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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: THE RATIONALITY OF REGRET
Seungchul Yang

We often sincerely regret what we did or failed to do, believing that we should have acted otherwise. In
many such cases, the action we now wish we had performed was one we could not have performed; it was,
as we say, not our fault that we failed to do it. This is why we so often console someone who regrets by
telling her “it was not your fault”—a consolation that has force partly because it suggests that her belief “I
should have done it” is, strictly speaking, false, and there is, after all, nothing to regret.

However, such consolations are rarely offered as the literal verdict that the agent’s regret is
inappropriate. We offer them in the hope that she will be eased of a pain we do not really think she is
wrong to feel. Consider someone whose grave loss—say, the death of someone he loved—a very simple
act would have prevented. Even if the failure was in no way his fault, his regret seems entirely natural. We
might even expect it of him; it seems more appropriate for him to regret and to be eased by being told, “It
was not your fault,” than to have no regret at all, thinking, “It was not my fault, so there is nothing to
regret.”

Here is the puzzle. What is happening when we sincerely regret, believing that we should have acted
otherwise, even if the action we believe we should have performed was not genuinely available to us? And
what could make regret of this kind rational? My primary goal is to show that regret, even when based on
a false belief about what one should have done, can still be rational.

The first two chapters establish that the puzzle is genuine—that the central belief in such regret
really is false. The first chapter defends the principle that one has a decisive reason to do something only
if one can do it. The second chapter defends an internalist constraint on reasons whose ‘can’ covers not
only the action but also the agent’s motivation in performing it. Together, they show that when an agent
could not do, or could not have been motivated to do, what she now wishes she had done, she had no
decisive reason to do it—so her belief “I should have done it” is false, even though, in regretting, she feels
as if she had such a reason.

The third chapter explains how that false belief about practical reasons (“I should have done
otherwise”) can nonetheless be justified. I defend a Presumptive View of justification: one is justified in
believing that a reason exists on the basis of evidence for its source, without needing evidence that its
background conditions—including the internalist constraint—are satisfied. Since evidence of one’s own
past incapacity is rarely available, an agent can be fully justified in believing that she had a reason, and thus
that she should have acted, even when in reality she did not. This is what allows the central belief of regret
to be rational despite being false.

The fourth chapter applies this result to regret itself, showing how both of its components—the
belief “I should have done ...” and the fitting negative emotion toward not having done it—can be justified
even when the regretted action was beyond the agent’s capacity, and how the two components can further
justify one another. The fifth chapter then turns to a common answer to why regret is appropriate: its
benefits, such as forming a rational disposition toward better future decision-making. Such benefits look
like the wrong kind of reasons for an attitude. I argue, however, that because regret is a dynamic process
rather than a static state, its benefits can be generated within the process of regretting and shape its course
and object—and when this is so, they can be the right kind of reasons for regret.

While the main aim of this dissertation is to solve the philosophical puzzle of regret, I also hope it
offers some relief to those who suffer from regret. By showing that one can have reasons for regret even
without actual fault, and that it is not irrational to regret as if one were at fault even when one is not, 1
hope to provide both a philosophical resolution and a measure of personal consolation.
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