
What is White Ignorance? 

Introduction 

There appears to be a considerable gap between Americans’ perceptions of racial 

injustice and the reality of racial injustice in the United States today. Only 61% of white 

Americans agree that blacks are treated less fairly than whites by the criminal justice system, 

despite evidence that suggests that black Americans are more likely to be stopped, searched, 

handcuffed, and arrested than white Americans, and more likely to receive harsher sentences for 

similar crimes.1 In the financial domain, respondents estimated that black families earn $85 for 

every $100 that white American families earn, and hold $85 for every $100 that white families 

hold in family wealth.2 In reality, the gap is much larger: black families only earn $57.30 for 

every $100 earned by white families, and hold just $5 for every $100 in white family wealth.3 

When it comes to lending, only 38% of whites (and 74% of blacks) think that blacks are treated 

less fairly than whites when applying for a loan or mortgage when in fact, a 2018 analysis 

revealed that blacks applying for home loans were 1.8 to 5 times more likely to be denied than 

whites in 48 cities across the country, particularly in the South.4 The apparent gap between 

perception and reality is even worse when it comes to health: only 26% of whites (and 59% of 

blacks) think that blacks are treated less fairly than whites when seeking medical treatment, and 

yet a 2017 National Healthcare Quality and Disparities Report shows that the medical care that 

blacks receive scores lower on 40% of health care quality measures as compared to the care that 

whites receive.5 Altogether, these gaps between what people perceive and what the evidence 

suggests indicate that there is widespread ignorance about the state of race and racial inequality 

in the United States, particularly on the part of white Americans. 

Of course, it is a banal fact that ignorance abounds. We are beings with limited time, 

energy, perceptual access, technological skills, and cognitive resources inhabiting a vast and 

                                                             
1 This is so even when controlling for various factors such as crime rates and the racial and socioeconomic 
demographics of the location where the stop occurred. See Eberhardt et al. (2006), Gyimah-Brempong, and Gregory 
Price (2006), Starr and Rehavi (2013), Hetey et al. (2016), United States Sentencing Commission (2018), Pew 
Research Center (2019). 
2 Rucker and Richeson (2017). 
3 Rucker and Richeson (2017). 
4 This is so even when controlling for various economic and social factors such as applicant’s income, loan amount, 
ratio between loan amount and applicant’s income, type of lender, racial makeup of neighborhood, and median 
income of neighborhood. Glantz and Martinez (2018), Pew Research Center (2019). 
5 2017 National Healthcare Quality and Disparities Report, Pew Research Center (2019). 
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complex universe that far exceeds our epistemic capacities. Ignorance, then, is needfully 

pervasive. 

Nonetheless, the inevitability of ignorance in general does not mean that we should 

always respond to particular instances of ignorance with a shrug. There can be both theoretical 

and practical reasons for caring about ignorance. Ignorance is theoretically interesting, for 

instance, if it is patterned in surprising and distinctive ways. The considerations pointing to the 

pervasiveness of ignorance would lead us to expect wide swaths of ignorance when it comes to 

matters that are beyond the cognitive, perceptual, and/or technological reach of all or most 

humans at a given spatiotemporal location. As for matters that are within the cognitive, 

perceptual, and/or technological reach of humans at a particular place and time, we would expect 

there to be a great deal of variability in terms of what any given person knows and doesn’t 

know— different people will have different interests that guide how they dedicate their epistemic 

resources. Insofar as human nature disposes individuals to share certain core interests, we expect 

some overlap, but beyond that we would expect a varied patchwork of knowledge and ignorance. 

It is theoretically interesting, then, if there are distinctive patterns in the distribution of ignorance 

that cannot be ascribed to the general limitations or interests of human cognizers. Such patterns 

invite explanation. 

At the same time, there can be practical— including moral— reasons for caring about 

ignorance. Ignorance can have bad consequences, ranging from the mildly inconvenient to the 

utterly devastating.6 Not knowing that there’s an electric hand mixer in the cupboard can lead 

you to waste minutes of your time and energy whipping cream by hand; not knowing that a 

certain mushroom is poisonous can lead to tragic deaths. Relatedly, sometimes there are facts 

that an agent should know.7 Upon assuming the role of program director, for instance, it becomes 

my responsibility to stay on top of information that is relevant to the success of the program and 

the well-being of program participants. My failure to do so constitutes a noteworthy failure to 

fulfill my epistemic, social, and perhaps even moral duties to the program. Thus, for various 

practical and theoretical reasons, ignorance sometimes merits sustained consideration. 

‘White ignorance’ is meant to capture one of those forms of ignorance that merit our 

consideration— for both theoretical and practical reasons. Epistemologists of ignorance have 

                                                             
6 Alternately, as Townley (2911) argues, ignorance may sometimes be practically and/or morally useful. 
7 See Smith (1983, 2016), Rosen (2008),  Goldberg (2018). 
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coined the term ‘white ignorance’ to refer to patterns of ignorance— like the patterns of 

ignorance that I started off with—  that are not merely coincidental or easily ascribable to the 

limits of finite beings, but instead systematically emerge from our social practices and are 

importantly related to the persistence of racial inequality.8 Theoretically, white ignorance is of 

interest because it points to distinctive patterns of ignorance that are not best explained by the 

inevitable failings of limited creatures, but rather by social practices. White ignorance is, further, 

of great practical and moral concern because it has bad consequences: it plays a role in sustaining 

racial injustice. 

As such, the point of theorizing about white ignorance is to elucidate the epistemic 

dimensions of racial injustice for the sake of remedying those injustices. That is, the point is to 

draw our attention to and help us to better understand the ways in which distinctive, non-

coincidental patterns of ignorance bolster white racial domination, in order that we may best 

intervene.9 To satisfy these aims, an account of white ignorance should capture the various 

mechanisms that systematically give rise to these patterns of ignorance, as well as the various 

ways in which these patterns of ignorance help stabilize and support white racial domination. 

Existing accounts of white ignorance, however, fall short of satisfying these aims.  

To remedy these shortcomings, I here offer a structuralist account of white ignorance that 

analyzes white ignorance in terms of its connections to the social structural processes that 

generate and sustain white racial domination. I argue that, as compared to alternative views that 

understand white ignorance in terms of individuals’ willful avoidance or socially-supported 

faulty reasoning,10 a structuralist account helps us to better explain the patterns of ignorance that 

we observe, better illuminates the connections between these patterns of ignorance and the 

persistence of white racial domination, and is better suited to the project of ameliorating racial 

injustice.  

                                                             
8 See Alcoff (2007), Mills (2007), Outlaw (2007), Spelman (2007), Bailey (2014), Medina (2013), and Fricker 
(2016). 
9 A brief note about terminology. At different points I will speak of “racial injustice,” “racial oppression,” and 
“white racial domination.” I follow theorists like Frye (1983), Young (1990), Cudd (2006) and Haslanger (2012) in 
taking racial injustice to be a structural phenomenon.That is to say, I am operating with a picture on which racial 
injustices are best understood as being structural and systematically linked such as to constitute racial oppression, 
and more specifically, white racial domination. 
10 It will become clearer what I mean by “socially-supported faulty reasoning” when I discuss the Cognitivist View 
below, but the general idea is that social practices supply faulty premises, flawed concepts, and/or defective “norms” 
of reasoning that lead the agent epistemically astray. 
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The paper will proceed as follows. I will begin by more fully articulating the purpose and 

methodology of the project; this will involve specifying four core desiderata that any account of 

white ignorance should satisfy. I will then present two alternative accounts of white ignorance— 

the willful ignorance view and the cognitivist view— that represent my best efforts to render 

existing discussions in the literature into explicit and coherent accounts of white ignorance. I will 

argue that, while these alternative accounts have substantial merits, they fall short of satisfying 

the desiderata. Finally, I will present my own view, the structuralist view, and argue that it does 

better than the alternatives when it comes to providing a satisfactory account of white ignorance. 

1. Methodology 

Before I begin to assess competing accounts of white ignorance, I want to clarify the 

nature and methodology of the project that I am undertaking. Both to preempt misunderstandings 

and to clarify the aims of the paper, I want to begin by noting some of the things I am not doing 

in this paper.  

First, I am not providing a conceptual analysis of ‘white ignorance.’11 That is, I am not 

attempting to describe what our actual, ordinary concept of white ignorance is. For one, it is not 

clear that we have an ordinary concept of white ignorance on which I could perform such an 

analysis. But even if there is some determinate concept that specialists have been using, I am not 

seeking to pin down the concept that other theorists have previously had in mind in their 

discussions of white ignorance.  

Second, I am not providing a causal analysis of empirical phenomena, although I will be 

discussing certain causal claims. As we shall see, causal relationships do play important roles in 

the accounts that I will be discussing, including my own. As a result, I will stipulate that certain 

causal relations hold in various fictional (albeit familiar) examples as a way of providing 

concrete illustrations of these views. Moreover, I hope that the discussion of these fictional-but-

familiar examples will at least make it seem plausible that similar causal relations might hold 

between their real-world counterparts. But whether these causal relations in fact hold is a matter 

to be settled by empirical investigation, and not one that I intend to settle from the armchair. 

