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Abstract

The rebuke “mind your own business!” often serves to

deflect what would otherwise be an acceptable interven-

tion. It charges that the addressee lacks standing to inter-

cede as they have. Theorists have argued that blame, which

can function as a form of influence via the provision of

(moral) reasons, is inappropriate if the matter is not the

blamer's business. Others have argued that even addressing

reasons in the form of advice-giving, requesting, and the

like, is also subject to the so-called business condition. On

this view, to address certain kinds of reasons one must have

a stake in the matter or stand in the right kind of relation-

ship to the addressee. However, what constitutes such a

stake and how relationships make it one's business to inter-

cede in various ways, is less than clear. In this paper I offer

a novel articulation of the business condition that illumi-

nates how interpersonal relationships both ground a stake

in influencing others and affect the appropriateness of

influencing them in certain ways.

Most of us have, at some point, had occasion to level the charge “Mind your own business!” to someone who has

interfered in our affairs. We may have even had the unpleasant experience of being on the receiving end of that

charge. Though the call to mind one's own business arises in different contexts where it might have different mean-

ings – e.g., an admonition to look after one's own affairs, a directive to avert one's gaze or attention, an assertion of

privacy, etc. – the charge often carries special normative significance. First, it is often used to block or deflect what

would otherwise be acceptable interventions from others. Second, the implication of the charge is that one who

intervenes when it is not their business has done something wrong, or at least inappropriate, because they lack

standing to intervene as they have. The locution “standing” is common in the philosophical literature on blame,

wherein theorists have identified the so-called business condition as one of several conditions which affect the appro-

priateness (or even success) of blame. The business condition has also recently been identified as a condition on the
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standing to influence certain others in certain ways. However, despite the increased attention the business condition

has received of late, we still have a surprisingly tenuous grasp on what it amounts to and how it operates across vari-

ous contexts. For example, it is widely agreed that if one lacks a relevant stake in the matter, then the matter is sim-

ply not one's business. But it is far from clear what it means to have such a stake or how one might come to have

it. Further, special relationships also seem to affect whether it is one's business to intercede, though exactly how

they do remains unclear, as does whether (and how) relationships affect one's having a stake. In this paper, I offer a

novel account of the business condition that is contextually versatile, illuminates the role of relationships in ground-

ing standing to give reasons, and avoids challenges that trouble extant views.

In §1, I highlight three key features of the business condition gleaned from the literature on standing to blame

and the comparatively sparse literature on standing to influence. Although no author of which I am aware has

offered a thoroughgoing account of the business condition in either context, I suggest that these features ought to

be accounted for in such a project.1 In §2, I discuss several important questions about the business condition that

remain despite the insights offered by extant views. In §3, I propose a provisional characterization of the business

condition designed to help answer some of those residual questions, namely what it means for something to be one's

business, what it means for one to have a stake in some matter, and how special relationships factor in. In short, I

propose that we meet the business condition by virtue of having a relationship-grounded interest in the addressee

φ-ing for the reasons addressed by the influence in question. In §4, I apply the account to three types of influence –

blame, advice-giving, and trust – to demonstrate how the proposed construal fares in accommodating the desiderata

identified in §1.2 Finally, in §5, I discuss the normative significance of attempts to influence without satisfying the

business condition.

1 | KEY FEATURES OF THE BUSINESS CONDITION

In the literature on standing to blame, several theorists have invoked the business condition in some capacity but

only a few have given it much sustained attention.3 Although the aims of these authors and their treatments of the

issue often differ (e.g. defending the business condition in our standing practices, explicating its requirements, or

articulating the significance of its violations), taken together, extant accounts provide a rough sketch of what the

business condition is thought to involve.

The first important feature is that special relationships play a substantial role in determining whether it is one's

business to intercede. In her analysis of standing to blame, Angela Smith argues that particularly when it comes to

expressing moral criticism, whether it is one's business to do so normally depends upon her relationship to the

blamee or whether she has a relevant stake in the matter (Smith 2007: 478).4 Smith states that it simply is not our

business “to reproach others for their minor moral faults unless we stand in a special relation to them and/or have a

relevant stake in the matter” (Smith 2007: fn. 18). For example, while a stranger at a party has no business expressing

(or even adopting) blaming attitudes toward a husband who manifests demeaning or dismissive attitudes toward his

wife, a close friend may well have standing to express such criticism. Since the stranger does not know either party,

reproach would be presumptuous and meddling, even if it were warranted by the husband's actions

(Smith 2007: 477).

Like Smith, Linda Radzik argues that special relationships (among other things) affect who is entitled to sanction

via blame. If you are entitled to sanction, then you are entitled to demand that the wrongdoer account for her

actions to you (Radzik 2011: 581). She argues that standing to sanction, which on some theories of blame we each

hold universally as members of the moral community, should be restricted in cases of (1) self-regarding behavior,

(2) wrongs committed within special relationships, especially wrongs involving issues that are definitive of those rela-

tionships and (3) if sanctioning would interfere with the victim's ability to find vindication (Radzik 2011: 593–597).

Thus, what makes blame in violation of the business condition morally problematic is that it runs afoul of one or

more of these morally significant considerations.
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Maria Seim (2019) argues that meeting the business condition means that you stand in the right relation to the

wrongdoer such that you are bound by the requisite norms and thus gain the privilege to blame the wrongdoer for

breaking those norms (Seim 2019: 20).5 Seim characterizes meddlesome blame as blaming another for transgressing

norms specific to a relationship that the blamer does not share with the one blamed.6 She too argues that meddle-

some blame is wrong because it interferes with the freedom of those who do stand in that special relationship with

each other to develop the relationship amongst themselves, which constitutes an interference with their agency and

rights to privacy.7 Thus, there seems to be a rather strong consensus that relationships play a central role in whether

it is one's business to blame another, as does whether one has a stake in the matter.

