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PR EFACE

Many of us feel uneasy about the way people talk in public about 
morality and politics. We suspect that most people sense something 
is going wrong in these discussions. But beyond pointing to var
ious cases of excessive shaming, rushes to judgment, and other bad 
behav ior, it’s hard to describe exactly what the problem is.

This book offers a diagnosis for a significant cause of bad behav
ior in public moral discourse. Much of our discourse is so awful be
cause it consists of moral grandstanding— roughly, the use of moral 
talk for self promotion. Don’t get us wrong. We think moral talk is 
a good thing. People need to be able to talk about justice, freedom, 
equality, and the right thing to do. But we need to do so in ways that 
do good, and not just make ourselves look good. Grandstanders are 
too concerned with the latter.

Grandstanding is not associated with any particular political out
look. People with all sorts of views can and should come together 
to condemn grandstanding. It’s not a partisan phenomenon. It’s a 
human phenomenon. If you’re honest with yourself, you can prob
ably think of times when you were at least tempted to grandstand. 
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(We certainly can.) A  once enthusiastic participant in the online 
culture wars recently reflected on his history of grandstanding:

Every time I would call someone racist or sexist, I would get a 
rush. That rush would then be reaffirmed and sustained by the 
stars, hearts, and thumbs up that constitute the nickels and 
dimes of social media validation.1

This admission is both striking and bizarre. Why do we participate 
in such rituals? Why do we care whether our moral talk earns tokens 
of approval from people, many of whom we barely interact with? 
And why are we willing to throw people under the bus to get that 
approval?

This book is our attempt to make sense of grandstanding, and to 
tell you what we’ve learned about it over the past five years. Using 
evidence from the social and behavioral sciences, we’ll explain why 
people grandstand and why it takes the forms it does. Using the 
tools of moral philosophy, we’ll argue that grandstanding is a moral 
problem on all three major moral theories: it has bad consequences; 
it is a way of failing to treat people with respect; and it is not vir
tuous. Finally, using a bit of both science and philosophy, we’ll talk 
about why grandstanding is a problem in politics, and what we can 
do to improve our moral discourse.

Some readers will have noticed that we mentioned the internet 
and social media. That theme runs throughout the book. But this is 
not a book about social media. It is a book about moral talk. Moral 
grandstanding is not a new phenomenon, and it did not begin 
with the rise of the internet. But for better or worse, most public 
discussion about morality and politics now takes place on the  
internet, where it is easier than ever to find an audience for your 
demonstrations of what a good person you are. If mentions of social 
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media bore you, feel free to pretend that we’re all still meeting in 
person at the Forum to see who despises Carthage the most, or the 
salon to see who is most committed to Enlightenment values. The 
psychology and behavior are the same. The medium makes some 
difference, but grandstanding has been with us for a long time, and 
you will recognize what we have to say about it even if you’ve never 
touched a computer.

But we do think that moral talk is different now that so much of 
it takes place online. Why? We don’t have a tale to tell about new 
technology and the rapid decline of civilization, but our means of 
communication has likely had an impact on some features of our 
discussions. It is easier than ever to find an audience for your every 
thought, and to broadcast your message. Hundreds of millions have 
a platform to speak immediately to hundreds, thousands, or even 
millions of people. Because of this you also have more competition 
than ever for people’s attention. To stand out, sometimes you have 
to do something special. As we’ll discuss later, this has important 
effects on the content of our discussions.

It’s also become easier to find and consume moral and po
litical discussion. That means we’re probably exposed to more 
grandstanding now than ever before, even though there have al
ways been prolific grandstanders. In fact, instead of saying that 
grandstanding is easier to find than ever before, it might be more ac
curate to say that grandstanding is harder to avoid than ever before.

Finally, because it is now easier to find others’ moral talk, it is 
also easier to monitor and harass people with whom you disagree. 
Those who discuss ideas for a living are the most acutely aware of 
this fact. Journalists are routinely pummeled with hateful messages 
for writing things people don’t want to hear regarding their fa
vorite (or, alternatively, most despised) political figures. Academics 
who run afoul of the latest ideological trends in their fields are 
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threatened with professional excommunication and worse. And oc
casionally even unsuspecting bystanders will wander into the mine
field that is our contemporary culture war, and feel the wrath of an 
attention seeking mob.

For some, it takes being on the receiving end of others’ ag
gressive grandstanding to recognize— publicly, at least— that 
something is going wrong in public moral discourse. Our hope in 
writing this book is that you won’t have to find out the hard way that 
grandstanding is a moral problem. This book can show you what’s 
happening, explain why it’s wrong, and give you some idea of what 
you should and shouldn’t do about it.

Lubbock, Texas
Bowling Green, Ohio
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Chapter  1

 Moral Talk Is Not Magic

“How aBoU t YoU get cancer”

Children can be horrible to one another. They bully, ostracize, ridi
cule, tease, and name call. Many kids feel the need to win no matter 
who gets hurt, and respond to any criticism with aggression. They 
blame others when bad things happen, and gang up on those who 
are different.1

Many of the most important lessons we learn growing up are 
about how to treat people better. For most people, these lessons are 
effective. By the time we reach adulthood, most of us have learned 
to respect and empathize with others. However, many adults also 
learn to be selective in applying these lessons. Twitter offers a 
never ending supply of examples. In 2016, a two year old boy from 
Nebraska was killed by an alligator at a resort in Orlando, Florida. 
Tragic. Twitter user @femme_ esq, had another take, however, 
announcing to her twelve thousand followers:

I’m so finished with white men’s entitlement lately that I’m really 
not sad about a 2 [year old] being eaten by a gator [because] his 
daddy ignored signs.2
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On October 1, 2017, a gunman opened fire on the crowd at a con
cert in Las Vegas. The shooter killed 58 and injured 851 others. 
Again, tragic. Yet a CBS legal executive tweeted a different take, con
necting the Vegas shooting with the Sandy Hook school shooting 
which left 20 children dead:

If they wouldn’t do anything when children were murdered 
I have no hope that the Repugs will ever do the right thing. I’m 
actually not even sympathetic [because] country music fans 
often are republican gun toters.3

Starting in 2013, feminist media critic Anita Sarkeesian produced a 
series of videos criticizing the portrayal of women in video games. 
Her efforts were met with mountains of abusive tweets. A sample:

How about you get cancer.

Just putting it out there, you deserve all those death threats you 
are getting.

“Harassing” will continue and accelerate. We’re not going to stop 
until no one will openly admit to being feminist.

These were some of the tamer responses.4 Many involved threats of 
sexual violence, incitement to suicide, and death threats.

We have no trouble recognizing that this sort of behavior is un
acceptable from children. Imagine the horror you would feel upon 
discovering that your child told her friends she wasn’t even sad about 
a recent bus accident, since the kids on board were from a rival ele
mentary school. Or imagine learning that your child had threatened a 
classmate with sexual violence for criticizing his favorite video game.
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But many adults act as if this kind of abusive behavior is per
fectly acceptable when they discuss morality or politics. We don’t 
allow our children to mock, shame, or gang up on others. But if we 
mock, shame, or gang up on people who express moral views that 
we find offensive, that’s different. Or so these adults seem to believe. 
You don’t need to spend much time perusing social media, watching 
cable news, or discussing politics in mixed partisan company to 
know that public discourse is one big, rowdy adult schoolyard.

Perhaps you think this comparison between adult public dis
course and child misbehavior is naïve. Maybe you think it comes from 
a place of privileged ignorance. Sure, when people defend their moral 
beliefs and values, conversation can become heated. But that’s be
cause people care deeply about morality. And if you really care about 
what is right and wrong, then it shouldn’t bother you that moral talk 
can be rough. If someone expresses moral views that offend you, it is 
fair game to tell them in no uncertain terms that they are despicable. 
That’s just public moral discourse— the grown ups are talking.

We think people who take this view of moral talk are unaware of 
the damage that moral talk can cause. Much moral talk is good. But 
some of it isn’t. Let us explain.

mor al talk

By “moral talk” we mean communication about moral matters— 
topics like justice, human rights, and, more generally, who is morally 
good and what morally ought to be done. More specifically, moral 
talk might include any of the following:

 • Talk about rights, dignity, justice, and respect: “Immigration is 
a fundamental human right,” and “We need justice for Anton.”
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 • Talk about whether someone did something morally right or 
wrong:  “She did the right thing by calling out her accuser,” 
and “He certainly harassed all those women.”

 • Talk about how morally good or bad someone is:  “He was 
incredibly brave,” and “She is dishonest.”

 • Talk about what should happen to people who do good or 
bad: “She deserves all our admiration,” and “To hell with him.”

 • Talk about moral emotions:  “I am outraged that she told 
those vile lies,” and “I greatly admire him for the sacrifices he 
made for his family.”

 • Talk that recommends for or against social policies: “We have 
a duty to future generations to reduce carbon emissions,” and 
“Justice demands that we practice capital punishment.”

Such moral talk is extremely valuable. It is our primary means of 
bringing morality to bear on practical problems. We use it to warn of 
threats and identify people who do others harm. We publicly praise 
people who are worthy of trust. We spur positive social change with 
stirring speeches about our shared moral ideals. We influence the 
behavior of others simply by uttering phrases of moral condemna
tion. In short, moral talk is a powerful and important social tool for 
making ourselves, our neighbors, and our world better.

Since moral talk is so important, you might expect that it would 
be universally revered. At the very least, you would think that 
people would use the tools of moral talk carefully and responsibly, 
being sure not to deploy them for ill. That way, everyone would take 
moral talk seriously when it is needed. We would all know that when 
someone pulls out the big guns— appeals to rights, justice, dignity, 
respect, and so on— it is time to set petty concerns aside and have 
a serious discussion about important matters, unimpeded by trivia, 
ephemera, and personal squabbles.
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Unfortunately, many people use moral talk irresponsibly. They 
use it to humiliate, intimidate, and threaten people they dislike, im
press their friends, feel better about themselves, and make people 
less suspicious of their own misconduct. These are abuses of moral 
talk. The problem is not merely that people are being uncivil, but 
that they are co opting moral talk for inappropriate purposes. When 
people use moral talk this way, they turn a protective instrument 
against the very people it is meant to help.

Treating moral talk as a free for all hurts other people, some
times greatly, as we will explain throughout this book. Nasty moral 
talk is also destructive in another way. When it is common, people 
can become convinced that the whole practice of moral talk is not 
worth engaging in. To those who become so disaffected, moral talk 
comes to look like just a series of mean spirited and implausible 
claims. So they opt out.

But apparently, many people don’t see the downside of abusing 
moral talk. They act as if moral talk is always admirable (at least 
when their side does it). For these people, moral talk is magic. 
Invoking sacred words— justice, dignity, rights, equality, or honor, 
tradition, faith, family— magically transforms your nasty, abusive, 
selfish behavior into something heroic and praiseworthy. Want to 
be cruel to those people you don’t like and have your like minded 
peers congratulate you? Wrap your behavior in high flying moral 
language. Voila! Brave, Admirable, Speaking Truth to Power.

But moral talk is not magic. We do not have free rein to treat 
others badly simply because we are invoking sacred words, or be
cause we are showing in our own way that we care. Being morally 
outspoken is not itself an achievement. We are reminded of those 
who praise people for reading gossip magazines:  “At least they’re 
reading. Good for them!” Unlike most nasty moral talk, there may 
be nothing morally objectionable about this sort of reading. But it is 
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surely not admirable. Just as adults shouldn’t be credited for just any 
kind of reading, they shouldn’t be credited for just any kind of moral 
talk. Not all moral talk is laudable, and the world would be better if 
some of it went away.

Moral talk has a job to do. It has a point:  to help us become 
better people, treat others with the respect they deserve, and make 
our world a better place. But not every instance of moral talk helps 
us do these things. It’s possible to abuse moral talk. And when we 
do, we can end up undermining our efforts at moral improvement.

Using moral talk well requires understanding how it can go 
wrong. Some ways of abusing moral talk are more or less obvious. 
Name calling when you disagree with someone’s lifestyle or moral 
views is typically frowned upon. Most recognize that it’s wrong to 
tell someone she deserves to die because she committed a minor in
discretion. Some destructive forms of moral talk are subtler, though 
no less poisonous. This book is about one kind of poison to public 
discourse: moral grandstanding.

We will go into greater detail in the next chapter, but if you’re 
looking for a “bumper sticker” description, moral grandstanding is 
the use of moral talk for self promotion. To grandstand is to turn your 
moral talk into a vanity project. Grandstanders are moral showboaters 
trying to impress others with their moral credentials. To get a better 
sense of what grandstanding is, let’s look at some examples.

gr andstanding: from HarVeY 
weinstein to roY moore

Most readers will have a general sense of what grandstanding is, if for 
no other reason than the frequency with which the term is invoked 
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in contemporary politics. For instance, in 2013, then President 
Obama criticized congressional Republicans for grandstanding as 
they threatened to shut down the federal government over a dispute 
about funding for the Affordable Care Act. “This grandstanding has 
real effects on real people,” said Obama.5 The L.A. Times editorial 
board also accused congressional Republicans of grandstanding over 
their efforts to defund Planned Parenthood.6 The Brookings Institute 
called Mitt Romney’s rhetoric on Iran in 2012 grandstanding.7 Ross 
Douthat characterized then candidate Donald Trump’s pitch to his 
blue collar supporters as no more than “the perpetual distraction of 
Twitter feuds and pseudo patriotic grandstanding.”8 Trump’s 2016 
U.S. presidential campaign website included the line “We need real 
solutions to address real problems. Not grandstanding or political 
agendas.”9 And as President, Trump called former FBI Director 
James Comey a showboat and a grandstander while providing his 
rationale for firing him.10 Trump said the same of John McCain over 
the latter’s vote against the repeal of the Affordable Care Act.11 You 
get the picture.

People throw around accusations of grandstanding fairly often. 
But what does grandstanding look like? Consider the example of 
Harvey Weinstein, the famous movie producer and Hollywood 
mogul. In the fall of 2017, dozens of women accused Weinstein 
of numerous acts of sexual harassment and assault. On October 5, 
Weinstein issued his first public statement addressing the allegations. 
He opened by noting that he “came of age in the 60s and 70s, when 
all the rules about behavior and workplaces were different.” He then 
expressed remorse for his years of misbehavior and committed to 
doing better in the future, saying that he “so respect[s]  all women 
and regret[s] what happened.” But for our purposes, the interesting 
part of the statement comes at the very end:
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I am going to need a place to channel [my] anger so I’ve decided 
that I’m going to give the NRA my full attention. I hope Wayne 
LaPierre [CEO of the National Rifle Association] will enjoy his 
retirement party  .  .  .  I’m making a movie about our President, 
perhaps we can make it a joint retirement party. One year ago, 
I began organizing a $5 million foundation to give scholarships 
to women directors at USC. While this might seem coincidental, 
it has been in the works for a year. It will be named after my mom 
and I won’t disappoint her.12

Weinstein’s remarks were universally panned. Observers of all po
litical stripes could see that Weinstein was dangling his intention to 
further progressive political causes to distract from his misdeeds. 
He may have made mistakes, but he is a Good Person. He hates 
the NRA. He is duly critical of President Trump. Incidentally, he 
created a scholarship for women. We’re pretty confident he was 
grandstanding.

Or consider another case. Also, in the fall of 2017, Alabama 
Republican Roy Moore ran against Democrat Doug Jones in a 
special election for US Senate. Moore has had a long, contro
versial career— including his own history of sexual misconduct 
allegations— the details of which we won’t dig into here. What 
interests us is that he is often accused of grandstanding. Before the 
Alabama special election, Michelle Cottle of The Atlantic opined, 
“A pugilistic, self aggrandizing grandstander like Moore is exactly 
what Alabama doesn’t need representing its interests.”13 Doug 
Jones, Moore’s opponent, described him as a grandstander as well. 
In one television campaign ad, Jones looked straight into the camera 
and told viewers that the health care system is “broken” and that 
“Roy Moore’s extreme views and grandstanding will do nothing to 
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fix it.”14 David French, writing for National Review, called Moore “a 
half wit, grandstanding constitutional ignoramus.”15

The accusations are not without merit. Immediately upon be
coming chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court, Moore or
dered a 5,280 pound granite monument be inscribed with the 
Ten Commandments and placed in the Alabama judicial building. 
Several civil liberties groups sued, claiming the monument was un
constitutional. Moore lost the case and was ordered to remove the 
monument. He refused, and was ultimately removed from the bench 
for defying court orders. Throughout, he was adamant in defending 
the monument on moral and religious grounds. At one press confer
ence, three months before his removal from office, Moore brought 
out the heavy moral artillery.

As chief justice of the state of Alabama, it is my duty to administer 
[the] justice system of this state, not to destroy it. I have no inten
tion of removing the monument of the Ten Commandments and 
the moral foundation of our law. To do so would, in effect, be a 
disestablishment of the justice system of this state. This, I cannot 
and will not do. But in a larger sense, ladies and gentlemen, the 
question is not whether I will remove the monument. It’s not a 
question of whether I will disobey or obey a court order. The real 
question is whether or not I will deny the God that created us 
and endowed us with certain inalienable rights that among these 
are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.16

Perhaps this is the stand that God wanted Moore to take. An alterna
tive explanation is that Moore wanted the people of Alabama to know 
that no power on earth, high or low, could move him from his moral 
conviction that a granite monument was crucial to the protection of 
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our inalienable rights. What exactly is the connection between the 
monument and those rights? It’s unclear. What does seem clear is 
that Moore wanted the voters of Alabama to think of him as a moral 
paragon, standing up for religion and the moral foundations of the 
law. Again, we’re pretty confident he was grandstanding.

Although celebrities and politicians are perhaps especially liable 
to grandstand, they have by no means cornered the market. Your 
social media feeds are full of people trying to prove that they are 
on the right side of history. Thanks to them, public discourse has 
become a war of moral one upmanship. You have probably seen 
people start out by discussing the merits of gun control only to end 
up trying to convince others that they care the most about elemen
tary school children.

Many people are quick to agree that public discourse is in a sorry 
state, though often what they have in mind is the behavior of the 
“other side.” It’s easy to recognize bad behavior in other groups. It’s 
harder to recognize it in our own group, let alone in ourselves.

This is a book about looking at ourselves squarely and honestly and 
asking whether we are doing good with our moral talk, or just trying to 
look good. We will show you that trying to look good with your moral 
talk is the very thing that prevents you from using it for good.

How to criticiZe tHis Book

Because accusations of grandstanding have recently become another 
weapon in the culture wars, discussions about it tend to be heated 
and chaotic. We want to spur progress in this debate, not create 
drama. So, before we get into the details of moral grandstanding and 
why we think it’s dangerous, let us clarify some things you may have 
started to worry about and give a short preview of what lies ahead.
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As you will already know by now, moral talk can be abused. 
Although it promises to be about things we can all agree are 
important— justice, fairness, freedom, and the like— it can have 
negative effects when it goes wrong, like when we grandstand. In 
the next chapter, we’ll explain exactly what moral grandstanding is, 
although you will have recognized it from the examples we’ve seen 
and those you encounter every day.

As we unpack moral grandstanding, you might understand
ably have some doubts. You may wonder:  Are people ever really 
grandstanding? Or, even if people do grandstand, why think that it’s 
common? If it’s just a rare incident here and there, maybe it doesn’t 
matter much.

Over the course of this book, we will try to persuade you that 
not only do people grandstand, many of us do it regularly. Of course, 
even if you agree that there is a lot of grandstanding going on, you 
still may think our own theory of moral grandstanding is mistaken. 
If that happens, we hope to hear from others about how to improve 
our understanding of what grandstanding is and how it works.

We also think that moral grandstanding is a way of abusing 
moral talk— that it is generally bad, and that we should avoid doing 
it. We give lots of arguments to try to convince you of this. Maybe 
you won’t be convinced by all of them. But that’s okay. As long as 
most of them are good arguments, we think we will have shown that 
grandstanding is generally bad and to be avoided.

There are some other objections that readers might raise that 
we’d like to try to address up front. Although we view them as non 
starters, they might prevent readers from staying open to our views, 
so we want to discuss them briefly here. A critic might point out that 
grandstanding is not the worst or the most common way of abusing 
moral talk. But we don’t claim either of these things, and our ar
gument doesn’t depend on them. Someone might object, however, 
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that we shouldn’t be writing a book addressing an abuse of moral 
talk unless it is the most serious or common form. But no one se
riously believes the “discuss only the worst problem” principle. No 
one thinks that you shouldn’t write a book on the problem of sexual 
harassment on college campuses because there are more serious 
transgressions on campus, such as sexual assault, or because some 
wrongs are more common, such as lying or plagiarism. And even if 
that principle were true, it would at best show that we were morally 
wrong to write this book rather than another one. It would not show 
that any of our arguments fail.

One final line of possible but unpromising criticism deserves 
special attention. Since our topic concerns the morality of public 
discourse, some will be drawn to the claim that our argument 
somehow conflicts with valuing free speech. The thought, we sus
pect, is that because we aim to show that some instances of public 
expression are morally suspect, then we must also think that people 
don’t have a right to speak their conscience. But this is a mistake. 
Nothing in this book conflicts with a robust right to free speech. 
At the same time, having a right to say whatever you want does not 
mean that it is morally good to say whatever you want, and in what
ever manner you want to say it. To see this point more clearly, think 
of lying. Everyone recognizes that in many circumstances it is mor
ally wrong to lie. But no one thinks that you must choose between 
thinking lying is wrong and affirming a right to free speech.

In the next five chapters, we’ll explain what grandstanding is, and 
give our reasons for thinking it is wrong. After we’ve laid out our argu
ment, we will switch gears to look at how grandstanding affects poli
tics in democracies, and then we will conclude the book by suggesting 
things that we can all do to improve the current state of moral talk.

So if you’re the kind of person who cares deeply about justice, 
read on.



Chapter  2

 What Is Moral Grandstanding?

gr andstanding: a VerY sHort 
introdUction

Not all grandstanding is of the moral variety. After all, there are all 
sorts of ways we can show off for others. The first recorded use of the 
term “grandstand” in the sense of “showing off ” is from a book on 
American baseball published in 1888. The term was used to describe 
baseball players who liked to show off after making an impressive 
play: “It’s the little things of this sort which makes [sic] ‘the grand 
stand player.’ They make impossible catches, and when they get the 
ball they roll all over the field.”1 The idea must have been that such 
players were playing to the cheap seats— to those in the grandstands.

Grandstanding also appears in other fields, as people engage 
in the relevant activities with an eye toward impressing others. 
Many of us have friends or colleagues who engage in intellectual 
grandstanding by taking advantage of conversations to display a 
sharp intellect or great depth of knowledge. You may also be familiar 
with what could be termed religious or spiritual grandstanding. 
After inviting your church deacon over to watch the Super Bowl, he 
announces to all within earshot that he’s surprised you have time for 
that sort of thing, and that Sunday night is his allotted time to pray 
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for all the missionaries, so regrettably, he won’t be able to make it. 
In short, if there is a socially desirable quality that can be shown off 
through speech, someone has probably tried it.

The term “grandstanding” seems to have caught on more widely 
in the latter half of the twentieth century. A  1970 review of Noam 
Chomsky’s book At War with Asia appearing in The Harvard Crimson 
includes the line “for those of us who aren’t satisfied that we can end 
the war with a little Saturday afternoon grandstanding on Boston 
Common, doing something meaningful about terminating the con
flict is still in the talking stage.”2 A 1975 piece in The New Republic 
accused the seventh U.S. President, Andrew Jackson, of engaging in 
“grandstanding defiance of the Supreme Court.”3 In 1976, Roger Ebert 
wrote in his review of Claude Chabrol’s film Just Before Nightfall that 
“The movie’s a meditation on guilt. When the husband determines to 
turn himself in, his wife accuses him of grandstanding. Both the wife 
and the friend very sincerely regret the murder, of course, but to in
volve the police . . . well, that would be going a bit far.”4

We have now come to the point when the term is part of the uni
versal lexicon that Americans use to discuss morality and politics. When 
you see a cable news host accuse Speaker of the House Paul Ryan or 
Senator Bernie Sanders of grandstanding, you have a rough idea what 
the accusation is. In this book, we clear up that picture and help you 
understand what it means to grandstand, specifically in moral contexts.

tHe Ba sic accoUnt of mor al 
gr andstanding

As we’ve seen from these examples, the term “grandstanding” is 
used in many different areas of life. So what are we talking about 
when we talk about grandstanding?5 Here is our basic account.
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 1. Grandstanders want to impress others with their moral qual
ities. We call this the Recognition Desire.

 2. Grandstanders try to satisfy that desire by saying something 
in public moral discourse. We call this public display the 
Grandstanding Expression.

You can therefore think of grandstanding in terms of a simple 
formula:

Grandstanding = Recognition Desire + Grandstanding Expression

Let’s discuss each of these two elements in some more detail.

The Recognition Desire

Grandstanders want others to think that they are morally impres
sive. This is the Recognition Desire. It is the first part of the Basic 
Account of grandstanding.

Just like you might try to look busy at work to get others to be
lieve that you are hard working, grandstanding is a means people 
use to make others think they are morally impressive. Sometimes, 
grandstanders want others to think that they are moral saints, or moral 
heroes. But other times a grandstander might have more modest 
aims. She might simply want others to think she is a morally decent 
person. In a world where precious few meet the threshold of moral 
respectability, she at least clears that bar. For instance, a grandstander 
might want others to recognize that although virtually no one cares 
enough about immigrants, she does. Whether she wants to be seen 
as morally great, or merely morally decent, she typically wants to be 
seen as better than someone or some group. It will be helpful to have 
a term to describe what the grandstander wants. Let’s simply say that 
the grandstander wants to be seen as “morally respectable.”
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Sometimes the grandstander wants others to form a vaguely 
positive impression of her moral respectability. The goal is to receive 
a general form of admiration or respect for being “on the side of the 
angels.” Other times, the grandstander wants something more spe
cific. For example, she might want others to think she has morally 
respectable beliefs: her views about what counts as fairness or moral 
progress are truly something special. Or she might want others to 
be impressed by her sensitivity when it comes to moral issues: few 
others are as saddened by earthquakes or as outraged by minimum 
wage laws as she is. Or perhaps a grandstander wants others to 
think she has impeccable moral priorities:  her Twitter followers 
might care mostly about lowering their tax burden, but she cares 
first and foremost about justice. Sometimes a grandstander might 
want to impress others with her moral insight about how to solve a 
problem: everyone needs to see that she knows exactly what causes 
extreme poverty and what must be done about it.

We can also think about what grandstanders want by framing 
their desires in terms of social status. Psychologists argue that 
there are two ways to attain social status: prestige and dominance.6 
Prestige refers to the status that comes from people thinking well of 
you for your knowledge, skills, or success. You have access to impor
tant resources that others don’t, so they treat you with deference. In 
ancient times, this might mean knowing how to make a slingshot, 
or being a great hunter. In modern times, this might mean having 
expert knowledge of patent law, or being a world class tennis player.

Dominance, on the other hand, refers to the status you get by 
instilling fear in others through intimidation, coercion, or even 
displays of brute force. The dominated treat you with deference be
cause they fear being treated harshly. Our ancestors gained dom
inance by beating up or killing rival mating partners. In modern 
times, people still use physical violence, but we can also gain 
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dominance by embarrassing others on social media, or lashing out 
at a colleague in a meeting.

This distinction between prestige and dominance can help us 
think about what motivates grandstanders. Grandstanders seek to 
elevate their social station, at least within some relevant social net
work. Often, they do this by seeking prestige for their moral quali
ties. They want the reputation for being inspiring moral exemplars, 
for example. They want this reputation, not necessarily for doing 
anything that is actually morally heroic, but for simply typing on 
their keyboard or uttering certain words. They think having this 
prestige will result in deference from others, at least when it comes 
to matters of morality.

But some grandstanders use moral talk for darker purposes. 
They grandstand to dominate others. They use moral talk to shame 
or silence others and create fear. They verbally threaten and seek 
to humiliate. They try to impress people by derogating their rivals, 
an all too common human impulse.7 Instead of seeking status by 
trying to elevate their own prestige, they seek status by taking others 
down a notch. “Shut up and submit to my view of the world or I’ll 
shame and embarrass you! I’m the morally good one here!” While 
grandstanders are usually after moral prestige, some are also out for 
domination.

The prestige/ dominance aspects of grandstanding are supported 
by empirical work we have done on this topic.8 In studies of college 
students and adults in the United States, moral grandstanding is con
sistently associated with one or both of the two functions. The pres
tige function is measured by how strongly people agree or disagree 
with statements like “My moral/ political beliefs should be inspiring 
to others.” The dominance function is measured by how strongly 
people agree or disagree with statements like “I share my moral/ po
litical beliefs to make people who disagree with me feel bad.”



g r a n d s t a n d i n g

18

Who are grandstanders trying to impress? It depends. 
Sometimes, grandstanders hope to gain the esteem of like minded 
peers. The people who roughly share your views about religion, 
politics, or economics are your “in group.” A grandstander might, 
for example, seek recognition from members of her in group for 
being on the “right side” of some issue. In other cases, however, the 
grandstander will want members of an out group to think of her as 
being eminently morally respectable. She might, for example, want 
people she disagrees with to recognize her superior moral judgment 
and defer to her in moral discourse as a result. Grandstanding aimed 
at an out group is also more likely to be an attempt at domination. In 
our preliminary empirical work, we have found that the dominance 
form of grandstanding strongly tends to be out group targeted.9 In 
still other cases, a person might direct her grandstanding at a general 
audience, with no intention of discriminating among groups. She 
simply wants her audience to think favorably of her because of her 
moral qualities.

Let’s now turn to the second part of our Basic Account:  the 
Grandstanding Expression.

The Grandstanding Expression

When people grandstand, they do so by saying or writing some
thing. A  politician who wants voters to think that she cares more 
about the poor than her opponent does will say something during 
a stump speech on the campaign trail. A  graduate student who 
wants her peers to think she was the most upset about the election 
results will write something on Facebook or Twitter. We can call 
the thing that the grandstander says or writes, the Grandstanding 
Expression. Grandstanders offer their Grandstanding Expression to 
get people to believe that they are morally special. To put it another 
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way: grandstanders have a desire for recognition, and they say what 
they do to try to satisfy it. The politician and graduate student are 
attempting to get others to believe that they are morally respectable.

Human beings rarely act on the basis of a single motive. You 
might order edamame because you like the way it tastes and be
cause you want to eat healthy food. Acts of grandstanding are no 
different. The grandstanding politician might want the electorate to 
think he cares deeply about the poor, but he might also want to rile 
up the crowd or embarrass his opponent. He might want others to 
be impressed with his unparalleled commitment to workers’ rights 
and hope that, after hearing what he says, others will take action to 
support the labor movement.

So the Recognition Desire doesn’t have to be the only thing 
motivating the Grandstanding Expression. We don’t even think it 
must be the strongest motivation. But it does have to be strong. Just 
how strong? Strong enough that if the grandstander were to discover 
that her audience wasn’t impressed with her moral qualities because 
of what she said, she would be disappointed. This doesn’t mean that 
she actually has to find out whether people were impressed in order 
to engage in grandstanding. It’s just a test of whether her desire is 
strong enough.

You might be thinking: but aren’t we always disappointed when 
we don’t get what we want? We don’t think so. Sometimes we have 
relatively weak desires for things. And when we don’t get them, we 
say, “Oh well,” and move on. Brandon may want a baseball team 
from the National League to win the World Series next year, but 
he won’t be disappointed if this doesn’t happen. He’s not sufficiently 
invested in it. It’s simply a weak desire of his: he thinks, “It would be 
nice if it happened.” The same could be true of wanting to impress 
others: failing to satisfy a very weak desire to impress others doesn’t 
rise to the level of being disappointed were we to find out we didn’t 
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impress anyone. Grandstanders, on the other hand, would be disap
pointed if they found out they failed.

Why is disappointment a good test? The answer has to do with 
the way grandstanders are invested in impressing others. There’s a 
sense in which we all want others to think highly of us. Typically, 
this desire is morally innocent and doesn’t cause much damage be
cause we are able to practice restraint and not act on it.10 You might 
have a desire that guests at a dinner party know how much money 
you make. But you’re probably able to control yourself and not 
blurt it out. It’s when that desire is strong that it’s harder to rein in. 
Grandstanders really want others to be impressed. That’s why disap
pointment is a good test.

Grandstanders are in a tricky position. On the one hand, they 
cannot say just anything and expect people to come away thinking 
they are morally respectable. If you wanted someone to think you care 
deeply for the poor, it would make no sense to say something like:

“These pretzels are making me thirsty!”

On the other hand, rarely do grandstanders just come out and say 
something as direct as:

“I am the most morally sensitive person here, and I care more 
about the poor than the rest of you.”

Instead, they will tend to say something more indirect:

“As someone who has long fought for the poor, I find all these 
proposals to eliminate rent control laws disgusting. If you think 
these are even worth listening to, you don’t care about poverty 
in this country.”
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Although this piece of speech is much more vivid, the indirect ap
proach doesn’t explicitly say anything about how much the speaker 
cares about the poor. And yet the intended effect of a statement 
like that is to impress upon people this very fact. There is what 
the grandstander says. And there is what the grandstander tries 
to imply.11 Typically, grandstanders try to imply something about 
themselves without just coming out and saying it. Indirect language 
like this is ubiquitous.12 For example, when we make requests, we 
say things like: “If you could pass the salt, that’d be fantastic.” And 
when we offer a bribe, we say: “Well officer, do you think there’s any 
way to deal with this ticket right now?”

Some readers will be familiar with another form of indirect 
speech, humble bragging:  braggadocio wrapped in humble or 
complaining language. “Amazon won’t let me order more than three 
copies of my book at a time. Is there some kind of limit on best 
sellers? Annoying!”13 “Why does my boss always assign me to the 
most important clients?” Humble braggers are trying to show off. 
But they also try to cloak their true intentions in unassuming lan
guage. Grandstanders use indirect language for similar reasons.

But why do grandstanders use roundabout language that might 
fail to communicate the very thing they want others to believe? 
We don’t know that there is a single explanation. Perhaps different 
contexts call for indirect speech for different reasons. Steven Pinker, 
Martin Nowak, and James Lee suggest several potential explanations 
for indirect speech that might account for why grandstanders are so 
drawn to it. We will discuss just one of them here.

One potential reason grandstanders use indirect language is 
that it gives them plausible deniability. There is a general social pro
scription against touting your alleged great qualities in public. Just 
as it would be gauche to announce that you have the best gusta
tory sensibilities or the most enlightened musical taste, it is socially 
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unacceptable simply to state that you are morally impressive. But 
since this is exactly what grandstanders want to communicate, they 
need to exploit language to say it indirectly. By not coming out 
and directly announcing their moral greatness, they secure plau
sible deniability. You can even imagine someone being accused of 
grandstanding and replying: “Whoa, this is not about me. I’m sorry 
that I think repealing rent control laws really is that evil.” Since there 
are social costs to obvious self aggrandizement, grandstanders give 
themselves a way of denying what they are up to. Yet the fact that 
they use indirect language suggests that they often know what they 
are doing is gauche.

In context, though, it often seems obvious that someone is 
grandstanding even if she is using indirect speech. What is the point 
of using indirect speech, then? Notice that it’s difficult to make up 
a sentence that is both an obvious case of grandstanding and also 
something that someone might actually say in ordinary conversa
tion. This is because much of the evidence you use to conclude that 
someone is grandstanding involves context: the person’s character 
and personality, his history of moral talk, the topic being discussed, 
his tone of voice, the contributions that others have made to the 
present discussion, and so on.14 These clues are important because 
grandstanding involves the desire to impress others, and it’s hard 
to know what is in someone else’s head. All that contextual evi
dence, together with what the person says, can suggest they have 
the Recognition Desire.

So you might rightly conclude that someone is grandstanding 
because you have the help of contextual clues. But here’s the 
key:  usually, indirect speech that is taken out of context will not 
clearly indicate that a person is grandstanding. Yet direct speech 
would. Pulled from context, “I am the most morally sensitive person 
here . . . ” is still damning. “As someone who has long fought for the 
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poor . . .” outside of context is less so. Hence, there is an incentive to 
use indirect speech even when it doesn’t provide cover in context. 
Of course, none of this means that grandstanders are always suc
cessful in pulling off the act of relative subtlety. The point is just that 
they have good reason to try.

do gr andstander s tHink tHeY are 
mor allY resPectaBle?