The project that I am engaged in is one of theory-building. Ultimately, the project of 

theorizing white ignorance is part of a larger project of theorizing oppression (and particularly 

                                                             
11 See Haslanger (2000, 2005, 2012) for discussion of three different kinds of analysis— conceptual, descriptive, 
and analytical or ameliorative—  that one may be undertaking when asking “what is X?” 
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racial oppression), which is itself part of a larger political project aimed at reducing and 

eliminating racial injustice. The role of theory-building in this context is to conceptualize, 

explain, and clarify social and political phenomena in a way that will best serve the purpose of 

reducing racial injustice. Our theorizing should direct our attention to domains that play an 

important role in giving rise to racial injustice, so that we may devote our resources where they 

are needed. Moreover, our theorizing should, as much as possible, elucidate the mechanisms that 

uphold and propagate racial injustice in these domains, so that we may be strategic in our 

interventions and make the best use of our resources. Further, because the theoretical project is 

meant to fit into a larger political project, our theorizing should also be responsive to practical 

considerations regarding, for instance, political effectiveness.  

These are general aims related to the project of theorizing oppression. In addition to these 

general goals, the aim of theorizing white ignorance specifically is to narrow in on the 

distinctively epistemic dimensions of (racial) oppression so as to elucidate the ways in which our 

social practices give rise to robust patterns of ignorance that play an important role in racial 

injustice. 

Consequently, the kind of inquiry that I am performing when asking “what is white 

ignorance?” is normative.12 I am interested in how we should conceptualize ‘white ignorance’ in 

order to best understand and ultimately eliminate racial injustice. In order for the project to be 

motivated, one must buy into the idea that there is some epistemic dimension to racial oppression 

to begin with; if ignorance did not play some important role in racial injustice, then there would 

be no need to bother with theorizing about white ignorance.13 Although I myself will not defend 

this claim at the outset—  except to suggest that it is plausible that if Americans do not realize, 

for example, that black folks in the United States face discrimination when applying for loans, 

seeking medical care, etc., then they will not take seriously the reality of racial injustice, and will 

thus be unmotivated to pursue social change— the discussion in upcoming sections should 

render this assumption plausible.  

                                                             
12 As such, the project bears an important resemblance to that of providing an ameliorative analysis: both kinds of 
projects are interested in the normative question of how we ought to conceptualize X. The key difference, as I 
understand it, is that an ameliorative analysis begins with some concept (like ‘race’ or ‘misogyny’) that (unlike 
‘white ignorance’) already plays an important role in our thinking and practices. See Haslanger (2000, 2005, 2012), 
Manne (2017). 
13 I take it that this is an assumption that Mills (2007), Alcoff (2007), Outlaw (2007), Spelman (2007), Medina 
(2013), and others who discuss white ignorance share. Even if they do not all make this commitment explicit, it 
seems to be implicit in their motivations, and I take their discussions to further motivate the idea. 
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Supposing it is correct that patterns of ignorance play an important, non-coincidental role 

in sustaining white racial domination, the aim is to develop a theory that will advance the 

broader aims of the project— that is, to conceptualize white ignorance in a manner that makes 

clear what is at stake, while also effectively guiding both inquiry and action towards the 

satisfaction of the motivating ethical and political aims. These big-picture, abstract 

considerations give rise to four central, concrete desiderata for an account of white ignorance. 

An account of white ignorance should: 

(1) Highlight and explain important patterns of ignorance about matters pertaining 

to race and racial inequality. An account of white ignorance should be able to track and 

accommodate the patterns of ignorance that play an important role in white racial domination— 

otherwise it has no practical grip, or at least risks omitting factors that are important to 

understanding the mechanics of white racial domination. Adequately explaining these patterns of 

ignorance requires a number of things. 

1a) Widespread: First, for any particular pattern of ignorance, the account should be 

able to explain why ignorance about that matter is so widespread (i.e. why so many people are 

ignorant of the fact that p, for a given p).  

1b) Demographic trends: Second, the account should be able to explain demographic 

trends in the distribution of ignorance— that is, patterns in who it is that is ignorant of p. For 

instance, in many cases (as in the examples I started with), white individuals are more likely to 

be ignorant about some matter relating to racial inequality than non-whites are. An account of 

white ignorance should be able to explain these demographic differences.  

1c) Form and Contents: Third, an account of white ignorance should be able to make 

sense of the form(s) that these patterns of ignorance take— whether it be false belief (e.g. falsely 

believing that black American families earn $85 for every $100 that white American families 

earn), suspension of judgment (e.g. suspending judgment on whether racism is still a live 

problem for people of color in the United States),14 or lack of belief (e.g. lacking any sort of 

                                                             
14 Following Friedman (2013), I take suspending judgment about p to involve some attitude that goes beyond mere 
non-belief with respect to p. In contrast, I take agents to lack a belief about p if they have never considered whether 
p. I here limit myself to false belief, suspension of judgment, and lack of belief because I have yet to see an example 
that involves some other epistemic state (e.g. unjustified true belief). However, I am open to the possibility that 
white ignorance could involve an epistemic state not included on this list. 
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belief about redlining, because one has never even heard about redlining).15 Moreover, if there 

are interesting patterns in the contents of the ignorance— for instance, people are arriving at 

false beliefs with the same contents— the view should be able to account for this fact. 

(2) Explain how these patterns of ignorance support the existence or persistence of 

racial inequality. Again, the point of theorizing about white ignorance is ultimately to help us 

understand and address racial injustice. As such, an account of white ignorance should clarify 

how it is that patterns of ignorance contribute to the problem. It should help us to better 

understand the mechanisms that support the existence of racial injustice, and more specifically, 

white racial domination. 

(3) Explain how social practices give rise to these patterns of domination-sustaining 

ignorance.  Part of the theoretical interest of white ignorance is that it draws our attention to 

distinctive patterns of ignorance that are not easily attributable either to the finite limits of human 

cognizers or to random chance, but are instead the result of social forces. As such, an account of 

white ignorance should be able to explain how it is that social practices give rise to these patterns 

of ignorance. More specifically, this requires three things. 

3a) Non-Coincidental: First, an account of white ignorance should elucidate why it is 

that these patterns of ignorance are neither coincidental nor the inevitable result of limited 

epistemic resources. 

3b) Social: Relatedly, an account of white ignorance should elucidate how it is that social 

practices can give rise to important patterns of ignorance. The idea that social factors can 

“produce” ignorance may initially seem mysterious, and an account of white ignorance should 

de-mystify the notion. 

3c) Explanatory Adequacy: Finally, if there are patterns of ignorance that are not 

random but are rather the result of social practices and that play an important role in contributing 

to white racial domination, then these are a significant part of the epistemic dimension of racial 

oppression, and an account of white ignorance should be able to capture and adequately explain 

them. 

(4) Explain the resilience of these patterns of ignorance and clarify the challenges 

that come with trying to undo them. Insofar as white ignorance plays an important role in 

                                                             
15 Redlining refers to discriminatory lending practices, in reference to the red lines that Federal Housing 
Adminsitration officials drew around black neighborhoods to indicate that these areas were too risky to invest in. 
See Coates (2014), Rothstein (2017). 
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explaining racial injustice, we will need to navigate and address white ignorance as part of the 

process of addressing racial injustice. Consequently, it is important to understand the difficulties 

that come with trying to eradicate white ignorance. We need to understand the mechanisms, if 

any, that stabilize the patterns of ignorance that make up white ignorance if we are to 

successfully address the problem. To use terminology that is common in the literature, we must 

explain what makes white ignorance active, or resilient and difficult to eradicate.16 What exactly 

this idea amounts to will depend on one’s account of white ignorance, but as an example of 

active ignorance we can imagine an agent who continuously explains away evidence in order to 

maintain their false belief that p.17 Such an agent’s ignorance of the fact that p is active. The 

notion of active ignorance is related to, but distinct from, the notion of willful ignorance. I take it 

that whereas willful ignorance necessarily features a motivational component, what determines 

whether some form of ignorance is active is the degree to which it is resilient, or how difficult it 

would be to replace it with knowledge. Given that white ignorance is commonly taken to be a 

paradigmatic example of active ignorance, it is useful for an account of white ignorance to 

provide a clear sense in which white ignorance is or can be active. More centrally, given the aims 

of the project, an account of white ignorance should identify the obstacles that need to be 

overcome in order to effectively eradicate white ignorance. 

While I take these to be central desiderata that any account of white ignorance should 

satisfy, different views of white ignorance may come with additional practical or theoretical 

benefits (or burdens) that speak in their favor (or against them). For instance, some views might 

offer additional explanatory power, provide greater suggestions for practical intervention, or 

suggest a means of motivating individuals to take action. Insofar as these additional benefits 

advance the broader practical and theoretical aims of the project, I will also take them to count in 

favor of the view. 

With these methodological points in mind, I will now consider three competing accounts 

of white ignorance and argue that my view, the Structuralist View, does best when it comes to 

satisfying the desiderata for an account of white ignorance. 

