 

conclusion illustrates open-mindedness about different existent family structures (at least in 

the United States). However, for my purposes, failing to consider the possibility that the doctor 

could be the mother is enough to count as being ignorant. So, simply arriving at a true 

proposition (or the correct answer to an insight problem) does not eliminate a person’s 

ignorance.  

 

Moreover, it is possible that ignorance can be ‘good’ in more than an instrumental sense; 

sometimes ignorance is also rational. Three examples make this point:  

  

a. you fail to infer that a politician is connected to a child trafficking ring (Q) 

from her choice to each cheese pizza (P)45 

b. you fail to infer that a skyscraper is unsafe (Q) form the fact that it is swaying 

in the wind (P)  

c. you fail to infer that there will be six more weeks of winter (Q) from the fact 

that Punxsutawney Phil saw his shadow (P)    

 

These cases are meant to get at the idea that sometimes failing to infer Q from P is the 

epistemically prudent thing to do. In each of these examples there is a consideration (Q) that is 

relevant to some inquiry. So, failing to infer Q from the state of affairs (P) means that you are 

ignorant but does not mean that you are irrationally ignorant. This result is precisely what we 

want for the normative component of attitudinal ignorance — a normative project where 

ignorance can be epistemically better, as well as worse.46   

 
7.  Comparisons to other substantive forms 

 
 

 
45 Thanks to Susanna Siegel for this case.  
46 For more on the epistemic evaluability of ignorance see Miller Larsen (2023b).  
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All the accounts of ignorance discussed in this paper argue for the importance of ignorance. 

But the reasons why we should care about ignorance vary across views. The privative accounts 

of ignorance care about the value of ignorance given that it is an epistemic deficiency—an 

absence. Other substantive accounts of ignorance care about the cultural productions of 

ignorance that promote individual and societal prejudicial structures, as well as manifestations 

of oppression (epistemic and material). This perspective is often found among philosophers of 

standpoint epistemology, feminist epistemology, and critical race theory, which are sometimes 

grouped together as the epistemologies of ignorance.  

 

What is the nature of ignorance picked out by the epistemologies of ignorance? The first of these 

views—the practice view—is concerned with the structural nature of ignorance and provides an 

externalist picture of ignorance that connects epistemic agents to the societies in which they 

live. 

 

The Practice View: an epistemic agent is ignorant just in case the agent participates in 

structural practices of ignorance—willful ignorance, for example, and socially accepted 

but faulty justificatory practices.47  

 

Willful ignorance of structural injustices is one structural practice, according to Linda Alcoff 

(2007). Another kind of practice involves Mills’ white ignorance (discussed above), which is a 

specific kind of ignorance of racial structural injustices. White ignorance can be seen as a 

practice that maintain justificatory practices, especially in the United States. And the reason to 

care about white ignorance is due to the effects of the practices on material goods (e.g., jobs, 

housing, and other financial opportunities). Recall that for Mills white ignorance is also a 

disposition to uphold pernicious racial structures that prioritize the histories and plights of 

white Americans, while erasing the narratives (especially the oppressive ones) of Black 

 
47 See Alcoff (2007). 



 

 26  

Americans. This disposition, arguably, takes an active role in the mental processes of an agent, 

as indicated by the active view. 

  

The Active View: an epistemic agent is ignorant just in case the agent actively upholds 

false outlooks via mechanisms of resistance to belief-forming practices that would 

increase access to knowledge.48  

 

Like the practice view, the active view provides an externalist picture of social structures, for 

example, in the United States. But, to care about ignorance is to care about how ignorance 

impacts an individual’s mental activists. The problems that Mills and Alcoff raise lie at the 

interface of individual minds and the social world. Addressing these problems, I argue, requires 

that we have an equally defensible account of the internalist picture of ignorance alongside the 

externalist one.  

 

A recent proposal, known as the integrated view, is meant to provide us with an internalist 

explanation of ignorance as a disposition.  

   
The Integrated View: an epistemic agent is ignorant just in case the agent has an 

ignorance disposition that manifests in the agent’s beliefs— by having a false belief, or 

lacking belief—, and manifests in the agent’s epistemic attitudes (doxastic attitudes, 

epistemic virtues, and epistemic vices).49  

 

The integrated view is closest to the attitude view but faces a fundamental problem with 

respect to the attitude component. Epistemic attitudes on the integrated view include doxastic 

attitudes—false belief and suspension of judgment— and epistemic virtues, such as open-

mindedness, as well as epistemic vices, such as close-mindedness. Nadia El Kassar, who defends 

 
48 See Mills (2007) and Medina (2013) (2016). 
49 See El Kassar (2018). 
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the integrated view, provides a comparative example to illustrate the role of the attitude 

component as part of the nature of ignorance. Two people—Hannah and Kate—are both deeply 

ignorant about the fact that cruise ships have high emissions of carbon and sulfur dioxide that 

are bad for the environment. Both women have booked an upcoming trip on a cruise ship and 

share their plans with a third friend, Monika. Monika informs them of the harm of cruise ships 

to the environment based on a documentary she recently watched. Hannah stops Monika before 

she can even provide the negative information, while Kate is interested and asks Monika for 

more details. El Kassar’s conclusion is that Hannah is close-minded, whereas Kate is open-

minded.  

 

Close-mindedness and open-mindedness, however, are not by themself uniquely indicative of 

an attitudinal component of ignorance. Such epistemic virtues and vices might be causes of 

ignorance but are not themselves constitutive of ignorance. If this is right, the integrated view 

faces a fundamental problem. El Kassar argues that ignorance is constituted by these virtues, 

but her argument misses a crucial distinction. While it is true that ignorance can be constituted 

by epistemic virtues, such as open-mindedness, it is something else to say that ignorance is 

constitutive of such epistemic virtues. Since the aim of El Kassar’s paper, as well as my own, is 

to discuss the nature of ignorance, a view that incorporates virtues and vices, which are variable 

features of a person’s doxastic life would be committed to a kind of ignorance that changes 

given the dispositions of the particular person. So, Hannah’s ignorance would be the kind 

constitutive of an epistemic vice and Kate’s ignorance would be the kind constitutive of an 

epistemic virtue, leading to two drastically distinct kinds of ignorance, rather than one unifying 

and explanatorily robust account. The attitude view also will not be perfectly unifying across all 

descriptions of ignorance, but the characteristic properties of the attitude will be consistent 

across subjects so that when an epistemic agent is ignorant, virtue and vice will be separate 

assessments that bear on, for example, a person’s character.  

 
8. Character 
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—No virtue is constituted by, or based upon, ignorance.50  
 

 

The above quote from Julia Driver summarizes the consequence of an Aristotelian view of 

virtue. Such virtue ethics is the preferred approach for discussion of the quality of will 

someone exhibits when they are ignorant, leaving no room for manifestations of ignorance that 

are virtuous as part of being praiseworthy or rational. One reason to prefer the Aristotelian 

framework is due to our discussion of people being ignorant simpliciter. The preference is most 

apt when the kind of ignorance at hand is less about factual content and more about a mental 

blind spot to target information that we think the person should be aware of. To describe such 

people, we sometimes say that they are just ‘ignorant’ at the core. Or, in African American 

culture, the person is said to be ‘ignant’—articulating a difference between ignorance of 

everyday factual knowledge and deeply ingrained (perhaps immutable) ignorance.  

 

The distinction between being ignorant simpliciter and being mistakenly ignorant on occasion 

can be cashed out as a difference of ‘character,’ where character ignorance is the disposition to 

be factually ignorant. The attitudinal account may seem like a natural ally of character 

ignorance. The virtue-theoretic framework describes ignorance as a failure to manifest 

intellectual flourishing (such as arriving at true belief), as well as a failure to eliminate vices 

(such as dogmatism or close-mindedness). Aristotelean virtue theory also lends well to an 

account where considering relevant possibilities in inquiry is an epistemic good.  

 

The downside of cashing ignorance in virtue-theoretic terms is the inevitable entanglement 

between the intellectual and moral components. This entanglement is true of the Aristotelian 

picture, as well as contemporary views about intellectual culpability.51 Character ignorance can 

 
50 See Driver (1989).  
51See, for example, Medina (2013) for the latter. 
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nicely capture the moral failings of ignorance, as well as capture the reasons why we tend to 

‘write someone off’ when they are ignorant simpliciter.  

 

While it is tempting to incorporate virtue-theoretic terms into the attitude view, such 

temptations should be resisted. For one, it leads to a view that lacks normative depth. If 

someone is ignorant simpliciter then we might think that they are also factually ignorant (i.e., 

there is some fact of the matter about which they lack knowledge/true belief/awareness). Yet 

when someone is factually ignorant, it is not the case that they manifest character ignorance. In 

addition, the normative significance of their ignorance is precisely what should be up for 

analysis. On my view, the assessment of ignorance as ‘bad’ is second to the analysis of the 

nature of ignorance.  

