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Wouldn’t it be nice if hateful people were invariably stupid to boot, if their prejudiced attitudes could be 
attributed to some kind of irrationality? Tempting though this prospect is, Endre Begby warns us against it. 
Philosophers have tended, he writes, to at best conclude and at worst simply assume that prejudiced beliefs 
are always “a symptom of some kind of breakdown of epistemic rationality”. This view is Begby’s target. 
There can, he claims, be epistemically unimpeachable instances of prejudicial belief. That claim comes bound 
up with a broader account of what prejudice is, and of the epistemic framework we should adopt when 
evaluating epistemic agents. The result is a thought-provoking account of prejudice, and a case-study of the 
tensions inherent in the non-ideal project. By intertwining discussion of prejudice with a discussion of the 
appropriate epistemological framework for its evaluation, the book encourages reflection on a series of 
important methodological questions, and ultimately a broader interrogation of the role of philosophy in the 
study of prejudice.  

 
The first three chapters lay out the three key pillars of Begby’s framework. In chapter one he offers a 

definition of prejudice in terms of stereotypes, before making the case, in chapter two, that stereotypes are “a 
fundamental feature of human social cognition.” In chapter three he argues in favour of a non-ideal approach 
to epistemology that is sensitive to the capacity limitations of the human mind. Begby endorses an   
internalist, evidentialist epistemology: “from the point of view of epistemic normativity, one should form the 
beliefs that are best supported by one’s total evidence, including evidence that would – with more knowledge 
– turn out to be misleading evidence. (p.14)”  The central work is done in chapters four and five where Begby 
defends the claim that prejudiced beliefs can be both acquired and maintained in an epistemically rational 
fashion. Chapters six and seven offer further support to this picture by considering mechanisms which help 
maintain prejudicial beliefs, in the form of evidential pre-emption and social scripts. Chapter eight offers a 
discussion of algorithmic bias, and the final two chapters turn to a direct discussion of the relationship 
between the ethical and the epistemic.  

 
Although the book’s title implies a general account of prejudice, Begby is concerned in particular with 

prejudicial belief. He defines prejudice as “a negatively charged stereotype, targeting some group of individuals, and, 
derivatively, the individuals who comprise this group.” Stereotypes in turn involve the “broad ascriptions of salient or 
in some contextually relevant sense noteworthy properties to particular social groups, and derivatively, to the 
individuals who compose the group”(p.26).  The resulting definition of prejudice is at once quite broad, since 
any negatively-charged, broad ascription of salient properties to a group counts as a prejudice, and in other 
respects quite narrow, since only beliefs rooted in stereotypes count. So on this definition, we might worry 
that a doctor working with a population who typically die young, and who consequently ascribes that 
undoubtedly noteworthy and negatively-charged property to the relevant social group is prejudiced. But 
someone who forms more targeted, negative beliefs about an individual, loosely associated with their group 
membership but that don’t take the form of a stereotype, is not (e.g. “most X’s don’t smell, but this one sure 
does!”).   

 
Since Begby aims to establish something about the epistemic status of prejudicial belief, that it can be 

epistemically a-okay, it’s crucial that he start with a definition of the phenomenon that doesn’t already 
incorporate an epistemic valence. But is that a legitimate move to make? What does the category of prejudice 
intuitively pick out? Begby’s epistemically cleansed definition departs from normal usage: ‘prejudice’ is 
frequently used to denote an attitude that is rationally suboptimal in some regard. Begby explicitly takes his 
lead from work in social psychology, and whilst it’s undoubtedly true that psychologists often tie prejudice to 
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stereotypes, psychologists themselves often adopt an epistemically valence definition of stereotype, as 
something that is empirically unsupported, or an unjustified generalisation (Lee Jussim’s work is a notable 
exception to this). Consider Gordon Allport’s seminal book on the topic, (described by Begby as “the starting 
point of serious inquiry into the matter” (p.64)). According to Allport “…[p]rejudice is an antipathy based on 
faulty and inflexible generalization”(1954 p.9). Allport’s definition can be understood without too much 
difficulty as involving something like a stereotype, but it is not epistemically neutral: it explicitly includes fault 
and inflexibility. So the assumption prejudiced beliefs are always a symptom of a breakdown of epistemic 
rationality is present at least implicitly among many psychologists too. Which starting point is to be preferred? 

