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Abstract 
There are cases thought to illustrate that appropriate blame requires special standing. One might lack the 
standing to blame another because the fault is private and one is a stranger or because one is guilty of the 
very same offense and so one’s blame would be hypocritical. But despite its prevalence as an explanation of 
what goes wrong in such cases, the standing to blame itself has been given relatively little attention. The aim 
of this paper is to cast doubt on the standing to blame. It considers a range of plausible interpretations and, 
finding each wanting, concludes that those who wish to endorse the standing to blame owe us more by way 
of a characterization and defense. In raising this challenge, the paper motivates an alternative explanation of 
the cases. 
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Suppose Huey, an inveterate liar, has been recently lied to by his associate, Louie. Huey delivers some 
choice words about the dishonesty, but Louie cuts him short, saying, “Who do you think you are, blaming 
me for lying? You do it all the time!” Louie’s complaint is that Huey is being hypocritical: blaming him for 
something Huey routinely does himself. Hypocrisy is a canonical example of inappropriate blame despite 
the target being nonetheless blameworthy. 

A related example concerns meddlesome blame. Perhaps Lee admonishes his co-worker Sara for 
losing her temper with her child during ‘bring your child to work day’. Sara may be blameworthy for 
having done so (let’s assume it was an overreaction), but she may still be right to insist that Lee mind his 
own business, thereby deflecting his criticism of her. 

It is common to use these hypocritical and meddlesome cases to illustrate that legitimate blame 
requires the blamer to have the standing to blame. The notion of the standing to blame, however, has been 
given relatively little explicit attention; usually it is casually cashed out in terms of rights, entitlements, 
authority, or jurisdiction.1 The widespread consensus in the literature is thus that hypocritical and 
meddlesome blame are inappropriate because the blamer lacks the standing to blame. 

I disagree. While hypocritical and meddlesome blame are often inappropriate (though, 
importantly, not always), this fact is not best explained by the notion of standing. Indeed, I’m skeptical that 
there is any right to blame such that its lack could explain the example cases. Thus, my aim in the present 
paper is to cast doubt on the standing to blame. I argue that on its plausible interpretations it fails to 

																																																								
1 See Coates & Tognazzini 2013; Cohen 2006; Dworkin 2000; Friedman 2013; Radzik 2011; Smith 2005; Watson 2013. 
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properly explain the cases and thus those who wish to endorse the standing to blame owe us more by way of 
a characterization and defense. In raising this challenge about the standing to blame, I offer an alternative 
picture that better explains where the hypocrite and meddler go wrong. 
 In Section 1, I present an initial picture of the orthodox view to meddlesome and hypocritical 
blame in terms of the standing to blame. Despite its popularity, little has been said explicating the standing 
to blame explicitly. Most accounts treat it as a sort of intuitive right or authority, one that disqualifies 
would be blamers who lack the requisite standing. I also sketch a contrasting alternative view, to better 
highlight what I take to be distinctive about the orthodox view. 

In Section 2, I consider a range of possible interpretations for what that right to blame could be, 
raising concerns about each. While I cannot show conclusively that no such positive characterization is 
possible, I argue there are sufficient grounds to be skeptical about the standing to blame. 

In Section 3, I reinforce that skepticism by developing my alternative approach, one that that seeks 
to explain what’s inappropriate about meddlesome and hypocritical blame in terms of norms of attention – 
norms that have nothing to do with rights, authority, or jurisdiction. I argue that meddlesome and 
hypocritical blamers, rather than being disqualified, are only unjustified under the circumstances. 

Finally, in Section 4, I make some further comments on the standing to blame generally, including 
taking up the worry that I’ve mischaracterized the orthodox view. 
 
 
 

1. What is the standing to blame? 
The extant literature takes the relevance of the standing to blame as obvious. Consider a hypocritical blamer 
like Huey. It is clear that Huey can’t blame Louie appropriately, and Louie is correct to call him out on his 
hypocrisy. The standard explanations for this appeal in some way to standing: 
 

“The general idea here is that there may be facts about the person who is blaming that 
undermine her standing to blame. It's not her place, she isn't well positioned, she doesn't 
have the authority, and so on” (Tognazzini & Coates 2016); 
 
“[T]here is fairly widespread agreement that in cases of hypocrisy…the would-be blamer 
lacks the standing to blame” (Coates & Toganazzini 2013: 203); 
 
“This question [‘Who are you to blame me?’] directly challenges…the blamer’s status to 
blame anyone for the particular sort of wrongdoing in question. That status is often 
referred to as either the ‘standing’ or ‘authority’ to blame” (Friedman 2013: 276); 
 
“Rather than denying blameworthiness, the person criticized denies the interlocutor’s 
standing to express blame” (Radzik 2011: 173); 
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“A natural proposal is that we assume that moral critics are not guilty of the same failings 
that they criticize in others because their standing to engage in such criticism would 
otherwise be undermined” (Wallace 2010: 318); 
 
“Did he have the right, the requisite standing, to condemn the Palestinian terrorists, in the 
terms in which he did?” (Cohen 2006: 120, writing of an Israeli spokesperson). 

 
So far, however, appeals to the standing to blame have outstripped analyses of it. Indeed, it is striking how 
little has been said to characterize just what it is exactly. And it isn’t obvious that everyone is talking about 
the same thing. It is common to treat it as a kind of right2 or entitlement3 to blame. Sometimes, no more is 
said to specify that right. Sometimes, we’re told the standing to blame is an authority, suggestive of a 
jurisdiction within which that authority is exercised (Darwall 2006, 2010).4 On the other hand, some take 
that authority to be no more than a special permission to engage with the target of the blame (Raz 2010). 
Other approaches model the standing to blame on some other notion of standing, such as legal standing in 
common law (Sabini and Silver 1982). Just as only some have the requisite status to file suit and the right to 
have their case heard, so, too, is the class of individuals that may legitimately blame restricted. 

This is actually a somewhat disparate set of characterizations. But they do share a common core. 
Each suggests that the standing to blame is a special status that corresponds to the blamer’s position exclusive 
of others. One can’t blame appropriately unless one has the requisite status (with the accompanying right, 
authority, or jurisdiction). Call this the orthodox view. As I understand it, the orthodox view seeks to explain 
what is inappropriate about meddlesome and hypocritical blame in terms of (1) the blamer lacking a right to 
render blame, and, furthermore, (2) that the blamer’s disqualification is signaled by and explains why the 
blame may be disregarded by the target. 

