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Ambivalence and the Inconsistency of the Good Simon D. Feldman and Allan Hazlett The badness of having conflicting emotions is a familiar theme in academic ethics, clinical psychology, and commercial self-help, where emotional harmony is often put forward as an ideal. Many philosophers give emotional harmony pride of place in their theories of practical reason.1 Here we offer a defense of emotional conflict – or, more precisely, of a particular species of emotional conflict, namely, ambivalence – based on the idea that a person’s having conflicting emotions is an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good, i.e. to cases in which one and the same thing is both good and bad. 1



Ambivalence and wholeheartedness



We shall focus on a particular species of emotional conflict that Harry Frankfurt (1988, 1998, 2004) calls “ambivalence.” Ambivalence exists when “there is no univocal answer to the question of what the person really wants.” (1988, p. 165) This might be a situation in which “with respect to [some] object, he is drawn not only toward it but away from it too,” or because “the person’s preferences concerning what he wants are not fully integrated, so that there is some inconsistency or conflict … among them.” (Ibid.) When a person is ambivalent, “what is divided is neither a person’s reason nor his affects, but his will.” (1998, p. 98-9) Frankfurt writes: Insofar as someone is ambivalent, he is moved by incompatible preferences or attitudes regarding his affects or desires or regarding other elements of his psychic life. This volitional division keeps him from settling upon or from tolerating any coherent alternative or motivational identity. It means that he does not know what he really wants. (1998, p. 99)2 It may happen that a person truly loves something but that, at the same time, it is also true that he does not want to love it. Part of him loves it, as we might say, and part of him does not. There is a part of him that is opposed to his loving it, and that wishes he did not love it at all. In a word, the person is ambivalent. (2004, p. 91) This talk of “parts” of a person is metaphorical.3 Ambivalence is a species of inconsistency in desire; cases of ambivalence are cases in which someone both (i) See Velleman 2005, Zagzebski 2012, but especially Frankfurt 1988, 1998, 2004. We focus on Frankfurt’s work here. 2 Note that this articulation is misleading, as it implies that there is a fact of the matter about what the ambivalent person “really” wants. For Frankfurt, ambivalence entails indeterminacy in what a person “really” wants. 3 Plato (Republic, Book 4) seems to have thought that inconsistency in desire was impossible, and to have concluded that apparent incoherence in desire is actually just difference between a person’s rational, appetitive, and spirited parts. But this was a mistake: it cannot be the case that someone desires that p and also that she does not desire that p. But it is perfectly possible that someone desires that p and also that she desires that ~p. It’s not (as Plato says) that there’s two parts of Leontius, one 1



desires that p and (ii) desires that ~p. (Here we shall treat propositional desire as fundamental, and define other species of desire in terms of propositional desire. In particular, someone desires to Φ iff she desires de se that she Φ. Nothing will depend on this assumption.) When two desires are inconsistent, they cannot both be satisfied,4 and in this sense they are in conflict. That someone’s desires are inconsistent does not entail that said desires are inappropriate – this question should be left open. So inconsistency in desire is not necessarily a bad thing, just in virtue of being a species of inconsistency. Ambivalence, however, isn’t mere inconsistency in desire. Compare the reluctant smoker, who wants to smoke a cigarette but “really” wants not to smoke a cigarette. Here there is incoherence “between what the person really wants and other desires … that are external to the volitional complex with which the person identifies,” (1988, p. 165) whereas in ambivalence the “incoherence is within this volitional complex,” (Ibid.) such that the incoherent desires “are both wholly internal to a person’s will rather than alien to him.” (1998, p. 99) The ambivalent person is thus “radically divided and incoherent.” (1988, p. 164) So we need to say more to articulate the notion of ambivalence. We can do this with the help of Frankfurt’s conception of caring. For Frankfurt, caring is a species of desiring. In the case of someone who wants to go to a concert, “[h]is caring about the concert would essentially consist in his having and identifying with a higher-order desire … that this first-order desire not be extinguished or abandoned.” (1998, p. 161) Thus “whether a person cares about something pertains essentially to whether he is committed to his desire for it.” (Ibid.) A person’s values are embodied in what she cares about; when we identify what someone cares about, we have identified her values. Whether a particular instance of desiring amounts to caring is a matter of whether the individual “identifies herself” with the relevant desire. When you identify with a desire of yours, you approve of it (1988, p. 65), you desire that it not be extinguished or abandoned (1988, p. 161), and you desire that it move you to act (1988, pp. 164-7).5 Desires with which you do not identify are external to your will and alien to you (1988, pp. 58-61).6 Given all this, we can say that ambivalence exists when there is an unresolved conflict within what a person cares about. Thus when someone loves something, but “[t]here is a part of him that is opposed to his loving it, and that wishes he did not love it at all,” there is a conflict not only at the level of the relevant lower-order desires, but at the level of the relevant higher-order states as well. To love something is (for Frankfurt) to care about it, and care requires higher-order identification with lower-order desire – it requires that you be on the side of the relevant lower-order desire. Thus when someone loves something, but wishes she did not love it, there is division within the “volitional complex.” “An ambivalent person,” Frankfurt argues, “is simultaneously on both sides of the struggle within himself.” (1989, p. 138) The parties to the conflict, as it were, “are both wholly that wants to look at corpses and one that doesn’t; it’s just that Leontius both wants to look at corpses and wants not to look at corpses. 4 However, it may be impossible to satisfy two desires even if they are not inconsistent. 5 We leave open the question of whether identification is voluntary. Frankfurt argues that it is (1988, pp. 64-8, 1998, p. 137). 6 Caring about something is not the same as “really” wanting it. The latter requires wholeheartedness (more on which in a moment), whereas inconsistency in what a person cares about it possible.



