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Chapter One: The Moral
Psychology of Hope

An Introduction
Claudia Blöser and Titus Stahl
Drawing on the recent surge of interest in hope in philosophy and moral psychology,

this volume collects contributions outlining the most influential historical and contem-
porary philosophical and psychological thinking on the role of hope in human life. In
particular, it focuses on three areas: Part I assembles current research on accounts of
hope from the history of philosophy; part II contains systematic discussions of the na-
ture and moral psychology of hope; and part III focuses on applications of the analysis
of hope in social and political philosophy.
Hope has always been of interest to philosophers in the Western tradition, from the

ancients, who treated it as an emotion that can support or undermine virtuous behav-
ior, to medieval Christian philosophers and theologians, according to whom hope is one
of the three fundamental theological virtues, to early modern philosophers, who tried
to integrate analyses of hope into their comprehensive treatments of human psychology
(for an overview of the historical significance of this topic, see Blöser and Stahl 2017).
However, modern analytic philosophy’s focus on belief, justification, and knowledge has
long pushed hope to the sidelines of that tradition. Only recently, prompted by new
publications—first and foremost Adrienne Martin’s How We Hope—and a well-funded
research initiative at Cornell University and the University of Notre Dame, hope has
received more systematic attention. This has also coincided with a resurgence of refer-
ences to hope in public discourse. From Barack Obama to the post-crisis movements
in Europe, many political forces base their legitimacy on a claimed capacity to revive
hope in the public sphere. These developments have generated great interest in hope
among researchers and in terms of the topic’s increased visibility in philosophy courses,
and it thus seems timely to assemble some of the most prominent scholars in the de-
bate in a volume that both provides an entry point for interested non-experts and
highlights new contributions to these debates.
This volume provides an overview of the present state of research on hope and

aims to highlight some of the main questions animating the debate today. One set of
questions concerns the nature of hope: How ought we to describe hope? Most accounts
of the nature of hope are based on what has been called the “standard account” (Meirav
2009, 217) or the “orthodox definition” (Martin 2013, 211), according to which “hope
that x” is constituted by a desire for x and the belief that x is possible (Downie 1963).
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It is commonly accepted, however, that the standard definition fails to give sufficient
conditions for hope. Many authors have come up with examples of two people who
equally desire an outcome and who both believe in its possibility but who nonetheless
differ with regard to their affective outlook or behavior—thus differing with regard
to whether or not they are hopeful. In an example originally introduced by Bovens
(1999) and based on Frank Darabont’s film The Shawshank Redemption, two prisoners,
Andy and Red, both desire to be free and believe that there is a (very small) chance
that they will escape prison. Andy hopes for freedom, while Red despairs over his
situation (Meirav 2009, 222). Adrienne Martin’s cancer research example has a similar
structure: Alan and Bess, two terminally ill cancer patients, have equally strong desires
for a “miracle cure,” and both know that there is a less than 1 percent chance that an
experimental drug will be successful. They both enroll in the drug trial, but whereas
Bess really “hopes to be in the 1 percent,” Alan focuses on how slim his chances are,
and thus his hope is weaker (Martin 2013, 15). The failure of the standard definition
shows either that it must be revised or that hope is entirely different from belief and
desire, and hence irreducible to them. There are an increasing number of accounts
that take the first route and build on the standard definition (e.g., Calhoun 2018,
Milona 2018, and Kwong 2019). However, alternative approaches that argue for the
irreducibility of hope have also been proposed (Segal and Textor 2015, Blöser 2019),
such that it remains an open debate whether hope should be seen as—ontologically or
conceptually—reducible to belief and desire.
Even if one does not subscribe to a reductive analysis of hope in terms of belief

and desire, however, one can acknowledge that hope has a theoretical and a practical
aspect: On the one hand, there are epistemic constraints on what one is able to hope
for because one cannot hope for what one takes to be impossible (or certain). On the
other hand, a hoping person takes a proattitude toward the hoped-for object: When
the object can be promoted through one’s actions, hope plausibly involves a disposition
to do so. Where hope is directed toward objects that are fully beyond the power of the
hoping subject, this disposition seems to be absent (but see McGeer 2004), but what
remains is a positive evaluation of the object as good or desirable in some respect.
Other questions that animate the debate on the nature of hope are whether hope

can be understood as an emotion or a virtue. In the history of philosophy, Thomas
Aquinas has prominently suggested these two views of hope. The thesis that hope is
an emotion was common in ancient Greece and in the philosophy of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries but has long been neglected in contemporary debate, which—
based on the standard definition—has focused on hope as a cognitive and conative state
and its relation to action. Recently, however, and inspired by new developments in the
philosophy of emotion, seeing hope as an emotion—or at least as having important
emotional aspects—has enjoyed renewed interest (Döring 2014, Milona and Stockdale
2018). Similarly, the question of whether hope can be a virtue has been dissociated
from the distinctively religious context in which Aquinas envisages it. There are authors
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who believe that hope is a civic or democratic virtue (Lamb 2016, Moellendorf 2006,
Snow 2018) or an intellectual virtue (Snow 2013).
Further questions relate to the normative standards governing hope. Whereas many

classic authors who see hope as an affect (like Hume) deny that it is subject to ratio-
nal norms at all, hope has come to be regarded as a reason-responsive attitude. As
hope involves a theoretical and a practical aspect, it is plausible to assume that both
theoretical and practical norms are relevant to assessing hope’s rationality. Adrienne
Martin argues that theoretical norms govern a probability assignment to the outcome,
but whether it is rational to hope depends more crucially on practical norms: on
whether it promotes the agent’s rational ends to perform hopeful activities (Martin
2013). Miriam Schleifer McCormick largely follows Martin but argues that the theo-
retical dimension of rationality is more important than Martin thinks. More evidence
in favor of the realization of a certain outcome makes it more rational to hope for it
(McCormick 2017). In general, the question of exactly which theoretical and practical
norms are relevant to hope is subject to debate. Do we need positive evidence to be
justified in hoping, or does “Kantian minimalism” suffice, according to which the object
of hope merely must not be proven impossible? Are the practical norms that govern
hope simply instrumental norms of rational end promotion, as Martin claims, or can
we have noninstrumental reasons to hope (see Blöser and Stahl 2017)?
Finally, public discourse on hope as a feature of interpersonal relationships and even

political practice (which has an affinity with pragmatist and early modern treatments of
hope) raises the question of what we can hope for together and what hopes we should
place in one another. While some of these questions are applications of arguments
from the standard case to intersubjective contexts—for example, whether political
or intersubjective hope is instrumentally or intrinsically valuable—focusing on the
intersubjective context also raises new questions for the definition and the standards
of rationality for hope. Intersubjective hope is hope for outcomes that depend on the
agency of other people and is thus dependent on rational expectations toward the
actions of other agents who are themselves driven by rational hopes; intersubjective
hope incorporates expectations and desires not only into the agency of the hoping
individual, but potentially into the collective agency of groups, or even entire societies.
This raises not only the question of whether intersubjective hope (hope by which one
agent becomes invested in the agency of another) and collective hope (hope by which
an entire group incorporates shared beliefs and desires in their collective agency in
a hopeful way) are possible and rational, but also the question of whether there are
specific grounds on which such hopes ought to be judged desirable. This is most obvious
in the political case, where hope has traditionally either been viewed with suspicion or
exalted as an alternative to an overly rationalistic picture of politics.
The contributions to this volume relate to one or several of these questions, from

historical, systematic, applied, and political perspectives. The first part, “Hope in the
History of Philosophy,” presents central historical positions on hope, ranging from
the ancient Greeks, to Christian theology, to the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, to
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post-Kantian positions such as those held by Søren Kierkegaard and the American
pragmatists.
In “Hope in Archaic and Classical Greek,” Douglas Cairns investigates the congru-

ence between the Greek elpis and “hope” as we use it today, in terms of their semantics
and their evaluation. Important differences between this term and modern “hope” in-
clude the fact that elpis can focus on bad outcomes as well as good ones and does not
always exhibit hope’s motivational aspect. Tracing elpis in Plato and Aristotle, Cairns
shows that the term has a wide semantic range, which raises difficulties in the search
for ancient approaches to the moral psychology of hope. Still, Plato’s discussion in the
Laws reveals the positive and sustaining role of elpis in an ethical life by favoring coop-
eration, community, and deference to greater power. In Aristotle, elpis may also refer
to negative events in the future; when its orientation is positive, Aristotle also uses
terms such as euelpis or “good elpis.” The latter is not always positive, however: the
courage that rests on elpis is no more than irrational optimism. Cairns points out that
the kernel of ancient Greek attitudes is to be found not in philosophical texts but in po-
etry, where hope is often depicted as valuable for providing motivation and sustenance
in Greek poetry. Overall, however, the Greek attitude toward elpis is not as positive
as it has been in modern times. Cairns surmises that this is because Greek thinking
reflects a greater awareness that important aspects of human existence depend upon
factors beyond the control of the individual and a corresponding skepticism about the
power of positive thinking in itself when it comes to ameliorating one’s lot.
Whereas the role of hope in ancient philosophy is disputed, Christian thinkers put

hope on the agenda in theology and moral philosophy. In her contribution “Hope
in Christianity,” Anne Jeffrey highlights central elements of a Christian account of
hope and shows how this account resonates in contemporary, secular thinking about
hope. In particular, Jeffrey discusses the questions of the proper object of hope, the
psychological conditions necessary for hope and what makes hope rational and valuable
in human life. Jeffrey distinguishes between objectual hope, which concerns future
events, and interpersonal hope, which is hope in persons, mainly in god. Whereas
some contemporary accounts take up this distinction (see Martin’s contribution on
interpersonal hope), Jeffrey argues that Christian thinking has a distinctive view on the
relationship between the two kinds. Other differences between contemporary, secular
accounts and the Christian position include the feeling of certainty that is bound up
with Christian hope and the Christian assumption that there is an objective standard
of moral goodness which must be fulfilled in all hope that assumes a central place in
a good human life.
In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophy, hope is primarily discussed in

the context of psychology and often viewed as a “passion.” As such, it is a noncognitive
attitude that is not subject to rational evaluation. By way of exception, Immanuel Kant
treats the question “What may I hope?” as one of the fundamental questions of reason
and, in answering this question, gives an account of hope’s rationality. However, it is
not easy to pin down his answer, which can be found across many of his writings and
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in different contexts. Claudia Blöser’s contribution, “Hope in Kant,” aims to provide an
overview of the relevant contexts in which Kant discusses hope. Highlighting the central
elements of Kant’s conception of hope, Blöser shows how this general framework is at
work in different contexts. In particular, she aims to clarify the relationship between
hope and faith: According to Kant, we may hope for moral objects (such as the highest
good) if we may reasonably assume—have faith in—its grounds (such as god), even in
the absence of knowledge.
In post-Kantian philosophy, the value of hope is disputed. While thinkers such as

Arthur Schopenhauer and Friedrich Nietzsche criticize and reject hope, others such as
Søren Kierkegaard not only defend its value but view it as essential to a coherent prac-
tical identity. In “Kierkegaard on Hope as Essential to Selfhood,” Roe Fremstedal un-
folds Kierkegaard’s thinking about hope and briefly situates it with regard to Schopen-
hauer and Nietzsche. Following Kierkegaard’s via negativa methodology, Fremstedal
approaches hope (as well as selfhood and practical identity) indirectly, by focusing on
despair. Starting from the observation that Kierkegaard characterizes despair both as
hopelessness and as double-mindedness, Fremstedal argues that on Kierkegaard’s view,
“hope against hope” (i.e., hope in a hopeless situation) is necessary for human agency
and selfhood. The double-minded characteristic of despair involves a tension between
ideals and reality. To overcome this tension, the subject needs a wholehearted com-
mitment in the form of an orientation toward the good. Since hope is the expectation
of the possibility of the good, according to Kierkegaard, an agent must have hope in
order to retain his commitment to his ideals and values.
In her contribution “Pragmatist Hope,” Sarah Stitzlein shows that hope is intimately

connected to central elements of pragmatism, including its accounts of truth, inquiry,
meliorism, growth, and habits. Stitzlein emphasizes that while many contemporary
philosophers describe hope in individualist terms, pragmatists envisage the larger so-
cial process of hoping. Whereas Charles Sanders Peirce largely constrains the role of
hope to its role in scientific inquiry, William James and John Dewey focus on human
struggles and our ability to improve the world. Hope, on their picture, is essentially
tied to action, and it is an attitude that can and should be supported by education.
Stitzlein points out that a distinctive feature of a pragmatist notion of hope concerns
hope’s proper objects: rather than ultimate hopes that we may hold, pragmatists—
notably Dewey—focus more on what one can feasibly do in the present. Turning to
contemporary pragmatists Richard Rorty, Judith Green, Cornel West, Patrick Shade,
and Colin Koopman, Stitzlein develops a pragmatist conception of hope as a set of
habits: As a flexible set of habits, hope allows us to act in moments of struggle with-
out succumbing to despair or apathy, thereby improving one’s life and the lives of
others.
Katie Stockdale’s contribution “Emotional Hope” opens the section on the nature

of hope. Although her chapter does not aim to offer a theory or analysis of hope, it
contributes to our understanding of the nature of hope by focusing on its affective di-
mension: how hope makes us feel. The traditional assumption is that hope is positively
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valenced and therefore pleasant to experience. Stockdale challenges this picture by
drawing attention to “fearful hopes”: hopes we form in response to nonideal conditions,
hopes that are tainted by the negatively valenced emotion of fear. Many authors, such
as Descartes, Spinoza, and Hume, acknowledge that hope and fear often occur along-
side each other because both are responses to a situation of uncertainty. Stockdale
goes further, however, and argues that in some cases fear actually constitutes hope:
when we hope that p and the content of p is perceived as threatening, we experience
fearful hope. When a woman hopes that a man who is aggressively catcalling her on the
street will not assault her, for example, she experiences fearful hope. By way of various
examples, Stockdale vividly portrays how forms of oppression (based on race, gender,
etc.) shape the character of people’s hopes and make fearful hope part of everyday
experience. Following this line of thought, she explores how sustained experiences of
oppression and violence not only shape episodes of hope but affect a more basal form
of hope (see Ratcliffe 2013, Calhoun 2018) that constitutes a sense of being in the
world. Stockdale closes by pointing out that paying attention to hope as an emotion
with an affective dimension may advance our understanding of its role in motivation.
Matthew A. Benton investigates “Epistemological Aspects of Hope,” starting from

the linguistic and conceptual finding that hope that p is incompatible with knowledge
whether p. He suggests a “Chances License Hope” principle, according to which one
may hope that p if there is an epistemic chance both that p and that ¬p. Thus, hope
belongs to the knowledgeprecluding (or “epistemic”) emotions. Turning to the question
of what makes hope rational, Benton focuses on being hopeful that p, where being
hopeful is stronger than merely hoping. One feature of hopefulness is that it disposes
the person to act on her hope and makes her resistant to giving up her projects
connected to this hope. Drawing on accounts by Martin (2013) and Blöser and Stahl
(2017), Benton describes practical reasons—both instrumental and noninstrumental—
for such hopefulness. Benton’s central question is when hopefulness is rational over
time given mounting counterevidence: at what point ought you to give up hope? His
answer appeals to a combination of risk aversion and the rationality of updating one’s
credence.
Understanding the nature of hope also requires understanding hope in relation to