2. The Willful Ignorance View 

                                                             
16 See Alcoff (2007), Mills (2007), Medina (2012), Mills (2007, 13), Woomer (2017, 1-2). As I discuss below, they 
all take white ignorance to be a paradigmatic form of active ignorance. 
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The first view I will consider is the Willful Ignorance View (WIV).  On this view, ‘white 

ignorance’ refers to white individuals’ willful ignorance about racial matters. The particular 

processes by which individuals maintain this willful ignorance may vary. In some cases it may 

take the form of avoidance— avoiding relevant evidence,18 avoiding acquiring the necessary 

interpretive resources,19 or avoiding considering the relevant issues (because, for instance, it 

makes one uneasy or uncomfortable).20 In other cases, willful ignorance will be the result of 

processes that affect the individual’s reasoning— for instance, the individual engages in 

motivated reasoning, or racial ill-will taints their assessment of a situation. WIV can allow that in 

any given instance, multiple of these factors may be at play. But importantly, on WIV, white 

ignorance is the result of moves that individuals— white individuals— make in order to avoid 

knowing uncomfortable truths about race and racial inequality. 

WIV reflects my attempt to crystallize some of the characterizations of white ignorance 

that can be found in the literature into an explicit account of white ignorance. WIV seems to be 

the kind of account that Spelman (2007), for instance, has in mind when she characterizes the 

white ignorant individual as one who neither believes nor disbelieves the grievances of black 

Americans, because they do not want to believe that these grievances are legitimate. Similarly, 

insofar as Woomer (2017) characterizes the white ignorant agent as participating in their own 

ignorance by failing to appropriately use the epistemic resources that are readily available to 

them, she also seems to have something like WIV in mind. Although neither Pohlhaus (2012) 

nor Moody-Adams (1994) are discussing white ignorance specifically, Pohlhaus’s argument that 

many alleged instances of hermeneutical injustice are in fact instances of willful hermeneutical 

ignorance suggests that she would be interested in a view like WIV; similarly, Moody-Adams’ 

argument that widespread moral ignorance is better explained as willful ignorance than as the 

result of cultural impediments that make individuals unable to know also suggest that she would 

favor a willful ignorance account of white ignorance. Apart from this, WIV seems to be the kind 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
17 In this way, the white ignorant agent is much like Appiah’s racially prejudiced agent, who is seemingly 
impervious to evidence or argumentation when it comes to the false belief that racial categories map onto morally 
significant characteristics. See Appiah (1990). 
18 Woomer (2017) explains white Americans’ persisting skepticism about racial disparities in policing by reference 
to failures to attend to relevant available evidence, and failures to avoid acquiring necessary interpretive resources. 
19 See Pohlhaus (2012), Woomer (2017). 
20 Spelman (2007) characterizes the white ignorant agent as one who avoids considering certain questions because 
they don’t want to believe the answers. Moody-Adams (1994) also cites such factors as “avoiding asking questions” 
and “refusing to consider” certain possibilities. 
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of view that many non-specialists call to mind when they hear the term ‘white ignorance.’ As 

such, it is worth considering how WIV fares with respect to the desiderata. 

Assessment of the Willful Ignorance View 

Benefits of WIV 

First, WIV can explain observed patterns of ignorance about racial matters by reference 

to group-based interest. That is, they can explain these patterns of ignorance by reference to the 

motivation supplied by a background status quo of white racial domination. White individuals, 

the thought goes, have a psychological and pragmatic need to not know about the realities of 

white racial domination.21 Knowing the truth would lead to psychic discomfort and make it more 

difficult to continue participating in the processes that uphold their dominant status. Because of 

their interest in retaining the privileges and comforts afforded to them by white racial 

domination, white individuals thus have an interest in remaining in the dark about racial matters.  

And so, according to WIV, it is because of this group-based interest that many white individuals 

remain willfully ignorant about racial matters, thereby explaining the patterns of ignorance that 

we observe. The reference to group-based interest thus addresses the first desiderata: it explains 

why it is that ignorance about racial matters is so widespread (satisfying 1a), and why it is so 

widespread among white individuals (addressing 1b). Moreover, the explanation for why this 

ignorance is so widespread among white individuals helps elucidate both why the pattern is not 

random and how it is the result of social practices: the social practices that give rise to white 

racial domination systematically incentivize white individuals to remain ignorant. Thus, in 

addressing 1a and 1b,WIV also address 3a and 3b. 

With respect to the second desideratum, WIV also helps to explain why it is that racial 

injustice persists, even in an age where levels of explicit racism are relatively low.22 WIV can 

grant that the majority of white individuals would acknowledge the injustice of white racial 

domination if they confronted it explicitly. This is precisely why they avoid confronting these 

realities head-on, and engage in practices that allow them to maintain a state of blissful 

ignorance. Then, because they are (willfully) ignorant about white racial domination and the 

processes that underpin it, white ignorant individuals can avoid challenging these processes and 

                                                             
21 See Medina (2013) for discussion of the idea that dominantly-situated agents often both don’t need to know and 
need not to know about facts relevant to the axis along which they are dominant. 
22 Although the political events of recent years call into question the accuracy of this description, one can still point 
to a difference between how widespread explicit racism is today as opposed to, say, 60 years ago. 
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continue doing their part in sustaining white racial domination. WIV can thus help explain why 

racial inequality persists as follows: white ignorance allows white individuals to continue to 

engage in processes that sustain racial inequality, while remaining willfully ignorant about the 

fact that they are doing so. 

Finally, with respect to the fourth desideratum, WIV helps to explain the resilience of 

white ignorance and identifies some important challenges in trying to undo white ignorance. One 

will need to strategize about how, if at all, one can get around white individuals’ motivations to 

not know the truth about race and racial injustice. 

Not only does WIV have something valuable to say with respect to the four core 

desiderata, but, by virtue of its focus on the actions of individual agents, the willful ignorance 

view also has additional theoretical benefits. In particular, the willful ignorance view makes it 

relatively easy to ascribe moral and epistemic responsibility to white ignorant individuals. 

Epistemically speaking, individuals who are white ignorant as a result of motivated reasoning 

can be judged epistemically irresponsible, if not irrational.23 Relatedly, WIV makes it relatively 

straightforward to judge white ignorant agents as being morally irresponsible and blameworthy: 

insofar as white ignorant individuals are culpably ignorant, their ignorance fails to excuse them 

from complicity in white racial domination.24 They are thus blameworthy both for their white 

ignorance and for their participation in the processes that uphold racial inequality. 

Costs of WIV 

But despite these virtues, WIV has considerable shortcomings. While WIV can, as we’ve 

seen, explain why white ignorance is so widespread, particularly among white individuals 

(addressing 1a and 1b), WIV fails to explain other significant features of the patterns of 

ignorance that are observed. Specifically, WIV struggles to explain why non-white individuals 

                                                             
23 Matters are more complicated when it comes to agents who maintain their ignorance via strategies of avoidance. 
Traditional theories of epistemic justification do not consider what the agent could or should have done in order to 
form true beliefs (e.g. gather additional evidence, engage in certain forms of inquiry, and/or acquire relevant 
interpretive resources), but instead focus on how well the agent did with what they had (i.e. whether the belief they 
actually formed was supported by the evidence they in fact had, or was the result of a reliable process). However, 
recently others have argued that our epistemic assessments of agents should extend to how they gather evidence, and 
not merely to what they do with the evidence they have. See Miracchi (Forthcoming), Flores and Woodard 
(Manuscript)). Insofar as WIV points to decisions that the agent made (in some sense), it opens up space for these 
more demanding views to judge the white ignorant agent as being epistemically irresponsible and/or unjustified. 
24 See Smith (1983), Rosen (2003), and Wieland and Robichaud (2017) for discussions of culpable ignorance and 
the epistemic condition on moral responsibility. 
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are also white ignorant (thereby failing to adequately address 1b), as well as why the form and 

contents of individuals’ ignorance have tended to match over time (thereby failing to address 1c).  

With respect to the latter, there seems to have been a shared evolution in the contents of 

the false beliefs that people hold— from widespread (false) beliefs that natives are savages and 

black people are naturally servile, to widespread (false) beliefs that we should approach race 

through colorblind lenses, as well as widespread (false) beliefs that black culture, and especially 

family instability, is to blame for racial disparities. If each agent were acting independently in 

avoiding inquiry or engaging in motivated reasoning about racial matters, then we would not 

expect to see so much overlap in the contents of the false beliefs that white ignorant individuals 

possess. While we would expect many individuals to get things wrong, we wouldn’t expect them 

to arrive at the same erroneous conclusions, and for the erroneous conclusions they reach to shift 

in the same ways over time. WIV does not have the resources to explain this convergence in 

contents, and so fails to address 1c. 