internal to a person’s will rather than alien to him.” In other words, a person is ambivalent (about the proposition that p) when identifies with the members of an inconsistent set of desires (about the proposition that p). For Frankfurt, the solution to ambivalence is “wholeheartedness.” It is possible to escape ambivalence by identifying with one or the other, and not both, of the relevant inconsistent desires. In doing so the person will have made up his mind, where “[a] person who makes up his mind … seeks thereby to overcome or supersede a condition of inner division and to make himself into an integrated whole.” (1988, p. 174) Becoming wholehearted “requires … that the person become finally and unequivocally clear as to which side of the conflict he is on.” (2004, p. 91) In so doing, he will have become “wholehearted,” and there will be a fact of the matter about what he “really” wants. In other words, a person is wholehearted (about the proposition that p) when she identifies with a consistent set of her desires (about the proposition that p). Some comments of clarification. First, wholeheartedness doesn’t ensure consistency in desire. “The unwilling addict,” Frankfurt (1998) writes, “is wholeheartedly on one side of the conflict.” (p. 99) The reluctant smoker identifies with her desire not to smoke, her desire not to smoke is an instance of caring, and she does not identify with her desire to smoke, which is not an instance of caring. Second, for this reason, wholeheartedness doesn’t ensure lack of alienation. The reluctant smoker is alienated from her desire to smoke, despite her wholeheartedness about not smoking. She “finds herself” wanting to smoke, even though she does not identify with this desire. Third, wholeheartedness doesn’t ensure enkrateia or (in one sense) strength of will. Having identified with her desire not to smoke, the reluctant smoker may still continue to smoke. She doesn’t want her desire to smoke to move her to act. But it moves her all the same.7 Fourth, note that wholeheartedness and ambivalence are not exhaustive. A person (or “being”) who identifies neither with a consistent nor with an inconsistent set of her desires – a “wanton,” in Frankfurt’s terminology – is neither wholehearted nor ambivalent. Finally, note well that “ambivalence,” in Frankfurt’s sense, is not synonymous with one ordinary sense of the word in contemporary English, on which to say that someone is ambivalent about something is to say that she is indifferent to it, that she does not care one way or the other. Nor is it synonymous with “ambivalence” in the sense of indecisiveness (more on which below, §3.n).8 2



When ambivalence is appropriate



Our thesis is that ambivalence is an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good. Here we present our main argument for this (§2.1), argue that it is consistent with several meta-ethical views about value (§2.2), compare our



Furthermore, as Frankfurt (1988) argues, neither is wholeheartedness required for successful action, since “people often decide to do things which – whether they realize it or not – they would do in any case.” (p. 174) 8 The Oxford English Dictionary offers: “The coexistence in one person of contradictory emotions or attitudes (as love and hatred) towards a person or thing.” The American Heritage Dictionary offers both this and an alternative meaning: “Uncertainty or indecisiveness as to which course to follow.” 7



account of the appropriateness of ambivalence to one articulated by Pamela Greenspan (§2.3), and consider an objection to our argument (§2.4). 2.1



The inconsistency of the good



When we say that the good is inconsistent, we mean that there are cases in which both (i) it is (or would be) good that p and (ii) it is (or would be) good that ~p. We assume that it is (or would be) bad that p iff it is or would be good that ~p, and so to say that the good is inconsistent is to say that there are cases in which both (i) it is (or would be) good that p and (ii) it is (or would be) bad that p. In other words, to say that the good is inconsistent is to say that there are cases in which one and the same thing is both good and bad. Instances of the inconsistency of the good are familiar and commonplace: eating this piece of chocolate cake would be good (because pleasant), but also bad (because unhealthy); enacting such-and-such climate change legislation would be good (for the environment), but also bad (for the economy). It is illuminating to contrast the inconsistency of the good with the consistency of the true. It is never the case that it is both (i) true that p and (ii) true that ~p. Assuming that it is false that p iff it is true that ~p, this is just to say that it is never the case that it is both true that p and false that p. And this is just to say that one and the same proposition is never both true and false. Our premise is that the same cannot be said, mutatis mutandis, about goodness: one and the same proposition can be both good and bad.9 Given this premise, we are in a position to state our argument schematically. Assume that both (i) it is (or would be) good that p and (ii) it is (or would be) good that ~p. In this case, it is appropriate to both (i) desire that p and (ii) desire that ~p. But if it is appropriate to have those desires, then it is appropriate to identify with them, and so it is appropriate to be ambivalent (cf. §1). Ambivalence is therefore an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good. In a moment we’ll supplement this schematic argument with the description of a case of appropriate ambivalence. Let’s first note its two key assumptions. First, our argument assumes that, if a desire is appropriate, then it is appropriate to identify with that desire. This is plausible, given how we articulated the notion of identification (§1). Second, our argument assumes that, if it is (or would be) good that p, then it is appropriate to desire that p. What do we mean by “appropriate” here? We could just as well have said “fitting,” “correct,” “proper,” or “right.” You might defend our premise by appeal to the controversial Aristotelian account of desires as representations of goodness.10 On this view, it is correct to desire that p iff it is or would be good that p, and incorrect to desire that p iff it is or would be bad that p. Our argument requires only the sufficiency claim: that the goodness of the You might wonder whether the good is closed under entailment. For example, if it is good that p and good that ~p, is it good that p&~p? How this question gets answered won’t make a difference for our purposes here. 10 On which see Anscombe 1963, Stampe 1987, Oddie 2005, Tenenbaum 2007, Moss 2010, 2012. Compare Pamela Greenspan’s (1980) view that emotions involve taking “positions” on their objects (p. 229). 9