Grandstanders try to get others to think of them as morally respect
able. Sometimes they want to be thought of as one of the gang. Other 
times, they want to be thought of as morally exceptional. Either way, 
they usually want to be seen as morally better than others. But we 
have said nothing about whether grandstanders believe that they re
ally are morally better than others. Must grandstanders think this?

In short, no. Imagine a politician who, in his speeches, feigns em
pathy for the plight of American factory workers because he wants 
voters to think that no one cares about them more than he does 
(and would be disappointed if they didn’t come away thinking this). 
According to our account, this politician is grandstanding. Even 
though he doesn’t really believe he’s morally impressive, he wants 
others to think he is. However, we suspect that many grandstanders 
do think they are as morally great as they want you to believe. 
Understanding this can help us see why grandstanding is so common.

Chances are, you think you are better than most people at lots 
of things. Perhaps you think you are a better driver than most, or 
that you are more responsible, or a better parent. Chances are, you 
think that in many ways, you are better than the average person. 
Psychologists call the tendency to take such a flattering view of our
selves self- enhancement. Studies show, for example, that we tend to 
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think we are more competent, more ambitious, more intelligent, and 
wiser than the average person.15 We also think we work harder, are 
less prejudiced, are more upset by the events of 9/ 11, and care more 
about the environment than the average person.16 In a particularly 
embarrassing finding for the authors and our colleagues, one study 
revealed that 90 percent of college professors say they are better than 
average teachers.17 In general, we give ourselves pretty good grades.18

Interestingly, our self enhancement is even stronger when it 
comes to morality. Studies show that we tend to rate our conduct as 
morally superior to the average person’s.19 We tend to think that we 
are more likely than others to do good, and less likely than others to 
do bad.20 We also tend to think we are more likely to be honest and 
trustworthy.21 Psychologists call this moral self- enhancement.22 As 
psychologist David Dunning puts it, “people place themselves on 
moral pedestals that they deny their peers.”23 This tendency is not dif
ficult to demonstrate empirically, either. According to psychologists 
Nadav Klein and Nicholas Epley, “Few biases in human judgment 
are easier to demonstrate than self righteousness: the tendency to 
believe one is more moral than others.”24

Let’s consider just a few cases. In one study, 80  percent of 
participants said they would refuse to copy from a classmate’s exam, 
but that only 55  percent of their peers would do so.25 In another, 
83 percent of participants said they would buy a flower to support 
a cancer research charity, but that only 56  percent of their peers 
would do so.26 People tend to think they would feel worse than 
others after committing an unethical action, and they believe they 
are less capable of extreme unethical behavior than others are.27 
Even violent criminals think their behavior compares favorably to 
that of the rest of us. Prisoners rated themselves as above average 
for every pro social trait except for law abidingness, on which they 
modestly rated themselves as average.28
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Furthermore, we rate ourselves as highly moral, not only relative 
to other people, but also in absolute terms.29 Moral self enhancement 
seems to be a universal human phenomenon, appearing in Eastern 
and Western cultures alike.30 When it comes to morality, we tend to 
think of ourselves as pretty impressive specimens.

Psychologists call this flattering view of ourselves the illusion 
of moral superiority.31 Why is it an illusion? For one, we can’t all be 
better than average. But further, decades of research on moral char
acter suggest that we aren’t as virtuous as we think we are.32 Our 
grandiose self evaluations are likely mistaken. You are probably just 
morally average.33 Remember how, in the study mentioned previ
ously, 83 percent of students said they would buy a flower to support 
a cancer research charity, but only 56 percent of their peers would 
do so? After the charity drive, the students were surveyed:  only 
43 percent had bought a flower.34

Our moral self conceptions are very important to us.35 Much 
of our lives are spent attempting to control the impressions others 
form of us. These attempts are known in the psychological literature 
as “impression management.”36 If you think of yourself as a compe
tent, hard working employee, you will want others to think of you 
this way, too. So you try to cultivate that impression of yourself in 
your colleagues. You might always try to look busy, for example. 
In all kinds of ways, we try to project a positive image of ourselves. 
We make sure the barista at the coffee shop sees our tip. We display 
Auden and Dickens but hide our pulp romance novels. Shakespeare 
was right that we treat the world as a stage.

It is no surprise, then, that we care deeply about our moral 
reputations and go to great lengths to curate and protect them.37 
Andrew Vonasch and colleagues performed a study that revealed 
just how much we care what others think of our moral qualities.38 
They found that many people would prefer to spend a year in jail, 
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lose a hand, or even die before being known as a criminal in their 
community, being assumed to be a Neo Nazi, or falsely thought to 
be a pedophile. Many subjects chose to stick a hand into a bowl of 
writhing, wriggling, beetle larvae to prevent the larger university 
community from learning that they had received a (doctored) high 
“racism” score on an implicit association test (IAT).

If it is important to your self conception that you are morally 
great, you’ll want others to know this, too. No wonder so many 
people go out of their way in public discourse to get others to be
lieve what they already believe about themselves: that they are mor
ally exceptional. In other words, it should be no surprise that people 
are motivated to grandstand.

witting and Unwitting gr andstanding

According to the Basic Account, grandstanders are trying to satisfy 
the Recognition Desire. In many cases, a grandstander will con-
sciously attempt to satisfy that desire. Psychologists tell us that some 
of our impression management is indeed conscious.39 Someone 
might think to herself: “I’d like these people to be impressed by my 
commitment to justice, so I’ll say something like this . . .” We can call 
this witting grandstanding: the grandstander knows that she’s trying 
to call attention to her moral qualities (even if she wouldn’t describe 
what she’s doing as “grandstanding”).

Grandstanding doesn’t have to be witting, though. Sometimes 
we do things to satisfy desires even though we aren’t thinking, “I 
should do something to satisfy this desire of mine.” For example, 
you probably want healthy teeth. Because you want this, you brush 
your teeth. But you rarely think to yourself, “I want healthy teeth, 
so I’ll brush them.” Of course, you are still brushing to satisfy a 
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desire for healthy teeth. You just aren’t thinking of that desire. 
Something similar can happen with grandstanding. You might 
have the Recognition Desire, try to satisfy it with a Grandstanding 
Expression, but not consciously think: “I will say this because I want 
people to be impressed by my moral excellence.”40

A critic might object: “If someone is not consciously trying to im
press others with her moral talk, then she cannot be grandstanding. 
If you asked her why she made her high minded moral pronounce
ment, her explanation would be simply that she cares for the poor, 
or the downtrodden American factory worker. But that is not 
grandstanding!”

This response assumes a naïve view about how well we know 
our own minds. In a famous experiment, psychologists Richard 
Nisbett and Timothy Wilson had subjects select from a range of 
stockings. Interestingly, subjects consistently chose the stockings 
on the far right side. When they were asked why they picked those 
particular stockings, they didn’t say that they picked them be
cause of their position. They said they chose them based on their 
felt quality or their color, even when the stockings were identical. 
They simply looked for— or invented— reasons to rationalize their 
choice.41 Psychologists call this confabulation.42 Because our true 
motivations are often not transparent— even to ourselves— we 
confabulate explanations for our behavior. When we confabulate, 
we tell stories that cohere with our overall self conception. For in
stance, we might tell ourselves that we chose the stockings because 
we recognize the finer things in life, and those stockings were simply 
finer. Since we give ourselves high moral grades, it is not surprising 
that we cast our reasons for engaging in moral talk in a flattering 
light. It makes us feel good and important. Although we tell our
selves we are using moral talk for admirable purposes, there may still 
be more suspect motives lurking underneath.
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Everyday life is full of examples of confabulation. In their book, 
The Elephant in the Brain, Kevin Simler and Robin Hanson suggest 
the following cases:

Parents will often enforce kids’ bedtimes “for their own good,” 
when a self serving motive seems just as likely— that parents 
simply want an hour or two of peace and quiet without the kids. 
Of course, many parents genuinely believe that bedtimes are 
good for their children, but that belief is self serving enough that 
we should be skeptical that it’s the full story.

People who download copyrighted material— songs, books, 
movies— often rationalize their actions by saying, “Faceless 
corporations take most of the profits from artists anyway.” The 
fact that most of these people wouldn’t dream of stealing CDs or 
DVDs from Best Buy (an equally faceless corporate entity) attests 
to a different explanation for their behavior, which is that online, 
they feel anonymous and are less afraid of getting caught.43

We suggest another:

People who make high minded moral pronouncements on so
cial media and use moral talk to shame and silence people often 
explain their behavior by saying they are standing up for the 
oppressed or defending what is right. But these same people 
probably wouldn’t speak this way in a private face to face con
versation. This suggests that what these people really want is to 
use their public platform to garner moral prestige, or worse, to 
dominate others for social benefits.

Put simply, we may often be self deceived about our true motives 
for contributing to public discourse. We sometimes grandstand 
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without knowing it. Why does this happen? Psychologist William 
von Hippel and evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers argue that 
humans evolved to deceive themselves about their own motives in 
situations where consciously acting on those motives could reveal 
what they are up to, thereby undermining their goals.44 One reason 
we are often unaware of our own self enhancement motives is that 
we evolved to suppress them. It makes sense. Knowingly trying to 
impress others can lead you to engage in clumsy behavior that is 
transparently self serving and thus ineffective. If you’ve observed 
first dates at coffee shops, you’ve probably overheard this kind of 
self enhancement. It tends to backfire. But if our self enhancing 
motives are hidden from conscious view, we can be more cunning 
in how we go about impressing others. This self deception has an 
added bonus:  when we are called out for grandstanding, we can 
deny it with a clear conscience. After all, you didn’t think you were 
trying to impress others.

Some grandstanding is certainly witting. We knowingly try to 
puff ourselves up with public pronouncements aimed at displaying 
our moral righteousness. But, depressing as it might be, unwit
ting grandstanding is probably more common than many people 
suppose.

We said at the beginning of the book that you may have questions 
and doubts along the way, and we may have hit such a point already, 
having laid out our Basic Account. So let’s explore some possible 
questions and objections before we go further.

gr andstanding and falseHood

Accusations of grandstanding usually come from ideolog
ical opponents, who presumably also think what the supposed 

 



g r a n d s t a n d i n g

30

grandstander is saying is false. Perhaps as a result, some people 
think that if someone is grandstanding, what she is saying must be 
false. But that is a mistake.

Nothing about grandstanding requires that grandstanders say 
false things. Of course, grandstanders may want you to believe that 
they are morally enlightened, and that may be false. But what they 
actually say may be true. You can imagine a grandstander posting 
something like this on Facebook, as one of the authors once did:

No one should die because they cannot afford health care, and 
no one should go broke because they get sick. We are only as 
strong as the weakest among us. If you agree, please post this as 
your Facebook or Myspace status for the rest of the day.

Although this is a strange artifact from simpler times on the  
internet, there is nothing obviously mistaken in this statement. 
Every moral claim in it could very well be true. Yet that does not ex
empt it from serving as a Grandstanding Expression— which it was. 
(We should know.)

If you are still skeptical, look back at Harvey Weinstein’s state
ment in  chapter 1. As far as we know everything he said is true, 
and yet this should make no difference to your assessment that 
he did some Grade A grandstanding. The point is simple, but im
portant: it is not a defense against the charge of grandstanding to 
point out that what you say is true. You can speak the truth and 
grandstand.

Of course, grandstanders often do say false things. In fact, as 
we will show in the next chapter, some of the social dynamics of 
status  seeking in public discourse encourage grandstanders to do 
precisely that.
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does gr andstanding work?

Grandstanders use moral talk to look good. They want you to think 
they are morally respectable. But are people taken in by the act? Is 
grandstanding an effective way of shaping your reputation? We in 
the audience know that moral talk can be exploited for personal 
gain, and we recognize many instances of grandstanding, if not 
all of them. Many of us roll our eyes at grandstanders, or text our 
coauthors to say, “He’s at it again.” But often grandstanding does 
work, which helps explain why so many people do it. Especially 
skilled grandstanders can convince lots of people that they are 
moral exemplars. Why does grandstanding work? And why does it 
sometimes fail? These questions need to be studied empirically, but 
we can say a few things here.

Let’s start with why grandstanding might work. We typically as
sume that others are not deceiving us.45 Social life would be very 
difficult if you couldn’t rely on others to be truthful. According to 
sociologist Erving Goffman, we generally expect that “an individual 
who implicitly or explicitly signifies that he has certain social char
acteristics ought in fact to be what he claims he is.”46 When people 
use moral language to signify they are morally special, they do so 
against the background presumption that people generally present 
themselves accurately. Grandstanding may be successful simply be
cause we tend to take people at their word.

But grandstanders often fail to convince others of their moral 
goodness. For example, we doubt that the Harvey Weinstein state
ment we discussed in  chapter  1 convinced anyone that he is a 
good person (or perhaps even a decent person). So what explains 
whether grandstanding succeeds or fails? There are lots of potential 
explanations. We will suggest two.
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First, your grandstanding will be less successful if the image 
you are trying to project is inconsistent with what your audience 
already believes about you. People won’t be impressed by someone’s 
grandstanding if they already think she’s a bad person. In other 
words, an audience is less likely to buy a speaker’s grandstanding 
when they suspect her of hypocrisy. This is one reason why 
Weinstein’s grandstanding was such an abject failure. His widely re
ported bad behavior was too incongruous with his protestation that 
he is one of the good guys. Once the audience sees discrepancies 
between the moral image a grandstander wants to project and her 
actual moral qualities, they will actually think less of her.47 People 
have a low tolerance for hypocrisy.48

Second, grandstanding is successful to the extent your audi
ence already shares your moral beliefs and values. The more dif
ferent they are from you, the less likely it is that you will impress 
them. At the 2017 Golden Globe Awards, actress Meryl Streep 
gave a widely discussed speech criticizing President elect Trump. 
She began:

Please sit down. Thank you. I love you all. You’ll have to forgive 
me. I lost my voice in screaming and lamentation this week.49

In the speech that followed, she cast the recent election result as a 
hateful attack on Hollywood’s progressive values, “foreigners,” and 
the press. We can’t be certain that Streep was grandstanding, but for 
the sake of illustration, let’s assume she was. Reactions to her speech 
were polarized. If you already agreed with Streep’s generally progres
sive values and her beliefs about Trump’s election— like virtually 
everyone in the room with her— then you probably thought she was 
taking a bold and courageous stand for justice. Actress Laverne Cox 
tweeted: “Everything she said. Thank you #MerylStreep for [your] 
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work and everything you said tonight. #empathy #GoldenGlobes.”50 
Comedian Retta tweeted “A broad to be emulated. #MerylStreep.”51 
Musician Mark Ronson: “I repeat, Meryl Streep is the greatest.”52

On the other hand, if you strongly disagree with Streep’s values 
and beliefs, you were likely unimpressed. You might agree with 
one critic that Streep’s “moralizing hypocrisy” is “typical of self 
congratulatory Hollywood.”53 These widely divergent reactions to 
the same speech suggest that the more your audience agrees with 
you, the more likely they are to be impressed by your grandstanding.

Now that we know some of the factors that influence whether 
grandstanding works, let’s turn our attention to the important ques
tion of who grandstands. Is it more common in some groups than 
others?

is gr andstanding JUst a  “left- wing 
ProBlem”?

At least in the United States and United Kingdom, public accusations 
of grandstanding have disproportionately been leveled by the po
litical right against the left, and particularly against the progressive 
left. However, some circles of progressives are also concerned about 
the grandstanders in their midst. As Jane Coaston writes in The 
New York Times Magazine,

It’s not difficult to find, in conversations among progressives, 
widespread eye rolling over a certain type of person:  the one 
who will take a heroic stance on almost any issue— furious in
dignation over the casting of a live action “Aladdin” film, vehe
ment defense of Hillary Clinton’s fashion choices, extravagant 
emotional investment in the plight of a group to which the 
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speaker does not belong— in what feels like a transparent bid for 
the praise, likes and aura of righteousness that follows.54

Due to popular beliefs about who is most guilty of grandstanding, 
you might have picked up this book anticipating a jeremiad about 
the woeful state of politics on the left. If that describes your expecta
tions, you may have noticed that our Basic Account is, in an impor
tant sense, perfectly general. It makes no reference to the political 
content of a grandstander’s beliefs, because there could be— and 
have been— grandstanders of all political persuasions. Our psy
chological profile of grandstanders is general in the same way. The 
psychological mechanisms that contribute to grandstanding behav
ior are general human traits, not limited to the members of any 
one group.

A brief tour of political history confirms that grandstanding is not 
limited to the contemporary left. Thinking just of the United States, 
before this apparent awakening of grandstanding on the left, there 
was grandstanding about national security after the 9/ 11 attacks 
and during the Iraq War, as American politicians took every oppor
tunity to show that they were not “soft on terror.” The low point for 
ridiculous grandstanding in this phase came when Republican con
gressperson Bob Ney had congressional cafeterias change the name 
of French fries to “freedom fries” in response to France’s opposition 
to the invasion of Iraq. Before this came the Clinton sex scandal, 
which prompted endless grandstanding and moralizing from the 
right about sexual morality and fitness to lead. Earlier in that decade 
the left renewed its interest in political correctness, a movement that 
began under that name in America in the 1970s. Perhaps the high 
watermark for grandstanding from the right in our lifetimes came 
during the reign of the Moral Majority, the major figures of which 
built national reputations for their public displays of moral piety. 
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And of course, before all of this came the Red Scare, during which 
those in the public eye competed for the title of most fervid anti 
Communist, and bullied others into playing along.

It is interesting to speculate about why the reputation for being 
the worst grandstanders bounces around between groups and po
litical affiliations. It does not seem to track being in political power, 
and it is clearly not confined to any ideology or party affiliation. 
Furthermore, honest people can recognize that their own side does it.

These remarks about the distribution of grandstanding 
are supported by preliminary social scientific work we have 
undertaken.55 We mentioned earlier that our studies suggest 
people grandstand to seek prestige status and dominance status. 
These same studies suggest that grandstanding— particularly when 
aimed at acquiring prestige— is relatively common and wide
spread. Furthermore, we found that particular political affiliations 
are not associated with either prestige grandstanding or dominance 
grandstanding. In other words, grandstanding does not seem to 
be more associated with either left leaning or right leaning beliefs. 
Democrats and Republicans are equally likely to grandstand, as are 
liberals and conservatives. Interestingly, however, we found that 
people who hold more extreme political views (whether right or 
left) are more likely to grandstand for prestige than centrists. But 
this is not so for dominance grandstanding. In other words, whereas 
those on the extreme sides of the political spectrum are more likely 
to grandstand for prestige, there is roughly the same amount of 
dominance grandstanding across the political spectrum.

So, in sum, and despite currently popular perceptions of the 
matter, grandstanding is not just a left wing problem. Rather, it is 
fairly common behavior. But people who hold extreme political 
views are more likely to grandstand to raise their prestige status than 
are those with more moderate views.
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are we gr andstanding?

From the moment many saw the title of this book, they turned their 
attention to us, the authors, and worried that we might be guilty 
of grandstanding. The thought goes something like this:  if we’re 
writing a whole book filled with moral talk, telling people how badly 
they behave in public discourse and claiming that we know a better 
way, aren’t we trying to make ourselves look good? Aren’t we just 
grandstanding?

If this is your reaction, we have to admit, we’re flattered by the at
tention. Even so, if someone took this to be a tough objection to the 
book even after thinking it through, it would be a little disappointing. 
Because even if we are horrible grandstanders, our arguments might 
still be good ones. Whether we’re also good people just isn’t rele
vant to whether we’re right about grandstanding. Think of it this 
way: pretend that this book was written by an unbelievably clever 
robot who has been observing social media. You could evaluate the 
robot’s arguments without worrying about any further facts about 
it. You can, and should, do the same for us. Still, we get it. It might be 
important to you for some reason to believe that this book is an act 
of grandstanding. We could resist the charge. Of course, our denial 
would have little evidential value for someone who already doubts 
our motives. You would thus simply respond that you don’t believe 
our reports about whether we are moved by the Recognition Desire. 
But now we are locked in an endless struggle of accusations and 
denials with no end in sight. This useless back and forth is good ev
idence for a general suggestion we will argue for later: we shouldn’t 
go around accusing people of grandstanding.

At any rate, we think the truth or falsity of our theory of 
grandstanding is much more interesting than whether we ourselves 
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are grandstanders. Which, of course, is just what a couple of 
grandstanders would say.

wHat aBoU t “ VirtUe signaling”?

A few years after we started writing about grandstanding, we noticed 
people using the term “virtue signaling.” The two ideas are clearly re
lated, and we suspect that people use the phrases interchangeably. 
Labels generally don’t matter that much. What we are interested in, 
after all, is the idea to which a label refers. But sometimes one label 
does a better job of promoting understanding and limiting confu
sion than does an alternative label. We think this is one such case, so 
let us say a few words about why grandstanding is a better term for 
the phenomenon in which we are interested.

As far as we can tell, the term “virtue signaling” entered popular 
vernacular in 2015.56 Much of its current usage involves complaints 
from the political right about the behavior of the political left (and 
criticisms of the right from the left for criticizing them in this way). 
The term has no doubt become politically charged. We think it is 
best not to use it, not only for this reason, but also because the term 
can be misleading.

“Signaling,” as a concept used in biology and psychology, does 
not necessarily involve attempts or desires to communicate. Signals 
are behaviors or features of an organism that either intentionally 
communicate information, or were selected for through evolution 
because they communicate information that makes the organism 
more fit. Peacocks have long trains of feathers that signal fitness to 
females: the bigger the train, the more fit for survival (you have to 
be healthy and strong to lug that thing around), and therefore the 
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better the mate.57 But the peacock has not attempted to grow these 
feathers for this purpose. Many toxic insects are brightly colored. 
This tells prey to avoid them. Their coloration is a signal, but again, 
not one they are trying to send.58

Human beings send some signals intentionally. For instance, 
some people drive expensive cars because they want others to think 
they are wealthy. But many human behaviors send signals whether 
we mean to do so or not. Shopping at Whole Foods, driving a Prius, 
and listening to NPR can signal things about you, even if you aren’t 
aware of it. We can also be mistaken about whether we are signaling. 
Economist Bryan Caplan argues that while most people think 
that our education system serves primarily to create knowledge
able, skilled, and well rounded adults, this is not so.59 According to 
Caplan, the primary function of the education system— and espe
cially colleges and universities— is to signal to potential employers 
how intelligent and conscientious you are, as well as how good 
you are at conforming to the expectations of others. This is exactly 
what modern employers look for:  competent, hard working team 
players. Yet who goes to college knowing that having a degree shows 
employers you’re a competent, hard working team player? We didn’t.

So whereas much signaling is unintentional, the phenomenon 
we refer to as grandstanding involves wanting or attempting to get 
others to think something about you. Yet since so much signaling 
happens without wanting or attempting to send a signal, we think the 
term “virtue signaling” can be misleading. So we opt against using it.

“Virtue signaling” is misleading for another reason. Notice 
that when we say “X signals Y” we often mean that X actually has 
Y. For example, suppose we said, “Having a graduate degree signals 
literacy and the economic freedom to devote six years of your life 
to study.” Under normal circumstances, we would say this because 
we want to communicate that those things are true of people with 
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graduate degrees. So to say that someone is virtue signaling can mis
takenly imply that the person actually is virtuous. But, of course, 
most accusations of virtue signaling are not meant to suggest that 
the person actually has virtue.

Here’s another potential source of confusion. The term “virtue 
signaling” implies that one is signaling (or trying to signal) one’s 
virtue. Virtue is normally thought of as excellence of character. But 
as we explained earlier in the chapter, one can grandstand without 
trying to get others to think that one has excellent character. One 
might simply want others to think that one is minimally morally 
decent (where most others fall well below even that standard). 
“Grandstanding” carries no implication that one is trying to get 
others to recognize specifically one’s virtue.

Relatedly, the term “virtue signaling” inspires some to talk of 
“vice signaling.” “Vice signaling” supposedly involves boasting about 
what a bad person you are. Hardcore libertarians, for example, might 
“vice signal” about how little they care about the plight of the poor. 
It seems to us, however, that “vice signaling” is better understood as 
just another way of grandstanding with an eye to impressing your 
in group with the “correct” moral values (Ayn Rand fans would 
cheer you on) or denigrating your out group, who have the “incor
rect” moral values (those who fecklessly defend the weak and lazy). 
Moreover, if discussion of “vice signaling” continues to catch on, 
we can look forward to lots of pointless arguments about whether 
someone is “virtue signaling” or “vice signaling,” depending on 
whether they are expressing good or bad values. We think the term 
should be avoided entirely.

Finally, people often accuse others of virtue signaling because 
they suspect the putative signaler does not actually believe the moral 
claim she is making. In other words, the charge is that the accused 
is engaging in insincere cheap talk. They are merely signaling, at no 
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cost to themselves, that other people should be subjected to some 
moral demand that they don’t even believe in. This fixation on in
sincerity is myopic, and it causes people to overlook other problems 
that arise from using moral talk for self promotion. As we will see, 
some of the most serious problems with moral grandstanding occur 
because grandstanders are so often sincere. Of course, grandstanders 
are sometimes insincere, too. You can grandstand whether you actu
ally believe what you say or not.

Perhaps none of these concerns individually is sufficient reason 
to reject the term “virtue signaling.” But together, they show that the 
term can be highly misleading. Why not simply avoid it?

We should admit, though, that there is one arena of moral 
self promotion where “virtue signaling” appears to be the better 
term:  non linguistic behaviors. Suppose, for, example, that Tosi 
wants people to think that he cares deeply about the environment. 
He might buy and drive a Prius. It sounds awkward to call this 
grandstanding. “Virtue signaling” seems to be the better term here, 
though it will still be potentially misleading in some of the ways we 
noted. But because this book is about the use and abuse of moral talk, 
we won’t worry much about non linguistic forms of moral preening.

conclUsion

Grandstanding is the use of moral talk for self promotion. 
According to our Basic Account of the phenomenon, it involves a 
desire (of a certain strength) that others think well of you for your 
moral qualities, and a contribution to public discourse designed to 
satisfy that desire. You don’t have to know you’re grandstanding in 
order to grandstand, nor do you have to say anything false. We’ve 
said a lot in this chapter about the general features of grandstanding. 
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But our discussion so far has been a bit abstract. It would also be 
helpful to know what grandstanding usually looks like in the wild. 
In the next chapter, we offer help with exactly that: a field guide to 
grandstanding.





Chapter  3

 Grandstanding: A Field Guide

Attempts to impress others are common in social life. Often, this 
has nothing to do with morality. Some people, for example, try to 
impress others with their intelligence. One way of doing this is to 
correct other people’s statements. Your friend remarks that K2 is the 
second tallest mountain on earth. You interject: “Yes, but only by 
elevation. By prominence, it isn’t even in the top 20.” Some sprinkle 
unnecessary details in their stories to hint at their intelligence. 
In the midst of a story about her wisdom teeth extraction, a col
league nonchalantly mentions that her surgery happened the same 
week she netted a perfect LSAT score. Some leave a paper trail, by 
collecting advanced degrees. Others burst into a dissertation de
fense exclaiming, “I’m sorry I’m late, but Stravinsky was playing on 
NPR and I simply had to finish listening!” One teenager who grew 
up to be a philosophy professor at Harvard used to carry a copy of 
Plato’s Republic around Brooklyn with the cover facing out.1 A mod
erately clever person could spend a lifetime devising ways to make 
sure others get the right idea about how smart he is.

The same is true of grandstanding. People use moral talk in crea
tive ways to get others to think they are morally impressive. In the last 
chapter, we gave a general psychological explanation of why people 
grandstand. In this chapter, we will discuss how people grandstand. 
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We identify five common ways people grandstand:  piling on, 
ramping up, trumping up,2 displays of strong emotions, and dismis
siveness. Along the way, we use research in psychology to explain 
why grandstanding takes these forms.

But first, we want to preempt a natural misunderstanding. This 
chapter contains a field guide to grandstanding. We will show you 
why grandstanding often takes the form of, for example, excessive 
moral outrage. But we do not claim that every time someone displays 
excessive outrage, she is therefore grandstanding. We are not of
fering a test for determining whether someone is grandstanding. 
Think again of the person who collects advanced degrees to im
press people with her intelligence. For some people, that really is 
the primary reason to collect degrees. But it would obviously be a 
mistake to conclude that everyone who collects advanced degrees is 
just trying to show off how smart they are. Some people might just 
enjoy being in school, for instance.

Our goal, then, is to show you what grandstanding often looks 
like. It is not to give you a foolproof method for positively identifying 
instances of grandstanding.

Piling on

Many of us have found ourselves trapped in meetings that seem to 
go on forever. A common reason for interminable meetings is the 
repetition of what has already been said. Why do people speak up 
just to say something that has been ably expressed already, maybe 
even several times? Perhaps they haven’t been paying close atten
tion. Or they instead just want to be seen as having made an impor
tant contribution in some way, even if it is only to promote someone 
else’s idea. They might just want to be seen as a team player, an 
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agreeable co worker, or as someone whose thinking is in line with 
the organization’s values. Whatever their reasons, we are stuck there, 
distracted from our actual work until they get it out of their systems.

Sometimes moral talk seems to follow the model of the long 
meeting. People chime in on discussions of moral issues effectively 
to say nothing more than “yeah!” We call this phenomenon “piling 
on.” As the name suggests, it occurs when someone contributes 
to public moral discourse to do nothing more than proclaim her 
agreement with something that has already been said. When people 
grandstand by piling on, they are just trying to get in on the action 
or register their inclusion on the right side. They can do this in any 
number of ways. Someone might pile on by rehashing someone 
else’s earlier remark, by repeating it word for word, or simply by 
noting that she agrees with what everyone else has been saying.

Piling on is perhaps most easily observed in internet discussions. 
For example, suppose that numerous posters in a discussion thread 
have already argued passionately that a petition should be started to 
protest some injustice. The intentions of the group are already abun
dantly clear, and the matter is no longer up for debate. Yet someone 
adds the following:

I want to echo what others have said. This petition is vital to the 
cause of justice and I happily and wholeheartedly support it. We 
need to show that we are on the right side of history. I cannot 
wait to sign!

Piling on also sometimes involves much darker behavior, as when 
people on social media momentarily focus their bile on a single vi
olator of some putative norm and everyone publicly blames and 
shames her. Naturally, this continues until the pilers on succeed in 
extracting some statement of remorse from their target, at which 
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point the statement is inevitably deemed “too little, too late” and 
picked apart for new infractions, about which more piling on occurs.

For a real world example of piling on, consider the case of 
Keziah Daum, a white teenager who shared pictures on social media 
of herself in a traditional tight fitting Chinese dress that she wore 
to prom. One user commented on her photos, “my culture is NOT 
your goddamn prom dress,” a war cry to pile onto Daum for cultural 
appropriation. That comment was subsequently retweeted more 
than forty thousand times.3

It makes perfect sense that grandstanding takes the form of 
piling on. If you want others to think of you as sharing the values of 
your preferred group, an obvious strategy for satisfying this desire is 
to register your view publicly, even if doing so contributes nothing 
to the discussion. Adding your own condemnation to a shaming 
pile on is a simple, low cost way of broadcasting your moral beliefs.

Grandstanders who pile on in such cases are trying to make clear 
that they are on the Correct Side. In many cases, the grandstander 
genuinely believes that the target is guilty, and deserves to be 
shamed. It just so happens that what morality requires of her also 
coincides with a chance to prove her moral credentials.

But there is good reason to think that some grandstanders who 
pile on are uncertain, or even downright skeptical, that the target du 
jour deserves to be pilloried. Yet they contribute to the pile on an
yway to appear morally respectable to their peers.

Social psychologists have long known that people frequently 
express agreement with the public pronouncements of their group 
even when they privately disagree. Pioneering social psychologist 
Solomon Asch showed precisely this in his famous work on con
formity.4 In his most well known experiment, a lone participant 
was placed in a group with several actors who behaved according 
to a script set by the experimenter. (Psychologists call these actors 
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“confederates.”) The confederates gave intentionally (and clearly) 
inaccurate answers about the relative length of lines displayed to 
the group. Participants often expressed agreement with the inac
curate claims (about 36 percent of the time), even when they later 
admitted that they did not agree.5

Even in a highly contrived low stakes environment, on a mun
dane question, people were loath to “make waves,” as one partic
ipant put it, by disagreeing with the group. Other versions of the 
experiment involved planting one dissenting confederate along 
with the inaccurate majority, with the result that participants were 
more likely to express their actual beliefs.6 Importantly, participants 
in that version of the experiment generally claimed that the pres
ence of another dissenter did not make their own expression of dis
sent any easier. Yet dissent from the majority was more common 
with a fellow dissenter than without one. So we are not necessarily 
aware of how strongly we are affected by the pressure to conform.

Just as we want others to think we are competent judges of the 
length of lines, we also want our peers to think we are morally re
spectable. And so people who have private reservations about the 
justification for piling on will grandstand to get in on the action 
anyway.

Asch’s conformity studies suggest that many grandstanders will 
go along with pile ons even if they harbor private reservations. But 
lots of piling on involves nasty public shaming. Will people really go 
that far to prove they are on the Correct Side, even if they are un
sure of whether the object of their bilious tirade has done anything 
wrong?7

In recent studies, sociologist Robb Willer and colleagues ex
tended Asch’s findings to show that people will indeed go further.8 
In one study, subjects rated one wine as much better than another 
(identical) wine due to social pressure, even though they privately 
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judged the wines similarly. Many of these same subjects would then 
go on to publicly sanction a deviant member of the group who rated 
the wines equally. In other words, people punish others who de
viate from what is thought to be a popular view, even though the 
punishers themselves don’t actually agree with that view.9 Willer 
and his colleagues call this the “false enforcement of norms.” On its 
face, this is odd behavior. Why would people sanction others for 
holding a belief they themselves hold?

Willer and colleagues argue that when people tailor their public 
views to fit in and avoid criticism, they worry they will look insin
cere and opportunistic. But how do you convince others you are 
sincere even though you are just going along with the crowd? One 
way of seeming more serious about what you say is to put it into 
action— to walk the walk in addition to talking the talk. So private 
doubters have a natural solution: punish deviants.

If you go out of your way to sanction people who have the “wrong 
view,” you make a more convincing case that you are a true believer. 
The result is a “self reinforcing dynamic”:  people defend views to 
avoid criticism and then criticize others to avoid suspicion of in
sincerity. Others then see you punishing people for their “wrong 
views” and conclude they should go along, too, and in turn punish 
others. In some cases, large segments of apparently “true believers” 
might end up not only publicly endorsing a view they don’t hold, 
but also punishing others for not holding it!

This account of norm enforcement can help explain some of the 
pile ons you see on social media. How much moral talk is driven 
by people wanting to fit in? How many people were privately skep
tical that wearing a traditional Chinese dress to prom qualified as 
harmful cultural appropriation, but went along with the pile on be
cause this is what they believe their group demands of them? It’s 
hard to say.10
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The pressure for a person to conform to the behavior of a group 
is even stronger when membership in that group is an important 
part of her social identity. This is true especially of new members 
of groups. In fraternities and sororities, for example, pledges judge 
themselves as fitting the stereotypes of their groups more closely 
early in the process than they do later on.11 They conform, in other 
words, to feel like they match their self conceptions as group 
members. It is easy to imagine people adopting and expressing 
moral beliefs that are viewed favorably within the group for similar 
reasons.

People who fail to conform adequately risk falling victim to what 
psychologists call the Black Sheep Effect.12 Unsurprisingly, people 
judge the highest status members of their group more favorably 
than they do high status members of other groups. But people also 
judge low status or deviant members of their own group more neg
atively than they do similar members of other groups. This makes 
sense, if you think about it. You can admire diehard members of the 
opposing political party in at least one sense: even if they’re wrong, 
they’re principled. And even moderate members of the opposing 
party can be useful— they’re actually pretty reasonable when they 
cross over to support policies you like. But “deviant” members of 
your own party need to get their act together. Don’t they know 
what side they’re on? Think, for instance, of how some staunch 
Republicans spoke about Senator John McCain when he criticized 
President Trump, or how the progressive wing of the Democratic 
Party talks about President Clinton and the center left agenda his 
administration pursued in the 1990s. In both cases, you can see the 
Black Sheep Effect at work.