With respect to the former, it’s not just white individuals who participate in these 

epistemic patterns. Consider Candace Owens, a black woman who has recently become a 

conservative darling for claiming that, e.g., “America is not a racist country,” “racially motivated 

police brutality is a myth,” those who support Black Lives Matter have a “victim mentality,” and 

the primary issue affecting black Americans “is the destruction and the breakdown of the 

family.”25 If it were only Candace Owens who had these beliefs, this might be explainable by the 

immediate benefits that Owens gains by making these claims. But it’s not just Owens. Rather, 

30% of black Americans think that being black either helps or doesn’t hurt people’s ability to get 

ahead in the U.S. these days.26 Given that WIV explains widespread ignorance about racial 

matters by reference to individuals’ group-based interests, it’s not clear that WIV can explain the 

demographic patterns in the ignorance that we observe (and so fails to satisfy 1b). 

Some might respond that WIV can appeal to short-term interests to address these 

problems. Some non-white individuals may, for instance, remain willfully ignorant in order to 

cope with the grim reality of their circumstances, because it affords them short-term benefits 

(e.g. some degree of inclusion and social esteem), or because they do not want to acknowledge 

                                                             
25 These quotes are drawn from Owens’ speech at the 2019 Conservative Political Action Conference, which can be 
viewed here: https://youtu.be/_oExoBW7eKk. 
26 This data comes from a Pew Research Center survey (reported as “How Americans View the Black Lives Matter 
Movement”) conducted Feb 29-May 8, 2016. 
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the ways in which they are privileged along other axes of oppression. This is fair enough, but 

even granting that it is enough to address 1b, it still cannot explain why it is that so many white 

and non-white individuals converge on the same false beliefs. Appealing to individuals’ interests 

to be ignorant about some matter can explain the negative fact that they are ignorant in some 

way, but it cannot, on its own, explain the positive fact that they are ignorant in some particular 

way— why they falsely believe that p rather than falsely believing that q, suspending judgment 

as to whether p, completely avoiding thinking about p, and so forth. There are many paths to 

ignorance about some matter, and merely appealing to an individual’s interests in being ignorant 

about that matter cannot explain why they take the particular path that they do. As such, WIV 

does not have the resources to satisfy 1c.27 

Second, while WIV does begin to shed light on how it is that social practices could give 

rise to patterns of ignorance (and so addresses 3a and 3b), the willful ignorance view fails to be 

explanatorily adequate: that is, there seem to be cases of domination-sustaining ignorance that 

are not cases of willful ignorance (or are so only secondarily). For instance, consider the 

following case: 

[No Oppression] Rebecca is a young white woman who was never taught 
about institutional racism, and was instead repeatedly exposed to the narrative 
that the civil rights movement ended racism in America. When confronted 
with claims that there is a history of racial oppression in the U.S., Rebecca 
asserts that there has been no oppression in the last 50 years 

 

The case of No Oppression reflects a familiar pattern of ignorance— the denial of the 

existence of racial oppression— that I take to be paradigmatic of white ignorance. As such, to 

satisfy 3c, an account of white ignorance should be able to adequately explain this pattern of 

ignorance. However, in No Oppression, Rebecca’s ignorance (and that of her peers) does not 

appear to be willful. It is not motivated reasoning or avoidance that primarily explains her 

ignorance, but rather faulty educational practices. One might insist that Rebecca’s ignorance is 

still willful because she ought to have inquired into the continued existence of racial oppression 

                                                             
27 One may try to appeal to some notion of collective willful ignorance to try to explain the convergence. This raises 
several questions about what the conditions for collective ignorance, let alone collective willful ignorance, would be, 
and it particularly raises the question of what kinds of collective strategies would need to be invoked to explain the 
convergence in a non-mysterious way. If one appeals to social practices that promote faulty reasoning or make 
evidence more difficult to obtain, then the collective willful ignorance view looks much like the views that I will 
discuss next. 
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and avoided doing so to preserve her ignorance. While this is plausibly true of many or most of 

Rebecca’s real-world counterparts, first, it is conceivable that Rebecca could be so sheltered 

from counter-evidence that this is not true of her.28 But, more fundamentally, adequately 

explaining Rebecca’s ignorance requires referencing more than just her willful ignorance; it 

requires appealing to social practices that fed her a particular narrative and systematically 

obscured contravening evidence. Thus, even if we were to grant that WIV can offer the right 

diagnosis, the account is too limited to adequately explain patterns of ignorance like those 

represented by No Oppression, and so fails to satisfy 3c. 

Finally, to move onto more practical matters, WIV makes white ignorance difficult to 

diagnose and, further, does not offer much in the way of remedy. Because WIV retains an 

individualistic conception of white ignorance on which one must either go individual by 

individual to persuade people to face the truth, or change the structure of society so as to remove 

the group-based incentive, WIV does not offer much of a foothold for combatting racial 

injustice. Moreover, because WIV takes white ignorance to be a matter of individual motives, the 

account makes white ignorance epistemically inaccessible and, as a result, makes discussions of 

white ignorance highly susceptible to dialectical gridlock.29 In order to demonstrate that someone 

is white ignorant, one must make claims about the individual’s psychology that are difficult to 

substantiate. As a result, conversations about white ignorance are likely to be subsumed by 

fruitless debate about the character of the individual under question, thereby neglecting the more 

pressing issue: the patterns of ignorance and the injustice that they support. 

3. The Cognitivist View 

As we have just seen, while WIV is able to explain why white ignorance is so 

widespread— and thereby why racial inequality persists— it lacks the resources to explain inter-

personal convergence (1c), and patterns of ignorance where group-based interest is at best a 

secondary component of the explanation (3c). The Cognitivist View (CV) of white ignorance 

seeks to address these shortcomings of WIV. Although the Cognitivist View has not been 

explicitly laid out or defended in the literature, it appears to be the standard view. 

On the Cognitivist View, white ignorance is ignorance that results from faulty reasoning, 

where, importantly, what explain the faulty reasoning are social practices that affect agents’ 

                                                             
28 In this way, Rebecca could be a racist counterpart to Arpaly’s sexist Solomon. See Arpaly (2003), Fricker (2007), 
and Begby (2013) 
29 See Manne (2017) for a similar discussion about what she calls the naive view of misogyny. 
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reasoning about matters pertaining to race and racial inequality. As such, on CV, white ignorance 

is the result of some cognitive error, but not just (or necessarily) error that results from the 

individual’s insistence on not knowing (like WIV);30 rather, error that results from being 

immersed in an epistemically defective social environment.   

There are various ways in which the social environment can set individuals up for 

epistemic failure in accordance with the Cognitivist View. First, social practices may promote 

faulty norms of reasoning that individuals mistakenly take to be valid. Alcoff, for instance, takes 

there to be socially-promoted norms that indicate that individuals should “naturalize and 

dehistoricize phenomena… such that no political reflexivity or sociological analysis is thought to 

be required or even allowable.”31 Such denaturalizing “norms” invite individuals to take 

phenomena such as the black-white wealth gap to be natural (and therefore just), rather than the 

product of historical, unjust social forces, and so lead them to epistemic error.  

Second, social practices may misleadingly cast false premises (e.g. “Natives are 

savages”) as being a matter of common knowledge. Mills, for instance, claims that individuals 

are “socializ[ed] into a racist belief-set or a Eurocentric normative starting-point” and, from these 

erroneous starting points, come to erroneous conclusions.32 Even good reasoning from false 

premises can lead to epistemic error, and so by making false premises part of the set of widely 

shared background assumptions, social practices can set individuals up for epistemic failure. 

Third, as Medina emphasizes, social practices can promote ignorance by leaving agents 

hermeneutically impoverished.33 There are at least two forms this impoverishment can take. 

Sometimes hermeneutical impoverishment takes the form of a conceptual deficit that leaves 

agents unable to render intelligible experiences that would illuminate racial injustice.34 Other 

times hermeneutical impoverishment works by putting bad concepts— that is, concepts that 

preclude important possibilities and/or make it difficult to escape erroneous lines of thought— 

into play. To illustrate, Mills uses the example of ‘savage.’35 Built into the concept of ‘savage’ 

are ideas about the abilities and dispositions of those so denoted. Consequently, those reasoning 

                                                             
30 As Mills puts it, “white ignorance need not always be based on bad faith” (2007, 21). 
31 Alcoff (2007, 56). 
32 Mills (2015, 218). 
33 Medina actually characterizes white ignorance of terms of such impoverishment: “‘White ignorance,’ that is, the 
kind of hermeneutical inability of privileged white subjects to recognize and make sense of their racial identities, 
experiences, and positionality in a racialized world” (Medina 2013, 90). Medina’s view is thus narrower than the 
Cognitivist View that I present here, although similar in spirit. 
34 Mills (2015, 218). 
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about persons whose identification as savages are widely taken to be common knowledge will 

find it difficult to come to egalitarian conclusions about those persons. Reasoning in terms of 

‘savages’ restricts the range of possibilities in epistemically insidious ways in a way that is 

difficult to overcome. In this way, bad concepts facilitate and promote ignorance.  

