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Abstract
A plausible condition on having the standing to blame someone is that the target of 
blame’s wrongdoing must in some sense be your “business”—the wrong must in 
some sense harm or affect you, or others close to you. This is known as the business 
condition on standing to blame. Many cases of epistemic blame discussed in the lit-
erature do not obviously involve examples of someone harming or affecting another. 
As such, not enough has been said about how an individual’s epistemic failing can 
really count as another person’s business. In this paper, I deploy a relationship-based 
account of epistemic blame to clarify the conditions under which the business con-
dition can be met in the epistemic domain. The basic idea is that one person’s epis-
temic failing can be another’s business in virtue of the way it impairs their epistemic 
relationship.

Keywords  Epistemic blame · Standing to blame · The business condition · 
Testimonial injustice · Epistemic community · Social epistemology

1  Introduction

When is your epistemic conduct someone else’s business? Is it ever anyone else’s 
business? According to Philippe Chuard and Nicholas Southwood, it is not:

[E]pistemic deontic claims don’t seem to be interpersonal in the relevant sense 
[...]. Usually, the expectations of others regarding one’s epistemic behaviour 
are neither here nor there. How we run our epistemic lives is not others’ busi-
ness (Chuard & Southwood, 2009, p. 623).
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This is a striking claim. But it fits with a common attitude in traditional epistemol-
ogy. Until relatively recently, epistemology has been a thoroughly individualistic 
enterprise (Goldman & McGrath, 2014, p. 203). As is often pointed out, we inher-
ited from philosophers such as Descartes and Locke the idea that epistemology is 
fundamentally first-personal: while other people might play an important role in our 
practical and moral deliberations, they do not (or cannot) really play an important 
role in our epistemic deliberations. Outlining the shortcomings of an individualistic 
approach to epistemology is one focus of the growing field of social epistemology. A 
lot of great work has been done to this effect (Coady, 1992; Goldberg, 2010, 2018; 
Goldman & Whitcomb, 2010).1 One cluster of issues that has not been explored in 
much detail, however, centers on the implications of the individualistic approach for 
our understanding of epistemic blame.

These implications come sharply into view when we examine conditions on 
standing to blame. According to many moral theorists, one condition on having the 
standing to blame someone is that the target of blame’s wrongdoing must in some 
sense be your “business”—the wrong must in some sense harm or affect you or 
others close to you. This is known as the business condition on standing to blame 
(Smith, 2007; Radzik, 2011, 2012; c.f. Bell, 2013; Todd, 2019).2 If there is a busi-
ness condition on standing to blame, and if Chuard and Southwood are right—if our 
epistemic lives are not others’ business—it would seem to follow that no one has the 
standing to epistemically blame anyone else. That would be puzzling. Because we 
do seem to blame one another from the epistemic point of view. Indeed, epistemic 
blame has come to play a prominent role in epistemology.3

While I think Chuard and Southwood’s claim fits with a common attitude in tradi-
tional epistemology, I don’t think it can be right. It seems that epistemic failings can 
be the business of other people. However, it is not always obvious when, or why this 
is the case. This is an important issue, not least because many of the sorts of cases of 
epistemic blame frequently discussed in the literature are not clear examples of one 
person harming or affecting another. As such, not enough has been said about how 
an individual’s epistemic failing can really count as another person’s business.

My aim in this paper is to fill this lacuna. My strategy is to first outline a relation-
ship-based framework for thinking about the nature of epistemic blame. According to 
the framework, epistemic blame, at its core, is a matter of modifications to the inten-
tions and expectations that comprise our “epistemic relationships” with one another 
(Boult, 2020, 2021). I then put the account to work with the aim of clarifying the 
conditions under which the business condition can be met in the epistemic domain. 
The basic idea is that one person’s epistemic failing can be another’s business in 

1  Early precursors to more recent developments in social epistemology include Gilbert Harman’s work 
on the social dimension of epistemic rationality (Harman 1986), and Tyler Burge’s work on the social 
dimension of belief and mental content (Burge 1979, 1986).
2  I make some important qualifications to the business condition in Sect. 2.
3  I will be saying more in defense of these claims in Sect. 3 and Sect. 6. For skeptics about epistemic 
blame (Dougherty 2012, 2014; Feldman 2004; Kauppinen 2018; Papineau, 2012), this paper can be read 
as addressing an interesting problem for the significant number of epistemologists who endorse the idea 
that there is such thing as epistemic blame.
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virtue of the way it impairs their epistemic relationship. A key issue to examine in 
this context concerns what entitles us to have the sorts of epistemic expectations 
that partially comprise our epistemic relationships. I deploy recent work from Sandy 
Goldberg to help with this question. An interesting upshot of examining standing 
conditions on epistemic blame is the connection revealed between our understand-
ing of the nature of epistemic blame, and recent work in social epistemology about 
normative expectations.

Section 2 discusses the business condition on standing to blame in more detail. 
Section  3 explains why the business condition raises some important questions 
about epistemic blame. Section 4 introduces the relationship-based framework, and 
Sect. 5 extends the framework to the epistemic domain. Section 6 explains how—
with help from Goldberg—the framework can make sense of the business condition 
on epistemic blame. Section 7 concludes.

2 � Standing to blame: the business condition

Not just anyone can justifiably blame anyone else, even if the target of blame is 
blameworthy. A prominent idea is that one needs to meet certain conditions on 
standing that make blame an appropriate thing to do.45 By “standing to blame”, I 
have in mind not merely the standing to express blame, but also to manifest blame 
itself, whether privately or publicly—for example, whether in the form of feelings, 
thoughts, speech-acts, or some combination thereof. According to some, a "non-
hypocrisy condition" requires that the blamer not manifest the same flaw that they 
attempt to criticize in another (Fritz & Miller, 2018, p. 119). Perhaps relatedly, a 
"non-complicity" condition requires that the blamer not be complicit in the wrong-
doing that is the target of their blame (Bell, 2013). While each of these conditions 
would be interesting to explore in the epistemic domain, my focus is the business 
condition.