In other words, all else being equal, the worst thing you can 
be according to members of your group is the black sheep. Being 
the black sheep is even worse than never having belonged to the 
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group in the first place. When people from your in group are 
discussing a moral issue, the stakes are high. Even minor missteps 
can be a big deal and can throw your status in the group into ques
tion. Thus, it is often worthwhile to chime in and remind eve
ryone that you are with them, even if you have reservations about 
what the group is doing.

Someone might object that we seem to be claiming that all 
statements of solidarity are cases of grandstanding. After all, when 
you show solidarity with a cause or a group of people, you make a 
moral claim— often one that adds nothing to what others have al
ready said— simply to make your moral views known. The whole 
point of showing solidarity is to identify yourself publicly as a sup
porter of some disadvantaged person or group, for instance, so that 
people recognize that you hold that position. But surely there is 
nothing wrong with showing one’s solidarity with a worthy cause. So 
if our account condemns such statements as typical manifestations 
of grandstanding, that is a problem.

We agree that many statements of solidarity are laudable, and 
that it would be incorrect to describe them as grandstanding. The 
type of solidarity statements we have in mind are those motivated 
primarily by a desire to help those with whom the speaker is in 
solidarity. In such cases, it is a misleading and incomplete de
scription of the speaker’s motivation to say simply that she is 
hoping to be recognized as having a certain moral view. Crucially, 
she is hoping to attain that recognition in order to help others. 
Such a person would presumably feel disappointed— and maybe 
even a little guilty— if she were the only person to benefit from 
what she said. A grandstander, on the other hand, would not be 
so chagrinned. Indeed, a grandstander would be pleased to have 
gotten the recognition she was after, and disappointed if her at
tempt failed.13



g r a n d s t a n d i n g :   a  f i e l d  g U i d e

51

r amPing UP

In the latter half of the twentieth century, the Soviets and Americans 
were locked in a nuclear arms race. By the early 1980s, each side had 
stockpiled tens of thousands of warheads.14 What drove the arms 
race? A  desire to avoid being outpaced by the other side.15 After 
producing each new bomb, the Soviets did not say to themselves, 
“Yes, this is the correct number of bombs to have, we can stop now.” 
Instead, they kept building bombs to keep up with and amass more 
warheads than the Americans. It was a competition. Each side was 
trying to outdo the other.

Moral talk often devolves into a moral arms race, where people 
make increasingly strong claims about the matter under discussion. 
Call this ramping up. When people ramp up, they are not trying 
to arrive at the correct moral claim any more than the Soviets and 
Americans were trying to produce the correct number of bombs. 
Instead, they are trying to outdo one another. What drives them is 
the desire to be the most morally impressive. So they use increas
ingly strong moral claims to signal that they are more attuned to 
matters of justice, and that others simply do not understand or ap
preciate the nuance or gravity of the situation.

Grandstanding often takes the form of ramping up. Consider the 
following sort of exchange:

Ann:  We can all agree that the Senator’s behavior was wrong and 
that she should be publicly censured.

Ben:  Oh please— if we really cared about justice we should seek 
her removal from office. We simply cannot tolerate that 
sort of behavior and I will not stand for it.

Chip:  As someone who has long fought for social justice, I’m 
sympathetic to these suggestions, but does anyone know 
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the criminal law on this issue? I want to suggest that we 
should pursue criminal charges. We would all do well to 
remember that the world is watching.

Why does grandstanding follow this pattern? People often imagine 
themselves as occupying a certain position in comparison to others. 
Psychologists call this “social comparison.”16 For example, we rate 
our attractiveness or sense of humor by reference to how attractive 
or funny other people are. As we saw in  chapter 2, most of us think 
we are pretty morally impressive.

We often make these judgments about our relative moral pu
rity before hearing what others believe. Once we hear what others’ 
views are (or at least what they say they are), we have two options. 
We can either accept that we are morally ordinary and keep our 
views as they are, or we can ever so slightly shift our views (or at least 
our presentation of them) to retain our status as the moral exemplar 
within the group. For many, the latter option is preferable. And so 
what once seemed like a reasonable view must now be exchanged 
for something a bit more morally exacting.

Look back at the earlier conversation to see how this might 
play out. Before this discussion started, Ann, Ben, and Chip might 
have each considered themselves to be morally respectable about 
matters of justice. But then Ann spoke her piece. Once Ann offers 
her moral diagnosis, Ben and Chip now must make a move to retain 
their perceived position within the group. They must up the ante, 
or else look like they were bested by someone with superior moral 
credentials. Ben and Chip’s grandstanding will tend to push the 
group’s views toward one extreme. And were Ann herself to chime 
in again, she may end up shifting her own view to maintain the 
image she wishes to project. She was in favor of pursuing criminal 
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charges all along, you see. It just seemed so obvious that she didn’t 
think to mention it.

Although our example of ramping up utilizes increasingly strong 
critical reactions, ramping up may also result in increasingly strong 
positive claims. One person may describe someone’s behavior as 
“brave and worthy of our admiration,” whereas another may claim 
that “this act was not only brave, but the most courageous and self
less act I have ever witnessed.” Here, too, ramping up can be used to 
communicate that one is morally respectable— that one can iden
tify unjustly overlooked moral saints.

In a discussion between lots of people who are motivated by the 
Recognition Desire, we can even expect a moral arms race. Ramping 
up explains why so many conversations about morality and politics 
get out of hand so quickly. What begins as a disagreement about 
tariffs ends with someone calling a person with whom they agree 
about most moral questions a Nazi.

Do people really shift their public moral judgments to appear a 
certain way? It seems so. Psychologists Sarah Rom and Paul Conway 
showed that people will change their public (but not private) moral 
judgments depending on whether they think others are expecting 
them to display warmth, or instead competence.17 We should not as
sume that every moral pronouncement people make on Facebook is 
their deeply held and carefully considered view. Many moral claims 
are made strategically, by people hoping to induce you to think of 
them a certain way.

Of course, not every “ramped up” discussion is driven by 
grandstanding. Sometimes, people make stronger claims simply 
because they disagree with others and are trying to get closer to 
the truth of the matter. If you see someone give a lukewarm con
demnation of slavery, it would be fitting to interject with a stronger 
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one. It can be difficult to tell whether you’re observing people make 
stronger claims in good faith or instead watching a grandstanding 
fueled moral arms race. But just because it’s hard to tell the differ
ence, that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.

trUmPing UP

In the Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale, “The Princess and the 
Pea,” a prince searches for a true princess to be his wife. Despite his 
best efforts, he repeatedly fails to find a suitable match. Then one 
night a young woman shows up at the town gate seeking shelter 
from a storm, claiming to be a real princess. After she is invited to 
stay, the queen tests the young woman’s claim to royalty by placing 
a single pea under the pile of twenty mattresses and twenty feather 
beds on which the young woman is to sleep. In the morning, they 
ask how she slept. “Oh terribly badly!” she says. “I have hardly 
closed my eyes the whole night. Heaven knows what was in the bed. 
I seemed to be lying upon some hard thing, and my whole body is 
black and blue this morning. It’s horrible!” The royal family realizes 
that they had found their princess, for “nobody but a real princess 
could have such . . . delicate skin.”18

What makes this story amusing is that of course no one could 
be that sensitive. Andersen pokes fun at such a ridiculous test of 
sensitivity to establish royal credentials. Yet some people attempt 
to establish their moral credentials by displaying a similar degree 
of sensitivity to moral problems. Often this results in spurious 
claims about the presence of a moral problem where in fact there 
is none. We call this errant use of moral claims trumping up. Just 
as a prosecutor might trump up false charges against a suspect, 
participants in moral discourse sometimes make spurious moral 
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complaints. Trumping up is a useful tool for grandstanders. By 
trumping up, grandstanders try to look morally impressive by 
objecting to features of the world that we moral peasants regard 
as insignificant, innocent, or even laudable. As moral princesses, 
they are simply more sensitive about injustice than the rest of 
us. Notice that, unlike piling on and ramping up, trumping up 
requires saying something false about morality. You can pile on by 
repeating an accurate moral assessment, or ramp up by presenting 
a more radical but true moral view. But to trump up, you must get 
something wrong.

Trumping up is a regrettably common move in public moral 
discourse. In 2014, President Obama walked past two Marines and 
returned their salute while carrying a coffee cup. Normal military 
protocol recommends against saluting while carrying an object. 
Conservative commentators rushed to heap moral criticism on 
Obama. Karl Rove said, “The idea that I’m going to just jaunt out 
there with my chai tea, and give them the old  .  .  .  I  mean please, 
how disrespectful was that?”19 Breitbart ran a story with the head
line “Obama’s Disrespectful ‘Latte Salute’ Shocks and Offends.”20 It 
requires a great deal of sensitivity to get as exercised as some did 
about a minor breach of military protocol. We don’t claim to know 
whether Rove and others were grandstanding, but this moral com
plaint is certainly trumped up.

Trumping up resembles what philosopher Julia Driver calls mor
alism, “the illicit use of moral considerations.”21 Moralizing some
times takes the form of being excessively demanding or strict. You 
might moralize by claiming, for example, that it is morally obliga
tory to take the most efficient route possible when driving— no gas 
guzzling half mile detours because the route is more scenic! Other 
moralizing takes non moral issues and makes them moral ones. 
Driver gives the example of an older man who reacts with indignation 
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to an offer lower than the asking price on his home, accusing the pro
spective buyer of trying to take advantage of the elderly.22

Ecologists use the term “invasive species” to refer to species that 
are not native to an ecosystem but can take hold and dominate within 
it. Once introduced, they cause instability and damage to other 
species. The example of kudzu will be familiar to many American 
readers. A species of vine native to Japan, it was introduced in the 
American South to combat soil erosion. However, it spread quickly 
throughout the region, smothering and killing millions of acres of 
native trees and shrubbery. If you’ve ever driven through Georgia or 
the Carolinas, you may have seen hundreds of miles of kudzu lining 
the interstate. Our tendency to moralize is like kudzu. Once the 
search for new problems takes hold, it is hard to stop. British philos
opher and moral reformer John Stuart Mill observed this tendency 
in the nineteenth century, writing that “it is not difficult to show, 
by abundant instances, that to extend the bounds of what may be 
called moral police, until it encroaches on the most unquestionably 
legitimate liberty of the individual, is one of the most universal of all 
human propensities.”23

Trumping up requires making a mistake about morality. But you 
need not be grandstanding to say something false about morality. 
Morality is complicated, and sometimes people make mistakes de
spite trying their best to get things right. But even if they are trying 
to get things right, grandstanders are also trying to project an im
pressive moral image of themselves. Often this goal will conflict 
with getting things right.

It is easy to see why grandstanding often takes the form of 
trumping up. Because grandstanders are eager to show that they 
are morally respectable, they are often too eager to identify as moral 
problems things that others have (correctly) taken to be morally un
problematic. Even if the Recognition Desire sometimes leads people 
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to identify and call attention to genuine moral problems, eventually 
all the low hanging fruit will be picked. Legitimate, easy to spot 
cases of wrongdoing will already have been publicized. But the in
centive to discover (or invent) new moral charges is ever present. 
Thus, some will turn to trumping up.

Grandstanders who trump up moral claims exploit the fact that 
leveling moral accusations can be a powerful tool for managing 
others’ impression of you.24 Studies show that public accusations 
not only decrease others’ trust in the accused, they also raise others’ 
trust in the accuser.25 Making an accusation, particularly about a 
matter that others have overlooked, signals that the accuser has high 
moral standards.

Trumping up can be a tricky idea to grasp. Some might worry we 
are saying any new or unpopular moral claim must be trumped up. 
But that is not our view at all. We do not deny that moral problems 
often escape mainstream notice. We need people to alert us to the 
injustices that others have missed. Views about, for instance, gender 
and sexuality that are now common were extremely controversial 
just decades ago. Some moral concerns are both novel and valid.

But there is also false moral innovation and moral entrepreneur
ship for the sake of recognition. And as we have seen with other 
forms of grandstanding, trumping up can be difficult, if not impos
sible, to distinguish from moral talk offered in good faith. If you 
are concerned with impressing others, there are clear incentives to 
trump up, and we should expect grandstanders to do exactly that.

strong emotions

In a famous scene from Sidney Lumet’s 1976 film Network, deranged 
TV news anchor Howard Beale concludes a rant about moral decay 
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by instructing his viewers to go to their windows and yell “I’m as 
mad as hell, and I’m not going to take this anymore!” One by one, 
his viewers poke their heads out of apartment windows and stand 
on their fire escapes. They scream and vent their anger, excited to 
hear that their neighbors are just as outraged as they are.

Our technology for displaying anger has improved since then. 
We don’t need to yell out our windows to experience shared out
rage. Now virtually everyone, at any time, has a forum to vent their 
anger. As of March 2018, there are 1.45 billion daily active Facebook 
users.26 They post roughly 684,000 pieces of content every minute.27 
There are 330  million monthly active Twitter users.28 They post 
about 500 million Tweets each day.29 Social media platforms make 
it easy for anyone to express outrage at the latest political dust up or 
celebrity gaffe.

But you don’t need access to social media to see anger. Turn on 
cable news or read the opinion section of your local paper. Partisan 
media in particular is full of people expressing maximum outrage at 
all hours of the day. For a ten week period in 2009, political scientist 
Jeffrey Berry and sociologist Sarah Sobieraj studied American eve
ning cable television news, national talk radio, ideological political 
blogs, and mainstream newspaper columns from across the political 
spectrum. They found some form of outrage expressed in 89.6 per
cent of the hundreds of items in their sample.30

When we talk about “outrage,” we have in mind a particular kind 
of anger that involves morality. You can be angry that it rained on 
your birthday, or that Pluto is not a planet. But we are interested in 
specifically moral outrage. Moral outrage is what you feel when you 
hear that a child was killed by a drunk driver, or that an apartment 
building full of civilians was hit in a drone strike.

Sometimes we express moral outrage straightforwardly:  “I’m 
outraged! Obama wore a tan suit to his press conference about the 



g r a n d s t a n d i n g :   a  f i e l d  g U i d e

59

Islamic State. Does he have no shame? #notmypresident.” But out
rage can be expressed in many other ways: name calling, mockery, 
insults, emotional displays (such as yelling, screaming, storming 
off, blocking on Facebook), obscene language, heated argument, 
and wild misrepresentation and exaggeration.31 If your social media 
feeds resemble ours, you’ve seen them all.

Grandstanding often takes the form of expressions of outrage 
and other strong emotions. Expressions of emotion are one more 
means of managing others’ impressions of what’s in your heart. To 
see how this works, we need to discuss a bit of psychology.

Over the past decade, psychologist Linda Skitka has explored 
what she calls “moral convictions” (sometimes also called “moral 
mandates”).32 Think about one of your strongest moral attitudes. 
Maybe you think abortion is wrong, or capitalism is evil. Whatever 
it is, it’s probably one of your moral convictions. These are attitudes 
that, in Skitka’s words, “seem to be imbued with particular moral 
fervor and passion.”33 People often feel either outraged or gleeful 
when they talk about their moral convictions.

It’s natural to think that if someone gets emotional about some
thing, he probably feels strongly about it. Skitka’s work confirms 
that suspicion. She found that stronger emotional reactions to var
ious acts or policies (for example, physician assisted suicide and the 
Iraq War) correlated with stronger moral conviction about those 
acts or policies.34 The things you have moral convictions about are 
the things you tend to get worked up about.

Skitka’s research suggests a display or report of your outrage 
about a moral issue can be used to signal the strength of your moral 
conviction about it.35 “Emotion,” she tells us, “plays an important 
role in informing people about whether their attitudes are moral 
convictions.”36 Grandstanders can use these emotional displays 
strategically to communicate to others their heightened moral 
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convictions. Where moral outrage gains social purchase, the im
plicit assumption is that the most outraged person has the greatest 
moral insight or the strongest moral conviction about the issue 
under discussion. Grandstanders exploit this background assump
tion and employ outrage to signal that they are more affected by 
moral disorder in the world or empathize more fully with victims of 
wrongdoing. If lots of things in the world ruffle your feathers, then 
people will think you must have lots of moral convictions.37

To some, this discussion will sound too cynical. They might 
object that when people express moral outrage, they do so to iden
tify injustice in the world. Outraged people just care about victims 
of injustice, and their anger leads them to admirable political en
gagement, peaceful protest, and the punishment of wrongdoers on 
behalf of those who have no voice or power. Being angry is just ev
idence that you are paying attention and responding appropriately 
to the world’s problems.

It used to be a common view among psychologists that our 
motivations for expressing outrage actually were that pure. But in 
recent years, psychologists Zachary Rothschild and Lucas Keefer 
have discovered there are other, less admirable motivations behind 
many expressions of outrage.38

One reason people express moral outrage is to alleviate their 
own guilt.39 In one study, subjects who felt guilt about using goods 
made with sweatshop labor reported higher levels of outrage and 
a greater willingness to punish corporations that run sweatshops 
than subjects who didn’t use sweatshop goods and so felt no guilt. 
Why did the guilt ridden sweatshop users report greater outrage? 
Rothschild and Keefer found that when people feel complicit in 
moral wrongdoing, they try to alleviate this guilt and protect their 
images of themselves as good people. They do this by turning to 
outrage and punitive attitudes toward others. Once expressed, 
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outrage makes them feel morally good once again. Thus, some 
of the moral outrage you see is probably defensive. For example, 
consider the ongoing calls for awareness of and accountability for 
sexual assault and harassment prompted by the Me Too move
ment that began in 2017. One wonders how much of the outrage 
we see from men in support of this movement is an attempt to 
assuage guilt over their own transgressions and bolster their self 
conceptions as good people.

Moral outrage also makes us feel good. In another study, psy
chologist Jeffrey Green and colleagues had participants read either 
a story of injustice (villagers not receiving tsunami aid) or a “neu
tral” story (shopping for dinner). They found that subjects who ex
perienced a state of righteous anger after reading the injustice story 
rated themselves as more moral than did those who were in a neu
tral emotional state after reading the neutral story. Feeling outrage 
makes us feel like better people. Furthermore, and crucially for our 
purposes, when given the choice, the people who were angry and 
had morally self enhanced after reading the initial story about in
justice were more interested in reading more stories about injustice 
than they were in reading “happy” stories that would decrease their 
anger. Why would they seek out more chances to be angry? The ex
planation doesn’t seem to be that they are trying to alleviate guilt. 
Instead, they seem to be trying “to buttress their self conceptions 
as moral paragons.”40 We apparently enjoy thinking highly of our
selves. One wonders, then, how much anger is an attempt just to 
keep the moral high going.

If people seek out anger to reinforce their images of themselves 
as moral paragons, they probably express outrage to get others to 
see them as moral paragons, too. And this has been precisely our 
claim:  that grandstanders use moral outrage to make themselves 
look like good people.
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We have focused on moral anger, but grandstanders could just as 
easily use other strong emotions to display their moral credentials. 
Expressions of shock (“I cannot believe that  .  .  .  ”), disappoint
ment (“I am incredibly disappointed in  .  .  . ”), and disgust (“I am 
absolutely sickened by . . . ”) are all promising candidates. Positive 
emotions work, too. Think of those who report being “so in awe” 
of someone for his costless stand on some moral issue among like 
minded friends.

To be clear, we are not saying that any expression of outrage or 
other strong emotions is grandstanding. There are many evils in the 
world, and much of the anger and distress you see is sincere and 
appropriately directed at serious moral problems. We are also not 
saying that every time someone has a seemingly misplaced or ex
cessive emotional reaction, he is grandstanding. Sometimes people 
just get too excited or make honest mistakes. But they also often 
grandstand. People get outraged for all kinds of reasons, including 
wanting to impress others with their moral qualities.

dismissiVeness

Grandstanders are frequently dismissive. This is one reason they 
can be so frustrating and difficult to engage in conversation. It’s one 
thing for someone to think he is better than you. It’s quite another 
to be treated like your moral views and values aren’t even worth 
thinking about. Yet this is precisely the modus operandi of many 
grandstanders. Often, their dismissiveness reveals itself in claims of 
self evidence. For example, someone might say:

“If you cannot see that this war is just, then your views are be
neath contempt, and I  refuse to engage you any further. And 
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if you don’t understand why, I’m not going to waste my time 
explaining it to you. Do better.”

Grandstanders often talk as if their views are utterly obvious. 
Anyone competent at making moral judgments would surely come 
to the same conclusions. This sort of talk can be used to signal 
that one’s moral sensibilities are more finely tuned than those of 
others, and thus that one is morally respectable. What is not ob
vious to others is painfully obvious to the grandstander. Moreover, 
grandstanders often bat away any suggestion of moral complexity, 
expression of doubt, or disagreement as revealing either an insen
sitivity to moral concerns or a lack of commitment to morality it
self. Indeed, grandstanders often deny that their views need any 
defense (or they say that were they to give a defense, their audience 
would not be enlightened enough to understand or appreciate it). 
Frequently, grandstanders assert their authority to dismiss others 
by introducing themselves with a credential: “As someone who has 
long fought against injustice . . . ” or “As a patriotic American . . . ” 
Sure, there are some situations in which letting others know you are 
a physician or lawyer is helpful information. Expertise is relevant. 
But just as often, introducing yourself “as a .  .  . ” is merely a wind 
up for some grandstanding. We are reminded of comedian Demetri 
Martin’s joke that “When someone describes themselves ‘as a tax
payer,’ they’re about to be an asshole.”41

Of course, some moral and political views are worthier of dis
missal than others. We aren’t suggesting that whenever someone 
defends human sacrifice or the Gulags, we must take time out of our 
day and seriously consider their merits. We also think reasonable 
people can disagree about which moral claims are obviously true, 
and which are beyond the pale. But none of this casts suspicion on 
our claim that people sometimes use dismissive moral talk to assert 
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their moral superiority over others. The danger is that we become 
so convinced of our own moral righteousness that any views that 
differ from our own become absurd, worthy of ridicule and imme
diate dismissal. The dark side of moral self enhancement is that it 
provides a cover for dismissing almost any view we disagree with.

a foolProof test?

By now you will have noticed that while cases of piling on, ramping 
up, trumping up, strong emotions, and dismissiveness are some
times instances of grandstanding, there are also more innocent, 
well intentioned instances of each. You might ramp up to try to im
press others, but you might also ramp up simply because you disa
gree with what was just said.

Not everything that looks like one of the categories in this field 
guide is a case of grandstanding, which is one reason grandstanding 
can go undetected. It can look or sound just like relatively selfless 
moral talk. Of course, sometimes the mask does seem to slip. For 
instance, someone might claim that Donald Trump is the most im
moral world leader in the last 100 years. It is plausible that such a 
person is just trying to show off how much he hates Trump. But in 
such cases, there are alternative explanations that are also plausible. 
Some people are just thoroughly ignorant of history. Sometimes 
people get caught up in the moment and overlook obvious things 
without at all meaning to seek attention. And onlookers will often 
lack the information necessary to assess alternative explanations for 
what someone thinks she’s doing.

So while we hope this chapter has helped readers better un
derstand what is going wrong in public discourse, we also want to 
caution that there is no simple test for identifying grandstanding. 
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Grandstanding is much like lying. We are all more or less on the 
same page about what lying is, and have been for a long time, but 
most people also understand that there is no foolproof— or even 
very reliable— way to recognize when someone is lying. Despite 
what you see on television, we don’t even do very well at detecting 
lies with polygraph machines.42 And law enforcement agents— who 
receive professional training for detecting lying based on locution, 
body language, and micro expressions— barely beat a coin toss in 
controlled studies.43

Similarly, it will be difficult to tell from a single piece of writing 
or speech whether a person is grandstanding. But contextual clues 
might help. For instance, you might know that the speaker fre
quently makes controversial moral claims that he says are obvious to 
any good person. You might have seen him frequently move to de
fend the most extreme positions in debates. Or perhaps he tends to 
insert extraneous information about himself into moral arguments. 
Knowing someone is a narcissist might clue you in, too.44 But all this 
evidence is imperfect and, you must realize, incomplete.

As we will argue in the final chapter, though, it is far less impor
tant to identify grandstanding in others than it is to know how to 
avoid it ourselves.





Chapter  4

 The Social Costs of Grandstanding

“Why do we have to fight? .  .  . Stop hurting America,” Daily Show 
host Jon Stewart implored the hosts of Crossfire, the CNN debate 
show known for fiery and unproductive back and forths about the 
controversies of the day. “You’re doing theater when you should 
be doing debate,” Stewart continued. “What you do is not honest. 
What you do is partisan hackery.”1 Stewart’s critique, in a nut
shell, was that Crossfire was giving us all of the costs of political 
discussion— self righteous preening, nasty exchanges, and plenty of 
stretching the truth— with none of the benefits. His nowlegendary 
appearance hit the mark.2 Crossfire was canceled just months later, 
its credibility shot.

Crossfire had a lot of problems, and we don’t want to overstate 
the comparison between its failings and those of contemporary 
moral and political talk. The lesson for our purposes is that people 
expect public discourse to be productive, and when it isn’t, they 
think something has gone wrong. What we want to point out is 
that grandstanding can play an important role in making public dis
course dysfunctional, by introducing costs that don’t pay dividends.

By now, you have a sense of what grandstanding is, why people 
do it, and what it looks like. It is time for us to turn a critical eye to 
the practice of using moral talk for self promotion.
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We suspect most people find grandstanding annoying. Watching 
people turn moral discourse into a vanity project makes eyes roll. 
In this way, grandstanding is like posting too many cat photos on 
Facebook. Life is full of such minor annoyances, but there is nothing 
morally wrong with them.

But grandstanding is worse than merely being annoying. It is 
usually morally bad and should generally be avoided, or so we will 
argue. One of the reasons it’s bad is because it has social costs: polar
ization, cynicism, and outrage exhaustion. We do not mean to sug
gest, of course, that grandstanding is the only cause of these social 
costs. But as grandstanding becomes more prevalent in a society’s 
public discourse, there is reason to expect these costs to increase.

Pol ariZ ation

If you pay much attention to American politics, you have probably 
heard people say that the current political landscape is “polarized.” 
You may have seen headlines like “America’s Political Divide 
Keeps Getting Wider” (The Atlantic) and “Polarization Is Dividing 
American Society, Not Just Politics” (The New York Times).

To polarize something is to divide or split it into two sides. 
Here’s an illustration. To make life difficult for his brother, Brandon 
recently gave his niece 100 multicolored plastic balls. When she 
and Brandon toss these balls around, they end up covering the floor 
in an unstructured mess. But suppose she and Brandon started 
pushing the balls into two opposite corners of the room. Eventually, 
the balls would be polarized into two densely packed piles far away 
from each other.

In recent decades, researchers have found that American voters 
have become increasingly polarized along moral and political lines 
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in just this way. Liberals and conservatives have been engaged in a 
process of moving away from each other. This process has resulted 
in our current state of polarized politics.

Discussion of a few empirical findings can help us see what’s 
been happening. Over the course of the last seventy years, the 
percentage of people claiming to be either liberal or conservative 
has consistently risen, while the percentage of people claiming to 
be ideologically moderate has consistently declined.3 Political po
larization clears out the middle of the political spectrum, just like 
the balls were cleared from the middle of the room. Furthermore, 
the policies of the two major political parties have polarized. 
Democratic policies have moved to the left and Republican policies 
have moved to the right of the median voter.4

Polarization has also affected how we feel about and treat one 
another. So called affective polarization refers to the increasing 
antipathy to those on the “other side.” Both Republicans’ and 
Democrats’ negative attitudes toward the other party have dramat
ically increased.5 According to one recent study, over 40 percent of 
people from each party now regard the other side as “downright 
evil.”6 The same study found that 20  percent of Democrats and 
16 percent of Republicans report thinking that “we’d be better off 
as a country” if many members of the opposing party “just died.” 
Perhaps most worryingly, 18 percent of Democrats and 14 percent 
of Republicans reported feeling that violence would be justified if 
the other side wins the 2020 presidential election.

Now, we must point out that among political scientists, there is 
much controversy about the nature and causes of political polariza
tion.7 Is it caused by social media? Gerrymandering? Is it driven by 
party elites or the masses? Some researchers even argue that polit
ical polarization is largely a myth.8 These debates are not our focus, 
but suffice it to say that the majority view among political scientists 
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appears to be that polarization is happening. The political left and 
right really are “moving apart” from one another in terms of how 
the electorate self identifies, the politics of the respective political 
parties, and how partisans feel about the other side. Indeed, we are 
now more polarized than we have been in decades.

The causes of polarization are likely numerous and com
plex, and we aren’t proposing a full explanation. But we do think 
grandstanding contributes to the problem. The use of moral talk for 
self promotion causes people to say and believe things that push 
people further apart.

Social scientists find that when a group of people deliberates 
about moral or political issues, the group members tend to move to
ward more extreme viewpoints.9 This is called “group polarization.” 
The basic idea is that when people get together in a room (or at a 
bar, or on Facebook, or on cable news “debate” shows) to discuss an 
issue like abortion or immigration, they will tend to walk away with 
more extreme views than they had when they started.

Group polarization can happen in two basic ways. The first is 
a movement of the members of a single group in one direction 
on an opinion spectrum. Imagine, for example, that after a highly 
publicized school shooting, a group of people in the community 
gathers to consider proposing new gun control measures. Suppose 
that most of the group tentatively supports new measures at the 
outset. After deliberation, however, the group will tend to move to
ward enthusiastic support for those same new laws.10 Call this intra- 
group polarization.

A second kind of polarization involves two separate groups 
moving further apart from each other, as their individual members 
are drawn toward more extreme versions of the group’s initial view. 
This might happen when members from both groups move toward 
extremes, or when only one group does. Imagine two groups of 
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people clashing as they comment on a Facebook post, one generally 
right leaning, the other generally left leaning. After a few rounds of 
debate, one group coalesces around the view that the only just policy 
is a federally mandated minimum wage of $25 per hour, whereas 
the other group ends up supporting the view that all laws regulating 
wage labor are unjust. In such a case, the polarization occurs in re
sponse to another group’s views, which might stay the same or, as in 
our example, move toward an extreme as well. Call this inter- group 
polarization.

In recent work on group polarization, researchers have found 
that although group deliberation does sometimes cause individuals 
to polarize, it does not do this regularly. Instead, deliberation fre
quently results in homogenization— peoples’ views end up closer 
together.11 So, if group deliberation itself doesn’t cause polarization, 
what does?

Legal scholar Cass Sunstein has suggested one promising ex
planation:  people’s “desire to maintain their reputation and their 
self conception.”12 As we saw in  chapter  2, not only do we tend 
to think highly of ourselves, morally speaking, we want others to 
think highly of us, too. Sunstein’s thought, then, is that members of a 
group will often want to outdo one another, resulting in increasingly 
extreme contributions to public moral discourse. They do this to 
preserve their reputations and self conceptions as morally impres
sive people. Grandstanding is a mechanism for this preservation. 
This explains why grandstanding causes polarization when groups 
deliberate. Polarization is especially likely in cases of ramping up 
and trumping up, where the competition to out do others pushes 
people to adopt more extreme views. A few examples can help illus
trate how this happens.

Let’s first think about how grandstanding could cause intra 
group polarization. In this case, group members change their views 
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to reaffirm their self conceptions by expressing stronger views than 
others in their group. Suppose you are chatting with like minded 
progressives, each of whom thinks of herself as caring deeply for the 
poor. If someone argues that morality demands a $15 per hour min
imum wage, why not respond that it is even more caring to institute 
a $20 per hour minimum wage?

Grandstanding can also cause inter group polarization as 
members from both groups change their views to move further 
from the opposition. Perhaps they will engage in a kind of compe
tition within their own group to see who despises the views of the 
out group the most, with the winner holding the strongest contrary 
view. Naturally, these kinds of competitions could happen in both 
groups at once.

Suppose we are right that grandstanding is among the causes 
of group polarization. So what? Why is polarization a bad conse
quence? We’ll have more to say about polarization in  chapter  7, 
where we argue that grandstanding undermines the possibility of 
compromise. For now, we will argue that grandstanding driven po
larization is dangerous because it leads people to adopt false beliefs, 
and it makes them overconfident in their beliefs.

False Beliefs

Grandstanding driven polarization causes people to have false 
beliefs about the world. You might think this is simply because po
larization leads people to hold (or at least say they hold) more ex
treme and radical views. But this would be a mistake. Extreme or 
radical views are not necessarily false, after all. Many viewpoints 
that seem “radical” to us now might actually be true. Furthermore, 
which viewpoints are considered “extreme” changes over time. In 
many ways, what is counted as “extreme” or “radical” depends on 
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what is already considered “moderate” or “normal.” A hundred years 
ago, the idea of state recognized same sex marriage would have 
been considered radical by most Westerners, but not so today. So 
our claim is not that grandstanding leads people to have false beliefs 
simply because grandstanding pushes them to hold or express 
radical views.

Rather, grandstanding driven polarization tends to cause people 
to have false beliefs because of the incentives built into competitive 
grandstanding. Recall that much grandstanding driven polarization 
typically involves ramping up and trumping up. Notice, however, 
that ramping up and trumping up are not reliable ways of discovering 
the truth. What leads grandstanders to alter their views or stated 
positions is predominantly a desire to hold a prized position within 
a group. The relevant incentive, then, is not to stop modifying your 
beliefs or stated positions once you arrive at the truth, or whatever 
claim is best supported by the evidence. Rather, the incentive is to 
stop when an even more extreme position would no longer impress 
the people you want to impress. These incentives will often pull in 
different directions. Recall our discussion in the previous chapter of 
how much grandstanding resembles the Cold War arms race. The 
Soviets and the Americans were not trying to stockpile the objec
tively correct number of warheads (whatever that might mean). 
Similarly, grandstanding driven polarization is unlikely to result in 
the discovery of the truth about morality and politics.

This might seem obvious, but some examples might help show 
why grandstanding is not a reliable way of getting at the truth. In an 
attempt to be seen by their preferred social and political network as 
being the most opposed to President Trump, many have taken to 
ramping up or trumping up and, as a result, saying false things. It is 
not enough to denounce Trump’s presidency as terribly incompe
tent and morally backwards. He must be the worst president ever.13 
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Of course, this phenomenon isn’t unique to Trump. Barack Obama 
was also the worst president ever.14 So was George W. Bush.15 And 
Bill Clinton “may not have been the worst president the republic has 
had, but he is the worst person ever to have been president.”16

During discussion of the Republican proposed Tax Cuts and 
Job Act of 2017, Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi described the bill 
on the floor of the House as “the worst bill in the history of the 
United States Congress.”17 When pressed by a reporter to recon
sider her remarks, Pelosi ramped up even further: “No, it is the end 
of the world. The debate over health care is life and death. This is 
Armageddon.”18 It is not enough to argue that the tax bill has some 
good parts and many bad parts, and on balance it is bad. “The bill 
will lower some peoples’ tax burden, but it will also greatly add to the 
national debt and is too generous with corporations” is too nuanced 
a position for a purity test. The bill must be disgusting. An atrocity. 
An abomination! How else will people know how morally serious 
you are in your opposition? If Pelosi’s goal was to communicate her 
moral purity to partisans, she succeeded. But if her goal was to re
spond fittingly to a bad bill, Pelosi went too far. Is the GOP tax bill 
worse than the Alien and Sedition Acts (1798), which criminalized 
criticism of the U.S.  government? Or the Indian Removal Act 
(1830), which led to the forced removal of Indian tribes from the 
southern United States? Or the Fugitive Slave Act (1850), which 
returned slaves that had escaped to free soil back to bondage? Or 
the Patriot Act (2001), which enhanced state executive power at 
the expense of civil liberties? That seems rather implausible. As we 
write this two years after the passage of the tax bill, the world has not 
ended. You might defend Pelosi by saying she was just being hyper
bolic. But that’s our point.