 

An additional reason to avoid the virtue-theoretic approach for the ethics of ignorance comes 

from the nature of our core cases. It is too easy to describe the subjects as ignorant as the 

result of negative character flaws, such as being a sexist, bigot, or racist. This is not to say that 

there is never a need for moral condemnation for people with sexist, bigoted, or racist 

attitudes. My point is that the epistemic assessment of such attitudes should be disentangled 

from the moral aspects, thus allowing us to note how both Finn and Beverly perform poorly 

epistemically, while (perhaps) only Finn performs poorly morally.52   

9. Conclusion 
 
 
Ignorance is epistemically significant. The purpose of this paper has been to argue for a, 

heretofore, overlooked type of ignorance that is an attitude. The attitudinal account introduces 

an important distinction between ignorance as a mere absence and ignorance as an attitude 

capable of doing being epistemically efficacious. The upshot of the attitude view is that can 

 
52 Moreover, the disentanglement is possible with a proposed tension between the epistemic and moral 
(contra Gendler 2011). For more on the difference between the epistemic and the moral with respect to 
responsibility for ignorance see Miller Larsen ms.  
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address the systemic nature of ignorance as a mental habit across various content that may be 

amoral and asocial. It can also account for the full spectrum normative ignorance.   

 

The proposal sets out to establish an ethics of ignorance that makes rational evaluation 

plausible. I have argued that ignorance is epistemically significant because it is more than a 

mere absence of a cognitive epistemic state. From here, we can epistemically evaluate ignorance 

since it is not only criticizeable, but also does epistemic work.  
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Responsibility for Ignorance 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This paper is not about moral responsibility for ignorance. Instead, it concerns two 

assumptions for literature on the ethics of attitudes, particularly with respect to their rational 

status. The first is the standard view of ignorance. 

The Old Guard: Ignorance is the lack or absence of knowledge.53 

The second is a norm for responsibility. 

Responsibility Norm: We are epistemically responsible for a state just in case it is 

 the ‘kind of attitude’ that is normatively evaluable.54  

The combination of the old guard and the responsibility norm results in a picture of ignorance 

where we are never responsible for our ignorance. Since the old guard assumes that ignorance 

is the lack of knowledge, ignorance can be no more epistemically evaluable than absences. And 

since the responsibility norm applies only to attitudes—which ignorance is not grouped 

among—it cannot extend to ignorance. 

 

I argue that this picture fails to accommodate our commonsense understanding of rational 

responsibility for ignorance. When we are ignorant of a friend’s birthday or are ignorant of the 

time of a staff meeting, or are ignorant of glaring social injustices, we are rationally responsible 

for such ignorance, in the sense that there are epistemic reasons for why we ought not be 

ignorant.  

 
53 Within the literature on ignorance, THE OLD GUARD view is more commonly referred to as the ‘Standard 
View’. Recently, authors have rejected the Standard View in favor of the ‘New View’, which is the idea that 
ignorance is the lack of true belief. The difference between the view that ignorance is the lack of 
knowledge (Fine 2018; Haack 2001; Le Morvan 2011; Zimmerman 2008) and the view that ignorance is the 
lack of true belief (Goldman 1986; Goldman & Olsson 2009; Guerrero 2007; Peels 2010; van Woudenberg 
2009) will not matter for my purposes.  
54I purposefully leave the ‘kind of state’ vague so that one can fill in the features that they think are 
necessary for an epistemically evaluable state. For instance, some conditions for responsibility for 
attitudes include reason-responsiveness (McCormick 2011), answerability (Hieronymi 2008), or indirect 
control (Peels 2017).  
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To make my case, I will defend the thesis that—contra the old guard— ignorance is an attitude, 

and epistemic agents bear responsibility for that attitude. The pathway to my conclusion 

requires a three-part argument. First, we need an argument for the kind of responsibility we 

have not to be ignorant (§2). Second, we need an argument for the kind of ignorance to which 

epistemic agents are responsible (§3). And finally, we need an argument for the epistemic 

evaluability of ignorance (§4).  

 

2. What is rational responsibility for ignorance? 

 

To begin I must address a preemptive objection to the idea that we can be responsible for 

ignorance. One might argue that responsibility for ignorance (or other attitudes for that matter) 

necessarily entails blameworthiness. In what follows, I make the case that this objection comes 

from a serious misstep in normative categorization. For one, though it is reasonable to think so 

given some of the discussions on responsibility for belief55,  epistemic responsibility should not 

be thought of as not simply moral responsibility for epistemic entities. There are, however, 

several philosophers who are picking out something distinct from moral responsibility in their 

appraisal of the responsibility of beliefs.56 Following their lead, I aim to make progress on 

‘epistemic responsibility’ as a concept for normative evaluation distinct from its moral 

counterpart.  

 

One problem is that the normative categories for epistemic appraisal are a sock drawer. 

Responsibility, justification, and blame have been theoretically mixed and matched so that it is 

impossible to determine which category entails the other. Here I try to give a precise sketch of 

epistemic responsibility, pulling apart these categories from their theoretical entanglements. 

 
55 Hieronymi (2008), for example, argues that viewing belief as something that a person (intentionally) 
settles on allows us to transfer all of the assessments from moral responsibility, including blame and 
praise, to epistemic responsibility.  
56 Goldberg (2017) and Kauppinen (2018) seem to be in this camp. 
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First, ignorance (and other attitudes) is subject to assessments of epistemic responsibility as 

part of the rational standards that we ‘owe to ourselves.’ An epistemic agent is epistemically 

responsible just in case these rational standards have not been met. Such standards measure 

when thinking has gone well, as well as when thinking has gone poorly. Measures of evaluation 

count for little without the agents who work towards them. In this sense, responsibility is an 

activity an agent engages in, and responsibility is activated when a state is attributable to that 

agent. We can ask, who is responsible for dinner? suggesting that someone should have been 

responsible but failed to do the cooking. Or we can ask a similar question in a positive tone, 

who is responsible for dinner? indicating an epicurean delight.  

  

For epistemic states, philosophers have primarily been concerned with thinking ‘gone wrong,’ 

where our assessments seek to understand why someone failed to comply with rational 

standards. For example, someone who believes that there will be six more weeks of winter 

because Punxsutawney Phil saw his shadow is responsible for their belief because they have not 

met our rational standards to have credible evidence that counts in favor of the belief.57   

  

When philosophers discuss the ethics of belief, they have more than just a failure of rational 

standards in mind. For some thinkers, the demand of epistemic responsibility does not only 

indicate a failure to be ration, but it also expresses a way that we have wronged others. Take 

Sanford Goldberg’s argument for should-have-known cases.58 Goldberg discusses a father who 

places his daughter in a dangerous situation while watching a football game by leaving a 

pocketknife within her reach. The argument is that the father should have known that the 

pocketknife would present a danger for his daughter. The reasons he ought not be ignorant are 

social/occupational reasons. According to Goldberg, the father’s rational responsibility is not 

only a matter of the justification of his ignorance but is also grounded in his social role as the 

 
57 Punxsutawney Phil is the groundhog that is used in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, to predict the weather 
in Spring. If the groundhog does not see his shadow, then Spring is predicted to ‘come early’. But if the 
groundhog does see his shadow, then supposedly there will be six more weeks of winter.   
58 See Goldberg (2017). 
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child’s father. Antti Kauppinen (2018) also has a view that grounds responsibility in social 

norms and expectations. For Kauppinen, we are responsible for beliefs because we need to be 

reliable sources of knowledge within our epistemic communities.59 Kauppinen’s paradigmatic 

case is about an amateur political pundit who has no special knowledge about the political 

climate he in which he is opining but makes claims as if he does. Such amateur pundits, 

Kauppinen thinks, should be held responsible for their assertions because they make 

themselves unreliable within the epistemic community. Goldberg and Kauppinen argue that our 

epistemic norms of responsibility are grounded in social practices and what we epistemically 

owe to each other.  

  

Views that tie responsibility to what we owe other people, naturally build in the idea that we are 

blameworthy when we are epistemically irresponsible. The assumed link between blame and 

responsibility for epistemic assessment can be summarized as the following idea. If an 

epistemic agent is unjustified in believing that p, then she is also blameworthy for believing 

that p. So, if you believe that there will be six more weeks of winter because Punxsutawney Phil 

sees his shadow (an unjustified belief), then you are also blameworthy for this belief. But are 

you blameworthy in the same way that the father in Goldberg’s should have known case is 

blameworthy if he has the (unjustified) belief that his daughter is safely playing out of harm’s 

way? There seems to be another notion of blameworthy belief needed to differentiate between 

the two examples. For these reasons Brown (2020) argues that justification and 

blameworthiness should be pulled apart. Justification, she thinks, is about ‘improving norm 

conformity,’ and epistemic blame, whatever it is, should be more than this. With the distinction 

made, Brown argues we can better accommodate blameworthy belief by extending our notion of 

blame.  

 

 
59 The idea of an epistemic community can be thought of as any grouping of people that share 
information. Communities can include, friend groups, universities, clubs, families and so on.  
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Brown is correct in her challenge but mistaken in her conclusion. Intuitively, Brown argues that 

beliefs can be justified and blameworthy, or unjustified and blameless. The belief that any 

particular person in a high crime neighborhood may be justified given regional statistics, but it 

may, nonetheless, be blameworthy since it stereotypes a group of people. And basing one’s 

weather predictions on the habits of groundhogs is unjustified, as I have argued, but may, 

nonetheless, be blameless. The upshot of Brown’s view is that it puts pressure on the 

assumptive justification-blame relation. Contra Brown, I do not think the answer is to extend 

the notion of epistemic blame to accommodate blameworthy belief. We can say that a belief is 

morally blameworthy just in case it fails pre-established moral standards. If epistemic blame is 

just moral blame for beliefs, then there is no worry for the account. But since Brown and others 

insist on a unique species of epistemic blame, more is needed to argue that it directly correlates 

to the justificatory status of a belief.  

