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Abstract Much has been written lately about cases in which blame of the blame-
worthy is nonetheless inappropriate because of facts about the blamer. Meddlesome
and hypocritical cases are standard examples. Perhaps the matter is none of my
business or I am guilty of the same sort of offense, so though the target is surely
blameworthy, my blame would be objectionable. In this paper, I defend a novel
explanation of what goes wrong with such blame, in a way that draws the cases
together. In brief, I argue that blaming is essentially an attentive activity, and that,
consequently, meddlesome and hypocritical blamers are attending to the wrong
things.
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1 When blame goes wrong

There are many ways our blame can go wrong. One clear way is if the target isn’t
blameworthy. Perhaps I blame the wrong person. We often argue about who is and
isn’t at fault, who’s guilty and who’s innocent. Or perhaps I blame someone for
something that doesn’t warrant blame. I think what they did was wrong when it
actually isn’t. If I blame someone who isn’t blameworthy, then my blame is entirely
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unfitting; they don’t deserve it.1 Arguably, much of the traditional debate
surrounding moral responsibility concerns when blame might go wrong in this way.

Even restricted to the blameworthy, however, blame can still be unfitting. For
example, I might blame too much. I might overreact to someone’s admittedly
wrongful conduct. The precise form over-blaming takes will depend in part on one’s
preferred characterization of blame, but whatever the characteristic response
warranted by those that are responsible for doing wrong, one’s response can exceed
one’s warrant. If I’m very resentful for only a minor slight, for example, then I’ve
blamed too much.

Less noticed is under-blaming. Just as one can blame too much, one can blame
too little. Unlike over-blaming, the complaint of under-blaming is more likely to
come from others than the target of the blame herself. We might be told that we’re
letting someone off the hook too easily or have too forgiving a nature.

But even fitting blame of the blameworthy can be inappropriate. Typical
examples include meddlesome and hypocritical blame. Perhaps I blame a stranger
for some private transgression, which is none of my business. Or I might blame
someone for something I routinely do. In both cases, we need not take issue with the
fittingness of my blame—it is accurate and proportional—but my blame is
nonetheless objectionable. Others may blame, perhaps, but not me. These facts
about the blamer that make one’s blame inappropriate have been taken up recently
under the banner of the ‘standing to blame’.2 The thought is that such facts can rob a
blamer of their right to blame.

While I am skeptical that there is such a right to blame, and therefore that such a
right can be undermined, I take no stand on that proposition here.3 Instead, my aim
is to say something about blame that illuminates how meddlesome and hypocritical
blame goes wrong. Of course, to the extent that blaming is something we do, there
are a myriad of moral reasons we might have against doing it. The blame might be
mean, or would cause unnecessary suffering, or bring about some other terrible
consequence. Perhaps blaming might violate a previously made promise, reflect a
lack of charity, or endanger someone’s safety.

My explanation in what follows, then, is not intended to explain everything that
could be wrong about meddlesome and hypocritical blame. Rather, I intend to pick
out a particular feature of blame useful for explaining something centrally
problematic about both instances, in a way that draws them together.4 In brief, I
argue that blaming is essentially an attentive activity, and that, consequently,

1 By ‘deserve’ I mean to imply no more and no less than that the blameworthy are those that are worthy
of blame. This should be common ground for all responsibility theorists, whatever their differences over
the further details.
2 On the standing to blame, and discussion of similar cases, see Bell (2013), Coates & Tognazzini (2013),
Cohen (2006), Fritz & Miller (2018), McKiernan (2016), Radzik (2012), Friedman (2013), Todd
(forthcoming), Tognazzini & Coates (2016) and Watson (2013). Tackling such cases belongs to the wide
realm of the ‘ethics of blame’ (cf. Scanlon 2008).
3 I take up the standing to blame more directly in King (forthcoming)
4 I thus depart from Todd (forthcoming), which argues that meddlesome and hypocritical blame are
separate problems.
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meddlesome and hypocritical blamers are attending to the wrong things. In so doing,
I compare meddlesome and hypocritical blame to related wrongdoing involving
misdirected attention.

In Sect. 2, I’ll argue that blaming involves attending, and that there are moral
reasons to direct our attention at particular things and away from others. These
reasons can then figure into an explanation of what goes wrong in cases of
meddlesome and hypocritical blame.

Sections 3 and 4 advance those explanations for meddlesome blame and
hypocritical blame, respectively. In both cases, I argue that when such blame is
morally objectionable it is principally because the blamers are attending to the
wrong things. For meddlesome blame, there are reasons regarding the relationships
we have with others that limit or extend the attention we can justifiably give them.
For hypocritical blame, we have reasons to prioritize attending to our own faults
over those of others. Importantly, for both kinds of cases, blame is not always
wrong. Indeed, when we have additional reasons to pay attention to the wrongdoer,
meddlesome and hypocritical blame can be perfectly appropriate.

I offer a brief conclusion in Sect. 5.

2 Blaming attention

Attending to something implies less consideration of other things.5 When flight
attendants demand our attention to the pre-flight safety demonstration, the directive
is not just to look and listen, but also to ignore other things going on around us. And
we have good reason to do so, at least to the extent that being aware of what to do in
an emergency is a good thing. Plausibly, then, there are norms of attention; reasons
we have to direct our attention toward certain objects or particular features and
away from others.

Such norms take a variety of forms and come from a variety of sources. Properly
appreciating the aesthetic value of a work of art can require attending to particular
features of that work of art. Aesthetic appreciation, then, involves attentive focus,
homing in on the relevant qualities in light of which the work of art is exemplary.
Failure to do so could constitute a failure to engage with the work appropriately.

