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Is What Is Done Done? On Regret and Remorse
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Often, regret implies the wish not to have performed certain actions. In this article I
claim that this wish can to some extent be fulfilled: it is possible, in a sense, to influ-
ence the character of actions that have already been performed. This possibility arises
from combining a first person perspective with an outlook on actions as expressions of
tendencies, where tendencies aré identified on the basis of a number of actions. The
idea is specified within the framework of Carnapian reduction sentences, but this tech-
nique is in no sense mandatory: it can be formulated in other vocabularies as well.
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~ Feelings of regret and rerhorse seem to be universally human. It is true that
some people say that they never regret anything, but such claims are gener-
ally to be understood more as stylistic hyperbole that as literal fact. Criminals
lacking all remorse are as rare as they are horrifying; at any rate they can
count on much less understanding than can a contrite wrongdoer. A person
for whom the phenomenon of regret is foreign, who has never experienced it,
is fit for the psychiatrist. ' :
Moreover it seems that feelings of regret and remorse are typically human.
Admittedly, :animal behaviour exists that we might be inclined to call
remorseful, in particular if it is displayed by our beloved pets. Ethologists
assure us however that such behaviour expresses not remorse but rather fear
of punishment. When your favourite poodle creeps on his belly to you after
having stolen a steak from the kitchen, he is actually attempting a reconcili-
ation with the aim of diminishing his punishment — there is not a whimper

of remorse in his canine mind (De Waal, 1996; Vollmer, 1977).
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Assuming that regret is felt by all humans, and only by humans, it is scarcely
surprising that psychologists and philosophers have waxed eloquent on the
matter. It is striking, however, that most psychological and philosophical
studies on regret are of a decision—theoretic nature. In the 1980s in particular
a plethora of articles appeared about how people try to avoid future regrets by
anticipating their possible occurrence. Some of these studies, for example the
regret theory of Loomes and Sugden (1982), developed Savage’s (1951) mini-
max regret rule further, and in this sense they may be regarded as being refine-
ments of the classical theory of the maximization of utility. Where decision
theory is flaunted, phenomenology seems often like a poor relative. Phenom-
enological studies of regret are indeed but sparse in psychology, Janet Landman’s
(1993) being a rare example. In philosophy, the meagre phenomenological
analyses of regret have a predominantly ethical flavour; and, in the wake of
Bernard Williams (1976), many philosophers see regret as a “moral remainder,”
an unfortunate but unavoidable byproduct of moral dilemmas or other situa-
tions in which we are forced to choose between displeasing alternatives.

In this paper | propose to analyze regret from a somewhat different perspec-
cive. I shall not be concerned at all with preventing feelings of regret (as in
decision theory), and neither with the question as to what regret actually is
(as in phenomenology). Much less shall I ask whether remorse is rational
(see Betzler, 1999; Dancy, 1993, Chapter 7; Hurka, 1996), or reasonable (see
Bittner, 1992), or functional (see Zeelenberg, 1999). Similarly, I shall ignore
the much-discussed topic of the cognitive content of feelings of regret, and -

also the query as to whether regret is actually necessary or even possible (if -

- we really have good reasons for-a choice, there is no need or reason at all for
regret). Rather; [ am particularly interested in the problem how, once feel-
~ings of regret have arisen, they can be reduced or even removed. 1 shall first
claim that regfet is accompanied by the desire for a world different from the
" actual one; in particular I shall defend the thesis that regret implies the wish
not to have performed certain actions. After this hardly surprising con-
tention, even if it is not accepted by everyone, 1 hope to make acceptable
“something that is less obvious, namely that this wish can to some extent be
fulfilled: it is possible, in a certain manner and to a certain extent, to “undo”
- gétions that have already been done. - ' :
. First a terminological matter. Regret is sometimes distinguished from guilt,
temorse, and repentance — all of them moral remainders. Without wishing
to deny that the distinctions are valid in certain contexts, I shall not make

hem here: ds will appear in the sequel, the form of regret that I discuss will
: 1

do dssume that regret often differs relevantly from two other moral remainders,
mne and disappointment, although this assumption plays hardly any consequential
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Regret About What You Yourself Do