its opposites. One attitude that is often seen as incompatible with hope is pessimism.
In “Pessimism and the Possibility of Hope,” however, Samantha Vice argues that this
picture is too simple and that there is a sense in which hope and pessimism are com-
patible. She focuses on “anthropocentric moral pessimism,” which is a perspective on
the human world that is skeptical of the possibility of moral progress. This attitude is
surely not excluded as irrational by empirical exploration. Neither is the pessimist mak-
ing a moral mistake, as long as pessimism does not collapse into cynicism or nihilism.
Vice argues that pessimism can coexist with hopefulness as long as it avoids collaps-
ing into despair. Drawing on the work of Gabriel Marcel (1962), Vice understands
the attitude of hopefulness as an orientation toward a future considered as open and
receptive to our efforts. Despair, by contrast, sees the future as already determined.
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Despair involves a kind of capitulation that also threatens one’s sense of integrity as
a person. A pessimist need not view the future as closed to our efforts, however. As
long as the pessimist keeps trying to bring about the good and retain a sense of in-
tegrity, pessimism is compatible with hopefulness. Vice closes her essay by exploring
three speculative options of how to avoid despair and maintain the compatibility of
the attitudes.
Nancy E. Snow systematically explores the question of whether hope is a moral

virtue in “Is Hope a Moral Virtue?” Snow argues that the orthodox analysis of hope is
not sufficiently informative for the question of how and whether we can acquire dispo-
sitions to hope that could count as a virtue and, in particular, for the question of how
we can acquire a practical disposition to hope for moral ends. In order to answer this
question, Snow turns to psychologist Erik Erikson and philosopher Victoria McGeer,
who both discuss how capacities for action-guiding hope are formed in early childhood
experiences, especially with caregivers, the best cases of which form a paradigm for the
idea that hope can be cultivated as a disposition. Based on this psychological picture,
Snow then discusses how hope fits into an Aristotelian picture of the virtues. Hope as
a “natural virtue,” as developed in early childhood, is only transformed into a moral
virtue when it becomes informed by rational understanding. Snow draws on McGeer
to discuss two forms of defective hope to illustrate the requirements of this transfor-
mation: wishful hope (which is unrealistic) and willful hope (which is unreflectively
attached to outcomes). She then extends the analysis to the moral qualities of hope
by discussing how both immoral hopes and idle hopes can also constitute moral flaws.
Continuing the dialogue between philosophy and psychology, Matthew W. Gal-

lagher, Johann M. D’Souza, and Angela L. Richardson systematically examine the
conceptual foundations of empirical research into hope and their relevance for practice
in their chapter “Hope in Contemporary Psychology.” Following a historical overview,
the chapter focuses on C. R. Snyder’s influential model of hope, which focuses on the
perception of pathways and agency. Snyder’s model, which sides with cognitivist under-
standings of hope in the philosophical literature and conceptualizes hope as relatively
similar to optimism, has also served as the basis for several measures of hope. The
final part of the chapter discusses a number of empirical findings, through which hope
is connected to positive outcomes as well as the perspectives for interventions based
on an understanding of hope.
The final contribution to the systematic analyses, Rika Dunlap’s “A Zen Buddhist

Conception of Hope in Enlightenment,” argues that there is a uniquely Buddhist con-
ception of hope available in some of the texts of this tradition, even though it is not
explicitly conceptualized this way. Dunlap starts from the observation that on many in-
terpretations of the Buddhist conception of enlightenment, hope cannot serve as more
than an intermediate instrument for reaching enlightenment but must be abandoned
to fully achieve it. After a discussion of this problem based on the arguments offered by
Nhat Hanh, Dunlap argues in three steps for the idea that there is a positive conception
of hope available to Buddhists. First, she argues that we need to distinguish between

17



two conceptions of hope, a present-oriented one and a future-oriented one, according
to how they relate to upāya (emptiness). Second, only the present-oriented conception
is compatible with Buddhist thought as it is directed not toward a fixed outcome but
toward a hope that relates to the present practice. Based on arguments formulated by
Dōgen, Dunlap argues that we can even reconstruct seemingly future-oriented hopes
that Buddhism seems to recommend as forms of such present-oriented hope.
Adrienne M. Martin opens the section on the social and political aspects of hope

with her analysis of “Interpersonal Hope.” While most accounts of hope in the literature
are individualist to the extent that they only incorporate a person’s investment in out-
comes that are relevant to her (even if brought about by other people), Martin argues
that this tradition overlooks the way in which our agency can be extended when we
place our hope in other people. A characteristic feature of such interpersonal hope—
for example, the hope that one’s children will take advantage of the opportunities
provided to them—is that we can feel let down if the outcome does not materialize.
This feeling of being let down—a “reactive attitude” of the Strawsonian kind— de-
mands explanation. Martin supplies this explanation by suggesting that interpersonal
hope arises from the ways in which our agency can be intersubjectively extended. By
investing hope in others, we incorporate their acting fallibly into our own agency. Mar-
tin distinguishes such hope from trust and benefaction, which are more demanding as
they involve agency in more specific ways than the relatively broad category of inter-
personal hope. These distinctions have normative significance since they clarify when
interpersonal hope is inappropriate or unwelcome and when it violates ethical norms.
Darrel Moellendorf investigates the question of the justification of hope under cur-

rent conditions in his “Hope for Material Progress in the Age of the Anthropocene.”
He argues that hope is subject to rationality constraints and can only be justified
if there are “hope-makers” that are constituted by evidence and explanation that al-
low reasons for hope to be shared. Concerning political progress, Moellendorf takes
up a claim from the Marxist tradition that assumes that social justice can only be
achieved under conditions of massively increased productive capacity. He discusses G.
A. Cohen’s version of this claim, in particular concerning the question whether there
is evidence for a generalized tendency in human history for productivity to grow, but
adds to Cohen’s discussion an important new element: we can only hope for such in-
creases if environmental circumstances are sufficiently favorable that when humans
labor, improvements can be passed on to at least some successor generations—“the
fact of climatic favorability.” This fact is now in doubt since human progress seems to
be self-undermining by threatening those very climatic conditions. This entails that
our hopes must not only be founded in economic tendencies but also in evidence about
humanity’s abilities to solve social problems.
In his contribution “Political Hope and Cooperative Community,” Titus Stahl moves

from the interpersonal to the political level. Examining historical treatments of hope
in the political theories of Hobbes, Spinoza, and Kant, he distinguishes between three
functions that references to hope can play in political theory: An instrumental func-
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tion, where hope is considered to be an attitude that is useful for political action; a
constitutive function that relates to the fact that certain kinds of hope are necessary
for the very emergence of the sphere of the political; and a justificatory function that
concerns the way in which political arguments can draw on the desirability or reason-
giving nature of hope. He then argues that the most famous accounts of hope in the
history of political philosophy—those of Bloch and Rorty—and contemporary liberal
theories about hope fail to develop a fully convincing picture of hope’s potential as a
basis for political justification. Drawing on an internal tension in Rawlsian theory, he
argues that the justificatory function of hope is best captured by an account that sees
ambitious forms of community as both something that is required by liberal justice
and something that we cannot expect. As such, he argues, shared hope for such a com-
munity is both a desirable feature of a just society and a possible basis for reasonable
political argument.
Finally, we need to acknowledge a regrettable gap in the setup of the last part. No

discussion of hope in politics can be complete without an examination of the complex
interplay between hope and pessimism in the Black philosophical and theological tra-
dition in the United States, as recent debates about “afropessimism” and the legacy of
the rhetoric of hope of the civil rights movement show (Lloyd 2017, Warren 2015, Bliss
2015). Our plans to include a contribution relating to these issues in the volume could
unfortunately not be realized. This was entirely a result of bad luck, and we want to
emphasize that the volume remains incomplete in this respect.
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I: Hope in the History of
Philosophy



Chapter Two: Hope in Archaic and
Classical Greek
Douglas Cairns
To study hope in ancient Greek sources, we need a nonprescriptive account of what

hope means in English. Many would be happy with the definition offered by Richard
Lazarus (Lazarus 1999, 653): “To hope is to believe that something positive, which does
not presently apply to one’s life, could still materialize, and so we yearn for it.” On
this view, hope involves a desire for an outcome that one believes is possible, but not
certain.1 Yet philosophers are dissatisfied with the orthodox (Martin 2013) or “lowest
common denominator” (Pettit 2004) account of hope.2 Both Philip Pettit and Adrienne
Martin find the distinctiveness of hope in its role as an antidote to despair, as a way
organizing one’s life in difficult and uncertain circumstances.3 Thus hope is not just
about desiring the end or about planning to achieve it. Indeed, there may be no clearly
envisaged outcome, as in the “radical hope” explored by Jonathan Lear (2006, esp.
91–108, 113–17), in which hope for a future that one cannot as yet clearly imagine
allows one to go on living in circumstances in which all old certainties have gone.
The notion that hope sustains—that it involves not merely thinking that the desired
outcome is possible, but also using that idea, motivationally, as a compensation for
the outcome’s uncertainty—explains why it is generally regarded as a “good thing.”
But it also explains why those who do not share the hopeful person’s perspective may
regard that person’s hope as deluded or self-deceiving (Lear 2006, 105–7; Martin 2013,
98–101, 106–17).
The sense that hope sustains and motivates contributes greatly to its specificity in

the English emotional lexicon. Optimism, being more closely linked with (what agents
regard as) realistic assessments of outcomes, does not have these qualities (Gadamer
1991, 169–70; Lazarus 1999, 655, 672; Eagleton 2017). For similar reasons, hope differs
from both confidence and expectation. Yet, though it is a normal feature of hope that

1 For similar, more technical, formulations in clinical and social psychology, see Snyder, Irving, and
Anderson 1991, 287; Snyder 2002; Rand and Cheavens 2009.

2 Cf. also Eagleton 2017.
3 Cf. already Gadamer 1991, 170 (first published 1931): “In hope, one does not simply leap toward

something to come; rather, in being “out for” the hoped-for thing, one holds precisely to something
present which gives one hope—be it only the straw at which the drowning person clutches.” These
remarks form part of a discussion (169–72) of Plato’s failure to distinguish hope from desire and expec-
tation in the Philebus (below).
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it can remain in the absence of confidence, and confidence in an outcome normally
represents it as probable enough to make hope unnecessary, still the hopeful person
faces life with more confidence than the desperate. Equally, if one expects a certain
outcome (whether eagerly or dispassionately) that outcome is normally seen as more
likely than one that one hopes for.4 Yet we also speak of the “high hopes” that drive
people to pursue outcomes that they believe to be well within their grasp: such people
expect to succeed and are confident that they will do so. The possibility that they may
not ties their hopes to the prototypical case.
These issues will recur when we come to discuss the moral psychology of elpis in

Greek. But in comparing the concepts and categories of different historical cultures we
need a descriptive rather than a prescriptive approach: trivial formulations (“I hope
you have a nice day,” “I hope your headache gets better”) may have only limited contact
with the core examples of the concept, but they too have a claim on our attention. We
cannot exclude as a candidate for hope in Greek a scenario that would qualify as an
instance of hope in everyday English.

Elpis and Hope
Elpis differs most obviously from hope in that it does not always focus on a positive

outcome. At Odyssey 21.314–16 Penelope’s asks Antinous, “Do you elpesthai that, if
this stranger should string Odysseus’ great bow, trusting in the strength of his hands,
he would take me home and make me his wife?” Since the beggar’s stringing the bow
and winning Penelope as wife is precisely what Antinous and the other Suitors do
not want, elpesthai here is not “hope” (Lachnit 1965, 4; Schrijen 1965, 3). This is, as
Penelope represents it, an unlikely outcome that Antinous will not expect. But having
dismissed the possibility that Antinous might expect the beggar to string the bow and
make her his wife, Penelope then refers to the beggar’s own perspective—“not even
he elpesthai that” (21.317). This is a remote hypothesis, with a negative verb, and so
the sense might be “expect”; but it is also, from the beggar’s point of view, a highly
desirable outcome, and so we might want to translate the verb as “hopes.” In other
cases, the sense “expect” seems to be excluded by the context. In the same episode,
the emphasis on the effort that it takes for Telemachus to bend his father’s bow, three
times failing to draw it (21.124–27), suggests that the elpis in “epielpomenos to stretch
the string tight and shoot an arrow through the iron” focuses on a remote goal that
Telemachus strives with difficulty to reach rather than a likely scenario that he expects
to see realized.
Thus elpis can focus on bad outcomes as well as good and does not always exhibit

hope’s motivational aspect. Yet hope is one of the senses of elpis already in Homer
(Schrijen 1965, 5–15), and Greek has all the resources it needs to express that con-

4 On hope and expectation as different ways of feeling about (positive) outcomes with differing
degrees of probability, see Martin 2013, 30–32.
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cept.5 Locutions such as Polyxena’s reference to confidence that depends either on
elpis or on belief (Euripides, Hecuba 370–71) and the Chorus’ to an elpis that is be-
yond expectation (Heracles 771) help to confirm that native speakers are capable of
distinguishing between “hope” and “expectation.” Yet, as we see in investigating elpis
in Plato and Aristotle, the term’s semantic range is a significant fact that repeatedly
causes difficulty in the search for ancient approaches to the moral psychology of hope.

Philosophical Perspectives I: Plato
Elpis plays a central role in the Philebus’s argument that all pleasures involve some

form of mental representation. Interpreters typically assume that this entails a role for
what we call hope, but very few offer any argument for that position, and it is by no
means self-evident.6 The frame of the discussion includes incidental references to elpis
that may well draw on traditional attitudes to what we call hope: at 12c–d the general
premise that pleasure is not the good is supported with reference to a common opinion
that “even the idiot who is full of idiotic opinions (doxai) and elpides feels pleasure”;
at 61b Socrates opines that “there is more elpis that what we’re looking for [i.e., the
good] will be more apparent in the well-mixed life than in the one that is not well
mixed.” Similar traditional-sounding phrases (“we are always full of elpides throughout
our whole lives,” 39e; “every human being is full of many elpides,” 40a) recur within
the main relevant argument. The deployment of popular conceptions of elpis as fallible
and misguided, both prior to and within the main discussion (12c–d, 39e, 40a) suggests
that Socrates wants to draw on these common beliefs as a way of underpinning the
overall argument that the pursuit of pleasure is an unreliable guide to life.
A specific element of this is the argument that, as all pleasures involve an element

of mental representation, pleasures, like beliefs, can be false. This is an important

5 Contrast Myres 1949; Lachnit 1965, 5–7, 21–22, and passim. Much of Lachnit’s dissertation is
devoted to explaining away evidence that hope is a distinct sense of Greek elpis. Schrijen 1965, by con-
trast, catalogues occurrences of that sense, mainly in terms of positive versus negative representations,
from Homer to Plato. For a full account of elpis’s affective/ desiderative aspects, see also Theunissen
2002, 307–95. Cf. the essays in Kazantzidis and Spatharas 2018. Useful remarks on elpis as hope also
in Fulkerson 2015, 2016.