Other norms of attention appear decidedly moral in origin. If you’re involved in a
conversation with someone, you should attend to some things while ignoring others.
Generally speaking, you should focus on what your conversant is saying and ignore
your phone’s notifications. Otherwise, you’ll be rude. Perhaps less obviously, being
an engaged conversant means remaining closed to alternative items of potential
attentive interest. One shouldn’t be as alive to items to which one could turn one’s
focus.

In general, our attention should be narrowed to what is appropriate to our current
circumstances. If we have moral reasons to focus our attention, then, insofar as

5 I remain neutral on the exact nature of attention. For discussion of options, see Mole (2017). I rely here
on quite general features of attention, ones that any plausible account of its nature should capture, at least
for creatures like ourselves.
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blaming involves attention, these moral reasons can be relevant to the appropri-
ateness of blame. I will suggest that in cases of meddlesome and hypocritical
blaming, when the blame is objectionable, blamers have moral reasons to direct
their attention elsewhere. This gives us a plausible explanation for where such
blame goes wrong: the blamers are misattending.6

Blaming is an attentive activity. In broad strokes, blaming another involves
attending to the wrongdoer in light of their wrongdoing. We tend to narrow our
focus, zeroing in on the wrongful conduct to the exclusion of other features of the
wrongdoer. Indeed, when we’re mad at someone for some transgression, we’re more
apt to notice their other faults or foibles, rather than any competing positive
features. Think of how natural it is when angry with someone for wronging you to
also complain about their other vices, flaws, or just things one doesn’t like about
them, even when clearly irrelevant to the matter at hand. Similarly, when in the
grips of blaming another, we tend not to take notice of their virtuous attributes and
are less likely to recognize mitigating factors.

We can, of course, count as blaming another while lacking any occurrent
phenomenology, including attentive focus. Stan blames Kyle for what happened
yesterday, even though, at this moment, Stan is engrossed in the movie he’s
watching, and so not (consciously) thinking of Kyle at all. Blame can thus be
dispositional, making Stan prone to various responses were he to think about Kyle
(or what happened). But blame of this sort is also less morally objectionable. While
one can have a moral vice of being a hothead, and therefore disposed to anger too
easily, part of what makes it a moral vice is that one shouldn’t respond with anger so
easily. A hothead who never actually loses his temper is perhaps still vicious, but the
moral critique falls a bit flat should the anger never manifest.7

Thus, in accounting for what’s morally objectionable about meddlesome and
hypocritical blame, the wrong is more plausibly located in the activity of blaming
than some dispositional or static attitude of blame. (Nonetheless, for stylistic
reasons I’ll often refer to blame and blaming interchangeably.) I intend to remain
neutral on all that the activity of blaming might involve. All I require is that it
involves attention. And, plausibly, attention is at least part of what will distinguish
the activity of blaming from a dispositional state of blame. Once one takes up the
target in one’s focus, one is no longer merely disposed, one is actively blaming.8 If
the activity of blaming involves attention, then norms of attention provide a

6 As a reminder, this doesn’t imply that misdirected attention is all that is ever wrong about such blame.
7 It also isn’t clear to me that the moral critique of one’s dispositional states doesn’t target the disposition
in light of its manifested instances, rather than the disposition alone. We might think being a hothead is
problematic because it makes one more likely to be unjustified in one’s anger. The disposition inherits its
fault from the reasons against the manifestation. But I take no stand on the matter here, other than to
motivate the idea that what’s wrong with blame is plausibly found in the activity of blaming, which
involves more than a static attitude but less than overt expression.
8 On some views of blame, blaming might require occurrent emotional states, like anger or resentment. If
I don’t feel the feel associated with the state, I’m not actually blaming. So the claim here is not that
attention is sufficient for the activity of blame, but rather that the activity of blaming is sufficient for
attending to the wrongdoer in light of their wrongdoing.
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promising location to seek out the right sort of explanation for where meddlesome
and hypocritical blame go wrong.

We can begin quite generally. We ought to regard and respond to the moral truth
in the world. So, in general, we should blame the blameworthy. It is perhaps
obvious, however, that we shouldn’t spend all our time doing so. Given our finite
natures, of course, we couldn’t do this literally all the time. But regardless of our
capacities, we still shouldn’t blame, as it were, full time. It would be otiose to spend
one’s time blaming the blameworthy exhaustively, irrespective of whether such
blame was fitting. To preoccupy oneself with blaming the faults of others, even were
one’s blame merited in each case, would itself manifest a severe moral deficiency.

It’s crucial to note that the problem here is not with the content of attitudes or
even with their expression. Suppose that Clifford, while always accurate, is
nonetheless promiscuous with his blame. In constantly cataloguing the wrongdoing
of others, Clifford makes no mistake; his blame is always proportional and apt. But
to allow such a task to occupy his exclusive focus would itself constitute a morally
criticizable mode of attending to the world around him. There are at least two ways
Clifford might go wrong here.9 One sort of misattention might manifest in
pedantry—seeking out the moral missteps of others. Someone who is always
looking for others’ wrongdoing, is not just tiresome, but vicious. Clifford might
avoid this vice by being more discerning, only attending to the wrongdoing around
him when he encounters it. He might still go wrong, however, in a second way, if he
persisted in such conduct to the exclusion of other attentive pursuits. Constantly
cataloging the faults of others, always focusing on how they miss the mark, while,
say, never attending to their sucesses or our mutual frailties, strikes me as
misguided, and thus objectionable.