The second feature of note is that the business condition is strongly associated with having a relevant stake in

the matter. In addition to Smith's identification of the import of having a stake in matters in which one blames,

Radzik also explains that on certain accounts of blame, such as Stephen Darwall's (2006), members of the moral com-

munity all have a stake in the transgression of moral norms (2011: 592). In a discussion of influence more broadly,

Ori Herstein characterizes the business condition on standing to give certain sorts of reasons as turning on whether

one lacks a stake in or is an outsider to the underlying matter in which one intervenes (2020: 5). Although it is not

entirely clear what it means to have a stake in the matter or how one comes to have such a stake, the locution is

prevalent throughout the literature on standing to blame and to engage in other methods of influence.8

The final important feature of the business condition is that it does not seem to apply to just any intercession

but is especially significant in contexts where a directive reason is addressed. For instance, we do not seem to require

standing to wish someone a good day, to pay a compliment, or even to casually recommend that a fellow restaurant

patron consider ordering the chef's trademark dish. We do seem to need standing, however, when addressing direc-

tive reasons to which we expect the addressee to give appropriate uptake. This is evident in Radzik's treatment

which centers on an account of blame according to which blame addresses a directive reason, namely a demand.9

Herstein (2020) also takes requirements of standing to apply exclusively to directive reasons, such as demanding,

requesting, prohibiting, and so forth.

It is unclear, however, why we need standing to address this sort of reason in particular or what the normative

significance is of addressing such a reason without meeting the business condition.

2 | QUESTIONS ABOUT THE BUSINESS CONDITION

Let us begin with the first question. One explanation is that, at least in the case of blame, insofar as it involves harsh

treatment, we need standing to dole it out. As is often the case with punishment, the idea is that it is appropriate

only for certain parties with the right kind of standing to dispense the harsh treatment of blame in response to

wrongdoing. However, this explanation is specific to blame and does not apply to directive reasons more broadly,

most of which do not generally involve harsh treatment.

A second explanation may lie in a notable feature of directive reasons, which is that they provide a reason simply

by virtue of the addresser performing the address. Requesting, urging, demanding, advising, commanding, and so

forth all purport to trigger or give the addressee an additional reason to φ, namely that the addresser requested,

urged, advised, commanded, and so forth.10 One reason we might need standing to offer such a reason is that it aims

to direct the addressee's will in a certain way, and the addresser must have the authority to do so.11 This is clear in

the case of imperatives. For example, a soldier's commanding officer may order her to do twenty push-ups, giving

the soldier reason to do so, while the same imperative addressed by her romantic partner does not give such a rea-

son since the partner lacks the authority to issue the imperative.

However, although authority is explanatory in the case of imperatives, directive reasons can include other

speech acts like invitations, advice-giving, and requests for which the import of authority is far less clear. It is not

clear, for example, what sort of authority your roommate must have to request that you take out the garbage or the

authority your significant other must have to recommend that you take some time off to visit your ailing parent.

MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS! 3 of 14
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Further, even in cases where one does have the requisite authority, that authority has limits. A commanding officer

has the authority to demand that a subordinate clean the latrine but not to request (or even advise) that they refrain

from dating someone in particular. Quite simply, whom the subordinate dates is not her commander's business.

These observations suggest that standing to address directive reasons (i) is not reducible to a simple matter of

authority, (ii) is sensitive to the kind of directive reason addressed, and (iii) is sensitive to the domain or subject mat-

ter of the address.

A second important question is what happens when we issue or attempt to issue a directive reason without

meeting the business condition? Although the literature univocally suggests the addresser does something inappro-

priate, accounts of the exact nature of what goes wrong differ substantially. A common thread in the blame literature

is that blame from someone who fails to meet the business condition is meddlesome and perhaps even blamewor-

thy.12 For example, my blaming a couple of bickering strangers for their disrespectful treatment of each other would

almost certainly count as meddlesome, and as a result, I would become an apt target of blame for sticking my nose

into their affairs. Even still, it's not clear what, if anything, happens to my original address. Has my failure to meet the

business condition in blaming the couple normatively impaired my address in some way? The meddlesomeness diag-

nosis leaves this question unanswered.

Herstein offers some clarity here, arguing that no matter how sound my prescriptions to the bickering strangers,

my failure to meet the business condition gives the strangers permission to disregard what amounts to an otherwise

valid directive to which they would have needed to give proper uptake (2020: 5). In advising the couple I do not

merely point to reasons they already have to calm down or treat each other respectfully, I purport to address a rea-

son the normative force of which is partly rooted in facts about me. But since I have no stake in the matter, I trans-

gress a norm of standing, which generates a permission for the couple to dismiss my interference. Although Herstein

identifies the permission to disregard a valid directive reason as the “cutting edge” of standing practices – the idea

that facts about the addresser can give us permission to disregard the otherwise valid reasons they address to

us – this characterization seems to miss the mark with the business condition.

Herstein assumes, for the sake of argument, that the cases at issue involve valid directives, though he does not

offer an account of what makes a directive valid.13 Although there are plausibly a large number of factors that affect

the validity of a directive, I suggest that it is equally plausible that meeting the business condition is one of them.14

Consider the soldier case again. It seems odd to say that her commanding officer issues a valid directive when he

says, “I order you to not date A” but because it is none of his business, she has permission to disregard the directive.