6 Frede 1985, for example, uses “hope” throughout, but in arguing that this hope focuses on what
will be somewhat undermines the translation. Similarly, Forte 2016 devotes his article to “hope” in the
dialogue, without setting out any criteria by which the dialogue’s uses of elpis would qualify. Vogt 2017
also tends to use “hope” with only minimal explicit justification, though she does point (p. 40) to a
link between pleasure and motivation that suggests a role for hope as we understand it. Moss 2012
translates elpis as “hope” throughout her discussion of Philebus, claiming that the argument for false
pleasures is also intended to prove that affective states such as fear and anger can be false (2012, 263,
on Philebus 40e), while also arguing for a (nuanced) form of cognitivism in the dialogue that “identifies
passions with beliefs” (2012, 265). Gadamer 1991, 158–72, has a superb exploration of hope, but though
he recognizes that the Philebus does not distinguish between hope and anticipatory pleasure (p. 169),
he still attributes rather more of his insights on hope to Plato than the text warrants.
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discussion, especially for its exploration of what most would probably now call the
“cognitive” aspects of pleasure and pain, but also for the links it draws between aisthêsis
(sensory perception), mnêmê (memory), and the kind of projection of future states of
affairs that Aristotle would go on to call phantasia (Moss 2012, 265–68). But it is
also one that is full of difficulties, obscurities, and apparent contradictions. When
the discussion of the mental aspects of pleasure gets underway, anticipation of future
pleasure is first called logismos, calculation, at 21c. At 32b–c elpis enters the picture,
but as one of two forms of expectation (prosdokêma/prosdokia): elpis is a pleasant
and confident expectation of future pleasure,7 as opposed to the painful expectation
that gives rise to fear.8 The association with confidence (tharros) and antithesis with
fear might be thought to suggest hope. But fear and confidence can also be contraries,
and confidence can derive from the mere expectation that success is likely. There is an
affective aspect here, but hope is not unambiguously its focus.
Throughout the discussion, rather, elpis appears as a purely mental aspect of plea-

sure (32b–c) that involves pleasant anticipation of future pleasant experiences (32b–c,
36a–b, 47c–d). This entails an account of desire (epithymia) in which the psychê ap-
prehends, by means of memory (mnêmê) the future condition of restoration, while the
bodily condition supplies (to the psychê) the pain that underpins that apprehension
(34d–35d, 41b–d), there being no purely bodily condition of desire (35c). Thus, as a
projection of future states, elpis has a role to play in desire. But that role seems not
to be in itself affective or desiderative—elpis simply conjures up, in a pleasant way, a
narrative or picture of a future pleasurable state (38e–40b; see Davidson [1949] 1990,
344). Nor is elpis a name for that “one single mixture of pain and pleasure” (47d) in
which pleasant anticipation of pleasant replenishment is combined with the pain of
emptiness and so generates desire; rather, elpis names only one aspect of that expe-
rience, the pleasant anticipation of future pleasure (esp. 36b, 40a, 47c). Though the
pleasant anticipation of realizing one’s hedonic goals may generate desire, the actual
descriptions of that anticipation are compatible not only with the kind of hope or
longing for such future states that would motivate one to seek to realize them, but
also with idle fantasy (as in the case of the man who sees images of himself enjoying
the acquisition of abundant wealth at 40a).9
The difficulty in relating the role of elpis in the discussion to our concept of hope

emerge clearly at 35e–36c. If, Socrates argues, someone remembers pleasures whose re-
7 For elpis as a species of prosdokia (of good), cf. the Platonic Definition at 416a21. See also the

definition of fear as expectation of bad at Protagoras 358d (picked up, but not necessarily endorsed, by
Aristotle at EN 3.6, 1115a9).

8 At 39d–40a, on the other hand, elpis encompasses both pleasant anticipation of pleasure and
painful anticipation of pain: all forms of “pre-pleasure” and “pre-pain” (39d–e) are said to be elpides that
involve words and images (39e–40a). As Seeck 2014 notes (p. 86), Plato here uses elpis in the sense in
which he had earlier used prosdokêma/prosdokia; most (e.g., Frede 1992, 446) overlook this. Even if this
is merely a slip, the breadth of elpis’s semantic range asserts itself.

9 Cf. and contrast Moss 2012, 268–69. For a wider consideration of some of the issues here, see
Martin 2013, 17–19, 25–29, 85–94.

25



turn might in future bring an end to the present pain, then that person is “in the middle
of these affections” (pathêmata, 35e–36a). For Protarchus, such a person experiences a
double pain—“in the body because he is in the grip of the pathêma and in the psychê
because of a certain longing that derives from expectation” (36a). To this, Socrates
offers a counterexample: some people who are empty are none the less in a state of
“manifest (or vivid) elpis” of being replenished, while others are without elpis (36a–b).
The latter, that is, someone who was empty and without elpis of replenishment, would
fit Protarchus’s case of “the double experience (pathos) of pain” (36b–c).
Socrates does allow that such cases exist. But if they do, it is difficult to fit them

in to the psychology of the rest of the dialogue. The “double experience of pain” of
the person who is “in an elpis-free condition” (ἀνελπίστως ἔχειν, twice in 36b) involves
the pain that derives from emptiness and an additional element of mental pain at the
absence of any prospect of replenishment. That thought, however, must surely entail
a representation, deriving from memory, of what replenishment would feel like, even
if it is unattainable (Gadamer 1991, 160–63; Delcomminette 2006, 346). The absence
of any prospect of replenishment, moreover, does not exclude the possibility of desire
for replenishment. So perhaps the person who is in an elpis-free condition has such
a representation, but it is not elpis, and has a desire for replenishment, but that
desire does not depend on elpis. Perhaps that person has what Protarchus called “a
certain longing,” albeit one that derives not from “expectation” but merely from the
mental representation of replenishment. This might suggest that elpis is not merely the
pleasant imagination of future pleasure that supplies the goal of desire, but precisely
what is lacking in the person who ἀνελπίστως ἔχει—that is, hope or realistic expectation
of relief.10 Against that hypothesis, however, are (a) the implication (at 32b–c) that
anticipation of future states takes only two forms, elpis and fear; (b) the clear statement
of 41b–d that desire entails a mixture of pleasure and pain (not double pain); (c) the
implication of the present passage (at 35e–36a) that all memory-based representations
of future replenishment create this intermediate state of mixed pleasure and pain; and
(d) a strong sense that Socrates’s example of the pleasure that lies in the elpis of
replenishment is meant to contradict Protarchus’s view that the longing that derives
from expectation might be painful—all desire, the argument suggests, involves the
pleasure of anticipating its satisfaction. The argument at 36a–b does appear to suggest
that there are two possible affective states with regard to the representation of future
pleasant states—a pleasant feeling of elpis when fulfilment of one’s desire appears as
a distinct possibility (when one is “in manifest/vivid elpis,” ἐν ἐλπίδι φανερᾷ, 36a) and
a painful absence of elpis when there is no apparent prospect of fulfilment. If that
were the case, we might describe the second of these stances as despair. What the
person in “an elpis-free condition” has lost would be what we call hope; but what

10 Teisserenc 1999, 270–71, is right, as far as it goes, to note that “being in an elpis-free condition”
here strongly suggests that the elpis that is lacking is hope. But he himself glosses that “hope” as that
which “anticipe le plaisir proprement dit; il s’élance vers l’aspect agréable de l’avenir prévu”—that is,
anticipatory pleasure, not espoir.
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the person “in manifest/ vivid elpis” has would remain ambiguous between hope and
expectation. But this seems not to be the case: in itself, the passage appears to pit hope
(or expectation) against despair; but the dialogue as a whole has no room for desires
that do not depend on elpis or for representations of future pleasant states that are
not themselves pleasant states. The problem lies in a tension between the immediate
implications of this passage, the connotations of elpis as hope on which it seems to
draw, and the wider role that elpis plays in the dialogue’s account of the nature of
pleasure and desire. This is a sign that the presentation of elpis in Philebus has little
to tell us about the moral psychology of hope. The semantic range of elpis makes the
specific phenomenon of hope more difficult to pin down than it might be for us; and
pinning that phenomenon down is not in any case Plato’s purpose in the dialogue.
The presentation of elpis in the Laws’ celebrated image (eikôn, 644c) of the human

being as a puppet with three strings is similarly located in a discussion of pleasure
and pain. Here, elpis is the generic term for two varieties of opinion (doxa) about
the future, tharros and phobos (644c–645a).11 The association with doxa reflects the
most general sense of elpis as a matter of entertaining certain hypotheses. But these
doxai are also pathê, affections12; tharros and phobos are correlated respectively with
pleasure and pain, the two “opposite and senseless counsellors” that we each have
within us (644c)13; and each of the three strings exercises motivational force, pulling
us in opposite directions (644e).14 Though elpis is a matter of doxa, its subspecies are
affects. But though the negative motive of avoiding pain is called fear, the positive
one, which pursues pleasure, is called not hope but confidence. It is possible that the
choice of this term was at least partly influenced by a wish to avoid using elpis in
both unmarked and marked senses, for it is clear that tharros performs a function, as
the antonym of phobos (defined, as in Philebus, as expectation of harm, 646e) and as
a motive for pursuing desired goals, that might be performed by elpis in its marked
sense as a form of motivation focused on future good (England 1921, i.254).15
But the main reason for the choice of tharros rather than elpis as antonym of phobos

is that it suits the Stranger’s purpose in the next stage of the argument (646e–650b),
where he presents the controlled drinking party as a means of inculcating shame (aidôs/
aischynê), a positive form of fear that inhibits self-assertion and permits control of other

11 Cf. phobos and elpis at Phil. 32b (Schöpsdau 1994–2011, i.230).
12 As indeed is the element represented by the third, golden string, namely calculation (logismos),

644e, even though its job is to adjudicate on the goals pursued by the other two.
13 This draws on the language of the Timaeus at 69d, where the foolish counsellors are tharros

and phobos themselves and elpis, which “readily leads us astray” appears alongside other terrible and
compulsive pathêmata associated with the lower, mortal type of psychê.

14 With the added complication that the person him- or herself can also intervene to increase the
pull on the golden string of logismos (644e, 645a–b); see England 1921, 256; Stalley 1983, 61; Bobonich
2002, 264, 266–67.

15 The Laws’ deployment of elpis-words in unthematized, incidental contexts shows no real prefer-
ence for “expectation” (853d, 893d, 898d, 923d, 954a) over “hope” (817c, 898d, 907d, 950d).
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emotions and desires.16 This good fear is contrasted with the bad fear that leads to
cowardice in martial contexts: alcohol promotes excessive confidence (called tharros at
647a, 649a–b) and overcomes aidôs/aischynê (647a–b, 649c), yet repeated exposure to
such situations of overconfidence and shamelessness can inculcate an ingrained sense of
shame and fear of ill-repute in the same way as repeated exposure to danger can develop
courage (647b–649e). The affinity of the relevant sense of tharros here to traditional
conceptions of elpis emerges at 649a–b, where excessive or misplaced confidence and
“being full of a greater number of good elpides” are similar effects of drinking wine; just
so (in Laws 2), it is the job of sympotic nomoi to step in when the drinker becomes
“euelpis, confident (tharraleos), and more impudent than is fitting.”17 “Good elpides”
and “being euelpis” designate that subclass of the generic elpis that is called tharros
at 644d, and so elpis (in the sense at least of confident optimism, and perhaps even of
hope) is drawn in to the Laws’ extended discussion of law and education as means of
fostering self-control and inhibiting self-assertion.18
Confidence, tharros, is thus a species of elpis in its neutral, generic sense, while

“good elpis” is an element of the tharros that needs to be restrained by one’s sense of
honor and the fear of ill repute. The affective, desiderative side of elpis therefore does
play a role in the argument, despite elpis being introduced as a kind of doxa of which
fear is also a sub-species. While the use of elpis as the generic term reflects the fact
that it may be neutral, a kind of belief or opinion, its division into subcategories both
of which are affective states also reminds us that it encompasses forms of motivation
that may not align with rational calculation (and thus may involve an element of moral
danger). The designation of the subspecies of elpis that motivates us to pursue future
pleasure as tharros invites us to consider in what ways tharros and elpis overlap, both
as affects and as potentially harmful forms of motivation.

Elpis appears in conjunction with doxa again in Book 9’s discussion of the forms of
error that lead to injustice, but whereas Book 1 makes elpis a form of doxa that has
two morally dubious varieties, fear and confidence, in Book 9 both doxa and elpides
are associated with well-intentioned actions that nonetheless fail to achieve their aim
(864b). Here, elpis may encompass a desire to achieve a good end and not merely an
expectation that such an end will be achieved. Neither is sufficient, yet the possibility
of failure entails the possibility of success, and so elpis, when its assessment of the ends
to be pursued is correct, can also play a positive role in just action.
And in fact the Laws also makes room for positive conceptions of elpis qua hope. An

association between elpis and the aidôs (698b, 699c) that overcomes negative tharros
and promotes its positive counterpart emerges in Book 3, where Athenian resistance to
the Persian invasions of 490 and 480 BCE is given as an example of a state’s regulation
of its mechanisms for allocating honor and disgrace with primary reference to the best

16 Cf. Laws 2, 666a–c, 671c–e, 672b–d, with Cairns 1993, 374–75.
17 For the elpides of the drinker, cf. Bacchylides fr. 20B Maehler, with Cairns 2016, 38.
18 See, for example, Laws 4, 715e–718a, 5, 782d–783a, with Cairns 1996, 28–31.
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conditions of the psychê (697b). The Athenians had only a slim prospect of salvation,
yet were buoyed by a degree of elpis on the basis of their previous successes, which
allowed them to find refuge in themselves and their gods. This fostered a spirit of
cooperation among the citizens, in so far as their fear of annihilation was balanced by
aidôs, the good fear that involves subjugating oneself to the city and its laws (699b–d).
Since the Athenians’ chances of salvation seemed slim, it is clear that elpis in this

passage refers to what we call hope, confirmed by the use of the metaphor of “riding at
anchor” (ocheisthai). As far as the Laws’ project is concerned, this positive elpis also
resides in the suppression of individualistic motives in favor of cooperation, community,
and deference to greater powers, the laws and the gods. The notion that positive forms
of hope lie in understanding the limitations of one’s powers as an individual human
agent recurs. In Book 4, honoring the gods and one’s parents, both before and after
their deaths, permits one to live the rest of one’s life “in good hopes (elpides)” that
the gods will reward our efforts (718a).19 But the strongest statement comes in Book
5, where all transgression is traced to its source in excessive self-love (731d–e), so that
“every human being must shun excessive self-love, and always follow the person that is
better than oneself, with no shame at so doing” (732b). In the same way, one should
control one’s emotions, both in good fortune and in bad,

in the hope (elpizein) that, for good people, at any rate, the god will confer
his gifts in such a way as to make the hardships that may befall us smaller
rather than greater and change for the better those that are currently
present, while, by contrast, the good things that fall to them should always
come with good fortune. It is with these hopes (elpides) and with reminders
of all such things that one should live, sparing nothing but always clearly
reminding others and oneself, both at play and in serious pursuits. (732c–d)

This passage is followed by an allusion to the puppet image (every mortal animal is
suspended from strings of pleasures, pains, and desires, 732e), but here elpis avoids the
tharros, the overconfidence, that is castigated in that image and its sequel in Books 1
and 2, encompassing instead due recognition of human fallibility, of the mutability of
fortune, and of the role of the divine in all human prosperity.20 Divine favor is possible,
but not certain; and so this elpis is clearly hope,21 here given a positive and sustaining
role in a life of self-restraint and religiously inspired humility—a keynote of the Laws’
ethical program.

