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Abstract

I distinguish two different arguments against cognitivism in Bernard Williams’ writings on moral dilemmas. The first turns on there being a truth of the matter about what we ought to do in moral a dilemma. That argument can be met by appealing to our epistemic shortcomings and to pro tanto obligations. However, those responses make no headway with the second argument which concerns the rationality of the moral regret that we feel in dilemma situations. I show how the rationality of moral regret can be explained on an ‘independent desire’ model. And I show how Williams’ second argument only appears to have force because of a certain faulty way of conceiving of the issue over cognitivism. But Williams’ argument rightly alerts us to the rational role of desire in our moral thought. 

A generation ago, Bernard Williams urged that the existence of moral dilemmas creates a serious difficulty for the moral realist.
 His argument has the structure of a modus tollens: if moral realism is true, genuine moral ‘dilemmas’ or ‘conflicts’ cannot arise; but there are genuine dilemmas or conflicts; so moral realism is not true. The argument can be put equally well in terms of whether realism allows that dilemmas or conflicts have certain properties, rather than in terms of whether they can arise at all. But nothing hangs on this. 


I shall separate two arguments that can be found in Williams’ papers. One of these arguments has caught the attention of the philosophical public, generating a large literature. The other argument has been neglected. But, as we shall see, this neglected argument is the more powerful of the two. Those who have replied to Williams, have deflected the first argument, but not the second. In spite of the critical attention that has been lavished on Williams’ papers, what is most interesting has not yet been extracted. I shall present my own view of moral dilemmas as a response to Williams’ second argument.
  

1.  Realism, Dilemmas, and William's Two Arguments

1.1  Moral Realism and Criteria for Cognition 
Let us begin by saying something about what dilemmas are, and about how moral dilemmas are relevant to the debate over moral realism. 


At its barest, moral realism is the thesis that the world contains moral states of affairs. A moral state of affairs is the possession by something of a genuine moral property.
 It is a thesis about the world not about the mind. However, Williams’ argument assumes, in traditional style, that the crucial distinction is between ‘cognitive’ and ‘non-cognitive’ mental states. Williams is concerned to show that moral judgements are non-cognitive. This conclusion would connect with moral realism in that, if it can be shown that our moral judgements are non-cognitive, we could then infer that there are no moral states of affairs. 


Williams casts the issue in terms of the specific cognitive and non-cognitive states of belief and desire, but this is not essential to his argument. The difference between belief and desire is often expressed rather figuratively in terms of ‘direction of fit’: beliefs should fit the world, but the world should fit our desires. This is taken to be the idea that the raison d’être of a belief is to represent the world as it is; that’s what the truth of a belief consists in. The raison d’être of a desire, on the other hand, is satisfaction. But it is difficult to make any of this much more informative, since truth and satisfaction are parallel in many respects. To say that beliefs are connected with truth while desires are connected with satisfaction is to say very little. A more interesting attempt to explicate the distinction between beliefs and desires appeals to their different dispositional causal roles with respect to other propositional attitudes and non-mental causes and effects. But in my view, beliefs and desires are not distinguished by such causal roles but by their different rationalizing roles with respect to other propositional attitudes.
 Anyhow, let us assume that there is some significant distinction here and that either the dispositional or the normative account is true. 


The following problem then arises: how can we tell whether a certain sort of judgement is cognitive or non-cognitive? Are moral judgements, for example, more like beliefs or more like desires?
 In my view, the most illuminating way to interpret Williams is to see him as proposing that we use a certain feature as a criterion for distinguishing cognitive from non-cognitive states. He then urges that moral judgements have the feature which is characteristic of non-cognitive states. Ergo, moral judgements are non-cognitive and moral realism is false. 


The litmus test which Williams offers us for the purpose of diagnosing whether moral judgements are cognitive or non-cognitive is peculiar in that it is not applied in the case of every moral judgement. It only applies to that special sub-class of moral judgements that we make in ‘conflict’ situations. Williams makes the assumption that if we can show, by means of the criterion, that the moral judgements in this sub-class are non-cognitive, we can infer that other moral judgements are similar in nature. 


The criterial feature which Williams proposes is a difference between beliefs and desire that only emerges in these conflict situations. Two beliefs ‘conflict’ when they cannot both be true. (This impossibility may be due to some further contingent matter of fact or it may be due to a metaphysical or logical impossibility.) Two desires ‘conflict’ when they cannot both be satisfied. (Similarly, this may be due to a contingent matter of fact or it may be due to a metaphysical or logical impossibility.) Williams argues that we treat conflicts differently in each case; we have a different attitude towards a conflict depending on whether it is a conflict of beliefs or of desires. It is this difference in attitude which we can use as a criterion for the difference between beliefs and desires, or between cognitive and non-cognitive states. The difference in our attitude to the conflict in each case derives from the different natures of beliefs and desires. 