In the next section, I consider some candidate interpretations for what the right to blame might be. 
In each case, I argue that either the interpretation is independently implausible or explanatorily inadequate. 
But first I want to sketch a contrasting picture to the orthodox view. 

In broad strokes, a better explanation of what goes wrong with hypocritical and meddlesome blame 
is that the blamers are misconducting themselves. That is, they are unjustified under the circumstances: they 
have more reason not to blame than to blame. There are various ways to develop such a proposal, 
depending on one’s favored view of blame, on which I intend to remain (mostly) neutral.5 What matters is 
that on such an alternative approach, that the blamer would be hypocritical or meddlesome counts against 
blaming (or engaging in blame-related activities). In this way, the inappropriateness of the blame is 
explained, not by some loss of status, but by the overall balance of moral considerations. Such blamers 
aren’t disqualified; they just shouldn’t blame. 

																																																								
2 Cohen 2006. 
3 Dworkin (2000); Radzik (2011). 
4 On the jurisdictionality of blame, see Coates & Tognazzini (2016). 
5 I will assume throughout that blame can be privately held, and so need not include an overt performance or behavior. In 
addition, I’ll argue for the relevance of attention to blaming (see below, section 3). 



	 4	

Such a view takes a different tack to the nature of the fault of meddlesome and hypocritical 
blamers. It suggests that they are more like blamers in a third kind of case. Suppose Macy is attending her 
friend Penny’s wedding. Last week, she found out that recently Penny had violated her trust and done so 
for selfish reasons. A few days ago, Macy confronted Penny about the transgression, and the latter 
apologized. Nonetheless, Macy hasn’t yet forgiven her; indeed, she’s plausibly blaming Penny all week. 
Despite the fact that Penny is blameworthy, however, it would still be inappropriate for Macy to blame her 
at Penny’s wedding. If she were to stand up and object to the proceedings because of the wrong Penny did, 
she would herself do something wrong. (Her date might well advise her that this is neither the time nor the 
place.) Moreover, it isn’t just that Macy shouldn’t interrupt the wedding and cause a scene. Even if she 
were to keep her mouth shut and just privately fume while the cake is cut, she would still be doing 
something inappropriate. Other things equal, weddings are occasions to focus on the happy couple and 
celebrate. So, she should be attending to those positive features and resist, as much as possible, blaming 
Penny right now. Later, under more appropriate circumstances, she can resume objection. 

Of course, it isn’t always the case that Macy should avoid blaming. If the wrong is serious enough, 
perhaps she should boycott the wedding entirely. Or perhaps she should let her ire show during the 
rehearsal dinner and storm off. What Macy ought to do in each case is determined by the severity of the 
wrong and the other attendant moral features. So, we should expect that altering those features can change 
the appropriateness of her blame. But this is precisely what the alternative approach predicts. And it 
predicts it not only of Macy’s case, but of meddlesome and hypocritical blame, too. 

None of these factors, of course, can change the fittingness of her blame. Whether Penny merits 
blame is settled by whether she is blameworthy.6 The considerations that bear on whether and how Macy 
ought to blame her, how she ought to handle that blame, are importantly independent of whether her 
blame is warranted. But the orthodox view has the very same commitment. The striking commonality 
between meddlesome and hypocritical blame is that both can be inappropriate even when the target is 
clearly blameworthy. Thus, it should be no surprise that the relevant explanation for that inappropriateness 
will be independent of an explanation of the blamee’s blameworthiness. After all, it is clear that in both 
cases the problem is generated by something to do with the blamer herself, and such facts would be odd 
conditions on the blameworthiness of another.7 

So much for a sketch of the alternative approach. In order to motivate it, I next consider how best 
to understand the right to blame. 
 
 

2. Rights, entitlements, and authority 
I don’t think there is a right to blame. That isn’t to say one is never justified in blaming. Rather, blame just 
isn’t something to which one has a right. But, I won’t argue here that we don’t have a right to blame. I’ll 
just suggest that it isn’t at all clear that we do. Since my aim is to place the onus on proponents of the 

																																																								
6 I take it this is true regardless of whether we should analyze blameworthiness in terms of fitting blame or vice versa. 
7 Thus, standing-less cases show that if we are to understand blameworthiness in terms of the appropriateness of blame, we must 
restrict the notion of ‘appropriateness’ in some way, else we end up committed to claiming that targets of hypocritical blame are 
in fact not blameworthy or not blameworthy with respect to particular blamers. 
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orthodox view, it should be enough to consider some possible interpretations of what a right to blame could 
look like and show that none look particularly plausible. I’ll conclude this section by sketching some further 
doubts regarding a general right to blame. 

It might seem obvious that the right approach is to model the standing to blame on standing in other 
contexts, like the standing to bring legal suit or the standing to command (i.e., authority). The problem 
here is that standing in those contexts is an enabling condition on the very activity involved. The status 
makes possible the pertinent activity; one cannot do it without the requisite standing. So, for example, it 
isn’t that one is unjustified in bringing suit if one lacks the standing to do so, one simply cannot bring suit. 
One can go through the motions, and so try to bring a legal charge, but one will fail. Similarly, one can act 
as if one is commanding a subordinate, or try to do so, but without the relevant authority, one simply fails 
to command. 

Of course, it sometimes takes time to determine whether or not one can bring suit (or has the 
requisite authority). Litigants may dispute the matter in court over months or years. And it can often look 
like one has brought suit. But even if one has filed the requisite paperwork and argued their case in court, 
should one ultimately be denied standing, then one never did bring suit. All that has happened is that we 
have figured out what was true when the original actions took place. In this way, it is no different than 
annulling a marriage because the groom was already married. He was never able to get married again; we 
just didn’t know that at the time. 

