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SHORT ABSTRACT:

My dissertation explores the philosophical concept of ressentiment—a psychological state in
which feelings of fear and loss prompt one to place higher values beneath lower, more easily
attainable ones. | argue that we live in a “society of ressentiments” in which most moral stances
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are reactive, oppositional, and afflicted by bad faith. The study of ressentiment offers a crucial lens
to analyze contemporary social polarization, which I argue emerges out of pre- or non-rational and
emotionally driven factors. I provide a genealogical account of ressentiment drawn from Friedrich
Nietzsche and Max Scheler, who demonstrate how specific disesmpowered groups form reactive
moralities that wreak “spiritual revenge” on their perceived oppressors. I then clarify ressentiment
as a structure of experience that can befall any social group—especially those who benefit from
unearned privilege. I analyze incels (involuntary celibate men) and white nationalists as two
groups that exhibit ressentiment in response to advances in social equality. I conclude with
concrete proposals on how we can begin to address ressentiment and heal our social wounds
through the cultivation of non-reactive and generative moralities.
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“The Society of Ressentiments: Value Phenomenology in Contemporary Life,”
‘Phenomenological Accounts and Dimensions of the Social and Political’ Meeting of the
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LONG ABSTRACT:

Our moral landscape is increasingly polarized. Disagreements involving race, gender, and
class are often cast as battles between good and evil—regardless of which side of the debate one is
on. My dissertation argues that social and political divisions are not merely intellectual but involve
how we come to have and act upon moral values. I specifically examine ressentiment, an
emotional and psychological state characterized by hostility toward an external force perceived to
be the cause of one’s misfortune, coupled with a lack of ability to address this force. Ressentiment
also concerns the relationship of moral experiencers to values—specifically, the inversion of lower
values to supplant higher ones. In my dissertation I analyze ressentiment as a dominant value
orientation in contemporary society and investigate whether and how the polarization of values
can be overcome.

I begin with an overview of ressentiment drawn from its elaboration by Friedrich
Nietzsche and Max Scheler. Nietzsche contrasted the values of “slave” (or herd) morality with
those of an originary but forgotten “noble” morality. Nietzsche challenged the dominant
presupposition that the morally Good originates in good actions done on behalf or for the benefit
of another. Utilizing a genealogical method, he argues that “the Good” used to be synonymous
with “the noble” and that its opposite, “the Bad,” referred to the common. It is only because of the
common “herd” man’s ressentiment that “the Good” comes to be associated with the selfless acts
done for another, and the good of the noble man becomes evil. In this way, ressentiment is
essential to bringing about the first major transformation in values and leads to the emergence of
Good and Evil as distinct and oppositional moral categories. Scheler extended Nietzsche’s
analysis through a more sociological and phenomenological account of ressentiment. While
Scheler helped to elucidate ressentiment as a value-orientation (and not merely a historical
occurrence), his analysis is mired in unexamined prejudices about who is most susceptible to
value-disorder, namely, the oppressed. I develop a more phenomenological account of
ressentiment as a structure of moral experience in which anger, impotence, and a perceived or
actual loss in social status leads to the formation of oppositional values to shore up a lost sense of
personal value. By “structure of moral experience,” I mean both the condition of possibility for
empirical experiences and the overarching unity of sense linking disparate phenomena. Through
my analysis, we can better understand the central role values play in shaping our moral landscape.
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Drawing on this framework, I analyze contemporary society as a ‘society of
ressentiments,” in which (a) Nietzsche’s “herd morality” is the dominant moral regime and (b)
values are predominantly constructed in opposition to one another. This means that most of
contemporary life is framed through the conflict of good and evil (as opposed to the less
polarizing good and bad) where the “good” party understands itself as always already the victim of
another group. I analyze the ressentiment of misogynists and racists, a response to Scheler’s claim
that women and the enslaved—I take US racialized chattel slavery as a paradigmatic example—
are most vulnerable to ressentiment. I argue that, on the contrary, those privileged by and invested
in the oppression of others are most susceptible to ressentiment in part because they “have the
most to lose” and furthermore, because many who benefit from historical privilege lack the ability
reassert their personal value outside of histories of domination. In my chapter on misogynistic
ressentiment I examine the ressentiment of incels, or “involuntary celibate” men through engaging
with the growing field of feminist literature on the topic to consider how the perceived loss of sex
“right” leads to dehumanization and violence. In my chapter on nationalist ressentiment I develop
an account of nationalist ressentiment broadly by drawing on the work of Jean-Paul Sartre and
critical race studies, before expanding into an analysis of white nationalism as a specifically racial
nationalism. These groups demonstrate the way in which a perceived threat to historical privileges
(the sexual subordination of women by men and the racial subordination of black people and
people of color by whiteness) results in an inversion of values that are based in opposition to the
perceived threat, the threat in this case being movements for equality. This ultimately leads to
polarization, dehumanization, and violence. To bolster this argument, I draw on interdisciplinary
research from sociology, psychology, and contemporary media, analyzing their findings through
the phenomenological lens of ressentiment.

Finally, I consider what orientation toward values might come after ressentiment. This
section is speculative in nature and considers what forms of valuing may help us to overcome the
deep-seated feelings of rage, impotence, loss and fear that fuel contemporary ressentiment. Each
orientation I propose is meant to address an aspect of the experiences which make us vulnerable to
ressentiment to begin with; for example, I examine social trust and respect as an orientation
toward values that addresses the polarizing dualism of “good” and “evil.” Ultimately, my analysis
reinscribes the place of emotion in moral experience and shows that oppression leaves not simply
physical but moral scars that can only be overcome through the cultivation of love, trust,
responsibility, and a commitment to truth.