There are times when it would seem presumptuous or meddling to blame some-
one you do not know for a wrongdoing that does not harm or affect you, or others 
close to you.I am at a party and I see a man I have never met making belittling com-
ments to his partner. According to Angela Smith, “Since I do not know this person, 
or his wife, an explicit reproach on my part would be presumptuous and meddling, 
even if critical attitudes toward him are perfectly warranted” (Smith, 2007, p. 478). 
Whether it is appropriate for me to express blame towards someone seems to depend 
in part on whether their wrongdoing is my business. It seems to depend on whether, 
or to what extent, their wrongdoing affects me or others close to me. The question of 

4  As has been widely discussed, considerations of blameworthiness and standing do not settle the ques-
tion of whether blame is appropriate or justified. There are also instrumental considerations such the 
consequences that blaming may have on the wrongdoer, or the blamer. I largely set these further consid-
erations to one side for the remainder of this paper.
5  Not everyone is convinced that “standing” is an important consideration when it comes to determining 
the appropriateness or justifiedness of blame. See Bell (2013) for a general critique.
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whether someone’s wrongdoing is my business does not merely constrain the appro-
priateness of expressing blame. It can also constrain the mere adoption of a blam-
ing-attitude or blame-response more broadly. As Smith puts it, “While we may not 
need any special authority to morally disapprove of another person on the basis of 
her objectionable attitudes or behavior, it seems that specific sorts of anger, resent-
ment, and disappointment are open only to those directly wronged by the person in 
question” (2007, p. 479).6

There is some debate about whether the business condition really is a condition 
on standing to blame, as opposed to a condition on the expression of blame, or any-
thing blame-related at all.  Todd (2019) has argued that the business condition is 
not a condition on standing to blame, but rather that it is a condition on standing 
to express blame (publicly) (cf. Bell, 2013).7 I have three things to say in response. 
First, the business condition is considerably more plausible if we take it as regulat-
ing the strength or kind of blame that is appropriate in a particular case, as opposed 
to functioning like an on–off switch. On the strength- or kind-regulating model, the 
question of whether someone’s wrongdoing is your business is a matter of degree, 
and the strength or kind of blame that may be appropriate covaries in certain ways 
with the extent to which their wrongdoing is your business (along with other condi-
tions). On the on–off switch model, either someone’s wrongdoing is your business 
or it is not, and the question of whether it would be appropriate to blame them is a 

6  Precisely what it takes for one person’s wrongdoing to count as another person’s “business” has not 
been spelled out very clearly in the literature. For example, in a paper-length critique of standing condi-
tions, Macalester Bell simply analyzes the notion of “business” as follows: “Y’s wrongdoing is X’s busi-
ness. That is, X has an identifiable stake in Y’s wrongdoing. Let’s call this the Business Condition” (Bell 
2013, p. 264). Tognazzini and Coates understand business in terms of an impact on the blamer’s life. For 
example, discussing a case meant to illicit intuitions about the business condition, they invite the reader 
to compare themselves with a wrongdoer’s parents in the following way: “Because of their close rela-
tionship, Jennifer’s failure has a significant impact on her parents’ lives; she has (perhaps) wasted thou-
sands of dollars of their money. By contrast, her failure has little or no impact on our lives” (2013, p. 21). 
Todd appears to leave the notion of “business” unanalyzed, but does intimate that it has something to 
do with the “nature of the relationships involved” and “severity of the wrongdoing”. He also claims that 
intuitions surrounding this notion can most easily be solicited by thinking about the “context of intimate 
relationships (e.g. between parents and children, and romantic partners)” (2). In her defense of something 
akin to the business condition, Smith (2007) doesn’t use the term “business”, but she links the closely 
related idea of meddlesomeness to considerations about whether one knows the wrongdoer: “If I am not 
a stranger, but close friends with one or both of these people, by contrast, I may have legitimate standing 
to express criticism in such a case” (2007, p. 478). She links meddlesomeness to the question of whether 
the blamer was “directly wronged” by the wrongdoer: “it seems that specific sorts of anger, resentment, 
and disappointment are open only to those directly wronged by the person in question” (2007, p. 479). 
But it may be a mistake to think of this as substantively different from an analysis that focuses primarily 
on the notion of a relationship. For example, many wrongdoings seem to be relationship-specific, in the 
sense that one is wronged by person X partly in virtue of standing in a certain relationship to X (think 
of the specific harm an old friend can do to you by failing to attend your wedding without excuse). In a 
sense, this is just one way of understanding the very idea of being “directly wronged”. I take the notions 
of direct harm, having a stake, and standing in the right relation to someone as an interlinked cluster of 
ideas which all get at the same basic concept of “business”. A more precise analysis of the concept is 
unnecessary for purposes of this paper.
7  Another issue, not discussed by Todd, concerns the question of whether the sort of wrong committed 
in violating the business condition is moral or prudential in nature (Seim 2019, 12).
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“yes” or “no” question, as opposed to one of degree. My point is that the former 
model is more plausible.8

Second, the business condition gains further plausibility if we emphasize an addi-
tional distinction beyond that of expressions of blame and blame itself. This is the 
distinction between blame and negative evaluation (including judgments of blame-
worthiness). While it is entirely plausible that we can appropriately negatively eval-
uate others for wrongdoings that are not our business, it is much less clear whether, 
or to what degree, blame-responses are appropriate responses to those doings. Per-
haps this is because blame has a significance that goes beyond mere negative evalu-
ation. Blamers are somehow engaged by their negative evaluations in a way that 
makes it less obvious that blame is an appropriate response to a wrongdoing that is 
not the blamer’s business.9

Third, on the approach to the nature of blame that I favor (in both its epistemic 
and moral varieties), there is a natural explanation of why we should expect there 
to be a business condition on standing to blame (and not just to express blame). I 
will return to this point below. For the purposes of this paper, I will assume for the 
sake of argument that the business condition is a genuine condition on standing to 
blame.10

3 � The business condition and epistemic blame

The business condition raises some important questions about the increasingly 
prominent notion of epistemic blame. Epistemic blame is widely taken to be a form 
of blame done from the perspective of promoting epistemic goods, such as believ-
ing truly and avoiding believing falsely.11 In all cases of epistemic blame, the target 
of blame has epistemically failed in some way; the idea is that an epistemic blame 
response is a blame response to that failing.12 Many targets of epistemic blame may 