Much hyperbole in public discourse is driven by a desire to 
be seen as having the best moral credentials, at least among your 
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relevant social network. This kind of polarization does not track the 
truth. Extreme views arrived at via ramping up and trumping up are 
unlikely to be correct. And if they are correct, it will be a matter of 
luck, against all odds. In his famous late nineteenth century work 
on crowd psychology, French polymath Gustave Le Bon saw why 
trying impress to others is unlikely to lead to the truth. “A crowd,” he 
wrote “is only impressed by excessive sentiments. . . . To exaggerate, 
to affirm, to resort to repetition, and never to attempt to prove any
thing by reasoning are methods of argument well known to speakers 
at public meetings.”19

We all pay significant costs when people have false beliefs 
about matters of morality and politics. This is especially true in 
democracies, where millions of other people decide who will 
govern us.20 Half of Americans endorse at least one conspiracy 
theory.21 In 2017, half of Republicans still believed Barack Obama 
was born in Kenya.22 Many Americans have false beliefs, not only 
about the “other side” but also about their own.23 The average 
Democrat thinks 44 percent of Republicans earn over $250,000 a 
year. Republicans themselves estimated the figure to be 33 percent. 
In truth, only 2 percent of Republicans make that much. The average 
Republican thinks that 38 percent of Democrats are gay, lesbian, or 
bisexual. Democrats themselves put the figure at 29 percent. Yet the 
real number is 6 percent.24 These kinds of wildly mistaken beliefs 
are in part due to grandstanding about how the right is full of rich 
fat cats, and the left is full of people who don’t conform to the norms 
of traditional sexual morality. Grandstanding eventually affects how 
people come to see not only the other side, but themselves as well.

As legal scholar Ilya Somin concludes from a recent large study, 
“widespread political ignorance is a serious problem for democ
racy.”25 How can we expect to deliberate and reflect upon how best 
to solve the problems facing us if we are so out of touch with reality? 
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Nor is it easy to correct a false political belief. Studies show it is 
harder to correct peoples’ mistaken beliefs about politics than it is 
about matters of health.26 Of course, there are lots of reasons people 
have false beliefs. But grandstanding driven polarization is one of 
them, and we all pay the costs.

Overconfidence

To make matters worse, grandstanding driven polarization also 
encourages people to be unduly confident about their views, making 
those views more resistant to correction.

Suppose you take part in a conversation about gun con
trol, where everyone else supports legislation designed to make 
guns harder to obtain legally. Let us suppose there is a fair bit of 
grandstanding going on, with people trying to show how deeply 
they care about keeping children safe. We predict the group’s views 
will tend to move toward the extreme, with more people defending, 
for example, a repeal of the 2nd Amendment.

Of course, similar conversations are happening on the other 
side of the gun issue. Gun advocates tend to move to more extreme 
positions as well, concluding if we really want to protect students 
from mass shootings, teachers themselves should be armed.

These kinds of conversations tend to push active participants in 
public discourse to adopt one of two views: The progressive posi
tion that the 2nd Amendment should be repealed, and the conserv
ative position that school teachers should be armed.

Suppose you lean toward the progressive side of matters such 
as gun control. The fact that the “other side” takes a view so radi
cally different from yours will seem like evidence your side is the 
reasonable one. If the only viable alternative you see being defended 
is so extreme, this confirms that your view must be the right one. 
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It’s the only acceptable option on the table. To the extent that you 
fall closer to one extreme than the other, this could lead you to be
come more confident your view is correct. But of course, to the 
extent that the polarization you see is grandstanding driven, you 
shouldn’t be so confident. If both your own view and the opposing 
view are the result of grandstanding driven polarization, that’s not 
a reason to be more confident you are right. If anything, it is evi
dence that you should be less confident, for the reason we explained 
earlier:  grandstanding driven polarization leads people to adopt 
false beliefs.

Studies show that many of us are more confident in our moral 
and political views than we should be.27 But when lots of people are 
unduly confident in their views, this can impose social costs on us 
all. When overconfident people are wrong, it is more difficult to con
vince them of that, and they will find it difficult to see weaknesses 
in their own views. Being overconfident makes it less likely that you 
will seek out information that disconfirms your beliefs. It will also 
make you more likely to dismiss opposing views prematurely.

cYnicism

Think back to when you first started paying attention to public af
fairs. If you were like us, you started out pretty credulous. You might 
have taken carefully crafted publicity statements at face value, or 
believed Bill Clinton when he shook his finger and said he did not 
have sexual relations with that woman. If you started following the 
news only recently, you might have seen the Harvey Weinstein state
ment mentioned in  chapter  1 and thought:  “Hey, this guy really 
cares about women.” But then imagine learning why he made the 
statement in the first place. This might be jarring. And then imagine 
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learning that he had donated to and was an outspoken advocate 
for feminist causes for years. If this were a formative event for you, 
you’d come to think maybe all his past moral talk was just a cover, 
or perhaps something he felt he was supposed to do to be lauded as 
a Respectable Person by the Hollywood elite. Whatever the expla
nation, it will be hard to resist the inclination to let some cynicism 
creep in.

Grandstanding breeds cynicism about moral talk. It leads to 
skepticism and disillusionment about the sincerity of people’s 
contribution to moral discourse. Grandstanding occurs because 
people want others to think they’re on the side of the angels. When 
observers realize what grandstanders are up to, they begin to think 
that moral discourse isn’t about promoting justice at all. Moral dis
course may unfold under the pretense of making the world better. 
But for many, it’s all about shoring up your moral credentials.

According to communication researchers Masahiro Yamamoto 
and Matthew Kushin, “consuming political information on social 
media increases cynicism and apathy.”28 Certain forms of news 
media appear to cause cynicism, too. In their book, The Spiral of 
Cynicism, researchers Joseph Cappella and Kathleen Hall Jamieson 
discovered a positive link between “strategic news” and cynicism 
about politics and politicians.29 Much of the news presents politics 
as a game, with politicians as contestants trying to put on the most 
appealing act. Consuming that kind of news makes people cynical 
about the whole idea of politics, precisely because this is the kind 
of news that contains lots of grandstanding.30 All the piling on, 
ramping up, trumping up, displays of strong emotion, and dismis
siveness gives you a feeling you can’t shake: many people are using 
moral talk to seem morally superior, increase their social standing 
within a group, and dominate and silence their supposed moral 
inferiors.
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To be clear, our point is not just that moral hypocrisy (as in the 
Harvey Weinstein example) leads to cynicism, though that is un
doubtedly true. Our point is more nuanced. When people see moral 
talk used so frequently to impress others— as it is when people 
grandstand— this gives people good reason to doubt the sincerity 
of moral talk in general. Why should we take your high minded 
moral pronouncements seriously when that kind of talk is usually 
just personal PR?

Notice that others need not know for certain that people 
are grandstanding for their cynicism to be reasonable. Yes, indi
vidual instances of seemingly obvious grandstanding justifiably 
make people skeptical about moral talk. But the fact that we know 
grandstanding is both out there and hard to detect reliably makes us 
understandably cynical about moral talk in general.

This reaction is at least in part due to a cognitive bias identified 
by psychologists Justin Kruger and Thomas Gilovich called “naïve 
cynicism.”31 This is a bias that leads us to expect that others are more 
egocentrically motivated than they actually are.

Naïve cynicism perhaps has its strongest effects when we 
are assessing those with whom we disagree. Psychologist Elanor 
Williams writes that “we may be especially likely to be naively cyn
ical when the other person has a vested interest in the judgment at 
hand, but if that person is a dispassionate observer, we expect that 
he or she will see things the way we do (the way things ‘really are’).”32 
This may explain why you sometimes readily identify grandstanding 
in certain people, while those with similar beliefs to the apparent 
grandstander insist they don’t see it. We are more likely to think we 
detect selfish motivations in our political opponents than in those 
who agree with us.33

Why think cynicism about moral talk is bad? Not all cynicism 
has bad consequences, after all. Cynicism about faith healers and 
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multi level marketing schemes will spare you some headaches. 
We are not saying that grandstanding is bad because it causes cyn
icism, and cynicism always has bad results. Rather, our point is 
that grandstanding driven cynicism has a uniquely bad effect:  it 
devalues the social currency of moral talk. As a result, moral talk 
comes to be seen as a nasty business— a battlefield for people trying 
to prove they are on the right side of history. By debasing moral talk, 
we render it a less useful tool for accomplishing aims more impor
tant than the promotion of reputation. Widespread cynicism about 
moral talk is a social cost that we all bear simply because some 
people try to make themselves look good.

We need a way of talking to one another about important moral 
and political issues. When people raise moral concerns or make 
moral complaints, we need public discourse to work well enough 
that people take those concerns seriously. Widespread cynicism 
ensures that moral talk is more likely to inspire rolled eyes than 
furrowed brows. And because grandstanding causes cynicism, it 
undermines the efficacy of moral talk in precisely this way.

We have argued that grandstanding is bad because it makes 
people more cynical about moral talk. But, someone might ob
ject, this book will also make people more cynical about moral talk. 
After all, we are drawing attention to grandstanding and showing 
how common it is. So won’t people be more cynical about moral 
talk after reading this book? Doesn’t it follow that this book is also 
bad, and writing it was morally wrong? Are we part of the problem 
we set out to diagnose? Call this the hypocrisy objection: Tosi and 
Warmke say it’s bad to cause cynicism about moral talk, but then 
why is it okay for them to do it?

There are a few reasons why this objection is not promising. 
Suppose you think lying is wrong because the more people lie, the 
more cynical people become about communication. Would it be 
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wrong to report that concern about lying to others? Obviously not. 
In fact, one of the arguments against lying that nineteenth century 
British philosopher John Stuart Mill gives in Utilitarianism appeals 
to the tendency of lying to weaken “the trustworthiness of human 
assertion.”34 Was Mill a hypocrite? Or consider philosopher Harry 
Frankfurt’s popular essay, “On Bullshit.” Frankfurt argues that 
bullshitting— that is, not caring whether something you say is true 
or false— interferes with the practice of talking about things that 
people believe to be true.35 By explaining what bullshitting is, and 
showing why it causes cynicism, was Frankfurt a hypocrite? If we’re 
hypocrites, we’re in good company.

It might be argued in reply that Mill and Frankfurt’s arguments 
aren’t bad in the way that ours is, because everybody already knows 
about lying, and most people know about bullshitting. But since 
grandstanding is a relatively little known idea, our book could 
potentially do more damage. We doubt that this is true. After 
bothering most of the people we’ve met for the past five years about 
grandstanding, our sense is most people do know about it. They 
also realize it is widespread, and, almost without fail, they go on to 
mention at least one of their friends’ behavior on the internet. What 
people don’t seem as aware of, however, is the fact that so many 
other people have thought about grandstanding, too.

We are shedding light on the idea of grandstanding, making rig
orous moral arguments about it, and letting people know that they 
are not alone in being bothered by it. We recognize that the concept 
of grandstanding will be genuinely new to some people, and per
haps they will become more cynical as a result. But that handful of 
newly cynical people is insignificant compared to the large number 
of people who have been made into cynics by the widespread phe
nomenon of grandstanding. If our book has any impact, we expect 
that the lion’s share of it will be in making clear and public what 
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many people are already thinking about grandstanding. And the 
consequences of that outcome are likely to be far more positive than 
the mere spread of cynicism.

Now, this could all be true, and we could still be hypocrites. But 
even so, our arguments may have established a strong moral pre
sumption against grandstanding, which is what they are intended 
to do. Grandstanding either causes cynicism or it doesn’t. We have 
argued that it does. If you want to challenge that argument, you need 
to show that grandstanding doesn’t cause cynicism. The morality of 
the authors or this book is another matter, though those topics are 
of course fair game. The point is just that it’s a different issue, unre
lated to our argument.

We once heard a story, probably apocryphal, about a philoso
pher delivering a public talk that was interrupted by a gunman, 
who took several errant shots at the philosopher. After standing 
back up from his defensive crouch, the philosopher said, “Even if 
you had killed me, you wouldn’t have refuted any of my arguments.” 
Even if we are hypocrites, that has nothing to do with whether our 
arguments work.

tHe costs of gr andstanding - driVen 
oU tr age

Virtually anyone with internet access has a platform to express anger 
instantly to hundreds, even thousands of people. By expressing anger 
in this way, you can communicate something about yourself— you 
are morally sensitive, you care about injustice— so much so that 
you’re willing to accept the cost of being upset to show it. As we saw 
in  chapter 3, grandstanders know how to use their emotions strate
gically to display a morally impressive self image. There are three 
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distinct but related ways that using outrage to grandstand can neg
atively affect us all.

The Crying Wolf Problem

In some ways, outrage and other strong emotional expressions are 
good. Expressions of anger can effectively identify bad things in the 
world and motivate people to address them. But to use outrage ef
fectively, we must protect it. Otherwise, when anger could be used 
to help people see that something is seriously wrong, displays of 
outrage will just sound like noise.

Grandstanders don’t protect anger. They abuse it. For 
grandstanders, just about anything can be cause for outrage, from 
college dining halls serving Chinese food to Obama saluting while 
holding a coffee cup. Anything can be an occasion to display one’s 
moral purity.

Grandstanding driven outrage devalues the expression of out
rage in general. When outrage is used appropriately, it serves as a 
red flag that alerts observers that something has gone very wrong. 
But the indiscriminate use of outrage dilutes its power to iden
tify particularly bad things in the world. When public discourse is 
flooded with outrage over petty complaints, idiosyncratic moral 
preferences, and pet causes because someone wants to show 
off how morally sensitive he is, the meaning of that red flag is 
devalued.36

“It does not have the sting that it used to. For young people, it just 
doesn’t have that much power for them.” That’s Jesse Sheidlower, 
lexicographer and former editor at large of the Oxford English 
Dictionary, talking, not about outrage, but the word “fuck.”37 The 
power of the word has been diluted. Why? It’s overused. Journalist 
Joel Achenbach explains:
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We must not overharvest the swear words that are part of the 
commons of our language. It is an adults only commons, of 
course. Kids need to be told that they still can’t use it. How can a 
13 year old be transgressively vulgar with the word if his 5 year 
old sister already uses it? This word is supposed to be a reward of 
adulthood. We have to conserve it, so that our children and our 
children’s children can use it when we’re gone.38

You may not think there is much value in conserving the power of 
the word “fuck.” But our point is a more general one: indiscriminate 
use of a signal can devalue it.

This is the Crying Wolf Problem, named after one of Aesop’s 
most famous fables. A boy tricks his fellow villagers into thinking 
that a wolf has attacked his flock. They come to help, but there is 
no wolf. He does this over and over until, when a wolf really does 
threaten the boy’s flock, the villagers ignore him. The wolf devours 
his sheep.39 When cries of outrage become commonplace, how 
can we expect people to identify when danger is truly at the door? 
When we see someone treat the cultural appropriation of college 
dining hall food with the same level of outrage she uses in response 
to police brutality, it is hard to believe her sense of outrage accu
rately tracks anything important. This person has effectively cried 
wolf. By contrast, in expressing anger selectively, we protect it as 
a way to signal significant injustice. If we refrain from using out
rage for self promotion, we reserve its power for more important 
purposes.

Of course, reasonable people will disagree about what merits 
outrage. And even when people agree that outrage is merited, 
they will often disagree about how much outrage is appropriate. In 
other words, we realize that there is a range of appropriate outraged 
reactions, sometimes including no reaction at all. But we think you’ll 
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agree that it would be bad if the signal that outrage sends becomes 
diluted. Our point is that grandstanding dilutes that signal.

You are faced with a choice, then. You can grab all the attention 
you can get by grandstanding about how outraged you are. In doing 
so, you risk rendering your anger ineffective at identifying injustice. 
Or you can keep your outrage in reserve for when it might actually 
accomplish some moral good.

Outrage Exhaustion

When public discourse is overrun by constant displays of outrage, 
people— both contributors and observers of outrage— suffer from 
outrage exhaustion. Outrage exhaustion occurs when people feel 
outraged too often, or are constantly exposed to it. Consequently, 
they lose a sense for what is truly outrageous and become unable to 
muster outrage even when it is appropriate.

We experience emotions at different degrees of intensity. We 
aren’t simply angry or not angry. After an event elicits an emotional 
response— positive or negative— the strength of that emotion does 
not remain constant. It fades over time unless more things pro
voke a similar reaction.40 When people are repeatedly exposed to 
triggering stimuli, it reduces the emotional impact of similar stimuli 
in the future. Psychologists call this habituation.41 When many of 
us go through our first break up, we are likely to sob with Goethe’s 
young Werther that we “have lost the only charm of life.”42 By the 
end of round twelve, however, it feels more like business as usual.

Because we can be habituated to emotional stimuli, many people 
who work themselves into constant cycles of outrage end up being 
less affected by things that used to make them extremely angry. 
Thus, constant efforts to reinforce outrage are likely to backfire in 
the long run, as we simply cease to find the latest outrage all that 
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outrageous. The constantly outraged eventually exhaust their ca
pacity to respond with outrage. If you think outrage is an important 
motivator in times of significant injustice, it is crucial that people 
be able to retain their capacity for outrage. Grandstanding driven 
outrage contributes to unnecessary habituation, thereby causing 
people to lose a sense for what is truly outrageous.

Here’s another way to think about the process leading to outrage 
exhaustion. Recall that in the previous chapter, we discussed evi
dence that people seek out moral anger because it makes them feel 
more virtuous.43 There is a danger in doing this, though. Namely, as 
we consume more outrage, it will eventually stop being satisfying. 
In other words, outrage may follow the law of diminishing marginal 
utility:  the more you get of some good, the less value you derive 
from an additional unit of that good.44 For example, if you live in 
absolute poverty, an extra dollar means a great deal to you. But for 
Warren Buffett, an extra dollar means almost nothing. Likewise, the 
second slice of pizza is less desirable to you than the first, the third 
even less so, and so on. You reach a point of satiation and are indif
ferent, possibly even averse, to consuming any more pizza. Similarly, 
when it comes to those who seek outrage to make themselves feel 
good, outrage is likely to stop being satisfying. The danger, then, 
is that once we fulfill our craving for moral self enhancement by 
using outrage, we won’t be as interested in feeling further outrage.45 
And yet, as we have stressed, it is often socially useful to feel and 
express outrage. Those who have already had their fill of outrage in 
order to make themselves feel good, however, will have a hard time 
mustering it when it’s needed.

Outrage exhaustion can also prevent us from acting on our out
rage. In a series of studies, Ernst Fehr and his coauthors have shown 
that when people witness unfair behavior, they will actually pay to 
ensure that the wrongdoers are punished— even when they are not 
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the victims of the unfair behavior.46 The more participants paid, the 
more their targets were punished. Economists David Dickinson and 
David Masclet ran an interesting variant on those experiments. In 
their studies, participants witnessed unfair behavior just like in the 
Fehr studies. But before they had the option of paying to punish 
the wrongdoer, they were first given an opportunity to vent their 
anger.47 Interestingly, those who vented their anger ended up pun
ishing wrongdoers less than those who didn’t vent. They had ap
parently already gotten some emotional satisfaction through their 
venting and so didn’t have to use punishment to express all their 
anger. As Dickinson and Masclet point out, there is a bright side to 
this finding. When punishment is the only outlet for expressing dis
satisfaction with others’ behavior, we might devote all our energies 
to punishing and therefore punish more than we should.48 But there 
is also a potential downside to venting. If people vent too much 
through relatively costless expressions of outrage, they might just as 
easily not do enough by way of punishment. They might even vent 
so much that they feel comfortable doing nothing else in response 
to an injustice. Think, for instance, of someone who tweets fever
ishly about everything scandalous a politician does, but just can’t be 
bothered to volunteer to help people hurt by her policies, canvass 
for an opposing campaign, or do anything else that would take real 
effort.

Outrage and other moral emotions are important. What makes 
these emotions valuable is what they motivate us to do, not just how 
they make us feel about our moral goodness. But because we can use 
them to feel good about ourselves, there is a risk that we will not use 
our outrage well. We will express outrage when we are in the mood 
to do so, and not when it is appropriate. Outrage is a scarce resource. 
We should use outrage sparingly, or else it will not be able to do its 
job when we need it.
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One of the most dangerous features of grandstanding is its power 
to make us feel like we have done something productive when in 
fact we may have actually done something destructive by adding 
to the pile ons of the outraged, or exaggerating our beliefs. But 
there is another extremely insidious effect that we must watch out 
for. When anger becomes too prevalent in public discourse, even 
keeled people will abandon the public square, and many others will 
be deterred from entering it in the first place.

Moderates Check Out

Many people have little tolerance for constant displays of anger. 
The whole business is unpleasant, and few of us would ever want 
to be the target of an online shaming mob. Philosopher Kurt Baier 
wrote that “moral talk is often rather repugnant. Leveling moral 
accusations, expressing moral indignation, passing moral judgment, 
allotting the blame, administering moral reproof, justifying oneself, 
and, above all, moralizing— who can enjoy such talk?”49 Baier wrote 
those words in the 1960s. We can only imagine how he would de
scribe moral talk in popular forums today, but it probably would not 
be more favorable. Perhaps he would find it encouraging that the 
general public seems to be coming around to his view about the re
pugnance of much moral talk. A 2016 Pew Research Center survey 
found that:

 • 37 percent of social media users are “worn out” by the polit
ical content they see, and only 20 percent like seeing it.

 • 59 percent find it stressful and frustrating to discuss politics 
on social media with people they disagree with.

 • Almost half (49 percent) of social media users find that po
litical conversations they see online are angrier than political 
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conversations in other areas of life. 53 percent say they are less 
respectful. 49 percent say they are less civil.

 • 39 percent have hidden, blocked, or unfriended someone be
cause of something related to politics.

 • 64  percent report that their online encounters with people 
with opposing political views leave them feeling like they 
have less in common than they thought.50

As we mentioned earlier, many people are being polarized to par
tisan extremes. Many of the moderates who remain in the middle, 
however, have had enough of their friends’ contributions to public 
discourse. Indeed, those who are checking out of political discus
sion are disproportionately moderates.51 A  recent study shows 
that, by and large, political extremists are the only people who de
vote much of their social media activity to discussion of politics.52 
Of course, moderates may be exhausted by more than just outrage. 
Pride, despair, and guilt can also be tiresome, and contribute in their 
own way to a toxic social environment. Emotionally exhausting dis
course turns off many political moderates, who feel unwelcome in a 
world of polarized groups yelling at each other.

Political scientist Elisabeth Noelle Neumann’s spiral of silence 
theory of public opinion provides another explanation for why 
many people avoid moral and political conversations. Most of us 
fear social isolation. We also know that people who disagree with 
us or dislike us can orchestrate our social isolation if they please. 
We’ve all seen people goad their followers into treating certain un
lucky souls as social pariahs simply for making one false move on 
social media. To encourage the ostracism of those who express so
cially disapproved ideas is to exert what she calls “isolation pres
sure.”53 Noelle Neumann argues that because people fear becoming 
the target of such campaigns, we choose silence rather than risk 
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exile. Consequently, those who still take their chances in public 
moral discourse are those with greater confidence that their views 
will be accepted by those with whom they want to maintain social 
ties. Such people probably do get acceptance from their inner circle. 
But they also get a smaller inner circle. Talking morality and politics 
costs you friends. One study shows that those with more friends are 
less likely to discuss politics and contested moral issues on social 
media.54 Everybody expects the Facebook inquisition.

It is bad for everyone when moderates check out of public 
moral and political discourse. The most obvious negative effect is 
that the people who avoid such discussions don’t hear arguments 
and evidence for other views, so their own beliefs go untested. It’s 
easier to maintain your poorly formed convictions if you never 
discuss them with others, who might show that you’re mistaken. 
But perhaps even worse, when people keep their beliefs to them
selves, the rest of the world is deprived of thoughts they otherwise 
might never encounter. If silent moderates have true beliefs, then 
other people might never discover the truth themselves. And even 
if silent moderates are wrong, the reasons they might offer in de
fense of their beliefs could lead to productive discussions that move 
others closer to the truth. A healthy public discourse takes all kinds. 
So when the domain of actively discussed ideas shrinks, we are all 
worse off for it.55

Because moderates check out, political discourse is overrun by 
activists. Political scientist Diana Mutz has shown that the people 
most involved in politics are activists at the far ends of the polit
ical spectrum. These activists, she also discovered, have the lowest 
levels of “cross cutting exposure,” meaning they are the least likely 
to encounter people with political views different from their own.56 
Many activists thus have little idea how people on the other side 
actually think. Nor do they want to find out. In one study, the 
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majority of people on both sides of the same sex marriage debate 
were willing to forgo the chance to win $10 in order to avoid merely 
being exposed to the political views of their opponents.57

Of course, not even careful avoidance of moral talk is a guar
antee you can stay out of the mess others have made. Some see the 
world in such thoroughly moralized terms that they expect every 
person, organization, and product to be sorted into moral and po
litical categories.

Witness the bizarre obsession some have with pressuring pop 
star Taylor Swift to take a public stance on the presidency of Donald 
Trump. While many entertainers made their disdain for Trump 
clear, Swift has (as of this writing) been silent. This has led many 
to speculate that she is a Trump supporter. Some find in her music 
a Trumpian ethos: “Swift seems not simply a product of the age of 
Trump, but a musical envoy for the president’s values.”58 Suspicion 
grew so strong that her lawyer even had to state publicly that she 
is not a white supremacist. But even if she were to break her si
lence, this wouldn’t please everyone. Broadway actor Todrick Hall 
astutely observes:  “Maybe one day, Taylor will start being super 
political, and using her voice to do the things that people think that 
she should be doing. But even then, she will probably be ridiculed 
for not being vocal enough, or not being on the right side.”59 In a 
moral and political climate where you must display your political 
allegiance, not even a pop star is free to avoid politics and just sing 
about breakups.

So far, we have argued that there are significant social costs 
to moral grandstanding:  polarization, cynicism, and various bad 
consequences related to excessive outrage, including the crying 
wolf problem, outrage exhaustion, and moderates checking out. But 
just because grandstanding has some bad consequences, that doesn’t 
mean that, on balance, it makes the world a worse place. Scolding 
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a child for misbehaving has some bad consequences (she feels sad, 
you might see some crying), but overall the positives may outweigh 
the negatives. Of course, it’s fair to ask whether we’re right about 
which way the scale tips in the final analysis. Are there any possible 
upsides to grandstanding?

tHe social Benefits of gr andstanding

While we have focused on the costs of grandstanding, we rec
ognize that it can also produce social benefits. We suspect that, 
at the end of the day, the costs outweigh the benefits. We haven’t 
argued for that conclusion here; all we have tried to establish in 
this chapter is a presumption against grandstanding, in light of its 
significant social costs. Those who want to defend the morality of 
grandstanding based on its consequences will need to argue either 
that (1) grandstanding doesn’t have the social costs we say it does; 
or (2) even if grandstanding has those social costs, there are social 
benefits that outweigh those costs. What might some of those social 
benefits be?

One potential benefit of grandstanding is that it gives people 
a chance to signal to others that they are cooperators.60 This is an 
important function, because it allows people to build networks of 
trust that make the gains of social cooperation possible. If someone 
shows his friends that he’s a good person with some well placed 
grandstanding, they’ll know that they can count on him to keep 
his word, that he respects other people, and so on. In the same 
way, grandstanding also pressures others to recognize that they are 
among people who do the right thing, and so they should follow suit.

There is something to this suggestion. It really is beneficial 
for all of us that people can signal to one another that they are 
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trustworthy and respectful. But we doubt that this has much to 
do with grandstanding. Signals are built into everyday behavior, 
whether we mean to send them or not. You signal to others that 
you can be trusted by following rules in their presence, like waiting 
for the walk signal at the crosswalk, not shoplifting from stores, or 
by refraining from antisocial, self interested behavior more gen
erally. In other words, we show people that we are cooperators by 
actually cooperating, not by grandstanding. If people were to stop 
grandstanding, we would still have ample opportunities to foster so
cial trust through other forms of signaling. In fact, we could do so 
simply by engaging in moral talk without grandstanding.

In any case, we doubt that grandstanding has much value as 
a signal of trustworthiness. Other forms of signaling behavior 
are more reliable because they are harder to fake, and are costlier 
than simply reciting the right phrases. If anything, grandstanding 
is more valuable as a tool for manipulation than a signal that the 
grandstander can be trusted. We refer you again to the example 
of Harvey Weinstein’s apology letter, as well as other cases of 
grandstanding male feminists who turned out to be sexual harassers 
and abusers. That grandstanding can be used as cover for bad behav
ior in this way could lead people to be more cynical about the signals 
that moral talk actually sends. Our skepticism notwithstanding, we 
think this issue merits further exploration.

Another strategy for identifying the social benefits of 
grandstanding is to point to the positive things grandstanding 
can lead people to do. Consider, for example, the phenomenon of 
“rage giving”: donating to a political cause or charity out of outrage. 
Elizabeth Dale, an expert on philanthropy, explains:

Donating is more than just being outraged on social media, or 
among friends and family. It is tangible, it’s something that people 
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can do, often without much personal cost to themselves. There is 
a psychological effect to charitable giving— the idea that I can do 
something, even if it’s contributing a $50 or $100 gift— that can 
alleviate feelings of guilt, or demonstrate a person’s morals and 
values. By giving on Facebook or sharing that you made a gift on 
social media, we demonstrate our values to others.61

When enough people get outraged about some event, they can 
channel their anger into productive action. Take, for example, the 
public outcry over the Trump administration’s “zero tolerance” 
policy on illegal immigration, which led to greater incidents of 
family separation. By tapping into the collective outrage, a Silicon 
Valley couple raised $20 million to help reunite children and their 
families at the U.S. Mexico border.62

Whether you agree with the organizers of this fundraiser about 
immigration policy or not, the point is that lots of anger expressed 
on social media— some of it surely grandstanding driven— can lead 
people to donate to a charity they believe in. That can be a great re
sult. Of course, you don’t have to be grandstanding to express out
rage or publicly support political causes. So this is not necessarily 
a defense of grandstanding, but of outrage speech that motivates 
charitable giving, and we haven’t argued against that. We haven’t 
even argued against the use of outrage. In fact, we claimed that out
rage has a place and serves an important good. But that’s precisely 
why we should protect it— so it can be used for truly important 
causes, not petty moral concerns selected just to demonstrate moral 
sensitivity.

Here again, our skepticism notwithstanding, we think this a 
worthwhile avenue to explore. The main challenge will be to pro
duce evidence that grandstanding has a unique social benefit that 
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cannot be attained as easily through moral talk that isn’t motivated 
by the Recognition Desire.

However, even if critics could show that the social benefits from 
moral grandstanding outweigh its costs, we still have other arguments 
against grandstanding, independent of its social costs, to unfold in 
the coming chapters. For example, as we’ll see next, grandstanding 
is morally problematic because it involves disrespecting others.





Chapter  5

 Grandstanding and Respect

Everyone deserves to be treated with respect. Some would say 
ensuring respect for others is the whole point of morality. Why is 
assault morally wrong? Because it’s a failure to treat others with the 
respect they deserve. Why is racial discrimination morally wrong? 
Because it’s a way of failing to treat people with equal respect.

Moral talk is one of our most useful tools for seeing to it that 
people are treated with respect. Moral talk is how we communicate 
that people aren’t being treated right. For example, suppose you tell 
others: “This immigration policy is unfair to children.” Your goal is 
to get people to notice that people aren’t being treated with suffi
cient respect.

The point is that moral talk is a tool. It allows us to work together 
to make sure people are treated with respect. But like many tools, 
moral talk can be put to alternative uses. Some of these uses are less 
than admirable.

Consider the hammer. Hammers can be used to build homes. 
But they can also be used to hit people. Whether swinging a hammer 
is a good thing depends on what it’s being swung at and why. Like 
hammers, moral talk can be put to good use. But moral talk is not 
magic. It can also be used in ways that disrespect others.
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In this chapter, we argue that grandstanders use moral talk in ways 
that mistreat others. The claim is not that grandstanding is wrong 
because it has bad consequences, as we argued in the last chapter. 
Instead, we’ll show that grandstanders fail to treat others with respect.

In certain cases, grandstanding disrespects people. It does this 
either by using others to show how good the grandstander is, or by 
misleading others about how good the grandstander is. Then we’ll 
argue that, more generally, grandstanding takes advantage of others 
by free riding on their conscientious use of moral talk.

sHowca sing

If you’ve watched enough television, you will have encountered the 
trope of the character facing an impending prison sentence who is 
advised to find the biggest, toughest looking inmate on his first day 
inside and pick a fight with him. The idea is to send a message to the 
rest of the prison population that the new guy will not tolerate any 
abuse from even the most imposing prisoner, and so he should not 
be messed with. While we doubt the effectiveness of this strategy in 
the prison context, the aggressive impulse to harm another person 
simply to demonstrate something about oneself to onlookers is 
quite common. Sadly, people are often prepared to take advantage 
of others to make themselves look good.

Some grandstanders take this approach to public discourse. 
They go through life looking for opportunities to pounce on others’ 
moral mistakes, real or imagined, to demonstrate to others what 
good people they are. We call this kind of demonstration showcasing. 
Showcasing involves using others by recruiting them into a public 
display designed to show off the moral qualities of the grandstander. 
Showcasers might do this by piling on in cases of public shaming, 
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ramping up or trumping up accusations of wrongdoing, or engaging 
in accusatory expressions of outrage or other negative emotions. 
Showcasers are grandstanders who satisfy their Recognition Desire 
by using the alleged moral failures of others to show off their own 
moral superiority.

What is wrong with showcasing? Let’s take the easy case 
first: when the showcaser pounces on an innocent person to impress 
others with her moral greatness. Here, the showcaser has clearly 
done something wrong. It is disrespectful to publicly blame people 
for things they didn’t do. They don’t deserve to be treated that way. 
Just like it would be wrong for the state to put innocent people in jail 
to show that it cares about justice, it is wrong for grandstanders to 
shame, ostracize, and embarrass innocent people to show that their 
hearts are in the right place.

But what’s wrong with showcasing if the target is guilty? You 
might think there is nothing wrong with using blame and shame to 
display your moral credentials if the target has done wrong. Let’s 
call this the Dirty Harry Defense of showcasing. In the 1973 film 
Magnum Force, Clint Eastwood’s character, Inspector “Dirty” Harry 
Callahan, is assigned the task of tracking down a dangerous killer. 
Harry requests two sharp shooting rookie cops as backup. His 
Lieutenant bristles at the idea of sending two rookies on such an im
portant assignment. “Suppose they panic and start shooting?” the 
Lieutenant asked. “Nothing wrong with shooting,” Harry replies, 
“as long as the right people get shot.”

A defender of showcasing might reason similarly:  it doesn’t 
matter why people publicly shame their targets if the targets deserve 
it. Sure, it’s disrespectful to showcase when using innocent people. 
But this doesn’t mean it’s disrespectful when you target wrongdoers.

There is a nugget of truth in this defense of showcasing. If a 
wrongdoer responded to a grandstander’s blame by accusing the 
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grandstander of using him to look good, it would be fair to say the 
wrongdoer was engaging in misdirection. After all, the grandstander’s 
self interested motivations don’t change the fact that the wrongdoer 
is guilty. But there are good moral objections to showcasing, even 
when the target has done wrong.

Notice that the Dirty Harry Defense only works if a showcaser 
has correctly identified wrongdoers for use as instruments of self 
promotion. But how successful will showcasers be at targeting 
only the guilty? We often blame the innocent even when correctly 
identifying wrongdoing is our only goal. When we mix in other, 
more self serving motives, how accurate will we be at blaming only 
the guilty?

You might think showcasers will be accurate in picking only on 
wrongdoers, because it is only in those cases that their showcasing 
will be effective. After all, who would think of you as a moral par
agon if you pounce on people for doing morally innocent things like 
painting in their free time, or taking their kids to the park? Perhaps 
showcasers will only pick on guilty people, because only then will 
others be impressed.