proposition that p is sufficient for the appropriateness of desiring that p. This provides a plausible explanation of two familiar phenomena. First, we often desire things on the basis of their apparent goodness; someone someone who wants to consume krill oil because she thinks it will improve her health. Second, we often criticize what people desire on the basis of their apparent badness; if krill oil is actually poisonous, I will appeal to that to try to convince you to stop wanting to consume it. The schematic argument (above) is hardly appealing without a concrete case that intuitively motivates our conclusion. Here’s is such a case: John was raised in an Intuit community in Canada. He developed in his adolescence, and retains at present, a commitment to the traditions of his community, including their annual whale hunt – this commitment is among his values. However, while at college John became interested in animal welfare, and developed a commitment to the wellbeing of animals, including whales – and this commitment is among his values as well. John returns home one summer, around the time of the whale hunt, and finds himself torn between, on the one hand, his desire to participate in the hunt (a manifestation of one of his values, namely, his commitment to the whale hunt) and, on the other hand, his desire not to participate (a manifestation of another one of his values, namely, his commitment to the welfare of the whale). “Part of him” wants to join the hunt, but another “part of him” wants to not join the hunt, and John does not side unequivocally with either of these “parts.” John identifies both with his desire to participate in the hunt and with his desire to not participate in the hunt (i.e. both of these desires manifest things that he cares about), and finds himself torn between his conflicting commitments and values. John is ambivalent (§1) about the proposition that he participates in the hunt, but his ambivalence is an appropriate response to his situation. It would be good were John to participate in the hunt and it would be bad were John to participate in the hunt, and his inconsistent desires about participating are an appropriate response to this, as is his ambivalence. The whale hunt is important, and his desire to participate is an appropriate response to this, but the welfare of the whale is important, and his desire not to participate is an appropriate response to this. His ambivalence, moreover, is the result of his appropriately identifying with both of his appropriate desires about participating in the hunt. John is ambivalent in virtue of having a plurality of conflicting values, which are manifested in his inconsistent desires about participating in the hunt. He is emotionally conflicted, but being emotionally conflicted in an appropriate response to the evaluative complexity of the situation he faces. Despite the fact that ambivalence might be inescapable (1988, p. 107), Frankfurt argues that it is a bad thing. He writes that “ambivalence is a disease of the will” (1998, p. 100) or “a disease of the mind” (2004, p. 95), and that “the health of the will is to be unified and … wholehearted” and that “the mind is healthy … insofar as it is wholehearted.” (2004, p. 95) However, none of this seems plausible when applied to John’s case. First, it is easy to imagine that, were John to become wholehearted, and embrace one of his conflicting desires, he would suffer from alienation. It is easy to



imagine that, if (for example) John were to wholeheartedly embrace the whale hunt, his desire to not join the hunt would remain – and thus he would be alienated from this desire of his, just as the reluctant smoker is alienated from her desire to smoke. Alienation is painful, and John’s ambivalence enables him to avoid alienation. This speaks in favor of his ambivalence. Second, were John to become wholehearted, he would betray one of his values. To side unequivocally with his desire to join the hunt would be to betray his commitment to the whale hunt, and to side unequivocally with his desire to not join the hunt would be to betray his commitment to the welfare of the whale. This is supported by a consideration of how things seem from John’s perspective. Of the other members of his community, who are wholeheartedly behind the hunt, he feels that they are missing something that he isn’t missing: the value of the welfare of the whale. Of his fellow activists, who are wholeheartedly against the hunt, he feels that they are missing something that he isn’t missing: the value of the hunt. By John’s own lights, either a wholehearted embrace of the hunt or a wholehearted rejection of the hunt would involve the violation of his values. This, too, speaks in favor of John’s ambivalence. Third, there is a sense in which a wholehearted version of John would not be John. Our values tell us who we are; they reveal what is distinctive about us as individuals. John’s plurality of conflicting values (partially) constitute his identity, they (in part) tell us who he is. (We might say that they constitute his “evaluative identity.”) What is distinctive about John is that he is committed both to his community’s traditions and to animal welfare. There is a sense, then, in which John could not be wholehearted about these matters – there is a sense in which he is essentially a person who is ambivalent about them. For this reason, John’s ambivalence is a manifestation of his authenticity. Just as John would be inauthentic were he to pretend either to be wholeheartedly behind the hunt or wholeheartedly against the hunt, he would be inauthentic were he to change his identity and actually become wholehearted about these matters. This, too, speaks in favor of John’s ambivalence. Given these points, we can see not only that it would be bad were John to become wholehearted, but that it would be bad had he always been wholehearted: if he had never valued animal welfare, or if he had never valued the whale hunt. For this reason, it’s easy to imagine that he doesn’t regret his ambivalence. It is of course possible to imagine someone like John regretting his ambivalence: wishing that he had never become an animal welfare activist and never come to care about the welfare of whales, or wishing that he had been born into a different community and never come to care about the success of the whale hunt. But such a person is not ambivalent – someone who wishes he had never become an animal rights activist has already wholeheartedly rejected animal welfare; someone who wishes he had not been raised as a whale-hunter has already wholeheartedly rejected the values of the community. From John’s perspective, someone wholeheartedly against the hunt is missing something, and someone wholeheartedly in favor of the hunt is missing something. On our view, John’s conflicting values manifest his virtuous sensitivity to conflicting goods. The wholehearted alternative to his ambivalence would be insensitivity of one at least one of these goods. It is appropriate to experience conflict as a result of the pull of conflicting goods to which you are sensitive. Once this point is appreciated, we can multiply cases beyond necessity: the ambivalent parent, who values both her child’s safety but also her independence; Sartre’s ambivalent student, who loves both



his mother and the Resistance; Pamela Greenspan’s (1980, p. 228) case of friendly rivalry, and so on. You might object either (or both) that it would not be good were John to participate in the hunt (e.g. because this would involve harming the whale) or that it would not be good were John not to participate in the hunt (e.g. because this would amount to a betrayal of his community). But our argument can be amended to accommodate this objection. Both John’s desire to participate in the hunt and his desire not to participate in the hunt appear to him to be appropriate responses, respectively, to the goodness of participating and to the badness of participating, because he values both the whale hunt and the welfare of the whale. For this reason, also, his identification with these desires appears to him to be appropriate. John’s ambivalence appears to him to be an appropriate response to the things that he cares about. From John’s perspective, wholeheartedness about these matters would require being insensitive either to the importance of the whale hunt or to the importance of the welfare of the whale. This suggests that ambivalence is an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good, even if you think that John’s case is not a case of the inconsistency of the good (because you do not share one or both of his evaluative commitments), for it makes sense for John to see his own ambivalence as appropriate. Let’s again contrast the inconsistency of the good with the consistency of the true. We have argued that it is sometimes appropriate to both (i) desire that p and (ii) desire that ~p. Compare the fact that it is never correct to both (i) believe that p and (ii) believe that ~p. The reason is that it is never both (i) true that p and (ii) true that ~p; inconsistent beliefs cannot both be correct because of the consistency of the true. We have argued that inconsistent desires can both be appropriate, however, because of the inconsistency of the good. Believing that p and believing that ~p do not exhaust your cognitive options when it comes to the proposition that p: you may also suspend judgment (withhold belief) about whether p. Similarly, desiring that p and desiring that ~p do not exhaust your emotional options when it comes to the proposition that p: you may also be indifferent to the proposition that p.11 Indifference is the emotional analogue of suspension of judgment; we might say that the indifferent person “suspends desire,” in as much as she opts for neither desiring that p nor desiring that ~p. Suspension of judgment seems like a reasonable response to a situation in which it is unclear to you whether it is true or false that p. Likewise, indifference seems like a reasonable response to a situation in which it is unclear to you whether it is (or would be) good or bad that p. However, notice the difference between situations of that kind the situation that John faces (above). It is not unclear to John whether it would be good or bad were he to participate in the hunt: on the contrary, it is clear to him that it would be both good and bad were her to participate. Suspension of judgment seems warranted when you do not have enough evidence to determine the truth or falsity of the proposition that p, and indifference seems warranted when you do not have enough evidence to determine the goodness or badness of the proposition that p. But We use “emotional” and “cognitive” as a matter of convenience to mark a distinction between desire and belief; we could also have said “affective” and “cognitive” or “orexic” and “doxastic.” This jargon doesn’t commit us to the view that emotions aren’t cognitive (or that cognitions aren’t emotional). 11