Now Williams has two different accounts of the difference in attitude, and this generates the two arguments that I find in Williams. The first difference in attitude is that when we decide to act on one of two conflicting desires, we have a certain attitude of tolerance towards the neglected desire; and this is unlike our attitude to a belief which we have rejected in favour of some other conflicting belief. The second difference is that we may feel a rational regret when we realize that a desire is unsatisfied, but not when we realize that a belief is false. Williams argues that, in these respects, our attitude to the moral judgements on which we decide not to act when we are caught in moral dilemmas shows that these moral judgements are more like desires than beliefs. And Williams would have us infer that all moral judgements are non-cognitive. There is a general criterion, and then its application to morality. But Williams’ argument takes two different directions depending on which criterion we employ. Williams does not distinguish these two arguments, but as will become apparent, it is essential to do so. Let us now look at these two arguments in more detail. 

1.2  The First Argument

The argument, which turns on our tolerance towards the rejected obligation, occurs in ‘Consistency and Realism’ and in a slightly modified form in part of ‘Ethical Consistency’. In ‘Consistency and Realism’, Williams writes: 

… on a realist view, the significance of consistency, and the explanation of it as an aim, are going to come down to the simple point that moral judgements being straightforwardly assertions, two inconsistent moral judgements cannot both be true, and hence (truth being the aim of assertions) cannot both be acceptable: one of them must be rejected; its reasons must be defective; something must be wrong. (‘Consistency and Realism’, pp. 204-5.) 

whereas: 

… the non-realist approach may well allow for the possibility that one can be forced to two inconsistent moral judgements about the same situation, each of them backed by the best possible reasons, and each of them firmly demanding acceptance; and while action or advice demands deciding between them, it does not demand — or permit — deciding that either of them was wrong, or only apparently a requirement of the situation. The inconsistency does not necessarily show that something was wrong — except with the situation. Whereas on the realist view, this just could not ultimately be the state of affairs. (‘Consistency and Realism’, p. 205; see also ‘Ethical Consistency’, p.172.) 

The argument hinges on the idea that for a cognitivist there is a truth of the matter about what we ought to do. Williams thinks that the cognitivist, and only the cognitivist, thinks that it cannot both be the case that we ought to do something and that we ought not to do it. So tolerance towards the rejected judgement of obligation appears to be ruled out. The judgement is defective and so should be abandoned. 


This argument occurs again but with a modest extension in ‘Ethical Consistency’, where he wrote, famously: 

It seems to me to be a fundamental criticism of many ethical theories that their accounts of moral conflict and its resolution do not do justice to the facts of regret and related considerations: basically because they eliminate from the scene the ought that is not acted upon. A structure appropriate to conflicts of belief is projected on to the moral case; one by which the conflict is basically adventitious, and a resolution of it disembarrasses one of a mistaken view which for a while confused the situation. Such an approach must be inherent in purely cognitivist accounts of the matter; since it is just a question of which of the conflicting ought statements is true, and they cannot both be true, to decide correctly for one of them must be to be rid of error with respect to the other… (‘Ethical Consistency’, p. 175.) 

Here the feeling of regret is playing a role. But it is clear, from the words ‘basically because’ that its role is wholly dependent on the point about there being a truth of the matter for the realist but not for the non-realist. Williams’ argument is that in circumstances where obligations conflict, we have a certain attitude of tolerance towards each of the conflicting obligations. Such dilemmas are not resolvable ‘without remainder’, in the sense that when we decide to act on one judgement rather than the other, we do not thereby have to think of that other judgement as being defective — as having been false all along, and thus only worthy of rejection. But on a non-cognitivist view, it might be quite legitimate, and even commendable, to feel regret at not acting on a certain obligation, even if we think that overall we acted for the best. Williams’ argument against cognitivism is that it cannot explain such tolerance and the legitimacy of such feelings of regret. For the cognitivist thinks that our moral judgements cognize an independent moral reality. Thus, either the moral state of the world is such that it is, on balance, morally better to do one act rather than some alternative, so we ought to do it and feel no regret for not doing the alternative, or else it is morally worse than the alternative and we ought not to do the act, and again, no regret is appropriate. (Even if both actions are equally good, we then ought to do either one; it does not matter which we do, so long as we do one of them; and yet again, no regret is appropriate.)

1.3  The Second Argument
William’s second argument turns on a difference between what makes cognitive and non-cognitive states disappear. This argument only appears in ‘Ethical Consistency’, and as we shall see it is more interesting and less easy to meet than the first argument which attracted most of the limelight. 


Williams writes: 

Suppose the conflict ends in a decision, and, in the case of desire, action; in the simplest case, I decide that one of the conflicting beliefs is true and not the other, or I satisfy one of the desires and not the other. The rejected belief cannot substantially survive this point, because to decide that a belief is untrue is to abandon, i.e., no longer to have, that belief. ... A rejected desire, however, can if not survive the point of decision, at least reappear on the other side of it in one or another guise. It may reappear, for instance, as a general desire for something of the same sort as the object rejected in the decision; or as a desire for another particular object of the same sort; or — and this is the case that will concern us most — if there are no substitutes, the opportunity for satisfying that desire having irrevocably gone, it may reappear in the form of regret for what was missed. (‘Ethical Consistency’, pp. 169-70.) 