But this expectation is too optimistic. Recall that many 
grandstanders try to impress their in groups. They want their like 
minded friends to think of them as being extremely sensitive to in
justice, for example. But although it might be difficult for some to 
accept, our in groups do not always respond appropriately to moral 
problems. Even if we assume our group has all the right values, 
that hardly guarantees that the group will make the correct moral 
assessment of a person’s behavior in a particular case. Life is com
plicated, and even tightly knit groups of people with a common 
moral perspective are bound to encounter new combinations of 
circumstances that pit some of the group’s own values against each 
other. It would take a true fanatic to believe that her in group (or 



g r a n d s t a n d i n g  a n d  r e s P e c t

101

even any one member of it) will always arrive at the morally cor
rect answer, no matter what the world throws its way. After all, how 
likely is it that although everyone else throughout history has had 
mistaken moral beliefs, you and your group have suddenly become 
infallible at discovering the moral truth?

We must also keep in mind what we know about the psychology 
of group dynamics. People often feel pressure to conform their 
public judgments to what they think others expect of them. Since 
groups are bound to make faulty moral assessments, individuals 
trying to impress their groups will often end up using innocent 
people for showcasing.

Our point is that when we try to impress our in groups by 
showcasing, we will often blame and shame innocent people, 
whether we believe this is what we are doing or not. Knowing we 
are prone to this error should lead us to lower our confidence that 
any given case of showcasing targets a wrongdoer. In many cases, we 
should not be confident at all.

Is it respectful to blame and shame people to make yourself look 
good if you are likely to pick innocent targets by mistake? Consider 
an analogous case. Suppose you’re a police officer on highway pa
trol. You haven’t had your radar gun calibrated in weeks, and you 
know there’s only around a 60 percent chance it provides accurate 
readings. But you’re close to setting a monthly record for tickets is
sued, which would impress your Sergeant, and your annual perfor
mance review is coming up. You don’t want to waste time calibrating 
when you could be issuing more tickets. Does issuing tickets to 
drivers using such an unreliable instrument strike you as disre
spectful? If so, you should think that much showcasing will be disre
spectful too, for the same reason.

But what about showcasing when you are justifiably confi
dent that your target is guilty? There are plenty of cases of clear 
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wrongdoing from celebrities or politicians. Why would showcasing 
in these cases be disrespectful? In these cases, too, showcasing can 
go awry.

To see this, notice that even if a showcaser’s target is guilty, this 
does not mean that her desire to impress others will lead her to 
blame and shame the wrongdoer appropriately. It is possible to treat 
wrongdoers more harshly than they deserve. Due to the incentives 
built into social comparison we discussed in  chapter  2, much 
showcasing, like grandstanding in general, will involve ramping up 
and trumping up. These incentives lead showcasers to be dispropor
tionately harsh in their treatment of wrongdoers.

Nowhere is this clearer than in cases of online shaming.1 One 
Twitter user notes, “It’s weird I  can type something in this box 
that will destroy my life.”2 It is de rigueur for members of the social 
media mob to send death threats, harass the wrongdoer’s family and 
friends, and lobby the wrongdoer’s employer to fire her. For those 
who think of moral talk as magic, all of this is just another day at 
the office. Sure, they may be contributing to a cascade of internet 
shaming, but sometimes justice demands sacrifice— of others, 
naturally.

Journalist Jon Ronson details the case of Lindsey Stone, who be
came a victim of online shaming after posting to Facebook an edgy 
photo of herself making a lewd gesture at a sign requesting silence 
and respect at Arlington National Cemetery. After going through 
the usual ordeal of losing her job and getting death threats, Stone 
was left depressed and unemployable, since any internet search 
would instantly recall the details of her mistake, complete with pho
tographic evidence. She resumed something resembling a normal 
life only after Ronson secured for her the pro bono services of a rep
utation management firm, which manipulated search engine results 
to push links to news of the incident down in the search rankings.
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This process requires constant maintenance of a curated on
line presence, complete with fake innocuous public journal entries 
about trips to amusement parks to clog up the first page of Google 
search results. According to the reputation management company’s 
estimate, scrubbing Stone’s online reputation required hundreds of 
thousands of dollars’ worth of services.3 We linger over these details 
to highlight how costly a minimal uptick (if any) in reputation for 
showcasers can be for their targets. That there is a whole industry 
devoted to addressing this issue shows that something has gone 
very wrong in the way we practice moral blame. The details of cases 
like Stone’s are difficult to stomach, and they make it abundantly 
clear that her tormenters have done something despicable.

Even if Stone acted wrongly, the response she suffered was dis
proportionate. Surely she didn’t deserve death threats. But what 
about cases where you know for certain that the target is guilty, 
and your blame and shame are exactly what she deserves? Even 
here, showcasing can go awry. Coordinating group activity is diffi
cult. Even if the target deserves your blame and shame, that doesn’t 
mean she also deserves similar blame and shame from 10,000 other 
people. Much showcasing takes the form of piling on. Here, indi
vidual group members pile their blame and shame onto a wrong
doer, each person putting his two cents in until the total effect of 
their harassment is orders of magnitude greater than what the 
wrongdoer deserves.4 At the very least, your individual status 
seeking contributes to group behavior that is disrespectful, even to 
a wrongdoer.

In an interesting twist, massive online blaming and shaming 
campaigns sometimes backfire. Psychologists Takuya Sawaoka and 
Benoît Monin conducted four studies showing that expressions of 
outrage against racist, unpatriotic, or sexist online posts are seen 
as less praiseworthy when they are part of a larger group pile on.5 



g r a n d s t a n d i n g

104

Further, Sawaoka and Monin show that viral outrage triggers a sym
pathetic response to the offender from observers. This presents a 
puzzle for showcasers. Even if their shaming might look appropriate 
in isolation, showcasers who pile on can induce sympathy for their 
target and make the showcasers themselves look bad.

But the wrongness of showcasing arguably doesn’t depend on 
disproportionate blame or social sanctions. Even if a wrongdoer 
deserves to be blamed, it is still possible to act wrongly in blaming 
that person. To see how this is possible, imagine that Ann sees Ben 
commit some minor moral wrong. It would not be wrong for Ann to 
call Ben to account for his actions in front of other people. Perhaps 
it is even the right thing to do, and so she does so. But suppose Ann 
is in a terrible mood, and is eager to let loose on someone. Even 
though it was not out of bounds for Ann to call Ben to account, 
her motivation for calling him out is faulty. Ann doesn’t care who 
she lashes out at, or why. If Ben hadn’t come along, she would have 
taken her bad mood out on someone else instead. Ann treats Ben as 
an interchangeable punching bag. But that’s not what morality is for. 
Ben should be blamed for his behavior because he did something 
wrong, not because blaming him makes Ann feel good.

We can use this case to illustrate why showcasing is wrong for 
the same reason. Suppose that instead of being in a bad mood, Ann 
felt like her virtue was underappreciated. When Ben slips up, she 
sees her opportunity, and broadcasts her superior moral qualities to 
everyone in earshot by tearing into Ben. Here too, Ann acts wrongly 
in blaming Ben just to show off her moral credentials.

You might object that in both versions of the case, Ann did 
nothing wrong. Why? Because in fact she punished a guilty person. 
Because Ben was guilty in both cases, she had a right to punish him. 
Thus, there was nothing wrong with doing so.6 Sure, she was fully 
prepared to lash out at anyone to get what she wanted, but fortune 
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smiled upon her and sent her a guilt free opportunity to vent her 
spleen.

It’s true that Ann’s behavior is less bad when her target is guilty 
Ben, rather than some innocent bystander. But it is a mistake to ig
nore her attitude toward other people in the evaluation of her behav
ior.7 She simply got lucky that she took advantage of a guilty person. 
Again, morality is not a convenient excuse to use another person. 
Morality requires us to treat other people according to their worth 
as human beings, not as mere instruments. Showcasing fails to do so.

deceit

Throughout the book, we have found it useful to compare 
grandstanding with lying. For example, lying and grandstanding 
are both ways of doing something morally wrong through your 
communication. Also, as with lying, it is usually hard to know 
whether someone is grandstanding just by examining their words. 
By pointing out its similarities to the more familiar idea of lying, 
we hope to make it easier to understand grandstanding. We will 
now argue that some instances of grandstanding have still more in 
common with lying.

We think grandstanders are usually sincere— they believe the 
things they say, or they are reporting their actual moral beliefs to 
others. We have argued that grandstanding is wrong for many other 
reasons that do not require insincerity (and there are still more 
arguments to come). But grandstanding can also be wrong because, 
like lying, it deceives others.

Let’s focus just on lying for a moment. Lying is an attempt to 
deceive another person into believing something the liar him
self believes to be false.8 One plausible explanation for why lying 
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is typically wrong is that by deceiving another person, you fail to 
treat her with the respect befitting a moral equal. Suppose a friend 
of yours wants to be a barber. You would never let her cut your hair, 
but you want to support your friend, so you tell a coworker she’s 
an excellent and experienced barber. You know the truth and make 
use of it by not letting her cut your hair. Because you lied to your 
coworker, on the other hand, he has bad information. As a result, he 
does something he otherwise wouldn’t have done. By lying to him, 
you have treated his practical interests as less important than your 
own. You have exploited his trust and manipulated him into serving 
your goal of supporting your friend. In short, you have taken advan
tage of him by lying to him.

It is also possible to deceive, manipulate, and take advantage 
of others by grandstanding. Grandstanders sometimes do this by 
cultivating impressions of themselves as trustworthy, and then 
exploiting the trust they inspire— whether they mean to do so or 
not. Grandstanders often seek to establish reputations as being 
above reproach, or perhaps as merely decent people. But the truth of 
the matter may be far from the sterling image grandstanders project.

Some grandstanding is unintentionally deceptive. As we saw in 
 chapter 2, there’s a good chance you aren’t as morally good as you 
think you are. People overwhelmingly rate themselves as morally 
better than average. They cannot all be right. Many people really are 
mistaken about how they compare with others when it comes to 
their moral qualities. So if you are trying to get people to think of 
you as morally exceptional, you are probably deceiving them— your 
grandstanding is aimed at getting people to believe things about you 
that are actually false. Even if you are not trying to deceive others, 
you might be doing so all the same.

You might insist that you wouldn’t make this mistake. Perhaps 
not. But psychological research gives us good reason to think we 
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are poor judges of our own moral qualities. The “better than myself 
effect” provides particularly striking reason to doubt ourselves. In 
one study, participants were asked to estimate what percentage 
of the time they would exhibit certain traits, such as cooperative
ness, honesty, politeness, and trustworthiness.9 In total, they rated 
themselves on twenty six traits. Weeks later the same participants 
were reassessed. The experimenters told them that they would be 
presented with the average self ratings from their peers on each trait. 
They were then asked to rate themselves in comparison with the av
erage. Across twenty three of twenty six traits, the participants rated 
themselves considerably better than average. The biggest differences 
were in their evaluations of the four moral traits: cooperativeness, 
honesty, politeness, and trustworthiness. What’s interesting to note 
is that when participants were asked how they compared to the 
“average,” they were actually given their own previous self ratings. 
In effect, when they said they were better than average, they were 
claiming they were better than themselves. This suggests we are not 
reliable judges of how good we are— whether in absolute terms, or 
relative to others. So while it is true that some people will be better 
than average, perhaps you should not be confident that you are better 
than average. Odds are, if you are projecting an image of yourself as a 
moral saint, you are being deceptive.

Of course, in these cases we have stipulated that you are not 
trying to deceive others. You sincerely believe you are morally 
great and want others to think so, too. But that doesn’t mean your 
grandstanding can’t be deceptive. It just means your deception isn’t 
intentional. Even if deceptive grandstanding isn’t intentional, it may 
still be irresponsible. When you grandstand, you do something that 
runs a high risk of deceiving people. After all, what are the odds that 
you are as morally great as you think you are? Probably not very 
good. When it comes to misleading others, grandstanding is risky 
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behavior. Since it is wrong to mislead people for personal gain, we 
would treat others more respectfully if we didn’t grandstand.

On the other hand, some grandstanding is intentionally decep
tive. In these cases, grandstanders don’t think they are as morally 
great as their grandstanding would suggest, but they want others 
to believe they are anyway. This kind of grandstanding is much like 
lying, in that it aims at deceiving others. Again, it is generally wrong 
to deceive others. Insofar as such grandstanding would be aimed at 
deceiving others, it too would be morally wrong.

You might think that even if grandstanding is often deceptive, 
it is not a significant moral wrong. We all puff ourselves up a little 
bit for others, making ourselves look funnier, more attractive, or 
smarter than we truly are. It is pitiable that some people go to great 
lengths to convince others that they are smarter, stronger, or more 
romantically accomplished than they actually are. But outside of ex
treme cases, those who are successful in these efforts are unlikely to 
do much damage as a result.

Grandstanding is worse than these other cases, though. The 
inaccurate perception that grandstanders create in others enables 
them to take advantage of people in ways that go beyond mere de
ception. By presenting themselves as better people than they really 
are, many grandstanders garner others’ trust in a way that is not de
served. Grandstanders can exploit this trust in a host of ways.

For example, some people use their grandstanding as a cover for 
their own bad behavior. Psychologist Anna Merritt and colleagues 
conducted a series of experiments showing that people seek moral 
credentials when they fear that their future behavior could appear 
immoral.10 In one study, participants were told they were making a 
hiring decision, and they would have to choose between a white and 
a black candidate. Some participants were shown descriptions of 
qualifications where the black candidate was stronger than the white 
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candidate, and others saw the reverse. Before making the hiring deci
sion, participants took a questionnaire asking whether various kinds 
of behavior were racist. Participants were told that their answers to 
this questionnaire would be shown to their peers, along with their 
hiring decision. The researchers found that participants who were 
shown the files in which the white candidate was better qualified 
were more likely to criticize behavior as racist in the questionnaire. 
By preemptively displaying their heightened sensitivity to racism, 
subjects apparently hoped these credentials would allow them to es
cape criticism for favoring a white candidate over a black candidate.

This sort of preemptive signaling isn’t always morally wrong, 
of course. Sometimes we need to go out of our way to show that 
our behavior is morally permissible when first appearances suggest 
otherwise. Our point is simply that these same motivations are at 
play when particularly bad people use their grandstanding to make 
it easier to take advantage of others’ trust. By grandstanding, people 
can build up their moral reputation to avoid suspicion and perhaps 
even escape criticism when their misdeeds are discovered.

People can also use the trust they secure by grandstanding to 
ensnare victims. Going further, they can use this trust to discourage 
their victims from coming forward by preemptively sowing seeds 
of doubt about the plausibility of their accusations. The fact that 
grandstanding makes it easier to abuse others is what separates it 
from other kinds of enhanced self presentation that are morally in
nocent. Some examples will help demonstrate what we mean.

Recall the letter Harvey Weinstein released in response to the 
sexual misconduct allegations against him. By stressing his support 
for progressive political causes and his profound respect for women, 
Weinstein attempted to fall back on the reputation he cultivated 
through years of deceitful impression management, and to buy le
niency by dangling the possibility of future good works that would 



g r a n d s t a n d i n g

110

be impossible if he were held responsible for his actions. Besides the 
transparency of his motives revealed in the letter itself, the fact that 
he was attempting to manipulate his audience to buy himself greater 
liberties is further confirmed by the fact that he apparently said sim
ilar things when confronted privately, well over a decade before the 
more recent allegations.11

In ostentatiously presenting himself as politically progressive 
throughout his career, Weinstein made it less likely that accusations 
against him would be believed, and by extension less likely any of 
his victims would come forward. His grandstanding has stopped 
working (for now, at least), but he was able to use it along with his 
professional power to engage in terrible abuse for years. In short, 
Weinstein’s grandstanding induced people to trust him far more 
than he deserved.

Some grandstanders probably manipulate people without even 
realizing they are doing so, and perhaps end up deceiving them
selves in the process. Consider the case of Ted Haggard, the former 
pastor of New Life Church, a megachurch located in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado. Haggard was also at one time the president of 
the National Association of Evangelicals, an association of tens of 
thousands of theologically conservative churches representing 
millions of members. Haggard rose to national prominence in the 
mid 2000s in part due to an appearance in a television documen
tary, The Root of All Evil? There he reacted angrily to interviewer 
Richard Dawkins’s questions about science and evolution, decried 
his arrogance, and ordered him to leave. Haggard’s treatment of 
Dawkins was a clear display of self righteous anger, directed at an 
out group member whose vices he was unwilling to tolerate.12

Haggard also attracted media coverage for his outspoken sup
port of an amendment to Colorado’s constitution that would ban 
state recognition of gay marriages. He dismissed the idea that the 
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issue even merited serious discussion, saying, “We don’t have to 
debate about what we should think about homosexual activity. It’s 
written in the Bible.”13 Thus, Haggard demonstrated to all those 
listening that the answer to what was then a hotly contested issue 
was simple and obvious to him. Soon after these events, Haggard 
was publicly accused of carrying on a years long affair with a male 
prostitute from whom he purchased crystal methamphetamine. 
Although he disputed the charges at first, Haggard later admitted 
that they were true.

Because of his public displays of moral purity, Haggard’s con
gregation likely trusted him all the more. But he might also have 
succeeded in deceiving himself about his own integrity. As we saw in 
 chapter 3, people sometimes manipulate their own moral emotions, 
such as anger, to enhance and maintain their impressions of them
selves as morally good.14 Much of Haggard’s public outrage and 
grandstanding may have functioned in large part to convince himself 
that he was actually a good person, despite his failure to live up to 
his own standards of sexual morality. Through his grandstanding, 
Haggard deceived his congregation, and maybe himself, too.

There is a practical lesson to be drawn from cases like Haggard’s. 
We know that most humans think better of their moral qualities 
than is warranted. So we should be wary of the temptation to grand
stand to feel better about ourselves. If we do so, we risk feeding into 
our own delusions, and drifting further and further from an accurate 
impression of who we are and what we care about.

It might be objected that our worries about deception are over
blown. People are not stupid. They know that everyone wants others 
to think well of them, and so we all expect people to fudge a bit in 
what they show of themselves to the world. Since we are so aware, 
we will discount accordingly when we see self inflation in the form 
of moral grandstanding, and thereby avoid being deceived.
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The trouble with this objection is that grandstanding is gener
ally not direct enough to be detected easily. Otherwise, it wouldn’t 
be effective. The ability to impress others by grandstanding is a skill 
people possess to varying degrees, as is the ability to see through a 
deceptive self presentation. When people say what we want to hear 
on moral and political matters, we are liable to be taken in by an 
effective grandstander. It would be awfully naïve to say about de
ception of this kind or any other that we can just see it and easily 
discount it.

We’re able to see through the Weinsteins and the Haggards 
of the world, at least after the fact. We know the people involved 
are grandstanding, and we can adjust our level of trust in them ac
cordingly. But we do not always have this ability. It is alarming to 
think about how many people are widely trusted or even beloved 
simply because they are gifted grandstanders. If we respect other 
people, we won’t grandstand to make them trust us more than they 
otherwise would.

So far, we have given two arguments for the conclusion that 
grandstanding is wrong because it is disrespectful. First, when 
grandstanders showcase— that is, blame and shame others to 
show off how good they are— they treat people as interchangeably 
useful punching bags. Second, when grandstanders deceive others 
about how morally good they are, not only is this itself usually dis
respectful, but by gaining the undeserved trust of others through 
deceit, grandstanders are able to abuse others and get away with 
wrongdoing more easily.

Notice that these arguments were aimed specifically at cases 
of grandstanding that involve showcasing and deceit. But you can 
grandstand without showcasing or deceiving others. So we don’t 
think that these arguments show that all cases of grandstanding are 
disrespectful. Just many of them.
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free- riding

One of the great advantages of life in a stable society is that we get to 
enjoy the fruits of cooperation with others on large scale projects. 
Everyone does his or her part, however small, and follows the rules. 
The result is a significant common benefit. For example, many 
cultures have a general practice of standing in line for service. The 
usual rule is that people allow those who arrived before them to be 
served before they seek service themselves. As a result, what could 
be a disorderly and conflict ridden process is (usually) simple and 
peaceful.

As cooperative projects grow in size, however, difficulties emerge. 
One problem is that some people can take advantage of others’ good 
faith contributions. These people defect from the cooperative rules 
governing interaction to get greater benefits for themselves. This 
“free riding” disrespects those who follow the rules. In this section, 
we will suggest that our practice of public moral discourse is one 
such large scale cooperative practice. We argue that grandstanders 
free ride on others’ good behavior in public discourse. This is an
other way grandstanders disrespect others.

Suppose there is a large, grassy pasture. You and nine neighbors 
let your cows graze in the pasture. The pasture has a carrying ca
pacity of 100 cows. This means that if no more than 100 cows graze 
on the land, there will be plenty of grass for future cows to eat. If 
more than 100 cows are allowed to graze, however, the pasture will 
be ruined from overgrazing.

At first, each neighbor lets only two cows graze in the pasture. 
But then one of your neighbors realizes that if he lets a few more 
cows graze, he can make more money. After all, twenty grazing cows 
are well below the carrying capacity of the pasture. Even with a few 
more cows grazing, there will still be plenty of grass to go around. 
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Other neighbors notice this strategy, and they too let more of their 
cows graze. You realize that if you don’t let more of your cows graze, 
too, you lose out.

What is likely to happen as people continue to add cows, and 
the pasture nears its carrying capacity? You could stop adding more 
cows yourself, but why would you? You have no assurance that your 
neighbors will respect the limit, and it would be too much work to 
monitor the pasture around the clock to ensure it isn’t overgrazed. 
Why be the only sucker who doesn’t take what he can get while the 
pasture is still there?

It is in the collective interest of everyone to preserve the pasture 
so it can continue to be of use. But when people act out of narrow 
self interest in an unregulated common space with scarce resources, 
you have the ingredients for the destruction of the pasture. This type 
of scenario is known as a tragedy of the commons.15 We can all see 
such tragedies coming, but if we can only choose what to do for our
selves, we cannot prevent them. The best we can do as individuals 
is to try to grab what we can of the common resource before it is 
wiped out.

Our practice of moral talk is, in a way, a common resource like 
the pasture. Moral talk is a valuable resource. As we explained in 
 chapter 1, moral talk is our primary means of bringing morality to 
bear on practical problems. We solve, or at least attempt to solve, 
many important problems using this resource. But much like the pas
ture in the story can be overgrazed, moral talk can also be destroyed 
through abuse. We abuse the common resource of moral talk when 
we moralize excessively, make plainly false or absurd moral claims, 
or use moral talk in nakedly self serving ways. These are all things 
that happen when people engage in moral grandstanding, and, as we 
have argued in the previous chapter, they result in a degradation of 
the social currency of moral talk.
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What can we do in the face of this problem? Like cattle herders, 
we could shrug our shoulders and take what we can for ourselves 
while there are still rubes who take moral talk seriously. But cattle 
herders have another option, and so do we: mutual submission to a 
set of rules or norms that protect the common resource.

In the case of the pasture, a system of rules about property 
would keep the herders from ruining it. Rather than engage in costly 
monitoring of one another’s grazing practices, the herders would do 
best to become responsible for their own section of the pasture, and 
so gain both an interest in preserving that section and an ability to 
exclude others from ruining it.

It doesn’t make sense to privatize moral talk, of course. 
Communication by its nature relies on shared resources. But thank
fully there are other ways to prevent a tragedy of the commons.16 
One such solution involves adopting norms that protect the prac
tice of moral talk from abuse. When enough people adopt the 
norms (and are punished for violating them), we can prevent the 
degradation of moral talk.

To see what we mean, consider philosopher H.  P. Grice’s 
thought that conversations can be cooperatively useful only if those 
involved follow certain general principles.17 He called these con
versational maxims. Examples of such maxims include “Do not say 
that for which you lack adequate evidence,” “Be relevant,” “Avoid 
obscurity of expression,” and “Be orderly.” These are general princi
ples we all should follow in general conversation. If enough people 
stopped following these norms, conversation would be pointless as 
a cooperative venture. We’d ask if you liked tea and you’d answer, “I 
love sailing.” (A violation of the “be relevant” norm.) Conversation 
works because we all follow some general rules.

We think there are also norms that govern profitable moral 
talk, which is one reason why most people find grandstanding so 
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annoying. We all know you can make yourself look good by taking 
a public stand for what is right. We also all know that making your
self look good is not the point of taking a stand. Consider the cliché 
of the publicity hungry politician who transparently uses moral talk 
about political causes to self promote. Someone who uses moral 
talk that way is violating the norms of acceptable social behavior. 
We suggest a maxim for moral conversation: “Do not use moral talk 
to self promote.” If enough of us follow this general rule, we will 
protect the resource of moral talk.

Suppose we are right that this is a good norm of moral conversa
tion. Then it would be wrong to grandstand because it is unfair to eve
ryone else who preserves the profitability of moral talk by refraining 
from grandstanding.18 Non grandstanders could use moral talk to 
make themselves look good, and they could probably even get away 
with it much of the time. But instead they restrain themselves and 
follow the norms that direct them to use moral talk for the sake of 
promoting justice in the world. Because enough people exercise self 
restraint, we all get to enjoy the benefits of living in a society where 
moral talk is effective. Grandstanders, on the other hand, have it 
both ways. They enjoy the benefits of everyone else’s self restraint 
and still use moral talk to improve their social status. In other words, 
they free ride on everyone else’s sacrifices while refusing to sacrifice 
in the same way. They take advantage of others, and act as if they are 
entitled to greater freedom than the rest of us.

Some readers will notice an affinity between this argument and 
the ones made in the previous chapter about the bad consequences 
of grandstanding. Indeed, one worry about free riding is that it 
could lead to a reduction in the benefits of cooperation, or even the 
failure of the whole system of cooperation. But it is important to see 
that free riding is wrong even if no one suffers any tangible harms 
because of it. Free riding is wrong because it is unfair, regardless of 
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what else it causes. When people cooperate under a set of rules, they 
owe it to one another to follow those rules. When someone breaks 
a rule, she fails to respect her fellow cooperators as equals. That, and 
nothing else, is the source of the wrong in free riding.

Someone might agree that moral talk is helpfully understood 
as a cooperative practice, but insist we are mistaken about its 
norms in an important way. Perhaps the primary point of mo
rality, according to some evolutionary theorists, is to enable co
operation among people who regard themselves as bound by 
their commitments. Moral talk enables cooperation between such 
people by allowing them to signal to one another that they are 
trustworthy, particularly by blaming or punishing wrongdoers.19 
Thus, signaling to others about your moral qualities might be 
more important than our view seems to allow, and it should not 
be disparaged as a motive.

But it is important to notice that there is a difference between, 
on the one hand, a person’s actions functioning as a signal and, on 
the other, a person acting in order to signal. Signaling is an inevi
table feature of observable behavior, whether it is intended or not. It 
is not inevitable, however, that we act to put on a display for others. 
Our concern is that people will behave worse when they aim to 
show off. If that’s true, then a norm against such behavior could be 
an important safeguard for the efficacy of moral talk.

conclUsion

Moral talk is a tool. It has been used on some valuable, important, 
and impressive projects, but it is still only a tool. That moral talk 
has been, and continues to be, instrumental in making the world 
more just does not mean that every instance of moral talk must be 

 



g r a n d s t a n d i n g

118

associated with something morally valuable, or even morally per
missible. Hammers can be used to drive and pull nails. They can 
also be used to assault people. No one over the age of three would 
cheer every swing of a hammer. Neither should they cheer every 
instance of moral talk.



Chapter  6

 Would a Virtuous Person 
Grandstand?

To this point, our moral case against grandstanding has focused 
on the impact of grandstanding on other people. This should not 
be surprising. When most people think about morality, they think 
about how our behavior affects others. In  chapter  4, we argued 
that grandstanding is wrong because it carries significant social 
costs, which we all bear when grandstanders abuse moral talk. In 
 chapter 5, we argued that even setting aside its bad consequences, 
grandstanding is wrong for an additional reason:  it treats others 
with a lack of respect.

But there is more to morality than assessments of our behav
ior and its effects on other people. We also make judgments about 
how morally good people themselves are. We say things like, “Jim 
is trustworthy,” and “Kerry is selfish.” In doing so, we assess others’ 
moral character.

Thinking about character can illuminate important moral 
differences between people. Suppose Jamie donates her time 
at a homeless shelter. She plays cards with the homeless, helps 
them get medical care, and works to find them stable jobs. She 
enjoys this work and volunteers because she wants to help those 
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who have hard lives. She has the character trait, or virtue, of 
compassion.

Will also volunteers at the shelter and does all the things Jamie 
does. However, he detests volunteering, and does it only because 
he is doing research for an acting role in a movie. He pretends 
quite convincingly that he cares, but he actually hates the homeless 
and wishes he could go back to ignoring them. Although Will and 
Jamie’s behavior is, for all outward appearances, basically the same, 
there is a significant moral difference between them. Jamie is the 
more compassionate person. There are important moral qualities 
that are not necessarily revealed by our behavior.

Thinking about moral character not only helps us illuminate 
differences between people, it can also shed light on moral questions 
about how we should live. We might ask, for instance, whether a 
person with impeccable character would cheat on his taxes. How 
would a generous person treat her friends in need? In this chapter, 
we ask whether a virtuous person would grandstand.

Recall that our Basic Account of grandstanding includes the 
Recognition Desire: when someone grandstands, she is motivated 
to a significant degree by a desire that others think of her as mor
ally respectable. Some readers might have noticed that none of the 
arguments we gave in previous chapters depended on there being 
anything wrong with having such a desire. Rather, the problems we 
have pointed out so far have been with the things people tend to do 
because they are motivated by the Recognition Desire. But we will 
go further than this. Having the Recognition Desire to the degree 
grandstanders do is a defect in a person’s character.

Throughout the centuries, people have put forward many 
conceptions of virtue, and we will not pretend to cover them all 
here.1 Instead, we will try out a few popular approaches and show 
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that on all of them, grandstanding is typically not something a vir
tuous person would do. Let’s start by examining a traditional con
ception of virtue, according to which a virtuous person does the 
right thing for the right reason.

doing tHe rigHt tHing for tHe 
rigHt re a son

Looking strictly at someone’s outwardly observable behavior can 
tell us whether she does the right thing. But to know whether she is 
a good person, we must look deeper. Among other things, we must 
look at why she acts as she does.2 What is her motivation?

Think again of Jamie and Will from our earlier example. 
Although Will did all the right things at the shelter, he was clearly 
not acting virtuously. He hates the homeless and volunteers only 
because he needs experience being around them to prepare for an 
acting gig. Being a virtuous person requires more than just doing 
the right things. According to the traditional view of the virtues, to 
be virtuous, you must do the right things for the right reasons.3

But what are the right reasons? What motivates a virtuous 
person? To answer this question, we can simplify matters and focus 
on three broad kinds of motivations for our actions.4

 1. Egoistic Motivation: you are ultimately concerned with your
self and acting in your own interests.

 2. Altruistic Motivation:  you are ultimately concerned with 
what is good for other people.

 3. Dutiful Motivation: you are ultimately concerned with doing 
your duty, or with what is morally right.
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Let’s return to the homeless shelter to illustrate these various 
motives. Jamie volunteers at the shelter because she wants the 
homeless to feel valued, listened to, and cared for. She wants to help 
them improve their diets and physical health. She works with them 
to find jobs because she wants them to improve their lot in life and 
take pride in contributing to society. In short, Jamie is moved to 
act as she does by a desire to help other people. Her motivations 
are altruistic. Of course, Jaime might also derive some additional 
personal benefits from volunteering— for instance, she can list this 
experience on her résumé. But if her motivation is altruistic, these 
benefits are by products, rather than goals, of her action.

Alternatively, Jamie’s motivations might have been dutiful. She 
might have been motivated by a concern to act in accordance with 
moral principles— to do the right thing simply because it is the 
right thing to do. We can imagine Jamie becoming convinced— by 
moral argument, her conscience, or religious teaching— that there 
is a moral imperative to help the poor. She might have volunteered 
simply because she knew she ought to do so.

Will’s motivations, however, were egoistic. Ultimately, he doesn’t 
care about the homeless. Will volunteers at the shelter because he 
thinks it will help him become a movie star. He actually hates the 
homeless and is just using them to further his career. If his fieldwork 
is helpful, he’ll get rich, and finally be able to move to Miami and 
buy a fiberglass speed boat. Or consider Mary, who volunteers at 
the shelter because she hopes to be interviewed on local television 
and look like a moral hero. These motivations are neither altruistic 
nor dutiful.

Of course, real life is rarely this simple. As we explained in 
 chapter 2, we usually act out of mixed motivations. We hope you 
will agree, however, that while it’s easy to imagine a virtuous person 
volunteering at a homeless shelter for altruistic or dutiful reasons, 
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it’s difficult to imagine a virtuous person acting on motivations like 
Will’s or Mary’s. You might be deeply impressed by Will’s or Mary’s 
volunteer work. But surely you would downgrade your evaluation 
of their moral character if you learned that they volunteered so they 
could buy a speedboat or get on television. A well behaved person 
might be useful to have around, but a person of excellent character 
is both useful and admirable.

Now that we have a grasp on what kinds of motivations are typical 
of a virtuous person on the traditional account, we can ask: would a 
virtuous person grandstand? A grandstander contributes to public 
discourse because of the Recognition Desire: she wants to be seen 
as morally respectable. But the Recognition Desire does not appear 
to be either an altruistic or a dutiful motivation. Instead, it appears 
egoistic:  grandstanders want attention. They want to be seen as 
morally impressive.

Does this show that virtuous people wouldn’t grandstand? 
We think the fact that grandstanders have significantly egoistic 
motivations when they engage in public discourse is good evidence 
that virtuous people would avoid grandstanding. But we also think 
that a stronger case can be made by appealing to the idea of civic 
virtue. Not all public moral discourse concerns politics or civil 
society, but the idea of a good citizen is a useful point of compar
ison for understanding what it means to contribute well to public 
discourse.

gr andstanding and ciVic VirtUe

Civic virtue is the “disposition to further public over private good 
in action and deliberation.”5 A  good citizen is one who puts her 
own interests aside when called upon to do her civic duty to further 
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the common good. Someone might fail to live up to this calling by 
using political institutions simply as a tool for advancing her own 
interests. For instance, someone who has invested heavily in mil
itary contractors might campaign for a candidate who supports 
going to war, simply because she wants her investments to thrive. 
Or perhaps worse, a politician might use political institutions to at
tack his critics. He might propose policies they dislike simply be
cause they dislike them. Or he might try to set back their interests 
simply out of malice. Alternatively, someone might seek an impor
tant public office simply for his own self aggrandizement, rather 
than out of any interest in the common good. These examples all 
concern people favoring their private interests over the public good. 
The motivations are egoistic, ultimately concerned with personal 
gain. In any of these ways, and many others, a person could pursue 
his private good exclusively, and thus fail to live up to the ideals of 
civic virtue.

There is a helpful comparison to be made between civic virtue 
and virtuous contribution to public moral discourse. Recall that 
we said a virtuous person will often have non egoistic motivations. 
In politics, she might want to use state institutions to promote the 
well being of others. In public moral discourse, she might want to 
help other people think more clearly and carefully about moral 
questions, or to advance arguments or take stands that encourage 
people to treat one another better.

Alternatively, a virtuous person might be motivated to act ac
cording to duty. In politics, she may want her state to enter a just 
war simply because it is the right thing to do, for instance. In public 
moral discourse, a person with this kind of motivation presents 
others with arguments simply because she wants people to have 
true moral beliefs. She wants others to act for the right reasons, like 
she strives to do herself.
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Just as you would downgrade your assessment of someone’s 
character if you found out her participation in politics was egoisti
cally motivated, we think you should downgrade your judgment of 
someone’s character if you found out she approaches public moral 
discourse egoistically. If someone uses public moral discourse to 
seek greater social status and make herself look impressive, for in
stance, she departs significantly from the motivations traditionally 
associated with virtue.

Think of a morally moving or inspiring speech— one that makes 
you think highly of the person who delivered it. Perhaps you will 
think of Gandhi’s “Quit India” speech, or Martin Luther King’s “I 
Have a Dream,” or Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman.” Whichever 
speech you find most inspiring, imagine the BBC reports today that 
archivists have turned up a long lost diary by the figure who gave 
the speech, and it contains dozens of entries made as the figure pre
pared to deliver it. But there is little mention in those diary entries 
of the figure’s hopes that the speech might turn the tide of public 
opinion toward the correct moral view, or that the speech might 
lead to a disadvantaged group getting the help it needs or the respect 
it deserves. Instead, what seems to have preoccupied the figure was 
an interest in securing his place in the historical record as a moral 
paragon, impressing potential romantic partners with his love of 
justice, and saying just the right combination of words to get quoted 
on activists’ placards forever.