It seems more plausible to say that although the commanding officer's utterance takes the shape of a directive rea-

son, his address lacks the normative force of a directive reason.15 So, we're still in need of a plausible account of

how failing to have a stake in the relevant matter affects the normativity of the standing-less address.

Questions also remain regarding what it means to have a stake in the matter and how one comes to have such a

stake. One suggestion is that it is one's business to blame if one is a direct victim of wrongdoing or has an interest

that is directly impacted by the blameworthy action. For example, as Justin Coates and Neil Tognazzini (2013)

explain, it may well be appropriate for Jennifer's parents to blame her for flunking out of school but not for us to do

so.16 Given Jennifer's relationship with her parents, her failure has a substantial impact on their lives which makes

the matter their business, not ours. Although it seems uncontroversial that direct victims of wrongdoing have the

sort of stake needed to satisfy the business condition, having one's interests negatively impacted by another's action,

even directly, is not obviously sufficient for the standing to blame or to address other sorts of directive reasons. Ima-

gine, for instance, that Jennifer has a stalker who cares deeply about her success and well-being and who bet many

thousands of dollars that Jennifer would not fail out of college. Although the stalker's interests (both emotional and

financial) are negatively impacted by Jennifer's failure, it is not clear that this is sufficient for the sort of stake neces-

sary to appropriately blame Jennifer for failing or to address directives aimed at influencing her toward better aca-

demic performance.

One might reply that, at least in Jennifer's case, her relationship with her parents helps explain why they, and

not others, have a stake in her failure. However, it is not clear whether, or if so, how, being in a special relationship
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with the addressee contributes to one having a relevant stake in the matter.17 For instance, as most standing theo-

rists acknowledge, even intimates can meddle, which suggests that at the very least, special relationships alone are

not sufficient to grant one the stake needed to satisfy the business condition. Further, if special relationships

are meant to be an independent means of satisfying the business condition, as appears to be the case on Smith's,

Radzik's, and Seim's views, we need an explanation of how relationships can play this role. Such an explanation

seems particularly important when we recognize that an implication of this approach is that one may lack a stake in

the matter yet still meet the business condition by virtue of one's relationship to one or more parties to the situation.

If I lack a stake in a dispute my friend has with a colleague, it seems odd to say that it is nevertheless my business to

blame or advise my friend on the dispute simply because we are friends. Although it is plausible that, in some cases,

it is my business to intercede because we are friends, it surely is not in all cases, which calls for a deeper understand-

ing of how special relationships factor into the business condition.

3 | A NOVEL ACCOUNT OF THE BUSINESS CONDITION

Whether we have a legitimate stake in the matter, and whether we stand in some special relationship to the

addressee, appear to substantially affect our standing to influence them in various ways. Further, there is something

about the nature of a directive reason that makes these elements important in the course of address. But it is not

clear how these elements fit together in the views discussed. I propose that having a stake in the matter and standing

in a special relationship to the addressee are not distinct conditions but jointly affect whether we meet the business

condition. What is necessary for having a stake is that the addresser and addressee stand in a norm-governed rela-

tionship that countenances the address in question. That is, without a norm-governed relationship between the

parties that structures one's interest in the underlying matter and norms for interaction, one lacks the sort of stake

necessary to issue reasons of the relevant kind to the addressee.18 Here I offer a characterization of the

stake required to meet the business condition, which has the potential to capture the import of the business condi-

tion on standing while clarifying the relationship between the addresser's having a stake and standing in a special

relationship to the addressee.

On my account, one has a “stake in the matter” if one has a legitimate interest in the addressee φ-ing for the

reasons addressed – an interest grounded in one's relationship to the addressee.19 It is not enough that

the addresser is somehow made better or worse off by the actions of the addressee, for that would mean that a

busybody who routinely is deeply invested in the affairs of others effectively makes things his business which, in fact,

are not. A legitimate interest must be grounded in the relationship between the addresser and addressee, which

licenses the entangling of the interests of the parties such that it is not merely the broader “matter” or even more

specific action(s) of the addressee which affects the addresser's wellbeing, but also the reasons for which the

addressee does (or does not) act. For example, in virtue of the authority dynamics of the parent–child relationship, a

parent may have an interest in their teenage son obeying a demand to clean his filthy room because the parent

demanded it. By contrast, the son's best friend may also have an interest in him cleaning his stinky room, but not

because the friend demanded it. Finally, since part of the normative force of a directive reason stems from the signifi-

cance of some quality or property of the agent who addresses it, there must exist some relationship between the

addresser and addressee which mediates or contributes to that significance. In other words, there exists some rela-

tionship between the addresser and addressee such that it explains why the directive reason has the normative force

it does when issued by that addresser. For instance, as friends, the relationship between the teens is governed by

norms of mutual care and respect which position them to make requests of each other but does not license demands

that they clean their own abode. Therefore, although it makes sense for the teenager to comply with his parent's

demand qua demand since his parent is positioned to issue such directives, the friend is not so positioned – their

relationship cannot underwrite the normative force of such a directive reason.

MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS! 5 of 14
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To see how this account functions, consider again the case of Jennifer, who failed out of school and was subse-

quently blamed by her parents. Assuming that Jennifer was, in fact, at fault for her poor academic performance, it

seems plausible that her parents' blame addresses a reason for which their relationship grounds a legitimate interest

or stake. Their blame addresses a backward-looking reason not to behave in the ways that resulted in her failure and

a forward-looking reason to account for her failure to her parents. The relevant reason(s) take the form of a demand

that her parents are authorized to issue in virtue of their standing in a relationship governed by relevant norms, the

violation of which calls for this type of imperatival address. One such norm is the expectation that Jennifer respect

the care and investment her parents have made in her welfare, including providing her with an education. This is part

of respecting her parents as her parents. If Jennifer's neighbor, who doesn't know Jennifer well – let's call her

Karen – were to blame Jennifer for failing out of school because she too cares about her and has secretly invested in

her schooling, her blame would fail to meet the business condition. Karen does not stand in the right kind of relation-

ship to Jennifer to legitimize the interest she has in Jennifer's academic performance. Further, Karen lacks the stake

necessary to issue legitimate blame, and so, unlike Jennifer's parents, would be off base in feeling, say, disrespected

by Jennifer failing to take her blame as addressing reasons, the force of which is rooted in facts about Karen.