Regret is a relation-concept: you can only have regret for or about some-
thing. Linguistic usage is tolerant concerning the question what this “some-
thing” might be; in particular it does not stipulate whether this something
happens to you or whether you caused it yourself. If you say “I am sorry that
the downpour flooded your cellar,” you express your regret about an incident
in which you had no part at all: you think it is a pity that the catastrophe
occurred, but you could not do anything about it, you are free from blame.
The matter is different when you yourself bring about an event. Then regret
is transformed into remorse, guilt, and perhaps repentance. Here it is that the °
phenomenon acquires that typically tragic force that is so often described in
certain psychological novels. For whoever has remorse about what he himself
has done is, as it were, doubly the victim: through what happened and by the
fact that he caused it to happen. - )

Lexical dictionaries take this difference clearly into account. In the Oxford

_English Dictionary, for example, regret is described as a sort of sorrow that

can take on one of two forms. The first is “sorfow or disappointment due to
some external circumstance or event,” the second is “sorrow or pain due to
reflection on sommething one has done or left undone.” In this article I shall
limit myself to this second kind of regret. Regret about “some external cir-
‘cumstance or event” will be discussed only in a derivative sense, and the

- same applies to a kind of regret that one could see as an intermediate form

between the two already mentioned. This is the remorse or guilt you feel, not
for a natural disaster, nor for your own behaviour, but for the behaviour of
others. Your compatriots who voted massively for Jorg Haider, for Jean-Marie
le Pen, or for Pim Fortuyn, your director who cooked the books, your grand-
father who was a Nazi sympathizer during the war: all these matters can give
you a feeling of guilt and shame, even if they happened long before you were

. born. There are even people who feel guilty because they are part of the.
fallen huiman race. In the Calvinistic faith, with its notion of original sin,

such collective guilt might perhaps be deemed fruitful; nonetheless, as I said,
I shall leave this matter aside.

As with other forms of sorrow, regret implies the wish that reality had been
different from what it actually was: those who live in the world of their
dreams have nothing to wish for and lack all occasion to be sorrowful. What
distinguishes regret from other types of sorrow is the idea that reality easily
could have been different. As has often been observed, regret is characterized

role in my argument. For the differences between regret and shame, see Benedict, 1934; Piers
and Singer, 1953; Rawls, 1971, Chapter 8. For the distinction between regret and disappoint-
ment, see Zeelenberg, 1996, Chapters 2 and 7, and Gerritsen, 1998.

-
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by “what might have been.” “The constitutive thought of regret in general is-
something like ‘how much better if it had been otherwise,” claims Williams,
«and the feeling can in principle apply tO anything of which one can form 2
conception of how it might have been otherwise” (1976, p- 27).
one feels that the world could easily have been different and better, the
greatet the regret. But also: the more one feels that it is one’s own act that
could have beeri different and better (and not just ¢hat of your grandfathet,
our compatriots, Of Mother Nature), the more the regret hurts and gnaws-
Frijda (1986, p- 201) speaks in this context of “pa'mful self-evaluation due to
some action evaluated negatively and for which the person holds himself
responsible.” The consequences of this self-evaluation are well-known: “mere
suffering, wringing one’s hands, and beating one’s head” (p- 201). _
How to evade such painful feelings? You can try to Tepress and not feel
¢hem, but such’ an attempt 18 merely palliative. There is only one way in
which regret for your OWn. action can be combated satisfactorily, and that is
to undo the ar':t-ion.z. But precisely that seems impossible. Apart from a few
grivial cases (1 steal 100 Furos from your piggy bank and, overcome by guilt,
replace them before you notice the theft) what is done is done. Yet 1 shall
argue that there is a'sense in which we can be said to influence out actions
after they have been performed. This sense ceveals itself when we combine a
first person perspective with the focus on actions 3 symptoms of tendencies.