19 Cf. elpis used of the hopes that the virtuous may entertain of the afterlife at Apology 40c–41d,
Phaedo 63b–c, 63e–64a, 67b–68a, 114c, where Socrates repeatedly affirms his elpis that the afterlife will
be good and the confidence (tharrein as well as “being euelpis,” 63d–64a) that this engenders. Confidence
(tharros) in the face of death is a recurrent theme (78b, 87e, 88b, 95c, 114d, 115e). See also Republic
330d–331a, quoting Pindar fr. 214 Maehler on the “sweet elpis” that sustains the old.

20 For these as cornerstones of traditional Greek ethics, especially as reflected in epic and tragedy,
see Cairns 2014.

21 Even if such elpis may be well founded (10, 950d).
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Philosophical Perspectives Ii: Aristotle
In Aristotle, elpis is to future events as memory (mnêmê) is to the past and sensation

(aisthêsis) to the present (De Memoria 1, 449b10–15, 449b25–8). Each is a pathos of the
psychê,22 but though each can be implicated in various ways in affective phenomena,
in this basic sense, the affective aspect of elpis is not phenomenologically salient—the
“elpistic science” (i.e., divination) canvassed as 449b12 is simply about predicting future
states of affairs. In a number of passages, elpis is oriented toward negative events in
the future23; when its orientation is positive, Aristotle occasionally makes this clear
by means of terms such as euelpis (see below) or “good elpis” (Gravlee 2000, 461–62
with refs). At the same time, elpis can be credited with a pronounced affective aspect
in passages such as De Spiritu 4, 482b36–483a5 (where it is one of the conditions
that makes the pulse irregular) or De Partibus Animalium 3.6, 669a17–23 (where the
“leaping” of the heart in elpis and expectation is described as a phenomenon that is
more or less confined to human beings). The addition of “and in expectation of the
future” suggests that “in elpis” refers to more than mere expectation here.
The complementarity of mnêmê and elpis takes on particular affective connota-

tions when these phenomena are associated with pleasure and pain. In the De Motu
(8, 701b33–702a7), elpides (anticipations) and mnêmai (memories) are causes of the
changes in bodily temperature that are associated with the pathêmata in general (of
which confidence, fear, and sexual excitement serve as prototypical examples). The
elpides underpin emotions with negative as well as positive valence. More often, elpis
appears as the pleasant anticipation of future pleasure. It may thus be a marker of
one’s ethical character (Physics 7.3, 247a7–13):24

All excellence of character is concerned with bodily pleasures and pains, and
these depend on action, memory, or anticipation (elpizein). Now, those that
depend on action relate to sensation, in the sense that they are aroused by
something sensible, and those that depend on memory and anticipation
derive from it too: for either they are pleased when they remember what
has happened to them or when they anticipate (elpizein) the sort of thing
that is going to happen to them. Thus, of necessity, all such pleasure is
caused by sensible objects.

An extended discussion of pleasure in the Rhetoric (1.11) explores the psychology
of this further. All pleasure depends on sensation, including that which depends on

22 Memory: De Mem. 1, 449b25; aisthêsis: see DA 1.1, 403a7. Elpis is not explicitly described as a
pathos, but the DA passage in particular implies that everything that the soul does or undergoes is a
pathos.

23 See, for example, EE 2.8, 1224b16–21, where the self-controlled are said to feel pleasure and the
weak-willed pain “from elpis.” Cf. EN 9.4, 1166b15–16, where bad people’s memories of past and elpis
of future difficulties contrast with the good memories and elpides of the good (1166a25–6).

24 Cf. Metaph. 12.7, 1072b17–18; EN 9.4, 1166a24–26, 9.7, 1168a13–14, 10.3, 1173b18–19; cf. MM
12, 1211b37–38.
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memory and elpis, because these require phantasia (imagination), which is itself a
weak form of sensation (1370a26–35). The pleasures of elpis and memory derive from
the same things as do present pleasures, though elpis in particular is focused on major
sources of pleasure or (pain-free) benefit (1370b6–9). An element of pleasure of this sort
informs “most” desires (1370b14–16), as when those whose fever makes them thirsty
take pleasure in remembering or looking forward to (elpizein) drinking (1370b16–18).
Since it is pleasant to anticipate those things whose presence gives pleasure, anger,

which involves the elpis of redress or revenge (timôria) also involves an element of
pleasure (1370b9–14, 1370b29–32). While the De Motu passage cited above suggests a
role for elpis in all pathê that focus on the future (and the Rhetoric concurs in giving
it a role in desire more widely), Aristotle returns several times to its role in anger
in particular, not only in the account of that emotion in Rhetoric 2.2 (1378b1–2),
but also in discussions of courage and confidence in the Rhetoric and in the Eudemian
Ethics, where the pleasant anticipation (elpis) of redress that anger entails can motivate
people to face dangers in a way that is not truly courageous (EE 3.1, 1229b30–1)—the
angry fear nothing and the element of elpis in anger makes them confident (Rhet. 2.12,
1389a26–8). Both in the discussion of pleasure at Rhetoric 1.11 and in the account of
anger in 2.2, Aristotle emphasizes that anger’s elpis focuses the possibility of the desired
timôria (1370b12, 1378b3–4). This makes it natural to see this form of elpis as hope.
Yet the second of these passages suggests that the element of pleasure lies in “thinking
that one will obtain what one aims at” (1378b2–3), specified less in terms of yearning
for a possible but uncertain outcome than as an obsessive fixation with the object of
one’s desires—the pleasure of anger rests both on the future pleasure of timôria and
on dwelling on that outcome in the present, imagining oneself exacting revenge and so
taking the kind of pleasure that one takes in dreams (1378b7–9). Distinctions that we
might like to draw between hope, pleasant anticipation, and earnest desire are effaced
by the semantic range of elpis in such passages; but the general thrust of Aristotle’s
approach clearly leans more toward anticipation and anticipatory pleasure than toward
hope as such.

Elpis has a role in anger not only because it is future-oriented but also because that
orientation entails an element of desire that both motivates and can lead us to focus
on the objects of our desires to the exclusion of all else. This also gives elpis a role in
conditioning attitudes to risk—as we saw, the elpis that anger entails can accompany
kinds of passion that look like courage, but are not (EE 3.1, 1229b30–1; cf. Rhet. 2.12,
1389a26–8). These points are expanded in Aristotle’s discussions of courage (andreia)
and his approach to the affective states of fear and confidence.25
The accounts of the virtue of andreia in the ethical treatises see it as a mean state

with regard to both fear (phobos) and confidence (tharrê, EN 3.6, 1115a5–6, EE 3.1,

25 On courage, see Pears 1980; Duff 1987; Leighton 1988; Curzer 2012, 19–63; cf. Lear 2006, 108–13;
on confidence, see Garver 1982; Pearson 2009; cf. Pearson 2014; on the role of elpis in courage, see
Gravlee 2000.

31



1228a26–b3).26 Fear and confidence are treated in their own right in Rhetoric 2.5,
where elpis has a role in both. Tharsos is analyzed in terms of elpis at 1383a16–19:
“For confidence, tharsos, is opposed to [fear, and that which inspires confidence to] the
frightening, so that the elpis [implied by tharsos] comes with a phantasia that salutary
things are close, and that [or ‘while’] fearful things do not exist or are far away.” Elpis is
regularly translated here as “hope,”27 and no doubt hope can be a basis for confidence
and may be elicited by the prospect of imminent salvation. But the forms of confidence
in question here rest fundamentally on various ways of thinking that one is safe and
having nothing to fear—the confident believe that nothing is likely to go wrong or
that they can deal with it if it does (1383a20–b9); they are not simply people who
have reasonable hopes of success. Even if they were, their elpis would be of a partial
and limited sort— it would not encompass the hope that persists even when success
is unlikely.
Yet it is precisely that brand of elpis that is at issue only lines before, at 1383a3–8,

where elpis is said to be necessary for fear. The difference between those who fear
nothing further, because they think that nothing worse can happen,28 and those who
are capable of fear is that the latter retain a degree of elpis:

Nor do those [sc. experience fear] who think that they have suffered all the
terrors that there are and who have become cold with regard to the future,
like people who are already dying on the plank; there must be some elpis
of salvation [from] the source of their agony [sc. if fear is to persist]. This
is suggested by the fact that fear makes people inclined to deliberate, yet
nobody deliberates about what is beyond hope.

The operative antithesis in these lines is between hope and hopelessness, not be-
tween confident expectation and hopelessness (Gravlee 2000, 468–71). Though elpis in
Aristotle spans a range from anticipation of future states of affairs in general through
the anticipatory pleasure that informs desire and confident expectation of success, it
can also encompass hope. And this hope (like most if not all of the other forms of elpis,
no doubt) can be a minimum condition for deliberation (Gravlee 2000, 471–73).
The conditions for fear and confidence outlined in the Rhetoric pertain to ordinary

human beings rather than to the virtuous. In the ethical treatises, elpis features in
the discussion of courage, but though in both the courageous person will manifest fear
and confidence as the situation requires, only the Nicomachean explicitly credits that

26 On courage as a mean, see Pears 1980; Leighton 1988, 98–99; Garver 1982; Duff 1987, 8–14; Curzer
2012, 30–32. For tharros and phobos as opposites, cf. MA 8, 702a3, EN 2.7, 1107a33, 3.6, 1115a6–7, 3.9,
1117a29.

27 For example, Grimaldi 1988, ii.99; Kennedy 2007; Waterfield 2018. The revised Oxford translation
prefers “expectation” (cf. Leighton 1988, 95; Pearson 2009, 123; Pearson 2014, 114). Gravlee (2000, 467)
translates “expectation” but explains in terms of hope.

28 Cf. EN 3.6, 1115a35–b6 with Curzer 2012, 30.
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person with elpis. In the Eudemian, elpis is a feature only of one of the inferior forms
of andreia (EE 3.1, 1229a18–20):

Another [form of courage] is that based on elpis, in accordance with which
those who have often been successful or those who are drunk face dangers;
for wine makes people euelpides.

The condition of being euelpis (regularly translated “sanguine”), based on previous
good fortune or the foolhardiness induced by alcohol, here signifies irrational forms of
optimism and overconfidence that we might attribute to those with “high hopes”; but
high hopes or great expectations differ from the hope that sustains us when we sets
our hearts on a possible but uncertain outcome.
Being euelpis is a feature of states that resemble courage also in the Nicomachean

Ethics. At 3.8 the euelpides are denied the status of andreioi, because their confidence
rests on their experience of success in battle; they are confident because they think that
their strength is sufficient and thus that nothing will go wrong. In so far as they are
euelpides, they are like the inebriated.29 Just as Dutch courage wears off, so does the
confidence of the euelpides when they realize that circumstances are not as they had
thought, while the truly courageous stand their ground, resisting real and apparent
dangers because it is kalon to do so (1117a9–17). In this way, the euelpides are not far
removed from those who underestimate the risks out of ignorance (1117a22–6). Again,
one might say that the eulpides have “high hopes,” but inasmuch as they believe that
they are safe from harm and perfectly able to deal with the risks that face them, it
would strain English usage to say that they are hopeful (Gravlee 2000, 463; Pearson
2009, 124 n. 4; Pearson 2014, 115).
At EN 3.6, however, Aristotle draws a similar contrast between the way that a

courageous person and an experienced seafarer would face peril at sea: both would
be without fear, but for the courageous this would rest on a belief that salvation was
impossible and death in such circumstances deplorable, while seafarers are euelpides in
relation to their experience; true courage is displayed where there is occasion for valor
or where death is kalon, which is not true of death at sea (or from illness, 1115a35–b6).
Here, euelpis refers to the confidence that derives from experience, but this passage
raises the question of hope (in our sense) also in the case of the courageous. In “giving
up on salvation” ’ (ἀπεγνώκασι τὴν σωτηρίαν) the courageous seem to have abandoned
hope, and this is one of the reasons why they feel no fear; without hope (in our sense)
they face an ignoble death at sea, one that gives them no occasion to demonstrate true
courage, as courageously as they can. “Giving up on salvation” is a condition for the
absence of fear, and so comparison with Rhetoric 1383a3–8 (above), where it is said
“there must be some elpis of salvation” if there is to be fear, confirms that “giving up on
salvation” entails abandoning elpis. But if elpis is necessary for fear, it is not sufficient:
experienced sailors are both euelpides and fearless. Elpis can be a feature both of

29 As at EE 3.1, 1229a20 (above), and in the case of the young at Rhet. 2.12, 1389a18 (below).
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the kind of uncertainty in which fear might arise and of the conviction that risks are
minimal that underpins (over)confidence. Since the courageous person is not entirely
free from fear in those circumstances in which the virtue of courage is paradigmatically
possible,30 it seems likely that such a person will retain an element of elpis (qua hope)
in such circumstances, whether that be hope of salvation or of achieving the nobility
of action that is the aim of all virtue.31
But if elpis qua hope is a feature of courage in its prototypical sense so too is elpis

qua confidence, as we see from EN 3.7, 1116a2–7:

The coward is a hopeless/desperate (dyselpis) sort of person, for he is afraid
of everything. As for the courageous person, the opposite is true: for confi-
dence (to tharrein) is a mark of someone who is euelpis. The coward, the
rash (thrasys) person, and the courageous person are concerned with the
same things, but are differently disposed towards them: the cowardly and
the rash exhibit excess and deficiency, while the courageous person is in
the intermediate and correct state.