Fourth, social practices make it such that agents will standardly have testimonial 

sensibilities that are infected with identity prejudice. As a result, the testimony of marginalized 

knowers— those knowers who are more likely to have insights into the reality of the situation— 

will often be taken to be less credible than it actually is. Consequently, individuals (especially 

dominantly situated individuals) will be less likely to acquire and/or appreciate evidence that 

supports the truth about racial inequality, and so are likely to remain ignorant.  

And finally, group interest will also incentivize individuals to engage in motivated 

reasoning and avoidance in the ways suggested by WIV. 

What unifies each of these pathways and characterizes the Cognitivist View is the idea 

that there are a variety of social practices that affect agents’ cognitive processes— broadly, how 

individuals think and reason about matters of racial injustice— in such a way that makes it more 

likely that agents will get things wrong when it comes to race and racial inequality. On CV, 

white ignorance refers to ignorance that results from just such cognition-affecting practices.36  

Assessment of the Cognitivist View 

 

Benefits of CV 

Because CV characterizes white ignorance as the result of social practices that supply 

faulty cognitive resources (e.g. norms, concepts, background assumptions), CV is better able to 

make sense of both demographic trends in white ignorance (1b) and inter-personal convergence 

with respect to the form that the ignorance takes (1c) than is WIV.37 First, with respect to 1c, CV 

is able to explain why individuals tend to go wrong in the same ways over time by appealing to 

the idea that social practices will tend to supply individuals with roughly the same faulty 

cognitive resources. Because these cognitive resources are what explain the error, having roughly 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
35 Mills (2007, 27). 
36 One could cast this in ideological terms, on an expansive view of ideology that does not merely take ideology to 
consist in false beliefs, but also the kinds of cognitive resources that I have discussed here. On this framing, white 
ignorance on the cognitivist view refers to ignorance that results from being in the grip of racial ideology. See 
Shelby (2003), Haslanger (2017) for discussion of these competing accounts of racial ideology. 
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the same resources will tend to result in roughly the same errors. Moreover, as those social 

practices evolve, so do the contents of the false beliefs that people tend to hold, thereby 

explaining inter-personal convergence over time.  

Similarly, the appeal to social practices helps to explain the demographic patterns that we 

observe (1b). CV can explain why non-trivial numbers of non-whites are white ignorant by 

virtue of the fact that marginalized individuals can be socialized into practices that are contrary 

to their interests. At the same time, CV can explain why comparatively few non-whites are white 

ignorant by allowing that marginalized knowers will tend to have better access to evidence that 

speaks against those practices;38 marginalized knowers are thereby better positioned (and so, 

more likely) to escape the grip of these epistemically defective social practices. CV thus satisfies 

1b. 

Further, CV enriches the explanation of the resilience of white ignorance in a way that is 

practically useful (desideratum 4). While WIV can, at least in the case of white agents, appeal to 

group-based interests to explain the robustness of white ignorance, CV can point to particular 

ideological resources that are at the disposal of the white ignorant agent in order to dismiss 

arguments and explain away evidence.39 This not only adds an important layer to the challenges 

that one must face when attempting to eradicate white ignorance— and so enhances the 

explanation of how white ignorance supports and stabilizes white racial domination (desideratum 

2)— , but it also suggests ideas for practical intervention: we can develop new and better 

concepts, cast doubt on “common sense” background assumptions, contest standard narratives, 

critique defective “norms”, and so forth.40 

 Finally, CV is more explanatorily complete— that is, it does a better job of accounting 

for what is going on in cases like No Oppression, and so better addresses 3c. As previously 

discussed, part of what explains Rebecca’s ignorance is the fact that she has repeatedly been 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
37 CV can also easily explain why white ignorance is so widespread— social practices spread these faulty cognitive 
resources, and these faulty cognitive resources lead to widespread error. 
38 See Toole (Forthcoming) for discussion of various ways in which non-white individuals have better access to 
evidence about racial oppression. 
39 This is related to Begby’s (2013) point about the epistemic insidiousness of prejudice; once prejudices (or more 
generally, elements of a racial ideology) have been internalized, they control how new evidence is interpreted and 
assessed. Similarly, Dotson (2018) describes a problem with epistemology wherein white ignorant agents are able to 
draw on problematic epistemic resources in order to gain an epistemic high ground that allows them to dismiss 
countervailing considerations. 
40 As such, this links up the project of ameliorating white ignorance and racial injustice to the project of conceptual 
engineering. See Haslanger (2000), Burgess and Plunkett (2013 a, 2013b), Cappelan (2018). 
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exposed to the claim that the Civil Rights Movement ended racial oppression in the United 

States. CV, but not WIV, is able to capture this explanation: the narrative that Rebecca is 

continually exposed to exemplifies a false claim that gains the status of an unquestioned 

background assumption. As such, CV is better able to explain important patterns of ignorance 

that play a role in sustaining racial injustice than is WIV. 

Costs of CV 

But although CV has significant advantages over WIV when it comes to the core 

desiderata (viz. 1b, 1c, 3c, and 4), the view also has significant shortcomings.  

First and most foremost, while CV does significantly expand the pool of explanatory 

resources relative to WIV, it is still too narrow. It is too narrow because it overlooks the fact that 

there are social practices that promote domination-sustaining patterns of ignorance without 

directly affecting agents’ cognitive processes. Consequently, CV falls short when it comes to 

explanatory adequacy (3c).  

To see why CV fails to be explanatorily adequate, we can return to No Oppression. To 

adequately explain what is going on in the case, an account of white ignorance must not only 

capture the fact that social practices supply Rebecca with false premises— specifically, the 

happy idea that racism ended in America some 50 years ago— but also the fact that she is 

affected by upstream processes of historic erasure. More specifically, she is affected by 

institutional policies that have curated the contents of the educational curriculum so as to exclude 

lessons about redlining, housing discrimination, and other structural phenomena that continue to 

have detrimental effects on people of color. In other words, it is not just what Rebecca is told that 

matters, but also what she— and countless other American children— is not told. These social 

practices of historic erasure promote Rebecca’s ignorance about the continuing reality of racism 

in America, not by supplying her with faulty premises or norms of reasoning, but rather by 

keeping important information away from her and her peers— or at least, making this 

information more difficult to access.41 While there is of course a trivial sense in which these 

institutional practices make a difference to individuals’ reasoning— you can’t reason about 

matters you are wholly unfamiliar with— they do not do so by intervening on Rebecca’s 

                                                             
41 In Rebecca’s case the institutional barrier to this information is not insurmountable. Rebecca could gain access to 
this information if she knew to seek it out and was motivated to do so, and so it can be argued that a third 
explanatory factor is Rebecca’s group-based interest in remaining ignorant about these facts. There are historical 
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reasoning processes, as is required by the cognitivist view. Rather, these practices intervene 

upstream of Rebecca’s cognitive processes by shaping what information is available for her to 

reason with and about. In so doing, these institutional practices make it possible for the cheery 

narrative to grab hold, and make it easier to hold onto this narrative once individuals like 

Rebecca have bought into it. CV, however, cannot capture this second, significant explanatory 

dimension of Rebecca’s ignorance. 

Nor is No Oppression unique in this respect. A parallel line of argument applies to the 

following case: 

[BLM] Rick is a white man who grew up in a predominantly white community. 
As such, Rick has neither experienced nor witnessed intensive policing. When 
he hears about the killing of an unarmed black man named Darius by the 
police, Rick concludes that Darius must have behaved in an uncooperative and 
threatening manner that would justify the police officer’s decision to shoot. 

 

In BLM, Rick falsely believes that Darius behaved in a manner that would justify the 

officer’s decision to shoot. As in No Oppression, part of what explains Rick’s ignorance in BLM 

are these cognition-affecting practices— Rick is operating with certain problematic schemas of 

black men and police officers that guide his interpretation of the situation.42 This much can be 

captured by the cognitivist view. But another important factor, and one which CV cannot 

accommodate, is housing segregation. While folks in predominantly black and Latinx 

neighborhoods are constantly witnessing and experiencing injustices at the hands of the police 

(because it is happening to them and in their neighborhoods), white folks are neither 

experiencing nor witnessing those interactions; housing segregation puts physical distance 

between many white people and police brutality, thereby making information about racial 

disparities in policing more difficult to access for those individuals living in white and middle-

class neighborhoods who are not directly suffering from these disparities. The crucial insight 

here is that social practices can promote ignorance not just by influencing individuals’ cognitive 

processes, as CV aptly highlights, but also through upstream processes that hinder access to 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
examples of more extreme cases, however. King Leopold II saw to it that records of Belgian atrocities in the Congo 
were destroyed or kept closed even to state officials for nearly a century (Ewans 2003, 170). 
42 Valian (2010, 319-320) characterizes schemas as implicit sets of hypotheses about a social group that are used to 
predict, interpret, and explain the behavior of group members. 
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important information. In order to be explanatorily adequate (and so satisfy 3c), an account of 

white ignorance must make room for this insight. 