John is not lacking evidence about the goodness or badness of the proposition that he participates in the hunt; his apprehension of the evaluative landscape is clear, and his response to this apprehension is ambivalence. 2.2



Consistency with some meta-ethical views about value



It is a premise of our argument (§2.1) that the good is inconsistent. This is a firstorder evaluative claim, to the effect that there are cases in which both (i) it is (or would be) good that p and (ii) it is (or would be) good that ~p. We mean this premise to be neutral as between various meta-ethical views about value, including the four we’ll discuss here: realism, anti-realism, pluralism, and attributivism. First, the inconsistency of the good is consistent with realism about value, where this is the view that we value things because they are valuable (and not the other way around). Realists can understand the inconsistency of the good as a necessary metaphysical truth about the property of goodness. It is important here that no contradiction is entailed by the proposition that it is both good that p and good that ~p. The inconsistency of the good does not entail the inconsistency of the true.12 Second, the inconsistency of the good is consistent with anti-realism about value, where this is the negation of realism about value. Consider a species of relativism about value on which the property of goodness, for S, is identified with the property of being desired by S. Given this view, the inconsistency of the good, for a person, would be explained by the inconsistency of her desires. In general, anti-realists can explain the inconsistency of the good by appeal to the inconsistency of people’s desires and other relevant “pro-attitudes.” Third, the inconsistency of the good is consistent with pluralism about value, where this is the view that there are a plurality of species, or kinds, or forms, of goodness, which are sometimes incompatible with one another. In the relevant cases, the proposition that p enjoys one species of goodness, while the proposition that ~p enjoys another species.13 Fourth, the inconsistency of the good is consistent with attributivism about value, where this is the view that nothing is absolutely good, but only (for example) good for some individual or good at fulfilling some role. It is obvious that one and the same thing might be good for me and bad for you, but it also seems that one and the same thing might be good for me and bad for me, as in the case of the chocolate cake (§2.1). The most natural way (although not the only way) of understanding the However, we must reject the identification of the good with the true, as well as the (related) view that the good is a consistent and harmonious unity. 13 However, the inconsistency of the good does not entail pluralism about value. The good might inconsistent, even if there are no species of goodness. The propositions that I have imagined today are inconsistent – I have imagined, say, both that LeBron will win the MVP award this year and that he will not win the MVP award this year – but this does not mean that there are a plurality of species of propositions that I have imagined today. What I have imagined is simply inconsistent. Likewise, even if the good is inconsistent, this does not mean that there are a plurality of species of goodness. 12



case of John is in terms of what is good for John: it would be both good and bad for John were he to participate in the hunt. 2.3



Greenspan’s account



Pamela Greenspan (1980) argues that ambivalence is not always irrational, by appeal to an idea about the “logic of emotion.” In some cases of emotional conflict, “I need not even try to resolve the conflict,” because both emotions could be “appropriate.” (p. 230) On her view, this can happen when both emotions are supported by adequate reasons, since support by adequate reasons is sufficient for the appropriateness of an emotion (p. 236). Emotions are thus contrasted with judgments: whereas judgment that p is rational relative to a person’s “total background,” i.e. all the evidence relevant to the question of whether p, desire that p is rational so long as there are reasons that speak in favor of desiring that p, regardless of what other reasons there are that bear on desiring that p. An emotion is appropriate so long as there are adequate reasons for it, regardless of reasons against it (ibid). Greenspan explains this by appeal to the fact that conflicting judgments can be combined and reconciled by forming an all-things-considered judgment, whereas emotions cannot be so combined and reconciled (p. 234). When faced with a complex body of evidence relevant to the question of whether p, it is possible to form an all-things-considered judgment about whether p – belief that p, disbelief that p, or suspension of judgment about whether p, or perhaps some more specific degree of belief that p. But when faced with a complex situation, like the situation in which John finds himself (§2.1), it is not possible to form an “all-thingsconsidered desire,” e.g. about whether or not to join the hunt.14 Judgments, which are all-things-considered, are appropriate relative to the “total background,” but emotions, which are not all-things-considered, are appropriate only relative to particular portions of the “background.” (pp. 236-7) This all sounds right; but why is there no such thing as an “all-things-considered desire”? What explains this difference between the “logic of emotion” and the “logic of judgment”? Given the premise that the good is inconsistent (§1), we can explain why there is no such thing as an “all-things-considered desire.” The consistency of the true justifies consistency on our part when we make judgments, but the inconsistency of the good justifies inconsistency on our part when we form desires. Greenspan (1980) provides an apt description of the epistemology of desire (i.e. the “logic of emotion”); our account provides the metaphysical explanation of why her description is apt. Although there is no such thing as an “all-things-considered desire,” we do speak of what is best, all things considered. In other words, we can contrast pro tanto and pro toto (all-things-considered) goodness. But this jibes with the inconsistency of the However, it is possible to choose whether to join the hunt, to intent to join (or not to join) the hunt, and to judge that one ought, all things considered, to join (or not to join) the hunt. Choice, intention, and such judgment are all “all-things-considered.” We sometimes speak as though there were such a thing as an “all-things-considered desire”: the indecisive restaurant customer might be asked, “What do you want?,” and her reply (“I want the lentil soup”) seems to express an all-things-considered state of mind. But we can understand cases like this as cases in which we use the language of desire to express a choice, intention, or all-things-considered judgment. 14



good: when one and the same thing is both good and bad, both its goodness and its badness must be pro tanto. By contrast, there is no such thing as pro tanto truth, which would be needed to make sense of a case in which one and the same proposition is both true and false. 2.4