In contrast, hypocritical and meddlesome blamers, even if they lack standing, do not fail to blame. 
It’s precisely their blame to which we’re objecting. At most, the oft-used claim that such blamers “cannot 
blame” is to be interpreted as that they cannot legitimately or appropriately blame. But that’s a different 
complaint than is captured by reference to legal standing or concepts like authority. Compare: A sheriff 
outside her jurisdiction cannot arrest anyone, though she can certainly illegitimately detain someone. Here, 
blame is more like ‘detain’ than ‘arrest’. If all that the standing to blame refers to is a right such that one 
who has it can blame appropriately, then it doesn’t illuminate a distinctive criterion on appropriate blame. 
Of course we’re unjustified in unjustifiably blaming others. 

Rejecting the idea that the standing to blame should be modeled on standing generally is itself a 
significant result. Much of the intuitive force of the orthodox view, I take it, comes from referring to the 
standing to blame as a kind of standing. But if the most natural parallel notions of standing have the wrong 
structure to apply in cases of supposedly standing-less blame, then that intuitive appeal is undermined. 

Moreover, this result extends beyond formal hierarchical structures, like legal systems and chains of 
command. Even informal social statuses, to the extent that they serve as enabling conditions on certain 
performances or actions, will fail to suit the phenomena here, for they plausibly are themselves modeled on 
the more formal structures. There are those who argue that people can be silenced by way of being unable 
to perform certain speech acts because of their social status (Langton 1993). Others argue that the speech 
acts we in fact perform are dependent on the kind of uptake they receive from our audiences, which will 
depend on many contextual and conventional factors (Kukla 2014). If we interpret blame as a particular 
kind of speech act, then, perhaps standing would be required in order for it to play its proper conventional 
role and have its proper effects on others (whatever those might be). While I’m persuaded that what we can 
do with words often depends on our statuses and associated conventions, I’m unconvinced that this helps 
the orthodox view at all. First, since meddlesome and hypocritical blamers seem to blame just fine, the 
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problem isn’t with their being successful. Rather, it is a moral problem with their perfectly normal blame. 
So, while I can allow that there might be a way of blaming or blame-involving speech acts that are enabled 
by our social statuses, such a view gets the target cases wrong, inasmuch as it relies on enabling conditions. 
Second, we blame in broader ways than by saying things, and yet these broader ways of blaming remain 
problematic when meddlesome or hypocritical. For example, as I elaborate below, such blame is 
inappropriate even when held privately (and so no speech act is involved). Thus, whatever its other merits, 
understanding the standing to blame along speech act lines will not handle the full range of phenomena.8 

If we abandon parallel notions of standing, we’ll have to examine a different sort of entitlement or 
right to blame, one that needn’t invoke the idea of authority or jurisdiction. Not just any right will do. In 
evaluating the options, it’s useful to start with the classic Hohfeldian classification of rights: claims, 
privileges, powers, and immunities. Each of these categories has a correlate category that helps elucidate the 
class. Claims entail duties on others. My rights over my car include at least some rights that place duties on 
others not to use or abuse my car. 

Privileges are freedoms to act without duty. The correlate category in this case is the lack of a 
claim. One holds a privilege to act so long as no one holds a claim with respect to that action. I am at liberty 
to watch whatever movie I want tonight insofar as no one has a claim on me that I do otherwise. 

Powers change the rights of others. Power of attorney is the ability to affect who has claims and 
obligations and privileges with respect to another person. Powers entail liabilities, since one’s own rights 
can be changed by one who holds a power over you. 
 Immunities are protections against one’s own rights being changed by another, and they correlate 
with disabilities. The right of a witness against self-incrimination protects the witness from being ordered to 
self-incriminate by the court. The court is disabled and thus doesn’t hold a power over the witness (in this 
respect). 
 While useful for explicating many normative relations between persons, none of these categories of 
rights explains what goes wrong with meddlesome and hypocritical blame. In each instance, either there 
plausibly is no such right to blame or such a right cannot explain what would make blaming without the 
right inappropriate. 
 
Privileges 
Having dispensed with modeling the standing to blame on standing elsewhere, the most plausible remaining 
interpretation is as a privilege: to have the standing to blame is to be at liberty to blame, lacking a duty to 
refrain. The orthodox view appeals to lack of standing to take issue with the blamer’s conduct, thereby 
reflecting the fact that such blamers lack permission to blame.9 Moreover, as a privilege, we might expect 
there to be little discussion of when blamers possess the requisite standing, because there will be no 
objection in such cases. With no violated duty present, such blamers can blame freely. So perhaps this 
would explain the relatively little explicit attention the standing to blame itself has so far received. 

																																																								
8 My thanks to an anonymous referee for suggesting this objection. For more on ethical dimensions of blaming speech acts, see 
King and van Roojen 2013. 
9 Raz (2010) is explicit about this, taking the relevant authority involved in standing to be a special permission (though he is 
concerned with the notion of standing generally). 
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But if the standing to blame is a privilege, then the orthodox view has the wrong explanatory 
structure. To have a privilege to do something is merely to lack a duty to refrain from doing it. On the 
assumption that we can replace ‘duty to’ with ‘conclusive moral reason not to’, then privileges (which are 
equivalent to no-duties) are themselves explained by not having conclusive reasons against. Likewise, failing 
to have a privilege is explained by having conclusive reasons against. In both arrangements, however, the 
explanatory work is done by the relevant reasons rather than the privilege itself. The privilege is a 
conclusion to be drawn from the features of the moral landscape rather than an independent element of it. 

So, if we try to explain the inappropriateness of some episode of blame, it will not help to point to 
the blamer’s lacking a privilege. Lacking the privilege to blame is equivalent to having some duty not to 
blame. An appeal to the lack of standing, therefore, merely rephrases what we seek to explain, why the 
blame is inappropriate, rather than explaining it. It is of no help at all to explain some instance of 
inappropriate blame is by citing the fact that the blamer wasn’t permitted to do it. 

Moreover, it is usually useful to denote privileges only against some background duty that doesn’t 
apply under the circumstances. It is certainly permissible for a friend to pay another friend a compliment, 
but it would be otiose to suggest that one has the right to do so. A privilege makes most sense where the 
presumption ought to be that the given conduct is prohibited. Blaming, however, is not something from 
which we should be generally prohibited. We could, in general, be prohibited from yelling at others or 
punishing them without special permission to do so. But even if yelling or punishing were kinds of blame, 
they wouldn’t exhaust the wide range of ways in which we blame others that nonetheless can be 
objectionably meddlesome and hypocritical. 