While I take the failure of explanatory adequacy to be the most decisive critique of the 

cognitivist view, there are two more minor criticisms of the view that are worth mentioning 

briefly. First, it should be noted that CV seems to falls short when it comes to explaining the 

form that individuals’ white ignorance takes. While it can explain why it is that individuals have 

certain false beliefs, and plausibly also why they suspend judgment in particular cases, the 

account has a harder time explaining why individuals lack beliefs about certain subjects 

altogether. Consider not Rebecca’s false belief about the continued existence of racial 

oppression, but her lack of belief about institutional racism (or more specifically, about redlining 

and other historical mechanisms of institutional racism, which she has never heard about). CV 

cannot explain why she has no beliefs about these matters, because her lack of belief is not the 

result of faulty cognitive resources.43 

Finally, it should be noted that the benefits that CV gains over WIV by appealing to 

cognition-affecting social practices come at the cost of complicating ascriptions of blame and 

responsibility for white ignorance and racial injustice. The cognitivist will need to precisify the 

story about how exactly individuals internalize the relevant elements of the faulty social 

practices, and what level of control individuals have over these processes. Until then, it’s not 

clear how ascriptions of blame and responsibility will work on the cognitivist view. How 

significant this shortcoming is will depend on one’s commitments. Given my own focus on 

explaining and understanding racial injustice, I do not take this shortcoming to be very 

significant. Rather, I tend to expect that ascriptions of individual blame and responsibility will be 

complicated.44 

To summarize, the cognitivist view captures an important insight— that social practices 

can act on the minds of individuals in systematic ways— and in so doing, it goes a long way 

toward explaining much of the ignorance that we observe. But CV overlooks another important 

                                                             
43 I should note, however, that there may be cases in which CV can explain a lack of belief— namely, if the lack of 
belief is due to norms or concepts that direct agents’ attention away from the subject. 
44 Relatedly, I follow Young (2006) and Zheng (2018) in thinking that, first, we need to distinguish between 
backward- and forward-looking notions of responsibility, and second, that the forward-looking notion is generally 
more appropriate when it comes to thinking about responsibility for structural injustice. On both Young’s and 
Zheng’s accounts, virtually everyone bears some responsibility for structural injustice. So, in this way, ascriptions of 
(backward-looking) blame may not be appropriate in most cases, and the more pressing question is what (forward-
looking) responsibility should look like for differently situated agents. 
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insight: there are ways of promoting ignorance without acting directly on the minds of 

individuals. Institutional policies can promote domination-sustaining ignorance through 

upstream processes that systematically hinder access to important information. By overlooking 

this important insight, CV fails to adequately explain patterns of ignorance that are significant 

because of their role in sustaining racial injustice— and which should, therefore, be included in 

an account of white ignorance.   

4. The Structuralist View 

Thus far I have considered two major accounts of white ignorance: the Willful Ignorance 

View (WIV) and the Cognitivist View (CV). By virtue of its individualism, WIV struggles to 

explain why it is that so many individuals tend to go wrong epistemically in the same ways over 

time. CV addresses these shortcomings by broadening the account of white ignorance to include 

ignorance resulting from social practices that supply faulty ingredients for reasoning about racial 

matters. In so doing, CV reveals and emphasizes the ignorance-promoting influence that social 

practices can have on the minds of individuals. But importantly, social practices can promote 

ignorance in a variety of ways, and often simultaneously— not just by influencing what goes on 

in agents’ minds (e.g. what premises they rely on, what concepts they use to interpret their 

experiences, how they judge the credibility of testimony, and what they take to be valid norms of 

reasoning, etc.), but also by creating external barriers to knowledge. To address the shortcomings 

of CV and WIV and capture these important insights, I propose the Structuralist View. 

On the Structuralist View (SV) of white ignorance, white ignorance refers to ignorance 

that, first, systematically arises as part of some social process(es) that systematically gives rise to 

racial injustice. This is similar to CV insofar as CV identifies one class of social processes that 

systematically give rise to both ignorance and racial injustice— namely, social practices that 

distribute faulty cognitive resources. But it is also more general: it is not limited to social 

practices that give rise to ignorance and social injustice by way of cognition-affecting social 

practices; rather, it is open to any kind of social practice that has this effect.45  

But, second, SV also requires that the ignorance that arises through these processes is not 

an incidental by-product of these processes, but is rather an active player in those processes. That 

is, it must be, at least in part, through their systematic epistemic effects that these social practices 

                                                             
45 The reader may find this move puzzling— why not just go for a simpler, disjunctive view that adds social 
practices that limit access to evidence to the social practices that the cognitivist identifies? I will discuss my 
motivations in the “Additional Benefits” section. 
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systematically contribute to and help sustain white racial domination. To illustrate these ideas, 

consider the following case:  

[Overburdened] By virtue of unfair gender norms, Dr. Hansen is constantly 
overburdened by service work. Although she knows that she ought to keep up 
with the latest medical research, she decides to forego reading the most recent 
issue of the journal she usually reads. As it happens, this issue revealed an 
important new treatment for sickle cell anemia (a condition that predominantly 
affects African-Americans in the U.S.). 

 

Dr. Hansen’s ignorance of the new treatment is a result of social practices (i.e. gender 

norms) and results in a racial disparity: she is able to offer her white patients, but not her black 

patients, the best treatment available for their ailments. But, although this disparity is significant, 

unfortunate, and plausibly unjust— even if it’s not her fault, it’s not fair to Dr. Hansen’s black 

patients that they receive comparatively worse treatment—  Dr. Hansen’s ignorance does not 

amount to white ignorance on SV: first, the gender norms at play do not systematically give rise 

to racial injustice; second, and relatedly, it is only incidentally that the norms give rise to 

ignorance that contributes to racial injustice in this case. The issue that Dr. Hansen failed to read 

could just as well have been about anything else; it was only an unfortunate coincidence that the 

issue was about sickle cell anemia. Contrast this with a version of the case in which there are 

norms that de-prioritize the wellness of patients of color that explain why she neglected to read 

this issue. In this case, Dr. Hansen’s ignorance and the resulting disparities in care are not 

coincidental, but result from a norm— the norm that de-prioritizes the well-being of people of 

color— that systematically makes people of color worse off, in part by systematically 

incentivizing people like Dr. Hansen to remain ignorant about how to best treat their patients of 

color.  

Again, what matters from the perspective of SV is that (1) the ignorance results as part of 

a process that systematically gives rise to racial injustice and ignorance of this kind, and (2) the 

ignorance is an active, systematic player in this process. The view can be formalized as follows. 

SV takes racial injustice— and more specifically, white racial domination— to be a global 

property of a social system that arises through the systematic, joint activity of a variety of sub-

structures and processes. For some social system S, denote S's sub-structures by si (for some i) 

and denote the activities that each si engages in by ɸi, j (for some j). Then 
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(Structuralist View) A’s ignorance of ψ will be an instance of white ignorance iff A’s 
ignorance is (in part) the result of at least one process ɸi,j such that:  
(1) ɸi,j systematically helps give rise to white racial domination in S  AND 
(2) ɸi,j does so (at least in part) by systematically promoting ignorance of ψ    
 
Core Benefits of the Structuralist View 

First, note that SV can appeal to all of the same explanatory resources as CV in order to 

explain the patterns of ignorance that we observe because, as noted above, CV identifies just one 

class of the social processes that SV identifies as underlying white ignorance. As a result, SV 

inherits the benefits of CV when it comes to satisfying the core desiderata. SV can explain why 

white ignorance is so widespread by reference to the same cognition-affecting practices that CV 

can, as well as by reference to practices that make key evidence difficult to obtain (thus 

satisfying 1a). SV can also explain the demographic patterns of SV at least as well as CV can, if 

not better: SV can also explain why it is that marginalized knowers are more likely to have 

access to certain kinds of evidence than are dominantly situated knowers. As in the BLM case, 

there are social processes (e.g. housing segregation) that systematically distance dominantly 

situated knowers, but not marginalized knowers, from evidence about racial injustice. Thus, SV 

satisfies 1b at least as well as CV. Finally, SV is better able than CV to explain the form that 

white ignorance takes (1c). Whereas CV will often struggle to explain a lack of belief, SV can 

easily explain patterns of ignorance that take this form by reference to social practices that make 

it unlikely that individuals are exposed to information about some subject matter related to racial 

injustice. Overall, then, SV does even better, than CV when it comes to explaining the patterns of 

ignorance that we observe. 

But the greatest advantage of SV is with respect to the third desideratum— specifically, 

explanatory adequacy (3c). As previously discussed, there are elements of the explanation of 

both the BLM and No Oppression cases— housing segregation and practices of historical 

erasure, respectively— that CV is not able to capture. Although CV is able to identify BLM and 

No Oppression as instances of white ignorance, and so gets the verdict right, it misses crucial 

parts of the explanation. SV, in contrast, is able to capture the different ways in which various 

domination-sustaining social processes help to give rise to the ignorance in these cases: housing 

segregation and historical erasure (as well as the propagation of problematic schemas and 

fictional narratives) are social processes that (1) systematically give rise to racial injustice and, 



  24 

moreover, (2) do so in part by systematically giving rise to ignorance of the sort that Rick and 

Rebecca experience. As such, the picture that SV provides is explanatorily superior when it 

comes to these cases.  