 

2.3 Is epistemic responsibility possible without epistemic blame? 

 

Can we account for the idea that epistemic agents are responsible for their ignorance without 

also assigning blame? There is a compelling case to be made that epistemic agent can be 

responsible yet blameless. Take the case of Radha, for example, who lives in a community 

steeped in toxic patriarchy. Radha believes that she deserves the brutal beatings she receives 

from her husband.60 Strong sympathies for Radha may lead us to think that she is not 

responsible for her belief even though she is, in a sense, ignorant. But these sympathies, I think, 

are due primarily to our hesitancy to blame her.  

 

Part of the problem is that we require a distinction between grounding claims and motivational 

claims for responsibility. Feelings of guilt or shame can be motivational tools for ignorance 

revision, but they are not, in themselves, the grounding features of responsibility. If guilt were 

 
60 This example is from Srinivasan (2020). 
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the grounds for responsibility, then someone would only be responsible for their ignorance if 

they felt guilty about it. Instead, I think responsibility should be grounded in our rational 

standards and practices of ‘improving norm conformity.’ Instead of depending on the blaming 

practices of our communities, we owe it to ourselves to be as rational as possible. 

  

In Radha’s case she can be responsible yet blameless, owning up to her false belief without also 

enduring shame from her community. The way I have categorized responsibility has two 

distinct types of assessment. There is a ‘backward-looking’ assessment where people are 

responsible for their attitudes because it was a ‘bad’ thing to believe; and there is also a 

‘forward-looking’ assessment of responsibility where people are responsible for improving their 

attitudes. The resulting framework of ‘forward-looking’ responsibility extends the usefulness of 

the normative category. I will show how the extension works in §4.2. 

  

Lastly, it is worth noting that epistemic responsibility may have a connection to praise and 

praiseworthiness—the often-forgotten category at the bottom of the normative sock drawer. 

Praise is commonly viewed as the positive counterpart of blame, which suggests the following 

idea. If an epistemic agent is justified in believing that p, then she is praiseworthy for believing 

that p. So, there is a justification-praise relation that should account for praiseworthy beliefs. 

 

In the moral domain, it might be that we are praiseworthy for what we do, or that we are 

praiseworthy for what we try to do (e.g., our intentions, motivations, desires, or will), or we 

might be praiseworthy for both (Johnson King 2021). The analogue for belief then would be that 

we are praiseworthy for what we believe, what we try to believe (e.g., inferences, heuristics, and 

other epistemic transitions), or both. Yet when we get into specific cases, it is more difficult to 

outline the parallels. When a Good Samaritan saves a puppy from a burning building, we say 
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that they are praiseworthy for doing so.61 But when a professor believes his female students are 

excellent logicians it is less clear which feature of his belief is praiseworthy.  

  

Concerns for the justification-praise relation arise in a similar vein to those for the justification-

blame relation. One reason to doubt the distinctness of epistemic praise follows from the 

nature of spectrums in general. If there are praiseworthy and blameworthy beliefs, then the 

spectrum must also include ‘neutral’ beliefs. Not every action is praiseworthy or blameworthy 

(e.g., a sneeze, lifting your arm, opening the mail), so not every belief, or ignorant state for that 

matter, is going to be praiseworthy or blameworthy.62 But we can easily imagine that justified 

beliefs will be neutral (believing that it 8:54pm), so justification on its own will not indicate 

praise.  These remarks do not mean that we are not responsible for our attitudes in a robust 

way. The justification analysis may be inapt in articulating a distinctive form of epistemic 

praise or blame, but it can still, nonetheless, articulate when an agent’s attitude is rationally 

sound or rationally problematic. 

 

3. Ignorance: a new account 

 

What kind of ignorance demands rationality? On the OG sense of ignorance where it is an 

epistemic absence, responsibility claims are paradoxical, or supererogatory at best. A new 

account of ignorance is required to address the rational standards that attach to ignorance. The 

following case, based on real-world events, provides a counterexample to the OG view.63 

 

 
61 The moral theorist who doesn!t want to reduce a view of praiseworthiness to ‘good’ and ‘bad’ actions 
would say that the Good Samaritan is praiseworthy for cultivating something like ‘good will’ (Johnson 
King 2021).  
62 Also, not every morally good action is going to be morally praiseworthy. For example, someone isn’t 
morally praiseworthy for having failed to beat their children or having failed to sexually harass someone 
on a given day. See Johnson King (ms) on the ‘Slow Clap Phenomenon’ for more on this issue.  
63 For a detailed argument see Miller Larsen (2023a). 
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Who’s the professor? On the first day of classes, Finn—a usually excellent 

student—is late to his intro to philosophy course. Thinking he has already 

missed valuable information; Finn frantically searches the room for the course 

professor. He considers several people in the room, including a male student in 

the back wearing Oxbridge-like attire. However, Finn fails to consider the woman 

at the board, despite her performing duties that would normally indicate she is 

the professor. 

 

Let us suppose for now that the OG view is all that is required to explain the example, so that 

Finn is ignorant because he ‘doesn’t know’ that the woman is the professor. Finn can be said to 

also have a false belief that the other student wearing ‘Oxbridge-like attire’ is the professor. 

False beliefs count as ignorance, particularly when they operate as distributions of error or 

sources of misinformation. For example, Charles Mills’ view of white ignorance is based on the 

idea that ignorance is false belief.64 Mills draws the distinction between ‘passive’ ignorance on 

the one hand and ignorance that ‘fights back’ on the other. White ignorance is the ’fighting’ 

kind—it is resistant to belief revision and obstructs knowledge. Importantly, it is the product of 

social practices and systemic distributions of error that infiltrate individual views on race and 

racism (primarily in the United States). José Medina has also written about this kind of 

ignorance where ignorance involves “a whole battery of mechanisms of avoidance and 

resistance to know and to learn” (Medina 2016, 182). The arguments from Mills and Medina are 

part of a group of views, known as the epistemologies of ignorance, which outline the externalist 

nature of ignorance as cultural-psychological tools within social systems that afford individual 

 
64 See Mills (2007).  



 

 42  

ignorance of racial injustice.65 From these externalist accounts it is natural to wonder what 

kinds of mechanisms undergird ignorance of evidence uptake.66 

  

Of course, there are many times when things do not occur to us. What it means to be human 

just is to be the kind of creatures that have cognitive limitations that filter the amount of 

absorbable information. I am not proposing a normative project where agents must be 

omniscient. In fact, the problem of ignorance is not (e.g.) about Finn’s fallibility. Rather, the 

problem of ignorance is that Finn omits obvious and relevant possibilities as evidence that 

should be legible to him. The OG view cannot address the problem, as I have described it, since 

it has no way of distinguishing between information we merely lack and information we fail to 

register. 

 

The case of Who’s the Professor? yields a new proposal for ignorance. The view that ignorance 

is an attitude which a characteristic profile of omitting. An epistemic agent is ignorant of the 

fact that p at t just in case the agent ignores that p at t by failing to consider obvious and 

relevant possibilities in inquiry. In the ordinary sense of the word ‘ignoring’ is the deliberate 

disregard of information. When we ignore an email or ignore a phone call, we manifest the 

active sense of ignoring. But the active sense of ignoring is not what I have in mind for the 

sense in which ‘ignoring’ is an attitude. When we ignore, in the epistemic sense, we unwittingly 

(non-consciously) omit obvious, and relevant, possibilities that p could be the case. Contrast 

such ignoring with examples of willful ignorance where someone suspects that p but 

deliberately disregard this possibility (Lynch, 2016). Instead, epistemic agents, in my cases, are 

 
65 For Mills (2007), Medina (2016), and Alcoff (2007) ignorance is sometimes, but not always, sub-
intentional. They also discuss cases where people willfully perpetuate social structures that maintain and 
promote racial inequities.  
66 Miller Larsen (2023a) argues that ignorance is not mere lack of knowledge, nor is it simply the lack of 
knowledge plus other familiar psychological pathologies (i.e., dissonance, confirmation bias, or belief 
preservation).   
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sub-intentionally ignorant—they unwittingly omit the possibility that p precisely because they 

do not suspect that p.67  

   

The attitude view is an agent-centered account of ignorance. We are responsible for ignorance 

because ignorance is just as much of a ‘commitment’ as belief, where an important feature of 

this commitment consists in settling questions. The theory that I advance is underwritten by a 

re-orientation of the nature of ignorance. The approach finds company with Jane Friedman’s 

work on suspension of judgment where suspension is held to be a sui generis epistemic 

attitude (Friedman, 2013). Friedman thinks that suspension is not mere absence of belief, it is 

its own interrogative attitude. Similarly, ignorance is not mere absence of knowledge, it is also 

its own attitude. And, just as we are responsible for our beliefs, so too are we responsible for 

ignoring. Ignoring is ‘belief-like’68 in the relevant sense because it inferentially interacts with 

other mental states in similar ways to belief by impacting higher order zetetic69 propositions. 