We probably have idealized views of what some of history’s greatest 
heroes were like. People are complicated. In some respects, it wouldn’t 
really matter much if the hero you had in mind used her moral talk ego
istically. Unless she was egoistically motivated in most areas of her life, 
she would still probably be a good person— maybe even a great one. 
But the proof of her true motivations would shed disappointing light 
on her character. We would not say that such a person is fully virtuous 
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if she contributed to public moral discourse with those aims so promi
nently in mind, even if her words had a tremendous positive impact on 
the world. If what you care most about is showing that your heart is in 
the right place, then your heart is not in the right place.6

But perhaps this reaction to the vain, fame seeking hero is un
duly harsh. We will now consider an alternative view of virtue, on 
which the vain may be rated more favorably.

VirtUes and conseQUences

Some readers may have a more sympathetic reaction to the figure in 
the diary scenario. Far from showing that the hypothetical hero was 
flawed, they will say this case simply shows she was human. Human 
beings are motivated by concerns for their legacy, their romantic 
prospects, and their reputation among those they hold in esteem. 
These are natural human desires, and it should not be surprising 
that our heroes are wired much like the rest of us. But, these readers 
might point out, there is an important lesson in the case: we can be 
motivated to accomplish great things without having some rare set 
of ideal character traits. Even egoistic concerns can motivate us to 
do good in the world.

Some philosophers take this insight and use it to advance a very 
different notion of the virtues than the one we have considered so 
far. Rather than thinking of a virtuous person as one with character 
traits that are excellent in themselves, they say we should think of 
virtues as the character traits that lead to good consequences overall. 
This view is called virtue consequentialism. It is an alternative to the 
traditional view of virtue.7 It gets its name because it says a trait is a 
virtue when having it leads people to act in ways that produce more 
good than bad consequences.8
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For example, according to virtue consequentialism, honesty 
is a virtue because it causes people to do more good than bad in 
the world.9 In other words, to determine whether something is a 
virtue, we shouldn’t just consider some pattern of beliefs, desires, 
habits, and motivations and then ask whether that pattern is “vir
tuous” or not. Instead, we should look at the results of having that 
pattern of beliefs, desires, habits, and motivations. When a person 
is motivated by a particular trait, does she act in a way that typically 
produces overall good consequences? If so, then that trait is a virtue. 
The point is that you can’t simply look at a trait and see whether 
it’s a virtue. You must look at what that trait leads people to do. 
Suppose being honest systematically led people to act in ways that 
caused misery, pain, death, hurt feelings, and suffering. Would you 
still think it was a virtue— something that made someone a good 
person? Virtue consequentialists say no. To be virtuous is to have 
the traits that lead you to act in ways that have good consequences.

Vanit Y a s VirtUe?

Let’s now apply this way of thinking about character traits to 
grandstanding. Grandstanders want to gain recognition from others. 
As we saw in  chapter 2, they are typically motivated by a sense of 
grandiosity and self centeredness. Let’s use the term “vanity” to refer 
to the trait that grandstanders tend to possess. Perhaps vanity is not 
quite what we would hope for from an ideal contributor to public 
moral discourse, as we argued earlier in this chapter. But we are now 
thinking of virtuous character traits differently. We are now asking 
whether the trait typically has more good than bad consequences. 
Could vanity be a virtue on this view? And if vanity is a virtue, 
wouldn’t this mean that grandstanding is virtuous after all?
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Eighteenth century Scottish Enlightenment philosopher David 
Hume thought vanity— “the desire of reputation”— is useful in 
motivating us to do good in the world.10 “Vanity,” he wrote, is “to 
be esteemed a social passion, and a bond of union among men.”11 
Why did Hume think this? He recognized that while virtually all of 
us care deeply for ourselves and our family and friends, few of us are 
motivated to help those more distant from us. We are greatly limited 
in our altruism. We like the idea of other people living well, but the 
idea of making great personal sacrifices to help distant others to live 
well appeals to us much less. So we need something else to moti
vate us to lift more than a finger to help other people— there must be 
something in it for us. Altruistic and dutiful motivations won’t cut it.

Vanity is one way we can be moved more effectively to help 
others. Vain people care about what others think of them, and they 
deliberately take steps to curate a positive social image.12 Because 
we evaluate one another partly on the basis of our moral qualities, 
some of that curation includes moral talk designed to show other 
people how good we are. Vanity can serve as a “bond of union” by 
driving us to create networks of esteem that can have important 
positive results. If vanity has such good consequences, this might 
be a good reason to think that it is a virtue after all. And if vanity is a 
virtue, one of its typical consequences— grandstanding— may turn 
out to be exactly the kind of thing a virtuous person would do.

is gr andstanding VirtUoUs after all?

Vanity drives people to grandstand, and in some ways that might be 
a good thing. Since it often involves the repeated recitation of claims 
about shared moral values, grandstanding can reaffirm and spread 
good social norms. Hearing other people say repeatedly that human 
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lives are valuable— and chiming in to say so yourself— reminds you 
that there is widespread agreement about the value of human life. It 
also reminds you that others will look askance at behavior that fails 
to show the proper regard for human life, thus providing an added 
incentive to behave yourself. So grandstanding can both strengthen 
social norms and encourage people to act morally. Contrary to our 
earlier claim that grandstanding reveals a lack of virtue, have we now 
discovered that grandstanding is precisely what a virtuous person 
would do? If it’s good to be vain, then isn’t it good to grandstand? It 
is, after all, what the vain do.13

Imagine for the moment that vanity is a virtue because it gener
ally produces good consequences overall. Even so, it doesn’t follow 
that it is virtuous to act vainly in every situation you encounter. 
Some situations call for humility and modesty, even when your 
inclinations run in the other direction. It would be inappropriate to 
tell the hilarious story of the time you delivered a humiliating come
back to your mother in law while you are giving a eulogy at her fu
neral. The point is that even if vanity is generally a virtue, not all 
situations call for vain behavior.

By comparison, suppose that honesty is a virtue for precisely the 
reason the virtue consequentialist says it is:  honesty motivates us 
to do things that have good consequences overall. Even if honesty 
is a virtue, it doesn’t follow that a virtuous person would always do 
the honest thing. Sometimes, virtue requires doing something dis
honest. Suppose the Gestapo asks if you are harboring Jews in your 
basement. Surely a virtuous person would not respond honestly in 
such a scenario.

A reasonable virtue consequentialist would not say that acting 
vainly is always virtuous. Rather, she will claim that the virtuous 
person will act vainly in some situations.14 Since our concern here is 
grandstanding— vain action in the context of public discourse— we 
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can simply focus our attention on the question of whether acting 
vainly has overall good consequences in public discourse.

Chapter  4 is devoted to answering that question. In those 
pages, we have already exposed some of the bad consequences of 
grandstanding. So we have come full circle. While there may be 
many contexts in which vanity has good consequences, acting on 
the Recognition Desire in public discourse causes considerable 
damage. It generally leads people not to treat each other well but in
stead to jockey for a better position among their peers and fight over 
whatever gains in status are there for the taking. It makes people 
seek out new opportunities to demonstrate their moral qualities, 
sacrificing the legitimate interests of others as they do so.

But a virtue consequentialist who still hopes to vindicate 
grandstanding could try one final argument. Suppose you thought 
some people know the truth about justice. It would be valuable 
for us all if they shared their knowledge in public discourse. But 
if there was nothing in it for them, they might not bother. On the 
other hand, if these people were vain, they could contribute their 
knowledge, support positive moral change, and get something for 
their trouble: recognition for being morally impressive. On this pic
ture, vanity is a valuable trait to have in public discourse because 
it motivates people to share their beliefs about morality and con
tribute to important social movements.

But this rosy assessment of vanity relies on an incomplete consid
eration of its consequences. Vanity, in the form of the Recognition 
Desire, does not simply make it easier to say or do the right thing (if 
it does this at all). It motivates people to defend views or take action 
in order to garner positive attention, not because those views are 
true or because those actions are good. A desire to seek status can 
motivate people to grandstand instead of doing things that will have 
a greater moral impact.15 It can even alter the kinds of moral projects 



w o U l d  a  V i r t U o U s  P e r s o n  g r a n d s t a n d ?

131

to which we devote ourselves. Think back to the phenomenon of 
rage giving we discussed in  chapter 4. Sure, getting people fired up 
in discussion because of their in group’s outrage might lead them 
to take action. But their energy will be directed toward what their 
group has identified as a worthwhile problem while grandstanding. 
Attention will be devoted to moral causes because they provide 
opportunities for grandstanding, not because they are important. 
While it is true that vanity can motivate some people to do the right 
thing in public discourse, we have argued that it is more likely to 
have bad consequences. Of course, you might think your vanity in 
public discourse generally leads to good consequences. But what 
makes you so special?

Even if virtue consequentialism is the correct approach to 
identifying virtues, there is no good reason to think that vanity 
produces better consequences in public discourse than other traits 
like modesty, humility, or civic virtue. So it seems that according to 
virtue consequentialism, a virtuous person will not grandstand.

gr andstanding and nietZscHe

Some readers might be in general agreement with our arguments in 
this chapter so far, yet also feel a sense of dissatisfaction. Sure, we’ve 
given some reasons to think that grandstanding doesn’t meet the tra
ditional virtue ethical standard of doing the right thing for the right 
reason. And the traits associated with grandstanding don’t seem 
likely to win approval from virtue consequentialists. While these 
are satisfying enough accounts of why grandstanding shows a lack 
of virtue, some will think they just scratch the surface. Surely there’s 
something sterner to be said about the character of grandstanders. 
After all, grandstanders frequently clothe their attempts to further 
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their own interests in the language of concern for others, and use 
that same kind of talk as a socially acceptable way to abuse those 
they dislike. This is not run of the mill, imperfectly virtuous be
havior. It is a distinct form of vice that is worth diagnosing and 
condemning in stronger terms.

For readers hoping for a harsher condemnation of grand
standing, we have just the thing. The nineteenth century German 
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, in developing one of the most 
interesting critiques of conventional morality in the history of phi
losophy, argued that modern moral practices prevent human beings 
from reaching their full potential.16 His reasons for thinking this 
apply in interesting ways to the phenomenon of grandstanding. 
We’ll explain some of Nietzsche’s ideas here to develop another take 
on the vices involved in grandstanding. While the analysis we offer 
is inspired by Nietzsche’s work, we are not trying to figure out what 
Nietzsche himself would say about grandstanding. We also disagree 
with Nietzsche about whether conventional morality is a good thing. 
But we think his diagnosis of the nastiness of some moral practice is 
accurate in important ways, and we’ll draw on those insights here to 
evaluate grandstanding.

Let’s start with Nietzsche’s idea of the will to power. Nietzsche 
claims that all animals, including human beings, are instinctively 
motivated to maximize their feelings of power— that is, the feeling 
you get when you overcome resistance to realizing your goals.17 That 
resistance could come from an opponent, material circumstances, 
or any other practical difficulty. We despise this resistance because 
it is frustrating, but we also need it to feel the sense of accomplish
ment we get upon overcoming it.

Nietzsche also holds a view of the good life for human beings 
that present day moral philosophers call perfectionism.18 According 
to perfectionists, a good life is one of excellence in pursuing some 
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objective set of goods— knowledge, deep relationships with others, 
the creation of works of great aesthetic value, and so on. There is 
no consensus about what items are on Nietzsche’s list of worth
while excellences, as his remarks on this point are characteristically 
cryptic, but he clearly emphasizes creativity, and frequently stresses 
the importance of a person “creating” herself. We need not settle this 
issue, though, because we are not interested primarily in Nietzsche’s 
own view. The point is that if a person is living well, she will seek 
to overcome resistance as she pursues certain goals. Not just any 
goal will do, though. Some pursuits are unworthy of a person’s time 
and energy. The fewer objective goods a person has in her life, the 
less well her life is going, even if she is satisfied with the things she 
pursues.

Nietzsche thinks we are not all equally good at pursuing excel
lence in life. Some people achieve great satisfaction in maximizing 
their feeling of power in attaining their goals, while others are 
frustrated— and sometimes greatly so. This is where the trouble 
starts. Rather than simply admit defeat, those who fail to exercise 
their will to power by achieving things that are actually worthwhile 
move the goalposts. They attempt to redefine what it is to live well 
and denigrate others’ success. The result is what Nietzsche calls 
a “slave revolt” in morals. By that he means that the unsuccessful 
tell themselves that something about them is valuable as consola
tion for their failures. Consequently, Nietzsche thinks true human 
excellence is disvalued and denigrated. When a culture’s sense of 
what is valuable shifts in response to these efforts, this leads to what 
Nietzsche called a “revaluation” of values. What had previously 
been seen as a mark of human failure becomes moral goodness. And 
what had previously been seen as human excellence becomes moral 
evil. What is crucial for our purposes is that the slave revolt involves 
people using morality itself to satisfy their will to power. Nietzsche 
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thinks that our own culture has already undergone such a revolt. 
Thus, our dominant moral beliefs are badly mistaken, as they are 
designed to shame the strong and valorize the weak.19

On this overall, substantive evaluation of the state of common 
morality, we strongly disagree with Nietzsche. We think that some of 
the changes he decries— particularly the widespread recognition of 
all human beings as moral equals— are positive developments, and 
even great cultural achievements. In fact, there is much we have said 
in this book that Nietzsche would have rejected. But even though we 
disagree with Nietzsche about some things, we think he offers an im
portant insight about morality in general: people frequently use mo
rality to feel powerful, and even to exert their will over others. Indeed, 
this insight can help us think about grandstanding in a new light.

As we have been at pains to show throughout this book, people 
often use morality— and especially moral talk— for egoistic, self 
serving ends. We said at the start of the book that moral talk is not 
magic, but it can be a kind of trick. People use moral talk in un
derhanded ways to promote their own interests, just as Nietzsche 
would predict. We also think he is right about why people use mo
rality this way— to raise their status, to gain some sense of satisfac
tion that they are achieving something in the world. The lesson we 
draw is not that commonsense morality is deeply mistaken, but that 
moral talk is often a sheepskin worn by weak or desperate wolves. 
They cannot get what they want through a direct act of strength— 
by actually achieving excellence to the degree they desire— so 
they find another way. They instead tell themselves that being seen 
as a good person is a worthwhile achievement, and then put their 
self enhanced moral qualities on display. It is a cunning gambit, in 
a way, but it is also underhanded, and often cruel. It might make 
them feel powerful, but their achievement is empty.20 Impressing 
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others through grandstanding is not the same as actually achieving 
excellence.

But why isn’t getting recognition from others for having good 
moral qualities a goal worth pursuing? We mentioned earlier that 
our own empirical studies suggest that grandstanders pursue two 
kinds of status:  prestige, or the status that comes from people 
thinking well of you for your knowledge, skills, or success; and dom
inance, the status you get by instilling fear in others through intimi
dation, coercion, or displays of brute force.

Let’s first consider grandstanding to dominate others. 
Dominance grandstanding involves raising oneself up by tearing 
other people down. These grandstanders try to seize social power 
by treating morality as a weapon. That this comes so close to being 
exactly what Nietzsche describes as a slave revolt in morals should 
make clear why it cannot be part of a worthy goal. Just as the original 
“slave revolt” sought to use morality as a tool to dominate others, 
grandstanders use morality— and especially moral talk— to seize 
the high ground. Dominance grandstanding is a way of sacrificing 
others in an attempt to exercise one’s will to power.

Now take grandstanding to gain prestige. This type of 
grandstanding often involves reassuring the in group that you are 
like them, and therefore of value. A  Nietzschean will wonder of 
these grandstanders:  isn’t there some other way of demonstrating 
your value? The rote recitation of moral terms that people ap
prove of seems like a cheap substitute for a more worthwhile dis
play of what makes you an interesting person worth listening to or 
associating with. The same is true for more ambitious forms of pres
tige grandstanding. If you want to demonstrate not just that you be
long, but that you are fit for a prominent role in a group, falling back 
on the crutch of moral talk as a way of demonstrating your value is 
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a strategy for the weak. Real excellence is harder, but it is more re
warding, and also more honest.

From a Nietzschean perspective, grandstanding is not some
thing an excellent person would do. Excellent people devote their 
time and energy to worthwhile goals— goals that are good for 
human beings to attain. We need not agree with Nietzsche about 
what those goals are. We might, for example, think that pleasure, 
knowledge, achievement, moral virtue, and relationships are cen
tral worthwhile human goals.21 Whatever they happen to be, we 
think that Nietzsche was right about at least this much: an excellent 
person will not use morality, including moral talk, as a tool to satisfy 
her will to power. An excellent person, therefore, would not grand
stand. Excellent people have no interest in petty attempts to gain 
status through strategic uses of moral talk.

conclUsion

We have now come to the end of our arguments against 
grandstanding. In previous chapters, we focused on grandstanding’s 
bad consequences and the ways it fails to treat others with sufficient 
respect. In this chapter, we approached the ethics of grandstanding 
from a different angle, by asking how a virtuous person would 
behave in public discourse. We showed that on the traditional 
view of virtue, you would think less of someone’s character if you 
found she was egoistically using moral talk to promote her private 
interests over the public good. This is evidence that grandstanding 
is not something a virtuous person would do. We also considered 
an alternative approach, which says a trait is a virtue because it 
produces good consequences. We noted that even if vanity were a 
virtue in general, acting vainly in public discourse tends to have all 
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the bad consequences we described in  chapter  4. It would there
fore not be virtuous to approach public discourse as a vehicle for 
self promotion. Finally, we issued our harshest condemnation by 
appealing to Nietzsche’s insights about the manipulative use of mo
rality to argue that grandstanding is a pathetic and underhanded 
way of trying to feel powerful.





Chapter  7

 Politics as Morality Pageant

Perhaps more than any other group, politicians are notorious 
for grandstanding. We see headlines accusing politicians of 
grandstanding all the time:

“Politicians Must Stop the Grandstanding and Start Addressing 
the Realities”1

“The ‘Protect and Serve Act’ Is Political Grandstanding over a 
Nonexistent Problem— And It Could Cause Real Harm”2

“Obama Attacks Republican ‘Grandstanding’”3

“President Obama’s Grandstanding on Signing Statements”4

This should come as no surprise. Politicians are, after all, in the 
public eye because they wield, or at least hope to wield, political 
power. With that territory comes the frequent expression of beliefs 
about what is wrong with the world, and how things ought to be. 
In other words, offering up soundbites of moral talk for public con
sumption is part of a politician’s job description. In democracies, 
politicians have an interest in cultivating a favorable public image. 
They want to get elected. They also want to gain public support for 
their preferred policies and legislation. So their moral talk is usu
ally designed to elicit public support. Of course, politicians are not 
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the only political actors. Political activists, for instance, also want 
to sway public opinion, mobilize political support, and influence 
politicians and other activists.

We will use the term political grandstanding to refer to the moral 
grandstanding that politicians and other political actors (such as 
activists) engage in as part of their political activities. In this chapter, 
we explore the question of what happens to politics in a democracy 
when political grandstanding is rewarded.

An exhaustive answer to this question would take a whole 
book itself. So we will just focus on three negative consequences 
of grandstanding for politics in democracies. But before we get 
into those issues, let’s discuss why politicians are such prominent 
grandstanders to begin with.

wHY do Politicians gr andstand?

It is easy to denounce politicians’ grandstanding. It often appears 
so nakedly self serving and craven. But if we take a step back and 
consider the incentives politicians face, their grandstanding seems 
more understandable, and maybe even inescapable. Politicians 
grandstand more than most people, we suggest, because they have 
more incentives to do so. Like many others, politicians have narcis
sistic tendencies. But electoral politics offers a ready, eager, and de
manding audience the likes of which most of us will never have to 
face. As political scientists Peter Hatemi and Zoltán Fazekas note:

Politics arguably presents the ideal theater for narcissism to 
be expressed: The endless trading of insults by politicians; the 
anxiety laden, personalized, and alarmist mobilization messages 
propagated by campaigns; the demands that one group’s needs 
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are more important or legitimate than others’; and the intrinsic 
rewards people obtain from watching the champions of their 
cause degrade their opponents put narcissism on display and 
[activate] it in the public like few other vehicles can.5

Political grandstanding has higher stakes than the grandstanding 
you see from your friends. Grandstanding political actors are not 
merely trying to win arguments, silence their opponents, or preen 
on social media. If a politician’s grandstanding is successful, she can 
sway enough donors to run a strong campaign. She can earn the 
trust of enough voters to get elected. These and other factors give 
her enough clout to persuade or pressure colleagues to vote a cer
tain way on legislation. And when political activists’ grandstanding 
is successful, they can mobilize thousands— or even millions— of 
people to protest. On the other hand, if a politician fails to impress 
enough of the right people, he loses financial support from his party, 
political capital, and votes at the ballot box. Ultimately, he gets fired. 
Activists, especially professional activists, face similar worries.6 
Most of us are unlikely to have to grapple with these problems, 
not only because we lack the social visibility to influence so many 
people, but also because there is virtually zero chance that we will 
ever wield political power.

Politicians know that a lot rides on impressing voters. They also 
know how much voters want a morality pageant.7 In one AP poll, 
most respondents said that “character” issues were more important 
than “policy” issues.8 A  CNN/ USA Today/ Gallup survey found 
that the most important trait in predicting how someone will vote 
for President is the extent to which a candidate shares the voter’s 
values.9 According to one Democratic Party strategist, “Modern day 
presidential campaigns are essentially character tests, with character 
broadly defined to encompass a mosaic of traits— looks, likability, 
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vision, philosophy, ideology, biography, communications skills, intel
ligence, strength, optimism, empathy, ethics, values, among others.”10 
Political scientists, too, have noted that campaigns are largely about 
convincing voters that candidates possess certain character traits.11

Why do many voters care about supporting politicians they 
think are morally good? After all, a morally suspect but smart, ca
pable, well educated person could be just as efficient at enacting 
the “right” policies. One reason is that voters may just prefer to be 
represented by morally good people. Politicians “speak for” their 
constituents, and constituents might want their representative to 
have high character. Or maybe people want to avoid supporting a 
morally bad person in her endeavors, no matter how efficient she 
might be at reforming the tax code.

Others may use a politician’s character as a proxy for something 
else. It takes a lot of time and energy to figure out not only what the 
best policies are, but which politician is best suited to enact them. 
Some voters might reason that since the better person will enact 
better policies, it’s easier just to assess candidates’ character and vote 
for the better person.12 So they simply vote for whoever seems to 
have certain desirable moral traits.13

Whatever their reasons, many people base their votes on the 
moral character or shared values of politicians. We won’t take a 
stand about whether people should vote on the basis of candidates’ 
character or values.14 But just as a matter of fact, most people are 
not informed enough to choose candidates on the basis of their 
level of knowledge or policy expertise.15 Our point is simply that 
many people do cast their votes based on their judgments about 
candidates’ character. Like former President Richard Nixon, they 
think: “You must not give power to a man unless, above everything 
else, he has character. Character is the most important qualification 
the President of the United States can have.”16
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Because the public cares about character, politicians recognize 
a demand for displays of their moral qualities. If you want to know 
that your senator cares deeply for the poor, then she’ll show you just 
how much she cares. This demand for moral displays turns politics 
into a morality pageant.

Because voters demand that politicians display their moral 
credentials, we do not deny that moral grandstanding can be very ef
fective at achieving political ends, even good ones. This might mean 
that grandstanding is morally permissible for politicians more often 
than it is for the rest of us. We will return to this issue at the end of 
the chapter. But however effective political grandstanding might be, 
such grandstanding still has costs of its own. After all, lying can also 
be an effective way to accomplish political goals. The same could be 
true of imprisoning the opposition. But it would be unreasonable 
to defend the morality of these practices by saying, “Hey, it gets the 
people I like elected!”

Grandstanding in politics is an effective tool for some purposes. 
It might even be impossible to eliminate. We should recognize that 
the reason grandstanding works is that people want their politicians 
to put on a morality pageant. But the fact that some people watch 
the pageant is not a compelling argument in its defense. It imposes 
significant costs on us all, and if people saw those costs more clearly, 
perhaps they would stop incentivizing political grandstanding. In the 
rest of the chapter, we identify three costs of political grandstanding 
in a democracy.

tHe no comPromise ProBlem

A classic criticism of democracies is that they devolve into a war be
tween factions— polarized groups that aim to promote their own 
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interests at the expense of others.17 One vital tool for preventing this 
fate— or at least delaying it— is a healthy public discourse. Healthy 
discourse allows individuals and groups to confront their shared 
problems and grievances with one another openly, and deliberate 
about how to handle them. Such discourse depends on certain 
background cultural conditions: low costs of self expression, norms 
of sincerity, space for reasonable disagreement, some degree of 
open mindedness, and social trust, to name a few.18 We have already 
shown how grandstanding interferes with some of these values. 
For instance, it undermines trust between citizens by encouraging 
cynicism and apathy about public moral discourse. And common 
manifestations of grandstanding like ramping up and trumping up 
promote group polarization.

Grandstanding in politics contributes to what we call the No 
Compromise Problem:  grandstanding undermines conditions 
that could lead to compromise between opposing political groups. 
Grandstanding thus makes democracies more vulnerable to the 
dangers of factions. Grandstanding does not just contribute to group 
polarization. It also makes it harder for members of opposing groups 
to put aside their differences and make deals to solve problems on 
terms that enough people can accept. So grandstanding does more 
than create divisions in a society. It also makes those divisions diffi
cult to overcome by crowding out broad bases of appeal. We can see 
how grandstanding undermines the possibility of compromise by 
looking at two common ways grandstanding is used in politics: (1) 
in group appeals and (2) out group attacks.

When political actors grandstand by making in group appeals, 
they try to show the politically like minded that they share their 
values. This often takes the form of showing others that they are ide
ologically pure, or more ideologically pure than, say, rival politicians 
within their own party. Displays of ideological purity are often 
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moral in character. One can easily imagine, for instance, a politician 
saying that anyone who really cared about justice would support 
a $15 per  hour minimum wage. These kinds of moral claims serve 
a political purpose. They place the person who makes them in the 
vanguard of her in group— the select few who push the group into 
adopting new, radical views. Those who stake out new moral ground 
like this can be trusted not to backtrack. For many partisans, this 
is music to their ears. Ideological purity holds more value to them 
than does willingness to compromise to get things done. It is not en
couraging for the party faithful to hear from a potential leader that 
she is willing to compromise on the values that make her an attrac
tive candidate to them in the first place.

Sometimes you will even see a politician brag about his refusal 
to compromise as a show of ideological purity. Unsurprisingly, 
these statements are usually made as in group appeals. When he 
first ran for U.S. Senate, Ted Cruz told a crowd of Texans during 
the Republican primary, “If you’re looking for an established mod
erate who will go to Washington and work across the aisle and com
promise . . . I’m not the guy.”19 Cruz was referring to his opponent, 
Republican David Dewhurst’s apparent openness to supporting 
the Democratic Party sponsored Affordable Care Act:  “Nobody 
looking at David Dewhurst’s record in the Texas legislature can 
doubt for a moment that he would run, not walk, to the middle 
to those advocating compromise in the Senate.” Cruz won that 
Senate seat.

Cruz sees his job as defending what is plainly right, rather 
than working with the other side: “I don’t think what Washington 
needs is more compromise, I think what Washington needs is more 
common sense and more principle.”20 This sort of talk is, no doubt, 
music to the ears of those who agree with Cruz about the contents 
of common sense. One occasionally even hears political opponents 
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say that they admire the sentiment being expressed— of favoring 
principle over pragmatism. It is, they say, a welcome change from 
all those on the wrong side of history who take stances solely out of 
greed, perversion, or other base motives.

The problem we want to emphasize is that the more a political 
issue becomes moralized, the less likely people are to compromise 
on that issue. Political scientist Timothy Ryan found that people are 
much less likely to compromise on an issue once they turn it into a 
matter of moral conviction, those deeply held moral attitudes that 
we discussed in  chapter 3.21 The more your views on Social Security 
reform, collective bargaining rights, stem cell research, or same sex 
marriage are part of your core, fundamental moral convictions, the 
less open to compromise you will be about them.

This is why grandstanding undermines the possibility of polit
ical compromise. As we have seen, grandstanding often involves 
moralizing:  the illicit application of morality where it doesn’t be
long, or the exaggeration of moral claims. Moralizing transforms 
run of the mill issues into moral ones. Moralizers constantly seek 
out new areas of life to apply their superior moral insight, and there 
is competitive pressure to make these concerns ever more funda
mental to one’s moral convictions. The field of issues about which 
people have moral convictions therefore expands. The more moral 
convictions expand and strengthen due to grandstanding, the more 
difficult it is for people to compromise.

This is dangerous. Political actors need only encourage the de
velopment of moral convictions about issues that are not even rele
vant or important for the lives of their in group, and group members 
will respond by adopting an unyielding stance. As Robert Dahl 
warns, “To the man of rigid morality . . . it is better not to agree at all 
than to agree to an imperfect bargain.”22
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There is a good reason for circumspect politicians to avoid 
making lots of absolute statements or taking moral stances willy 
nilly. Why? Because when politicians take a moral stance, people 
expect them to stick to it. And when they appear to change their 
minds or back out on their commitments, voters punish them, 
viewing them as less worthy of support and less effective in their 
role.23 Audiences expect the strength of moral commitments not 
to waver when new information becomes known, as pragmatic 
commitments might.24 But as any competent moral philosopher will 
know, this is ridiculous. What we morally ought to do in any given 
case depends on facts about the world, just like considerations of 
prudence or efficiency can change given the discovery of new facts. 
Should we go to war? Institute a carbon tax? Abolish the minimum 
wage? The answer to all these questions depends in part on the facts 
on the ground. The amount of collateral damage and the number 
of likely civilian deaths matter as we try to settle the moral ques
tion of what to do. Furthermore, our best evidence of what the facts 
are often changes. That doesn’t mean there is no moral truth about 
these questions. It just means the answer is hard to determine, and 
reasonable people— including politicians— should change their 
minds as the evidence changes.

But because people expect moral claims to be set in stone, 
grandstanding can interfere with a political actor’s ability to govern. 
By giving an audience what it wants by grandstanding, or by trying 
to outflank in group competition by displaying one’s ideological 
purity, grandstanders risk boxing themselves in when they should 
instead preserve their flexibility. In other words, politicians might 
need to change course to do the right thing, and yet be prevented 
from doing so because they took a hardline moral stance to dis
play their ideological purity. Grandstanding aimed at one’s fellow 
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partisans may then not only prevent politicians from being able 
to compromise with the other side, it may also prevent them from 
doing the right thing by their constituents— or not without signifi
cant backlash, at any rate.

Political grandstanding may also take the form of an attack on 
out groups. The strategy is to draw sharp contrasts between the 
grandstander and the out group, such as those in an opposing po
litical party. The other side hates minorities, but you love and wel
come everyone. You care about hard work and responsibility; they 
reward sloth. You are a selfless civil servant; they are in the pockets 
of big banks. You want a verdant and peaceful world; they want a 
violent, fascist ethnostate. You want to preserve your culture’s lan
guage and customs; they want to institute Sharia Law.

Grandstanding through out group attacks often takes the form 
of presenting a caricature of your opponents. A  single bogeyman 
serves as a symbolic stand in for the whole group. The bogeyman 
is often a person with publicly known vices that may be entirely in
cidental to her moral or political views. He might even be relatively 
unimportant to the cause or political movement he is supposed to 
represent. Think, for instance, of the way some conservatives in the 
United States still refer to former President John F. Kennedy’s ex
tramarital affairs as evidence of rot at the heart of the contempo
rary Democratic Party, or pick on and repeat ill informed activist 
remarks from Hollywood liberals as if they represent the best the 
other side can offer.

Progressives have their pick of fringe conservative media 
figures— Ann Coulter, Tomi Lahren, Alex Jones— to inflate in im
portance until they are seen as emblematic of a dysfunctional right 
wing. Grandstanders frequently invoke names like these to boost 
their own status. The usual idea is that “this is the kind of person 
we’re up against.”
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Bogeymen grandstanding accomplishes two things. First, it 
communicates that the out group is too vicious to be trusted, 
since they welcome the bogeyman as one of their own. Second, it 
intimates that the grandstander and her audience are not only mor
ally better than such people, but also united in opposition to them. 
Perhaps the grandstander will even protect his audience from the 
hated figure and the movement she represents. Neither of these 
messages bodes well for potential compromise with those on the 
other side who are not bogeymen.

Similarly, grandstanders have an incentive to draw attention to 
the most objectionable fringe policy proposals of the out group 
and pretend that they represent the core of that group’s agenda. 
Politicians can use this “fringe idea grandstanding” to maximize 
the popular sense of the threat posed by the out group. Fringe idea 
grandstanding also makes the grandstander seem like the champion 
of the group under siege. For example, conservatives in the United 
States frequently express concerns that the left has plans (some
times secret ones, at that) to use state institutions to seize all person
ally owned firearms, which many rank and file conservatives regard 
as a doomsday scenario.25 Warnings of imminent seizures reach a 
fever pitch after mass shootings.

Progressives, meanwhile, fixate on the most outrageous policy 
suggestions floated by any conservative in response to a mass 
shooting, and treat them as a plausible legislative outcome and ex
istential threat, too. As we write this, progressives are keeping on life 
support their outrage about some on the right— including President 
Trump— toying with the idea of requiring teachers to carry guns 
to defend against school shootings. The task of painting the other 
side’s policy agenda as extremist is made easier, of course, when 
the out group engages in ramping up to the point that they actually 
are advocating absurd fringe policies. By pointing out the danger 
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posed by the enemy, the grandstander can build a reputation as 
someone who is sensitive to threats that others might overlook or 
fail to take seriously. Naturally, the grandstander’s concerns might be 
just as effective even if they are trumped up, or otherwise unchar
itable representations of what the other side is up to. Fringe idea 
grandstanding makes compromise more difficult, too. When the 
most extreme partisan ideas are used to represent a whole out group, 
any compromise with that group looks like a deal with the devil.

Finally, a grandstander might promote her status within 
her in group by portraying even the mainstream values of the 
out group as extreme and alien to her own group. Call this al
ienation grandstanding. If a case can be made that even the main
stream members of the out group hold extreme values, then the 
grandstander’s in group will see it as a greater threat. They will also, 
again, see the in group and its defenders as increasingly important. 
By drawing attention to the out group’s extremism and expressing 
disapproval of it, grandstanders display their value to the in group.

This dynamic is unfortunately common between the contem
porary right and left in American politics. Conservative commen
tator Kurt Schlichter unwittingly offers the following paradigmatic 
example of alienation grandstanding:

They hate you. Leftists don’t merely disagree with you. They 
don’t merely feel you are misguided. They don’t think you are 
merely wrong. They hate you. They want you enslaved and obe
dient, if not dead. Once you get that, everything that is hap
pening now will make sense. And you will understand what you 
need to be ready to do.

You are normal, and therefore a heretic. You refuse to bow to 
their idols, to subscribe to their twisted catechisms, to praise 
their false gods. This is unforgivable. You must burn.26
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More specifically, many on the right claim that the left has planned 
all along not only to have the state recognize gay marriages as being 
on equal footing with traditional heterosexual marriages, but to un
dermine traditional sexual morality entirely. They insist that the 
left’s claim to want the state “out of the bedroom” rests on a prin
ciple far more radical than a mere demand for equal recognition 
of partnerships between consenting adults. If the liberalization of 
sexual morality goes unchecked, they say, the left will eventually call 
for the toleration of bestiality and pedophilia.

Meanwhile, the left has recently discovered Margaret Atwood’s 
1985 dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale, in which the United 
States government has been overthrown by a theocratic Christian 
regime that institutes misogynistic laws and practices, including 
sexual slavery. Some activists on the left now appear at protests 
wearing the red habits and white bonnets of the handmaids in the 
novel, representing their fear that the real agenda of the right is to 
strip them of their human rights.27 Some on the left even insist that 
in some ways, we are already living in The Handmaid’s Tale.28

To be fair, one can usually find people in the out group who are 
eager to embrace the extreme policies or values that grandstanders 
exploit when they make out group attacks. One of the most in
credible gifts of the internet is that fears presented as slippery slope 
arguments are often immediately confirmed by a zealot who is 
happy to follow even a caricature of her group’s argument anywhere 
it might lead. But all this really shows is that some people are too 
quick to dig in and defend their team no matter the cost.