Williams is here contrasting apprehending the falsity of a belief, with apprehending the unsatisfaction of a desire: in the former case, the state disappears, while in the latter, it may persist, or be transformed into an emotion which is closely connected with the desire. This is connected with the idea that belief and desire have different ‘directions of fit’: belief is supposed to fit the world, but the world is supposed to fit desire. A difference between belief and desire is what makes them disappear. Apprehending the falsity of belief is like apprehending the satisfaction of desire. For in both such cases, the state in question tends to evaporate. And apprehending the truth of belief is like apprehending the unsatisfaction of desire. For in both such cases, the state in question tends to persist. Moreover — although this does not feature in the above quotation — it is sometimes important to the argument as Williams presents it that this persistence is rational. Williams vacillates on this issue. 


The problem for moral cognitivism then arises because in the case of moral conflicts: 

If I eventually choose for one side of the conflict rather than the other, this is a possible ground of regret… (‘Ethical Consistency’, p. 172.) 

Williams goes on to emphasize two important points about moral regret. Firstly, this regret is a distinctively moral regret — it is regret grounded in the thought that I have done something morally wrong, not merely that something bad has happened as a consequence of what I did (‘Ethical Consistency’, pp. 173-75). And second, this regret is rational  (Notice that he uses the word ‘ground’ in the quotation. See also ‘Ethical Consistency’, p. 172 and p. 175.). 


William’s thought is that if the judgement that we ought to do an act is a cognitive state, and we add the belief that we have offended an obligation even though we acted for the best, then it would be rational for the cognitive state to evaporate entirely, leaving no residue. On the other hand, if thinking that we ought to do an act is a matter of having some non-cognitive attitude towards it, plus we believe that we have offended an obligation even though we acted for the best, then Williams thinks that it would be rational for the non-cognitive state not to be extinguished; it should either persist or else get transformed into a different sort of non-cognitive state, such as regret. But Williams argues that there is often such a residue when we are in moral dilemmas, which we do not think irrational. Hence moral judgements must be non-cognitive and moral realism is false. This argument can also be put in purely dispositional terms. But since I prefer the normative account of direction of fit, I shall focus on the rational version of the argument. Those who prefer a purely dispositional account of direction of fit can substitute purely dispositional notions. 


This second argument, from the rational persistence of moral regret, appears only in ‘Ethical Consistency’, and it does not just turn on there being a truth of the matter. Instead, the argument turns on the different rational connections that obtain between emotions and beliefs, on the one hand, and between emotions and desires, on the other. 

1.4  Conceptions of Dilemmas

(a) At first sight, there seem to be two ways to deflate Williams’ arguments, corresponding to each of the two premises of the modus tollens. We can either argue that moral realism can after all account for moral dilemmas and our attitude to them, or else we can argue that there are no moral dilemmas in the first place. Since I shall pursue the former strategy, I will say why I shall not pursue the latter strategy. 


There are various different theoretical ways of conceiving of dilemmas. We should not assume that because the ordinary words ‘dilemma’ and ‘conflict’ are used by those who discuss this issue, ordinary notions are therefore in play. The notion of a moral ‘dilemma’ or ‘conflict’ is to some degree a technical one. How far some notion fits our thoughts and experiences in the sorts of situation under discussion will be an open question. It is, of course, no immediate objection to some more artificial notion that it differs from the notion that we ordinarily employ. But this will affect the extent to which we can deploy our intuitions about such cases in philosophical argument. 


In some sense it is undeniable that there are dilemmas. Dilemmas have a phenomenology. There is something it is like to be in a dilemma. We are gripped by them. We agonize over what to do. It may not be easy to say what exactly is dilemmerish about dilemmas. But whatever account we give needs to respect the phenomenology. Williams is importantly right to emphasize the feelings we have when caught in dilemmas and when we reflect on them afterwards. We get het up about moral dilemmas; obligations matter to us. The existence of dilemmas in some sense or other is a given. 


When dilemmas are characterized in certain theoretical ways, it may turn out to be controversial whether there are dilemmas. The trouble with such ways of characterizing dilemmas is that it is not clear what interest such a characterization could have if it turns out to be an empty abstraction which applies to nothing. What we need is a conception which does justice to the reality in which we are interested. And that means that the conception must do justice to the phenomenology. Because of the phenomenology of dilemmas, in some sense we know when we are in a dilemma, and thus we know that there are dilemmas. The strategy of meeting Williams’ argument by denying the premise that there are dilemmas is too easy.