For Student, being ignorant that the woman is the professor inferentially interacts with the 

question Who is the professor? in the sense that his ignorance limits the inferential connections 

that are drawn. Ignoring is more impactful than an absence because it bears on the nexus of 

one’s attitudes—influencing how we view and understand the world.70  

  

A final and crucial difference exists between the OG view and ignoring, which is a causal 

difference. When you unknowingly put arsenic in your friend’s cup of tea you do so because 

you are ignorant that the sugar contains arsenic—your ignorance is caused by your lack of 

 
67 Crucially, on my view ignoring is an attitude, albeit an implicit one, that epistemic agents take towards 
some content. The account I give follows the assumption that, as an attitude, ignorance can be modeled as 
a propositional attitude, which consists in a binary relation between an attitude A and a proposition p. The 
reason someone is ignorant, for example, that the president is lying (as some people were surrounding the 
January 6, 2021 riots on Capitol Hill) consists in their having an ignorance attitude A that is related to the 
proposition the president is lying. On my view, people are ignorant just in case they have ignored the 
possibility that the president could have been lying. 
68 The comparison can be understood as follows—Belief: Believing:: Ignorance: Ignoring. Just like belief has 
two modes, which include the state of having a belief and the mental activity of believing, so too does 
ignorance have two modes, where ‘ignoring’ is the mental activity of the mental state of ignorance (at least 
in those case where someone unwittingly omits a possibility).  
69 I use ‘zetetic’ to refer broadly to any state, attitude, or proposition related to inquiry.  
70 For an in-depth argument of the attitudinal view of ignorance see Miller Larsen (2023a). 
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knowledge. Note that causal ignorance is often one-off, so that we are not systematically 

ignorant of arsenic looming in tea.71 In fact, if someone were to be ignorant of such a fact, it 

seems more like a case of bad epistemic luck than a matter of epistemic failing on their part. In 

contrast, ignoring is constitutive of one’s ignorance, not simply the result of it. When Finn is 

ignorant, his attitude is not caused by what he does not know. Rather, his ignorance is 

constitutive of belief forming processes that bear on the success of his inquiry.  

 

4. Dissolving the paradox 

 

I started with the paradoxical claim that we are never responsible for ignorance. The claim is 

based on two assumptions from literature on the ethics of belief and the epistemic dimension 

of the nature of ignorance. 

 

The Old Guard: Ignorance is the lack or absence of knowledge. 

Responsibility Norm: We are epistemically responsible for a state just in case it is 

  the kind of attitude that is normatively evaluable. 

 

Contra the OG view I argued that ignorance can be more than a mere absence—it is an attitude. 

I also addressed a preemptive objection that being responsible for ignorance necessarily entails 

that an agent is also blameworthy for that ignorance. Such a conclusion would be worrying 

given the nature of our cases as sub-intentional and unwitting manifestations of ignorance. But 

how is an epistemic agent responsible for their ignorance? 

 

Consider one more case of ignoring.  

 

 
71 You might be wondering about the epistemic status of someone who is always thinking about doomsday 
possibilities. I consider such example in §5.  
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Whodunit 1: In a stately mansion you find that someone has been murdered! The 

following people are at the residence at the time of the crime: Yvette the maid, Miss 

Scarlet, Colonel Mustard, Professor Plum, and Wadsworth the Butler. You have evidence 

that connects each person to the murder; you know that at least one person committed 

it; and you know that one of  the suspects has an alibi. As the detective on the case, 

your task is to determine who did it. You  consider some suspects yet unwittingly 

ignore the possibility that Wadsworth is one of them.  

 

 

Like Who’s the professor? this case features a type of ignorance where an epistemic agent omits 

obvious and relevant possibilities. If we were to model this case following the OG framework, 

we get the following set as an explanation for the suspects you consider and eliminate when 

deliberating over the question Q72, “Who did it?” 

 

What makes an attitude evaluable? Pamela Hieronymi (2008) has a view where our evaluations 

of attitudes consist in asking the reasons for which someone believes that p. Why-questions, on 

her view, are questions of responsibility, and beliefs are the ‘kind of attitudes’ that are subject 

to responsibility because they stand in the right relation to ‘settle’ why-questions. For 

Hieronymi, a belief settles the question whether to believe that p as part of the justification for 

why you believe that p. When I settle whether to believe that it will be six more weeks of winter, 

and I arrive at the belief that it will be six more weeks of winter because Punxsutawney Phil 

 
72 I use an italicized ‘Q’ to denote a question in inquiry and a bold ‘Q’ to denote the conclusion of an 
inference. 
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sees his shadow, my belief is evaluable by evaluating the answer to why I settled the belief that 

way.  

 

This approach can account for the evaluability of attitudes by providing an explanation of the 

relation between attitudes and inquiry. In whodunnit, each answer {A1 to A4} potentially settles 

Q, so that arriving at one of these answers is a way of fully settling Q. As it stands, Hieronymi’s 

view does not count ignorance as an evaluable attitude. This is not an oversight of her view. The 

OG view simply cannot fit into this framework. To accommodate cases such as whodunit and 

who’s the professor? I suggest that ignoring that p is part of our deliberative processes in the 

sense that it is part of how we settle questions.  

 

With ignorance as an attitude, we can model your deliberative process in whodunit as follows:   

 

When you ignore that Wadsworth could have done it you have a fifth answer in the set that can 

potentially settle Q. Each of the answers partially settles Q, so that ignoring any one of them 

constrains the success of settling.73   

 

 
73 Any particular stance is only a partial answer to Q if it turns out that there are multiple murders in the 
case. For instance, settling on A1 may be true, but you would not want to do this and ignore that A2 and A4 

could also be answers to Q. At the end of Murder on the Orient Express, there is a line in the movie where 
the detective says, “no one person committed the murder, yet someone committed the murder”. The 
detective in the case strategically gives this line before he reveals that everyone on the train is the 
murderer.  
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Suppose you are asked “Why did you ignore that Wadsworth could have done it,” where we 

wanted you to justify your ignorance not just explain it. The reason we want to evaluate 

ignorance is because there is something epistemically wrong with it. As the detective, ignoring 

Wadsworth is irrational when there is evidence—right in front of your face—that connects him 

to the crime. If you have organized your mind such that obvious and relevant possibilities do 

not arise, then ignorance is not something that just happens to you, it is rationally problematic. 

The problem of ignorance lies in which answers are not considered, and how they impact those 

that are. And when certain obvious and relevant answers are omitted, the incomplete set of 

answers result in false conclusions that bear on Q. As a result, the attitude of ignoring 

structures the space of inquiry as an answer that is not considered yet is rationally significant.  

 

How should we evaluate ignorance? I have also suggested that ignorance inferentially bears on 

Q in the sense that it limits the inferential connections that can be drawn. Through inference 

the epistemic ‘badness’ of ignorance transmits to the deliberative process when you have an 

open inquiry, so that the omission is an epistemic error. 

 

Error of Omission: Even though you have an experience (P), you fail to infer Q from P so 

that you omit the conclusion (Q). 

 

In whodunit you have an experience that Wadsworth is in the mansion at the time of the 

murder (P), yet you fail to infer that he is a suspect (Q) and omit the possibility altogether (as in 

A5). As a result, ignoring as a ‘bad’ epistemic state negatively impacts inquiry given the failed 

inference (P—>Q). 

 

In addition to your initial inquiry, ignoring Wadsworth influences questions downstream from 

Who did it? Your initial ignorance may cause you to fail to consider sub-questions such as, 

where was Wadsworth at the time of the crime? Does Wadsworth have a motive? Is Wadsworth 

the primary killer or an accomplice? Ignoring in one case ramifies to many cases of ignorance.  
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I have now made the case that ignorance as an attitude cannot be epistemically ignored. I have 

argued that the reason you are held responsible—on my modified Hieronymi view—is because 

you have settled whether to ignore that p. Such settling inferentially bears on Q so that it 

transmits the epistemic error of your ignorance to how you structure your inquiry.  

        

How does the impact on the inferential structures of reasoning connect to a person’s 

responsibility? Let us return to Who’s the Professor? When Finn ignores that woman is the 

professor, we can ask for the reasons why he is ignorant when he takes an ignoring attitude 

towards that proposition. Although the attitude is non-conscious, sub-intentional, and 

unwitting, Student is responsible because he has failed to comply with a rational standard that 

requires epistemic agents to consider obvious and relevant possibilities. The proposition that 

the woman is the professor is ‘relevant’ to Finn because it is one (partial) answer to the 

question, who is the professor? The omitted answer is also ‘obvious’ because evidence that 

supports the answer is readily available to him.  

  

Since ignoring the woman is a partial answer that Student takes to Q, it is an attitude for which 

he is responsible. The responsibility consists in a ‘forward-looking’ requirement to improve his 

belief states so that it is epistemically better for Student to consider obvious and relevant 

possibilities, the reason being that these possibilities directly bear on higher order zetetic 

propositions. So, not only are there practical reasons to know who the professor is when one is 

a student, there are also epistemic reasons for reviewing one’s ignorance.  

  

On my view, Student is responsible for his ignorance yet blameless. His epistemic 

blamelessness does not mean that there is no sense of blame to which he is subject. He may be 

morally blameworthy for ignoring the woman in this case and is especially morally 

blameworthy if he tends to ignore female authority figures. My argument has been that there is 

not a unique category of epistemic blame that is fitting for cases of ignoring. 
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Considering these arguments, I think ignorance is epistemically evaluable because it is 

operative in structuring our inquiry spaces. This means that it influences the kinds of sub-

inquiries we undertake, which bear on the questions that occupy us.  