The F_irst:_,P erson Perspective and Actions as Symptoms of Tendencies

Imagine thatlam 2 member of 2 football club which is continually in strait-
ened ﬁnancial.'citcumstances; and meetings are scheduled every Sgturday to
discuss moOnNey matters. 1 enjoy football but 1 hate administration and very
often 1 {nvent an excuse to shirk these tasks. During one of the weekly meet-
ings at which ['have once more absented myself, it 18 decided to revoke my
membership, since it seems all too obvious that I seek only the pleasures and

- will not shoulder the responsibilities of a club member. Now chere are at least

tﬁrée ceasons why 1 can regret my absenteeism. 1 can regret it because it has
led to my expulsion, Of because it is inconsistent with my duty as & 'member
of the club, or because it i8 symptomatic of one of my bad habits, namely the
cendency to let other people do ™Y chores. The first form of regret is that of

" the utilist, the second relates tO duty ethics and the third to virtue ethics. Of

course the one form does not exclude the others. Mixed reasons aré possible
nd even common: an unmixed utilist reasoning is as rare as are pure duty or

¢ yirtue motivations. What I want to argue here is that feelings of regret of the

i other way, namely suicide: “Since the self has caused the pain, only
& self can end the pain.” This option is indeed effective, if a trifle severe. :
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D-1 or D-2 might be applicable to a given person. If t(1) is the latest time
for which this plausibility holds, then t(1) is said to be a bifurcation point
between two different extrapolation possibilities. This could be the case if
the agent herself tries to continue the sequence of acts in such a way that it
resembles V-1 more than V-2, so that finally D-1, and not D-2, is applic-
able to the agent. In this way the agent determines, through her actions after
t(1), to which sequence the subsequence of actions before t(1) belongs.

[t is important to understand this point correctly. It is not that an act can
be described in different ways, so that an action performed before t(1)
acquires a new description after t(1). Neither is the point that often we only
discover through later actions what the tendencies were that were expressed
by the earlier acts. What is being contended has ontological implications,
not merely semantic or epistemological ones. For we are not just talking
about a fixed set of actions “out there” that can be described first such and
then so, nor are we talking about a set out there with a determined character
that is only revealed through later observations. What we are talking about
concerns the adding, at an ontological level, of elements to a set, and hence
the very creating of a set out there as we go along. There are cases in which,
by acting in a particular way after t(1), I can establish that my acts before
t(1) become a subset of another set of reduction sentences. In these cases I
establish in retrospect which tendency is expressed by my earlier act, and I
thus fix post actu the character of that act.’ A :

This has consequences for our attitude towards regretting our own actions.
The traditional, often religiously tinted reaction to such feelings of regret is
to beg forgiveness, or alternatively to try to diminish your karma. In the first
case you are dependent on somebody who imparts the desired forgiveness
(whether it be God or another person), in the second case the idea is that
your good deeds should outweigh your bad ones. Both cases are accompanied,
if the agent is sincere, by the resolution “never to do it again,” and in both

cases it is assumed that the character of the regretted deed remains more or

less fixed. It is precisely this last assumption, which is also implicit in
Williams (1976),. that is undermined. In our approach, we car combat our
regret in the most effective manner conceivable, namely by annihilating, in a
certain sense, the deed that we regretted. The possibility is made feasible

50f course, it is always possible to take a semantical or epistemological view, just as it is always
possible to be a hard-nosed skeptic, or to maintain an animistic outlook, or to regard all
events as consequences of divine intervention. Those positions are tenable, in the sense that
they are not inconsisterit. But the relevant question is whether they are fruitful, and there I |
have my doubts. I think that there are actions that are better accounted for by saying that
their character is determined by later actions, than by saying that their character acquires a new
description ldter on or by claiming that the1r character is revealed or discovered through the obser-
vations of later actions.. :
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sequence of challenging or premising notes might not be picked up by the
fellow musicians so that it perishes without trace). In this sense, then, the
later behaviour of a musician may determine the character of what he did
earlier — just as, to mention a non-musical example, my escapade last night
becomes either a mere incident or the beginning of a long and secret affair,
precisely because of my later actions.
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