 
There are good reasons why philosophers might want to clean up the ordinary usage of a concept before 

attempting to offer a philosophical account of it, to abstract away from some of the messiness and 
inconsistency, to try to identify the bone and sinew underlying it. But we must be careful that, in the process 
of doing so, we do not change the topic entirely. We must be especially careful that there is no sleight of 
hand, that we too readily imply that a conclusion that plausibly holds about the cleansed version can be 
straightforwardly extended to the messy, everyday notion. We shouldn’t disguise an account of prejudice, in 
some philosophically rarefied sense, as an account of prejudice, in the messier more epistemically-valenced 
way in which the term is normally used, nor should we imply that conclusions established about the former 
will extend to the latter. There’s room to worry that starting from an epistemically-neutral definition of 
prejudice does just this.  

 
Starting with that neutral definition, Begby’s key claim is that prejudicial belief need not involve any kind 

of irrationality, at least on the epistemic framework he prefers. There are two key element to that: one is its 
non-ideality. We need epistemic norms that reflect the capacity limitations of the human mind. That’s a 
natural fit with the second element, its internalism: epistemic evaluation is performed relative to the 
perspective of the individual believer. The non-ideality mandates reliance on stereotypes, because our capacity 
limitations prevent us from doing anything else, despite the compression and loss of information they 
involve. The internalism means that we are justified on the basis of the kind of evidence our social context 
makes available to us, and on which our non-ideality compels us to rely. This is a framework where the 
question “well what else was I supposed to do?” matters to whether a belief is justified or not.  

 
There is an interesting tension for the non-ideal theorist in this vicinity. Begby’s key claim is essentially 

one about possibility: not that prejudiced beliefs are routinely epistemically unimpeachable, but that they could 
be so. That is to say, under certain ideal conditions, non-ideal agents could have epistemically unimpeachable 
prejudiced beliefs. In establishing that, Begby draws on thought experiments which involve various degrees of 
idealisation. But how much do idealised examples tell us about the kinds of prejudice we set out to 
investigate? Consider one of the examples Begby uses. “Johnny is a fourth-grade student who notices 
(correctly, let’s assume) that the top students in his math class are all boys. He infers from this observation 
that girls are comparatively less adept at math than boys. If you were to ask him who he would turn to for 
help on a math puzzle, Jim or Jenn… he would naturally respond “Jim.” It appears that Johnny holds a 
prejudice against girls” (p.63).  According to Begby, though there is something “not quite right” about 
Johnny’s belief, his method of acquisition is epistemically in the clear. Begby considers and rejects a number 
of possible flaws with the belief - that it involves inductive overreaching on the basis of insufficient evidence, 
for instance. Thoroughly proofing an example of this kind against epistemic flaws requires a quite significant 
degree of idealisation – that the top students are all boys, for starters, and then that Johnny encounters no 
sources of counter evidence, and no defeaters for the evidence he has, and nothing to suggest an alternative 
explanation for the evidence he has. This is liable to leave us wondering: why care about the possibility that 
certain instances of prejudicial belief could be epistemically unimpeachable if in the actual world almost none 
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are? If we’re limited by how the world actually is when it comes to the setting of epistemic standards, why not 
subject ourselves to the same limitations when identifying the kinds of cases that guide our analysis of the 
phenomenon in question?  

 
A full defence of internalism is beyond the scope of Begby’s book, but externalists may be wont to feel 

that there’s another way of reading the cases he offers us, as a test case for the limitations of internalism. If 
the conclusion that prejudicial beliefs may be justified under certain non-ideal circumstances sticks in the 
throat, the externalist will take that as grist to their mill. It’s internalism that licenses that verdict: reject that 
and we have at our disposal a richer range of tools to describe what’s epistemically problematic about these 
sorts of beliefs.   

 
 In the final chapter Begby confronts the worry that by letting people off the epistemic hook we allow 

them to fall through the net of moral accountability as well, since ascriptions of epistemic responsibility are 
sometimes seen as a prerequisite for moral responsibility. Begby has an interesting solution to this problem: 
we need to distinguish between conditions that trigger moral blame, and those which trigger moral 
responsibility, including the responsibility to make reparation. Begby argues that the latter can attach even to 
blameless agents. This move offers helpful degrees of freedom: we want forms of accountability and 
evaluation which are insensitive to what was possible or knowable from the agent’s perspective. But it also 
raises the question: if in the moral realm, why not in the epistemic?  

 
Begby is surely right that “Epistemology is simply too slender a reed from which to weave a 

comprehensive account of the wrongs of prejudice”. Prejudice is a complex phenomenon with a wide range 
of manifestations, and we need correspondingly complex forms of normative assessment to capture its 
various flaws. But Begby’s books also shows that how significant a role epistemology can play in weaving 
such an account depends on what we take its nature and limits to be. Those may themselves be determined in 
part through testing them against cases such as the challenge of accounting for the problems of prejudicial 
belief.  
 