Finally, if permissions are best marshaled against a general prohibition, the orthodox view faces 
something of a puzzle. Standing isn’t relevant in the same way to both meddlesome and hypocritical blame. 
In meddlesome cases, the idea is that most people lack the standing to blame and only some (e.g., friends or 
wronged parties) can legitimately blame. For meddlesome blame, then, we might plausibly treat the 
standing to blame as a privilege belonging only to those few. But now consider hypocritical blame. In such 
cases, the idea is that most have the requisite standing; it is only hypocrites who do not. It’s hard to see how 
appealing to a privilege is helpful in explaining what’s wrong with hypocritical blame, since there seems to 
be no general duty not to blame to which having the privilege could count as an exception. And if there 
were such a duty, hypocritical blamers would actually resemble the general case rather than being the 
exception. This suggests there is no sense of standing as a privilege that could account for both meddlesome 
and hypocritical blame.10 
 
 
Claims 
Other candidate interpretations fare even worse. Understood as a claim, the right to blame would place 
duties on others. This might account for some features the standing to blame supposedly has. For instance, 

																																																								
10 One could be a kind of pluralist about the two phenomena, and insist that they aren’t inappropriate for the same reason. But 
such a move abandons the ambition of the orthodox view. Such a move would also be compatible with my argument, since I’m 
raising a skeptical challenge to the idea of the standing to blame, not necessarily a standing to blame, for every possible 
understanding of standing. 
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some have claimed that the standing to blame is the right to have one’s blame acknowledged (Friedman 
2013). Perhaps the right to blame is a claim that others have a duty to acknowledge the hurt or injury. It 
isn’t clear to me, however, why this would apply third-personally. Why would I be required to recognize 
to you my wronging of someone else? And yet there can be both appropriate and inappropriate third-
personal blame.  

We might instead interpret the duty as one to have the blame itself acknowledged.  As Friedman 
writes, the standing to blame is “the entitlement to have one’s blame heard and responded to by other 
members of the moral community” (2013: 281). While there may indeed be such an entitlement, such a 
notion is insufficient to explain what’s objectionable about hypocritical and meddlesome blame. 

First, standing-less blame seems no less objectionable if held privately. Huey’s blame of Louie is 
inappropriate regardless of whether he confronts Louie about the lie. Similarly, Lee’s blame need not be 
expressed to Sara for it to count as meddlesome. The problem with meddlesome blame can be reflected in 
more or less wholly psychological activities. To some this may sound perplexing, as ‘meddling’ does invite 
comparisons with ‘interfering’, but the core of meddling is having an undue concern with something. When 
we complain about the meddling relative, it isn’t just that they have interfered. Indeed, I would argue it 
isn’t even the primary complaint. The basis of our objection is that they shouldn’t be concerning themselves 
with the matter at hand; they shouldn’t even be paying attention. Notice, for instance, that “mind your 
business” is no less apt when directed at someone merely looking one’s way (or turning an ear toward one’s 
conversation). In such cases, there is nothing expressed by the observer, and observing another could hardly 
be considered interference. Instead, the relevant complaint is that the observer should redirect their 
attention elsewhere by literally shifting their gaze.11 

If the standing to blame refers us to duties of others to give due consideration to our blame or 
moral complaint, the fact that we lack such a duty (since the blamer has no standing) leaves mysterious what 
should be morally problematic about such private blame or about cases that involve no blame at all. I might 
have no duty to give your blame notice, since you lack the standing, but if your blame is also private, or if 
there is no blame involved at all, there is nothing relevant to which to give notice. 

This observation points us to a second more general worry about interpreting the standing to blame 
as a claim right. Claims are most helpful in elucidating the duties of others, not what makes right-less 
conduct wrong. That is, they help explain why it’s wrong for others to do (or fail to do) something.  If I 
don’t have a claim-right on this car, then that doesn’t explain why it’s wrong for me to use it (I may have 
only a privilege to do so). Similarly, a claim that others recognize my blame could explain what makes those 
who ignore it wrong, and it could also explain why it wouldn’t be wrong to ignore my blame if I lack the 
claim. But if I have no claim on you with respect to my blaming, we have no explanation for why my 
blaming would be morally objectionable. A claim-right gives us the wrong perspective for explanation. 
 
 

																																																								
11 Concerns of privacy no doubt overlap or partially inform complaints of meddling. Here, too, we can see attention’s important 
role. Consider the frequent trope of the romantic comedy, wherein one or more of the newly acquainted characters must change 
clothes in a shared space. This often involves either commands to ignore (e.g., “Turn around!”) or blocking one’s view (e.g., 
hanging a sheet to divide the space). The reasons one has to respect another’s modesty, for instance, surely apply not only to 
averting one’s eyes but also to not imagining what scene behind one looks like. 
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Powers and Immunities 
It’s perhaps most implausible that the right to blame would be a power or immunity. These are rights that 
alter another’s normative situation. Because blaming is not something that changes rights, powers and 
immunities appear to have the wrong scope. The blameworthy’s normative situations are not altered by 
being blamed. If they have duties to apologize or make amends, such duties plausibly arise from being 
blameworthy (or having acted wrongly), not from someone’s specific blame. And it would seemingly have 
to be specific blame to make sense of why the standing to blame varies from person to person. 
 
 
So, what kind of entitlement is the standing to blame? I’ve suggested that for each category of right, either 
there plausibly is no such right to blame or else such a right would not explain what the standing to blame is 
supposed to explain. I cannot exhaustively show that no such understanding of the right to blame is viable. 
Instead, I offer these criticisms as an invitation for proponents of the orthodox view to specify the nature of 
the standing to blame, as well as indicating why skepticism that such a project will succeed is warranted. 
 
 
 

3. A plausible alternative 
Even justified skepticism isn’t terribly satisfying without some alternative to consider. Since I’m skeptical 
the orthodox view is the right way to explain the target cases, it’s worth developing the alternative 
approach I favor in further detail.12 
 It begins by noting that blaming is an attentive activity. Blame involves, among other things, a 
narrowing of focus on the wrongdoer in light of her wrongdoing, often to the exclusion of other, perhaps 
positive features. When we’re angry at someone, for instance, we’re apt to think about their other faults 
rather than mitigating considerations. If blame is attentive, however, then if we have reasons to direct our 
attention in various ways, blaming could be inappropriate because it involves inappropriate attention. 