8  A different, but related strategy could be to construe the force of the business condition in terms of pro 
tanto reasons. If someone’s wrongdoing is not your business, perhaps this gives you a pro tanto reason to 
refrain from blaming them—one that can be overridden by other considerations. See Coates 2020 for this 
formulation of the condition.
9  See Boult (2021) for in-depth discussion of this point.
10  See Radzik (2011, 2012) and Seim (2019) for another defense of the business condition.
11  Some have defined epistemic blame as a kind of blame that attaches to belief, or other doxastic states, 
such as disbelief and suspension of belief. This cannot be the whole story, however, since there are cases 
of blame for doxastic states that seem moral in nature, perhaps in addition to being epistemic. Tara 
believes there is no point in respecting other people’s feelings, simply because she has had enough with 
the world and doesn’t care anymore. She has not yet acted on this belief. But in conversation, her sister 
Toni learns about this unsettling turn in Tara’s moral outlook, and blames her for even thinking this way. 
It is natural to think of this as a kind of moral blame, as opposed to, or perhaps in addition to, something 
deserving the title “epistemic blame”. There may also be cases of epistemic blame that do not target a 
person’s doxastic states (at least not directly, or primarily). Epistemic blame may target an assertion, 
someone’s actions of inquiry, or a particular inference someone makes.
12  Is epistemic blame a sui generis response, or simply the same sort of response as moral blame, but 
directed at agents for their epistemic failings? I am open to different approaches to this question. If 
we approach the nature of blame in the way I propose in what follows—namely, as a kind of relation-
ship-modification—then, perhaps in one sense epistemic blame can be understood as the same sort of 
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also be targets of moral blame, or other kinds of blame. But they need not be. Per-
haps partly because epistemic blame need not overlap with moral blame, it is not 
always clear that the epistemic failings theorists typically focus on in the context of 
discussing epistemic blame are really cases of one person directly harming or affect-
ing another (or other groups). It is not always clear how cases of epistemic blame 
involve epistemic failings that are the business of anyone else in this way. At least, 
the way cases of epistemic blame are presented in the literature often leaves wide 
open the question of whose business the failing would be, and why. For example, 
discussions often involve highly abstract descriptions of cases in which someone is 
guilty of an epistemic failing, and it is said that “we” may blame them for it. Con-
sider Jessica Brown:

For instance, when we blame Maud for dogmatically believing against the 
evidence that the President is in New York, the frustrated desire that she not 
believe badly leads to negative feelings such as our anger with her (2020, p. 
11).

In the context of discussing the relationship between epistemic blame and doxastic 
control, Connor McHugh says:

We blame and even resent people, when, for example, they form foolish or 
hasty beliefs on matters of importance, and when they fail to believe what they 
should. [...] [W]e often claim that people should not hold or should give up 
certain beliefs because they are unsupported by evidence; we blame people 
who hold such beliefs” (McHugh, 2012, p. 66).

The assumption seems to be that at least someone could have the standing to epis-
temically blame the relevant people under certain conditions. And perhaps that is 
true enough. But it is interesting to dig deeper and get a better sense of the extent to 
which this can be the case, and what makes it so.

To be sure, some epistemic failings seem fairly straightforwardly to be the busi-
ness of specific individuals. After all, there are fairly straightforward ways in which 
the epistemic failings of others can directly harm us or others close to us. Stephen 
is applying for a job. Terri, the person interviewing him, happens to have biased 
beliefs about the work ethic of members of the visible minority that Stephen iden-
tifies with. Stephen doesn’t get the job. If he somehow learned that the reason he 
didn’t get the job was largely because Terri formed unjustified beliefs about his work 
ethic, Stephen might blame Terri for her epistemic failing, and it seems he would 
meet the business condition in doing so.

Cases of someone’s epistemic failure leading to a practical harm—a harm done 
to either yourself or someone close to you—are common. But two points are worth 

Footnote 12 (continued)
response as moral blame. It is the same in the sense that they are both forms of relationship-modification. 
In another sense, however, the response may be considered sui generis in that the specific kind of rela-
tionship-modification involved is importantly different from the kind involved in cases of moral blame. 
See Sects. 5 and 6 for the details of my account.
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emphasizing. First, it is not clear that the kind of blame that would be fitting, in 
cases like the Stephen case, is a distinctively epistemic kind of blame. At the very 
least, it would be nice if we could provide a clear way of explaining what makes this 
so. Second, there seem to be other kinds of cases in which one person has the stand-
ing to epistemically blame another but at least one of two things is true: (1) no prac-
tical harm has been done; (2) the practical harm is not itself what licenses the blame 
response, or is not the only feature of the case that makes a blame response fitting. 
Perhaps the following is an example:

The Office: One day while sitting at their desks, Dwight reveals to Jim that he 
believes there’s a conspiracy amongst his coworkers. The aim of this supposed 
conspiracy is to ensure that Dwight will be laid off in the company’s upcoming 
plans to downsize. Dwight is so convinced, he secretively entreats Jim to form 
an “alliance” to counteract the efforts of the conspiracy. It doesn’t take long 
for Jim to realize Dwight’s conspiracy beliefs are unfounded; he has no evi-
dence in support of them. When Jim realizes this, he criticizes Dwight, quite 
severely (mainly to himself, but also via certain overt actions, such as requests 
for reasons—“how could you think this, Dwight?”—or sighs of exasperation). 
He criticizes Dwight in a way that goes beyond merely assigning him a bad 
epistemic grade for his epistemic failing.

We might say that Jim epistemically blames Dwight. After all, he is somehow 
engaged by a critical attitude he takes toward Dwight, specifically oriented towards 
Dwight’s intellectual conduct. But what more specifically would make this an epis-
temic kind of blame? And in virtue of what does Jim meet the business condition? 
My aim in the next few sections is to answer these questions. My strategy is to pre-
sent an account of epistemic blame, and then argue that it enables us to explain, in 
a unified way, how the business condition on epistemic blame can be met in a wide 
variety of cases.

4 � The relationship‑based framework

A general idea in the moral blame literature—defended most explicitly and force-
fully by T.M. Scanlon—is that blame should be understood as a kind of relationship-
modification. More specifically, the idea is that blame is essentially a kind of modifi-
cation to one’s relations with another person made fitting in response to a judgment 
that they have somehow impaired those relations.

Scanlon understands relationships as sets of intentions, expectations, and attitudes 
people have concerning how to act, think, and feel towards one another—intentions, 
expectations, and attitudes that are justified by a wide range of facts about parties 
to the relationship, depending on those involved and the kind of relationship it is. 
Scanlon also draws a distinction between token relationships and relationships as 
normative ideals. The former are actual relationships people have with one another. 
The normative ideals of these relationships specify idealized sets of intentions and 
expectations that we might take to constitute normatively good (or best) examples of 
such relationships.
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A useful example is friendship. Other things being equal, being a good friend 
requires “intending to give help and support when needed, beyond what one would 
be obligated to do for just anyone; intending to confide in the person and to keep 
his or her confidences in return; and intending to spend time with the person when 
one can, and to ’keep in touch’” (Scanlon, 2008, p. 132).13 Other things being equal, 
we expect our friends to do the same for us. Such intentions and expectations com-
prise a kind of normative ideal of friendship.14 In Scanlon’s framework, to judge 
someone blameworthy is to judge that they have done something that indicates they 
have intentions or attitudes that fall short of such a “normative ideal” of the relevant 
relationship. It is to judge that the relationship has been impaired in some way.15 
To blame someone, then, is to judge them blameworthy and to modify one’s inten-
tions or expectations towards that person in a way made fitting by this judgment. 
Lani might judge that her friendship with Lee has been impaired because Lee failed, 
without excuse, to keep a promise to Lani. A fitting response to this judgment might 
be for Lani to intend to place less confidence in Lee’s word in the future; depend-
ing on the severity of the breach of confidence, it might be fitting to stop intending 
to feel pleasure at Lee’s successes in the future, for example, or to cut off relations 
altogether. According to Scanlon, this combination of judgments, and modifications 
to intentions and expectations made fitting as a result, just is what Lani’s blame con-
sists in.