 

5. Is there such a thing as rationally ‘responsible’ ignorance? 

 

Throughout this paper I have been concerned with ignorance for which we are responsible. For 

many of us, the worry of responsibility arises because we view ignorance as a bad thing. In this 

section I consider examples of ‘responsible' ignorance, where someone is rationally, or even 

praiseworthily ignorant. 

 

Presumably, there are ready examples that cut across the moral, practical, and epistemic 

domains. For example, when we think of someone who considers every possibility we might 

wonder if they have gone too far. Pessimists often fit this category. They tend to have in mind 

the worst possible scenarios even when those scenarios are far-fetched— “What if the plane 

crashes?” “Maybe the cliff will crumble underneath us,” “I bet we will get a flat tire.” It is 

difficult to determine how we should think about the pessimist. On the one hand, they may be 

prepared if any of these negative scenarios were to transpire. On the other hand, they are filled 

with useless worry that is practically demanding.  

  

For the moral domain, we usually think that it is a good thing if we are ignorant about how to 

be a serial killer or are ignorant about how to torture someone. We would only think that 

someone needed this knowledge if they were trying to satisfy a purely academic curiosity.74 The 

other likely reason is that they want to know how to murder or torture someone so that they 

 
74 Suppose that someone is interested in these thoughts for purely academic reasons. We might argue that 
without any intent to use the knowledge, such know-how is tantamount to having junk beliefs. For an 
argument that junk beliefs are irrational, see Friedman (2018).  
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can carry out these acts. Since both acts are viewed as morally impermissible, we should think 

that if one has no desire to carry out the act of torture, then one should be ignorant of torture 

know-how.  

 

The moral cases provide examples for when it may be good to be ignorant. Are there also cases 

where we are praiseworthily ignorant? 

 

A final example. 

 

Matriculation: Lacy is a teacher at a ‘second chance’ high school with a class that 

predominantly consists of Black students. Lacy ignores the statistic that 95% of Black 

students in the district do not matriculate and does not consider this possibility when 

she is forming a belief about how likely a particular student in her class is to 

matriculate.  

 

Ignoring the statistical evidence in this case looks importantly different from other cases. For 

example, if a hiker knows that 95% of deer ticks in the area carry Lyme disease, it is 

straightforward that the statistical evidence bears on the question whether a particular tick that 

bites the hiker is carrying Lyme disease.75 And if the hiker fails to consider the possibility that a 

particular tick that bites them is carrying Lyme disease, they would be ignorant on my account 

and responsible for that ignorance. Lacy, however, may not be responsible. We can think of 

three different versions of her situation and compare the epistemic ‘grade.’  

  

Suppose the first Lacy, I will call her ‘Lacy 1’, fails to consider the statistical evidence. It seems 

plausible that Lacy 1 is being responsibly ignorant—arguably, her ignorance is not only 

permissible, but also praiseworthy. Sarah Moss (2018) has a view that supports at least the 

 
75 Thanks to Kate Nolfi for this example and discussion of Matriculation.  
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permissibility of Lacy’s ignorance. Moss thinks we should treat statistical evidence that bears 

on Q differently when considering people as opposed to (say) ticks. Moss's ‘rule of 

consideration’ is the idea that “we should treat people as individuals” (Moss 2018, 223) because 

we do not want to create expected outcomes for other people. Lacy 1 does precisely this, 

although unwittingly since she does not realize that she is ignoring the statistical evidence. 

Consider a second version—Lacy 2—where she is aware of the evidence, in the sense that it is 

on her pedagogical radar, but she doesn’t take it as evidence that bears on Q. Lacy 2 is invokes 

Moss's rule, and she may also be an exemplar of how Renée Bolinger (2020) thinks epistemic 

agents should consider rational stereotypes in belief formation. Bolinger’s view is that even if 

some racist beliefs are based on statistical evidence, there are times when we should not accept 

these beliefs once we consider the practical harms.76 In the third version of the case, Lacy 3 fully 

considers the evidence and takes it to bear on Q to the extent that it informs her belief about 

the particular student. From the perspective of both Moss and Bolinger, Lacy 3 looks to be the 

least justified because she fully considers and accepts that the statistical evidence bears on Q.  

  

So, what can we say about the epistemic ‘grade’ for each of the versions? First, it seems Lacy 3 

is unjustified in taking the evidence to bear on Q because she violates Moss’s rule, as well as 

Bolinger’s ’acceptance’ claim. Even so, we cannot jump to the conclusion that in the other two 

versions Lacy is justified. Lacy’s ignorance in version one looks praiseworthy because she is not 

pigeonholing her student to an expected outcome, but she is also unaware of information that 

may be relevant. In fact, it may be harmful to the student if she does not consider the very real 

possibility that students at her school do not matriculate. For these reasons, I think Lacy 2 

exhibits the best epistemic predicament. She considers the statistical so that she is aware of the 

pedagogical issues faced by her students, but she does not take the information to directly bear 

on any particular student.  

 

 
76 ‘Accepting’ a belief, for Bolinger (2020), is an endorsement that the belief is practically ‘good’ to have.  
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The idea of ‘responsible’ ignorance suggests that there is not a one-size-fits-all recipe for 

examples of ‘good’ ignorance. My argument has been that ignorance is the kind of attitude that 

is subject to epistemic responsibility, which can have an epistemic valence that is either 

positive or negative. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The account I have given is part of a larger project on the ethics of ignorance, which aims to 

provide an agent-centered view of responsibility. People are not just rationally responsible 

because they owe it to others to be decent epistemic agents. Demands for rational responsibility 

arise because we also owe it to ourselves be rational agents.  
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Ignorance in Perception 
 

 

“That invisibility to which I refer occurs because of a peculiar disposition of the eyes…A matter 

of the construction of their inner eyes, those eyes with which they look through their physical 

eyes upon reality.” 

— Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 

 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
It is widely held among philosophers that ignorance serves as an excuse for omissions that 

would otherwise be responsible.77 This position is usually illustrated by thinking about the role 

of ignorance in moral actions. Take for example a case where I unknowingly give a friend, who 

is vegan, a piece of chocolate cake containing dairy. My action is immoral, in the sense that I 

have caused my friend to imbibe food that contains ingredients they morally disagree with, but 

in another sense, we can question whether I am truly responsible since I did not know about the 

dairy in the cake. Typically, on this picture of ignorance, ignorance fully excuses my act because 

we are not thought to be responsible for those things that we do not know. For many of us, that 

includes an extensive list of facts, subject matters, and skills, such as the exact latitude of 

Boston, the whereabouts of all your colleagues at this very moment, and (perhaps) the entire 

body of literature that is Rawlsian political philosophy.  

 

Turning to belief, we find a similar story about ignorance as prejudice: ignorance (sometimes) 

serves as an excuse for prejudiced omissions. Unlike the position in the previous paragraph, no 

philosopher explicitly endorses this view, but it is a view that is clearly operating in the 

 
77 The idea that ignorance serves as an excuse or renders one blameless for omission can be traced to 
Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics (NE III.i 13-27, v.7-12, V.viii.3-12). The idea can also be found in 
contemporary work by Brandt (1969), Fischer and Ravizza (1998), Goldman (1970), Rosen (2003), Smith 
(1983), and Zimmerman (2008). In some cases, ignorance acts only as a partial excuse and doesn’t fully 
render a person blameless, see Peels (2014) for such an account. On the strict view of the partial view the 
primary role of ignorance in epistemic discourse has been as a way to excuse agents from full epistemic 
responsibility.  
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prejudice literature. The view is expressed in numerous ways. Sometimes, it is operative within 

a tension model between rational beliefs on the one hand, and the moral consequences of those 

beliefs on the other.78 Take for example the case of a woman who mistakes a black guest at a 

country club as the coat check attendant.79 She fails to see that he is a guest, and her failure is a 

type of omission that occurs due to a set of prejudiced background beliefs. Her omission, 

however, is often seen as epistemically excusable due to the overall social environment in which 

her prejudice functions. In particular, the view is often highlighted through thinking about the 

tension that arises due to the fact that epistemic agents live in a society that “on the one hand, 

[has] an explicit ideal of racial equality, and, on the other, bears the legacy of centuries of 

personal and institutionalized racial discrimination” (Gendler 2011: 44). What happens in this 

particular context is that epistemic agents are reasoning with evidence that is distorted by the 

very societies in which they live so it is less clear whether they should be held epistemically 

responsible for the kinds of information they lack.  

 

At other times, ignorance as an excuse for prejudice undergirds explanations of prejudiced 

belief within probability theory. Epistemic agents are said to be no more than “culturally 

situated cognitive engines exhibiting (or failing to exhibit) certain checks and balances in the 

use of sensory evidence and priors” (Clark 2018: 747). The allocation of epistemic responsibility 

has no standing within this Bayesian schema because beliefs are simply the result of 

probabilistic calculations that are updated given information from the world. Simply put, in a 

society that is prejudiced, it is impossible to be without prejudice, or at least, if (and when) 

your thinking is contaminated by prejudice, it is not your fault.  

 

This is the view that (at least) seems to be endorsed by Bayesian perceptual processing.80 

Prejudiced omission is simply a feature of our cognitive systems that are mostly viewed as 

 
78 See, for example, Gendler (2011).  
79 This case is also from Gendler (2011).  
80 Especially as endorsed by Clark (2018). 
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optional, thus, working fine, or as fine as they can be expected to work. I claim the entire setup 

of ignorance distorts the philosophical issue of prejudice. Moreover, the misstep originates 

from an understanding of ignorance as simply the lack of knowledge. This understanding 

cannot adequately account for the nature of ignorance for prejudiced omissions. Plants lack 

knowledge, rocks lack knowledge, and (a lot of times) so do I, but in these cases, lacking 

knowledge does not demand epistemic responsibility.  