Thus far, I have argued that although there is some consensus in the literature that the business condition has

particular import when addressing directive reasons and that having a stake in the matter and standing in some rela-

tionship with the addressee play a role in meeting the business condition, extant views leave some important ques-

tions unanswered. It is not clear on these views what it is about directive reasons that makes it so important that the

issuer meet the business condition, what it means to have a relevant stake to meet the condition, or what role rela-

tionships play in making something one's business. I have proposed a way of understanding what it means to have a

relevant stake in the matter, which helps answer these questions. On this account, one has a “stake in the matter”
(sufficient to satisfy the business condition) if one has a legitimate relationship-grounded interest in the addressee

φ-ing for the reason(s) addressed by the directive. With this characterization in hand, we can now examine different

types of rational influence to illuminate the normative significance of having a stake, standing in a particular relation-

ship to the addressee, and of influencing without meeting the business condition.

4 | INFLUENCING VIA DIRECTIVE REASONS

In this section, I consider three forms of influence: moral blame, advice-giving, and trust. My aim is to illuminate how

directive-reason-giving functions across various forms of rational influence and why it is important to meet the busi-

ness condition (construed as having the relevant kind of stake) when issuing these kinds of directive reasons.

4.1 | Moral blame

Consider John, who tells his wife, Joan, he is headed out to a bar to spend time with a friend but lies to her about

which friend it is. John claims he will be with his friend Brian, but instead is meeting a female friend, Aileen. Whose

business is it to blame John for his lie? When we consider the significance of John's action across different relation-

ships, we see that not everyone has the right sort of interest to grant them a relevant stake in blaming him.

Let us start with John's wife, Joan. She clearly has the right kind of stake to meet the business condition to

blame John for his lie. Her blame addresses the following demands: (1) that he not lie, as he did; and (2) that he

acknowledge his wrongdoing and attempt to repair the harm done. Further, her blame addresses a reason for him to

comply with those demands, rooted in her authority to address demands to him of the relevant kind. This authority

stems from her position in the spousal relationship she shares with John, which is (arguably) constituted by obliga-

tions to take special care in stringently upholding relationship-specific commitments like honesty, fidelity, and trust.

Joan and John each have the authority to hold one another accountable for failures to meet these obligations. In
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blaming him, Joan holds John accountable to her, and (at least in part) because they come from Joan, John's failure to

comply with the demands internal to her blame would amount to a failure to adequately recognize her position as

his spouse, amounting to a form of disrespect toward her and their relationship.20

Does Ken, a fellow member of the moral community but a stranger to John and Joan, have a relationship-

grounded interest in John complying with the demands that his blame would (purport to) address because Ken so

demanded? Probably not. As a member of the moral community, Ken does stand in a relationship with John that is

governed by certain obligations and expectations. Ken and John have the authority to demand that each treat the

other with reasonable regard and goodwill. Yet, while some acts of deception are significant enough to impair one's

relationship with the moral community, John's act has the significance it does because he violates the specific expec-

tations constitutive of the spousal relationship, which he does not stand in to Ken. It is plausible, then, that John's

act is best construed as an act of disrespect toward Joan qua spouse and not an act that offends against broader

communal moral expectations for reasonable regard. As such, Ken's position vis-à-vis John (arguably) does not con-

stitute a reason for John to comply with blame's demand, and John's refusal to acknowledge such a demand would

not disrespect Ken's authority.

But what of John's friends? Although norms of honesty, fidelity, and trust govern friendships as well as spousal

relationships, it is far from clear that this continuity is sufficient to ground a stake-granting interest in John's friends

blaming him for lying to his wife. Many relationships share overlapping norms – for example, fiduciaries like trustees,

attorneys, and board members are bound by norms of care and honesty – but not all violations of these norms are

significant across relationships. The fact that my relationship with board members of my homeowner's association is

governed by norms of care and honesty does not grant me a stake sufficient to blame them for neglecting their fri-

ends or lying to their spouses. Their acts do not rise to a level of significance that would compromise our relationship

and ground an interest in calling the board members to account for them and act to repair harm done to our relation-

ship. Whether one has the right sort of stake to satisfy the business condition for blaming, then, depends in part on

whether the violation at issue is sufficiently significant to their relationship to the blamee, and for most of John's fri-

ends that is unlikely.

4.2 | Advice-giving

Consider the case of Daedra who bumps into her best friend, Freda, while shopping. Freda asks how Daedra has

been, and Daedra notes that she is mulling over a job offer she just received which, though promising, would require

an arduous move. She asks Freda how she has been, and Freda, after quickly replying that she has been well, pro-

ceeds to advise Daedra that it is in her best interests to accept the offer. Is it Freda's business to advise Daedra as

she does?21

One might argue that as Daedra's best friend, Freda is an insider, so to speak, and so does have the right kind of

stake in the matter to meet the business condition. This seems right, as far as it goes, but being an insider to the mat-

ter does not make it one's business to influence another in just any way. For instance, surely Daedra's present and

prospective employers are insiders to the matter, but neither seems positioned to (appropriately) demand that she

choose one option over the other, or perhaps even to advise her about which option is in her best interests. If Freda

is positioned to influence Daedra as she does, why is this so?