Out group attacks like the ones we have described are counter
productive for consensus building. When the in group becomes 
convinced that the out group is full of people who are fundamen
tally opposed to them on moral and political matters, they come 
to think of themselves at least partly in negative terms— that is, as 
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being not like the out group.29 When this tendency is coupled with 
the in group purity tests, the prospects for compromise look grim. 
Even if a political actor sees grounds for shallow agreement between 
his group and the out group, reaching across the aisle leaves him 
open to grandstanding attacks from the purest ideologues in his in 
group. Those on the other side who are open to cooperation with 
him face the same vulnerability.

We do not mean to suggest, of course, that it is always appro
priate to seek compromise with the “other side.” On some issues, 
it would be wrong to compromise. Philosopher Avishai Margalit 
proposes the idea of a “rotten” compromise to describe such cases. 
A rotten compromise is a “compromise we should not make, come 
what may.”30 An example of a rotten compromise would be an 
agreement to establish or maintain an inhuman regime. Although 
we must sometimes make concessions to reach an agreement with 
political opponents we still need to live with, we should not strike 
compromises that involve things like making slavery legally per
missible.31 Margalit’s distinction between types of compromise 
is helpful, as most reasonable people can recognize that not all of 
their group’s favored policies concern the protection of basic human 
rights, and so can be tabled for the sake of securing peaceful coop
eration. But for those who are most polarized, in part because of 
grandstanding, the opposing party will all too often represent an 
inhuman regime. For such people, all compromises are rotten 
compromises. When everything is a matter of fundamental moral 
principles, there can be no justification for “picking your battles” 
and taking what you can get. Yet sometimes we must try to strike 
even unfair compromises if doing so would prevent an even worse 
outcome.32 But for the grandstander, any such compromise is com
plicity with evil and therefore unconscionable.
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Fortunately, there are countervailing forces built into demo
cratic institutions that make compromise politically savvy. Parties 
have an incentive to nominate “electable” candidates— ones that 
can appeal to voters outside the diehard partisans. Otherwise, they 
won’t win elections, and will thus fail to hold institutional power. 
By the same logic, candidates have an incentive to appeal to the me
dian voter, to secure as much of the vote as possible and maximize 
their chances at winning elections.33 But campaign officials also 
sometimes speak of “base” elections, in which the winning strategy 
is to maximize turnout of your own supporters, and depress turnout 
from the opposition, rather than appeal to the other side.34 So insti
tutional incentives can help, but they are no replacement for a rea
sonable mass public.

When we demand that our politicians grandstand, we make it 
more difficult for them to compromise. We demand rigid ideological 
purity and reward politicians for showing that they are morally pure. 
We brand as traitors to the cause those who waver from our party’s 
values. We cheer credulously when politicians come across well in 
statements they didn’t write and in contrived publicity stunts. And 
we love it when they stand up to and question the moral integrity 
of out groups. Is it any surprise, then, that so few politicians reach 
across the aisle to work out compromises with the other side?

tHe eXPressiVe PolicY ProBlem

When politics becomes a matter of symbolic gestures to show that 
your heart is in the right place, a politician will support policies 
simply because they express certain moral values. She might, for 
example, support open borders to show she is welcoming and 
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compassionate. Another politician argues for war to show he values 
his country’s honor. You can even imagine a politician supporting 
a policy simply because she thinks it shows she’s on the right side 
of history, whatever that means. For similar reasons, politicians will 
object to policies that do not express certain values. Or perhaps they 
will object simply because a policy expresses the values of the “other 
side.”35

When politics becomes a morality pageant, politicians sup
port policies for the wrong reasons. We call this The Expressive 
Policy Problem, and it is the second of the three major problems 
grandstanding poses for politics.

Before we can understand the problem, we must explain what it 
means for behavior to express a value. Expressive behavior is behav
ior intended to express commitment to a moral principle without 
that behavior actually following that moral principle.36 An example 
will make this idea clearer. Consider the wedding ring. In many 
cultures, wearing a wedding ring expresses the value of loyalty to 
a spouse. The ring signifies that you care about or are committed 
to the value of marital fidelity. But you aren’t loyal to your spouse 
simply because you wear a ring. Wearing a wedding ring expresses 
a commitment to fidelity, but wearing the ring isn’t itself an act of 
fidelity. Refusing to cheat is an act of fidelity. Of course, it might 
turn out that people who wear wedding rings are more faithful to 
their spouses, but their actual fidelity is a further fact about them. 
Wearing the ring merely expresses a value.

All of this might be true of policies, as well. Supporting a policy 
can express a value when your support is intended to communicate 
that you care about or are committed to that value.37 For example, 
suppose there is a political party whose core value is that housing 
should be affordable for all. The party might express its commitment 
to that value by promoting rent control laws— a legally imposed 
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upper limit on the amount landlords can charge for rent. Whether 
the rent control policy succeeds in making housing affordable for all 
is a separate issue from what the policy expresses.38 Just like wearing 
a wedding ring doesn’t necessarily mean you are faithful to your 
spouse, publicly supporting and passing rent control laws doesn’t 
necessarily mean you are making housing affordable for all.

It might seem strange to think that some people form policy 
preferences on the basis of what those policies express, rather 
than what they actually do. So why do people give weight to 
expressiveness?

A popular explanation that we can adapt from the social sciences 
starts from the fact that information is costly to acquire, and infor
mation about politics and public policy is no exception.39 Suppose 
you are a responsible person who wants to do your part as a citizen 
and make informed contributions to your civic culture. That goal 
involves a lot of work. To be informed about the state of the world, 
you must follow the news. If you are to be confident you’re getting a 
clear picture of the day’s events, you must get your news from mul
tiple diverse sources, thinking critically about the difference in pres
entation as you read or watch.

And it isn’t enough just to follow current events. You must also 
study at least recent history to understand the significance of what is 
happening now. And then there is still the question of what should 
be done. Even supposing the right answer to that question in any 
particular case is simple, knowing how to address your political 
community’s problems requires considerable knowledge of poten
tial policy devices, each of which comes with complicated costs and 
benefits. Researchers could fill the Library of Congress with things 
that almost no one knows— and actually, they have.40

It is unrealistic to think that even a conscientious person could 
acquire all the information just listed. And even if it were possible, it 
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would almost certainly be irrational for anyone to do so. Life is full 
of things to do. Our lives (i.e., the authors’) have been relatively un
eventful and, frankly, lacking in excitement. We have weird interests, 
and we should probably both get out more. But even we have ways of 
seeking value in life that have far greater returns than reading about 
politics and public policy. Even if we were intensely interested in 
those subjects (we aren’t), the practical effect of our knowing about 
them is inconsequential. In all but a few extreme outlier cases, even 
the highly politically knowledgeable produce little good for all the 
time they spend studying all these things. Further, the chance that 
any one person’s vote will be decisive in an election of any signifi
cance, or contribute in any meaningful way to the margin of victory, 
is vanishingly small. In short, building the knowledge base of a good 
citizen is prohibitively costly. Your time would be better spent being 
a better parent, friend, sibling, co worker, or just doing something 
for your own sake. That is in fact how most people allocate their 
time, and rationally so.

But many people who haven’t done their reading are active in 
politics. To get around their lack of expertise, they make use of 
various heuristics, or rules of thumb, to aid them in their decision 
making. An example of such a heuristic, and perhaps the most com
monly used one, is party affiliation of candidates. Not sure who to 
vote for or why? Vote for candidates from the party that more fre
quently expresses your values.

Perhaps an even more fundamental heuristic is whether a candi
date (or party) seems to care about you. It might be impossible for 
the average voter to tell what the long run consequences of some 
technical policy might be, but people have a much stronger intuitive 
sense of whether a person is looking out for them— or, maybe more 
accurately, people feel like they have such a sense.
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Members of the public who lack policy expertise will prefer 
policies that address the problems they care about in ways that are 
easy to understand. Why? As philosophers Guido Pincione and 
Fernando Tesón argue, “people are more likely to believe vivid 
theories of society,” because “they trade on readily available ‘evi
dence’ that fits into our unreflective theoretical mindset.”41 They use 
the term “vivid” as psychologists do, to refer to information that is 
“(a) emotionally interesting, (b) concrete and imagery provoking, 
and (c) proximate in a sensory, temporal, or spatial way.”42 For in
stance, suppose people are considering two possible explanations 
for the fact that a legislature, full of well dressed and apparently well 
to do politicians, failed to pass some critical piece of legislation. On 
the one hand, these politicians might have failed because they are all 
“crooked.” On the other, they might have acted under a complex set 
of conflicting— but perfectly above board— incentives that made it 
irrational to pass any of the available options into law. The “crooked” 
explanation is vivid— it sparks indignation and calls to mind images 
of bags of money changing hands, which also explains why they 
can afford to dress so well. The complex incentives explanation is 
opaque. It is harder to describe, and it would require more details 
than anyone is in the mood to hear to be fully understood. Thus, 
vivid explanations tend to be more appealing.43

Political actors have an incentive to promote expressive policies 
that appeal to vivid explanations. Such policies express the values 
of their in group more clearly, and thus are more effective as tools 
for self promotion. Supporting expressive policies shows your in 
group that you care about people like them, and that your heart 
is in the right place. Thus, expressive policies are attractive for 
grandstanders. And less expressive policies are unattractive by the 
same reasoning.
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Unfortunately, while policies based on vivid explanations are 
appealing at first glance, they are frequently ineffective. Sometimes 
they are even counterproductive. This should not be surprising. 
The world is complicated. Consider again the problem of affordable 
housing shortages. Rent control policies address that problem viv
idly. The rent is too high, so why not just force landlords to charge 
less— or at least limit their capacity to raise rent further still? But as 
any student of basic economics can tell you, rent control policies lead 
to housing shortages. To take advantage of locked in rental rates, 
people stop moving, and developers stop building new housing be
cause they can earn greater returns on investment elsewhere.44 The 
policies don’t work. But grandstanding about them does. Politicians 
could hit the books until they figure out how to solve a problem and 
then try to explain it to an impatient in group. Or they could come 
up with slogans and either promise or demand results right now in a 
ham fisted way that sounds good but doesn’t work.45

Examples abound. In 2012, Republicans in the Iowa state legis
lature attempted to decline nearly $2 billion in federal funding for 
Medicaid because that program had funded twenty two abortions 
in the state. All the abortions were performed for reasons accepted 
by many pro life activists as grounds for permissible abortion.46 This 
move would allow candidates to say they pulled out all stops to de
fend the unborn— a vivid expression of their commitment to life— 
though the sudden loss of that much funding almost certainly would 
have been disastrous for other vulnerable people in their state.

Needle exchange programs allow people— typically drug 
users— to trade used hypodermic needles for clean ones. These 
programs are effective at preventing the spread of HIV and hepa
titis, among other things. They are also another frequent target of 
grandstanders looking for opportunities to propose expressive 
policies. The usual move against such programs is to argue that 
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they condone or even encourage immoral behavior. Advocates for 
these programs have mountains of empirical evidence showing 
that needle exchanges are effective at preventing the spread of  
disease and do not increase drug use.47 But grandstanders need ma
terial, and a lot of people don’t care much about drug addicts. So 
when the opportunity arises to criticize needle exchange programs, 
grandstanders suddenly seem concerned to keep their hands clean.

Perhaps you will disagree with us about some, or even all, of 
these examples. Maybe the politicians in question are raising valid 
moral concerns, and they are advocating for good political solutions. 
But nothing about our argument hinges on being right about these 
specific cases. The problem arises simply when politicians and 
voters focus on what a policy expresses instead of what it does. 
Remember:  just because a policy expresses a value, that doesn’t 
mean the policy actually promotes that value. Even worse, expres
sive policies often undermine the values they express.

This is not to say that there can be no good in expressing values, 
or in voters learning what values a politician has (assuming the 
politician is honestly expressing her values by supporting cer
tain policies). We will return to this shortly. The harm, however, 
occurs when voters assume that if a politician supports a policy 
expressing some desirable value, enacting that policy would succeed 
in promoting that value. Voters should not conclude that a politi
cian will advance their values just because they support policies that 
express those values. Voters should want a politician who advances 
policies that would actually advance their values.

But how can you tell whether a politician supports a policy 
simply because its expressive value makes her look good? Here’s 
a test that will identify many cases: is the politician willing to dis
close the expected bad consequences of her policy proposal? 
Pincione and Tesón call this the Display Test.48 Virtually any policy 
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proposal would have downsides— perhaps even significant ones— 
if implemented. If a politician is honest about these downsides and 
supports the policy anyway, this is good evidence that she supports 
the policy because she thinks it will secure overall good outcomes. 
On the other hand, if a politician obscures or refuses to acknowl
edge the negatives of her proposal, Pincione and Tesón suggest she 
is either ignorant or dishonest. She’s ignorant if she’s not aware of 
the downsides. She’s dishonest if she’s aware of the downsides but 
conceals them for a rhetorical advantage. As Pincione and Tesón 
put it, she’s a “posturer.”49

When we demand that our politicians grandstand, it is hardly 
surprising when they support policies that express the values we 
care about, regardless of whether those policies would accomplish 
their intended goals. This is why the Expressive Policy Problem 
is a problem. Because we care about expressive value, we end up 
supporting the wrong policies. The incentive for politicians is not 
to do the right thing, but to do what will gain them favor with the 
right people. If we offer them gains in status for making expressive 
policy proposals, they will give us what we’re asking for:  policies 
that sound good and don’t work.

tHe Par adoX of solVing 
social ProBlems

Let’s note one final danger of rewarding grandstanding in politics. 
The point of political action is to solve problems, not to create a 
forum for the glorification of those who participate. But if politics 
becomes a morality pageant, then the contestants have an incentive 
to keep problems intact— or perhaps even worse, to engage in po
litical activism with no clear aim at all. We predict that the more 
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politics becomes a forum to show off your moral qualities, the more 
people will be dedicated to activism for its own sake, simply as a 
vehicle to preen.

Consider the following passage from political theorist Michaele 
Ferguson about the Occupy movement:

The activists involved have wagered on political freedom itself 
rather than a clear, common agenda as the focal point of the 
movement. One observer described the aim of Occupy actions 
in Zuccotti Park as establishing “a long term encampment in a 
public space, an improvised democratic protest village without 
preappointed leaders, committed to a general critique— the 
U.S. economy is broken, politics is corrupted by big money— 
but with no immediate call for specific legislative or execu
tive action.” Given how quickly the 2006 immigration protests 
dissolved once the organizers’ common goals were achieved, this 
may be a smart political strategy. If Occupy stated clear goals, and 
they were met, there would be no need for further activism. And if its 
goals were not met, then those intent on a particular outcome 
could become discouraged. By making the self authorizing 
practice of democracy the end of political action, Occupy may 
instead encourage the cultivation of democracy sense among 
participants that could energize and re energize the movement 
for years to come, or outlive it should it fade.50

For Ferguson, it is actually a bad thing for a movement to achieve 
its goals, because the movement then has nothing left to do. This is 
the paradox of solving social problems: if a political actor gets eve
rything she wants, then she has lost her reason for being a political 
actor.51 If she cares more about being a political actor than anything 
else, then solving social problems actually interferes with what she 
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wants in life. Her chosen means of gaining status through political 
grandstanding would disappear.

The paradox arises both at the level of individuals and at the level 
of organizations. For the individual, her identity as an activist and 
reformer is at stake. If she were to achieve all of her goals, she would 
have no reason to remain active in her cause, aside from watching 
vigilantly for a reappearance of the problems that once moved her. 
She could find a new cause, but it could take a lot of time and effort 
to regain similar status among activists who focus on different is
sues. We can agree that it is sometimes a sad fact of life that projects 
wind down. Meaningful relationships that were based around a 
common purpose can end. Until something else that matters to you 
comes along, you can feel lost. There is a natural tendency to want 
to linger and reminisce over past victories. But surely these regrets 
have little purchase when weighed against the possibility of solving 
a social problem important enough to devote oneself to. We have 
a hard time imagining many mature adults even verbalizing these 
thoughts, even though we think it is understandable to have them. 
Injustice is not an opportunity to show off for your friends or feel 
important. It is a call to make things right.

Organizations also face a version of the paradox. If an organi
zation is established to solve a problem, and that problem then 
goes away, people could be out of a job. They might have moved, 
bought houses, started families, and organized their lives in other 
ways around the continued existence of that organization. Solving 
the problem could throw their lives into disarray. But again, that 
does not seem like a good reason to hope that the problem is not 
resolved, or to insist that something is still wrong when it is not. 
Perhaps the idea is that there is an advantage to keeping a group 
constituted so that it can respond quickly to sudden backsliding 
on the progress it has made. But surely it is possible to establish a 
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smaller standing organization based on response rather than proac
tive engagement without turning your movement into the political 
equivalent of an aimless temper tantrum.

Furthermore, due to the personal and group incentives for 
activists to continue in their roles, there is pressure to moralize: to seek 
ever more applications of morality to heal the world. There are many 
wrongs in the world, no doubt. But there should also be no doubt 
that many activists, seeking to continue their work to meet vague and 
open ended goals, find it irresistible to hunt for moral wrongs.

Consider Barrett Wilson, a self described former “self righteous 
social justice crusader” who “once had a well paid job in what might 
be described as the social justice industry.”52 In other words, he was 
an activist. He lost his job when he himself was targeted by his very 
own social justice mob. What interests us here is Wilson’s confession 
of the ever expanding target of the activist’s suspicious moral eye:

Just a few years ago, many of my friends and peers who self 
identify as liberals or progressives were open fans of provoca
tive standup comedians such as Sarah Silverman, and shows like 
South Park. Today, such material is seen as deeply “problematic,” 
or even labeled as hate speech. I  went from minding my own 
business when people told risqué jokes to practically fainting 
when they used the wrong pronoun or expressed a right of 
center view. I went from making fun of the guy who took edgy 
jokes too seriously, to becoming that guy.

What’s worse is that the very qualities that activists tend to 
pride themselves on— militancy, hostility, unconventionality, 
eccentricity— are the qualities that keep people from being recep
tive to activists and their proposed changes. Psychologist Nadia 
Bashir and colleagues conducted several studies, showing that



g r a n d s t a n d i n g

164

seemingly zealous dedication to a social cause may backfire and 
elicit unfavourable reactions from others. Indeed, individuals avoid 
affiliating with “typical” activists and adopting the pro change 
behaviours that these activists advocate because individuals asso
ciate them with negative stereotypes. Ironically and despite good 
intentions, therefore, the very individuals who are most actively 
engaged in promoting social change may inadvertently alienate 
members of the public and reduce pro change motivation.53

Grandstanding activists who make a show of their moral superiority 
in shaming or other kinds of hostile treatment may be doing more 
harm than good. The lesson here is clear: if we want to bring about 
actual social change in the world, we will advance that goal more ef
fectively by not grandstanding about it.

Now that we’ve identified three dangers of political 
grandstanding, we should offer the other side some time. Are there 
any positive consequences of political grandstanding?

Benefits of Political gr andstanding?

In  chapter  4, we identified two potential social benefits of 
grandstanding:  it signals cooperation and motivates productive 
social action. In addition to these benefits, political grandstanding 
may produce another: it gives voters useful information. Knowing 
about a politician’s values can be a useful heuristic for voters who do 
not have time to read about their policy positions or voting records. 
If you simply want to vote for the candidate who cares most about 
the poor or free trade, it would be useful for the various candidates 
to display such values. So if politicians were to stop grandstanding, 
such voters would be cut off from important information.
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For this reason, we suspect that politicians are sometimes in 
situations where grandstanding is a permissible thing to do. Of 
course, the fact that political grandstanding can achieve some good 
is consistent with it still being bad for other reasons. It may still have 
other bad consequences, be disrespectful, or reveal a lack of virtue. 
At the end of the day, though, grandstanding might sometimes be 
permissible. If that’s right, politicians may have greater license to 
grandstand than the rest of us do. The information sharing function 
of political grandstanding could have an important role to play in a 
democracy.

It is important to keep in mind, however, that a politician’s 
grandstanding will not always (and perhaps not often) communi
cate to voters something true about her moral qualities. Not every 
politician who grandstands to suggest she cares most about a value 
actually cares most about it. Some might not care at all, and they 
might even plan to ignore it. So the proposed informational ben
efit of political grandstanding can’t just be that you learn something 
about the politician’s character. Often the politician will give you 
bad information about her character.

Even if there is a valuable information providing function of 
political grandstanding, you might worry about the following sce
nario. Suppose there are two political parties: the Evil Party and the 
Justice Party. Politicians from both parties grandstand to let poten
tial voters know where their values lie. Because the Evil Party is just 
wrong about everything, wouldn’t it be wrong all things considered 
for their politicians to grandstand, but permissible for those of the 
Justice Party?

It is important to keep in mind, however, that the defense of 
grandstanding we’ve been discussing is not that it helps voters vote 
for the politician who would do more good. Rather, what polit
ical grandstanding might do is help people vote according to their 
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preferences. One of the core values of democratic governance is 
in making people feel at home in the world— ruled by their own 
choices that reflect their own values.54 Helping people vote in a way 
that is true to their preferences matters to some degree, even if other 
things might matter more.

conclUsion

Grandstanding does significant damage to politics in a democ
racy. When people treat political discourse as a forum for self 
aggrandizement, their interests frequently conflict with the goal of 
resolving social problems. Instead of compromising with the out 
group, grandstanders attack its members, and describe their beliefs 
and policy proposals in bad faith. For in group members who would 
be willing to compromise, grandstanders question their integrity 
and encourage others to shun them. Rather than promote dull 
policies that make a difference in complicated ways, grandstanders 
prefer the big splash that accomplishes little but allows them to 
claim credit for their effort. And for grandstanders who enjoy their 
current roles a bit too much, there is incentive not to undercut their 
reason for being by solving social problems.

Whether these bad effects (and the other problems we’ve 
identified) are enough to outweigh the good that political 
grandstanding can do is at least partly an empirical question to 
which we do not have a definitive answer. We suspect that on bal
ance, grandstanding does more harm than good to our political 
process and its institutions. At any rate, we should not cheer whole 
heartedly when politics becomes a morality pageant.

 



Chapter  8

 What to Do About Grandstanding

We’ve now evaluated the morality of grandstanding, and concluded 
that it is bad behavior that we would do well to avoid. More 
than diagnosing it as a problem, we want to help readers think 
through solutions. How can we improve public moral discourse? 
Realistically, we can’t aim to get rid of grandstanding entirely. We 
can try to reduce it significantly, however— and for all the reasons 
we’ve provided throughout this book, we should do so.

So how can we do this? How can we cut down on preening and 
posturing moral talk and all the damage it causes? To be honest, 
we’re not sure. How do you get millions of people from all walks 
of life to stop using moral talk to satisfy the common human de
sire for social status? To compound the problem, it is difficult to 
know when people are grandstanding. No one can read minds and 
be certain of others’ motivations. This makes grandstanding hard to 
monitor. Spotting grandstanders is not like issuing speeding tickets. 
Furthermore, due to our contentious political climate, giving any 
advice about how people should contribute to moral and political 
discourse is fraught with risks. Many people may have a difficult 
time taking such advice at face value and not as a kind of veiled at
tack on political enemies.
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We’re going to offer the best advice we can muster about how 
to tackle the problem of grandstanding. We must stress, though, 
that most of what we say is exploratory. We offer several empirically 
supported strategies that we think are promising means of reducing 
grandstanding. But we are eager to see future work from experts 
in other fields about how to infuse more modesty into our public 
discourse.

ag ainst calling oU t

One way to try to change people’s behavior is to scold them. There 
is a common human impulse to tell people when they mess up. That 
might seem like an obvious way to address grandstanding:  when 
you think you see someone grandstanding, call them out on it.

Ben:  Wells Fargo has once again shown contempt for its 
customers’ privacy. Like others who care deeply about con
sumer rights and despise corporate greed, I am very strongly 
considering moving my checking account to another bank.

Ann:  “Very strongly considering?” Watch out everybody, man 
on fire! Stop with the grandstanding.

Many readers have probably felt the urge to say something like this. 
But in our view, calling out grandstanders is generally a bad strategy 
for improving public discourse.

To call someone out is to accuse her publicly of bad behavior. 
Leveling such an accusation requires justification. It would be unfair 
to go around wildly accusing someone of cheating on his partner, or 
of embezzling from his employer. At the very least, an accuser needs 
to be justifiably confident that her accusations are true. The costs of 
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wrongfully accusing someone are often significant. Not only is it un
just, it could also seriously harm the target’s reputation— possibly 
even ruining her life. The point is simple: to make a public accusa
tion of bad behavior, you should be justifiably confident that your 
charge is accurate.

Sometimes this is an easy requirement to meet, like when a drunk 
celebrity is caught on camera using a racial slur. But sometimes the 
features of an action that make it wrong are hidden from plain view. 
Take lying, for example. It is difficult to know when someone is lying 
to your face. It is even harder to know whether someone is trying to 
deceive you simply from a written statement. Try it:

“Warmke avoids gluten.”
“Tosi has seen Interpol in concert five times.”

Studies show that, on average, people successfully detect lies 
at about a 54  percent rate.1 Slightly better than the flip of a coin. 
Most of these studies allow the “detectors” to see the “liars’ ” facial 
expressions, but the detectors are not provided much additional 
context. Imagine how much harder it is to detect lies if all you have 
is a bit of text written by a stranger.

Here again, grandstanding has something in common with lying. 
Recall that grandstanders use moral talk to impress others with 
their supposed moral qualities. But it is difficult to know whether 
someone is contributing to public discourse for this reason, espe
cially if the only evidence you have is a bit of written communica
tion. To accuse someone of grandstanding, you should be justifiably 
confident that she is grandstanding. Yet since you usually don’t 
know enough about what is motivating someone’s moral talk, you 
usually aren’t justified in publicly accusing her of grandstanding. 
This is a good reason not to call people out for grandstanding.
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Let’s pause for a moment to forestall a misunderstanding. We 
have claimed throughout the book that moral grandstanding is 
common in public discourse. Yet we just admitted that it is hard to 
know whether someone is grandstanding in particular cases. But 
how could we know that grandstanding is common if it’s so hard to 
tell whether someone is grandstanding?

Suppose that every time you strongly suspect someone is 
grandstanding, there’s a 50 percent chance you’re right. (You don’t 
know this about yourself, but let’s assume for the moment that it’s 
true.) Suppose you spend an hour on a social media site and see 100 
posts that you strongly suspect of grandstanding. Convinced by our 
argument that it’s hard to tell whether someone is grandstanding, 
you realize that you shouldn’t be confident that any particular case is 
an instance of grandstanding. And yet it would very surprising if you 
had not seen dozens of cases of grandstanding in that hour.

Think once again about lying. As we’ve noted, it’s often hard 
to know whether someone is lying to you. But it would be a mis
take to conclude from that fact alone that there isn’t much lying in 
the world. This is probably obvious to you without having to do 
research on the prevalence of lying. But people have studied such 
things and we know that lying is common in social life.2

So even if it’s difficult to be sure about any given case of 
grandstanding, that doesn’t mean we can’t know whether 
grandstanding is common. Given that most of us are moral self 
enhancers, and that we try to manage our impressions so that people 
think highly of us, it would be surprising if grandstanding were not 
common. In fact, our preliminary empirical research suggests that 
prestige seeking grandstanding in particular is fairly common.3 
Even so, the fact that grandstanding is so often hard to detect is a 
good reason to resist the temptation to publicly accuse someone of 
doing it.



w H a t  t o  d o  a B o U t  g r a n d s t a n d i n g

171

But what if you are justifiably confident that someone is 
grandstanding? Is it okay in these cases to call him out? Even here, 
your justified confidence doesn’t necessarily mean it’s okay to issue 
a public accusation. Accuracy alone doesn’t license the making of 
accusations. Suppose your friend tells a corny joke at a dinner party. 
Even if you know the joke was bad, that doesn’t make it okay to an
nounce to the whole table what a terrible joke it was. That would be 
needlessly mean, not to mention a disproportionate response.

Similarly, even if someone really is grandstanding, calling her 
out in public is typically a poor response because it will be counter 
productive. Once accusations of grandstanding are made, the 
ensuing discussion (if there is one at all) is usually nasty and un
helpful. Few of us, upon being publicly accused of grandstanding, 
have the self control to keep from fighting back. So if you do ac
cuse someone of grandstanding, the charge will likely just be turned 
around on you.4 Or you’ll be accused of silencing people.5 Or 
you’ll be criticized for not recognizing people’s sincere concerns.6 
Or they’ll say you’re trying to inject your politics into the discus
sion.7 Your accusation might even become the occasion for more 
grandstanding from others.

Accusations of grandstanding also tend to be counter productive 
because the accused party can fall back on unverifiable claims 
about what she was trying to do. When someone accuses you of 
grandstanding, there is a simple response available: “I was not trying 
to impress people!” Then everyone can argue about the accuser’s 
assessment of your motives versus your own. The next time such an 
argument is productive will also be the first time.

Still another problem with accusations of grandstanding is that 
conceptual drift quickly sets in with terms like “grandstanding.” 
Conceptual drift occurs when the boundaries of a concept ex
pand from what was once a clear idea to cover tangentially related 
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phenomena.8 Consider “mansplaining.” In its early existence, the 
term was generally used to refer to a man giving a condescending 
and usually inaccurate explanation to a woman, often of something 
the woman understands better than the man.9 The charge struck a 
popular chord, the term became popular, and soon enough it was 
being used to describe men talking in virtually any context. Once 
people see how useful it can be to apply a concept like mansplaining 
in more cases, they expand the range of things that qualify as 
mansplaining. For example, during a Question Time session in the 
House of Commons in 2017, Britain’s Labour Party Leader, Jeremy 
Corbyn, said, “Tomorrow is International Women’s Day, a chance 
to both celebrate how far we’ve come on equality for women, but 
also to reflect on how far we have to go, not just in this country but 
around the world.” To which British Prime Minister Theresa May 
replied, “Well, first of all, can I thank the right honorable gentleman 
for telling me that it is International Women’s Day tomorrow? 
I think that’s what’s called ‘mansplaining.’ ”10

When used frequently as a public condemnation, the term 
“grandstanding” might fall prey to the same kind of drift. Terms that 
are hard to define and behavior that is difficult to identify are espe
cially liable to drift. The path is a predictable one. People discover 
that they can use charges of grandstanding to dismiss a speaker 
without substantive engagement. Next thing you know, people will 
be using the term against anyone who makes them ideologically 
uncomfortable.

We can imagine someone saying:  “You’ve just argued against 
calling out grandstanders. And yet you’ve written a whole book 
criticizing grandstanding. Isn’t that hypocritical? Shouldn’t you be 
taking your own advice?”

There are two ways to publicly criticize grandstanding. First, you 
can publicly accuse a particular person of grandstanding. You might 
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make the accusation directly to the person (as a response on social 
media, say). Or you might publicly accuse someone without her 
knowing (like denouncing a grandstanding politician on Twitter). 
These are personal criticisms.

But a second kind of public criticism involves negatively assessing 
grandstanding in general. Such criticisms are not accusations 
against any particular person. These are general criticisms. Just like 
you can say lying is bad without calling out any particular person 
for lying, you can say grandstanding is bad without calling out in
dividual grandstanders. We caution against personal criticism 
of grandstanders, but that doesn’t preclude general criticism of 
grandstanding.

Morality rarely gives us hard and fast rules about difficult 
situations in life. But it seems to us that, in general, public accusations 
of grandstanding will make things worse. Further, once people see 
the potency of personal criticism for grandstanding, many will want 
to wield this power over others by condemning them for any moral 
talk at all, which is a terrible outcome. For these reasons, we recom
mend against calling out grandstanders.

For many readers, calling grandstanders out will seem like the 
only possible response. Without this weapon in our arsenal, the 
prospect of minimizing grandstanding might seem like a lost cause. 
But don’t despair. We have some other ideas about how to reduce 
grandstanding and improve moral talk.

Per sonal cHange

Many of us have settled into bad habits in our use of moral talk. 
Some may even be serial grandstanders. Others may dabble occa
sionally when the urge is too strong to resist. If we’re honest with 
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ourselves, we can all admit to grandstanding, or at least to feeling 
tempted to do so.

Human beings have limited willpower. Even when our sincere 
moral convictions recommend against doing bad things, we do 
not automatically do what is right. As the old joke goes, we can re
sist everything except temptation.11 People who have tried to stop 
smoking will understand. So will married people who remain in
corrigible flirts. Perhaps grandstanding is similarly tempting. Belief 
in one’s own moral superiority is common. Our desire for approval 
from others may also be hard to keep at bay.

But grandstanding is not an inevitable feature of public dis
course. We might have strong desires that others hold us in high 
moral esteem, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s okay to act on 
them. Having a strong desire for flirtatious attention doesn’t make 
it okay to flirt with colleagues. Wanting to be admired doesn’t 
make it okay to dominate dinner conversation with boasts of your 
accomplishments. By the time we reach adulthood, most of us 
have learned not to engage in these anti social behaviors. We can 
learn self restraint when it comes to grandstanding, too. There are 
various personal changes you can make to cut down on your own 
grandstanding. Notice that we say cut down on, rather than elim
inate. Personal change is difficult. Even if you try your hardest, 
you will probably still fall short. But that’s okay. Even if you don’t 
manage to stop grandstanding altogether, you should be happy if 
you manage to grandstand less.

Engineer Your Situations

One of the best supported discoveries in psychology in the twen
tieth century was that situations play a major role in shaping our 
behavior. For instance, in one experiment, participants were tested 
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to see whether they would help someone in the next room upon 
hearing a loud crash and screaming. Seventy percent of those who 
were alone during the incident helped. But when paired with a con
federate who reacted to the noise with indifference, only 7 percent 
helped.12 In another study, participants were twice as likely to help 
deliver some documents 40 meters away if they were asked to do so 
right after leaving a public bathroom.13

“Situationism” is a theory that says situations exert a powerful 
influence in shaping our behavior.14 You recognize this fact implic
itly when you take care to avoid enticement. While you are trying 
to quit smoking, you don’t take the route home that passes your fa
vorite cigar shop, for instance.

Changes in your situation can also help you improve your behav
ior in public discourse. You might think you can peruse Twitter for 
hours a day and not get angry enough to shoot off a self righteous, 
grandstanding tweet. You might think you can avoid posting an in
cendiary and exaggerated claim on Facebook, despite knowing that 
it will receive universal acclaim from your like minded friends. But 
for many of us, the temptation will be too strong to resist. It is often 
better to avoid these tempting situations altogether. Here are some 
suggestions:

 • Limit the time you spend on social media. One of our best 
behaved academic friends allows himself 30 minutes a day. 
You might install an app on your phone such as App Detox, 
Off the Grid, or Antisocial that can block or limit your access 
to social media.

 • When using social media, try muting or unfollowing those 
who are reckless and intemperate when discussing poli
tics. Seeing this kind of behavior— especially from those on 
the “other side”— is a recipe for temptation to grandstand. 
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Experiment with a “three strikes” rule: if someone angers or 
annoys you three times, unfollow them.

 • Consider avoiding extremely partisan news sources that get 
you worked up about the other side. Or try limiting yourself 
to, say, no more than one hour of Rachel Maddow or Sean 
Hannity a week.

Plan to Succeed

Work out more. Consume less sugar. Read more good books. With 
few exceptions, we fail at these goals. Why? In the 1990s, psycholo
gist Peter Gollwitzer put a finger on the problem: we have no plan.

Gollwitzer introduced the term “implementation intention” to 
refer to our plans for accomplishing our goals. When we form im
plementation intentions, we decide when, where, and how we in
tend to pursue our goals. Suppose your goal is to stop smoking. You 
could form an implementation intention by deciding to go to the 
store on Wednesday nights to buy nicotine gum. Or you could de
cide that you’ll go for a walk whenever you feel the urge to smoke.