(b) How exactly should we characterize moral dilemmas? As Williams and most others conceive of the matter, a moral dilemma, or a genuine moral dilemma, occurs when one moral obligation dictates one action, and another obligation dictates a different action, but we cannot comply with both. 


Unfortunately, dilemmas cannot be so simply characterized: we must distinguish being in a dilemma from merely thinking that we are. As Williams sets it up, we are in a dilemma when there are two competing obligations. It is not that we think there are. Let us use the label ‘psychological’ to denote a conception of a dilemma according to which we think that we are subject to two obligations which cannot both be fulfilled. On the other hand, let us say that we are in a ‘non-psychological’ dilemma when it is simply the case that we are subject to two competing incompatible obligations. (Alternatively, we could speak of ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ conceptions of dilemmas.)


How interesting is the purely non-psychological conception? Could we really be in a dilemma of which we have not the remotest inkling? Consider two traditional examples but with the psychological element removed. Imagine that at Aulis, Agamemnon had not thought twice about it, and had gone straight ahead and sacrificed his daughter: would it still have been true to say that even though he was not gripped by a dilemma, there was a dilemma about what he ought to do? Was he in a dilemma, although he did not know it? Imagine that Sartre’s student had thought that it was obviously correct to look after his mother and not fight for freedom: was there nevertheless a dilemma which he wasn’t aware of? (Maybe the existence of a non-psychological dilemma means that we ought to be in a psychological dilemma, but that is another matter.) Surely we are gripped by dilemmas. But if dilemmas were non-psychological, they might completely pass us by. Moreover, the non-psychological conception creates too many dilemmas. Could we have been in countless dilemmas to which we have not given the slightest thought? 


Now consider the opposite sort of case where there is a psychological dilemma but no non-psychological dilemma. Imagine someone who thinks that they ought to do one thing, and that they ought also to do something else, and that they cannot do both; but in fact all three of these beliefs are false! My intuition is that in some sense they are still in a dilemma. For example, consider a Nazi torn between fighting for ‘Lebensraum’ at the front and killing the defenceless at home. Surely the Nazi is in a moral dilemma in some sense — or an immoral dilemma (!) if you like — even though the relevant moral judgements are false, and even if both actions are in fact compatible. 


The first sort of case shows that we feel some tendency to think that a psychological dilemma is necessary for a dilemma as we ordinarily think of it, and the second sort of case shows that we feel some tendency to think that a psychological dilemma is sufficient for a dilemma as we ordinarily think of it.


I have been appealing to intuitions concerning our ordinary conception of a dilemma. Perhaps nothing hangs on this and we should simply separate two notions. Perhaps we should say that a non-psychological dilemma is neither necessary nor sufficient for a psychological dilemma. Our ordinary notion of a dilemma may be conjunctive: it may be that of being in a dilemma (a non-psychological dilemma) and thinking that you are (a psychological dilemma). Or it may be disjunctive. In fact it turns out that the non-psychological conception of dilemmas figures more in Williams’ first argument and the psychological conception of dilemmas figures more in his second argument. The important point, however, is that we should be aware of the difference and of the way this affects the argument. My hunch is that dilemmas must either be purely psychological dilemmas or conjunctive dilemmas because only a psychological conception of dilemmas, or a partly psychological conception, can respect the phenomenology. But I do not want to insist on that.  

(c) There are separable problems of prediction which may complicate matters in a real example. Some of our feelings when we are caught in moral dilemmas arise from not knowing how things will turn out. But this is not very interesting philosophically; for the most interesting moral dilemmas arise even under perfect knowledge of the future natural facts. Consider a non-moral example. Some prudential dilemmas are plausibly analyzed in terms of prediction and probability. Consider The Bus Stop Dilemma. One often finds oneself caught between waiting for a bus or starting to walk. If one waits, then by the time one arrives it might have been better to walk. But if one starts to walk, the bus may overtake one between stops and it would have been better to wait. There is a fact of the matter about whether it would be prudentially better to walk or wait. It is just that from the vantage point of the bus-stop, the truth about this vexing matter is unknowable. (I am afraid that this is a rather pedestrian example.) Or consider the Roulette Dilemma, I can choose between putting all of my chips on red or all on black; I will either be rich or ruined. If I could see into the future and see where the ball will land, there would be no problem and no dilemma. Here the question is not whether it will really be in my interest if I win the money. That is assumed. It is simply that I do not know the future natural facts. However, we certainly can imagine more interesting prudential dilemmas which are not a matter of prediction. An example from Philippa Foot: one might be torn between a life of adventure and excitement as against a happy domestic life.
 Similarly, in morality, we might be in a merely predictive dilemma if we were unsure about the consequences of two alternative actions. But moral dilemmas of a more interesting sort arise even when we are sure of the future natural facts. Agamemnon had no doubt about the future facts that were consequential on his choice at Aulis. Philosophically interesting dilemmas are not predictive dilemmas; predictive dilemmas would dissolve if knowledge of the relevant natural facts were added.