Freda's advice addresses a reason for Daedra to comply with her recommendation that is rooted in Freda's sta-

tus as one subject to mutual normative expectations to act, and perhaps advocate, on behalf of her friend's inter-

ests.22 In advising Daedra, Freda offers more than a mere recommendation. Although we can, and often do, provide

mere recommendations with no expectation of uptake, some recommendations are addressed with the expectation

that they be given appropriate uptake in the addressee's deliberations. Appropriate uptake of such a recommenda-

tion prohibits one from simply dismissing it and requires that the addressee at least give it serious consideration.

Sometimes when we “advise” others, we simply intend to point to reasons the addressee already has, and we will
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often preface our advice by pre-empting the reason-giving interpretation (e.g. “I know it's none of my business,

but…”). Yet in other cases, like that of Freda and Daedra, we do intend our advice to give the advisee a reason they

would not have without our intervention. In doing so, the adviser represents herself as adopting an authoritative and

caring perspective on the advisee's self-interest (Hinchman 2005: 359–360). When we advise, we invite the advisee

to trust this perspective and to treat it as a direct source of practical reasons (Hinchman 2005: 361). In advising her

friend, Freda intends to offer Daedra a reason to take the job simply through her recognition of Freda's intention to

make a recommendation from a perspective of knowledge of and care for Daedra's interests. Given the normative

expectations that govern their relationship, Freda is well positioned to offer such a reason.

4.3 | Trust

Although trust is often viewed as a condition for successful influence it can itself also be a form of influence. Some

have argued that forms of A trusting B to φ address what I am here calling directive reasons (an instance of what

Darwall refers to as second-personal reasons).23 Consider, for example, a case in which Andres trusts his friend Elliot

to watch his laptop at a café while he steps out to take a phone call. On one such view of trust, Andres's trusting

Elliot to watch his laptop addresses an invitation for Elliot to do so from a particular kind of caring orientation toward

Andres.24 The reason addressed by Andres's trust is rooted in his status as a fellow dependent agent whose interests

are worthy of special care and attention. Does Andres have standing to trust Elliot to watch his laptop?25

Andres likely does have the stake necessary to meet the business condition in virtue of standing in a relationship

to Elliot which is partly constituted by norms of mutual care that license special attention to one another's wellbeing.

Andres's trust issues an invitation to Elliot to (i) watch Andres's laptop and (ii) to do so from a particular orientation

of care. Further, his trust addresses a reason for Elliot to do so which is rooted in Andres's status as standing in a

relationship with Elliot that involves a mutual bond of trust, characterized by mutual acceptance and reciprocation of

trust, and norms of mutual care.26 So, put simply, it is Andres's business to trust Elliot to watch the laptop.

Notice that the orientation of care invited by trust normally requires a kind of standing of its own, one that trust

(qua invitation) can license. If, for example, a stranger stood guard over Elliot's laptop without being invited, Elliot

could reasonably tell him to mind his own business. But when Elliot trusts him to watch the laptop, he invites the

stranger to make his interests his business in a way that is often reserved for closer relationships.27 This reflects both

the power of some sorts influence to scaffold standing – i.e., the ability to grant another the standing to intercede by

invitation, and one reason that being trusted might be experienced as burdensome (i.e., that the central normative

expectation internal to trust is structurally similar to the attitudes characteristic of a relationship that one might not

want with the truster).

5 | THE NORMATIVITY OF STANDING-LESS DIRECTIVES

Now that we have a clearer understanding of what it takes to have a stake sufficient to meet the business condition

for influence that addresses a directive reason, we can examine (i) the implications for what an influencee may or

ought to do in response to the address of a directive by one who fails to meet the business condition, and (ii) how

one goes wrong in attempting to influence without meeting the business condition. I will take these in turn.

On Herstein's (2020) view, the business condition is a propriety condition on the address of directive reasons

which, when violated, generates a permission for the addressee to disregard the directive or to give it uptake as a

valid directive reason if the addressee so chooses. Herstein argues that this model at once explains why we need not

comply with directive reasons qua directives when they are issued without the requisite standing and why it can

nonetheless be rational to comply with standing-less directives qua directive. However, this model seems somewhat

implausible when the business condition is not met.

8 of 14 DUNCAN
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We do not normally take it that an influencer who has no legitimate stake in the matter has given us a reason by

addressing a directive. For example, when a stranger tells a uniformed soldier to “drop and give me twenty push-

ups,” we do not take it that the stranger has issued a valid directive which the soldier is simply permitted to disre-

gard. Nor do we take it that a stranger issuing advice has, in fact, given a reason partly rooted in facts about himself,

for the addressee to comply with the advice. Of course, a stranger can point to good reasons for doing as directed,

and the addressee might choose to act as the stranger suggests because she recognizes the rational force of those

reasons. But this is not the same as complying with the stranger's directive qua directive. Without the stranger's hav-

ing some legitimate stake in the matter, it is difficult to see where the normative force of the directive would

come from.

It seems more plausible that failing to meet the business condition undermines one's ability to issue a valid direc-

tive reason at all. If the addresser lacks a stake in the matter because they lack a legitimate, relationship-grounded

interest in the addressee φ-ing for the reasons addressed, it seems that no directive reason obtains from the address.