Both of these vices we might call habits of attention. In the first, one’s attention is
actively seeking out the faults of others (while no similar activity seeks out their
positive traits), whereas in the second, one’s attention is always drawn to the
wrongdoing of others (and not to their positive qualities or good deeds). They can
explain where blaming goes wrong without implying that one cannot note the
wrongdoing around oneself. We are frequently justified in attending to the
wrongdoing around us, responding with fitting blame. Moreover, a passing notation
of wrongdoing, a flash of indignation, is to merely register another’s fault, without
paying it undue attention. We can have reason not to attend to something without its
being the case that we are prohibited from noticing it at all. And, as we’ll see, how
much attention we give to something will vary with a range of relevant
considerations.

Inappropriately attentive blame needn’t be part of a persistent vice or habit,
however. Sometimes it will be one’s circumstances that give you reason to redirect
attention. Some instances are clear enough. A close friend’s wedding is normally
not the time to blame. Obviously, there are strong reasons against making a scene
and calling the friend out publicly. But there are also reason to suspend, as much as
is possible, one’s blame altogether. On such occasions, other things being equal, you

9 My thanks to an anonymous referee for calling on me to clarify this point.
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should be attentive to the happy event and its positive qualities, not past wrongful
conduct. One should focus on one’s friend in light of their happy relationship and
the promising future, not in light of the transgression or hurt caused. It need not be
the case that you forgive your friend or ‘bury the hatchet’. We need not consider the
matter closed. But your friend’s misconduct should be attended to later, under more
appropriate circumstances. Thus, the idea here is not just that one should withhold
expressing one’s blame while one privately feels it, but that one should actively
resist feeling it altogether.

Such repressions may not be entirely up to us of, course. To the extent that we are
upset or angry about some piece of wrongdoing we may feel unable to let go of
those feelings even temporarily. And while what we attend to cannot be fully
voluntary either, it nonetheless makes sense to speak of what we should (and should
not) attend to. Thus, in some sense, a close friend’s wedding is time to ignore their
faults and transgressions, to forego blame and focus on other more important things.

Of course, these reasons can be outweighed. If the wrong is serious enough, the
hurt great enough, we may in fact be justified in having the ceremony marred by a
preoccupation with the betrayal. Indeed, if we raise the stakes enough, perhaps not
only should one attend to the transgression, one may be justified in throwing water
in the friend’s face at the rehearsal dinner and skipping the ceremony altogether.

What the right verdicts are here will depend on the balance of moral reasons
involved. Thus, while blaming at your close friend’s wedding is usually wrong, it
needn’t always be wrong. Likewise, I will argue that while meddlesome and
hypocritical blame are usually wrong, they aren’t always wrong. This is what we
should expect, however, if the blamer’s misdirected attention explains that
wrongness. It is natural to suppose that, at the most general level, our attention
should be directed at what is most important, which is just to say, at whatever is
worth attending to most. The task, then, is to show that in cases of inappropriate
meddlesome and hypocritical blame there are other things the blamers should be
attending to.

3 Minding attention

Some norms governing attention are structured by our relationships with others. For
instance, we have reasons to ignore the minor faults of others. Mere peccadillos still
render one blameworthy, but they plausibly call for overlooking. In the case of those
we know, ‘getting things right’ will be of far lesser value than tolerating, accepting,
and letting things ‘slide’, at least for minor transgressions. To be sure, there is value
in aiming at improving the moral character of those closest to us, but part of what is
significant and special about such relationships are the ways in which each party
takes the other as they are.

In contrast, while it is natural for intimates to occupy a pride of place for our
attention, it seems that strangers should not dominate our attention at all, for good or
for ill. It would reflect a kind of moral fetish to preoccupy ourselves with their moral
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qualities.10 When matters are serious, we should take notice; when matters are
immediate, we can attend to that which is in front of us. In both cases, we can render
fitting blame. But most of the time our attention ought to be directed elsewhere and
to more worthy pursuits.

Cases of meddling blame illustrate the wrong of undue attention particularly
well. Consider the following:

Two friends meet for coffee at a local restaurant. One friend confides in the
other that she is unhappy in her marriage and has secretly started to date
someone who is not her partner. She asks her friend for advice. Overhearing
this, the waiter snipes, ‘‘Not to be nosey, but you should be ashamed.
Situations like yours are to blame for the high divorce rate in this country. Did
you even try to work things out?’’11

The natural response here is not for the woman to defend herself against the
accusation, or seek to justify her behavior, or rebut some element of the waiter’s
charge. Nor is she likely to take issue with the tone or force of the waiter’s
condemnation or suggest that he’s being too harsh. Rather, the more natural
response from her is ‘‘mind your own business!’’

Plausibly, the instruction to mind one’s own business invokes a norm of
attention. When someone directs another to mind his business, she is telling him to
ignore something, to look away, and to attend to other things. This is why the wrong
of meddling is not limited to blame. When we complain about a meddling relative,
for instance, it isn’t just that they have interfered. Interference needn’t even be the
primary complaint. Notice how ‘‘mind your business’’ is no less apt when directed at
someone merely looking your way or in response to an intrusive line of inquiry. The
basis of our objection is that they shouldn’t be concerning themselves with the
matter at hand. They shouldn’t be paying attention.