The point is even clearer in the following case, where the explanatory limitations of CV 

do lead to (what I argue is) an extensional inadequacy: 

[Precision Medicine] Dr. Kritz knows that genome-wide association studies 
(GWAS) have shown that the safety and effectiveness of the drug tamoxifen 
depends on a patient’s genetic profile. However, because GWAS have been 
conducted primarily on European populations, Dr. Kritz does not know 
whether her Afro-Latina patient, Yusimí, will be able to safely metabolize the 
drug. 

 

First, note that Dr. Kritz’s ignorance about the likely effects of tamoxifen on patients like 

Yusimí is not unique to her, but rather forms part of a larger pattern of ignorance among medical 

professionals. Note also that Dr. Kritz’s ignorance is not attributable to faulty premises or norms 

of reasoning that are supplied to her by white racial ideology, nor is it that result of avoidance or 

motivated reasoning on her part— so neither CV or WIV is able to capture what is going on in 

this case.46 Rather, the problem is that GWAS have been conducted primarily on European 

populations. According to a 2009 analysis, 96% of participants in GWAS were of European 

descent, and as of 2016, fewer than 5% of GWAS participants are like Yusimí— that is, of 

African, Latin American, indigenous, or mixed ancestry.47 Researchers point to three key factors 

to explain the European bias in GWAS.48 First, methodologically, it is preferable to build on 

existing data sets and patient cohorts for studies of this kind. Thus, part of the explanation is due 

to historical discrepancies; past studies have had these biases, and so these biases perpetuate 

themselves as a consequence of methodological norms. Second, people of color face 

disproportionate barriers in access to medical care and medical centers. A patient needs to be 

able to reliably access the medical center that is conducting the study in order to be able to 

participate in it, and so these barriers to access help to generate some of the disparity in 

                                                             
46 This is not to deny that medical professionals often operate with problematic biases when it comes to treating 
patients of color. See Hall et al. (2015) for a review that indicates that medical providers do operate with these 
biases, and that these likely have a negative impact on healthcare outcomes. 
47 In 2016, largely due to  studies in conducted in Asia, individuals of European descent made up a smaller, but still 
very substantial, 81% of GWAS participants. Need and Goldstein (2009), Popejoy and Fullerton (2016). 
48 Popejoy and Fullerton (2016). 



  25 

participant profiles. Third, communities of color have historically been subject to abuse by the 

medical community.49 This has generated understandable distrust of medical researchers, 

meaning that patients of color are less likely to be willing to participate in these studies, even if 

the option is made available to them.  

While all of these factors contribute to white racial domination in some way, I will focus 

on the second factor here: the barriers to medical access faced by people of color. These barriers 

have obvious concrete consequences that help constitute white racial domination— they help 

create a medical system in which people of color systematically receive less and worse medical 

treatment than their white counterparts. But, importantly, these barriers also systematically 

contribute to white racial domination through the kinds of epistemic upshots that we see in 

Precision Medicine. Insofar as these direct barriers to access give rise to patterns of ignorance of 

this kind, they make it such that even when people of color are able to access medical care, they 

still fail to receive fair treatment. This creates systematic disparities between white and non-

white patients that help constitute a system of white racial domination. This means that (1) the 

ignorance results as part of a process that systematically gives rise to racial injustice and 

ignorance of this kind, and moreover, (2) the ignorance is an active, systematic player in this 

process. As such, SV, but not CV or WIV, is able to identify Precision Medicine as an instance 

of white ignorance. 

And yet, I argue, it is important to include cases like this in our account of white 

ignorance. To be fair, cases like Precision Medicine are probably not what come to mind when 

one hears “white ignorance.” And yet the case makes clear that it is imperative to be attuned to 

the many subtle but significant ways in which structures of white racial domination generate 

domination-sustaining ignorance. It is crucial to realize that we systematically fail people of 

color, not just in terms of medical access and treatment, but, even more fundamentally, in terms 

of medical knowledge. These patterns of ignorance constitute formidable barriers to equality and 

fair treatment in their own right. Along with processes like housing segregation and historic 

erasure, the social processes at play here systematically support white racial domination, in part 

                                                             
49 I will mention just two of the more famous examples of people of color being used for medical experimentation 
without their consent. First, and perhaps most infamously, is the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, a 60-year study in which 
black men were promised free medical care for “bad blood” but were in fact, without their knowledge or consent, 
observed and left untreated for syphilis, even after it became known that penicillin could treat syphilis. See Gray 
(1998). Second is the well-known case of Henrietta Lacks, a black woman whose cancer cells were taken without 
her consent and have been used extensively in medical research. See Skloot (2010, 2013). 
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through their epistemic effects. Recognizing the epistemic and practical effects of these 

processes is important to understanding the epistemic dimension of racial injustice, as well as the 

way in which white racial domination sustains itself— and this is just what an account of white 

ignorance is meant to shed light on. The structuralist view, but not its competitors, captures these 

valuable insights. 

The structuralist view’s advantage in explanatory adequacy (3c) translates into 

advantages when it comes to explaining the resilience of white ignorance (4) and the persistence 

of white racial domination (2), as well as identifying the practical challenges that must be 

overcome in resisting both. To see this, let us compare the pictures of active ignorance that fall 

out of each view. On the cognitivist view, active ignorance is characterized primarily in agential 

terms: the actively ignorant subject is one who avoids changing their beliefs even when directly 

faced with evidence that contradicts their views.50 The actively ignorant agent finds ways to 

dismiss arguments and explain away evidence in order to hold onto their beliefs, or they derail 

conversations in order to shift attention away from an uncomfortable topic.51 In Medina’s terms, 

actively ignorant subjects have deeply ingrained epistemic vices of arrogance, laziness, and 

closed-mindedness, such that they arrogantly dismiss competing views, lazily avoid seeking out 

countervailing evidence, and closed-mindedly refuse to engage in difficult conversations.52 The 

actively ignorant agent may be shaped by their social environment along the lines suggested by 

WIV, and they may draw on tools provided by their social milieu in the ways suggested by CV, 

but ultimately active ignorance is a matter of the actively ignorant agent performing certain 

actions such as to preserve their ignorance. Active ignorance is thus primarily agential on the 

traditional view. 

On my picture, the activeness of white ignorance is not understood primarily in terms of 

the actions of individual, white ignorant agents. Rather, on my view it is a matter of there being 

barriers, or defense mechanisms, that “protect” ignorance of a particular type. The analogy to a 

castle under siege is helpful here. The inhabitants of a castle are protected by a variety of defense 

mechanisms that operate simultaneously. On one level, individual inhabitants can wield personal 

weapons to defend themselves in the event of close combat. On another level, there are soldiers 

                                                             
50 Woomer (2017, 2). 
51 Bailey’s (2014) discussion of epistemic pushback highlights a number of tactics that students frequently employ 
in order to avoid meaningfully engaging in conversations that challenge their deeply held beliefs. 
52 Medina (2013, 57-58). 
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that enact coordinated maneuvers that help keep attackers at bay and help prevent situations in 

which individual inhabitants need to draw their own swords. On yet another level, the inhabitants 

are protected by key structural features of the castle, such as the moat, the drawbridge, and the 

thick castle walls; even the geography of the land on which the castle was built plays a role in 

defending the castle. Each of these levels acts as a significant layer of protection for the 

inhabitants of the castle, and, again, these layers often operate simultaneously. Similarly, on the 

view of active ignorance suggested by the structuralist view, there are multiple kinds of defense 

mechanisms for active ignorance, some of which involve action on behalf of the white ignorant 

agent, and others which act upstream of the individual. 

While the traditional picture of active ignorance focuses exclusively on the moves that 

individual agents make to protect their ignorance, my picture alerts us to the various layers of 

defense that can be, and often are, at play. Of course, the specific factors that are at play will 

vary case by case. In some cases the primary explanation will involve individuals’ faulty 

reasoning or resistance to evidence. In other cases, the primary explanation will refer to 

institutional policies that preempt individual pushback. In many cases, many of these processes 

will be operating at once, making these patterns of ignorance— and the white racial domination 

that they help to sustain— all the more robust. Thus, to fully understand how it is that these 

patterns of domination-sustaining ignorance are protected, it is important to recognize the variety 

of structural factors that play a role in promoting and sustaining both white ignorance and white 

racial domination. The structuralist view, but not the cognitivist or willful ignorance views, 

makes room for the necessary nuance and complexity. As such, SV better explains both the 

resilience of white ignorance (desideratum 4) and the persistence of white racial domination 

(desideratum 2). 

Additional Benefits of the Structuralist View 

I have argued that the distinctive appeal to general social structural processes gives the 

structuralist view the power to explain patterns of ignorance that are supported by multiple, 

diverse social practices. This gives rise to a characterization of the activeness of white ignorance 

that helps to better explain the robustness of white ignorance and racial inequality: it is not 

merely a matter of individual agents willfully resisting knowledge and progress; rather there is a 

complex, layered system that promotes ignorance and, partly in so doing, generates and stabilizes 

white racial domination. The structuralist view thus gives us a better understanding of the 
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mechanisms that support white racial domination and, in so doing, helps to sheds light on how it 

is that systems of racial oppression perpetuate themselves.  