John’s desires are not “inherently opposed”



Above (§1) we defined ambivalence as identification with the members of an inconsistent set of desires. Frankfurt (1998) writes that: Ambivalence is constituted by conflicting volitional movements or tendencies, either conscious or unconscious, that … are inherently and hence unavoidably opposed; that is, they do not just happen to conflict on account of contingent circumstances. (p. 99) Did our definition capture this aspect of Frankfurt’s notion of ambivalence? And, more important, given this idea, is it still plausible that John (§2.1) is ambivalent about the proposition that he participates in the whale hunt? Suppose your steak comes with either French fries or a baked potato, but you want both. This seems like a case where your desires (with which you might identify) just happen to conflict on account of contingent circumstances. You might think that, in this case, you do not have inconsistent desires (§1): you want the French the French fries and you want the baked potato, but that is not a case of desiring that p and desiring that ~p. It is rather a case of desiring that p and desiring that q, where the proposition that p and the proposition that q happen to conflict on account of contingent circumstances. However, we might treat the present case as a case of inconsistent desires – for it seems that, given that you are aware of the fact that you can’t have both the French fries and the baked potato, you might come both to desire not to have the baked potato (on account of wanting the French fries) and to desire not to have the French fries (on account of wanting the baked potato). Now you have two pairs of inconsistent desires: a desire to have the French fries and a desire not to have the French fries, and a desire to have the baked potato and a desire not to have the baked potato. If you were to identify with either or both of these pairs of desires, you could count as ambivalent, given our definition (§1). If we are to amend our definition of ambivalence, and go on to evaluate whether John (§2.1) is ambivalent, we need a better understanding of what it means for someone’s desires (with which she might identify) to be “inherently” opposed. This cannot just mean that it is impossible that both desires be satisfied, for it is impossible that both your desire to have the French fries and your desire not to have the French fries be satisfied. For any pair of inconsistent desires (§1), it is impossible that both be satisfied. The intuition that there is no “inherent” conflict in the present case comes from the fact that we can imagine a situation in which you are permitted to have both French fries and a baked potato – in which case there would be no conflict between your desires. But note well: it is not just that it is easy to imagine a situation in which there is no conflict between your relevant desires, for we can imagine that simply by imagining that you don’t both want French fries and a baked potato. What seems important, in the present case, is that we can imagine a situation in which you still both want French fries and a baked potato and in which there is no conflict between



your relevant desires. That is what makes it the case that your desires are not “inherently” opposed. To generalize this point, we need to note that pairs of desires stand in relations of dependence, such that one is instrumental vis-à-vis the other. In the present case, for example, your desire not to have the baked potato is instrumental vis-à-vis your desire to have the French fries – as we put it above, you want not to have the baked potato on account of wanting to have the French fries. We can now articulate the important thing about the present case: although your desires are inconsistent, your non-instrumental desires are consistent. For each pair of inconsistent desires, one member of the pair is instrumental. (Indeed, in this case, it is instrumental vis-à-vis the other member of the pair). We can now say that the members of a set of desires are inherently opposed just in case the members of some subset of it are noninstrumental and inconsistent. This, in turn, puts us in a position to amend our definition of ambivalence: a person is ambivalent when she identifies with an inconsistent set of non-instrumental desires. Crucial for our purposes, then, is the question of whether John (§2.1) is ambivalent, on this amended definition. We can imagine versions of the case on which he is not. Suppose, for example, that John’s desire to participate in the hunt is instrumental vis-à-vis a desire to impress his family, or that his desire not to participate in the hunt is instrumental vis-à-vis a desire to avoid embarrassment in front of his activist friends. In either of these cases, John’s desires are not inherently opposed: his noninstrumental desire to impress his family and his non-instrumental desire to avoid embarrassment in front of his activist friends are not inconsistent. We can easily imagine a situation in which these non-instrumental desires are satisfied: he is able to impress his family in some way other than by participating in the whale hunt, for example, or he participates in the hunt without his friends finding out. However, we can also imagine versions of the case in which John his ambivalent, on our amended definition. We need only imagine that his desire to participate and his desire not to participate are non-instrumental. In this version of the case, John is committed to the participating in the hunt per se, and values that activity for its own sake. But he also is committed to not participating per se, and values that activity for its own sake. We cannot imagine a situation in which his non-instrumental desires are both satisfied: there is no way for John to fulfill both of his commitments; there is no way for him to do justice to both of his values. You might object that this modification sacrifices too much by way of realism. (Could someone really value not hunting for its own sake, as opposed to as a means to preserving the welfare of animals?) So consider another version, this time centered on a different set of inconsistent desires: in this version of the case, John both non-instrumentally desires that the whale dies and non-instrumentally desires that the whale does not die. Imagine, first, that the killing of the whale is also understood in his community as a kind of sacred sacrifice (rather than, for example, merely as a means to food), such that John desires the death of the whale for its own sake. And imagine, second, that John’s interest is in animal welfare (rather than, for example, the ecological value of whales), such that he desires the survival of the whale for its own sake. Here there is an inherent conflict between John’s desires. And this amendment wouldn’t affect our argument (§2.1). 3



The alleged costs of ambivalence



We have argued that ambivalence is an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good (§2). Nevertheless, ambivalence might be costly in other ways, perhaps vindicating Frankfurt’s contention that ambivalence is a “disease of the mind.” (§2.1) In this section we critically evaluate some of these alleged costs of ambivalence. 3.1



“Ambivalence is an enemy of truth”



Frankfurt (1998) writes that: [A]mbivalence, like self-deception, is an enemy of truth. The ambivalent person … does not prevent the truth from being known. Instead, his ambivalence stands in the way of there being a certain truth about him at all. (p. 100) But this is no reason to think that ambivalence is bad. It is it not in general better for there to be a fact of the matter about whether p than for there to be no fact of the matter about whether p. It is not in general better for there to be “more truths.” And it is not in general better, for a person, for there to be facts of the matter about her, as opposed to indeterminacies. The virtue of truthfulness requires that the truth be told; it doesn’t require that the truth be made. 3.2