This way of framing meddling cases fits well with the natural observation that
whether someone counts as meddling depends in part on their relationship to us.
Likewise, the amount of attention we ought to give another is also dependent on
their relationship to us. A natural model for this structure is a ring of concentric
circles. Our intimates fill out the innermost circle: spouses, immediate family
members, and close friends, those with whom we most share our lives. They are
most likely to know us best, privy to our personal details and our secrets, and tend to
be partners in more of our personal histories and projects. As we move out from the
central sector, we pass through friends, associates and coworkers, more distant
family members, neighbors, and a broad class of strangers. Even among those
people we’ve never personally met we may place them as more or less connected to
our lives; we may regard our fellow citizens as more central to our projects and aims
then those in remote corners of the globe. The main point here is that the model

10 For a similar observation, put to different purposes, see Sommers (2013).
11 Example taken from McKiernan (2016).
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attempts to capture how our interpersonal relationships can be more or less intimate;
some people have more centrality to how we organize our own lives than others.12

These varying levels of intimacy or importance are tracked by varying degrees of
involvement. It is to be expected (and, indeed, plausibly can be demanded) between
those in the inner circles that each member have a certain care and concern for the
other. A close friendship is impossible if the two involved do not, to some extent,
structure their cares and concerns around the cares and concerns of the other.
Intimates are to whom we go when we need help, for whom we are most willing to
sacrifice, and in whom we confide. These expectations also serve to shape particular
interpersonal relationships, outlining the legitimate claims each party can make on
the other, as well as color the forms of interaction that take place between them.13

Thus, different kinds of relationships involve differing degrees of involvement
reflecting differing patterns of attention.

The incredible malleability of our interpersonal lives means that there are many
variations of healthy and genuine relationships that may or may not contain all the
features mentioned here. The model isn’t meant to determine for agents who
belongs in which area. Nevertheless, I take the model to be an accurate
representation of a recognizable structure to our interpersonal relationships, even
if the details will vary amongst particular persons.14

What is most significant for present purposes is that as one moves outward in the
model the norms restricting attention grow more robust.15 The reasons we have to
concern ourselves with various features of another’s life vary in strength depending
on how close we are to that person. Among strangers, more should be ignored.

There is likely no single norm of involvement that is always violated when one
meddles. We can have various reasons to restrict our attention because of the
relationships we have with others. As my aim is to defend the idea that we have
reasons to attend which can affect the appropriateness of our blame, it’s enough that
we recognize we have such reasons that vary with our relationships with others,
whatever their source. Still, at least one important consideration plausibly concerns

12 This way of putting it also opens up the possibility of a mismatch between how we conceive of
someone’s centrality and their actual centrality to our lives. I set this complication aside, though I think
we should take actual centrality to be more important than what’s perceived to be the case (though the
latter can certainly influence the former).
13 For a view of responsibility and blame predicated on the normative role of our relationships, see
Scanlon (2008). While I don’t adopt the full specifics of his view, I am sympathetic to many points he
makes.
14 For those familiar with Google’s social networking apparatus, it reflected some of the model’s intuitive
appeal as well as its limitations.
15 After incorporating this model into the paper, I came across an op-ed advising similar norms, though
without explanation, for those at varying distances from someone going through a medical or legal crisis
(Silk 2013). The authors, also drawing upon a concentric circle model (referring to it as the ‘Ring Theory’
of kvetching), claim that you are permitted to complain outward but only offer support inward. I take no
stand on their pronouncements, except to insist that (as I argue here) whether you are permitted to
complain in either direction plausibly depends on additional factors beyond personal relationships, as it is
with blaming as well.
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privacy.16 We have an interest in exercising control over certain aspects of our lives,
sharing them only with those close to us. One’s troubled marriage is a topic best
suited to discussion amongst trusted intimates, not broadcasted widely for public
comment.

The same kind of moral reasons plausibly should inhibit strangers inquiring about
one’s pregnancy or possible childhood traumas. In this way, the general charge of
being ‘nosey’ seems to naturally invoke some norm of involvement. Similar
reasoning may help explain what can seem objectionable about celebrity news
coverage. We end up being privy to details of another’s life that we should not
know. It forces a degree of ‘intimacy’ that is both entirely artificial and
unwarranted. (This raises the possibility that the woman in the restaurant may
herself act inappropriately by talking too loudly, and thus intruding on the other
patrons, who can’t help but overhear. The norms of involvement are a two-way
street.)

‘Nosiness’, however, usually suggests an active interest in seeking out private
information, and so doesn’t account for the full range of relevant norms. It isn’t just
that the waiter shouldn’t be prying for information, silently sidling up to the table to
eavesdrop, though, of course, he shouldn’t do that either.17 There are different ways
to ignore others. One would be to manage one’s attention to avoid learning some
things about them. But sometimes we learn about some private matter despite our
best efforts.18 Perhaps the waiter merely overhears the woman’s confession as he
refills the water (and without lingering too long or ‘‘tuning’’ his ears to their
conversation). A different way of ignoring, however, is to manage one’s attention to
a fact, once learned. Certain parallels are instructive. Consider an instance where,
through no fault of one’s own, one sees another person naked. Since, by hypothesis,
one is not at fault, one did not violate any norm of attention. But, by the same token,
one shouldn’t attend to that visual data. If one were to then picture the person naked,
they might be attending to something they should ignore. Similarly, jurors are often
instructed to ignore some fact they’ve learned, because it’s been deemed
inadmissible. They learned it and so might not be able to forget it, but it should
still be ignored now, and a juror who attends to, say, testimony struck from the
record, is in the wrong.