 

Recognizing how ignorance might demand epistemic responsibility requires a conceptual shift 

from the idea of ignorance as a type of epistemic lack to the adoption of “the kind of ignorance 

that involves a whole battery of mechanisms of avoidance and resistance to know and to learn” 

(Medina 2018: 182). These mechanisms of resistance are typically identified as social 

mechanisms, or structures of oppression and hegemony that arise directly from the social and 

material world. In this paper, I focus instead on psychological mechanisms of resistance. 

Psychological mechanisms that are operative in perception. I highlight a phenomenon that I call 

Perceptual Ignorance to serve as an example of the identified need for the conceptual shift from 

ignorance as the lack of knowledge, to a notion of ignorance that is active and normatively 

laden.  

 

Perceptual Ignorance, I claim, occurs when perceivers fail to take in relevant information and 

fail to register that information when forming beliefs. In short, they omit a hypothesis.  

 

: S omits h, where h is a hypothesis missing from S’s hypothesis set. 

 

In perception, ignorance takes the form of a literal blind spot. So, the normative question, for 

the purposes of this paper, is the question of whether we are epistemically responsible for not 

seeing. Overall, this discussion aims to bring together many difficult and philosophically 

Ignoranceomission
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contentious materials, i.e., ignorance, perception, prejudice, and epistemic responsibility, to 

illuminate a phenomenon that has serious import for our epistemic lives. 

  

2. Problems of (in)sight 

To sharpen the issue at hand, consider the following riddle. (Give the riddle a try, before 

reading on for the answer.)  

 

 

The riddle above is an insight problem that generates a kind of cognitive block or blind spot to 

a correct answer. These blind spots arise from a reader’s inability to recognize and fill in 

missing details, usually due to underlying biases that inform dominant perspectives. In the 

Accountant, readers tend to identify any unmarked or underspecified protagonist as male. The 

evident gender bias then distracts readers from the possibility that the accountant is a woman.  

 

Insight problems, like the one above, display an interesting cognitive effect. The important 

feature of insight problems is that readers are completely stumped, meaning they are typically 

unable to produce an answer at all! And if they do produce an answer, they often overlook the 

correct solution in favor of ones that are extremely implausible. For instance, to solve the riddle 

some readers claimed that the salutation ‘brother’ has more than one meaning, which is why 

one accountant can call the other a ‘brother’ while the other one denies having any brothers. Or 

readers solved the riddle by reasoning that the attorney must have died between utterances.81   

 

 
81 See Bar-Hillel et al. (2018).  
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There are two explanations for what is happening at the psychological level when we are 

stumped by insight problems. The first explanation is that readers are resistant to 

disconfirming information.  

 

2.1 Resistance to Disconfirming Information 

 

Let us start with the response that readers are resistant to disconfirming information. On many 

accounts, such resistance is not synonymous with irrationality. Take for instance discussions 

about practical reasoning. There are those that argue that in some cases of practical reasoning 

resistance to disconfirming information is the rational response. It is rational to trust that your 

marriage will be successful despite statistics of the rising divorce rate.82 It is rational to believe 

that your friend is an excellent professor despite poor ratings from students in their courses. It 

is rational to believe that you will not die despite the fact that a doctor has just diagnosed you 

with a fatal illness.83 In each of these cases it is argued that rationality, in particular, rationality 

in the face of practical considerations, can demand that we are resistant to disconfirming 

information.  

 

Practical considerations are just that, considerations. They are reasons that epistemic agents 

consider when forming beliefs. The psychological mechanisms at work in insight problems, 

however, may not be considerations. In fact, it is likely that the mechanisms are non-conscious. 

This means that when someone is unable to solve the riddle and provide an answer that the 

account is a woman, it is not because they considered this point and resisted it. It is because 

the solution never came to them. So, resisting disconfirming information looks quite different 

from weighing considerations. It often takes the form of a type of dissonance where one is 

committed to preserving antecedent beliefs.  

 
82 See Marušic, B. (2013).  
83 See Rinard, S. (2018).  



 

 61  

 

The belief preservation theory does not hold up as an explanation for insight problems, 

however. For one, it is unlikely that readers are resistant to the very idea that a woman can be 

an account. Or that they are trying to preserve a long-held belief that accountants cannot be 

women. In many cases, readers report having antecedent beliefs that align with the solution. 

They believe that accountants can be women, and in some cases know women who are 

accountants.84 But when presented with the riddle the right solution is still not activated. So, it 

is evident that readers are not resisting disconfirming information due to a need to preserve 

antecedent beliefs.  

 

Another form of resistance that might be at work also arises because of one’s background 

beliefs. Suppose that the reason readers are unable to solve the riddle is because in their 

experience few women are accountants. So, it is not the case that they do not think women can 

be accountants at all. Rather they have a degreed confidence in the belief. In fact, it is likely that 

they assign a low degree of confidence that women can be accountants that is robust because 

of the support it has garnered over the years. This means that when the person finally 

encounters a female accountant, they are resistant (non-consciously) since the new evidence 

goes against their robust priors.  

 

There is reason, however, to reject the Bayesian explanation in this case since the distribution 

of confidence does not conform to the ecological background information with respect to 

female accountants. Therefore, we need another explanation to account for the resistance to 

new information.  

 

2.2. Resistance to a Hypothesis 

 

 
84 In fact, 60% of all accountants in the United States are women.  
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Another possible explanation, which this paper will favor, is that readers are resistant to 

forming a hypothesis. This explanation proposes that we can have blind spots to information, 

not because we lack knowledge or are having a retrieval issue due to faulty memory, but 

because our minds actively resist certain hypotheses. Insight problems, in particular, suggest 

that we can actively resist correct solutions despite having otherwise rational background 

beliefs. When we are unable to produce the solution, it is because the hypothesis that the 

accountant is a woman has not occurred to us. Here, not-occurring does not mean that we have 

never considered it. It simply means that in this particular moment the hypothesis was not 

activated. And there is particularly good reason to question why activation does not occur for 

people who antecedently think that accountants can be women, since there is no anterior 

reason for why they should be resistant.  

 

The rest of the paper is dedicated to unpacking these blind spots. I argue that the structure I 

have outlined for insight problems is similarly visible in cases of perception, and is, in fact, the 

paradigmatic structure for the phenomenon I call Perceptual Ignorance. Insight problems are a 

type of mental blind spot and Perceptual Ignorance is a type of perceptual blind spot. Both 

phenomena generate the normative question of responsibility. And both suggest that the 

epistemic agent or perceiver should have known or should have seen.  

3. What is perceptual ignorance? 

 

Like the general notion of ignorance, where I can be ignorant about any number of facts, 

experiences, theories, conditions, or state of affairs, ignorance in perception appears to be far 

reaching. We theorize about ignorance in perception as errors, such as illusions or 

hallucinations. Seeing a stick in the water as bent or seeing an oasis in the middle of the desert 

when none exists are ways that we can be ignorant in perception that is not necessarily 

Perceptual Ignorance. Much work has been dedicated to theorizing about both illusions and 

hallucinations, both of which are perceptual errors that can arise despite a perceiver’s best 

intentions to view the world ‘properly.’ Take the stick in the water for example. I can know that 
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a stick in my hand is straight (or as straight as sticks can be), but when I place it in the water, I 

will still see it as bent. Like ignorance, illusions are often viewed as an excuse. They are 

examples where perception goes awry.  

 

Perceptual Ignorance requires a unique suite of examples to illustrate how it is different from 

stick-in-the-water type illusions. I provide three such examples below.  

 

Who’s the Professor? On the first day of classes, Finn—a usually excellent student—is 

late to his intro to philosophy course. Thinking he has already missed valuable 

information; Finn frantically searches the room for the course professor. He considers 

several people in the room, including a male student in the back wearing Oxbridge-like 

attire. However, Finn fails to consider the woman at the board, despite her performing 

duties that would normally indicate she is the professor. 

 

Capitol Hill: Tim Scott is an African American Republican Senator who is consistently 

denied access to many buildings on Capitol Hill. When Scott enters a building, Jon, a 

white male security guard, determines that he is not a senator and calls the police. Jon 

sees that Tim Scott is wearing a suit and has a senator pin but does not register that Tim 

Scott is a senator.85  

 

Bear with me for one more example. This example is critical for the overall characterization of 

Perceptual Ignorance as having a structure that is neutral with respect to the content.  