Ambivalence is a lack of “freedom” or “self-satisfaction”



Frankfurt writes that “enjoying the inner harmony of an undivided will is tantamount to possessing a fundamental kind of freedom.” (2004, p. 97). But we need an account of this “fundamental kind of freedom.” Living alone on a desert island would involve a kind of freedom – freedom from the law, freedom from social mores – but the value of such freedom is obscure.15 The same point applies to Frankfurt’s suggestion that wholeheartedness is “tantamount to the enjoyment of a kind of self-satisfaction.” (1998, p. 102) As Frankfurt makes clear (pp. 102-6), “satisfaction” here is not valuable in virtue of being pleasurable (cf. §6.3). “Self-satisfaction” just is wholeheartedness. But then we still need an account of the value of “self-satisfaction.” 3.3



John is only making the best of a “terrible situation”



Frankfurt (1998) admits that “[t]here are circumstances in which it is only reasonable, no matter how uncomfortable it may be, for a person to be drawn in several directions at once.” (p. 102) And Michael Lynch (2004) writes that “in some cases not knowing what you care about can be perfectly understandable, even an inevitable response to a terrible situation.” (2004, p. 123) You might concede our conclusion that ambivalence is sometimes appropriate (§2), but argue that ambivalence can only be an appropriate response to a terrible situation. However, it is implausible to describe John’s situation (§2.1) as a terrible one. John’s identity, as constituted by his commitments and values, is essentially complex and conflicted. His situation does not arise on account of some unfortunate accident, but Moreover, wholeheartedness, because it generates “volitional necessities,” entails a lack of a certain kind of freedom. See Frankfurt 1988, Chapter 13, 1998, Chapter 11. 15



rather on account of who he is. You might argue that it would be better, for John, had he never come to have such an identity. But this argument would require the premise that it is better to have a simple and unified identity than to have a complex and conflicted identity. It is more plausible that there is no simple and absolute relationship between the simplicity and unity of a person’s identity and the quality of her life. We should not preclude, a priori, the possibility of living well whilst enjoying multiple, conflicting identities (ethnic, national, institutional), loyalties (to a person, to a family, to a cause), or values (moral, political, religious). The worry that John’s situation is terrible is related to the idea that his situation is exceptional. You might think that there are exceptional cases in which ambivalence is called for, which merely prove the rule that ambivalence is generally bad. But John’s case (§2.1) is not exceptional – it is perfectly normal. Most of us regularly encounter conflicts between our values, because most of us have complex and conflicted identities. Recall the idea that ambivalence is an appropriate response t instances of the inconsistency of the good (§2). Such instances are not exceptional; they are the norm. 3.4



Ambivalence is painful



Frankfurt (1998) argues that wholeheartedness entails “an absence of restlessness or resistance,” (p. 103) while ambivalence, as Lynch (2004) points out, can involve “a feeling of being lost, of unhappiness.” (p. 123) Perhaps ambivalence is bad just because it is painful. We think this point should be conceded. This is consistent with our conclusion that ambivalence is sometimes appropriate (§2), since having appropriate attitudes (e.g. true belief about something) is often painful. As well, note that the badness of ambivalence, on the present proposal, is pro tanto: physical exercise can be painful even when it is what is best for a person. So perhaps the painfulness of ambivalence is analogous to the painfulness of true belief or to the painfulness of exercise. Moreover, note that alienation is also painful (§1). Wholeheartedness does not ensure consistency in desire, and so does not ensure a lack of alienation. In this respect, Frankfurt is wrong that wholeheartedness entails an absence of restlessness or resistance. So there may be cases in which wholeheartedness, leading to alienation, would not even be more pleasant than ambivalence. 3.5



Ambivalence guarantees (some kind of) “failure”



Ambivalence is a species of inconsistency, namely, of inconsistency in desire (§1). Frankfurt argues that “the essence of rationality it to be consistent,” (1998, p. 97) and that ambivalence “is as irrational, in its way, as holding contradictory beliefs.” (p. 99) He argues that: Division of the will is a counterpart in the realm of conduct to selfcontradiction in the realm of thought. A self-contradictory belief requires us, simultaneously, both to accept and deny the same judgment. Thus it guarantees cognitive failure. […] Deficiency in wholeheartedness is a kind of irrationality, then, which infects our practical lives and renders them incoherent. (2004, p. 96) This argument needs to be cleaned up a little bit for our purposes. First, we need to focus on pairs of inconsistent beliefs, rather than on self-contradictory beliefs, since



ambivalence is analogous to the former, not the latter. John (§2.1) both wants to participate in the hunt and wants to not participate in the hunt. He does not (for all we have said) want the impossible: to both participate and not participate. Second, we should focus on the idea of “cognitive failure” rather than on rationality, since some epistemologists argue that inconsistent beliefs can be rational (Kyburg 1961, Klein 1985, Christensen 2004). Inconsistent beliefs cannot both be true – and so, in cases of inconsistent belief, there is guaranteed “cognitive failure.” We can invoke the idea of the “aim of belief” to make sense of this line of reasoning. Belief “aims” at truth; inconsistent belief cannot both be true; so it is guaranteed that at least one of them fails to fulfill its “aim.” Is there perhaps an analogous failure in cases of inconsistency in desire? This depends on whether desire has an analogous “aim,” and on what that “aim” is. You might argue that a desire “aims” at its satisfaction (Charles 1982/3). But this “aim” is not analogous to the “aim” of belief. The “aim” of belief is its correctness condition: beliefs are correct in virtue of being true. But satisfied desires are not thereby correct, nor are they thereby appropriate, fitting, proper, or right. (Nor are frustrated desires thereby inappropriate, incorrect, ill-fitting, improper, or wrong.) I have an intemperate desire to smoke a cigarette, give in to temptation, and smoke a cigarette. My desire is not, in virtue of this, appropriate, correct, fitting, proper, or right. Inconsistent desires cannot both be satisfied, but this does guarantee “failure” in any sense analogous to the sense in which “failure” is guaranteed in cases of inconsistent belief. The same point applies to the idea that desire aims at the attainable (Velleman 1992): desires for attainable things (e.g. cigarettes) are not thereby appropriate, correct, fitting, proper, or right. And the same point applies, mutatis mutandis, were we to limit our attention to non-instrumental desires (cf. §2.4). In any event, the problem with ambivalence cannot simply be a problem with inconsistency in desire, since wholeheartedness doesn’t ensure consistency in desire (§1). We must find some problem that is unique to ambivalence, which therefore could be solved by wholeheartedness, i.e. something problematic about identifying with inconsistent desires (cf. §1). But if there is any such problem, it does not seem to be analogous to the problem with inconsistent beliefs, i.e. the problem of guaranteed “failure.” To identify with a desire is to approve of it, to desire that it not be extinguished or abandoned, and to desire that it move you to act. But everything we just said, about desire (in general), applies to these attitudes as well. For example, there is nothing appropriate about the approval of satisfied desires per se. Nishi Shah (2008) argues that deliberation about what to intend is transparent to the question of what it is to be done, and Michael Bratman argues that “intentions … are elements in a coordinating system,” the function of which “is to guide practical thought and action by way of a coordinated representation of our practical future,” (2009a, p. 53) such that “constitutive aim of intention” is “coordinated, effective control of action.” (2009b, p. 25) If so, there is guaranteed “failure” in cases of inconsistent intentions. But this is consistent with there being no such “failure” in cases of ambivalence. Recall that to care is to have a desire about that thing with which you identify (§1). Caring is different from intending: identifying with your desire to ϕ is different from intending to ϕ. John (§2.1), for example, cares about the whale hunt in virtue of identifying with his desire to participate in it, but he does not