This passage seems to contradict those (EN 1115a35–b6, Rhet. 1383a3–8) that sug-
gest that elpis is necessary for fear—here, the coward fears everything, but lacks elpis.
Equally, the courageous person is contrasted, at EN 1115b3–4 and elsewhere, with the
person who is euelpis; here, the courageous person is himself euelpis. But since elpis in
Greek spans a wider semantic range than hope in English the apparent contradictions
can be reconciled: we might say that the coward, excessively prone to fear, is dyselpis
in so far as he is severely lacking in confidence; without confidence he has no belief that
(as the Rhetoric puts it) safety is near; but one can be dyselpis—in the sense of expect-
ing the worst—without abandoning hope altogether. Equally, the courageous person
is neither overconfident nor excessively fearful, but feels both fear and confidence as is
right in the circumstances: he can retain the elpis (of safety or of attaining the noble)
that underpins fear of what is genuinely terrible and the elpis that underpins justified
confidence, avoiding the extreme fearfulness that promotes deep pessimism without
being euelpis to the extent of underestimating the danger or basing his confidence on
reasons other than the pursuit of to kalon. The semantic range of elpis allows it to be
mapped in a variety of subtle ways onto the continuum that encompasses fear and con-
fidence and the various right and wrong ways of dealing with them. The multivalence
of the terminology reflects both the extension of elpis as a concept in ordinary Greek
and the functions that the notion is made to perform in Aristotle’s system.
Many of the features of elpis in Aristotle come together in the Rhetoric’s account

of the characters of the young and the old (2.12–13). The young are oriented toward
elpis and the old toward mnêmê, because for the young the future is long and the

30 See EN 3.7, 1115b7–20; EE 3.1, 1228b4–1229a11.
31 On the issues here, see Pearson 2009, 124 n. 4, 126–32; cf. Leighton 1988, 93 n. 24; Curzer 2012,

30.
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past short, and vice versa for the old (1389a20–23, 1390a6–9). The old are dyselpides
because of their experience of life’s setbacks and because of their cowardice (1390a4–6);
the young lack that experience, and so are euelpides (1389a18–20). This belongs with
their gullibility (1389a17–18, 24–25), but also with the intensity of their passions: they
are hot by nature, like the inebriated (1389a18). They tend toward courage, since they
have characteristics associated with two of the imperfect varieties of courage identified
in the ethical treatises, that is, they are spirited (thymôdeis) and they are euelpides:
spiritedness implies anger, which drives out fear, while elpis is a source of confidence
(1389a25–28). Equally, they tend to megalopsychia, not in the fully virtuous form
expounded in the ethical treatises, but in its ordinary language sense,32 in so far as
“they have not yet been humbled by life, but are inexperienced in its stresses”; here
again their being euelpis plays a role, in that being euelpis makes people think that
they are worthy of great things, which is what megalopsychia entails (1389a29–32).
The elpis of youth encompasses forms of optimism, boldness, and self-confidence that
belong with the extravagance of young people’s desires and ambitions (1389a1–14), but
also with the apparently unlimited array of opportunities open to them (1389a23–24),
even if this is only an illusion born of inexperience. This is an elpis with a strongly
affective character, and so it is much more than mere anticipation or expectation of
positive outcomes. It belongs with the “high hopes” that are attributed to the young in
other authors, such as Plato and Bacchylides.33 But in the way that it risks tipping over
into overconfidence, failure to appreciate risk, and unwarranted optimism it excludes
features that we might regard as typical of hope. As a future-oriented pathos, rooted in
the phantasia that derives from sensory perception, focused on future pleasures, and
enmeshed in affective phenomena such as anger and confidence, elpis has a role in a
wide range of affective and desiderative phenomena, but that role only occasionally
and in certain contexts encompasses hope as such. What we call hope is in there
somewhere,34 but one could hardly say that hope, in our sense, is thematized.35

Nonphilosophical Literature
From philosophical sources, one might get the impression that ancient Greeks had

little interest in the moral psychology of hope. For the kernel of ancient Greek attitudes
toward that phenomenon, we need to turn to poetry, where hope is a regular and indeed
prototypical sense of elpis. Archaic and Classical Greek poetry is rich in reflexions on

32 Gravlee 2000, 475, relates it to the “natural virtue” of megalopsychia at EN 6.13, 1144b4–7.
33 Plato, Alcibiades 1, 105a–e, Bacchylides fr. 20B Maehler.
34 At EN 1.9, 1100a3–4, children regarded as happy (eudaimôn) are counted blessed on account of

elpis: given the context (that eudaimonia can be predicated only of a complete life, and life is beset by
unpredictable changes of fortune, 1100a4–9) this elpis must be what we call hope.

35 Given the fragmentary state of our sources, and the fact that some of the best evidence is in
Latin, I exclude Hellenistic sources from this survey. For a brief survey of Stoic approaches to elpis see
Kazantzidis and Spatharas 2018, 10–14.
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the nature of elpis as both a positive and a negative aspect of human motivation. These
reflexions are expressed very largely in forms of imagery that underline elpis’s affective
aspects, as well as the (often illusory) comfort that it can provide.36
Hesiod’s myth of Pandora’s jar (Works and Days 90–105) is antiquity’s most cele-

brated account of elpis, but there is no end in sight to the controversy over its mean-
ing.37 The standard view is still that the jar contained both evils, whose escape allows
them to afflict humankind, and one good, elpis, whose failure to escape paradoxically
affords human beings some minimal and perhaps illusory comfort.38 In the same spirit,
but much clearer in sense, is an elegiac poem in the corpus attributed to the (probably
sixth-century) Megarian poet, Theognis (1135–50):39

Elpis is the only good deity among human beings: the others have aban-
doned us and gone to Olympus. Trust has gone, a mighty deity, and Mod-
eration (Sophrosyne) has gone from men, and the Graces (Charites), my
friend, have left the world. Oaths of justice are no longer trustworthy among
people, and no one reveres the immortal gods. The race of pious men has
perished, and they no longer recognize rules or acts of piety. Βut as long
as a man lives and sees the light of the sun, let him be pious with regard
to the gods and await Elpis; let him pray to the gods, and sacrifice to
Elpis first and last, burning splendid thigh-bones. Let him always beware
of the crooked speech of unjust men, who with no fear of the immortal gods
always have their minds on others’ goods, making shameful compacts for
wicked deeds.

In the absence of other divinities representing positive commitments to moral, social,
legal, and religious values, the deified Elpis of this poem is, we might say, human beings’
only hope. Thus, as an emotion, elpis is a potential source of solace, yet its apotheosis as
the only remaining protection against injustice emphasizes the precariousness of trust
in circumstances of moral decline. Passages that present hope as at least potentially
positive, as an antidote to despair, typically carry this implication of its limitations.
Other positive images reinforce this impression. Elpis is something one can cling to

(Sophocles Antigone 235–36),40 that can soothe (or “enchant”) one in distress (Homeric
Hymn to Demeter 33–37), or (most commonly of all) that can provide nourishment

36 For more examples and further discussion see Cairns 2016.
37 For the various possibilities, with bibliography, see Musäus 2004, 13–30 (with 30–41 for his own

suggested solution); cf. more recently Ercolani 2010, 156–58; Fraser 2011, 21–24 (both with further lit.).
38 A passage in Euripides (where Andromache laments that she does not “even have what is left to

all mortals, namely elpis,” Trojan Women (681–82) probably reflects the Hesiodic myth and suggests
that the idea of elpis as the (only remaining and perhaps ineffectual) antidote to evils was an ancient
commonplace. Cf. West 1978 on Works and Days, 96.

39 See, for example, Beall 1989. For the Theognidean elegy as the key to Hesiod’s myth of Pandora,
see Theunissen 2002, 339–40.

40 Cf. Aristophanes, Knights, 1244, fr. 156.10 K-A, with Slater 2018, 86–88.
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or comfort (Aeschylus, Agamemnon 1668; Euripides, Phoenician Women 396). Such
comfort is often evanescent: trust in elpis is better than despair (Euripides, Heracles
105–6; Fisher 2018, 70–71), but the personified Elpis in whom we trust can lead us
astray (Euripides, Hecuba 1032–33; Fisher 2018, 59) or betray us (Heraclidae 433–
34),41 for elpis is an unreliable thing (Supplices 479–80). The Messenger in Sophocles’s
Antigone “feeds on the hope” that Eurydice has simply gone to grieve in private (1246–
50), but that hope is soon disappointed. The same locution in Euripides’s Bacchae
(617) in itself conveys the notion that Pentheus’s hope of binding the god was illusory.
Just so, Jocasta in Phoenissae follows her reference to hope’s nurture of the exile
(396) with another common metaphor, that hopes are frequently proved empty (398).
Similarly, for Semonides of Amorgos, the sustenance that elpis offers plays all human
beings false (1.1–10 West):

My boy, Zeus the loud-thunderer holds the outcome of all that there is
and arranges it as he wishes. There is no sense in human beings; they live
from day to day like grazing beasts, knowing nothing of how the god will
bring each thing to pass. Elpis and credulity nourish all as they strive for
the impossible. Some wait for day to come, others for the turning of the
years; there is no mortal who doesn’t think that next year he will arrive as
a friend to wealth and good things.

Here, the dubiety of elpis is subsumed in a typically “archaic” account of human
ignorance and ephemerality (Fränkel 1960, 29–30; Theunissen 2002, 321–24). It is hu-
man beings’ inability to foresee and determine the outcome of their actions that gives
elpis this negative aspect, yet elpis’s shortcomings lie also in the false comfort that
it offers and its misguided motivational force. In all or virtually all of the passages
that present elpis as a source of sustenance, the notion has a strongly goal-directed,
affective-desiderative, and motivational aspect. These are metaphors for hope (Cairns
2016).
Though, in this tradition, reason itself may be unreliable, elpis is also regularly rea-

son’s opponent. In Bacchylides elpis overcomes human reason,42 while in the conclusion
to Pindar’s eleventh Nemean (38–48), the power of elpis, as a fetter that controls our
movements, is embedded in a series of proverbial maxims on the principle of alterna-
tion, the power of fate, the contrast between divine knowledge and human ignorance,
and the need for human beings to set limits to their desires and aspirations:

Ancient excellences alternate in bringing strength to men’s generations; the
dark fields do not give fruit without interruption, and trees are unwilling to
bear a fragrant flower of equal wealth in every annual cycle; they alternate.

41 Cf. Aristophanes, Clouds 1500; Slater 2018, 89.
42 Bacchylides 3.75–76: “winged elpis [undoes] the thought of people [of a day]”; 9.18: “elpis takes

men’s [thought] away.”
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This is the way in which fate leads the mortal tribe. No clear sign from
Zeus attends human beings, yet still we embark on deeds of proud manhood,
yearning for many deeds; for our limbs are bound by impudent elpis, and
the streams of foresight lie far off. As for gains, we must pursue due measure.
From unattainable passions come more painful forms of madness.

Here, elpis’s failure to identify suitable goals belongs with an inability to foresee the
outcome of the actions to which it gives rise and with forms of desire that, unchecked,
can lead to madness (Theunissen 2002, 358–65; Johnston 2018, 36–41, 48–49).
These metaphors give us a sense of the way that ancient Greek culture valorizes elpis

and represents its phenomenology. The representation of elpis is a facet of a traditional
body of thought that emphasizes the limitations of human foresight, the vanity of
human wishes, and the inability of human beings to secure their own happiness.43 If
Greek elpis differs from English “hope” in that its semantic extension is much wider,
so even when elpis refers to what we call hope its valorization is very different from
that which prevails in contemporary Western thought. Richard Lazarus (again) is not
unrepresentative in expressing the view that hope “is in the Western world … usually
regarded as a positive state of mind” (Lazarus 1999, 658).44 This is true, he argues,
even of “false hope” (655–56):

To the extent that we need [hope] to sustain an appreciation of life, it makes
poor sense to denigrate hope as false even when its realistic grounds are
not attractive. I cannot believe it would be better to abandon hope and,
therefore, succumb to despair. The only sound rationale I can see against
hope are [sic] the occasions under which it would be better to give up
hoping for a lost cause to turn to something more constructive.

Pessimistic formulations of the human condition, such as Achilles’s parable of the
jars of Zeus in Iliad 24, commend not despair, but action.45 Greek has a large number
of ways of referring to despair (aporia, athymia/dysthymia, amêchania, as well as
elpis’s cognate antonym, anelpistia), none of which is commendatory. Despair “is the
mark of a worthless man,” according Euripides’s Amphytryon, whereas “the man who
trusts elpides is best.”46 A classical Greek, then, might have agreed that hope is better
than despair. But such a person might also have regarded Lazarus’s formulation as
excessively sanguine, saying, as it does, nothing about hope’s delusional aspects or

43 For an exhaustive survey of elpis in archaic thought, see Theunissen 2002, 307–95.
44 Cf. the account of hope as biologically adaptive in Tiger 1995. Contrast Ehrenreich 2007, 2009,

against the exaltation of hope and positive thinking (in U.S. culture).
45 See Iliad 24. 524 (“there is no purpose in icy lamentation”), 550 (“you will not achieve anything

by grieving”); cf. Bacchylides 5.162–64 (“but since there is no purpose in bewailing these things, a man
must speak of what he intends to accomplish”).

46 Euripides, Heracles 105–6. Cf. Fisher 2018, 68–82, on the importance of hope and endurance in
the play as a whole.
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about the danger of its leading to error, overconfidence, and failure, both moral and
practical. Greek attitudes reflect a greater sense that important aspects of human
existence depend upon factors beyond the control of the individual and a corresponding
skepticism about the power of positive thinking in itself to ameliorate one’s lot.
Douglas Cairns (FRSE, FBA, MAE) is Professor of Classics in the University of Ed-

inburgh. His most recent books are Sophocles: Antigone (2016), Emotions in the Clas-
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Chapter Three: Hope in
Christianity
Anne Jeffrey
The concept of hope enjoys a certain pride of place in the Christian doctrine and

practice.1 Christian Scriptures contain frequent exhortations to interpersonal hope—
hope in God; and objectual hope—hope that God will, for instance, deliver his people
from exile, suffering, and death. In the New Testament, “hope” often refers to hope
in the gospel: that through Christ’s atonement for human sin on the cross, Christians
will enjoy eternal life in God’s kingdom.
Christian teachings also emphasize the importance of having the theological virtue of

hope—a stable disposition to desire union with God and see this as possible with God’s
assistance. In the Christian tradition, theological virtues like hope must be received
from God rather than acquired through habituation. All the theological virtues aim
at obtaining a transcendent good; however, hope distinctively regards this good as
possible though difficult to obtain.
Christian hope extends beyond hope of and for individuals. Liturgical and social

practices reflect that hope can be housed in the community of Christians—the church—
and can be had for others. Because of hope’s significance in Christianity, there is much
to learn from rich philosophical work on hope that has been done within the Christian
intellectual tradition. Yet the influence of the views developed within that tradition
extends beyond it in important ways. Many contemporary secular accounts of hope
bear traces of the Christian view in the way they treat the objects of hope, the kinds
of attitudes hope can be, and what makes hope rational.
In this essay I aim to illuminate the nature of Christian hope by looking at the

tradition’s answers to three philosophical questions and then comparing them to those
of contemporary secular accounts. First, What are the possible objects of hope? Next,
What are the psychological conditions a person must meet to have hope? Finally,What
makes a hope rational and what makes it good for human life? I conclude by suggesting
that the role of hope in bringing about social goods (or evils) might be reconsidered in
light of challenges presented by recent secular work on the social dimensions of hope.

1 I am grateful to the editors of this volume, Claudia Blöser and Titus Stahl, for their insightful
and constructive comments on a prior draft, as well as to Matt Benton, Andrew Chignell, Aaron Cobb,
and Sam Newlands for earlier discussions on the Christian account of hope.
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1. The Objects of Hope
What sort of psychological attitude is hope on the Christian view? The answer to

this question depends at least in part on hope’s proper objects. This is true for lots
of other moral psychological attitudes. Take indignation, for example. Indignation’s
typical object is a moral agent who has wronged someone else, not you. Knowing that
indignation has this kind of object helps us understand that it is a reactive attitude and
how it differs from other negative reactive attitudes, like resentment, where the object
is someone who has wronged you (rather than someone else; Strawson 1962). So, too,
getting a handle on what kind of objects are peculiar to Christian hope will help us
better understand the nature of hope on this account. Further, we see a faint impress
of the traditional Christian view about what hope’s proper objects in contemporary
secular accounts, but what is not transmitted is the critical idea that hope’s two kinds
of objects are intimately related.