Consider, for example, a stranger who blames a child for speaking insultingly to their own parent. Since the addresser

does not have a legitimate relationship-grounded interest in the child complying with her demand that the child not

behave as he did, to acknowledge and make amends with the parent for his offense, they have not actually given the

child a valid directive reason to do so. Although the stranger's address may have the appearance of blame, it lacks

the normative force of a directive reason, which is at the heart of blame's address. This is also the case with advice-

giving.

Consider Daedra's case again. If a stranger, who happened to overhear Daedra's conversation with Freda,

attempted to advise Daedra on whether to accept the job, although her address takes on the appearance of advice-

giving, it fails to issue the sort of valid directive reason that Freda's advice does. Further, it would be odd for Daedra

to treat the stranger's address as though it has issued a valid directive as Freda's address has, and to comply with it

at least partly because it was offered by the stranger. One might object that other conditions, such as the expertise

of the addresser, might make compliance with even standing-less advice reasonable.28 However, although the

stranger's expertise might give Daedra reason to believe that the reasons the stranger's advice points to deserve

consideration, this amounts to a judgment about the reliability of the stranger's testimony, and the normative force

is exerted by the reasons pointed to rather than the address of the advisor. Although Freda's advice merits uptake in

virtue of her having the right sort of stake to address it, the stranger's lack of such a stake leaves her address without

the normative force typical of advice qua advice. But what of trust?

Trust is unique in that it seems we have standing to trust others, even strangers, across a range of contexts and

a wide variety of matters. Although questions about the appropriateness of trust often hinge on the trustworthiness

of the trusted, I argue that trust can also be inappropriate if the truster fails to meet the business condition. Recall

that on a care-based view of trust, trust extends a reason to accept an invitation to adopt a particular caring orienta-

tion toward the truster. The reason is rooted in facts about the truster, namely as a fellow dependent being, in need

of assistance, whose needs merit special consideration. According to Daniel Telech, valid invitations provide their

addressee with “discretionary reason” to do as directed (2021: 171). So, while it is not necessarily irrational or wrong

not to do as invited when a valid invitation is extended there is nonetheless some normative pressure to accept

(or provide an excuse for not accepting) the invitation. When the truster lacks the right sort of stake in trusting

another to φ for reasons implicated by their trust, the invitation loses its normative force. For example, although I

have standing to trust a friend to watch my laptop while I step away to take a call, I do not have standing to trust

them to watch the laptop of a fellow coffee shop goer. I simply do not have the right sort of stake to subject my

friend to the normative expectation that she adopt an orientation of care toward me by watching the stranger's

laptop.

Thus far, I have argued that a major implication of failing to meet the business condition is that it undermines

the addresser's ability to issue the directive purportedly given by the address but I have yet to show why the

addresser might also do something objectionable. On some views, when we address a directive without standing we

do something morally wrong, something potentially blameworthy.29 Matt King, for instance, argues that what he calls

MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS! 9 of 14
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meddlesome blame flouts norms of involvement which govern the appropriateness of directing our attention toward

certain persons (2019). Things being equal, when we misdirect our attention toward persons with whom we do not

share intimate relationships, we evince the moral fault of attending to things we should ignore out of respect for the

norms that structure our personal relationships (2020: 1438).30

I want to suggest that although I agree with King that the wrong in such cases is rooted in relationship-specific

considerations, we can tell a deeper story than one of merely misdirected attention, albeit a slightly gestural one.

First, violating the business condition is not like spying over another's shoulder. Even though we might say, “It's not
your business!” both in cases where one purports to issue a directive reason and when one merely pays attention to

another's conversation, the former seems substantially different (and more objectionable) from the mere meddle-

someness of the latter. Further, the misdirected attention account doesn't seem well suited to explain why we might,

within the context of an intimate relationship, still fail to meet the business condition in a way that undermines our

standing to influence. King acknowledges that intimates can meddle too, but if, as King suggests, intimates should

occupy our attention in a special way, it is not clear what the basis of the meddlesomeness charge might be

(2019: 278).31

I argue that the objectionability of addressing directives reasons when it is not one's business to do so will vary

according to the influence one is attempting to exert, as well as by the relationship in which one stands to the

addressee. What gives one the stake necessary to meet the business condition is standing in a relationship to

the addressee which licenses the address of a directive reason. Addressing such a reason can imply that one takes

oneself to stand in a relationship to the addressee which one in fact does not. For instance, addressing the demand

central to blame presupposes that one has the authority to issue demands of that kind to the addressee. It may be

offensive for one to act as though they have authority with respect to another which they do not. Likewise, advising

without meeting the business condition may be intrusive and presumptuous as the advisor represents herself as one

who is positioned to speak on behalf of the advisee's interests and to care about those interests in a way that is char-

acteristic of a relationship that does not obtain between the advisor and advisee. Finally, trust from one who fails to

meet the business condition can be presumptuous and construed as burdensome as it presumes a relationship that

does not obtain between the truster and the trusted. For example, although I likely have standing to trust a stranger

to watch my laptop in a café, I likely lack standing to trust them to look after an urn containing my father's recently

cremated remains. It is not that one is more private than the other but that the caring orientation called for by trust

in the latter case is of a more personal nature and often reserved for more intimate relationships. So, trusting another

with such a personal matter can be presumptuous or intrusive because it subjects the trusted to normative expecta-

tions characteristic of a relationship that does not obtain between the truster and trusted.

