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Précis 

 

 

Resentment is the starting point for the theory of social relations put forth by Adam Smith in 

Theory of Moral Sentiments.   Smith envisions a world of actors performing their various 

resentments to other actors in the hope of gaining approbation and sympathy, which, for 

Smith, is an elemental need of human beings.  Smith is quite elaborate in outlining the 

phenomenological aspects of sympathy in TMS, but is less clear about the specific nature of 

resentment.    Book I of TMS   presents a sociological model of the l relation between 

resentment and sympathy as a dialectical social relationship. Yet we are left with a rather 

unsatisfactory elaboration of what exactly resentment is.  We know that is of paramount 

important to Smith’s theory:  gaining social approval for our resentments is of crucial 

importance for the actualization of the self;  having our resentments ignored is a cause for 

even further resentment;  and resentments that are expressed without adequate  self-command 

and restraint are “dangerous,”  both for the development of individual virtue and civil social 

relations. 

 

Resentment, then, is an elemental aspect of Smith’s philosophical anthropology. He appears 

to believe that we are resentful by nature.  Resentment is antecedent in his model even to 

sympathy, which is usually seen as the core sentiment of TMS.  Most of the secondary works 

on Smith examine sympathy at length, but contain little systematic examination of 

resentment.  While resentment is reactive to social circumstances that create grievances, 

sympathy is reactive to resentment. Without the presentation of resentments there can be no 

sympathy. Resentment is the basis for social solidarity and intersubjective understanding: one 

can only sympathise with the other to the extent that the latter’s resentments become one’s 

own. Smith’s abstract model of social relations – which is powerful sociologically because it 

can be applied to social relations in any society -- was most likely based o  his empirical 

observations of the ubiquity of resentment in social life.  He made resentment central because 

it is everywhere and, perhaps especially evident in market societies in which Smith might 

have envisioned the new resentments of modernity.  Smith is to be credited with being the 

first classical sociological theorist to make resentment the basis of his theory of social life. 

His emphasis, however, was not acknowledged or taken up in a serious way by subsequent 

philosophers or social theorists, with the notable exception of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and 

Scheler, who shared Smith’s sense of the “dangers” of resentment and its centrality in social 

life.  The insights of TMS  in regard to resentment are the basis for a more general 

sociological theory of  resentment in social life that is yet to be written. 

 



This paper offers a critical examination of  Smith’s conception of resentment as presented in 

Theory of Moral Sentiments.   Smith’s Stoicism caused him to be cautious about resentment, 

and he is constantly admonishing against its unrestrained expression.  He appears to equate 

resentment with anger, as a reactive feeling that occurs as a result of being wronged or 

subjected to injustice. Oddly enough, though, it is necessary to produce sympathy and 

therefore bond actors together, it is also a negative emotion, and as such must be tempered by 

individual self-command and mastery of the social context in which it is “displayed.”  In 

linking resentment to anger,  Smith fails to understand  the  complexity of resentment and its 

role in personal and social life.   David Hume, Smith’s friend, seems to have appreciated the 

positive role of resentment, arguing that, given the injustices of the world, resentment was 

quite natural and sociologically functional in “the breaking of confederacies.” This 

affirmative view of resentment is seldom taken up in the future course of philosophy and 

social theory, a notable exception being Jean Amery, the post-Holocaust writer who argued 

that resentment preserved the moral autonomy of  victims and the sanctity of historical 

memory.   Smith seems to argue two ways about resentment: that it is necessary for social life 

and dangerous at the same time. 

 

The critique of Smith is presented in two parts. First, Smith seems to have underestimated the 

degree to which resentment could be “contained.” The first problem with the containment of 

resentment is phenomenological:  it is in the very nature of resentment, as Nietzsche stressed, 

to be something which is felt over and over again, in many cases to an obsessive degree. This 

is why German theorists of resentment retained the French word “ressentiment” with its direct 

connotation of “re-feeling” over which the individual has seemingly little control.  

Resentment does not go away easily, but ratifies and reproduces itself in an autopoietic 

fashion. And therein lies its distinctive essence as a moral sentiment. Unlike anger, which can 

be assuaged, or envy, which can be sated, resentment is often a kind of woundedness that 

never heals (in this sense something like a self-inflicted, self reproductive vulnerability).  A 

main problem for Smith, then, is that his view of resentment is too “tidy.”  He imagined social 

relations as a kind of symphonic act in which resentment is “tuned  down” in order to gain the 

sympathy of the spectator who “tunes up” his sympathetic ear. Smith imagines that once we 

have presented our resentments and received approbation and sympathy for them then some 

kind of equilibrium in social relations is produced. This may, indeed, be the case in Smith’s 

philosophical imagining of the ideal social order and quite often empirically the case in the 

social order as well. 

 

Yet Smith’s model excessively static: how can a sentiment with so much power and valence 

be so easily seen mainly as the basis for social order? How is it that resentment, which so 

many subsequent philosophers saw as an dangerous and volatile sentiment, can be the 

instrument of establishing concord?  Smith does not account for the role of resentment in 

social conflict. Smith cannot account for what happens to resentments that are not “approved” 

or which fail to gain sympathy. He notes that they will fester and grow stronger, but does not 

imagine the social consequences of this. Moreover, he fails to understand that resentments 

that are shared may not serve as the basis of equilibrium, but as the basis for the further 

strengthening of resentment in the individual and the  generalization of resentment – and 

therefore further social conflict – in social relations.  Those who have achieved intersubjective 

solidarity by sharing resentments and sympathies may unite in reaction against others.  A 

resentment that gains sympathy may become a resentment emboldened rather than as a 

condition for an ideal-typical social relation of equilibrium. Furthermore, Smith fails to 

consider what happens in spectators of resentment beyond the expression of sympathy toward 

those who hold resentments. He notes that sympathy occurs when others’ resentments become 



our own, but social action based on this sympathy is not always turned back only into 

solidarity with the aggrieved party. Rather, the  performance of resentment spreads 

resentment into a wider social universe in which new forms of “sympathetic solidarity” are 

formed, but new lines of conflict as well. 

 

Smith’s theory of resentment in TMS is the starting point for a general sociological theory of 

resentment, yet his static view of the dialectic of resentment-sympathy is insufficient for 

understanding the dynamic aspects of social life.   Smith’s powerful elaboration of the role of 

resentment in social life is a crucial starting point for an as yet undeveloped  general 

sociological  theory of resentment, but his moral-philosophical view of  the ideal relations that 

result from  the exchange of fundamental aspects of our natures – resentment and sympathy -  

must be complimented by a consideration of the ways in which resentment actually works in 

the social world.   The paper ends with a consideration of the virtues of resentment as a 

sentiment that crystallizes the historical memory of injustice over and against attempts to 

eradicate such memory in the name of peace and civility.   

 