1.1 Two Objects, Two Species of Hope: Interpersonal and
Objectual Hope
On the Christian account, hope can take either future events or persons as its

objects. In the primary case, Christian is hope in God, a personal being. I’ll call the
attitude that takes a personal object interpersonal hope.
We find the Christian Scriptures replete with references to hope in persons, espe-

cially (though not exclusively) hope in God. Hope in God should be distinguished
from hope that merely implicates a person because the hoped-for outcome necessarily
involves a person (e.g., hope that my roof will be fixed implicates the person who is
working to repair the roof, but I may not hope in that person). One of God’s epithets
is “the hope of Israel,” implying that they have—or at least ought to have—hope in
God (e.g., Jeremiah 14:8, 17:3). The New Testament introduces the claim that Christ
is the hope of Israel and that Christ “is our hope” (Acts 28:20, Colossians 1:27). The
Psalms contain numerous exhortations to put hope in God, and we see the psalmist
often saying that his hope is in God or that God is his hope (Psalm 43:5, 71:5). Some
passages condemn the practice of placing hope in persons besides God, such as the
gods of other nations (Jeremiah 14:22), a military army (Psalm 33:17, Isaiah 20:5), or
oneself (Proverbs 11:7).
Christian theology echoes the idea that Christian hope is chiefly in the personal God.

We see this most pronounced where theologians discuss the norms of hope—when it
is proper to hope. For they argue that hope in Christ or in God must be primary and
prior to hope for the various goods God might offer. Love of God and faith or trust in
God should issue in hope in God; and that which we most desire is God’s own presence
and friendship (e.g., Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1a2ae Q.40 Art.7).
The second kind of Christian hope is hope for certain future events. I’ll call the sort

of hope that takes events as objects objectual hope. (Some prefer “propositional hope,”
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but this runs the risk of misconstruing the phenomenology of such hope; see Brewer
2009, 12–36.) Common objects of hope in Christian Scriptures include being healthy
or living a long life, victory over enemies, and the forgiveness of one’s sins (Fallon 1967,
98–107). Some Christian Scriptures contain expressions of hope for God, specifically, to
bring about a future event, as when the Jews were hoping that they would overthrow
the anti-Semitic persons in power in the story of Esther or when Job says that he
hopes for God to take away his life because he is miserable (Esther 9:1, Job 3:11).
In other passages, Biblical characters express disappointment in frustrated hopes for
an outcome, such as deliverance from captivity, which they expected someone besides
God to guarantee for them (Isaiah 20:5). Writers of the New Testament frequently
write of the object of hope as the event of salvation. According to Christian teaching,
Jesus Christ will appear on earth at what is called the Second Coming, and at that
time those who have put faith in him will either experience bodily resurrection (if they
have already died) or be given renewed bodies, and live forever in God’s kingdom. In
theological writings, “the Christian hope” becomes shorthand for this event of salvation,
or resurrection from the dead and deliverance into God’s kingdom, made possible by
Jesus Christ’s sacrifice for human sin on the cross and resurrection (Wright 2008).
Most authors in the contemporary philosophical literature on hope take for granted

that hope’s proper object is either an event or a person. Dominating the scene are
debates about the nature of objectual (or propositional) hope (e.g., Benton forthcom-
ing, Bovens 1999, Martin 2013, Milona and Stockdale 2018). Typically, philosophers
dispute whether the attitude taken toward the object can be reduced to a desire for
the outcome and a belief in its possibility, not whether an outcome or event is a proper
object of hope. Even though objectual hope has enjoyed recent limelight, philosophers
also discuss secular interpersonal hope, especially (unsurprisingly) in moral and politi-
cal contexts. For instance, one can hope in another in the sense of trusting and relying
on her “as one responsible for behaving in the way relied upon (Bobier 2017). Or, as
Adrienne Martin’s piece in this volume (chapter 13) explains, interpersonal hope may
be a kind of investment in someone with whom you have a preexisting relationship
and a desire to extend one’s own agency by joining with them to produce some future
together, with the belief that this is possible and another positive attitude toward the
possibility.
It should not come as a surprise that contemporary secular accounts of hope have

a good deal in common with the traditional Christian view regarding hope’s objects.
The Christian intellectual tradition is responsible for putting hope on the map in moral
philosophy. In the ancient West, the term hope was used ambivalently, sometimes
as clearly an unjustified or even painful emotion (thus more like despair), as when
Aristotle describes the incontinent person whose hope (elpidos) in the pleasurable
good he knows is wrong will produce painful feelings (Nicomachean Ethics, 1224b22).
Christianity introduces hope as a virtue, unequivocally good when focused on the
proper objects. Christian thinkers develop systematic theories of the psychology of
hope as a virtue, passion or attitude, and action. Since the Christian view from the get-
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go acknowledges that people place interpersonal hope in agents besides the Christian
God, and objectual hope does not always implicate God as an agent, it makes sense
that secular theories could appropriate the view of the two kinds of objects of hope
while leaving theism behind.
There are, however, important ways in which secular views depart from the tradi-

tional Christian account of hope’s objects. The primary departures we will investigate
below have to do with the relationship between time and hope’s objects and the con-
strual of the relationship between hope for events and hope in persons.

1.2 Hope for the Future
Traditional Christian accounts of hope typically assert that objectual hope must be

for some future event. However, the rationale given for this assertion has to do with
the nature of desire and the desiring component of objectual hope. It is worth briefly
examining the reasoning here to see that the Christian account makes room for the
same controversy that now exists in contemporary secular discussions about whether
hope must regard the future, or simply what is epistemically possible (even if it is in
the past; see Martin 2013, 68).
Origen and Augustine assert that hope must be about the future because if it were

present or past, it would be needless (Enchiridion). In the medieval period, influential
Christian thinkers like Bonaventure, Aquinas, and Scotus all affirm this position and
treat hope as an attitude regarding future goods. The insistence that hope must regard
the future persists in modern theology, both Catholic and Protestant. Protestant the-
ologians who emphasize the future-directedness of hope include Emil Brunner (1952),
Karl Barth (1994), and Jürgen Moltmann (1993). But this is not because hope must
play a role in bringing about its object, and so must be prior in time to the object.
Instead, Christian authors assume that hope involves a desire to experience some

event or to have some object present at hand. In their words, hope culminates from
love and a desire for something not yet possessed. Those events that have already
passed or are occurrent to the subject are possessed in that they have been or are
experienced by the subject and so can be enjoyed either during the experience or
through memory. Aquinas helpfully distinguishes hope from joy by explaining that joy
may be about something that is presently occurring, whereas hope always anticipates
and so is about what is to come (Summa Contra Gentiles 1 Q.89.9). As Augustine
argues in his Enchiridion, this aspect of hope serves to distinguish it from faith, which
can be about past, present, or future events. We have faith that Jesus Christ died, rose
from the dead, and now sits at the right hand of God the Father. While hope and faith
both regard a good, hope distinctively regards future goods only.
The argument then runs as follows: If desire always regards what is not yet experi-

enced and cannot be remembered, then its object must be future; and as hope develops
out of desire, so too with hope’s object. But of course, this assumes that we have cor-
rect beliefs about what we desire. Perhaps proper hope with correct belief about the
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object must be for the future. However, if desire can be for what has already occurred
objectively but is not yet enjoyed due to a subject’s having a false or no belief about
its occurrence, we can reject the inference that desire’s objects must be in the future.
Subsequently we can reject the claim that hope’s objects must be future.

1.3 The Relationship between Objectual and Interpersonal
Hope
Another significant difference between Christian and secular theories of hope re-

gards the relationship between interpersonal and objectual hope. Early and medieval
Christian theology places more emphasis on interpersonal hope and sees objectual hope
as secondary. As we’ll see later, this is in part because they consider hope a theologi-
cal virtue when the attitude of interpersonal hope in God becomes a habit of will or
memory. What distinguishes theological virtues from the moral virtues is that God
is their appropriate end or object. In the Aristotelian vein of the Catholic tradition,
it becomes common to refer to hope in God as having priority over hope for events
precisely because the attitude (sometimes called the “motive”) of interpersonal hope is
more closely connected to the virtue of hope than the attitude of objectual hope.
At first glance, it looks like interpersonal hope cannot be understood without ref-

erence to objectual hope. Indeed, this is how a contemporary analysis often presents
interpersonal hope. When I hope in a person, on this analysis, I hope for her to bring
about some outcome, or to help one bring about an outcome jointly with me (Mar-
tin [this volume, chapter 13], McGeer 2004, Snow 2018). In many of the scriptural
examples, hope in God is a sort of hope in a person (God) to bring about an outcome
or event that is the object of an objectual hope. Perhaps hope in a person is only
intelligible when one also has an objectual hope for some outcome, which the object
of interpersonal hope is “hoped in” to bring about.
There are two problems with analyzing Christian interpersonal hope as reducible to,

or even parasitic on objectual hope. First, it oversimplifies the relationship between the
one hoping and the person hoped in, and something significant about the phenomenol-
ogy of interpersonal hope is lost. Why care so much about a particular person bringing
about an outcome? The natural answer is that one has a relationship with the personal
object of hope that makes sense of one’s desire that she, not anyone else, be the one to
bring about some event. For instance, the apostles register the disappointment of their
interpersonal hope in Jesus immediately after his death: “We had hoped that he was
the one to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:21). The reason they hoped for Jesus to save Israel
is their close relationship with him that involved trust, and their desire for reunion
with him in God’s kingdom. He had told them he would return and they would be
together again. Their being together is not well described as a hoped-for event without
first referencing the relationship of love.
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On a reductive analysis, the subject of hope treats the personal object of hope as
an instrument for obtaining the object of some other objectual hope. While there may
be instances of God’s people treating God in this way, those cases are certainly not
put forward as exemplary on the Christian view. In fact, quite the opposite: the person
who wants eternal life purely self-interestedly won’t obtain it. Jesus says to the rich
young ruler, “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it” (Matthew 16:25).
Moreover, church teaching makes clear that God himself is supposed to be the

primary or principal object of hope. Hope in God is supposed to precede (both in time
and importance) hope for the goods God may bring about. Christians are directed
to hope in God for help in attaining God, that is, seeing and loving God in God’s
essence; but in order for the hope for help from God to be proper, the object of one’s
principal hope must be God— union with God in vision of God (Summa Theologiae
2a2ae Q.17–22). Theologians from Aquinas to Barth characterize hope in God as an
expectation with desire for union with God, being in God’s presence, and for God as
the source of salvation (e.g., Barth 1994, X.47).
Finally, the strongest case against a reductive analysis of Christian hope is that

many paradigm cases of hope in the Scriptures feature persons who simply do not
have a determinate, static object of objectual hope they desire God to bring about.
For instance, Abraham places hope in God when he leaves his home country on God’s
directive, but at that point he doesn’t know what to expect from God. Certainly no
desire and expectation for becoming the father of many nations has taken shape in
him at that early point in his journey. Yet, we can accurately describe him as having
interpersonal hope in God. Perhaps Abraham does hope in God to give him good
things, whatever those may be; so the indeterminacy of his objectual hope doesn’t
preclude that Abraham’s interpersonal hope is just a sort of objectual hope—that
God bring about good things. Again, though, this doesn’t capture the phenomenology
of Christian interpersonal hope. On the reductive account, Abraham must just have
a desire and expectation that God will bring about something vaguely good, and his
attitude is about that particular state of affairs but not about the person of God or
his relationship with God. This is implausible when there is no identifiable event for
which one hopes, or when one’s hope is in God to reveal what particular possible good
is to be an object of objectual hope in the first place.
On the Christian account, then, interpersonal hope and objectual hope, in the best

case, are intertwined and inseparable. The appropriate objects of Christian objectual
hope always include divine action or a divine attitude, and they cannot be appropriate
unless underwritten by a prior interpersonal hope in God. Once we already hope in God,
we may develop hopes for God to bring about certain good outcomes; as Moltmann
explains, “[o]ur hope in the promises of God, however, is not hope in God himself or
in God as such, but it hopes that his future faithfulness will bring it also the fullness
of what has been promised” (1993, 119). We will return to consider further questions
about when objectual hope is good or normatively appropriate because based on hope
in God.
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2. The Subject of Hope
Christian teachings on hope also indicate that the attitude of hope is housed in a

psychology with certain features (or, as it may be, lacking certain features). The Chris-
tian view includes a detailed picture of the subject of hope— the person who hopes.
Can the person who hopes have knowledge of what she hopes for? Must she regard
the thing hoped for as good? These canonical questions in the Christian intellectual
tradition also make their way into secular contemporary literature on hope. A further
question not typically considered, but whose answer is important for the Christian
account, is whether other mental states or habits are required to buoy the subject’s
hope, not as parts of hope but as background conditions of hope. We will explore these
questions below.

2.1 Hope, Faith, and Knowledge
The standard Christian view assumes that hope excludes a certain form of knowl-

edge. For objectual hope, in order for a person to hope for p, she cannot already know p
by acquaintance or experience. One Christian reason given for this view is based on the
authority of Scripture. In the opening of the well-known chapter on faith in Hebrews,
the writer says, “Faith is being sure of what we hope for, and certain of what we do not
see” (Hebrews 11:1). New Testament frequently uses sight as a metaphor for knowledge,
as when St. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13, “Now we see in a mirror dimly, then face to
face. Now I know in part, then I shall know fully.” So when the writer of Hebrews says
that faith is certainty of what we do not see, interpreters standardly understand this
to be a claim that faith supplies certainty of its object without knowledge—at least,
knowledge by direct acquaintance. Christian authors argue that the Hebrews passage
shows that hope and faith are similar in that they are both invisible and not known
by direct experience or acquaintance. Aquinas defends the idea that hope is of what
is unknown by appeal to its connection to faith: hope springs from faith and faith is
of what is unseen and unknown, therefore hope must also be of what is unseen and
unknown.
One scriptural passage that influences Christian views on the subject of hope’s

knowledge is St. Paul’s claim in Romans 8:24–25: “Hope that is seen is not hope. For
who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it
with patience.” Early Christian commentators like Origen and St. John Chrysostom
interpret St. Paul as saying that hope’s object is neither known nor acquired in the
present life on earth. Origen explains that while the Christian can have confidence in
her salvation because she believes in Christ, “that salvation is still in hope” until it is
actually experienced by her. That is, her being saved is not something she knows by
experience or present enjoyment of salvation. Unless the subject doesn’t already know
the object of her hope through direct experience, her hope doesn’t make sense—why
hope for what one sees? St. John Chrysostom (1889) argues that the person who hopes
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must not already be enjoying the good for which they hope, but visible things—things
known by acquaintance or experience in the present life—can be enjoyed here and now,
it will not do to hope for those things.
The Christian view claims that hope excludes knowledge and that hope involves

certainty, simultaneously, while we see some resistance to this idea in contemporary
secular views (Marcel 1951, Graper Hernandez 2011). Scholastic Christians define hope
as a desire or appetite for a future good accompanied by certainty, or sure expectation
(e.g., Summa Theologiae 2a 2ae Q.17 A.1). St. John Chrysostom says that hope is only
needed for things that we don’t yet have, and so hope has to be a feeling of “confidence
in things to come.” Medievals argue that hope disposes a person to daring precisely
because of this confidence or certainty. Modern theologians, too claim that hope affords
the subject of hope with special confidence in hope’s objects (Barth 1994, IV).
Another reason Christians say hope requires confidence has to do with the Christian

idea that hope should be preceded by another attitude that supplies confidence: faith.
Just how faith relates to confidence in its propositional objects has been the subject of
some recent debate (Howard-Snyder 2013, Pace 2017). A Christian account, however,
needs to explain (or explain away) scriptures such as Hebrews 11:1, “Faith is the
assurance of things hoped for,” Hebrews 10:22, “Let us draw near … in full assurance
of faith,” or Ephesians 3:12, “we … access with confidence through our faith in him.”
Commonly, Christians hold that hope is an attitude found in the subject’s will, not

her intellect. But certainty appears to be a feature of the intellect. (This is a view
developed and handed down by the Scholastics.) So, how does hope involve certainty
on the Christian account? We should think of hope as depending on, rather than being
constituted by, certainty in the hoped-for object through faith. Christian theologians
from Aquinas to Calvin to contemporary authors affirm the idea that faith supplies
the certainty associated with hope. In a memorable passage of The Theology of Hope,
Moltmann writes,