My alternative approach argues that meddlesome and hypocritical blamers attend to the wrong 
things. Just as Macy goes wrong at the wedding by attending to Penny’s wrongdoing instead of the more 
pressing positive concerns of the ceremony, we can extend the same reasoning to meddlesome and 
hypocritical cases. In the case of meddlesome blame, the blamers are attending to something they ought to 
ignore. In general, our attention to the lives of others should be modulated by the relationships we have 
with them. These norms of involvement give us reasons to stay out of the lives of others, norms meddlesome 
blamers flout. 

In the case of hypocritical blame, the blamer is critiquing others when their attention and efforts 
ought to be directed at improving their own conduct. Indeed, I argue that hypocritical blame is best 
understood as running afoul norms counseling improvement of one’s own moral house, which I call norms of 
priority. These norms can be found expressed in familiar idioms: ‘The pot shouldn’t call the kettle black’; 

																																																								
12 A fuller defense of the view can be found in King (ms). 
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‘People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones’; ‘Don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the walk’.13 In short, 
hypocrites are failing to address their own faults, which ought to take priority over critiquing others. What 
the pot should do is polish itself. 

I should say at the this point that since my aim is to unify a range of cases of inappropriate blaming, 
I will not be a chauvinist about the terms ‘meddling’ or ‘hypocrisy’. After all, we were directed to the 
relevant phenomena by examining some cases. Since we cannot take for granted that such cases are special, 
I prefer a more general approach. Thus, some readers may react to some comments below as if they don’t 
belong to an account of meddling or hypocrisy proper. I am happy to forego a neat package of cases for a 
more inclusive and illuminating account, which seems to me well worth whatever one loses in 
terminological tidiness. 
 
Meddling 
We stand in various relationships with others, at varying distances of intimacy. The closer one is to another, 
the more one should pay attention to them, and vice versa.14 It is expected that good friends will be 
involved in one another’s life in ways that mere coworkers or neighbors are not. Members of the same 
family tend to lead lives that intersect in multitudinous manners with one another, where each is expected 
to be involved in the cares, concerns, and projects of the others. In contrast, while intimates should get a 
greater share of our attention, strangers plausibly shouldn’t occupy our attention much at all. Obviously, 
we shouldn’t pretend they don’t exist or fail to take seriously how our actions might affect them. But, just 
as obviously, we have reason to ignore the faults of those around us because our attention ought to be 
directed elsewhere. We can refer to the reasons that direct our attention in ways structured by the 
relationships around us as norms of involvement. 

Consider again the coworkers Sara and Lee. Lee’s admonishment seems much more appropriate, 
other things equal, if he is also a close friend or Sara’s spouse. In such cases, it wouldn’t make sense for Sara 
to instruct him to mind his own business, for these are the sorts of relationships that typically justify 
interposing oneself in the affairs of others. Certainly not all affairs; intimates can meddle, too. But the 
involvement appropriate for some does not extend to all. As just a coworker, if Lee’s blame is 
meddlesome, it’s because he’s involving himself inappropriately in Sara’s life. Since it seems we can 
modulate the propriety of the blaming behaviors by modifying the degree to which the blamer is already 
involved in the target’s life, we have support that the norms of involvement are doing real work. 

These norms highlight the fact that strangers typically should not occupy our attention in the way 
our intimates do.15 We have reason to ignore their moral mistakes, and, indeed, greater reason the more 
removed they are from our lives. This is not because of some special authority or right blame requires that 
we would lack, but more simply that the direction of our attention should be sensitive to our closeness with 
others. We might explain such reasons in terms of the importance of privacy, or on the ways in which 

																																																								
13 I don’t take these idioms to be perfectly equivalent to one another. Rather, they strike me as highlighting interesting subtleties 
to which a full account of hypocrisy should be sensitive. My ambitions here are more limited. 
14 These assertions are all ceteris paribus. Particular relationships may vary in substantial ways without undercutting the 
generalizations. 
15 See Sommers (2013) for a related line of thought, though put to different purposes. 
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certain relationships are structured by a mutual vulnerability to the attitudes of the other. Regardless of its 
grounding, it’s an all too familiar idea that as our relationship with another changes, so does the degree to 
which we should pay attention to them. 

A proponent of the orthodox view might object that the norms of involvement merely explain the 
conditions on standing. Close friends and siblings have the standing to blame Sara for the way she handles 
her child, while coworkers do not, which is just what the orthodox view predicts. But it’s a mistake to think 
the norms of involvement disqualify any would-be blamers at all. Instead, they express a certain kind of 
moral consideration that weighs up with others to inform what a person ought to do. 

To see this clearly, observe the relevance of stakes to meddlesome blame. For example, suppose 
that instead of snapping at her child, Sara physically assaults her. Now, Lee’s blame is no longer 
inappropriate. Moreover, not only does the appropriateness of his blame shift here, the higher we raise the 
stakes the more reason Lee will have to butt in then to butt out (and, symmetrically, the more we lower the 
stakes, the less appropriate). 

Relatedly, we should expect that verdicts will be more difficult when the stakes are intermediate. 
Well short of physical assault, it is unclear whether particularly harsh words might suffice to make Lee’s 
blame appropriate. We can best explain the spectrum of cases if what is relevant to the appropriateness of 
blame in each is a matter of degree rather than kind, which is precisely how the norms of involvement 
operate in contrast to issues of standing. 

In addition, we should expect on this view that two independent factors, neither of which would 
render one’s blame inappropriate on its own, could nonetheless render blame inappropriate in combination. 
Perhaps blaming a coworker would be mildly meddlesome (e.g., it concerns their shopping at stores with 
bad labor practices), but it would also be piling on, as her boss has just berated her over an accounting 
error. Blame with either one of those factors is not inappropriate, at least not to the degree it is with both. 