Blaming activities can thus vary in how much or how badly they involve
misdirected attention. For the waiter to accost the dining woman is to take up her
perceived wrongdoing into the center of one’s attention, as he’ll be ignoring the
other things he might attend to (e.g., patrons at his other tables, the status of their
orders, whether it’s close to his break time, his plans for tomorrow). This is to give a
lot of attention to something he should ignore, arguably making it worse than
privately condemning her behavior to himself as he heads over to check on another
table. A passing thought, entertained, may count as attending to something one

16 In general, there are plausibly a range of reasons that are all connected to the value intimate
relationships bestow in all the various ways they do.
17 To the extent that we justifiably expect our luncheon conversations to be private there may be
additional reasons that restaurant staff have to ignore them.
18 Though I think it’s fair to say we are often nosier than we let on.
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should ignore, but if one’s attention is quickly redirected elsewhere, the fault is
comparably minor (and, indeed, may garner no criticism for no one else will know it
occurred).19 Similarly, a co-worker asking for too many details about one’s
weekend might not call for any response for the simple reason that low-grade
wrongs should be ignored in general (perhaps out of a concern for charitability or
kindness). Someone’s cutting in line may be brushed off for similar reasons (the
reader’s judgments about specific cases may vary).

Finally, meddling can sometimes be justified. While the norms of involvement
restrict the attention we should give to the activities of others, they do not act in
isolation. There are plausibly standing norms to attend to moral reasons of
significant strength. If we should always attend to that which is most worth
attending to, then a good candidate for our moral attention will always be substantial
wrongdoing. So, it should be no surprise that even if waiters meddle should they
attend to the conversations of their patrons, they can be justified in doing so when
matters are serious enough.20

We can bring out this point by observing the relevance of stakes.21 Even if it’s
clear that the waiter should not attend in the case of her confessed affair, it seems
clear that he has more reason to attend in the case of her bullying, abusive language
directed at her friend (all things being equal). Indeed, as the confession the waiter
overhears concerns more serious moral matters, he has more reason to butt in than to
stay out of it. Much would depend on the specifics, of course, but serious moral
wrongs seem to remove the obstacles to justified blaming behavior. (And more.
Plausibly the waiter could have a duty of some kind to notify proper authorities.)
The severity of the offense reasonably outweighs the usual reasons against undue
attention. While those restrictions often favor ignoring the transgressions of others,
when significant factors are present, such as serious wrongdoing, those reasons
against blaming can be defeated.

On my diagnosis, then, meddlesome blame isn’t always inappropriate. But this is
what we should expect. The appropriate ways of regarding and interacting with
others will be affected by a wide array of moral considerations, tempering or
exacerbating our reactions, modulating our responses, shaping and coloring our
conduct and thought.22 Nonetheless, my view gives us a simple picture of what goes
wrong with meddlesome blame (when it does go wrong). Such blame is merely a

19 Alternatively, as discussed earlier regarding Clifford’s habits of attention, passing thoughts and
notations may violate no norm of attention, especially if dismissed in turn.
20 One might think at this point that the waiter only meddles if matters aren’t serious enough. That is, if
the couple at the table is discussing a terrorist plot or a hastily committed crime, those things are his
business in virtue of their seriousness. I’m inclined to disagree, and hold fast to the idea that what counts
as meddling is largely dictated by the relationships involved. Be that as it may, nothing in my argument
hangs on this point. If one prefers, one can assume that meddling as a wrong simply disappears in the face
of serious moral matters, rather than being outweighed by them. It will still be true that blamers in such
cases both (a) have more reason to attend than to ignore and (b) blame appropriately.
21 [Note withheld for blind review].
22 The relevant norms here may thus plausibly fall into the great class of imperfect duties, whose reach is
wide and pervasive, but whose content is imprecise and highly contextually sensitive. Or we might treat
responding to such norms as a particular kind of virtue (cf. Bommarito 2013; Radzik 2012).
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species of meddling in general, in which one gives attention to something one
should ignore.

4 Hypocrisy and priorities

While it is natural to think of meddling as involving misdirected attention, it is less
obvious why attention is relevant to hypocrisy. Certainly, our relationships to others
are not particularly salient. We all too regularly complain of the hypocritical
behavior not just of public figures, but our intimates and associates, too.23 Rather,
hypocrisy is usually framed as an issue regarding a certain kind of conflict or
inconsistency. A hypocritical blamer blames others for something she routinely does
herself, like when the chronically tardy complain of another’s late arrival. This is
just the ‘pot calling the kettle black’, and invites the target of the blame to say
something like, ‘‘You’re one to talk—you do it all the time!’’

However, the wrong of hypocrisy is not, in my view, primarily about the
conflicting judgments or stances. Instead, I think the basic idea is that the hypocrite
is pursuing mistaken moral priorities, and so focusing on the wrong thing. Consider
a plausible hypocrite: the television evangelist sermonizing against greed and sin,
while stuffing his own pockets.24 He needn’t have any conflicting judgments.
Indeed, when pressed, he may freely admit to his sinning ways, thinking sin a tragic
but inevitable element of the human condition. But a hypocrite he would remain, for
he takes to the airwaves to rail against the sins of others, focusing a significant
portion of his time and energies to blaming others rather than straightening his own
conduct. The charge of hypocrisy highlights his attention to the wrongdoing of
others while his own moral house is in disorder.