The framework leaves room for negative emotions which are often associated 
with blame, such as feelings of indignation and resentment. But it is distinctive in 
the relative centrality it gives to modifications to our intentions and expectations 
as opposed to negative emotions. Feelings of indignation and resentment (and 
other emotions) are of course a regular part of what happens when we blame, but 
for Scanlon they are not central. Indeed, Scanlon advertises as an advantage of his 
account that it can accommodate the “coolness” of certain examples of our blam-
ing practices. For instance, we seem sometimes to blame others simply by deciding 
not to make certain plans with them, or by cutting off relations, or through feel-
ing a sense of sadness. While heated emotional responses need not accompany such 
attitudes and behaviors, according to Scanlon they can nevertheless be genuine 
forms of blame. What makes them genuine—and indeed what they have in com-
mon with negative emotional responses (when the latter function as genuine forms 
of blame)—is that that they are ways of modifying our relations with others in a way 
made fitting by a judgment of relationship impairment.

Wallace (2013) and Susan Wolf (2011) have argued in separate ways that the rela-
tionship-based framework is simply too “cool”. According to Wallace, for example, 

13  In addition to these intentions, in order to count as a good friend one must actually be disposed to 
behave in these ways, and to do so for the right reasons (2008, p. 132).
14  In addition to a central core of intentions and expectations that one must have in order to count as a 
good friend, there are also non-obligatory intentions that are nevertheless good to have according to the 
normative ideal. Intending to take pleasure in the successes of one’s friend, or to generally hope that 
things go well for them, might be two such examples.
15  The judgment need not be explicitly recognized as such on behalf of the agent to count as the right 
kind of judgment. This point holds true for my epistemic extension of the relationship-based account.
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reactive attitudes such as indignation and resentment are essential to what it really 
means to blame someone. The fact that Scanlon’s account does not give them a cen-
tral role is a defect of the account. My approach to this worry is to avoid taking a 
stand on whether this is true of moral blame. In my view, this is actually an example 
of how an extension of Scanlon’s framework to the epistemic domain seems particu-
larly promising. While reactive attitudes such as indignation and resentment may be 
integral to moral blame, in my view they do not seem integral to epistemic blame.16

There are of course other worries we might have about this general framework. 
I will address some of the more pressing issues—a number of which seem equally 
important for an epistemic extension of Scanlon’s basic ideas—at the end of the next 
section. For now, a crucial question needs addressing. How can an epistemic exten-
sion of this framework even so much as get off the ground? What, for starters, is the 
relevant relationship with which we might begin developing an account of epistemic 
blame? To extend the view, I propose making use of the notion of an “epistemic 
relationship”.17

5 � The general epistemic relationship

Let an epistemic relationship be a set of intentions, expectations, and attitudes peo-
ple have towards one another that are oriented towards their epistemic agency in 
different ways. Sometimes they are oriented towards cultivating epistemic agency; 
other times, they are oriented towards utilizing it in more or less specialized ways. In 
broad outline, my view is that we should understand judgments of epistemic blame-
worthiness as judgments that someone has fallen short of a normatively idealized set 
of such intentions and expectations, against which we can measure their epistemic 
relationship with that person. Epistemic blame-responses can then be understood as 
modifications to the actual intentions and expectations that one has towards that per-
son, in a way made fitting by this judgment.18 Allow me to elaborate.

The division of epistemic labor is a basic fact of human social life. We rely on 
one another on a near continual basis for information. This is as true for the mun-
dane as it is for matters of great importance. I rely on the stranger sitting next to 
me for information about when the next bus arrives. I rely on experts for infor-
mation that will help me decide whether the vaccine is safe. Importantly, I do not 
merely rely on others for information, in the way that I might rely on an old car that 
I fear might break down any day. Rather, other things being equal, we tend to have 

16  For those who are sympathetic to negative emotional response approaches to blame (perhaps includ-
ing epistemic blame), it will be important to remember that the framework I will be working with can 
allow that certain kinds of negative emotion can accompany blame-responses.
17  The following draws on and develops work from Boult (2020, 2021).
18  The account does not require that ordinary speakers have the concept of an “epistemic relationship", 
or the concept of an impairment of such a relationship. Rather, the contents of any blame-relevant judg-
ment can be more specific: they can concern failures to conform belief to the evidence, assertions of 
falsehoods, etc. These are things that, we will see below, constitute impairments of different sorts of 
epistemic relationships.
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a certain degree of confidence in one another when it comes to our ability to run 
our intellectual lives. This confidence is partly constituted by a mixture of expec-
tations in both the predictive and normative sense of “expectation”. Other things 
being equal, we tend to expect, in the sense of anticipate it to be the case that, other 
epistemic agents will meet at least certain minimal criteria in the running of their 
intellectual lives (for example, they will recognize ordinary mid-sized objects when 
they can see them in good lighting). But we also expect, in the sense of making 
a kind of demand, that they will meet certain epistemic criteria in the running of 
their intellectual lives, sometimes in a way that outstrips our predictive expectations 
(Goldberg, 2017, 2018, Ch.5). In my view, it is in this way that members of an epis-
temic community stand in a relationship of mutual epistemic expectation—one that 
is bound up with a complex network of intentions and expectations that are oriented 
around our epistemic agency in very basic ways. This is what I call the General 
Epistemic Relationship (GER). There are likely other more specific kinds of epis-
temic relationship—the relationship between producers and consumers of media 
might be an example, or the relationship between teachers and students (I return 
to this point in Sect. 6)—but for now I will restrict myself to outlining some basic 
details of the GER.

To help spell out the GER in more detail, I’ll introduce one more technical term. 
This is the notion of an “intellectual act”:

Intellectual Act: any attempt at exercising one’s epistemic competence, such 
as: forming a belief that p (perceptually, inferentially, by memory access, etc.) 
through one’s ability to reliably believe true propositions (perceptual ability, 
inferential ability, memory ability, etc.); asserting that p through one’s ability 
to reliably assert true propositions; maintaining a belief that p through one’s 
ability to reliably maintain true beliefs that p, etc.