 

 
85 This example is derived from reports by Tim Scott about his experiences on Capitol Hill. Scott has been 
the victim of profiling and has been pulled over at least 7 times in one year. See the following articles for 
the full story: https://www.npr.org/2016/07/14/485995136/watch-black-gop-senator-says-hes-been-
stopped-7-times-by-police-in-a-year; https://www.cnn.com/2016/07/13/politics/tim-scott-police-racial-
profiling/index.html 
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Changing Shape: Beverly, a participant in a change blindness study, is tasked with 

sorting shapes by size. She knows that large shapes should be stacked in one pile and 

small shapes stacked in another. But when it comes to performing the task, Beverly 

cannot register the fact that shape sizes change mid-task, despite seeing them do so.86 

 

How are these examples like the insight problem from the previous section? In the Accountant, 

readers were provided with a riddle that was difficult for them to solve because of how they 

construed the vignette. The dominant construal relied on stereotypes that take the form of 

gender biases. In the examples above we can note a similar structure. Perceivers have an 

experience, and the dominant construal of the experience interferes with successfully 

completing a cognitive task. This time the task is not solving a riddle but answering a question 

about how one should see the world given their position within it. For Who’s the Professor? the 

task is to identify the professor, for Capitol Hill the task is to let senators into a building, and 

for Changing Shape the task is to sort bricks based on size. But Finn, Jon, and Beverly are not 

successful at their tasks because they are relying on a dominant construal, yielding an omission 

that produces unstable patterns of reasoning.  

 

No singular example by itself is meant to ground the phenomena of Perceptual Ignorance. But 

taken together we recognize how people exhibit perceptual omissions. In fact, the idea that 

people miss information in their visual environments is not radical. Countless articles on 

inattention and different forms of ‘blindness’ have suggested such omissions are possible and 

occur regularly for competent perceivers. The radical contribution from this paper is that 

sometimes perceivers omit information that seems the most relevant to their experiences in a 

way that is odd and puzzling. Whereas in classic inattention and perceptual blindness cases 

 
86 Based on the Triesch et al. (2013) study.  
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perceivers fail to pick up information due to some form of cognitive overload where they are 

asked to juggle multiple tasks.87  

 

In addition, one might think that what is happening in these cases is resistance to 

disconfirming information. For instance, in Who’s the Professor? Certain socio-historical facts 

make it unlikely that the woman is the professor. Suppose Finn has a robust background belief 

that only men wearing Oxbridge attire are professors. Seeing the woman would present 

disconfirming information that would not be able to infiltrate such a robust background belief. 

But what if Finn does not have any outright prejudiced beliefs? Perceptual Ignorance can explain 

why Finn has blind spots even without maintaining an explicit belief. The cases of Perceptual 

Ignorance illustrate the following idea. In cases of prejudice perceivers are resistant to forming 

a hypothesis.  

 

: S omits h, where h is a hypothesis missing from S’s hypothesis set. 

 

I will show how this resistance occurs, and highlight how Perceptual Ignorance, as an epistemic 

failing, is worrisome for epistemic accounts of normativity in general, and how it is particularly 

worrisome for the purported normative application of Bayesian perceptual processing.  

 

4. A Bayesian explanation of perceptual ignorance 

 

The simplest explanation of Bayesianism is that it is credence in a hypothesis. Bayesian 

perception is the idea that background hypotheses information perceptual experience through 

the combination of past ecological information and present distal stimuli. Taking the surge of 

research seriously that argues that perceptual reasoning approximated Bayesian probability88, 

 
87 See §6 for a straightforward case of cognitive overload and attention. 
88 See Rahev & Denison (20218) for a brief survey of this research.  

Ignoranceomission
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should make us wonder how exactly such reasoning accounts for social stimuli alongside other 

environmental features.  

 

Habits of perception, according to Bayesian models, are governed by hyperpriors. A hyperprior 

acts is a general rule or hypothesis that underwrites, or governs, other priors. Take for example 

the hyperprior that there can only be one object, in one place, at any given moment— the 

spatiotemporal hyperprior. The spatiotemporal hyperprior as a rule governs the perceptual 

system by dictating how much information is visually processed at any one point in time. The 

spatiotemporal hyperprior also serves as a potential explanation for binocular rivalry. In the 

most well-known example of binocular rivalry, subjects in an experiment are simultaneously 

shown an image of a house and an image of a face. Rather than fuse the two images, the 

perceptual system alternates between them. So, one explanation may be that spatiotemporal 

hyperpriors govern hypotheses about houses and faces, limiting cognitive overload. 

 

Another hyperprior is the rule that light comes from above. A reasonable phylogenetic 

explanation for this rule comes from our relationship to the sun dating back some 2.5 million 

years ago. An ontogenetic explanation includes our individual experiences with light—natural 

or florescent. So, hyperpriors, in their most basic state, are biases or prejudices. But they are 

ones that have evolutionary import and have proven useful for our development as organisms. 

Hyperpriors are, therefore, phylogenetically robust, but are also supported by experiences of 

individuals. They exhibit a type of stubbornness and recalcitrance that is neither seem as 

problematic nor irrational. In fact, hyperpriors are often thought of as optimizing features of 

our cognitive systems.  

 

From here, one natural proposal is to think that hyperpriors explain the stubbornness in 

Perceptual Ignorance. Suppose that in Who’s the Professor? Finn has priors about the look-

profile of a professor, and that these priors drive him to ignore disconfirming information from 

his experience. Finn’s hyperpriors could reasonably include racists or sexist beliefs that govern 
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which priors get represented in perception. Moreover, these hyperpriors, which have been 

enforced for generations, not just from Finn’s own experience, but also from the experiences of 

his ancestors, boost the level of credence that he should hold in them.  

 

Such a view would be mistaken. For one, the proposal that racist and sexist background beliefs 

are hyperpriors seems to lack the phylogenetic robustness of the hyperpriors previously 

mentioned. Stereotyping regarding the look-profile of a professor does not have the same long-

standing precedent that spatiotemporal priors, or the light-from-above prior seem to carry. 

Finn’s priors have a social origin, not a purely neurobiological one. It seems obvious that the 

kind of hyperpriors championed by Bayesians are in a completely different category from the 

kind of racist or sexist beliefs that are at issue in Who’s the Professor? With this said, we should 

reject the proposal that the cases of Perceptual Ignorance mimic the kind of resistant-yet-

optimal functionality of hyperpriors.  

 

Instead, I suggest that the ways in which perceivers structure their hypothesis spaces 

illuminates the problem of Perceptual Ignorance. A hypothesis space is the set of all hypotheses 

as to what is in the world. Hypothesis spaces are an important feature of Bayesian models that 

express how relevant information is registered in experience. For our purposes, I argue that 

they can also express hypotheses that have been omitted.  

 

For example, look at the following image: 

 

 

 

Now, take a guess as to what the object could be.  
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We can characterize your guesses as individual hypotheses about what you are likely to see. 

These hypotheses operate as the set of non-conscious possible representations of the object. In 

this case, you might generate a set that includes the following:  

 

H = {H1: pliers, H2: hammer, H3: sickle}. 

 

Within the set, hypotheses are given a probability weighting, which are assigned based on the 

available information. The Bayesian perceptual system then selects a hypothesis from the set by 

determining the hypothesis with the highest posterior probability. This hypothesis ‘wins out’ 

and is then represented in your experience.   

  

Notice that ecological determinants are the main factors that restrict the set. Given the image, 

the set could not include hypotheses that represent (say) faces, or hypotheses that represent 

flora. The set is generated based on the available information, which serves as a foundation for 

the generative mechanism. In other words, a belief that the image is a hammer is the result of 

the combination of your past background beliefs and your immediate experience of the image. 

Also, notice that your guess is not an exercise in classification. It is one thing to attempt to 

classify information and another to register information. When you determine that the object is 

a hammer it is because you are seeing it and taking in information about the image’s shape, 

size, and form that generates the hypothesis that the image could be a hammer.  

 

The Bayesian perceptual system can provide straightforward explanations for object-based 

cases like the hammer above. It is clear how the hypothesis set is generated, and what 

determinants bear on the hypotheses included in the set. But this paper is not concerned about 

objects. The realm of study is social, and the worry is (mostly) about hypotheses about human 

subjects. For the social realm, hypothesis sets are constrained by more than just ecological 

factors. I will suggest that our priors, as hypotheses, are not only restricted by their ecological 

context, but are also restricted by how we structure experiences. When that structure includes 
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perverse racial or sexist background beliefs, sets can be faulty by failing to include relevant 

hypotheses. In other words, perceivers exhibit an epistemic failure because they are resistant to 

forming a hypothesis.  

 

5. Are missing hypotheses a form of ‘resistance’? 

 

How are perceivers resistant to forming a hypothesis? To get a sense of how this failure occurs, 

suppose that in Capitol Hill Jon generates the following set of hypotheses when he sees Tim 

Scott walk into the building. 

  

 H = {H1: terrorist, H2: thug, H3: disgruntled citizen} 

 

Notice what is included in the set and what is missing. Notice H1and H2. These hypotheses are 

activated by homing in on skin color as the dominant information. In any experience there are 

many pieces of information that one can attune to, but we can still question why Jon focuses on 

skin color to the extent that he ignores the available sartorial information. In addition to race, 

he should have been aware of Tim Scott’s clothing and other accessories that indicate that Scott 

is a senator. For some reason, this information is not registered as relevant by Jon so that it 

cannot activate the appropriate corresponding hypotheses. Notice, then, that the hypothesis 

‘senator’ is missing as a hypothesis in the set. If we suppose that Jon is a neurotypical 

perceiver, who tends to be successful at recognizing information in his environment, we can 

question why ‘senator’ is not a possibility that came to mind.  

 

One response may be that Jon’s hypothesis set does include the possibility that Tim Scott is a 

senator, but the hypothesis is simply given an unfairly low weight. This is the response Gendler 

(2011), and Siegel (2017) endorse in their treatment of cases with stereotype-based belief. 