This reasoning applies to more straightforward cases of hypocrisy as well. Recep
Erdogan’s condemnation of Syria’s Bashar Assad’s use of chemical weapons, when
his own regime was suspected of doing the same, struck many as deeply
problematic.25 One problem with Erdogan’s public statement may be a lack of
sincerity. He may only be pretending to blame in order to score political points or
for some other ulterior motive.26 But the wrong of insincere blame would seemingly
be limited to public blame. If I resent others for slights I routinely commit, but never
publicly condemn or engage with them (perhaps because they are far afield from my
daily activities), my blame still seems problematic despite no interaction with those

23 Though it strikes me that we tend to get more exercised about hypocrisy in the public sphere than the
private. This may be partially a function of the additional reasons we have within our private relationships
to understand and accept one another, and partially a function of the ways in which public hypocrisy often
involves more serious overt blaming behavior.
24 Intuitions about whether specific cases count as instances of hypocrisy may vary. Since I’m interested
in the moral inappropriateness of blame generally, I’m prepared to treat hypocrisy quite liberally. Thus, it
doesn’t really matter whether particular cases count as hypocrisy in some particular sense so long as they
are worth explaining alongside other paradigmatic cases.
25 See Herstein (2017) for a discussion of Erdogan and hypocrisy.
26 As Wallace (2010) notes, ‘hypocrisy’ has its etymological roots in ‘play-acting’ (308).
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I blame.27 So, a more basic explanation of how hypocritical blame goes wrong is
needed.

My suggestion here is that the basic problem with hypocritical blame is that one’s
blame of others has taken precedence over a reevaluation of one’s own attitudes and
conduct. The principal moral defect is a failure to prioritize the proper moral
features of one’s situation. The chronically tardy friend should modulate her blame
because she has strong moral reasons to attend to and remedy her own problematic
attitudes toward punctuality and her resulting behavior. Similarly, Erdogan should
prioritize refraining from the use of chemical weapons and seeking reparations or
ameliorations for his wrongful conduct, rather than criticize the misdeeds of others.
What the pot should do is polish itself, not critique kettles.28

Thus, not only is self-blame insufficient to negate hypocrisy,29 for the preacher’s
acknowledgment of his wrongdoing does not justify his blaming behavior, but
hypocrisy is generated primarily by one’s activities rather than one’s standing
judgments. It is not just a failure to live up to one’s standards or generated by one’s
inconsistent beliefs. I might hold conflicting moral judgments, thinking some group
blameworthy for what they do way while not drawing the same conclusion about
myself. But this epistemic failure doesn’t fund a significant moral criticism until I
do something (in some broad sense).30 Suppose Maggie is our chronically late
blamer. If she blames her friend, then she judges that her friend shouldn’t be late.
And, yet, Maggie herself is routinely late. If her friend shouldn’t be late then neither
should Maggie. So, Maggie is inconsistent. But such inconsistency doesn’t get at the
real problem with hypocrisy. Consider morally objectionable discrimination.
What’s deeply wrong about racism is not that one is treating alikes differently. In
this it doesn’t differ from any such mistaken differentiation. Rather, the problem is
that the racist fails to accord another the respect they deserve. That is the source of
the deep moral problem. A racist does not improve their moral position by denying
moral standing to everyone. While this may make them consistent, this seems a
trivial accomplishment in the face of serious and substantial moral failure.

Similarly, even should Maggie resolve the inconsistency, she will not improve
her moral position unless she resolves it in the right way. If she realizes that in

27 Todd (forthcoming) makes a similar point in observing that blame can be hypocritical even when
directed at fictional characters (with whom, of course, one cannot interact).
28 Here I echo similar points made by Wallace (2010), by which I’ve been influenced. He argues that
hypocritical blamers have a ‘‘practical commitment to critical self-scrutiny’’ (326), so we agree that such
blamers are flouting some moral demand to clean up their own act. But Wallace draws no general
connections between hypocrisy and other forms of problematic blame, as is part of my aim here.
29 Bell (2013) notes that a blamer’s familiarity with the wrongdoing in question can shed additional light
on the matter or give the criticism extra weight. One’s own past misdeeds, then, may actually put one in a
better position to blame, at least when properly incorporated into one’s other moral activities.
30 Wallace raises a similar point regarding inconsistency of attitudes and behavior (2010, 309–311). To
reiterate from the previous section on meddling: I treat ‘activities’ more broadly than the natural reading
of ‘behavior’. Thus, attending to something counts as an activity; it’s something one engages in, in a way
that distinguishes it from dispositional states. One can blame someone only dispositionally, since
currently one feels no anger or resentment. Such blame is not an activity, on my use of the term. If one,
however, is blaming another, and thus attending to their wrongdoing, they’re engaged in an activity of
blaming, even if they perform no overt blaming actions.

M. King

123

Author's personal copy



blaming her friend she’s being hypocritical and so gives up blaming, she hasn’t
much improved her moral position, since the underlying problem (of neglecting her
inconsiderateness) remains. Responding to a charge of hypocrisy in such a way
would fail to take seriously the full extent of that charge.

A further reason to look elsewhere for the moral wrong is that the inconsistency
involved in all cases of hypocritical blame is of a piece. It doesn’t vary with the
severity of the behavior. One is just as inconsistent whether one blames only others
for their coffee maker usage (when one does the very same thing) or for the use of
chemical weapons (when one does the very same thing). We should expect,
therefore, that the wrong of hypocrisy would be similarly of a piece. But hypocrisy
is worse the more serious the shared offense is. Compare Erdogan’s apparent
hypocrisy with ‘‘Don’t roll through the stop sign; come to a complete stop,’’ said by
someone who often does the very same thing. There is a big difference between
hypocritical blame for driving less carefully and for mass murder. The inconsistency
doesn’t vary between the cases, and so doesn’t seem to provide us with grounds for
explaining the variance. We can easily explain this variance, however, if the
hypocrite is getting his priorities wrong. It would be worse to neglect major moral
faults to criticize others than to neglect minor ones.

