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Preface

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 various cases of excessive shaming, rushes to judgment, and other bad behavior, it’s hard to describe exactly what the problem is.

This book offers a diagnosis for a significant cause of bad behavior in public moral discourse. Much of our discourse is so awful because 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 outlook. 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 probably think of times when you were at least tempted to grandstand. (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 virtuous. 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 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 political discussion. That means we’re probably exposed to more grandstanding now than ever before, even though there have always been prolific grandstanders. In fact, instead of saying that grandstanding is easier to find than ever before, it might be more accurate 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 favorite (or, alternatively, most despised) political figures. Academics who run afoul of the latest ideological trends in their fields are threatened with professional excommunication and worse. And occasionally even unsuspecting bystanders will wander into the minefield 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’ aggressive 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 About You Get Cancer”

Children can be horrible to one another. They bully, ostracize, ridicule, 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



On October 1, 2017, a gunman opened fire on the crowd at a concert in Las Vegas. The shooter killed 58 and injured 851 others. Again, tragic. Yet a CBS legal executive tweeted a different take, connecting 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 unacceptable 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 elementary school. Or imagine learning that your child had threatened a classmate with sexual violence for criticizing his favorite video game.

But many adults act as if this kind of abusive behavior is perfectly 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 discourse 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 because 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.

Moral 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.”

• 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 condemnation. 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.

Unfortunately, many people use moral talk irresponsibly. They use it to humiliate, intimidate, and threaten people they dislike, impress 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, sometimes 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 because 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 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 indiscretion. 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.

Grandstanding: 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 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:


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 political 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, controversial 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 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 becoming chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court, Moore ordered 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 unconstitutional. 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 conference, 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 intention 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 alternative 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 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 elementary 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.

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 understandably 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 argument doesn’t depend on them. Someone might object, however, 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 seriously 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 suspect, 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 whatever manner you want to say it. To see this point more clearly, think of lying. Everyone recognizes that in many circumstances it is morally 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 argument, we will switch gears to look at how grandstanding affects politics 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?

Grandstanding: 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 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 conflict 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 involve 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 universal 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 Basic Account of Moral Grandstanding

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.




1. Grandstanders want to impress others with their moral qualities. 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:



[image: image]

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

The Recognition Desire

Grandstanders want others to think that they are morally impressive. 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 believe 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.”

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 specific. 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 important 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 because they fear being treated harshly. Our ancestors gained dominance by beating up or killing rival mating partners. In modern times, people still use physical violence, but we can also gain 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 network. Often, they do this by seeking prestige for their moral qualities. 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 consistently associated with one or both of the two functions. The prestige 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/political beliefs to make people who disagree with me feel bad.”

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 something. 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 way: grandstanders have a desire for recognition, and they say what they do to try to satisfy it.
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