(d) There is one hopeless but strangely popular account of dilemmas, according to which, when we are in a dilemma, we are torn between rival ‘virtues’, such as kindness, justice, sincerity, loyalty, honesty, etc. Many philosophers have urged that there are a ‘plurality’ of these ‘virtues’ which are ‘incommensurable’. Saying this is supposed to explain what is going on in a dilemma. But in fact this no explanation at all. ‘Incommensurability’ is just introduced as that which somehow explains dilemmas. But we need to know what ‘incommensurability’ is, and what explains it. Otherwise we have just introduced a fancy word which does no work. Perhaps our character traits can be easily ranked. If that were so, one would not need to be torn between the various ‘virtues’ when we act on those traits. And if they cannot be ranked, or if they cannot be ranked easily, then we need to ask why not. The ‘incommensurability’ of the virtues is not supposed to be an epistemological matter. It is not just that we do now know how to rank the virtues, but that they cannot, in principle, be ranked. There is supposed to be something about the virtues which precludes mutual ranking. But why? Perhaps there are a ‘pluralism’ of different virtues, but those virtues do determine some overall obligation in particular situations. Or if not, we need to know why not. Despite the popularity of the appeal to the incommensurability of the virtues in the literature on dilemmas, it does not begin to help us to understand dilemmas. It is a blind alley. 


This is all I want to say about what dilemmas are for the moment, even though there is more to be said. I shall say something in the area of prima facie obligations in section 2.2.

2.  The First Argument and the Epistemic and Pro Tanto Accounts

2.1  The Epistemic Account 
I shall now describe two ways in which a realist can reply to Williams’ first argument. 


According to the first reply, moral dilemmas arise from our epistemic situation with respect to moral truth — that the moral truth may outrun our ability to know it.
 The suggestion is that we should extend a more general account of ‘cognitive dilemmas’, about what to believe, to the moral case. We can then see ‘practical dilemmas’, about what to do, as having their source in moral cognitive dilemmas. Perhaps this will allow us to do justice to tolerance towards the rejected obligation and the consequent problematic phenomenology. The idea is to work from cognitive dilemmas to practical dilemmas, and from there to regret. 


Begin with cognitive dilemmas: it is common to be torn over whether to believe something. For example, we might once have been torn over whether to believe that the world was round or flat. Even if we decide, on balance, that it is more reasonable to believe that the world is round (or flat), there may still be a ‘remainder’ which makes the opposite belief attractive. We are not always sure what to believe. Now, as a consequence of such a cognitive dilemma, we might find ourselves in a practical dilemma over what to do. For example, we might be in a dilemma about whether or not to set out on a long sea voyage. Maybe we will fall off the edge of the earth! 


It is open to the moral realist to say something similar about moral beliefs. Sometimes it is very hard to judge which is the better of two actions. Perhaps their merits are difficult to compare. This cognitive dilemma will then generate a practical dilemma when we come to act in the light of our moral judgements. For if we cannot rank the worth of the alternative actions, we will not know what we ought to do. Or if we cannot rank actions easily, we will not be confident in our judgement about what to do. This can explain our feeling of being torn during deliberation, and the nagging feeling that we may have done the wrong thing, for all we know. It is reasonable to feel regret if we have done something which we think may be wrong. For example, the cognitive dilemma of Sartre’s youth may have been one about which action is the more obligatory. The dilemma about how to act arises from the cognitive dilemma of not knowing which obligation should take precedence. For the sake of variety, consider an aesthetic dilemma: we might not be able to deliver a confident verdict about whether Donne or Pope is the better poet; so if we only had enough money to buy one book of poetry, we would be in a dilemma about which to get.
 In cases like this, we are bound to feel torn. It is so hard to judge that even if we come to accept one judgement, it is reasonable to have an attitude of tolerance towards the judgement which, on balance, we reject. When we come to act, we are bound to feel a pull towards the judgement on which we did not act, and thus feel some regret for doing what we did. 


In a dilemma, our cognitive occlusion may be total, or it may be partial. We may have absolutely no idea which of two conflicting actions is the better one. In that case we may suspend judgement, even though we may be forced to act one way or the other. One action is in fact more obligatory — it is just that we cannot tell which. God might know what to do, but the moral truth completely transcends our limited human capacity to know. This seems to be the view of Socrates in the Apology, that we inadequate mortals can never achieve moral knowledge; we are stuck with mere belief.
 The moral truth lies beyond our reach. However, we only require the more modest and less dramatic thesis that in some problematic cases — those which generate dilemmas — the moral truth is very difficult to ascertain. Our cognitive occlusion might be partial, we might find the case very difficult to judge, but not impossible; we may tentatively decide that one act is in fact the better one. (This sort of cognitive problem must be distinguished from the case where the problem is that of knowing what the natural facts are — as in a predictive dilemma. The cognitive problem in a moral dilemma is not that of knowing the natural facts, but of knowing which moral values they determine.)