I propose that the intentions and expectations that are constitutive of the normative 
ideal of the GER include the following. When all goes well, for any member A, B:

•	 A intends, for any intellectual act X of A’s, to meet epistemic criteria Y, unless A 
has good reason not to.

•	 A expects, for any intellectual act X of B’s, that B will meet epistemic criteria Y, 
unless B has good reason not to.

•	 B intends, for any intellectual act X of B’s, to meet epistemic criteria Y, unless B 
has good reason not to.

•	 B expects, for any intellectual act X of A’s, that a will meet epistemic criteria Y, 
unless A has good reason not to.

This is by no means an exhaustive list of the intentions and expectations that may 
comprise the GER. There are plausibly other intentions and expectations, such as 
a standing intention to epistemically trust the word of others, under certain condi-
tions, and an expectation that others will epistemically trust one’s word under cer-
tain conditions. As I understand the term, epistemic trust is not identical to garden 
variety trust. Often, when we “trust” someone, we understand this to entail, among 
other things, that we think they do not harbor intentions to deceive or mislead. 
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Epistemically trusting someone, however, entails only that we have confidence that 
they are a reliable source of information—that believing what they say is a way of 
arriving at a favorable ratio of true to false beliefs, or knowledge, or understanding, 
etc.—and that you are willing to rely on them as such.19

How do we determine who counts as a member of the epistemic community? 
How finely grained should our epistemic intentions and expectations be individu-
ated? This is an important question, because people can be highly reliable on one 
subject matter, while being unreliable on another. These questions can be helpfully 
addressed in the context of accounting for the business condition on standing to 
blame, which I turn to next section. For now, it will be useful to point out that we 
can already make sense of a wide range of cases of epistemic blame. We can do so 
by endorsing the following general claim:

Epistemic Blame – Generic Type I: One party to the GER can appropriately 
epistemically blame another for conducting their intellectual lives in a way that 
gives one a good reason to modify their epistemic relationship with that per-
son, at least within some restricted domain, or on some specific matter.20

As we have seen, people are widely understood to be appropriate targets of epistemic 
blame for things like dogmatic thinking (Brown, 2020, p. 11), forming “foolish or 
hasty beliefs on matters of importance”, and maintaining beliefs that are unsup-
ported by evidence (McHugh, 2012, p. 66). In my view, these are ways of impair-
ing our epistemic relationships with one another. They are examples of intellectual 
conduct that tends to give others good reason to modify their epistemic relationship 
with a person, at least within some restricted domain, or on some specific matter. 
Thus, according to the relationship-based account of epistemic blame, it is natural 
to expect that epistemic blame may be an appropriate response to such epistemic 
failings.

The relationship-based framework—in both its moral and epistemic forms—
raises some further questions that will be important to address before moving on to 
the specific issue of making sense of the business condition in the epistemic domain. 
For a start, can’t there be blame without relationship modification? Consider a hus-
band who fails to bring his partner anniversary flowers for the 7th year in a row. His 
partner might blame him for this, but not make any modifications to his intentions 
and expectations. It is just too familiar by now. In addition to focusing on modifica-
tions to intentions and expectations, we may need to make room for the plausible 

19  See McCraw (2015), and the more recent Carter and Simion (forthcoming), for helpful discussions of 
epistemic trust.
20  I call this “Generic Type I” because there may be other general principles in the ethics of epistemic 
blame that can be derived from the GER. For example, perhaps sometimes epistemic blame can be 
appropriately directed at others for perpetrating testimonial injustice (Fricker, 2007). The idea would be 
that, rather than focusing on our expectations of the target of blame, we can also focus on the expecta-
tions that the target of blame herself has of others: in some cases, we might understand the distinctively 
epistemic harm done by perpetrators of testimonial injustice in terms of failing to expect of a speaker 
that they will meet certain epistemic criteria, and thus failing to epistemically trust their word in a way 
that they should. This could be an importantly different way of impairing the GER. See Boult 2020 for 
discussion.
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idea that sometimes our existing intentions and expectations simply become more 
recalcitrant, in response to judgments of relationship-impairment. Perhaps our 
intentions and expectations can become more recalcitrant through a kind of reaf-
firmation (whether done consciously or not), in the sense that we modify certain 
higher-order intentions and expectations regarding existing first-order intentions and 
expectations.21 Perhaps the man blames his husband without making any modifica-
tions to his (first-order) intentions and expectations. It is nevertheless plausible that 
when the man judges his husband blameworthy, he reaffirms, or in some way main-
tains the intentions and expectations he originally formed in response to the impair-
ment a number of years ago. I suggest something similar holds in cases of epistemic 
blame: sometimes, epistemically blaming others may partly consist in reaffirmations 
of certain intentions and expectations of others, made fitting by a judgment that they 
have done something to impair the GER.

What about blame in the absence of relationships? Imagine I somehow learn that 
someone who is otherwise completely sealed off from the epistemic community—
call them Robinson Crusoe—has engaged in some highly culpable epistemic con-
duct. Can I not epistemically blame Crusoe for his culpable epistemic conduct?22 
The account appears to rule out this possibility. However, we must be careful here. 
For a start, keep in mind that the GER is a very thin notion of a relationship, one 
that is meant to hold between people in virtue of their status as epistemic agents (I 
return to this point in Sect. 6). So, it may not be the case that the account simply 
rules out the possibility of appropriately blaming Crusoe. But perhaps what seems 
odd about suggesting we stand in an epistemic relationship with Crusoe—even one 
as thin as the GER—is the fact that, as I understand the case, we know we’ll never 
find ourselves relying on his word regarding anything. Again, he is simply sealed off 
from the epistemic community. For this reason, I am prepared to bite the bullet and 
disagree with those who would maintain it’s appropriate to epistemically blame Cru-
soe. As long we stipulate that I do not stand in any active or even potentially active 
sort of epistemic relationship with the target of evaluation, then my view is that my 
evaluation of the target does not rise to the level of full-blown blame.

This is one occasion where the distinction between negative evaluation (includ-
ing judgments of blameworthiness) and blame comes in handy. We can deploy it to 
assuage those who want to epistemically blame Robinson Crusoe. Careful reflection 
reveals that we can account for the intuition that he may be deserving of some form 
of criticism by allowing that he is the appropriate target of negative epistemic evalu-
ation, and perhaps even judgments of epistemic blameworthiness.