Interestingly, we can and sometimes do give uptake to the influence of others when they don't stand in a rela-

tionship to us that gives them the right sort of stake to meet the business condition. Herstein's exclusionary permis-

sion model was intended to preserve the rationality of such uptake. On my account, what makes it reasonable to

sometimes respond to another's influence as though they have the appropriate standing is that doing so is a way of

loosening the boundaries of the current relationship between the parties, potentially inviting a relationship of a dif-

ferent sort or degree of intimacy. For instance, say a colleague advises you on a personal matter when she lacks the

standing to do so, but you nonetheless give it serious uptake. Even though it would be unwarranted and perhaps

improper to comply with the advice qua directive, you may nonetheless give your close colleague's advice serious

consideration as a means of opening the door to move the relationship from that of colleagues to friends, rather than

an acknowledgment of their having issued a valid directive.

5.1 | Conclusion

I have argued that the business condition on standing to blame extends to certain other interpersonal activities as

well. In virtue of addressing directive reasons to their respective targets, some forms of advice-giving and trust are

10 of 14 DUNCAN
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aptly considered forms of influence that are subject to the business condition as well. On my account, the business

condition is plausibly understood as requiring that the addresser have a “stake in the matter” which is satisfied if one

has a relationship-grounded interest in the addressee φ-ing for the reasons addressed. While this idea is somewhat

revisionary, it has the advantage of unifying and explaining some commonly attributed, but often under-described,

aspects of the business condition. It explains, for example, why relationships matter for standing, what it means to

have a stake in the matter, and what happens when one attempts to influence without such a stake. Another advan-

tage is that my account enables us to disentangle two commonly conflated notions of the charge “Mind your own

business!” The charge that one does not meet the business condition on standing to influence is not reducible to a

claim that the influencer has failed to respect the influencee's privacy or that the influencer has misdirected her own

attention. Meeting the business condition in the relevant sense crucially concerns whether one is properly positioned

to issue a specific kind of directive reason to the addressee on the matter. To that end, standing to influence will

often be a matter of standing in a specific kind of relationship with the influencee. When it is one's business to issue

the relevant directive, for example, to blame, advise, or trust, appropriate uptake of the directive reason by the

addressee is an important means of acknowledging and respecting our roles in the shared relationship.32
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ENDNOTES
1 Some, including Radzik (2011), Seim (2019), Lippert-Rasmussen (2023), and Snedegar (2025) have dedicated sustained

attention to defending the value of the business condition. However, their treatments often presume, rather than pro-

vide, an understanding of key elements of the condition, such as what it means to have a stake in the matter. I do not

mean this as a point of criticism, but to highlight an opportunity to lend additional clarity to the discussion.
2 My aim is not to argue that there is some problem with accounts of the business condition on standing to blame that this

articulation resolves, but to make some progress in clarifying a condition common to many practices involving the address

of directive reasons, including (but not limited to) blaming.
3 Notable exceptions include Radzik (2011), Todd (2019) who presents a skeptical challenge to the business condition on

expressions of blame, Snedegar (2025), and Lippert-Rasmussen (2023) (especially ch. 4). Snedegar suggests that in close

personal relationships, much of what counts as one's business is often not settled fact but up for negotiation (497).

Lippert-Rasmussen argues that the wrong of meddlesome blame is best accounted for in terms of moral sovereignty. The

sphere of sovereignty includes personal relationships, in which practices of holding participants accountable to one

another play a constitutive role in the relationship's value (134–135).
4 See also Patrick Todd (2017), who argues that the business condition only applies to expressions of blame, not private

blame.
5 Interestingly, although Macalaster Bell (2013) rejects the standard account of the business condition, she argues that

blame is positional in much the way Seim's view suggests.
6 Note that Seim distinguishes between relationship-specific norms and universal moral norms for which we all have stand-

ing to blame transgressors since we stand in the relevant relationship as moral agents (18).
7 See also McKiernan (2016) for an epistemic angle on the importance of the relationship-centered restrictions offered by

the business condition on standing to blame.
8 Although I do not address the matter here, the locution is also common in talk of standing to forgive. See, for instance,

Smith (2007), Seim (2019) and Chaplin (2019).
9 Those who disagree that blame addresses a directive reason may still agree that standing-less blame affects the norma-

tive status of the blamer's attitudes and/or their expression but not necessarily their nature. For instance, one might

argue that such meddlesome blame violates the right to privacy of the one blamed or infringes on opportunities for

agential development and/or the development of aspects of intimate personal relationships. On such views, meddlesome

blame can constitute a wrong, but is still blame.
10 See, for example, Herstein (2017: 3114–3116).
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11 Note that Herstein does not construe his account of standing to issue directive reasons in terms of authority per se, but

instead as being akin to juridical standing which allows for the rejection of legal claims based on facts about the person

bringing the claim (Herstein 2020: 4).
12 See, for example, Smith (2007).
13 See Piovarchy (2020) for a similar criticism.
14 One might object here that if failing to meet the business condition invalidates a directive reason, it is difficult to explain

the normative imposition of such addresses, since it has purportedly lost its normative force. One reply is that even with-

out the normative force of a directive reason, such meddlesome addresses are nevertheless presumptuous and disre-

spectful, as the addresser represents himself as having the sort of authority, or standing in the right sort of relationship

to the addressee, to address such reasons (see §5). Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for prompting me to clarify

this here.
15 Piovarchy (2020) takes a similar stance on standing to blame, arguing that when we violate standing conditions, we fail to

exercise the normative power normally exercised in blaming, the power to change the space of reasons the blamee has

to give the address a particular sort of uptake.
16 Coates & Tognazzini, (2013: 21). With some exceptions (notably Friedman (2013), Todd (2019), and Radzik (2011)) dis-

cussions of standing rarely explicitly distinguish between the standing to blame and the standing to express blame. I focus

on the standing to express blame, given the relevant similarities between expressed blame and other forms of rational

influence.
17 As Dana Nelkin notes, being in a special relationship can change the normative landscape in a variety of ways that might