The relevance of stakes is hard to capture on the orthodox view. If I lack the right to do something, 
I’m in some important sense disqualified from doing it. But whether or not meddlesome or hypocritical 
blame is inappropriate varies with the stakes involved, even as the statuses of blamer and blamed do not. 
Compare the status of a sheriff. Her lack of authority isn’t affected by the seriousness of the crime. She 
cannot arrest and investigate outside her jurisdiction regardless of whether it’s theft or murder. But what 
we should pay attention to is obviously a function of the strength of the reasons we have to pay attention 
versus the ones we have to look away. 

The alternative approach to meddlesome cases has other advantages. As we observed above, private 
meddling can also be inappropriate. Suppose Lee doesn’t admonish Sara but spends the rest of the day 
attending to the transgression, privately directing disapprobation her way. That he only attends to the 
matter privately does not make the wrongdoing any worthier of his attention. To the extent that such blame 
is also inappropriate, the norms of involvement can easily explain why, as they are essentially norms of 
attention and concern. 

Second, norms of involvement are plausibly not limited to blame. One can involve oneself in 
another’s affairs in a variety of ways, any one of which might implicate inappropriate attention. Suppose 
that instead of blowing up at her child, Sara demonstrates poise and calm understanding in response to the 
child’s acting out. Lee’s praise of Sara might be equally intrusive and warrant the same sort of reply (“Mind 
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you own business!”).16 The norms of involvement in fact predict that there should be all sorts of ways of 
misattending. Such reasons plausibly explain what’s inappropriate about invasive personal questions, like 
asking a stranger about her pregnancy or how she got a facial scar. 

Thus, the alternative approach has a virtue of generality that can help shed light not only on a 
narrow set of inappropriately meddlesome cases, but also on a range of issues involving inappropriate 
blame, both public and private, as well as on further responses, like praise. 
 
 
Hypocrisy 
It can be tempting to think that whatever’s wrong with hypocritical blame must lie in the inherently 
conflicting commitments involved. On the one hand, blamers like Huey (who blamed Louie for lying) must 
think that the target has acted badly or wrongly so as to warrant blame. On the other hand, since Huey 
himself lies, he must think it isn’t wrong. This, of course, is too quick. I often (appropriately) blame others 
for conduct that I do myself. I blame friends for letting me down or complain that a driver has shown 
insufficient care despite the fact that I, too, have let friends down and shown insufficient care. So, it isn’t 
simply that one blames for something one does oneself that makes hypocrisy problematic. 

Naturally, I don’t take myself to be justified when I let a friend down. So perhaps hypocrisy lies in 
blaming another for something one does oneself without also blaming oneself. This is a tempting 
interpretation, but it isn’t quite right either. It may apply to a narrow conception of hypocrisy, but I think 
we should cast the net more widely. Consider a plausible hypocrite: the televangelist, sermonizing against 
the evils of greed while at the same time stuffing his own pockets. He might readily admit to being sinful, 
and so guilty, but his condemnations would remain inappropriate, and for roughly the same reasons as 
Huey’s. 

I suggest that where Huey and the preacher go wrong is that they are prioritizing the wrong things. 
Hypocrites attend to the faults of others when they ought to be attending to their own. The charge of 
hypocrisy can be seen then as an attempt to reorient their attention to the project of rectification. Instead of 
straightening out his own moral conduct, the televangelist takes to the airwaves to condemn and censure. 
Huey is blaming another rather than working on being more honest. 

Why is it the case that blame ought to give way to self-improvement? The basic answer is that it is 
more important (ceteris paribus) to do better than to be accurate with one’s blame. That our attitudes are 
correct is usually insufficient to justify expressing or engaging in them. Sometimes there are bigger concerns 
that ought to occupy our attention. Of course, it needn’t be the case that we should never blame, even if 
we can never render our own lives free of wrongdoing. Yet, it can also be true that we ought to marshal 
our criticisms carefully, ensuring that the weight of our responses, the circumstances under which we 
deliver them, and the worth of such activities relative to other goals and values, justifies our response. We 
might motivate the concern here by appealing to a virtue of kindness or moral humility, that our default 
dispositions should be toward more compassionate responses to others.17 

																																																								
16 This is compatible with its also being the case that meddling blame is more apt to spark that reply than meddling praise. 
17 After all, there is some truth to the recommendation that ‘if you haven’t anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.’ 
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We can, of course, do two things at once. It is thus possible to blame another for something one 
does while also striving to correct one’s behavior. But given blame’s attentive nature, it is more difficult to 
blame another while at the same time keeping one’s own wrongdoing clearly in focus. Strikingly, however, 
when someone does do both things at once, they no longer seem hypocritical, at least when done 
proportionately. For instance, if Huey’s blame takes the form of a mild reprimand, while prefaced with 
acknowledgment of his own failures and a vow to improve, such blame seems far less inappropriate. 

Is such blame less hypocritical as a result? One might think that once the apparent inconsistency is 
resolved the hypocrisy is thereby remedied. As I hinted at earlier, this follows if we understand hypocrisy as 
depending on a kind of incongruence. But we shouldn’t take the explanation of why hypocritical blame is 
inappropriate, when it is, to necessarily rely on such inconsistency. Indeed, the norms of priority provide a 
better explanation for two main reasons. First, they make plausible predictions about a range of related 
cases. Second, we have independent reason to doubt the relevance of inconsistency. 

If the principal fault of hypocritical blamers is that they have mistaken moral priorities, then their 
inappropriate blame will not be fixed if they resolve the apparent inconsistency or when they also blame 
themselves. As we saw, the televangelist’s blame of the greedy is nonetheless inappropriate like Huey’s. But 
some similarly inappropriate blame involves no inconsistencies at all. A tyrannical dictator might admonish 
his son for lying to his mother about having done his homework. His blame, too, is inappropriate, and we 
can imagine the son calling him out on this by recounting his recent atrocities. Despite the fact that the 
despot may be very honest and forthright, his moral priorities are very much out of order.18 As the proverb 
recommends, do not behold the mote in another’s eye while ignoring the beam in your own.19 We should 
be attentive to our own flaws and give correcting them priority over examining the flaws in others. 