intend to participate in the hunt – he has not yet made up his mind about whether to participate. John identifies with an inconsistent set of desires about the proposition that he participates in the hunt, but he does not both intend to participate in the hunt and intend not to participate. Although ambivalence is a syndrome of the will, and not merely of desire, it does not involve the formation of inconsistent intentions. We have failed to find a plausible articulation of the idea that ambivalence guarantees (some kind of) “failure.” There is guaranteed “failure” in cases of inconsistency in belief and inconsistency in intention, but neither cases of (mere) inconsistency in desire nor cases of ambivalence involve any analogous “failure.” 3.6



Ambivalence entails impaired ability to act



Frankfurt (1988) argues that ambivalence involves “passivity or impaired autonomy.” (p. 165) The wholehearted person is “in a position to act with confident and settled purpose,” (2004, p. 90) whereas the ambivalent person’s “will remains obstinantly undefined and therefore lacks effective guiding authority.” (p. 92) On Frankfurt’s view, “[c]onflict within the will precludes behavioral effectiveness, by moving us to act in contrary directions at the same time.” (p. 96) When our passions are conflicted, and we fail to decide between them, we are pulled in different directions, and this (so the argument goes) makes us unable to act effectively or with confidence (cf. Lynch 2004, pp. [discussion of Frankfurt, example of not knowing when to get off a train), which is bad for the ambivalent person. There are two reasons to reject this argument. First, we should concede that ambivalent people sometimes behave differently than wholehearted people: ambivalent people can be fickle and “half-hearted”; they may vacillate between different behavioral patterns; they may show signs of being upset, agitated, or uncomfortable; they may express reservations about what they are doing and articulate reflections on the question of what they ought to do. In these respects, the ambivalent person may lack “confidence” and her actions may be “ineffective.” But it is unclear what is bad about acting ineffectively or without confidence. Let’s grant that the wholehearted person is unwavering and resolute in her actions. In this respect she resembles (along with a certain kind of moral saint) the vicious tyrant, the fanatical terrorist, and the naïve ideologue. Acting effectively or with confidence, in the present sense, is not valuable per se. It is appealing only when present in actions of which we antecedently approve. More important, it is appealing only when the situation calls for it. We admire someone who acts with confidence when her action is obviously and straightforwardly the right thing to do, but acting with confidence in a morally complex situation often reveals an insensitivity to its complexity. Captain Jack Aubrey must cut loose part of the rigging, else his ship and everyone on board will go under, but one of his sailors is clinging to the rigging, and will be washed out to sea once the rigging is cut loose. Aubrey decides that this is what he must do, but he acts ineffectively and without confidence, in the present sense: he is torn between his duty to save the ship and his concern for the man overboard, he wonders whether he has made the right choice, and as he chops through the ropes he is visibly upset. All this, however, manifests Aubrey’s virtue, not the would-be vice of being unable to act effectively or with confidence. We can imagine that John behaves differently than he would were he wholehearted – e.g. he stays up nights thinking about what he ought to do – but this doesn’t seem bad: it



seems like a sincere manifestation of his genuinely conflicted emotions, which are responses to the genuine complexity of his situation. Second, however, we should keep in mind that an ambivalent person can act, and can act decisively, while remaining ambivalent. John may decide to participate in the whale hunt, despite the fact that it bothers him to go against his commitment to animal welfare; or he may decide not to participate, despite the fact that it bothers him to go against his commitment to his community. Indeed, in some sense, he must decide in one or the other of these ways. Frankfurt (1988) concedes as much, when he says that “[t]he point of making up one’s mind is not … to ensure a certain action … [n]or is it to ensure that one will act well.” (1988, p. 174) The ambivalent person may choose to ϕ, but when she ϕs she will do so ambivalently: her ϕing will not be the manifestation of a coherent will. Following Frankfurt’s (1988) terminology, we might say that she will act wantonly, where a “wanton” (p. 16 and passim) is an agent without second-order volitions, and thus is an agent who does not identify with any of her first-order desires. When the ambivalent person acts, her action is relevantly akin to that of a wanton. As Frankfurt (1988) explains, “[n]othing in the concept of a wanton implies that he cannot reason or that he cannot deliberate concerning how to do what he wants to do.” (p. 17) The fact that John is ambivalent does not mean he will be unable to choose whether to participate in the whale hunt, nor that he will be unable to choose rationally. He will consider the pros and cons of particpating, and (it is easy to imagine) will act according to his best judgment about what he ought to do, all things considered. His action, so long as he remains ambivalent, will not manifest a coherent will. But we have failed to articulate any sense in which that would be bad. More generally, we have failed to find a plausible articulation of the idea that ambivalence is problematic because of its consequences vis-à-vis action. 3.7