Faith is the foundation upon which hope rests, hope nourishes and sustains
faith. For as no one except him who already believes His promises can look
for anything from God, so again the weakness of our faith must be sustained
and nourished by patient hope and expectation, let it fail and grow faint…
Faith in Christ gives hope its assurance.” (1993, 20)

In faith, the intellect assents to some claim as true, such as “God will give us eternal
life.” Faith consists in confident adherence to a proposition with certainty but without
full understanding (e.g., Summa Theologiae 2a 2ae Q.1 Art.5 ad.4). Only when the
subject of hope already has faith that this is true can her desire for obtaining eternal
life qualify as hope (Jeffrey 2017). Desire for some difficult good with no assurance
that it will obtain might be better labeled optimism than hope.
This helps us sort out an important difference between Christian and secular ac-

counts. Often, the secular theorist will say propositional (or objectual) hope is in-
compatible with assigning epistemic probability of 1 or 0 to the object (Bovens 1999,
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Martin 2013). If they draw the conclusion that hope is incompatible with epistemic
certainty, then their view conflicts with the Christian view, where hope requires faith
that includes certainty. If they draw the conclusion that hope excludes knowledge,
what then? It depends on how “knowledge” is understood. If knowledge is inclusive of
all forms of knowledge, propositional and knowledge by acquaintance, then there is
no reconciling the secular and Christian views. If, however, a secular view claims that
hope excludes propositional knowledge only, then it need only accept that one can
acquire certainty without propositional knowledge to concur with the Christian view.

2.2 Hope and the Guise of the Good
We can also differentiate (objectual) hope from faith based on the way the subject

perceives of the object. While a person can have faith in something they do not desire,
or even desire not to be the case—like that someone will be condemned to hell—a
person cannot hope for what they do not desire (Augustine, Enchiridion, II).
The traditional Christian account of hope, recall, is that hope is for a “possible but

arduous good.” The connection between hope and the good lies first, in an assumption
about the nature of desire. Everything a person desires, she must desire under the
aspect or “guise” of the good. Further, when something shows up to be good in some
respect or other—when I desire it— this moves me. Medieval theologians argue that
the part of me called appetite is positively moved by desires through the perception
of particular goods. My being moved could consist in a positive appreciation of p
(though it’s important to note that the appreciation can’t be intellectual like assent),
motivation to bring about p, or a positive feeling about someone else bringing about
p.
Hope thus falls into the psychological category of a passion or emotion. On the

traditional Christian view, heavily influenced by Augustine (who was impacted by
Stoics like Cicero), passions are positively—or negatively— valenced affects. These
affects actually are accompanied by bodily changes (Summa Theologiae 1a 2ae Q.22,
Art.3). Hope as a passion consists in a kind of approach toward the object of hope.
It can be a help to action, it can make actions done for the sake of the object more
pleasant because of the positively colored anticipation of the object, and it can keep
up the person’s strength needed to pursue the object (Lamb 2016a).
Hope differs from ordinary desire in that the person hoping must see the object as

both good and difficult. Christian writers argue that it would not make sense to say
we hope for “trifles, which are in one’s power to have at any time” (Summa Theologiae
1a 2ae Q.40 Art.1). Contemporary accounts have not made much of the idea that the
object of hope needs to appear to the subject as an arduous good—some, in fact, will
disagree with this assessment. But it fits particularly well with the more general Chris-
tian moral psychology on which contrary passions have the same object and different
emotional takes on the object. The opposite passion of hope, in this view, is despair,
and what makes despair what it is depends on the person despairing seeing something
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they want as too difficult to obtain, and thus keeps her from pursuit or positive appre-
ciation of the object (ibid. Art. 4). Both the despairing and hopeful person may have
a desire and see a good as difficult to obtain, but the hopeful person regards it as to
be pursued because of the possibility of obtaining it, while the despairing person takes
the small chance of obtaining it to be a reason to give up on pursuit of it.

2.3 The Virtue of Hope
As mentioned earlier, the Christian tradition is first in the West to promote hope

to the ranks of the virtues. Hope the virtue doesn’t simply require lots of hopes qua
passions, nor is it simply a transformation of the emotion of hope that entrenches it
in the mind through habituation. Instead, hope historically is one of three theological
virtues, along with faith and charity, that God gives to persons as a gift. Here, the
Christian account of hope starkly differs from secular accounts.
Within the Christian tradition, views about virtue in general vary. Christian authors

disagree about the definition of virtue and the connection of the virtues with each other,
with some (like Aquinas) holding that the virtue of practical wisdom necessarily and
formally unifies all the moral virtues, and others (like Scotus, Lectura 3 D.36 Q.1 N.98)
denying the formal unity of the virtues, some holding that there are degrees of virtue
and others denying this, some claiming virtues are in the intellect, others arguing that
they are in the will or memory (Doyle 2011).
It is thus perhaps surprising to see substantial agreement in the Christian intel-

lectual tradition when it comes to treatments of the theological virtues (except, see
Niebuhr 1974). For one thing, theological virtues like faith prompt action and modulate
perception, but they are given by God rather than acquired by habituation. Second,
theological virtues perfect not a person’s emotions or desires, but her intentions—
what medieval philosophers call the “internal acts of a person’s will” (Lamb 2016b).
Third, all of these virtues must have God as their object in some respect. Because we
can’t achieve union with or vision of God on our own, these virtues have to be given
through grace. Hope, like charity and faith, must be infused by God in a person’s psy-
che. Further, even authors who disagree about the unity of the moral virtues all seem
to acknowledge the unity of the theological virtues; for anyone to have one, she must
also have the others to some degree. Someone without charity or love of God doesn’t
have hope as a theological virtue, for she lacks the precondition of hope, namely, stable
desire for God and union with God (Jeffrey 2017). And hope, remember, requires the
certainty of faith (Pinckaers 1958).
The Christian account makes clear that for a habit to be a theological virtue of hope,

it must dispose the subject to rely on God in thinking the object is obtainable, and
the object must be an actual transcendent good— God or union with God. Someone
has the disposition to desire for God to help her obtain an apparent difficult good and
regard it as possible, but the good she wants is not a true good because she has a
false belief, then she doesn’t have the theological virtue of hope (Lamb 2016a). As we
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learned in discussing the objects of Christian hope, a desire for goods that can’t be
possessed on earth—for the unseen—often characterizes hope. Moreover, interpersonal
hope in God is supposed to precede and ground objectual hopes. Without this aspect
of reliance, a habit cannot qualify as the theological virtue of hope (Aquinas, Disputed
Questions on the Virtues, 1 ad.1). If a person hopes for union with God but desires to
achieve this on her own, she too will lack the virtue.
While Scholastic thinkers emphasize the importance of relying on God for help, some

modern and contemporary Christian philosophers expand the sphere of auxiliaries to
include fellow humans. Aaron Cobb and Adam Green (2017) attempt to bring out the
social dimension of the virtue of hope from the periphery, where it is in traditional
accounts, to the center. They argue that members of the community shore up the
theological virtue of hope not just by creating fertile conditions for it—teaching the
individual to see her own agency and worth in the right ways—but also by relying on
others to hope for this good when one’s own hope wanes or wavers. What is relevant
to our current question—what is the psychology of the subject of hope?—is that it
involves reliance on someone else to bring about the expected good in the paradigmatic
case, whether that other is a community of Christian believers or God.
Recent secular theories that count hope as a virtue typically highlight the social

dimensions and benefits of hope. But more often than not, they retain the kind of
ambivalence we see in Greek thought about hope’s normative status, claiming that
while it can be a virtue, it is also easily distorted. In large part this difference between
secular and Christian views on hope as a virtue owes to the fact that the Christian
view assumes a substantive account of the moral good, and attaches the virtue of hope
to that good. Many secular accounts refrain from pronouncing on what precisely is
the good a person must desire to have the virtue of hope. Hope can equip a person
to be realistic about her chances at an outcome in a way that tempers our beliefs and
actions—even giving us courage in the face of challenges (Kadlac 2015). But it could
lead a person to have courage to do the wrong sorts of things or to develop camaraderie
and solidarity for the wrong cause.
The question of what makes hope a virtue, or what makes certain hopes (qua

emotion) appropriate, takes us into normative territory. Here we will see that the
Christian view contrasts more starkly with secular accounts, in part because of the
Christian account of the good underwriting the moral psychology.

3. Normative Dimensions of Hope
Now that we have an idea of what hope is, we are in a position to ask what makes

a hope reasonable and what makes it good for human beings to have on the Christian
view.
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3.1 The Normative Grounds of Interpersonal Christian Hope
Christian theologians often answer the rationality question by citing the “grounds of

hope” or “foundation of hope.” The grounds of hope will be a person or event or evidence
that form an appropriate basis for the person’s hope. Typically in the Christian view,
the character of a person in whom one hopes, some past event like a promise, or a fact
about a future event serves as the grounds that makes hope not just intelligible but
gives a normative reason for one’s Christian hope.
Begin with the most fundamental hope: interpersonal hope in God. What grounds

do we have to invest such hope in God? Our perception of God’s absolute goodness
and divine attributes, such as God’s mercy, power, and faithfulness, says the standard
view. In recognition of God’s goodness, we subsequently realize that it is good for us
to be united with an unqualifiedly good being. In fact, it is better than anything else
we could want.
Some scholars argue that this point drives a wedge between Catholic and Protestant

thought. Protestants worry that if we come to desire God because God is good for us,
we do not love God with the love of charity. Catholics take it that love for oneself
(amor concupiscentiae) is not morally tainting; rather, with Aristotle, they recognize
proper love of self (amor amicitiae) as a requisite for love of others, and so the residual
care for one’s own good while loving others (amor concupiscentiae) is fitting (Delany
1910). Supposing we can characterize self-love without reducing it to egoism, it would
seem perfectly reasonably to place hope in God based on knowledge that one would
benefit from relationship with God. In fact, we might echo Aristotle here in saying
that we should pray that what is good unqualifiedly good is good for us (Nicomachean
Ethics 1129b5–6).
God’s mercy and power constitute proper grounds for reasonable hope in God’s help.

We can expect God’s mercy, desire to refrain from giving us punishments we deserve,
to occasion extension of assistance in our pursuit of union with God. And because God
is regarded as Almighty, helping to bring us into union with God is something God
is able to do (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 2a 2ae Q.18 Art.4 Ad.2). If God has both
these features then the expectation that union with God is possible seems reasonable.
Here, the reasonability of the hope owes to the reasonability of the probabilistic belief,
given the way one has conditionalized on beliefs one has about God’s character.

3.2 The Rationality of Objectual Hopes
Starting in the medieval period, hopes identified as passions, or emotions, are con-

sidered morally neutral (Miner 2009). This is because they are in the appetite, rather
than the will—that is, not a direct product of choice or responsive to reason. Further,
they are fleeting rather than stable so long as those hopes are only passions.
Nonetheless, objectual hope—the emotional attitude—can be related to reason in

more or less fitting ways, making it more or less rational (Miner 2009, 219). One way
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hope may be irrational indirectly is if the hope comes about due to an inaccurate
estimation of the difficulty of achieving the hoped-for object (ibid., 224). A person
who hopes to become a professional soccer player, not adequately attending to the
time, effort, and luck it will take to train and be picked up by a league, may have
irrational objectual hope.
A second way objectual hope might fail to be rational is when the subject overes-

timates her own powers or underestimates her limitations. The person who hopes to
earn eternal life through good works suffers from an irrationality of this kind, and the
habit of hoping in this manner is traditionally called presumption—not wanting or
seeking help where it is needed. She discounts her own limitations and thinks she can
merit salvation.
Finally, hope can inherit unreasonableness from an unreasonable judgment about

what would be good for oneself. Someone might be convinced that now is the right
time to quit her job and seek a more fulfilling career, when in fact, because of a
recent downturn in the market, this is imprudent. Her subsequent hope to find more
meaningful work in the immediate future is irrational.
The Christian tradition’s account of how objectual hopes, as emotions, can come

under rational criticism has analogues in contemporary secular accounts. Especially
where theorists support the standard view of hope as consisting in a belief and desire,
the rationality of hope has to do with its cognitive basis rather than its cognitive
element. Michael Milona, for example, introduces the idea of a cognitive base of a hope-
constituting desire—a belief in the possibility of the outcome one hopes for and desires
(Milona 2018). A person could have a belief that the outcome is possible, and also have
a belief that the likelihood of the outcome occurring is low. If a desire for the outcome
is cognitively based on the probability estimate rather than the mere possibility belief,
what results might be despair rather than hope, since the focus is on the negative
belief about the outcome rather than the positive belief about its possibility. Milona
acknowledges that this makes hope quite vulnerable to irrationality, since hope can
become entangled in a feedback loop feeding the belief in the probability of the hoped-
for outcome or encouraging the person to side with, or focus on, her judgment about
its possibility over her judgment about the high likelihood of its not coming about.
While the Christian account of rational norms for objectual hope certainly includes

a subjective element, we should be careful not to understand the view as purely subjec-
tive or coherentist. Even Luther, who is accused for giving a thoroughgoing subjective
theology in earlier work, ends up arguing that Christian objectual hopes are rational
only because of truths that objectively ground them (Cooper 2012). Christian theolo-
gians take care to emphasize that it is not simply beliefs about what God has done
or promised that rationalizes belief in the possibility of future goods like victory over
enemies or resurrection from the dead. Actual events or promises do the grounding as
well. Theologians will claim that Christ’s resurrection of Lazarus from the dead, or the
fact that Christ resurrected from the dead, is the ground of our hope for bodily resur-
rection, for instance. Barth says, “because this event took place” (not simply because
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we believe it did or have faith it did) … “there is every reason to hope” (Barth 2009,
30).
Beyond bodily resurrection, there are many Christian objectual hopes that have an

event or promise of God as their objective rational ground, on the Christian account.
Hope for deliverance from enemies rests on the actual event of God rescuing Israel
from enemies in the past and God’s faithful character, which invites trust for future
deliverance. We can rationally hope for God’s kingdom to come, and the new heavens
and the new earth, both because Christ promises to come again and bring with him
the kingdom of God, and because God has already accomplished the condition for this
occurring by defeating death (1 Corinthians 15:55–57). What makes Abraham’s hope
to become a father of many nations reasonable is God’s promise to him, not merely
that it appeared to him that God made such a promise. Christian authors often speak
of the “already but not yet” to indicate that what we hope for is something that is
already actual but not yet possessed by us subjectively. For instance, the Christian
who has been saved will enjoy union with God, and her eternal fate is sealed though
she doesn’t yet experience it. So objectual hope’s rationality depends on the coherence
of the beliefs that hope is based on as well as the evidence for that belief or the
truthmaker for the truth one believes or in which one has some credence.