Williams is right that if we really and truly, honest-to-God, know that p, then there is no remaining temptation to think that not-p. But only if we do really know that p. Life is not always so simple. And no cognitivist need suppose that it is.
 It is sometimes unfairly assumed that moral cognitivism means that we have infallible intuitions or that we would have certain knowledge of self-evident moral truths. But not only can cognitivism endorse a modest fallibilism about moral knowledge, it can embrace the idea that in at least some cases, the moral truth may be quite beyond our ken.

2.2  The Pro Tanto Account 

A second way with Williams’ first argument is the ‘pro tanto’ approach.
 Forget any Socratic uncertainty over what degree of value to ascribe to things. Imagine that an act — doing X — is obligatory in virtue of having the natural property A. And imagine in addition that an incompatible act, Y, is obligatory in virtue of some other natural property B. Overall, or all things considered, it might be true that X ought to be done over and above Y, in virtue of the obligation determined by the property [A & B].
 If we do X, we do what we ought to, overall, but we do something pro tanto wrong since we do not do Y. Moral regret or guilt is then appropriate to that pro tanto wrong. Thus on the pro tanto account there is room for respect and sympathy towards the rejected judgement of obligation because it describes a real obligation that was binding on us, and so there is room for the regret that we could not act on it.


I should note — as others have done — that the contrast between the obligation generated by the overall situation and pro tanto obligations generated by aspects of the overall situation is not the contrast between real and apparent obligations. For each of the obligations is a real obligation. We should avoid using the jargon of ‘prima facie’ obligation, although the present point corresponds to a point that is sometimes made by means of that jargon.
 


In some cases, we may come to think that there is nothing to choose between the competing actions and neither of them is preferable. The claims on each side might be equally strong. Let us call such dilemmas ‘Buridan’s Ass Dilemmas’. These dilemmas do not raise any deep problems: in such cases it does not matter which of the two actions we do, so long as we do one or the other. Each act is permissible. In a Buridan’s Ass Dilemma neither act is preferable. But many dilemmas are not Buridan’s Ass Dilemmas. 


At the end of ‘Consistency and Realism’, Williams writes of two incompatible judgements, each firmly demanding acceptance. If these are thought of as overall moral judgements, then the existence of such conflicts or dilemmas is indeed ruled out on a realist account, as on any sensible account. There might be two aspects of the overall situation which generate equally strong obligations. That would generate a Buridan’s Ass Dilemma. But if we are talking about the obligations generated by the overall situation, then it is very dubious whether there are such dilemmas. Here we should agree with those, such as Earl Conee, who flatly deny the existence of moral dilemmas.
 But if we focus on the pro tanto obligations generated by aspects of the overall situation, dilemmas can emerge. When one does what one thinks one ought to, overall, any moral regret that one feels only arises via the thought that one has offended a pro tanto obligation; it does not arise via the thought that one has done the wrong thing overall. 


The pro tanto account lies between two extremes. On one extreme view, we do nothing at all wrong in a dilemma when we act on the overall obligation. So when we act on the lesser evil, moral regret is irrational. This is too weak. On the other extreme view, a dilemma consists of two or more incompatible overall judgements of obligations. This is too strong. There is no reason to believe in such dilemmas. But on the middle way, there are different pro tanto obligations which are determined by aspects of the overall situation, and the conjunction of these aspects determines the overall obligation. If we act on the overall obligation we offend at least one pro tanto obligation which points the other way. 

3.  The Second Argument and the Desire-dependent Account

3.1  More to Do
So far so good. We have two ways to deal with Williams’ first argument. However, we cannot meet William’s second argument in the way that we met his first. To recall, the second argument was that there is something about the way the emotion of moral regret arises in dilemmas which shows that moral judgements are more like desires than beliefs. When we realize we have an unsatisfied desire, that rationalizes regret. But when we realize we have a false belief, that does not rationalize regret. We should just change the belief and move on. No feeling is called for. Now it seems that the recognition that we have offended a moral obligation in a dilemma situation can rationalize moral regret. But if moral judgements are beliefs, it is difficult to see why that moral regret would be rational.  


First, consider the epistemic account: it seems that the nagging feeling that we may have done something wrong for all we know would not rationalize moral regret if moral judgements are beliefs. For we often think that moral regret is appropriate where we are convinced that we definitely have done the best action overall. It is not that we are not sure which action is right. Second, consider the pro tanto account: if moral judgements are beliefs, why would the judgement that we have done something wrong — whether pro tanto or overall — generate any moral regret? A belief alone cannot rationalize an emotion. So if judgements about ignored pro tanto obligations are beliefs, they cannot rationally generate regret. The two strategies for meeting the first argument make no headway with the second because they do not capture the rationality of our feelings and they do not capture their specifically moral nature. But these two features are part of the problematic phenomenology of moral dilemmas.