Ambivalence entails meaninglessness



Frankfurt also argues (2004, pp. 53-5) that wholeheartedness is a necessary condition on living a meaningful life. He equates wholeheartedness with having final ends (p. 52), and argues that a life without final ends would be a life “empty of meaning,” (2004, p. 53) since “there would be no meaningful purpose in any activity in which we might engage.” (p. 58) If living a meaningful life requires wholeheartedness, then being ambivalent seems to stand in the way of living a meaningful life. However, we should not accept the equation of wholeheartedness with having final ends. We grant that when someone wholeheartedly loves x she has x as a final end. However, there are other ways to have final ends. Consider someone ambivalently torn between allegiance to two objects of her non-instrumental concern, e.g. Sartre’s student, unable to choose whether to promote the concerns of his nation or of his family (cf. §2.4). Such a person suffers from an abundance, not a lack, of final ends. So ambivalence does not involve a lack of final ends.16



We also want an account of the value of having final ends. Frankfurt (2004) argues that “without final ends we would find nothing truly important,” and that “[w]e would not really care about anything unequivocally and without conditions.” (p. 53) But the argument here is going in a circle: the supposed value of wholeheartedness is 16



Living a meaningful life seems to require that we pursue our projects with “zest”, or as Susan Wolf (2010) puts it, with “active engagement.” (p. 58) But, just as ambivalence does not preclude decisive action (§3.6), ambivalence does not preclude zesty engagement with the projects that we care about. A certain kind of engagement, namely wholehearted engagement, is precluded – but the value of this sort of engagement is what is at issue. John’s life (§2.1), far from appearing meaningless, appears to be rich with meaning – so rich that there are conflicts between the commitments and values in virtue of which John’s life is meaningful. Perhaps paradoxically, wholeheartedness can sometimes undermine itself: as you increase the number of things to which you are wholeheartedly committed, you thereby increase the possibilities for conflict among those things, making wholehearted commitment to all of them impossible. Consistent with ambivalence sometimes being unproblematic (cf. §2), we could concede that some wholeheartedness is a necessary condition on living a meaningful life, or on living a good life, or even on being a person, as Frankfurt (2004) suggests: our need for final ends is based on “a quite primitive urge for psychic survival,” for “self-preservation … in the sense of sustaining not the life of the organism but the persistence and vitality of the self.” (pp. 54-5) It doesn’t follow from this that ambivalence is bad. Having desires at all is a necessary condition on living a meaningful life, but desire per se is not therefore valuable, such that, in virtue of this, instances of indifference are bad per se. Similarly, even if some wholeheartedness is a necessary condition on living a meaningful life, it does not follow that wholeheartedness per se is valuable, such that, in virtue of this, instances of ambivalence are bad per se. 3.8



Ambivalence is never desirable as such or for its own sake



Frankfurt (1998) writes that ambivalence “is never desirable as such or for its own sake.” (p. 102) Are these claims true, and do they suggest that ambivalence is bad? First, consider the idea that ambivalence is never desirable as such. We’ve argued that, in some cases, the ambivalent person is able to embody sensitivity to a plurality of valuable things (§2.1) – and in a way that her wholehearted counterpart is not. In such cases, ambivalence is desirable as an instance of an appropriate attitude. But ambivalence is not essentially an appropriate attitude. Compare true belief, which is essentially a correct attitude. Ambivalence is more akin to attitudes that are sometimes appropriate and sometimes not appropriate, like admiration, fear, regret, and pride. Perhaps, for this reason, ambivalence is never desirable as such. But this does not suggest that ambivalence is bad, any more than admiration, fear, regret, and pride are bad, just in virtue of being attitudes that are sometimes appropriate and sometimes not appropriate. Second, consider the idea that ambivalence is never desirable for its own sake. If ambivalence is an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good (§2.1), then there’s no reason to think that the relevant instances of ambivalence aren’t desirable for their own sake. In as much as appropriate attitudes are desirable for their own sake, such instances of ambivalence are desirable for their own sake. being explained by appeal to the supposed value of having final ends, which in turn is explained by appeal to the value of wholeheartedness.
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Conclusion



We have argued that ambivalence is an appropriate response to instances of the inconsistency of the good (§2), and discussed some alleged costs of ambivalence (§3). Our discussion suggests that the ideal of emotional harmony, which we mentioned at the outset, is a mistake: emotional conflict is often something to be sought out and celebrated, rather than something to be avoided or eliminated. This calls for a critical re-evaluation of those accounts of practical reason, courses of psychological treatment, and self-help regimes that are premised on the badness of emotional conflict.17 Bibliography: Anscombe, G.E.M. (1963), Intention, second edition (Harvard University Press). Bratman, M. (2009a), “Intention, Belief, Practical, Theoretical,” in S. Robertson (ed.), Spheres of Reason: New Essays in the Philosophy of Normativity (Oxford University Press), pp. 31-60. ----- (2009b), “Intention, Belief, and Instrumental Rationality,” in D. Sobel and S. Wall (eds.), Reasons for Action (Cambridge University Press), pp. 13-36. Charles, D. (1982/3), “Rationality and Irrationality,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 83, pp. 191-212. Christensen, D. (2004), Putting Logic in its Place: Formal Constraints on Rational Belief (Oxford University Press). Feldman, F. (2004), Pleasure and the Good Life (Oxford University Press). Frankfurt, H. (1988), The Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge University Press). ----- (1998), Necessity, Volition, and Love (Cambridge University Press). ----- (2004), The Reasons of Love (Princeton University Press). Greco, J. (2010), Achieving Knowledge: A Virtue-Theoretic Account of Epistemic Normativity (Oxford University Press). Greenspan, P. (1980), “A Case of Mixed Feelings: Ambivalence and the Logic of Emotion,” in A.O. Rorty (ed.), Explaining Emotions (University of California Press), pp. 223-50. Klein, P. (1985), “The Virtues of Inconsistency,” The Monist 68, pp. 105-35. Kyburg, H. (1961), Probability and the Logic of Rational Belief (Wesleyan University Press). Lynch, M. (2004), True to Life: Why Truth Matters (MIT Press). We presented this paper in 2012 at SUNY-Albany and Connecticut College; thanks to our audiences on those occasions. 17
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