Gendler, for example, has pointed out that features, such as race, are often given biased 

probability assignments in cases of prejudice and stereotypes, resulting in strong one-off 
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predictions. Similarly, Siegel argues that imbalanced weighting of perceptual features results in 

faulty inference that transit poor warrant to perceptual experience. So, epistemic agents in 

Gendler and Siegel cases do not entirely omit information but instead fail to give certain 

information proper attention when assigning credence. These agents assign low base-rates and 

underweight priors, which then means that other beliefs, in this case, the belief that Scott is not 

a senator, is given a skewed weighting.  

 

In some cases, it does seem to be the case that individuals underweight or overweight 

hypotheses, but such an explanation does not account for all cases of Perceptual Ignorance. For 

instance, one reason to think Capitol Hill is an example of hypothesis omission (rather than 

distorted weighting) is because updating does not occur. Proponents of Bayesian models tend 

to motivate the framework by relying on cases where epistemic agents update their beliefs. And 

the benefit of Bayesian models is that updating can occur by conditionalizing on new evidence. 

This means that Jon can start with a probability weight for hypotheses, such as H1, and update 

the probability as he obtains new information given distal stimuli.  

 

Updating can only occur, however, if a hypothesis exists in the set to start with. This is a 

familiar obstacle for Bayesian models and is known as the old evidence problem. For instance, 

before Einstein introduced his theory of general relativity, the theory, as a hypothesis , was 

(reasonably) missing from the set that came to mind when scientists observed physical 

phenomena. So, any old evidence that a scientist might have about the physical world could not 

be taken as support for  because the old, stored set of information cannot bear on how 

credence in Einstein’s new theory is updated. Some have recognized the obstacle within the 

problem of abduction, and it has recently been proposed as a problem of ‘epistemic 

imagination’.89  

 

 
89 See Perez Caballo (ms) for details on epistemic imagination.   

HGR

HGR
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For our purposes, the obstacle puts pressure on the plausibility of updating. Jon cannot update 

if the hypothesis does not exist in his set. Unlike pre-Einsteinian scientists, Jon’s lack of 

epistemic imagination is impermissible. No one prior to Einstein could have introduced 

Einstein’s theory; this is logically impossible. But it is possible that other security guards could 

see and register that Tim Scott is a senator. In Capitol Hill the old evidence problem for 

Bayesian models does not seem to apply.  

 

6. What are the normative demands on perceptual ignorance? 

 

A true Bayesian might note that since Bayesianism, at its core, is about rational, ideal agents, I 

have already done something classically non-Bayesian by supposing that we can model 

irrationality on a Bayesian framework. Moreover, my concern about relevant hypotheses being 

included in hypothesis sets does not arise in orthodox Bayes because it is assumed that all 

relevant hypotheses are available to agents. It is typically taken for granted that in any belief 

calculation, information that bears on the solution can be retrieved. But this is just not how 

real, fleshy, humans operate. We are obviously bound by the information that we have been 

exposed to, and imperfect at deriving beliefs even when all available information is considered. 

In effect, Perceptual Ignorance puts pressure on the orthodox account to reconcile cognitive 

and epistemic imperfections that cannot be smoothed out by updating.  

 

It is this pressure that illustrates how cases of Perceptual Ignorance generates the normative 

question of responsibility. One way that we can identify the unique epistemic error in cases like 

Who’s the Professor? Capitol Hill, and Changing Shape is by specifying what the error is with 

respect to. The solution I offer is to evaluate the rationality of cases of Perceptual Ignorance by 

specifying a cognitive task and determining how well agents complete the task by reasoning 

with relevant hypotheses.          
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Once we specify the cognitive task for each case, the generated hypothesis set is strikingly 

irrational. Since the evaluation relies on how well an epistemic agent completes a cognitive task, 

epistemic agents are irrational when they ignore visual cues that are relevant to the task. We 

can also think of this evaluation method as one that outlines salience. If your cognitive task is 

to identify the professor, then when someone performs relevant professor duties, these 

perceptual acts should be salient to you. If your cognitive task is to determine who is a senator, 

then information that indicates someone is a senator should be salient. And, if your cognitive 

task is to track brick size, then changes in brick size should also be salient.  

 

Epistemic agents who exhibit Perceptual Ignorance are, therefore, required in these cases to 

take certain information as salient. Notice that this rational demand does not apply in cases of 

inattention. A prime example is the famous gorilla study.90 In the study, participants are asked 

to count the number of passes of a basketball. During this task, a person in a gorilla suit walks 

 
90 See Chabris & Simons (2010). 
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across the court. Surprisingly, most participants are unaware of the gorilla! While there is a type 

of ‘blindness’ that occurs in this study, demands of rationality do not arise as they do for 

examples of Perceptual Ignorance. For one, unlike Perceptual Ignorance, the study does not 

illustrate how someone has failed to recognize salient information. In fact, the participants 

perform well at the cognitive task they are given, since participants miss seeing the gorilla 

precisely because they are focused on counting the basketball passes. The gorilla study 

exemplifies the tradeoffs that occur when cognitive loads are high. It is reasonable for us to 

miss information when the cognitive demand exceeds our limited processing capabilities. But it 

is not reasonable for us to miss information when the very cognitive task at hand has not been 

given proper attention. So, when a perceiver is perceptually ignorant, they are irrational because 

they have failed to comply with an epistemic duty (i.e., the cognitive task) and have failed to see 

what they ought to see.  

 

To close the paper, I would like to say more about my third case of Perceptual Ignorance. So far, 

I have said little about Changing Shape. This has been strategic. Changing Shape is a fascinating 

case because it does not have moral implications that can interfere with our intuitions. 

However, like Finn and Jon, Beverly fails to epistemically do what she epistemically ought. She 

is meant to track brick size but it resistant to tracking the size. Naturally, we want to know if 

Beverly is responsible. We say that someone is not responsible for an action or belief if one of 

the following holds. (1) If we can think that someone with the same perspective would reason 

similarly, or (2) if we can think that the person could not have reached a different conclusion 

given their perspective.91  

 

Starting with (1), it seems that, as the study illustrates, many perceivers would not register that 

the sizes of the bricks changed. This may be since we do not think that objects, on their own, 

can change size, so the virtual reality component of the study places perceivers in unfamiliar 

 
91 Alvarez & Littlejohn (2017) for example, argue for these two conditions of responsibility.  
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territory. Beverly’s response is also due in part to the fact that the brick sizes changed shape 

after she decides. Typically, people would not be prepared to think that objects can change size 

mid-task. (2) seems to follow from the considerations for (1). If a perceiver is unfamiliar with 

certain physical possibilities, then it seems unlikely that they could have reached different 

conclusions given their limited perspective.  

 

We might wonder, however, whether participants like Beverly can, in fact, update their beliefs 

about how objects change size. Suppose all participants are told two facts and the virtual 

reality simulation. The first is the fact that the objects on their own could change size. The 

second is the fact that objects can change size mid-task. With this information, would 

participants be able to update their beliefs? Or would their experiences resemble Beverly’s? 

Suppose that the idea that bricks do not change size on their own is a hyperprior. Updating 

would then be restricted, or impossible. We might also think that participants can experience 

seeing the bricks change size, yet still arrive at false beliefs about their experiences. Finally, it 

could also be the cases that participants still omit the hypothesis altogether, failing to update 

even with the two new pieces of information. This thought brings us back to the problem of a 

failure to update, which is a major defect of Bayesian perceptual processing.  

 

7. The limitations of Bayesian perception for normative assessment 

 

Suppose we take it as true, as the Bayesian says, that prejudice and Perceptual Ignorance are 

just the result of our cognitive machines mirroring a flawed and unjust world that is no way 

prohibits our cognitive systems optimization. Even so, we can put pressure on a perceiver’s 

inability to update their background beliefs when they omit a certain hypothesis. There are two 

ways to understand hypothesis omissions in the Bayesian framework. One way to think of it is 

as having assigned the hypothesis a probability of zero. The other, as I have argued, is to omit 

the hypothesis altogether. Addressing the first understanding, suppose the hypothesis has been 

assigned a probability of zero. This would mean that a perceiver has, in fact, considered the 
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hypothesis but thinks that the possibility impossible— like the possibility of humans flying 

unaided, or the possibility of the existence of a round square. Perceptual Ignorance cases are 

not akin to these examples of logical impossibility. Some hypotheses are not logically 

impossible—like the possibility that women are professors or accounts or hold professional 

career in general—so, omitting them signifies a failure of rationality. 

 

Here’s what is left for a Bayesian theorist. Since updating is the fundamental component of an 

epistemic view that relies on probability theory, we must reject it as a useful means to talk 

about the rationality of these cases. Proponents of Bayesian perceptual processing can either 

concede that Perceptual Ignorance, and other examples of prejudice, present serious obstacles 

to the idea that Bayesian cognitive operations are always optimal. Or they can give up on 

probability theory as more than an ideal theory.92  

 

By focusing on optimization, bayes perceptual processing is not a useful normative tool. The 

purpose of this paper is to argue that there are rational norms that govern habits of ignorance. 

These norms would tell us when it might be wrong to be ignorant, and when we might be 

responsible for our ignorance. Much philosophy has focused on what we can know, what we can 

know we know, and even the degrees to which we can know. Now, it is time to turn a keen eye 

towards ignorance, not simply as the lack of knowledge, but as inimical to both reasoning and 

perceiving. 
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