This last point raises a new worry. If judgments of epistemic blameworthiness 
themselves are to be understood in terms of judgments that someone has done some-
thing to fall short of the normative ideal of the GER (even if they do not yet modify 
any intentions or expectations as a result), then it seems we are equally incapable 
of accommodating the idea that Crusoe is an appropriate target of a judgment of 

21  Thanks to Adam Piovarchy for suggesting this possibility of higher-order intentions and expectations. 
See Scanlon (2008, p. 131) for similar discussion of a similar idea.
22  Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing this worry.
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epistemic blameworthiness. After all, the idea behind the original worry is that Cru-
soe is not an active member of the GER. However, with a simple tweak we can 
accommodate this worry. We can do so by allowing that judgments of epistemic 
blameworthiness can include judgments that agents have done something that would 
impair the GER, were they to more actively stand in it with other members of an 
epistemic community. This helps make sense not only of Robinson Crusoe-type 
cases but also of cases, for example, of judging that people in the distant past had 
attitudes or engaged in activities that were epistemically blameworthy.23

6 � The business condition revisited

It flows naturally from a relationship-based approach to the nature of blame that 
when one does not stand in the relevant kind of relationship with another person, or 
if one’s relationship with that person lacks the relevant significance, one may lack 
standing to blame that person for their actions or attitudes. This is a consequence of 
the fact that, according to the framework, blame consists in modifications or reaf-
firmations to the intentions and expectations that comprise our relationships with 
one another. The framework provides a natural explanation of why we should expect 
there to be a business condition on standing to blame.24 But how, more specifically, 
does my account of the nature of epistemic blame make sense of the business con-
dition on standing to epistemically blame? The basic idea I want to flesh out and 
defend in this section is that another person’s epistemic failing can be your business 
in virtue of the way it impairs your epistemic relationship with that person.

Return to The Office. Jim and Dwight are engaged in a practice of living up to (or 
failing to live up to) the intentions and expectations specified by the normative ideal 
of the GER. By forming (and maintaining) his conspiracy belief, in the absence of 
any evidence, Dwight fails to live up to the normative ideal of the GER. For exam-
ple, he fails to meet an expectation of the form.

•	 A expects, for any intellectual act X of B’s, that B will meet epistemic criteria Y, 
unless B has good reason not to.

Perhaps he also reveals that he lacks an intention of the form.

•	 B intends, for any intellectual act X of B’s, to meet epistemic criteria Y, unless B 
has good reason not to.

According to my account, Jim’s epistemic blame-response may amount to the 
judgment (however implicit) that Dwight has done something to impair the GER, 
plus a modification to his epistemic relationship with Dwight in a way made fitting 

23  Scanlon makes a closely related point (Scanlon, 2008, p. 146).
24  Scanlon discusses the virtue of his approach to blame that it readily explains intuitions about standing 
to blame (2008, p. 137). Interestingly, to my knowledge he does not discuss the business condition.
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by that judgment. For example, perhaps he modifies his intention to epistemically 
trust Dwight’s word on matters in domain D under certain conditions.

Here is one way of specifying the sort of thing I have in mind in a bit more detail. 
Assume that prior to this particular incident, Jim’s intentions to epistemically trust 
Dwight’s word were broader in scope. That is to say, there were more items with 
respect to which he was willing to epistemically trust Dwight. In response to the 
incident in question—more specifically, in response to Jim’s judgment that Dwight 
has done something to impair the GER—the scope of Jim’s intentions has nar-
rowed.25 There are now fewer items with respect to which Jim intends to epistemi-
cally trust the word of Dwight. Perhaps Jim simply reaffirms an existing intention 
with a particular scope, one that is more restricted than the normative ideal allows. 
Jim’s negative attitudes towards Dwight in this regard simply become more recalci-
trant. To represent this a bit more visually:

Let “domain D” be the domain of facts about office politics
Let “d1 – d5” specify more fine-grained sets of facts within that domain; for 
example,
d1 = facts about boss Michael’s interests
d2 = facts about colleague Pam’s interests
d3 = facts about the executive’s plans to downsize
...and so on...
Let “o” represent an empty set of facts

Let’s say that at time t1, a subset of Jim’s intentions to epistemically trust looks like 
this:

•	 Jim t1: epistemically trusts Dwight’s word concerning range < d1…dn > in 
domain D.

At t2, Dwight reveals his conspiracy belief to Jim. Jim forms the judgment that 
Dwight has done something to fall short of the normative ideal of the GER, and, as a 
result, his attitudes toward Dwight now look like this:

•	 Jim t2: epistemically trusts Dwight’s word concerning range < o > in domain D.

Jim went from intending to epistemically trust Dwight’s word concerning < d1…
dn > to intending not to epistemically trust Dwight’s word in domain D at all. This 
undoubtedly simplifies the sorts of changes that might occur in real life situations, 
but hopefully it makes the basic point vivid. The idea is to illustrate what it means 
to say that Jim modifies an intention to epistemically trust that is (partially) constitu-
tive of the GER. Such a combination of judgment and modification to intentions and 
expectations just is what Jim’s epistemic blame consists in.

25  Perhaps it is more accurate to say that Jim has narrowed them—however, I would like to remain as 
neutral as possible on the question of precisely how much voluntary control we have over our blame 
responses.
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We can readily see how Jim meets the business condition on standing to blame: 
he does so in virtue of the way his GER with Dwight has been impaired. That is to 
say, on my view, Dwight’s epistemic failing is Jim’s business precisely to the extent 
that, by manifesting this failing, Dwight falls short of certain expectations that Jim 
has of Dwight as a fellow member of the epistemic community. But this leads to an 
important issue. In order for Dwight’s epistemic failing to count as Jim’s business in 
this way, it is not enough that Dwight falls short of any old epistemic expectations 
that Jim has of Dwight. After all, people are free to irrationally expect anything they 
wish of anyone else. Crucially, Jim’s expectations had better be ones he has legiti-
mate claim to, or is in other words entitled to.26 Interestingly, there is a considerable 
degree of support in both ethics and epistemology for the idea that epistemic expec-
tations, in some form—including in the very general way proposed in my account of 
the GER—are legitimate things for people to have of one another. The literature on 
culpable ignorance and moral responsibility is one place where support for this idea 
can be found Moody-Adams (1994, p. 291), Rosen (2002, p. 79) and FitzPatrick 
(2008, pp. 603, 612). The literature on normative defeaters to knowledge and justi-
fied belief is another very different place where support can be found Pollock (1986, 
p. 192), Meeker (2004, pp. 162–163), Senor (2007, p. 207), Record (2013, pp. 3, 8); 
and Miller and Record (2013, pp. 122, 124)). Sandy Goldberg’s recent work on nor-
mative expectation is perhaps most explicitly aligned with my preferred approach 
here, so I will rely on some of his ideas in what follows.27