3.2  A Desire-dependent Account of Rational Moral Regret
I shall suggest one possible model for explaining the phenomenology of moral dilemmas from a cognitivist perspective. I shall not give a positive argument for this model. I realize that the suggestion is controversial. But that will not matter for diagnostic purposes and for the purpose of ensuring at least a draw with Williams. With the model in hand, the cognitivist has available a line of defense against Williams’ second argument. Moreover we will be in a position to diagnose the source of the argument. 

Consider first a way of accounting for the phenomenology of prudential dilemmas. In the Bus Stop Dilemma, the feelings of impatience while waiting and of annoyance while being overtaken should be explained by seeing them as consequential on a prudential desire to complete the journey speedily. And in the Roulette Dilemma, there are plenty of prudential desires in play to account for the feeling of apprehension as the ball whizzes round, and for the feelings of pleasure or disappointment when it lands. In these cases, it is plausible that feelings are (rationally) generated by prudential desires together with prudential beliefs about the actual or likely satisfaction of those desires. These feelings are prudential in content, and they are quite reasonable. No one would say that these prudential feelings are irrational and ought to be rejected, and this is because they have their source in prudential desire. 


Now turn to morality. We can spell out an analogous desire-dependent model in three steps. 


First: if we think that moral judgements are beliefs, we can admit the existence and importance of propositional attitudes of other sorts which have the same ‘realistic representational content’ as moral beliefs. ‘Realistic moral representational content’ is, roughly, the representation of objects or events as possessing genuine moral properties. If we have beliefs with realistic moral representational content, we can also have desires with such content. For instance, we may want to fulfil our moral obligations.


Second: such moral desires might be general; but together with various particular moral beliefs, a general moral desire can rationally spawn a multitude of particular moral desires. Suppose we have a general lust to do anything we morally ought to do, and this moral lust is quite indiscriminate; we don’t care how we do it or where we do it, so long as we do it. Suppose also that we believe that actions X, Y, and Z are all morally obligatory. Then the general moral desire will rationally generate the moral desires to do X, Y and Z — even if one or more of those actions are mutually incompatible. 


Third: since there are such moral desires in play in moral dilemmas, then we should expect that there are also moral feelings which are dependent on our beliefs about the actual or likely satisfaction or non-satisfaction of moral desires. Moral feelings, for a cognitivist about moral judgements, are propositional attitudes with moral representational content. If we can have desires with moral representational content, we can also have emotions with such content. And those moral feelings are rationalized by a belief/desire pair — in particular by a belief/desire pair both of which have moral representational content.


These three steps give the cognitivist the resources to account for the rationality of moral regret in conflict situations. Suppose that we have a pre-existing, background moral desire to fulfil our pro tanto moral obligations, and we also have the belief that both action X and action Y are morally pro tanto obligatory. But imagine, in addition, that we believe that we cannot do both X and Y. Then we will have a desire to do action X as well as a desire to do action Y. Then, if we do X, we should expect the moral desire to do Y, together with the belief that we have not done so, rationally to yield moral regret for not doing Y. Not all our particular moral desires will have been satisfied. At this point, the account of the rationality of moral regret presupposes the pro tanto account; but the pro tanto account by itself is not enough.


On this account, then, regret arises in moral dilemmas because we have at least one particular moral desire which we believe we cannot satisfy. If we believe that we have, or are likely to have, a frustrated moral desire, then it is only to be expected that we experience moral regret — even though we may have other moral desires which we believe are satisfied. 


Perhaps we have a second-order general moral desire to maximize the satisfaction of our array of particular moral desires. If so, our general second-order moral desire would have been satisfied to a lesser degree than it might have been. Moral regret might then arise from this second-order moral desire in the way that a very hungry person who merely has an appetizer will regret that there is not more to eat, even though the appetizer was good as far as it went. We are given a taste of the good which is the object of our general moral desire, but our general yen for goodness has not been as well satisfied as it might have been. However, whether or not there are such second-order moral desires, an unsatisfied particular desire may generate regret. 


It seems, then, that on a desire-dependent account, a moral cognitivist can explain the feelings which beset us in moral dilemmas. This account, I believe, yields a satisfactory explanation of the nature of our feelings in moral dilemmas: crucially, the phenomenology would be a moral phenomenology, and it would make such regret rational. 

3.3  Comments on the Desire-dependent Account: 

(a) Discussions of the rationality of moral regret go down the wrong track when they take the question of whether regret is reasonable or rational as the question of whether it is admirable or praiseworthy in some moral sense, or a good thing, in some broader sense.
 There may be interesting questions here. But there is a more basic sense of ‘rational’ according to which regret is rationally related to moral belief only if there is a matching of content between the two propositional attitudes. This is the sense in which the desire-dependent model makes moral regret reasonable for a moral cognitivist, although there may well be other questions about whether such rationally produced regret is a morally good thing. 