Another benefit of SV, which gives it the power needed to secure these core benefits, 

while also giving the view needed flexibility, is the abstractness of the view. Importantly, the 

structuralist view does not make the simple disjunctive move that one might expect coming out 

of the cognitivist view— that is, SV does not merely add to CV the specification that white 

ignorance is ignorance that either arises from the kinds of practices that the cognitivist identifies 

or from practices that systematically limit evidential access. Instead, SV makes a general appeal 

to social structural processes that can include, but are not limited to, cognition-affecting and 

evidence-obscuring practices. 

With some important caveats, I take the abstraction to be a significant advantage of the 

view. For one, the abstraction gives the view the explanatory power described above; it allows 

the view to capture the different explanatory threads and to make room for a nuanced, layered 

view of white ignorance and white racial domination. At the same time, the general appeal to 

social structures gives the view important flexibility. That is, it allows the view not only to 

capture the current nuances and complexities of white ignorance and white racial domination, but 

also the possible nuances and complexities these phenomena may take on as they evolve and 

adapt over time. For instance, we have already observed a shift from explicitly racist ideology 

and de jure racist policies, to colorblind ideology and de facto racist policies. One might think 

(as I do) that there’s reason to expect that the precise mechanisms that uphold white racial 

domination will continue to shift over time. If that’s right, then we need tools that are not just 

powerful, in the sense of capturing current complexities, but also flexible; tools that will allow us 

to track and understand these changes. Further— and this brings me to the caveats— the 

generality of the view should not be treated as an end point, but should rather be viewed as a 

starting point for inquiring into the details of white ignorance and white racial domination at any 

given time. Moreover, the abstract reference to structural processes should prompt us to consider 

not only which of the processes we are already familiar with might be playing a role in white 

ignorance, but also what other kinds of processes that we have not yet have considered might be 

involved. Thus, so long as it is accompanied by crucial inquiry into the concrete details, the 

abstractness of the structuralist view allows us not only to better understand what is happening 
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now, but also keeps us alert to new, or previously unconsidered, possibilities. In so doing, it is a 

valuable tool for helping us to conceptualize white ignorance and white racial domination.  

Costs of the View 

I have spent considerable time articulating what I take to be the main benefits of the 

structuralist view. Unfortunately, the fact that the view has considerable benefits does not mean 

it is altogether costless. I have already alluded to one such cost: because of its generality, the 

structuralist view of white ignorance shifts much of the burden of filling out a precise picture of 

white ignorance to the user. Although I have done some work to show how we might fill in some 

of these details in the current context through my discussion of the examples, this means that 

gains in explanatory adequacy (3c) come at the cost of loss of detail when explaining how 

exactly social practices give rise to white ignorance (3b). This is in contrast to WIV and CV, 

which reference at least somewhat more specific mechanisms of motivated reasoning, distorted 

reasoning, and avoidance in order to flesh out a more concrete picture of white ignorance. There 

is a necessary trade-off here. The more specific and concrete the view, the better it reflects the 

pressing problems of here and now— but also the more likely it is to (1) exclude important but 

as-yet-unconsidered factors, and (2) struggle to capture the problems of tomorrow. Because I 

take it that figuring out the details of white ignorance and white racial domination is anyhow 

going to be a matter of continual inquiry, I take the cost incurred by the structural view in 

abandoning specificity to be well worth the benefit of providing a powerful and flexible template 

for this inquiry. 

Another cost of the structuralist view is that, in shifting the focus away from individual 

agents, it (like CV) makes ascriptions of blame less straightforward, and dulls the blow of calling 

someone white ignorant.53 While I acknowledge these costs, it should be clarified that the fact 

that structural processes play significant explanatory roles does not necessarily rule out 

individual responsibility. There can still be cases where agents are culpably ignorant, because 

(for example) they have allowed group-based interest to distort their reasoning, engaged in 

dismissive tactics, or did not pursue inquiries that they should have. Further, while the 

structuralist view does sacrifice some rhetorical force, there are other conceptual tools one can 

                                                             
53 This is in much the same way that structuralist conceptions of racism on which it turns out that everyone is racist 
(because everyone is in one way or another complicit in the structural processes that uphold white racial domination) 
make the claim that X is racist less biting. 
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draw on to regain that force— for instance, by claiming that someone is willfully (or culpably) 

white ignorant. Thus, it is not clear that the cost is as great as it may first appear.  

Moreover, I think that there are associated benefits that help offset these costs. 

Pragmatically, the shift away from individual intention and agency helps prevent discussions of 

white ignorance from becoming bogged down in debates about the motivations of individual 

agents. By instead shifting attention to the ways in which individuals’ ignorance contributes to 

these structural problems, the view allows for a more forward-looking approach that can sidestep 

questions about individual’s characters when it is more important to focus on the fact that there is 

a problem that needs correcting.54 

More theoretically, the structuralist view calls for a shift from thinking solely in terms of 

individual responsibility, to also considering collective and shared responsibility.55 Thinking 

about willful ignorance is helpful here. While willful ignorance (much like active ignorance) is 

traditionally spelled out in terms of an individual agent who, in some sense, chooses to be 

ignorant, our discussion of white ignorance suggests that this picture can and should be 

complicated in various ways.56 First, the structuralist view reveals ways in which social 

structural processes can facilitate an individual’s willful ignorance by making information (e.g. 

information about redlining or police brutality) more difficult to obtain (e.g. through historic 

erasure or housing segregation). For example, while Rebecca from No Oppression may avoid 

doing research in order to avoid knowing the truth about racial oppression, it is significant that 

our social practices make it easy for her to avoid becoming acquainted with the relevant 

information. Our practices should make willful ignorance about racial oppression difficult to 

maintain, when instead they make such ignorance easy to cultivate and sustain. Insofar as we 

contribute to processes that facilitate individuals’ willful ignorance, it would seem that we share 

a responsibility to transform our practices. Relatedly, insofar as we, collectively, approve and 

implement the social practices that underpin white ignorance, it is plausible that we, collectively, 

are willfully ignorant as a result (and so have a collective responsibility to change our practices). 

This is both practically and theoretically significant. It is practically significant insofar as 

recognition of shared and collection responsibility should help to spur action to address these 

                                                             
54 Young (2006) and Zheng (2018a, 2018b) each make this point when discussing the advantages of their more 
forward-looking models of responsibility. 
55 See Young (2006) and Medina (2013) for further discussion of shared responsibility. 
56 See Lynch (2016) and Wieland (2017) for existing accounts of willful ignorance. 
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problems. But it is also theoretically significant insofar as it forces us to rethink and expand 

traditional conceptions of willful ignorance in order to make room for these nuances. Thus, 

because it helps to bring the importance of shared and collective responsibility into greater relief, 

the shift in focus away from individual agency comes with practical and theoretical benefits that 

help offset the cost of complicating ascriptions of individual responsibility. 

Ultimately, there is a question of what one takes to be of greater importance. As I have 

indicated, I take the central aim of providing an account of white ignorance to be to help us 

better understand the mechanisms that sustain white racial domination, so that we may 

strategically intervene to remedy racial injustice. As such, I take explanatory power to be more 

important than ascribing blame in this context. This is not to deny that we will need an account 

of responsibility. As part of our theory-building around oppression and racial injustice, we will 

need a forward-looking account of responsibility that tells us what parts we, as individuals 

occupying particular social locations, and we, as a collective(s), are to play in remedying 

structural injustice. But I take this to be a separate and more general part of the overarching 

project— one that should be informed, in part, by an account of white ignorance that best helps 

us to understand and explain what it is that needs to be remedied. At this stage, what we need is 

an account of white ignorance that helps us to best diagnose the epistemic dimensions of the 

problem of racial oppression, and I have argued that the Structuralist View is the best account on 

offer to do that. 

5. Conclusion 

I have presented three alternative views of white ignorance: the willful ignorance view, 

the cognitivist view, and the structuralist view. I have argued that the structuralist view is to be 

preferred because it best helps us to explain the patterns of ignorance that we observe, the 

persistence of racial inequality, and the connections between white ignorance and white racial 

domination. The benefits of the structuralist view arise from its power and flexibility. The view 

is powerful because it allows that many, diverse kinds of social structures can play a role in 

giving rise to white ignorance and white racial domination. This, in turn, allows it to better 

explain both the patterns of ignorance that we observe today, and the persistence of racial 

inequality. The structuralist view is flexible because it does not restrict the kinds of structural 

processes that can play a role in white ignorance, but instead refers to abstract social structures. 

This, in turn, allows the view to capture the ways in which the structures that support white 
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ignorance and white racial domination have shifted, and may continue to shift, over time. 

Ultimately, the power and flexibility of the structuralist view mean that it performs better than 

the alternatives when it comes to fulfilling the explanatory roles of white ignorance, and provides 

a valuable tool for conceptualizing and practically reasoning about white ignorance and white 

racial domination. 