Implementation intentions can help people reach difficult goals. 
Consider one study of drug addicts experiencing withdrawal. Two 
groups of addicts were tasked with writing a short résumé before 
5 p.m. This was their goal. One of the groups was also told to write 
out specifics as to how and when they would complete their task. 
The second group formed no such implementation intentions. 
Although no one in the second group wrote a résumé, 80 percent 
of those in the implementation group did. Similar results have been 
discovered for many other kinds of goals, such as getting a mam
mogram, losing weight, and eating more vegetables.15 There is also 
evidence that implementation intentions can help us regulate our 
emotions.16
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For those who want to improve their moral talk, implementation 
intentions might help. Such intentions are particularly helpful when 
we face strong temptation in the heat of the moment. When you’re 
frustrated or outraged about what people are saying or doing online, 
previously formed implementation intentions can help guide your 
behavior by giving you a plan to fall back on. Restraint will thus be 
easier for you. Here are some suggestions for the kinds of intentions 
you might form. We’ll word them as if then statements, because 
that’s when they’re most effective.17

 • If I see a political post that makes me angry, I will open a new 
browser tab and read about sports/ watch Netflix/ reply to an 
email/ do anything non politics related.

 • If I see someone say something stupid or uninformed, I will 
not rush to correct them.

 • If I  say something mean or narcissistic to someone online 
about morality or politics, I will apologize to them publicly 
for it.

Redirect Your Recognition Desire

For many of us, wanting others to be impressed with our moral 
credentials is a strong and natural desire. We suggested some ways 
to restrain this desire and avoid grandstanding. It can also be helpful 
to find other productive outlets to satisfy the Recognition Desire.

Public moral discourse is not the appropriate venue for seeking 
prestige. There are better ways to get people to think you are morally 
impressive— ways that have better consequences, treat others with 
respect, and help you to be a more virtuous person. Those options 
are obviously morally preferable. Luckily, they also aren’t difficult to 
find. We won’t instruct you on what to do with your time, but with a 
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little searching, you can find organizations in your community that 
could use volunteers to help them do some good. The people there 
will likely be grateful for whatever you can contribute. Or you could 
just look around more informally for people close to you who could 
use some goodwill. Unlike moral grandstanding, even if you’re 
doing good because you want to impress others, you’ll probably still 
be doing something positive overall.

Although changing our own behavior is the safest approach 
to combating grandstanding, there is only so much you can do to 
reduce grandstanding simply by limiting your own. We also need 
some means of discouraging grandstanding from others. So we turn 
next to some suggestions for spurring broader social change.

social cHange

Imagine that your community practices open defecation. People 
just dump their feces into a river, the banks of which your com
munity calls home. This has resulted in unhealthy drinking water, 
a high infant mortality rate, and delayed childhood development 
due to illness. It’s easier to use the river instead of disposing of 
your waste properly. Once you’ve become aware of how unhealthy 
open defecation is and how much harm it causes, though, you 
might decide to stop defecating in the river. However, the rest of 
your community does not follow suit. They keep using the river as 
a communal latrine. If you are the only one who stops dumping 
your feces in the river, you will still be affected by others’ waste, 
as of course will they. What you need to do is to get them to stop 
dumping, too.

Many people treat public discourse like that river, indis
criminately spewing their own brand of waste. You might avoid 
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grandstanding yourself, but if others still pollute public dis
course with their own grandstanding, you will still have to deal 
with the consequences. We need to find a way to help others stop 
grandstanding, too.

Most modern cultures have a social norm against open defeca
tion. Members of those cultures believe that other members are not 
practicing open defecation. They also know that there is a general 
belief that members shouldn’t practice open defecation. However, 
some regions, particularly the rural areas of India, still have high 
rates of open defecation. The problem isn’t poverty:  India has a 
higher open defecation rate than much poorer countries. Nor is the 
problem lack of infrastructure: for decades, India has built latrines 
in rural areas to combat open defecation. Rather, the problem 
is with social norms supported by the caste system. Emptying 
latrines— the only technology available for disposing of human 
waste— is regarded as Dalit (untouchable) work. Non Dalits won’t 
do it. Dalits also generally avoid it, fearing ostracism. So in the ab
sence of a better solution, people resort to open defecation, and it is 
regarded as normal.18

India’s open defecation problem has drawn the attention of so
cial scientists because it raises a difficult puzzle: how do you get a 
culture to change a social norm? Philosopher Cristina Bicchieri has 
taken up precisely this question, setting out a detailed strategy for 
replacing bad social norms with better ones.19 Taking cues from 
Bicchieri’s approach to changing norms, we’ll offer a strategy for 
turning the tide against grandstanding and toward a more effective 
and respectful public discourse. Fundamentally, we want to go from 
something like:

Current Norm: Many people grandstand, think it’s okay to grand
stand, and are rewarded for grandstanding.
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To something like:

New Norm: Few people grandstand or think it’s okay to grand
stand. When they do, they are not rewarded for it.

Borrowing from Bicchieri, we propose a three step process to help 
us think about how to change the culture around grandstanding.

Step 1: Correcting Beliefs

If you want people to stop defecating in public, the first thing to do 
is to teach them how toxic their waste is, and how they can most ef
fectively get rid of it.20 It’s not obvious. This must be explained.

The first step in changing a social norm is to correct peoples’ 
beliefs. Specifically, we want to change both factual beliefs and per
sonal normative beliefs.

Factual beliefs are your beliefs about the way things are. To re
form the culture of grandstanding, we need to help others change 
some of their beliefs. First, most of us need to change certain beliefs 
about ourselves. People have mistaken beliefs about how morally 
enlightened they are. We are moral self enhancers who exaggerate 
our moral qualities. Second, we also have mistaken factual beliefs 
about others. We overestimate the extent to which others need or 
want to hear about how morally good we are. And we think our 
grandstanding is much more successful in impressing others than it 
actually is. Third, we have mistaken beliefs about the effects of our 
contributions to public discourse. Grandstanders take too rosy a 
view of the consequences of their behavior.

In addition to false factual beliefs, grandstanders also tend to 
have false personal normative beliefs. These are beliefs about what 
you should or shouldn’t do. For example, grandstanders think 
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they should use moral talk to show off their moral qualities (or at 
least that it’s okay to do so). They think they should use outrage or 
shaming to silence people who aren’t as morally good as they are. 
But they are mistaken about this.

You can think of this book as an attempt at this first step. It is 
one long argument for why we should think differently about moral 
talk. If you’ve read this far, you now know more about the nature 
and pitfalls of moral grandstanding than most people, and you are 
well equipped to explain to interested friends what is going wrong 
in public discourse. But you’re only one person, and you shouldn’t 
try to do too much. In addition to your own work, let us help— this 
book would make a wonderful gift for your friends and family this 
political season.

Step 2: Set a Good Example

Many people who treat public discourse as their own personal waste 
disposal site probably don’t know any better. Even if they do know 
better, they may not have had many experiences with healthy public 
discourse. Many who have grown up on social media think that 
much of what they see just is what moral talk looks like. Imbibing 
years of partisan media can affect your views about what qualifies as 
good moral talk. For some, exchanging sick burns on Twitter just is 
what it means to talk politics. What many people need is simply to 
be shown a better way.

In their book Why We Argue (and How We Should), philosophers 
Scott Aiken and Robert Talisse discuss the many ways in which po
litical disagreement can go wrong and offer several suggestions for 
how to improve our own contributions to public discourse.21 A few 
of their strategies might help you avoid grandstanding. For starters, 
Aiken and Talisse suggest that we avoid treating every issue as a 
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simple problem with a simple solution. When discussing morality 
and politics, it’s okay to admit that many problems are complicated 
and that solutions are not obvious to anyone who is not morally cor
rupt. Additionally, they suggest that, when you argue, you should 
make your premises clear. As we have discussed in this book, much 
moral grandstanding involves trying to shut someone down by 
being outraged or expressing shock and being dismissive. But out
rage and shock are not arguments or reasons. As Aiken and Talisse 
point out, it is fallacious to make the leap from “I am outraged by the 
things Sam said” to “Therefore, Sam is wrong.” If you think someone 
is wrong, try to articulate what your reasoning is for rejecting what 
he says.

Lastly, Aiken and Talisse encourage us to admit when we re
alize we are wrong or that someone else has made a good point in 
conversation. What are the odds that you are right about every
thing you think and say? Productive conversations are more likely 
to happen when we admit our mistakes. Digging in may help you 
save face, but it’s not a recipe for productive disagreement about 
our differences.

We have one final suggestion of our own. When you engage in 
moral talk, be harder on yourself than you are on others. Many of 
us have a tendency to criticize others more than we do ourselves. 
This is not surprising. We rate others against the set of idiosyn
cratic moral criteria to which we hold ourselves. Naturally, others 
will do worse according to a set of moral standards they aren’t even 
aware of. Furthermore, although we tend to attribute our own 
failings to our bad luck or circumstances beyond our control (“I 
missed the red light because the sun got in my eye”), we tend to 
attribute others’ failings to their bad character (“She missed the red 
light because she’s a reckless driver”).22 But this is unfair. To coun
teract our biases, we should be prepared to give others the benefit 
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of the doubt. As philosopher Robert Fullinwider puts it, “morality 
imposes a basic division of labor: it requires from us charity towards 
others and strictness with ourselves.”23

The point of setting an example is, of course, not to show that 
you are better than others. Rather, as Bicchieri explains, “informing 
people about the efficacy of a behavior is not nearly as convincing 
as showing them examples of individuals who successfully prac
tice it.”24 This might mean setting your own good example. If other 
people see that there’s a better way of talking about moral matters, 
they might just recognize it, and respond in kind.

Step 3: Sanction Grandstanders

If we want people to stop doing something— like publicly defecating 
or grandstanding— we should also introduce sanctions for non 
compliance. The goal is for people to know that the response to their 
grandstanding will be unpleasant. We have argued that calling out 
grandstanders is probably a bad idea. But there are other forms of 
sanction that could work better, by making it unpleasant for people 
to grandstand. Here are a couple of tentative suggestions.

One way to make it unpleasant to grandstand is to make 
grandstanding embarrassing. You can do your part in accomplishing 
this goal by being withholding. On social media, you can withhold 
your praise, your Facebook likes, your Twitter retweets. No more 
“This is amazingly brave” comments for people who take costless 
stands defending their moral convictions that are obvious crowd 
pleasers directed at their like minded friends. Don’t support 
politicians just because they come across as one of the good guys 
in publicity stunts. When people engage in self righteous displays 
at work, ignore them. The basic idea is not to give people credit for 
their attention seeking.
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Imagine, for example, crafting a carefully worded Facebook post 
detailing all the nuances of your utter disgust at the local univer
sity for serving culturally appropriated Chinese food in the dining 
hall, only to be met with zero likes. What the authors of such posts 
want is the very thing they shouldn’t get: your praise. If more of us 
withheld our praise for grandstanding, it might become clearer that 
it doesn’t pay.

We claimed earlier that it is a bad idea to call out or shame 
grandstanders because it is usually difficult to know whether 
someone is grandstanding. You might worry that our suggestion to 
be withholding conflicts with this claim. If we don’t know enough 
to call out and shame alleged grandstanders, how could we know 
enough to withhold praise?

There is a crucial difference, however, between calling people out  
and withholding praise. When you call people out for grandstanding, 
you publicly criticize them. If you are wrong, you might unfairly 
damage their reputation. And even if you are right and they de
serve the criticism, calling them out will still probably lead to an 
unhelpful discussion about whether they really are grandstanding. 
You’ll also likely be accused of trying to silence or tone police 
others. The stakes are high when you are considering whether to 
call someone out.

But the stakes are much lower when withholding praise. If you’re 
right that someone is grandstanding, you succeed in not rewarding 
someone who doesn’t deserve to be rewarded. But if you are wrong 
and withhold praise, what is lost? Not much more than what would 
be lost by not being on social media at all. (In fact, by doing this you 
might find yourself with enough free time to do something much 
more meaningful and rewarding, like the volunteering or other in
volvement we suggested as an alternative way for grandstanders 
to channel their energies.) Even truly courageous or insightful 
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non grandstanding social media posts don’t require your attention 
and support. Because much less is at stake, it’s okay to withhold 
praise for cases of suspected grandstanding even when it would not 
be okay to call the same person out.

Our second suggestion for sanctioning grandstanders is more 
aggressive, and we offer it with some reservations. But here it 
is: when you see someone using grandstanding for cover— that is, 
to make people less suspicious that they are the kind of person who 
does the bad things they do, as we discussed previously— consider 
calling him out publicly for the bad behavior he is trying to cover up. 
Obviously, this should not be done lightly. You should not accuse 
someone of wrongdoing unless you have convincing evidence for 
that accusation. And it might not be your place to level the accusa
tion anyway, given that the grandstander’s victims might have good 
reason not to want the details of their lives dragged into the public 
eye. But grandstanding for cover is a dangerous phenomenon. Many 
people are taken in by these grandstanders’ acts, and, as a result, 
grandstanders are often free to continue wronging others.

Few things make us angry about grandstanding anymore. But 
we still feel frustration when we hear people say they can’t believe 
some celebrity or public figure would ever hurt a woman, abuse a 
child, or whatever else because he frequently pays lip service to their 
favored values. Tell the victims of Harvey Weinstein, Roy Moore, 
and other talented grandstanders that a little grandstanding never 
hurt anyone. If you see a sorry act like theirs at work, don’t accuse 
the perpetrator of grandstanding. Accuse him of the wrongdoing his 
grandstanding is designed to cover up.

When enough people start treating discourse differently, 
norms can change. Many people who come to see why it is bad to 
abuse moral talk will stop grandstanding. They will realize they are 
mistreating others and ruining a public resource. They will notice 
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that in the long run, grandstanding often backfires— temptations 
to grandstand promise much but deliver little. They will recognize 
the prospects of a better discourse and set a good example. And 
they will take it upon themselves to withhold from still practicing 
grandstanders the very thing they desire: the praise of others. Once 
enough people learn about the dangers of grandstanding and see 
that it is often met with silence, it will become embarrassing to in
dulge our desires for praise in the public square.

a re a son for oPtimism

You might be forgiven for reading our remarks about changing 
norms about grandstanding and rolling your eyes. We’re so far from 
a world in which grandstanding is thought of as a serious norm vio
lation that our advice might sound quaint. How could we ever think 
things could change so much?

It’s not easy to change norms. Nor is the process quick. It might 
seem impossible to get so many people to stop treating public 
discourse as their vanity project. But when enough people start 
treating discourse differently, norms can change. Norms change all 
the time, for better and for worse, even when the behavior they reg
ulate seems deeply ingrained in human nature.

Consider, for example, another kind of norm:  table manners. 
Here are some common pieces of advice for proper table behavior 
in polite company, taken from Medieval and Renaissance era eti
quette manuals:

 • “It is unseemly to blow your nose into the tablecloth.”25

 • Do not “fall upon the dishes like swine while eating, snorting 
disgustingly and smacking [your] lips.”26
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 • It is a “serious offense” to “gnaw a bone and then put it back in 
the [serving] dish.”27

 • And Erasmus, in a colorful passage, notes disapprovingly 
that some “devour rather than eat, as if they were about to be 
carried off to prison,” or “push so much into their mouths that 
their cheeks bulge like bellows.” And others “pull their lips 
apart while eating, so that they make a noise like pigs.”28

Perhaps it will be difficult for readers to imagine that these things 
were written for adults living in a civilized society. But that is actu
ally encouraging. Think about it this way. This messy behavior must 
have been widespread enough to justify the use of paper and ink to 
warn against it. Further, this behavior must have seemed to many 
like a natural and efficient way of satisfying basic human desires. 
And yet it has become nearly unthinkable for us to encounter 
someone doing any of these things in public. Instead of everyone 
blowing their noses into the tablecloth, we somehow arrived at a 
point where this behavior is embarrassing. How did we get to this 
point? By the promotion of different social norms, people came to 
think of these and other violations of etiquette as embarrassing.

The success of these norm changes should be encouraging 
to those of us who are currently worried about grandstanding. 
Grandstanding, too, is widespread, and many people accept it as a 
natural and efficient way of satisfying a basic human desire for rec
ognition. Though it might seem unrealistic from where we stand 
now, we can change how we behave in public moral discourse, and 
we should.
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ently than we do, using “political cynicism” to mean “a mistrustful disposition 
towards, and an absence of confidence in, the political system” ([Yamamoto 
and Kushin 2014, 431], citing [Austin and Pinkleton 1995, 1999]). Yamamoto 
and Kushin define “apathy” as “indifference towards, lack of interest in, or lack 
of attention to politics” ([2014, 432], citing [Bennett 1986]).

 29. Citing ( Jamieson 1992), Claes H. de Vreese defines strategic news as “news that 
focuses on winning and losing, is driven by ‘war and games’ language, emphasizes 
‘performers, critics and audiences,’ focuses on candidate style and perceptions 
and gives weight to opinion polls” (de Vreese 2005, 284). For a variety of reasons, 
Cappella and Jamieson’s conclusions, which focused on American subjects, have 
been revised and challenged in later research. For discussion of these responses 
and for studies of Dutch and Danish subjects, see (de Vreese 2005). Crucially, de 
Vreese claims that when media consumers are more sophisticated, the effects of 
strategic media in causing cynicism are largely mitigated.
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 30. For a more nuanced discussion of what it means for news to be framed as a 
“strategy” or as a “game,” see (Aalberg, Strömbäck, and de Vreese 2012). In 
“game” frames, “race horse journalism” focuses on opinion polls, election 
outcomes, and winners and losers, and it uses the language of sports and war. In 
“strategy” frames, journalists focus on campaign strategies and tactics, motives 
and instrumental actions, and personality and style, and utilize metacoverage 
(coverage of the media itself) (2012, 167). “The [most] cited element of the stra
tegic frame,” they write, “involves the journalistic focus on a candidate or a party’s 
motives for taking a particular policy stand. Stories containing this element di
rectly imply that political actors are primarily interested in garnering votes, 
rather than pursuing solutions for important social problems” (2012, 168).

 31. (Kruger and Gilovich 1999)
 32. (Williams 2007, 601)
 33. Of course, the fact that we more readily conclude that those in our “out group” 

are grandstanding doesn’t show that grandstanding is purely in the eye of the 
beholder. Whether someone is grandstanding is a matter of fact, whether we 
are able to discover that fact or not.

 34. (Mill 2017, 47)
 35. Frankfurt gives the following illustrative example:  “Spit and polish and red 

tape do not genuinely contribute, it is presumed, to the ‘real’ purposes of mil
itary personnel or government officials, even though they are imposed by 
agencies or agents that purport to be conscientiously devoted to the pursuit of 
those purposes. Thus the ‘unnecessary routine tasks or ceremonial’ that con
stitute bull are disconnected from the legitimating motives of the activity upon 
which they intrude, just as the things people say in bull sessions are discon
nected from their settled beliefs, and as bullshit is disconnected from a con
cern with the truth” (Frankfurt 1988, 126– 27).

 36. In Richard Russo’s novel Straight Man, the protagonist English professor Hank 
Devereaux, Jr. opines, “The student newspaper contains a lot more humor, 
though most of it unintentional. Except for the front page (campus news) and 
the back page (sports), the campus rag contains little but letters to the editor, 
which I scan first for allusions to myself and next for unusual content, which in 
the current climate is any subject other than the unholy trinity of insensitivity, 
sexism and bigotry, which the self righteous, though not always literate, letter 
writers want their readers to know they’re against. As a group they seem to be
lieve that high moral indignation offsets and indeed outweighs all deficiencies 
of punctuation, spelling, grammar, logic, and style. In support of this notion 
there’s only the entire culture” (Russo 1997, 73– 74).

 37. http:// www.washingtonpost.com/ wp dyn/ content/ article/ 2006/ 06/ 23/ 
AR2006062301378.html [accessed 7/ 22/ 18]

 38. http:// www.washingtonpost.com/ wp dyn/ content/ article/ 2006/ 06/ 23/ 
AR2006062301378.html [accessed 7/ 22/ 18]
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 39. In his 1793 translation, Samuel Croxall interpreted the fable as making a socio 
political point: “when we are alarmed with imaginary dangers in respect of the 
public, till the cry grows quite stale and threadbare, how can it be expected we 
should know when to guard ourselves against real ones?” (Aesop and Croxall 
1843, 224).

 40. (Frijda 2006, 178– 91)
 41. (Frijda 2006, 10– 11; Epstein 1973; McSweeney and Swindell 1999). 

Habituation is the reason that exposure therapy works as a treatment for 
PTSD, anxiety, and other conditions (Marks 1973; Foa 2011; Rothbaum et al. 
2000; Feeny, Hembree, and Zoellner 2003).

 42. (Goethe 1884, 75)
 43. (Rothschild and Keefer 2017)
 44. (Collins 1993, 210)
 45. (Kaufman 1999, 140; Simon 1987)
 46. (Fehr and Gächter 2002; Fehr and Fischbacher 2004)
 47. (Dickinson and Masclet 2015)
 48. For more evidence that people treat punishment as interchangeable with other 

responses to wrongdoing for purposes of seeking satisfaction, see ( J. J. Jordan 
et al. 2016). There is also experimental evidence showing that people punish 
rather indiscriminately to promote cooperation, as they will do so even to sup
port norms from which no one benefits (Abbink et al. 2017).

 49. (Baier 1965, 3)
 50. http:// www.pewinternet.org/ 2016/ 10/ 25/ the political environment on 

social media/  [accessed 7/ 23/ 18]
 51. For some interesting thoughts on why moderates in particular check out, see 

(Loury 1994, 435– 38).
 52. (Preoţiuc Pietro et al. 2017)
 53. (Noelle Neumann 1993, 37– 57)
 54. ( Jang, Lee, and Park 2014)
 55. The arguments of this paragraph draw from John Stuart Mill’s classic defense 

of free expression in On Liberty (1989, 19– 55).
 56. (Mutz 2006, 29– 33)
 57. (Frimer, Skitka, and Motyl 2017)
 58. https:// www.politico.com/ magazine/ story/ 2017/ 12/ 06/ the weird 

campaign to get taylor swift to denounce donald trump 215994 [accessed 
3/ 18/ 18]

 59. https:// www.politico.com/ magazine/ story/ 2017/ 12/ 06/ the weird 
campaign to get taylor swift to denounce donald trump 215994 [accessed 
3/ 8/ 18]

 60. (Kogelmann and Wallace 2018)
 61. https:// www.usatoday.com/ story/ tech/ 2018/ 06/ 20/ rage giving fuels 

record fundraising immigrant children/ 718272002/  [accessed 7/ 19/ 18]
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 62. https:// www.usatoday.com/ story/ tech/ 2018/ 06/ 20/ rage giving fuels 
record fundraising immigrant children/ 718272002/  [accessed 7/ 19/ 18]

Chapter 5

 1. For an excellent psychological account of online shaming, see (Crockett 2017).
 2. https:// twitter.com/ nickwiger/ status/ 623968683807801344 [accessed 8/ 

6/ 18]
 3. (Ronson 2015, 231– 38)
 4. (Norlock 2017)
 5. (Sawaoka and Monin 2018)
 6. (Wellman 2012, 380– 84)
 7. (Audi 2015)
 8. (Isenberg 1964, 466)
 9. (Alicke et al. 2001)
 10. (Merritt et al. 2012)
 11. https:// www.nytimes.com/ 2018/ 02/ 03/ opinion/ sunday/ this is why uma 

thurman is angry.html [accessed 2/ 3/ 18]
 12. To be fair, Dawkins himself tends to get angry pretty quickly in his exchanges 

with the religious. See, e.g., https:// www.theguardian.com/ world/ 2006/ jan/ 
13/ religion.comment [accessed 2/ 6/ 18]

 13. https:// web.archive.org/ web/ 20110920212327/ http:// seattletimes.
nwsource.com/ html/ nationworld/ 2003365311_ jesuscamp08.html [accessed 
2/ 7/ 18] 

 14. (Green et al. 2019)
 15. (Hardin 1968, 1244)
 16. (Schmidtz 1994)
 17. (Grice 1989)
 18. (Hart 1955; Tosi 2018)
 19. (Boyd and Richerson 1992)

Chapter 6

 1. (MacIntyre 2007, 181– 203; Hursthouse and Pettigrove 2018)
 2. Virtue also requires, among other things, doing the right thing in the right kind 

of situation (she performs generous acts when they are called for) and across a 
variety of situations (she will not just be generous at home). It also requires a 
history of doing the right thing for the right reason (she didn’t just start acting 
generously today).

 3. Proponents of the traditional view, which also goes by the name Aristotelian 
virtue ethics, typically hold that virtue requires “acting for the right reasons 
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and with the right emotions” (van Zyl 2018, 23), with these two elements 
being in harmony. Our discussion simplifies the view in referring simply to a 
virtuous agent’s motivations. For discussion, see (van Zyl 2018, 20– 24; Annas 
2011, 9– 10; Hursthouse 2006, 101– 5).

 4. (C. Miller 2017, 151)
 5. (Burtt 1990, 24)
 6. We owe the aphorism to (Schmidtz 2008, 187).
 7. Defenders of virtue consequentialism include (Hume 1998; Moore 1993; 

Driver 2001).
 8. This version of virtue consequentialism is Julia Driver’s (2001), which is per

haps the most developed account. But matters here are complicated and virtue 
consequentialists themselves disagree about what the view says. On these 
matters, see (Bradley 2005).

 9. Again, as Bradley (2005) shows, matters are much more complicated than 
this, but this simplification suits our purposes.

 10. (Treatise of Human Nature, 2.2.2.9). For a helpful discussion of Hume on 
vanity, see (Schliesser 2003, 334– 35).

 11. (Treatise of Human Nature, 3.2.2.12)
 12. Hume writes, “When a man is prepossessed with a high notion of his rank and 

character in the creation, he will naturally endeavour to act up to it, and will 
scorn to do a base or vicious action, which might sink him below that figure 
which he makes in his own imagination” (Hume 2006, 317).

 13. We thank Eric Schliesser for raising this question.
 14. Adam Smith, for instance, thinks we should approve of vanity only when a 

person is vain about something worthy of vanity (A. Smith 1985, 255). Hume 
also seems to restrict his praise of vanity to those who are vain about virtuous 
action (Hume 2006, 321).

 15. In our own studies, we found that grandstanding is not correlated with 
increased levels of civic engagement. See (Grubbs et al. 2019).

 16. For an excellent survey of Nietzsche on morality, see (Leiter 2015).
 17. (Nietzsche 1989, 107)
 18. (Hurka 2007)
 19. As Nietzsche saw things, the rise of Christianity accomplished just that. Those 

oppressed early Christians took their lowly, powerless qualities and turned them 
into moral virtues, such as modesty, humility, poverty, meekness, and patience. 
The oppressors might be noble and powerful, but they now become, after the 
revolt, morally evil. This is because they lack modesty, humility, poverty, meek
ness, and patience— the very qualities the early Christians just happened to have. 
After the revaluation of values, however, the meek, mild and powerless become 
virtuous. “Morality” as we have understood it since the rise of Christianity has, 
according to Nietzsche, frustrated the efforts of the most excellent, those who 
try to lead lives of genius and creativity. Christianity (as well as much other reli
gious and moral thought) has turned true excellence on its head and made us feel 
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guilty for even wanting it. (Examples of the type of excellent people Nietzsche 
had in mind are Goethe, Beethoven, and Nietzsche himself.)

 20. Eric Campbell has argued that inauthenticity plagues moral discourse, and that 
we are generally self deceived about what motivates our moral expressions (E. 
Campbell 2014).

 21. (Hurka 2010)

Chapter 7

 1. https:// www.thetimes.co.uk/ article/ politicians must stop the grandstanding 
and start addressing the realities dnr0w93fx [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 2. https:// www.washingtonpost.com/ news/ the watch/ wp/ 2018/ 05/ 11/ 
the protect and serve act is political grandstanding over a nonexistent 
problem and it could cause real harm/  [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 3. https:// www.bbc.com/ news/ av/ world us canada 24308586/ obama 
attacks republican grandstanding [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 4. https:// www.nationalreview.com/ bench memos/ president obamas 
grandstanding signing statements ed whelan/  [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 5. (Hatemi and Fazekas 2018, 884)
 6. For an interesting discussion of how activism conflicts with the pursuit of 

truth, see (van der Vossen 2015).
 7. Political scientists have shown repeatedly that character is central in the 

mass public’s assessment of politicians. See (A. H.  Miller, Wattenberg, and 
Malanchuk 1986; Greene 2001; Hayes 2005; Bittner 2011; Clifford 2018).

 8. http:// archive.boston.com/ news/ nation/ articles/ 2007/ 03/ 11/ poll_ char
acter_ trumps_ policy_ for_ voters/  [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 9. https:// news.gallup.com/ poll/ 12544/ values seen most important 
characteristic presidential candidates.aspx [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 10. http:// archive.boston.com/ news/ nation/ articles/ 2007/ 03/ 11/ poll_ char
acter_ trumps_ policy_ for_ voters/  [accessed 8/ 12/ 18]

 11. (Kahn and Kenney 1999; Druckman, Jacobs, and Ostermeier 2004)
 12. (Kinder 1986)
 13. (Bishin, Stevens, and Wilson 2005)
 14. For a criticism of voting on the basis of character or a politician’s values, see ( J. 

Brennan 2011, 84– 85). For a defense, see (Davis 2011).
 15. Many recent books argue that most voters are ill informed about politics, 

and that democracies therefore often fail to produce competent, respon
sible government (Caplan 2007; Somin 2013; J.  Brennan 2016; Achen and 
Bartels 2016).

 16. https:// www.nytimes.com/ 2018/ 01/ 20/ opinion/ sunday/ donald trump 
political mythbuster.html [accessed 6/ 5/ 19]
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 17. For example, in Federalist No. 9, Alexander Hamilton voices the worry that 
instituting democracy on a large scale (even in a community the size of a 
U.S.  state), would eventually result in “splitting ourselves into an infinity of 
little, jealous, clashing, tumultuous commonwealths, the wretched nurseries 
of unceasing discord, and the miserable objects of universal pity or contempt” 
(Hamilton, Madison, and Jay 2003, 37). Hamilton thought this would not be 
America’s fate because of its decentralized design. See also James Madison’s 
discussion of factions in Federalist No. 10 (Hamilton, Madison, and Jay 2003, 
40– 46).

 18. (Vallier 2018)
 19. https:// www.salon.com/ 2014/ 11/ 20/ ted_ cruz_ trolls_ america_ why_ his_ 

new_ lecture_ on_ responsible_ governance_ real_ chutzpah/  [accessed 2/ 
26/ 18]

 20. Ibid.
 21. (T. J. Ryan 2017)
 22. (Dahl 1967, 53)
 23. (Kreps, Laurin, and Merritt 2017)
 24. As psychologist Jillian Jordan and her coauthors suggest, we tend to hate 

hypocrites because we take their high minded moral pronouncements to be 
evidence of good character, and their later behavior reveals that their moral 
talk was a false signal ( J. Jordan et al. 2017).

 25. See, for example:  http:// thehill.com/ opinion/ katie pavlich/ 255971 katie 
pavlich yes obama does want to take your guns [accessed 8/ 13/ 18].

 26. https:// townhall.com/ columnists/ kurtschlichter/ 2017/ 02/ 06/ the left 
hates you act accordingly n2281602 [accessed 7/ 18/ 18]

 27. https:// www.nytimes.com/ 2017/ 06/ 30/ us/ handmaids protests abortion.
html [accessed 4/ 18/ 18]

 28. https:// www.newyorker.com/ books/ page turner/ we live in the 
reproductive dystopia of the handmaids tale [accessed 4/ 18/ 18]

 29. Shanto Iyengar and Masha Krupenkin show that, for Americans, hostility for 
the opposing party is now a greater motivation for political action than is pos
itive identification with a party (2018).

 30. http:// www.nybooks.com/ daily/ 2009/ 12/ 17/ obama and the rotten 
compromise/  [accessed 9/ 24/ 18]

 31. (Margalit 2009)
 32. Fabian Wendt considers the following scenario: “imagine that a corrupt and 

brutal dictator wants financial support and international recognition, and 
offers his help in stabilizing the region and protecting some minority. Not 
achieving a compromise bears great risks: The dictator might feel free to be
have in unpredictable ways that in the end might lead to instability and even 
war. Compared to all alternatives, it seems best to try to get a deal with the 
dictator” (Wendt 2019, 2871).
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 33. This is the “median voter theorem” (Downs 1957), which says, roughly, that “a 
majority rule voting system will select the outcome most preferred by the me
dian voter” (Holcombe 2006, 155). The extent of the theorem’s applicability is 
still a matter of debate.

 34. Political scientists James Adams and Samuel Merrill argue that “vote seeking 
candidates are rewarded for presenting divergent policies that reflect the beliefs 
of voters biased toward them for non policy reasons.” This happens because 
politicians know that many voters will abstain if they find neither candidate 
sufficiently attractive and so they play to their bases on “considerations such 
as race, class, and partisanship, which are not entirely tied to the candidates’ 
positions in the current campaign” (2003, 182).

 35. See (Loury 1994, 441).
 36. (Pincione and Tesón 2011, 124)
 37. (Pincione and Tesón 2011, 124)
 38. (G. Brennan and Lomasky 1997, 16)
 39. For recent contributions to this literature, see (Caplan 2007; Somin 2013).
 40. If reading this paragraph makes you anxious about the knowledge levels of your 

fellow citizens, you might be interested in a book on the case for epistocratic 
reforms. See ( J. Brennan 2016).

 41. (Pincione and Tesón 2011, 23) (emphasis in original).
 42. (Nisbett and Ross 1980, 45). See also (Tuan Pham, Meyvis, and Zhou 2001).
 43. See (Sloman and Fernbach 2017, 185).
 44. Economist Paul Krugman, himself no supporter of unbridled free markets, 

explains: “The analysis of rent control is among the best understood issues in 
all of economics, and— among economists, anyway— one of the least contro
versial. In 1992, a poll of the American Economic Association found 93 per
cent of its members agreeing that ‘a ceiling on rents reduces the quality and 
quantity of housing.’ Almost every freshman level textbook contains a case 
study on rent control, using its known adverse side effects to illustrate the 
principles of supply and demand. Sky high rents on uncontrolled apartments, 
because desperate renters have nowhere to go— and the absence of new 
apartment construction, despite those high rents, because landlords fear that 
controls will be extended? Predictable. Bitter relations between tenants and 
landlords, with an arms race between ever more ingenious strategies to force 
tenants out  .  .  .  constantly proliferating regulations designed to block those 
strategies? Predictable.” https:// www.nytimes.com/ 2000/ 06/ 07/ opinion/ 
reckonings a rent affair.html [accessed 5/ 5/ 19]

 45. In 2015, San Francisco Supervisor David Campos proposed halting develop
ment of market rate housing in the Mission neighborhood to deal with the 
city’s housing crisis. Campos provided this vivid rationale:  “The future of 
this neighborhood is riding on it. If we don’t do this, we will lose the Mission. 
And if we lose the Mission, we will lose San Francisco. That’s why we have to 
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act. And we have to act now.” https:// archives.sfexaminer.com/ sanfrancisco/ 
campos to propose moratorium on market rate housing in the mission/ 
Content?oid=2928953 [accessed 7/ 11/ 18]

 46. The reasons included severe fetal anomalies, rape, and saving the mother’s life. 
The party disputed the budget figure, but apparently had no basis for an al
ternative estimate of the amount that it tried to decline. https:// takingnote.
blogs.nytimes.com/ 2012/ 06/ 20/ anti abortion grandstanding/  [accessed 4/ 
21/ 18]

 47. (Vlahov and Junge 1998; Wodak and Cooney 2004)
 48. (Pincione and Tesón 2011, 151)
 49. (Pincione and Tesón 2011, 151)
 50. (Ferguson 2012, 162) (emphasis added)
 51. Guido Pincione coined the phrase “the paradox of solving social problems” in 

conversation.
 52. “Barrett Wilson” is a pseudonym. https:// quillette.com/ 2018/ 07/ 14/ i was 

the mob until the mob came for me/ [accessed 9/15/18] 
 53. (Bashir et al. 2013, 625)
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