Perhaps more interestingly, the norms of priority predict that blame can actually be appropriate 
even when the blamer fails to recognize their own faults. Consider: “Who are you to blame me for driving 
drunk? You never wash the dishes?” The blamer may be oblivious to their admittedly minor domestic 
transgression, and they might even hold fully inconsistent judgments on the matter, but given the 
comparative seriousness of the target’s wrongdoing, there’s nothing objectionable about the blame here.  

Moreover, regardless of whether the blamer’s conduct matches the target’s wrongdoing, the 
account predicts that as we increase the severity of the blamer’s transgressions, their blame becomes less 
and less appropriate. Consider, “Who are you to blame me for driving drunk? You run a dog-fighting ring!” 
I’m not particularly confident about whether the response here is justified. But such uncertainty is what we 
should expect given the more comparable wrongs. As we continue to raise the wrongs, we should expect 
the blame to look more and more inappropriate (e.g., “Who are you to blame me for driving drunk? You 
shot at three people as you robbed a bank!”). 

My view of hypocrisy implies that the hypocrite’s inconsistency is not central to what makes his 
blame inappropriate. The hypocrite can of course be inconsistent. To judge another blameworthy without 
recognizing that oneself is similarly blameworthy is inconsistent. But this inconsistency doesn’t seem to get 

																																																								
18 More familiar examples might include a politician’s moral pronouncements when we doubt their general character, even if they 
are not themselves guilty of a specific failure in the relevant regard. I think we’re apt to treat hypocrisy fairly broadly when we’re 
motivated to discredit the blamer. 
19 Though our accounts of hypocrisy otherwise differ, Wallace 2010 invokes a similar commitment to self-scrutiny. 
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at what’s morally wrong with hypocrisy. Consider a parallel with racial discrimination. The moral problem 
with racism is not that one is failing to treat likes alike. That kind of formal failure attends equally to my 
failing to sort similar screws similarly. The source of the moral problem with racism is that the racist is 
failing to accord another the respect they deserve. It isn’t really about inconsistency at all. The racist does 
not improve his moral position if he denies moral standing to everyone. Of course, we might say of such a 
person something like, “Well, at least he’s consistent.” But at best this is very faint praise. Indeed, it looks 
like something of a non sequitur. Who cares if someone is formally consistent if that consistency denies the 
basic consideration due all persons? We might as well console ourselves with the fact that he’s also a snazzy 
dresser or good at math. Naturally, we can recognize the importance of consistency for careful and critical 
reflection, or as a kind of epistemic virtue. But an inconsistent reasoner who gets to many substantive moral 
truths is really no worse vis-à-vis morality than an impeccably consistent thinker who gets things massively 
wrong. And since hypocrisy is a moral fault, we can only account for its moral seriousness, the way it 
exercises us, if we can isolate the moral problem with it. Inconsistency, as such, seems mostly irrelevant on 
this score. 

Moreover, rather than varying with severity, the inconsistency in hypocrisy is all of a piece. One is 
just as inconsistent whether one blames another for their habitual tardiness (where one does the same thing) 
or for their disregard of civilian casualties (where one does the same thing). If what’s wrong with hypocrisy 
is driven by inconsistency, we should expect the wrongs to be of a piece. But hypocrisy is worse the worse 
the wrongdoing. There is a big difference between hypocritical blame for lying and for murder. We can 
explain the variance all too easily, however, if the hypocrite is getting his moral priorities wrong. It would 
be comparatively worse in blaming others to neglect major faults than minor ones. After all, the value of 
blaming others for committing atrocities is no doubt easily swamped by that of committing them oneself, 
whereas, for peccadillos, say, that comparison might be far more equitable. 

This isn’t to say inconsistency is irrelevant to hypocrisy. But rather than explain its wrongness, it 
acts more like a heuristic. Pointing it out directs the blamer’s attention to their own failings. Hypocrites are 
essentially engaged in the wrong project. (That might be why those like the televangelist or political actors, 
who invest so much practical energy in blaming strike us as particularly galling examples.) The apt response 
to hypocrites is to point out their bad behavior, to reorient their attention and indicate just where their 
efforts ought to be directed. 
 
 
 

4. Sitting down to blame 
So far, I’ve tried to raise doubts that the best explanations of what’s inappropriate about meddlesome and 
hypocritical blame will invoke the notion of a right to blame. I began by running through the most plausible 
candidates for what such standing would look like. Modeling it on other notions of standing is unpromising, 
and other plausible interpretations of a right to blame fail as well. Though a full defense would require 
further details, I’ve tried to motivate an alternative explanatory approach so as to reinforce that skepticism. 
A better explanation of where meddlesome and hypocritical blamers go wrong concerns their misdirected 
attention, when they have more reason to ignore rather than focus on the wrongdoing of others. 
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 But what if we weaken our understanding of the standing to blame? A proponent of the orthodox 
view might insist that standing was only ever meant to refer to the idea that some blamers have facts about 
themselves that render their blame inappropriate. My alternative approach, then, isn’t really an alternative, 
since it uses facts about blamers in its explanation of where their blame goes wrong. If that’s the case, 
however, then the standing to blame looks superfluous. Consider the most common conditions cited for 
possessing the standing to blame. They are: (1) a non-hypocrisy condition; (2) a non-complicity condition; 
and (3) a ‘business’ condition.20 These three conditions don’t appear to ground an independent notion of 
standing; rather, they designate familiar instances in which blame of the blameworthy is nevertheless 
inappropriate.  Compare an account of right action that had the following conditions: (1) a no murder 
condition; (2) a no stealing condition; (3) a no assault condition…and so on. These are just familiar 
instances of wrong action; not conditions on permissible action. And it would be otiose to explain that the 
jewel thief acts wrongly because he lacks the standing to take the diamond. Likewise, if the standing to 
blame amounts to no more than being not hypocritical, complicit, or meddlesome, there is little to 
recommend that the way to understand the inappropriateness of the blame must be in terms of lacking a 
right, entitlement, or authority. 
 There’s a different objection to consider. Here, I have argued that meddlesome blame and 
hypocritical blamers are often (though, importantly, not always) unjustified. But some proponents of the 
orthodox view might complain that I’ve simply changed the subject. For some, the issue of the standing to 
blame is precisely not about when it’s morally permissible to blame others. Consider G.A. Cohen, who 
writes, “My topic is not when it’s morally permissible or obligatory to condemn, and it is not part of my 
view that it is always bad or wrong for someone who is not in a position to condemn to condemn” (2006, 
119, n.10). Cohen is seemingly not interested in what I’m interested in. So maybe my alternative approach 
isn’t an alternative at all. 
 However, I don’t think we can stipulate in advance what is relevant to some inquiry. When we 
theorize, we’re beholden not just to the phenomenon we want to explain but also to related phenomena 
that a more general theory would have to explain. If a theorist complains that a theory misses a level of 
explanatory generality, it does no good to reply that all we’re interested in is the narrow case. One can’t 
insist that the target is distinctive when that’s precisely the claim under dispute. This is doubly so if no good 
positive characterization of the target is forthcoming. I dispute that meddlesome and hypocritical cases 
should be treated differently from other sorts of inappropriate blame. It cannot be fairly assumed, 
therefore, that my account misses the distinctiveness of the cases, since that is the very claim I’m rejecting. 

