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1University of Vienna
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1 Introduction

People frequently evaluate whether ignorance excuses
harmful or unfair actions, yet judgments of epistemic
ignorance are often inconsistent. In some cases, igno-
rance is treated as a legitimate excuse, while in others
individuals are blamed for “not knowing better.” Previ-
ous research in behavioural economics and descriptive
ethics suggests that ignorance is not judged neutrally
and may sometimes be maintained strategically in order
to reduce feelings of responsibility or guilt Dana et al.
(2007); Grossman and van der Weele (2017).

This project investigates the conditions under which
people attribute responsibility for epistemic ignorance
and whether these judgments are influenced by how
the causes of ignorance are framed. In particular, the
study examines whether people are inclined to identify
a blameworthy agent even when external circumstances
contribute substantially to the outcome.

2 Methods

The project uses survey-based vignette experiments to
examine judgments of blame and responsibility under
conditions of incomplete information. Participants are
presented with realistic decision-making scenarios in
which ignorance results either from agent-related factors
or from external situational causes. Each scenario is pre-
sented to 63 individuals.

Experimental manipulations include priming partici-
pants with suggestions emphasizing either personal re-
sponsibility or external causes prior to evaluating the
scenarios. Participants then assess the agent’s blamewor-
thiness, responsibility, and whether the ignorance consti-
tutes a valid excuse. In addition, a behavioural compo-
nent based on a modified dictator game explores whether
participants strategically avoid information when mak-
ing distributive decisions.

3 Expected Results

As data collection and analysis are currently ongoing, fi-
nal empirical results are not yet available. The primary
goal of the project is to identify and describe the implicit

rules guiding judgments of epistemic ignorance and re-
sponsibility attribution. We expect participants to assign
responsibility even in situations where ignorance is par-
tially explained by external constraints, reflecting a ten-
dency to search for a blameworthy agent. We further hy-
pothesize that priming agent-focused explanations will
increase attributions of blame and personal responsibil-
ity, whereas situational priming will not. In the be-
havioural task, we expect some participants to avoid po-
tentially relevant information when doing so allows them
to justify more self-interested decisions.

4 Discussion

The project contributes to research on moral judgment,
motivated ignorance, and responsibility attribution by
examining how people distinguish between blameless
and culpable ignorance. The findings may help clar-
ify the implicit norms people apply when evaluating
whether individuals should have informed themselves
before acting.

The study is also relevant to legal and social prac-
tices, where individuals are often held responsible for
failing to know certain rules, while in other cases igno-
rance is accepted as a legitimate excuse. More broadly,
the project explores the tension between using ignorance
as a personal excuse while simultaneously distrusting ig-
norance as a strategy employed by others.
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