Goldberg (2017, 2018) has argued at length in defense of the idea that people 
are entitled to have epistemic expectations of one another, simply in virtue of the 
fact that they are members of an epistemic community. He invokes the notion of a 
“practice generated entitlement”. Many of our practices are such that they require 
us to have certain normative expectations of one another, in the sense that failure 
to have the relevant expectations would undermine the practice itself. According 
to Goldberg, in cases in which the practice itself is legitimate, one is entitled to 
such normative expectations. Perhaps the clearest examples of what Goldberg has 
in mind involve practices that structure our professional relationships, such as the 
doctor-patient relationship. That our family doctor is knowledgeable about the lat-
est findings in the leading family medicine journals is a normative expectation we 
are entitled to have of our family doctors. To call into question such an expecta-
tion would be to call into question the practice itself: other things being equal, if 
you do not expect your family doctor to be reasonably informed about how to keep 
you healthy, then it is far from clear why you would rely on your family doctor to 
keep you healthy. Although this example involves an expectation that is epistemic 
in nature, it is just a specific instance of a much more general phenomenon. There 
are many plausible examples of practice-based entitlements beyond the epistemic 

26  Thank you to an anonymous referee for pressing this point.
27  Goldberg himself points out that “there would appear to be some agreement among ethicists and epis-
temologists who think about related matters, to the effect that people are entitled to certain epistemic 
expectations regarding others” (Goldberg, 2017, 5). He provides a helpful list of numerous authors in 
this regard, including those just mentioned, but also adds Montmarquet (1992, pp. 336–337) and (1999, 
p. 845).
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domain (for instance, we are entitled to expect that others will drive on the correct 
side of the road).

How should we understand entitlements to expect that are not grounded in profes-
sional relationships? Here, Goldberg points out something I have already assumed, 
namely that we have a practice of relying on one another’s say-so in a pervasive 
way for purposes of information-exchange and co-ordination. What Goldberg adds 
to this is the important point that such mutual reliance is practically rational for the 
parties involved. This is hard to deny. Living a life without the high level of epis-
temic dependence we have on one another would be incredibly cumbersome and 
even dangerous. But from this point, Goldberg plausibly concludes that this more 
general epistemic practice is indeed a legitimate one.

Most importantly for present purposes, the practice of relying on the word of oth-
ers implies certain epistemic expectations. In relying on the word of someone else, 
for example, about where the nearest gas station is, you implicitly show that you 
normatively expect that, other things being equal, their word on such a matter is 
worth heeding, and, by extension, that the basic intellectual conduct of this person 
meets certain standards.28 Thus, practice generated entitlements come naturally to 
the surface here as well: calling into question your epistemic expectations of other 
members of your epistemic community would seem to require calling into question 
(in some form or another) the very practice of relying on their say-so in the perva-
sive way that it is practically rational for us to do. Since this general practice is prac-
tically rational for those involved, Goldberg maintains that it is legitimate. And since 
the practice is legitimate, the idea is that we are entitled to these epistemic expecta-
tions (Goldberg, 2017, pp. 18–19).

There is of course much more to say about the notion of a practice generated 
entitlement, as well any number of the assumptions at play in this argument for the 
claim that members of an epistemic community have an entitlement to expect of one 
another that they will meet certain epistemic criteria in conducting their intellectual 
lives. I cannot give a full defense of these claims here. But it is enough for present 
purposes to make the following conditional claim: if the foregoing story (or some-
thing similar) is plausible, then the relationship-based account of epistemic blame is 
poised to provide a general, detailed, and nuanced account of how the business con-
dition can be met in the epistemic domain. Fruitful connections are readily visible 
between Goldberg’s work on normative expectations and the intentions and expecta-
tions that are—according to the relationship-based account of epistemic blame—
constitutive of our epistemic relationships with one another. There are promising 
avenues for future exploration here.

One might worry that this explanation of how the business condition can be met 
in the epistemic domain is somehow vacuous or trivial. That is to say, one might 

28  Bear in mind that I am not committing myself to a view about what these epistemic criteria are. This 
is reflected in my use of a variable “Y” in spelling out some examples of the intentions and expectations 
constitutive of the normative ideal of the GER. Filling the details out is beyond the scope of this paper. 
One important, and likely complex, question is how practical stakes may have an impact on exactly 
which epistemic criteria we are entitled to expect others to meet. For example, might we be entitled to 
expect more as the stakes go up? This strikes me as plausible, but I will not pursue the matter here.
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object that I have explained how the business condition can be met in terms of the 
idea of epistemic relationship impairment, but then maintain that my notion of an 
epistemic relationship simply amounts to “the thing that makes our mutual epis-
temic failings one another’s business”.29 However, this would be a mistake. For a 
start, this is not what my notion of an epistemic relationship amounts to. Rather, I 
have given independent support for the claim that, whether we are aware of it or not, 
most of us have expectations and intentions towards one another, simply in virtue 
of being parties to a mutually recognized practice of informational exchange and 
co-ordination—intentions and expectations that are thus oriented towards our epis-
temic agency in distinctive ways. Given my understanding of relationships as sets 
of intentions, expectations, and attitudes, these expectations and intentions partially 
constitute what I’ve called the GER. More than that, I have offered an account of 
why the epistemic expectations that partially comprise the normative ideal of the 
GER are ones we are entitled to have. So, there is a good deal of substantive theory 
underpinning my notion of an epistemic relationship—theory that can be articulated 
independently of any claims about the business condition.

There is, however, a second sense in which one might worry that the account 
I’ve offered is somehow vacuous or trivial. In particular, one might worry that an 
implication of my account is that everyone’s epistemic conduct is one’s business, 
and if everyone’s epistemic conduct is one’s business then this may seem to make 
the whole idea of a business condition on epistemic blame vacuous or incoherent. 
What’s the point of condition on standing to blame that’s always met?