The problems I’ve raised so far apply to any view that locates the wrongness of
hypocrisy in inconsistency. For example, Fritz & Miller (2018) argue that
hypocritical blamers have a ‘‘differential blaming disposition’’ (122). Roughly,
hypocritical blamers are (unjustifiably) disposed to blame others but not themselves
for the same norm violations, thereby (at least implicitly) rejecting the impartiality
of morality and equality of persons (125–127). But, as they themselves recognize,
this approach does not distinguish between those who have the differential blaming
disposition with respect to small violations and those who have it with to large
violations; both are equally at fault.31 Moreover, as the problematic feature is
dispositional, the view seemingly cannot distinguish between a hypocritical blamer
and a would-be hypocritical blamer (the latter of whom doesn’t blame).32 Finally,
since the view is constructed in terms of moral norms, it seemingly can’t explain
what’s wrong with hypocritical blame for non-moral violations (which, presumably,
take no stand on the moral equality of persons). Yet, such blame seems
objectionable in the same way as in explicitly moral cases.33

So, while hypocritical blaming does often depend on the blamer’s own misdeeds,
it isn’t their inconsistency that’s at issue, but rather that those misdeeds should be a

31 They believe their account leaves open whether two equally hypocritical blamers could nonetheless
differ in terms of the fault manifested in their blame (130, No.29), but it is entirely opaque how their view
might manage that distinction.
32 One could be disposed to blame others for some norm violation without being disposed to blame a
particular person for that norm violation. So, it seems A could have the relevant differential blaming
disposition without counting as blaming B, insofar as A is not disposed to blame B at all (perhaps in an
infatuated A’s eyes B can do no wrong). This is a separate concern from the fact that on their view there is
no difference between a hypocritical blamer (one who doesn’t blame oneself) and an inconsistent one
(who blames one person but not another for the same infraction).
33 Anyone who’s lived with someone who tended to criticize for domestic habits they routinely exhibited,
or even ones of similar scale, will recognize the significance of non-moral hypocrisy.
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priority of the blamer’s attention, not others’ wrongdoing. When blame is
hypocritical, the charge is that one is attending to the wrong things. Hypocritical
blaming is thus an instance of a more general case of failing to have one’s moral
priorities straight.

In fact, while many hypocritical cases are so striking because the moral
blemishes of the blamer are precisely the sort for which they are currently blaming
others, this isn’t a requirement. Sometimes the degree of culpability or viciousness
of some agent might be especially salient, and it may be so severe so as to throw the
justification of blaming into doubt. Consider the proverb of the mote and beam.34

Jesus admonishes his disciples against beholding the ‘mote’ in others’ eyes while
not considering the ‘beam’ in their own. Though a rich proverb for interpretation, it
plausibly cautions against blaming others for comparatively less serious wrongs. We
might imagine dinner at the despot’s house, where he is chastising his son for lying
about having done his homework, only to have some of the ruler’s recent atrocities
thrown in his face. Arguably, the despot is himself displaying a kind of hypocrisy in
blaming his son’s conduct, though he is surely right that his son shouldn’t lie and, let
us suppose, that he is not himself a liar. Indeed, this case is interesting precisely
because the father’s horrible crimes are not relevant vis-à-vis the son’s transgres-
sion, and yet it surely strikes us as odd to take moral criticism (or advice) from one
so thoroughly lacking in moral sensibility. The despot’s moral priorities are very
much out of order. His own moral transgressions, and the fact that they are so much
more severe than the fairly trivial scholastic fabrication, means that his moral
priorities should be focused primarily on cleaning up his own act. Indeed, as the
proverb concludes, one should remove the beam and then attend to the mote. In
other words, we should privilege moral improvement (or at least, conducting
ourselves well) over blaming others.

Whether or not the despot is justified in privileging his son’s transgression or his
own turns on which is the more serious moral matter, as well as on further attendant
features. (For instance, we might think that an important role of parents is to help
guide their children toward moral improvement and enhanced sensibilities. So the
despot ought to, as his father, be drawing the child’s attention specifically to the
wrongness of his lying.35 Or, in a variant of the case the son might reply, ‘‘I can’t
believe you’re blaming me for that, mother has just collapsed on the floor!’’).
Whether one should or should not prioritize another’s wrongdoing is a complicated
affair. My main claim with respect to hypocrisy is simply that, where the charge
sticks, and where it is a moral failure, the blamer has good reason to neglect their
blame for more pressing priorities. This may explain why some of the best instances
of hypocrisy, like the preacher (or demagogue), seem to involve individuals who are
engaged in a project of blaming others. They are shaping their activities around
criticism of others while neglecting some serious moral fault of their own. In the
context of constructive critical dialogue, however, there may be further reasons to

34 Matthew 7:1–5.
35 My thanks to Bénédicte Veillet for noting this aspect of the case. However, given the massive moral
faults of the despot, I’m inclined to think such reasons are likely to be outweighed. Intuitions may differ.
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attend to that blame and criticize despite one’s own failings. Indeed, we might even
expect this to be a feature of our intimate relationships, where reasons against
hypocrisy will be more likely outweighed by other considerations.

Thus, hypocrites are mainly guilty of being engaged in the wrong project. The
natural response to hypocrites is to point out their own bad behavior. To do so is an
attempt to reorient their attention, to indicate precisely where their efforts ought to
be directed. In the simplest cases, like Maggie’s, we direct her to the need to correct
her constant lateness. In cases where the wrongdoing is admitted, like the
televangelist’s, we orient him to privileging his pursuit of virtue properly over the
blame of others.