make blame all-things-considered inappropriate or impermissible, but they are not obviously best captured by the busi-

ness condition (2022: 560–562).
18 This formulation may seem problematic in cases where one lacks a relationship with the wrongdoer, but instead shares a

relationship with the victim of the wrongdoing. For example, if a stranger wrongs my romantic partner, it seems I have

a relevant stake in blaming the stranger in virtue of my relationship with my partner, rather than with the stranger. There

is support for the notion that in virtue of standing in caring relationship to victims of wrongdoing, we can take wrongs

done to them personally thereby justifying moral resentment (rather than the third-party attitude of indignation) toward

the wrongdoer (see Chaplin, 2019). In such a case, I come by my stake in the matter much the same way my romantic

partner does, without the need for an additional relationship between myself and the wrongdoer beyond the one that

also obtains between my partner and the wrongdoer. Many thanks to an anonymous reviewer for raising this

consideration.
19 I use ‘relationship’ somewhat capaciously, intending to capture relationships between persons that are governed by

shared norms and expectations of interaction and/or conduct. On this construal, relationships can be impersonal (e.g. a

customer and barista), role-based (e.g. a tutor and tutee), personal (e.g. friend or romantic partner), and can include group

membership (e.g. fellow philosophers). Like fellow members of the moral community, fellow philosophers relate to one

another as equals and subscribe to certain norms of conduct and interaction. This relationship grounds each member's

interest in being able to address certain types of reasons to one another on matters pertaining to that relationship.

Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for prompting me to clarify the scope of the term which bears much weight in the

arguments that follow.
20 As Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen explains, “It is a constitutive part of the value of such relations (and, probably, for the

greater part also a causal promoter of the realization of this value) that the relatees can hold each other to account for

their conduct within the framework constituted by their special relation to a greater degree than “outsiders” can”
(2023: 134).

21 Note that this case involves an instance of non-solicited but not obviously unwanted advice between close friends.
22 One might object here that advice-giving, at least in many cases, does not issue directive reasons, the way blaming,

demanding, and even requesting do. One might, for example, offer advice by saying “It doesn't matter to me what you

do, but if you want my advice, I would…,” which we cannot do with blame, demands, or perhaps requests. Although it

does seem likely in such a case that the advice-giver succeeds in offering a mere recommendation that does not issue a

directive reason, they do so, arguably, by canceling the directive force of their advice by indicating that they have no

stake in, or expectation about, whether the addressee takes up their advice or not. We sometimes do this in other cases,

for instance when we follow up our advice with a cancelation like “But that's just my two cents.” Our attention to pre-

and post-advice cancellation is at least suggestive of our tendency to interpret advice as being offered with some expec-

tation of uptake. Many thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing this objection.
23 See, for example, Darwall (2017) and Duncan (2022).
24 See, for example, Duncan (2022).

12 of 14 DUNCAN

 14680378, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ejop.70076 by Stanford U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [23/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



25 Why does it make sense to speak of the standing to trust? First, it is plausible to construe invitations, among other things,

as addressing directive reasons for which standing is required (see, for example, Telech 2020). Second, just as it is natural

to ask whether a truster has good reason to trust (i.e. whether the trusted is indeed trustworthy with respect to φ) it also
makes sense to ask whether it is someone's place to trust another to φ. For example, I may be trustworthy with respect

to babysitting young children because of my commitment to the well-being of all children as well as my years of experi-

ence as a nanny, though it is not a stranger's business to therefore trust me to watch their children at a public park while

they run a brief errand.
26 See, for example, Duncan (2022) and Duncan (forthcoming). One might object that it is not Andres's trust that binds Elliot

in some way to Andres's directive reason, but instead some communicative act involving an implicit request communi-

cated via some speech act. Although such a request might presuppose trust, the objection goes, the request, rather than

Andres's trust, issues the directive reason. My reply is that, on the view of trust in play here, Andres's trust itself

addresses a directive reason, namely an invitation which directs Elliot to give the invitation appropriate uptake, and such

invitations needn't always be issued via some speech act or something recognizable as a request (this is one reason it is

important that we account for the standing to trust others). Consider, for example, that in relationships where a bond of

trust exists (such as many close friendships), participants have an implicit permission to trust one another in a wide range

of domains of interaction without the need for a recognizable request (Duncan, forthcoming). This reasonably includes

looking after things that matter to our friends, including laptops, without request. Of course, what we can reasonably

trust our friends to do is a matter of (sometimes implicit) negotiation, but it is not clear that such an implicit understand-

ing would entail a recognizable request to which the directive reason in the laptop case could be traced. Many thanks to

an anonymous reviewer for prompting me to consider and respond to this objection.
27 See, for example, Duncan (2022).
28 Thanks to Dana Nelkin for prompting me to consider how the expertise of the addresser might affect her standing to

address certain directive reasons.
29 See, for example, King (2019), Radzik (2011), Seim (2019), and Smith (2007).
30 See Lippert-Rasmussen (2023: 134) for a similar line of argument regarding the way in which meddlesome blame under-

mines special relationships.
31 Lippert-Rasmussen notes more specifically that “the extent that the blamer succeeds in making the blamee provide an

uptake to their blame, typically, that will undermine the special relations in question…” (2023: 134).
32 I would like to thank the participants of the Political Theory Workshop at Stanford University and an anonymous

reviewer for European Journal of Philosophy for their very helpful commentary. And special thanks to Monique Wonderly,

Dana Nelkin, David Brink, Manuel Vargas, Cory Davia, and Rosalind Chaplin for their insightful discussions and feedback

during the paper's development.
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