In order to deal with this worry, I will emphasize two points. First, recall the 
degree-regulating conception of the business condition that I am working with. In 
Sect. 2, I defended the business condition in a more general context by arguing that 
it is more plausibly understood as a constraint on the degree or kind of blame it is 
fitting to direct towards someone, rather than a simple on–off switch determining a 
“yes” or “no” answer to the question of whether it is fitting to blame someone. The 
point in the present context is that such a condition can still have a point, even if 
it’s true that everyone (or at least a very large number of people) meets it. And this 
is because people can meet the degree-regulating form of the business condition in 
different ways. Indeed, on a second but closely related note, in my view the GER is 
plausibly simply a kind of baseline for epistemic blame, to which a more realistic 
discussion must add details that arise when accounting for the nuances of all the 
other relations actual people stand in with one another. For example, in addition to 
the GER, people also stand in professional and institutional relationships, as well 
as a wide variety of personal relationships. Each of these relationships is structured 
by practices which generate more specific kinds of epistemic expectations (Gold-
berg, 2018, pp. 160–165). According to my account, modifications to intentions and 
expectations that partly comprise more specific kinds of relationships, but which are 
nevertheless oriented towards our epistemic agency in distinctive ways, may be part 
and parcel of more nuanced varieties of epistemic blame. The key point for present 
purposes is the following. Each of these more nuanced varieties will be constrained 

29  Thanks to an anonymous referee for helpful comments here.
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by the business condition, as understood on the degree-regulating conception. If you 
are a complete stranger who gives me faulty directions on the street, the specific 
form of epistemic blame it may be fitting for me to direct towards you will differ 
from the form that may be fitting for me to direct towards my family doctor for not 
reading up on the latest findings in the leading family medicine journals.30

I do not have the space here to develop a detailed account of how varieties of 
epistemic blame may differ across cases such as these. But here is a recipe for 
extending the relationship-based account of epistemic blame to encompass other 
kinds of cases, a recipe that offers a schematic basis upon which to begin developing 
the details of different forms of epistemic blame. Identify a general class of relation-
ship, of which the case is an instance. Articulate the set of intentions and expecta-
tions that are directly relevant to the epistemic dimensions of the normative ideal 
of that relationship. That is, articulate the set of intentions and expectations that are 
oriented towards the cultivation or utilization of epistemic agency. Explain what it 
is that modifications to those intentions and expectations consists in, then show how 
the behaviors or practices characterized in the case are examples of such modifica-
tions. If, following Goldberg, we can also tell a story about why the relevant expec-
tations are ones that parties to the relationship are entitled to have, then this is a 
recipe not only for accounting in a unified way for what it is to epistemically blame 
someone in a wide range of cases, but also for explaining how the business condi-
tion can be met in each.

7 � Conclusion

As noted earlier, it is increasingly common to find epistemologists theorizing about 
epistemic blame and relying on epistemic blame for other theoretical purposes. 
This prominence may be an upshot of the commonly held idea that there is a lot to 
be gained in our understanding of both epistemology and ethics by deepening our 
understanding of the way these two disciplines are related. There are disagreements 
about what this relationship consists in, but most philosophers agree that there are 
significant symmetries in the epistemic and moral domains.31 This appears to extend 
to the nature of our responses to one another for failings in these domains. In both 
cases, we seem to have a practice of responding to one another that goes beyond 
mere negative evaluation.

Indeed, in addition to the approach put forward here, Brown (2020) has recently 
defended a theory of epistemic blame by extending George Sher’s (2006) influential 

30  Here’s another kind of example: in addition to the baseline, a critical thinking teacher’s epistemic 
blame towards a student who repeatedly commits fallacy x despite the teacher’s best efforts at showing 
them how to avoid committing fallacy x might also consist, partly, in intending to feel less enthusiastic 
about the student’s future progress at avoiding fallacies in the future.
31  See Baehr (2011, pp. 206–222) for a helpful discussion of the options. Baehr’s discussion is about the 
relationship between moral and intellectual virtue, but the structural points he makes can be generalized 
in useful ways. For a recent and forceful example of dissent on the idea that the epistemic domain is in 
important ways analogous to the moral domain, see Maguire and Woods (2020).
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theory of moral blame to the epistemic domain. Even more recently, Adam Pio-
varchy has challenged Brown’s approach and defended his own “agency cultivation” 
model (Piovarchy forthcoming). It would be interesting to consider whether either of 
these accounts can as readily make sense of the business condition as the relation-
ship-based account is poised to do.

It’s also worth noting epistemic blame-talk is not just a feature of niche research 
programs in epistemology. It also features in central debates about epistemic jus-
tification. Consider: regardless of whether one is a radical externalist, a standard 
reliabilist, or an evidentialist about epistemic justification, it seems one must draw 
a distinction between justified and merely blameless belief in order to account for a 
diverse range of cases (Hawthorne & Stanley, 2008, p. 572; Boult, 2017a, b, 2019; 
Brown, 2020, pp. 4–5; Williamson, forthcoming; Littlejohn, forthcoming). If agents 
can be non-trivially blameless for their beliefs, then there are times when they are 
not blameless for their beliefs. This seems to imply that there can be something—
blame—of which they are sometimes worthy. Thus, a central literature in episte-
mology appears to presuppose the idea that agents can be appropriately blamed, or 
worthy of blame, for their beliefs.32

And yet, it is not immediately obvious how to make sense of epistemic blame 
in light of considerations about the business condition on standing to blame. The 
relationship-based account of epistemic blame provides tools for making this clear. 
Of course, and as I have noted, there are times when epistemic failings directly lead 
to the practical harm of other people (the Stephen case). In this limited way, it may 
seem obvious that epistemic failings can be the business of other people. But I have 
argued that more needs to be said before we can make sense of the fittingness of a 
genuinely epistemic kind of blame in such cases. I have also argued that there can be 
cases in which one person has the standing to epistemically blame another, despite 
the fact that no practical harm has been done, or when the practical harm is not itself 
what licenses the blame response (or when it is not the only feature of the case that 
makes a blame response fitting). The key to illuminating these kinds of case (I think 
The Office provides just one kind of example) is understanding them in terms of 
epistemic relationships. The concept of an epistemic relationship allows for a unified 
way of explaining a wide range of cases.

Many will find it unsurprising that the key to a better understanding of another 
central epistemic concept is to embrace a social approach to that concept. The rela-
tionship-based account of epistemic blame is ideally suited for this job. By mak-
ing a key role for the notion of an epistemic relationship, the account provides a 

32  As I discuss in Sect. 2, being blameworthy does not yet entail that one is actually an appropriate target 
of blame (for example, considerations about standing, or other instrumental considerations may under-
mine the appropriateness of blame). However, I regard the prominence of blamelessness/blameworthi-
ness-talk in epistemology as defeasible evidence of the importance of epistemic blame for epistemology. 
One reason for this is that it would strike me as strangely pointless to have a practice of judging people 
epistemically blameworthy if no one was ever an appropriate target of epistemic blame. One aim of the 
present project is to help make sense of how actual epistemic blame can be appropriate, in light of con-
siderations about standing to blame.
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theoretical framework with which we can begin to make sense of an important 
dimension of our practice of epistemic blame—the dimension of standing.33
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