Of course, an alternative strategy for the hypocrite would be to focus on both
their blameworthiness and their original target’s. But I think that a potential blamer
who truly engages with her own wrongdoing is simply less likely to continue
blaming. Though one can of course blame oneself (dispositionally) while blaming
another, it is much harder to be actively blaming both oneself and another. Recall
the role of attention in the activity of blaming. When one is blaming another without
blaming oneself, one is focused on their wrongdoing but ignoring one’s own. If one
were to focus on both—to attend to both wrongs at once—it would naturally alter
the dynamic of the exchange. Were Maggie actually feeling guilty about her
tardiness, the usual tones and tenor of her blame would likely soften. We’d expect
her blame to be more sympathetic, or perhaps to take the shape of constructive
criticism, frustration, or some other response lacking the frequent harsh character of
angry blame.36 Indeed, it would be surprising if really attending to one’s own
blameworthiness didn’t lead one to seriously consider the value of blaming the
other, or perhaps abandoning that activity for more worthwhile pursuits.

Too often discussions of hypocrisy employ a caricature of our practices. One
party blames another and the latter calls foul on the blamer’s hypocrisy. Their blame
is ruled inadmissible; end of exchange.37 Indeed, even off the page, charges of
hypocrisy are often used to shut down further interaction. It’s not hard to see why.
Being blamed is typically unpleasant, so it would certainly be convenient if there
were a way to short circuit the exchange, to silence one’s critic rather than engage in
the substance of the charge.

We should be wary, however, both of allowing the targets of blame unilateral
power to dismiss charges and silence critics, but also of failing to represent the full
range of our moral practices. Often criticism takes place within a dynamic context
of exchange over time, wherein both parties levy charges and counter-charges, parry
accusations, and put forth apologies. For the hypocritical blamer, attending to their

36 I have throughout remained neutral on the nature of blame, as I think it’s a distraction from the matter
at hand. One could insist that blame must involve ‘‘angry’’ attitudes, and so deny that a softened response
still counts. This makes no difference to my argument here. I set the scope in terms of familiar cases of
meddlesome and hypocritical blame, treating blame rather broadly. Those who adopt a narrower view of
blame are free to translate my position to apply to meddlesome and hypocritical responses to the
blameworthy. I’ll simply note that I think overly narrow characterizations of blame are implausible, given
the vast variety of our responses to the blameworthy, all of which seem to me perfectly ordinary examples
of blaming another.
37 My own examples are not immune to this charge—feel free to make your own hypocrisy joke.
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own wrongdoing is apt to mitigate their original responses, and their further
responses are apt to be less objectionable as a result. Imagine that, on being
confronted with the friend’s charge, Maggie acknowledges her own wrongdoing.
She might say, ‘‘You make a good point, and I should really consider how my time
management affects others. Indeed, we should talk about that next. But you, too,
haven’t taken seriously enough the inconvenience your tardiness causes me.’’ In
such cases, even the initial blame looks much more appropriate.

Relatedly, however, for the targets of hypocritical blame, it isn’t enough to levy
that charge and then shut down conversation. One should be open to the substance
of the complaint and not ignore one’s fault simply because it is highlighted by the
wrong person. There can be value to the complaint, even if one is also warranted in
trying to reorient the blamer’s attention to more serious moral matters. Indeed, if we
should generally prioritize acting rightly, then we, too, could misattend by focusing
on another’s hypocrisy rather than attending to our own faults. All this suggests that
it is a mistake to treat badly organized priorities as demanding one’s full and
exclusive attention. Thus, ultimately, while hypocritical blame is usually objec-
tionable, the charge of hypocrisy shouldn’t generally end all critical engagement.

5 Conclusion

Meddlesome and hypocritical blame are not just procedurally mistaken or formally
inappropriate. They are morally objectionable. This is made plain by the ways in
which we are exercised by such blame. It offends and angers us in just the way
typical of moral wrongdoing. To account for how such blame goes wrong, then,
requires an accounting of the moral faults involved.

The framework I have proposed locates these faults in misguided attention. Both
are wrongs in which we attend to that we should ignore. For meddlesome blame, the
reasons arise out of the norms that structure our personal relationships. Other things
equal, we should regulate our involvement in the lives of others, restricting our
concern to those with whom we share the mutual vulnerabilities of intimate
relationships. Of course, sometimes things aren’t equal, and in such cases we have
greater reason to attend than ignore.

For hypocritical blame, the reasons concern our moral priorities. There is a
general principle favoring attending to conducting ourselves rightly in the world
over attending to the faults of others. Where hypocritical blame is objectionable, we
find that the blamers have strong reason to correct their own conduct and seek self-
improvement. As such correction ought to be their moral priority, highlighting their
own bad behavior serves to reorient their attention to more important things. As
with meddlesome blame, however, sometimes the reasons will favor blaming, even
though such blame bears the usual hallmark inconsistencies of hypocrisy. Moreover,
despite its familiar invocation, often the charge of hypocrisy does not in fact justify
ignoring the hypocrite’s blame.

My proposal also suggests that it is a mistake to think that the best way to explain
the wrongness of meddlesome and hypocritical blame is via the loss of the blamer’s
standing. Since the wrong is plausibly located in reasons to direct our attention in
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particular ways, such blame looks more like it is simply unjustified, rather than
lacking in a special right or authority. I haven’t, however, argued for such a claim
here. If one prefers, one can treat the above as my explanation for why such blamers
lack the standing to blame. I’ll simply note that it’s unclear just what the standing to
blame is on such a construal.38
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