(b) It might be argued that this combination of the desire-dependent account plus the pro tanto account is question-begging. Why would it be rational to regret that we have done something merely pro tanto morally wrong even though we did the morally right thing overall? If we did the best thing overall, surely any moral regret for not doing something else would be irrational. And merely regretting that the world is such that both obligations cannot be fulfilled would not be a distinctively moral regret, in the sense that I think that I have done something morally wrong. Presumably, what we really care about is discharging our overall moral obligation. Why would it be rational to care about neglected pro tanto obligations? Surely, our only background desire would be to do what we ought to do overall; and we ought not to care about pro tanto obligations except insofar as the contribute to the overall obligation. Why on earth should we have a general background desire to fulfil pro tanto obligations? It would be an irrational fetishistic desire. However, we can turn this dialectic around. Why do we desire to discharge our overall obligations? Surely we only care about our overall obligations because we care about our pro tanto tanto obligations. The primary moral data are the moral obligations that are thrust upon us. I take this to mean that we have moral obligations which are determined by the natural properties that we instantiate.
 But such natural properties might not be ‘total’ natural properties — conjunctions of all of a things natural properties. A non-total natural property might determine a moral obligation which has to compete with others. There are other non-total natural properties which determine competing moral obligations. An overall obligation is only a pro tanto obligation which wins through in the struggle for moral survival. Our overall obligations are determined by our pro tanto obligations. Without pro tanto obligations there would be no overall obligations. So, if we care about overall moral obligations, we must care about pro tanto moral obligations. 

(c) It might be objected that someone might lack the background desire, and if so, moral regret would no longer be rational. But we should not worry about admitting this consequence. It is true that on the account I propose, the rationality of regret flows from desire. But this fits the way we do assess the rationality of emotions. Imagine someone who felt great joy in the fact that a certain team won a game, although he did not want them to win. This would be a case of irrationality. Similarly, when the background moral desire is absent, the desire-dependent account does indeed render moral feelings irrational. But that is how it should be. In typical cases of moral dilemmas — Agamemnon at Aulis and Sartre’s student — the agent is very concerned to discharge his obligations; that is why the dilemma strikes so hard. It is the moral concern which generates moral feelings in conflict situations. So we can understand why someone without the background moral concerns would not agonize in such situations. They would not be in a psychological dilemma, and so there would be no question of moral regret. 

(d) Some species of moral realists might be able to explain regret without postulating independent moral desires. A more ‘internalist’ realist than I have envisaged might try to explain the phenomenology of regret by saying that beliefs about pro tanto obligations alone can rationally generate motivations and feelings. If particular moral judgements can rationally generate desires and feelings, by themselves, then it might be rational if these desires and feelings were produced by the moral judgements that we neglect in dilemma situations. I doubt that such an internalist model is feasible. But if it is, it could also explain the rationality of moral regret. An account of moral emotion, and of moral regret in particular, can ride on the back of a general account of the connection between moral judgement and motivation. Externalist views of that relation yield desire-dependent accounts of the rationality of moral emotion, whereas internalist views of the relation between moral judgement and motivation yield desire-independent accounts of the rationality of moral emotion. My view is that internalist views are implausible, but this is not the place to argue that. 

3.4  Diagnosis

Why does Williams not consider one or other of these cognitivist accounts of the feelings which surface in dilemmas. If we have here the basis for a satisfactory reply, then why did Williams not consider this? The trouble, I conjecture, is that Williams assumes — along with many others — that the debate over the nature of moral thought devolves upon a choice between the cognitive and non-cognitive, between belief and desire. But in my view, this opposition is too simplistic. The crucial question we should be asking about moral thought is about the representational content of propositional attitudes, it is not one about the type of propositional attitude. On a realist view, moral judgements have moral representational content, which means that they are states which represent moral states of affairs, and when true are true in virtue of the state of affairs which they represent. But there is no reason why someone who thinks that our moral judgements are beliefs which represent an independently existing moral realm should not admit other kinds of propositional attitudes with similar representational content. A moral realist who is a moral cognitivist about moral judgements can admit that we have moral emotions. That some of our moral thought consists of feelings is neutral between cognitivism and non-cognitivsm.


In sum, the externalist desire-dependent account of moral regret can supply what Williams demands of a satisfactory account of the moral regret which afflicts us in dilemma situations. I have not shown that the desire-dependent account is correct, but so long as it stands as an option, Williams’ second and more powerful argument loses its force. The argument only appears to have force in the first place if we fail to see the desire-dependent model because of an attachment to the traditional way of thinking about the issue about the nature of moral thought — as a choice between cognitive and non-cognitive. If we accept the desire-dependent account, we can then agree with Williams about something important. We can allow that he was right to think that his argument shows that there must be moral desires in play in order to account for the phenomena of moral regret. This is the insight behind the argument. But the argument does not show that there are no moral cognitive states as well. Although Williams has not given us an argument against moral realism, he has taught us something important.
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