The recalcitrant response would be to maintain that there just is something distinctive. We can see 
it in the familiar complaint: “Who are you to blame me?” When Macy confronts Penny at her wedding, the 
warranted response is something like, “You’re bringing this up now?” rather than “Just who do you think 
you are?” I find that my introductory ethics students like to argue or explain via rhetorical questions. Since 
questions don’t assert anything, however, this strategy leaves the exact nature of the claim unexpressed. In 
fact, I advise my students to avoid rhetorical questions, for it leaves open answers to the question that 

																																																								
20 See Tognazzini & Coates (2016). Also sometimes mentioned is a “moral fragility” condition, wherein we lack the standing to 
blame due to moral luck or some similar feature. While less often appealed to, the moral fragility condition looks like a 
counterfactual hypocrisy condition (“there but for the grace of God go I”). 
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contradict the one they favor. In the case of the supposed distinctiveness of the standing to blame, the 
questions involved mask the true complaint, that the blamer is misattending in some way. In the face of 
being asked, “Who are you to blame me?”, it’s appropriate to say something like, “I am an evaluator of 
conduct, blaming you for your wrongdoing.”21 This seems a sensible answer, regardless of one’s meddling 
or hypocrisy. At least, it seems to put the burden on the blamee to refine just what their complaint actually 
is. If instead the question is, “Why aren’t you attending to your proper concerns?” or “Why aren’t you 
prioritizing correcting your own faults?”, the previous answer will not do. These latter questions take us to 
heart of the matter, one in which the standing plays no role. 

A further objection might take issue with my methodological constraints. It might complain that 
I’ve hamstrung the orthodox view by remaining neutral about blame.22 Perhaps on particular conceptions of 
blame standing’s relevance will be more apparent. For example, if blame involves righteous anger,23 then it 
would make sense to suppose that blaming another involves at least an implicit claim about what one is 
entitled to do. 

In response, I’ll simply note that it isn’t obvious to me that blame is best understood as righteous 
anger, and it would prejudice a discussion of the standing to blame to presume one’s preferred, but 
contested, view about the nature of blame. Furthermore, it strikes me that such a view ought to be 
contested, as a good many things seemingly count as blame without being instances of righteous anger. At 
any rate, resolving that question would take us too far afield from the present discussion. Fortunately, we 
needn’t settle the matter, for even if we consider blame only as righteous anger, such a view is inadequate 
to our task. The orthodox view, on such an assumption, narrows considerably so as to only apply to cases of 
righteous anger. The standing to blame would thereby transform into the standing to feel (display? express? 
be disposed to?) righteous anger. But even if there is such a right, it won’t be useful for explaining our 
target cases for the simple reason that one can be meddlesome and hypocritical without being angry, much 
less righteously so. If one can engage in meddlesome or hypocritical blame without anger, as it seems one 
can, even if there were a standing to blame of that sort it wouldn’t explain the inappropriateness of the full 
range of relevant cases. 

I suppose one could instead insist that blame is always righteous, whatever its other content, so any 
instance of blame carries an implicit commitment to entitlement. But I’ve taken pains to cast doubt that 
there is any such entitlement, so it seems to me infelicitous to build that notion into one’s very conception 
of blame. Indeed, I’ll go still further and say that such insistence gets the dialectic backwards. If skepticism 
about the standing to blame is otherwise justified, we have reason to reject any view of blame that builds 
righteousness (understood as a standing-like entitlement) into the very concept on the grounds that it 
appeals to something that isn’t there. 

																																																								
21 Might this just be a hidden appeal to standing? Perhaps it is our status as fellow moral agents that grants us the right to blame (as 
Darwall 2006 suggests). However, this would be a mistake. Remember that the standing to blame must involve a status one has 
exclusive of others in order to explain what it is that meddlesome and hypocritical blamers lack. But whatever is wrong with 
meddlers and hypocrites, they don’t cease to be fellow moral agents. If one’s status is something one can never lack, it isn’t going 
to explain the relevant cases. I’m not arguing that there is no such thing as standing, for any possible standing, just for skepticism 
about the standing to blame. 
22 My thanks to an anonymous referee for raising this worry. 
23 For views on which blame involves righteous anger, see Wolf 2013. 
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As a final comment, I’ll merely add that a further reason for suspicion about the standing to blame 
concerns our own vested interest in not being subject to another’s blame. It would surely be convenient if 
we could silence would-be critics by compromising their supposed standing. Once silenced, we would need 
make no good faith effort to engage with the substance of their criticism or respond to its potential merits. 
Moreover, whatever interest we might have in being free of the blame of others could certainly figure into 
motivated reasoning for the denial of some categories of blamers. We should be wary of the moral risks 
involved in disqualifying those that would blame us fittingly.24 Not all such blame will be justified, of 
course. But neither will all meddlesome and hypocritical blame be unjustified. 

Still, I have only argued for skepticism about the standing to blame. As I haven’t ruled out all possible 
interpretations of what that standing could be, I can’t claim to have done more than cast doubt on its 
explanatory relevance to meddlesome and hypocritical cases. I think there is a more promising alternative 
approach. But no matter the prospects for my preferred view, proponents of the orthodoxy seemingly owe 
us a more concrete account of just what the standing to blame is. Here, I hope to have established some 
obstacles to that task.25 
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