3.3 Why Hope Is Good for Human Beings
Christian accounts evaluate hope along another normative dimension, namely, moral

goodness. Here the concern is not so much the cognitive base or ground of the hope,
but the role of hope in well-being or the achievement of the human good. The emotions
of objectual and interpersonal hope, when not yet stable dispositions, are a mixed bag
unless their object is itself good, as we explored earlier. So in this final section we will
consider how hope as a virtue is good for human beings.
Different Christian authors give varying accounts of what makes hope a virtue. Early

and medieval accounts emphasize that without hope, we fall into one of two vices—
despair or presumption. Despair comes about when we desire the great good of union
with God, which constitutes our own ultimate good, but see it as too difficult to attain.
Aquinas argues that this kind of despair is sinful because it willfully ignores God’s offer
of help. We saw earlier that for hope to be a theological virtue it must rely on another
for help in achieving what it desires. Despair occurs when we fail to rely on another,
namely God, as well as the community God has given us—the Church—to sustain our
hope. The vice of presumption also threatens when we lack hope. Presumption consists
in aiming at our ultimate good while assuming we do not need help or can achieve it
on our own. Hope strikes a balance between these two psychological states regarding
the final end of union with God.
Whether a person has theological hope has practical ramifications for present life

as well. It can affect the kinds of emotions she forms, whether hope or despair, about
goods attainable on earth. For instance, if I lack the theological virtue of hope and I
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witness a severe evil, like the starvation of children in Yemen due to conflict, I will
likely fall into despair not just about my achieving an ultimately good life, but about
whether any of these children will be rescued, whether what I donate will securely
reach emergency organizations, and whether this suffering can be redeemed or defeated.
Despair like this can undermine successful pursuit of practical goals. If hope guards
against despair, then one way hope acts as a virtue in this life is by supplying the
conditions to continue to have objectual hopes important for our present practical
aims.
Another way that theological hope can rectify our emotional lives, encouraging

appropriate objectual hopes, is by providing a perspective on the importance of their
objects. Robert Roberts explains, “What devastates the eternal self is not that it has
earthly hopes, but that it ascribes to them a significance they can’t bear” (Roberts
2007, 151). This happens when the objectual hopes aren’t grounded in a basal hope in
God. Hopes we acquire for finite goods while having a disposition of hope in God avoid
this pitfall because inevitably, the estimate of how much the object of hope matters
will be governed by the belief that one’s ultimate good consists solely in union with
God.
The modern existentialist Christian thinkers like Kierkegaard and Marcel hold that

hope has a distinctive role in fostering our practical agency. Kierkegaard places hope
at the center of the process of becoming a self—that is, a person whose life is unified,
makes sense, and is shaped by ethical commitments (Bernier 2015, 29). We face con-
stant threats of fragmentation, loss of meaning, and deviance from the ethical; without
hope, this can lead us to despair of the very project of forming a self or deep practical
identity (ibid., 144). By fixating on a singular hope, we avoid dispersing ourselves into
the world through disparate commitments that end up in practical conflict. The virtue
of hope also gives one’s life meaningful tasks. When we have hope in ultimate union
with the person loved above all, God, the life activities subsumed under that goal take
on meaning.

3.4 Social Dimensions of Hope
For Marcel, virtues are “those traits through which we are able to see beyond our-

selves and our own limits,” and hope draws our attention to what is possible, especially
what is possible with the help of others (Graper Hernandez 2011, 59). In fact, hope
turns our focus from the objects we seek to the other, not as an object but as a person
with whom one is in meaningful relationship.
This pivot to discussing the social aspect of hope in Christian thought has increased

in the last half a century. Famously, Martin Luther King, Jr., invites the Christian to
hope for racial justice as part of the hope for the kingdom of God to come (King 2007;
see Lloyd 2016). The hope in the infinite good of union with God is “the only way we
will be able to live without fatigue of bitterness and the drain of resentment” (ibid.,
522). Hope has played a prominent role in sociopolitical Christian movements such as
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those growing out of liberation theology and Black theology. These movements hearken
back to the scriptural passages about hope in God to defend the oppressed and rectify
injustice here on earth, and ultimately to complete this work in the life to come. More
recently, Cobb and Green argue that hope can be a virtue of communities, through
extended agency. The virtue of hope, they say, can be “enacted within and scaffolded
by a community whose collective practices are ordered toward a shared conception of
human flourishing” (2017, 231).
Parallel to developments in Christian accounts of hope as socially productive and

a social virtue, we see secular increasing discussion of the social dimensions of hope
in secular theories. Here, objections of Christian accounts of hope in light of social
harms, such as Vincent Lloyd’s critique of hope as perpetuating white supremacy, call
due attention to the social philosophical issues related to hope (Lloyd 2016). Katie
Stockdale (2019) develops a social theory of hope; Nancy Snow (2018) defends hope
as a democratic virtue, and Adam Kadlac (2015) argues that hope is a virtue because
it can produce solidarity with others.
In many respects, these accounts present new questions and challenges that Chris-

tian accounts going forward will need to address. Whether hope for humanity, gener-
ally, is warranted will bring Christian thinkers right back to controversial questions
about salvation and universalism raised by theologians like Van Balthasaar and Barth.
But perhaps contemporary Christian thinkers will see these debates in a new light as
secular theories press us to think about the historical oppression of peoples related to
Christian religious institutions and messages.
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Chapter Four: Hope in Kant
Claudia Blöser
Kant famously states in the Canon of the Critique of Pure Reason that “What

may I hope?” (A805/B833) is one of the fundamental questions of reason.1 However,
it is not easy to pin down Kant’s full answer to the question. One puzzle concerns
the question of what hope is: Kant does not explicitly discuss the nature of hope,
which may explain in part why interpreters have often conflated hope and faith (e.g.,
Flikschuh 2010). Another difficulty is that Kant talks about hope in a number of
different writings, and it is not immediately clear whether there is a unified account
of hope in the background. In this contribution, I want to shed light on these issues.
In section 1, I sketch a framework for understanding what hope is, according to Kant,
and for understanding what makes it rational. I then show how this abstract picture
helps to describe the role of hope in different writings: in the first and second Critiques,
in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, and in the historical and political
writings. Finally, I briefly discuss the role of hope in moral motivation.

1. A Framework for Kant’s Account of Hope
In order to better understand what hope is, it is helpful to distinguish it from

wishing. The following passage from the Doctrine of Virtue gives a valuable hint. This
passage is taken from the “Doctrine of the Method of Ethics,” where Kant is concerned
with how to teach the doctrine of virtue. One way is through what he calls “moral
catechism,” in which the “teacher elicits from his pupil’s reason, by questioning, what

1 Kant’s works are cited using volume and page numbers (volume:page) of the standard Academy
edition of Kant’s writings (Berlin. 1900–), except for the Critique of Pure Reason. The latter is cited
using the A- and B-editions (A/B). I use the following translations: Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Paul
Guyer and Allen Wood, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. Critique of Practical Reason,
trans. Mary Gregor, in Mary Gregor (ed.): Practical Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996, 133–271. Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, trans. Allen Wood and George
di Giovanni, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans.
Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Metaphysics of Morals, trans.
Mary Gregor, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. On the Common Saying: That May Be
Correct in Theory, but It Is of No Use in Practice and Toward Perpetual Peace in Mary Gregor (ed.):
Practical Philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. Idea for a Universal History with
a Cosmopolitan Purpose and The Contest of the Faculties in: H. S. Reiss (ed.): Kant. Political Writings,
second Edition, 1991. Lectures on Ethics, Peter Heath and J. B. Schneewind (ed.), trans. Peter Heath,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
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he wants to teach him” (6:480). If the teacher does not correct the pupil’s answer, we
can assume that Kant regards it as the correct one.

Teacher: But even if we are conscious of such a good and active will in us,
by virtue of which we consider ourselves worthy … of happiness, can we
base on this a sure hope of sharing in happiness?
Pupil: No, not on this alone. For it is not always within our power to provide
ourselves with happiness, and the course of nature does not of itself conform
with merit. Our good fortune in life … depends, rather, on circumstances
that are far from all being in our control. So our happiness always remains
a wish that cannot become a hope, unless some other power is added. (6:482,
my emphasis)

I will discuss central elements of this passage in the next section. Here, I want to
emphasize that Kant draws attention to the limitations of our power: Absent further
assumptions, we cannot have “sure hope” of becoming as happy as we deserve to be
because it is “not always within our power” to bring this about. This does not mean that
we can only have hope if it is in our own power; rather, hope for happiness requires the
addition of some other power. Hence, hope presupposes the idea that our own powers
do not (or might not) suffice regarding the realization of the hoped-for outcome.2 This
presupposition may serve on the one hand to distinguish hope from choice [Willkür],
which is accompanied by “one’s consciousness of the ability to bring about the object
by one’s action” (6:213). On the other hand, it reveals a similarity between hope and
wishing, where the latter “is not joined with this consciousness” (6:213). Like wishing,
hope is characterized by a lack of consciousness of the ability to bring about the object
by one’s action.
In order to see the difference between hope and wishing, consider Kant’s claim

that a wish may become sure hope if “some other power is added.” In line with his
account in the Critiques (section 2), Kant identifies this other power with god in the
lines following the quote above (6:482). Thus, in contrast to wishing, hope requires a
ground, namely a power that is able to bring about the hoped-for object.
Kant’s question “What may I hope?” is a question about the rationality of hope.

As we will see, the rationality of hope depends on the question of whether we may
rationally assume its grounds.3 In all cases of hope that Kant considers, our epistemic

2 It is plausible that the assumption of some degree of powerlessness applies not only to hope for
deserved happiness, but to hope in general. Rachel Zuckert also emphasizes that Kant assumes that we
hope for outcomes “over which we do not have (total) control” (Zuckert 2018, 247). In the contemporary
debate, see Han-Pile (2017) for the thesis that hope presupposes some degree of powerlessness.

3 Günther Zöller (2013, 254), who refers to Grimm’s Dictionary, points out that “may” [dürfen], in
Kant’s time, was used not only in the sense of permission but also in the sense of “need” [bedürfen], or
“having grounds” [Grund haben]. In line with the latter meaning, I understand the question as “What
do I have grounds to hope for?”
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situation regarding the grounds is that we lack knowledge about it. How can it still be
rational to assume that the grounds of hope obtain? This is where Kant’s conception
of faith or “moral Belief” [moralischer Glaube] (A828/B856) comes in.4 Another term
that is closely linked to faith and Belief in Kant’s account is trust: as Allen Wood
points out, Kant often characterizes faith or moral Belief in terms of trust (Wood
1970, 162). A succinct formulation can be found in the Lectures on Ethics, in a section
titled “Trust in God under the Concept of Faith”: “So faith means the confidence that,
so long as we have done everything possible to us, God will supply what does not lie
in our power” (27:320 f.).5 As I will describe in the next section, Kant argues that we
can assume that the grounds of hope obtain and can hence have moral Belief or trust
in them if this assumption is empirically undecidable and a necessary presupposition
of a practical necessity, i.e. connected to the moral law.
In sum, hoping, like wishing, presupposes lack of certainty regarding one’s own

powers to realize the object in question; unlike wishing, however, it also requires the
assumption of grounds—typically another power that is necessary for realizing the
object, in addition to one’s powers.6 We may hope for something if we can rationally
assume that those grounds exist. The grounds for rational hope are such that we lack
knowledge, although we may have an attitude of moral Belief or trust toward them.
This framework also sheds light on the question of why Kant considers “What may
I hope” to be necessary, in addition to “What should I do” and “What can I know”:
Hope enters the picture in light of the limitations of what we can do (it presupposes
an awareness of the limits of our powers) and of what we can know (it presupposes
grounds that we cannot know to exist).

2. Hope in the First and Second Critiques
Kant’s starting point for answering the normative question concerning what we

may hope is a descriptive claim about what we de facto hope for: “all hope concerns

4 In the third section of the Canon in the first Critique, Kant describes faith [Glaube] as a special
kind of assent or “Fürwahrhalten,” which literally means “taking-to-be-true.” Translating the term Glaube
into English is difficult; I will call it “faith” or, following Andrew Chignell (2013), “Belief” with a capital
“B.”

5 Both “trust” and “confidence” are translations of the German “Zutraun,” which is perhaps closer
to “trust.” (The German original reads: “Vom Zutraun auf Gott unter dem Begriff des Glaubens. […] Der
Glaube bedeutet also das Zutraun, daß Gott das, was nicht in unsrer Gewalt stehet, wenn wir auch alles,
was uns möglich ist, warden gethan haben, ersetzen werde.”) In cases of hope that Kant discusses in the
Religion, it becomes apparent that the assumption of some external power is not strictly necessary for
hope. What is necessary is the assumption of grounds of which we lack knowledge but in which we are
still entitled to trust, and these grounds may be one’s own powers.

6 In cases of hope that Kant discusses in the Religion, it becomes apparent that the assumption
of some external power is not strictly necessary for hope. In cases where one doubts whether one’s own
powers suffice, what is necessary is the assumption of grounds (one’s own powers) of which we lack
knowledge but in which we are still entitled to trust.
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happiness” (A805/B833). Kant’s focus on hope for happiness suggests that he starts
from a hope that every human being already naturally has, since “happiness is an
end that every human being has (by virtue of the impulses of his nature)” (6:386).
Happiness fulfills the presupposition of being partly beyond our powers, as its future
realization comprises aspects that are not within our control.
Subsequently, Kant presents a second version of the hope question: “If I do what I

should, what may I then hope?” (A805/B833). The antecedent points to the fact that
Kant is concerned with hope that human beings have insofar as they are moral beings.
A first step toward an answer must take into account the fact that Kant maintains
that there is a conceptual connection between moral behavior and worthiness to be
happy: The moral law “commands how we should behave in order … to be worthy
of happiness” (A806/ B834). If we need to make ourselves worthy of happiness, it is
plausible that we may also only hope for morally deserved happiness.
A full answer to the specification of the morally appropriate object of hope leads

to Kant’s account of the highest good.7 According to Kant, the answer to the hope
question hinges on “whether the principles of pure reason that prescribe the law a
priori also necessarily connect this hope with it” (A809/B837). Even though Kant
has not yet presented his mature moral philosophy in the first Critique, he leaves no
doubt that the “law a priori” to which he refers is the moral law (A807/B835). Thus,
hope for happiness must be necessarily bound up with the moral law. Kant claims
(without further argument) that our hope for happiness must assume a certain form,
namely “hope for happiness in the same measure as he has made himself worthy of it
in his conduct” (A809/B837). Kant calls this conjunction of morality and happiness
for everyone the “highest good” (A814/B842). This suggests that the object of rational
hope is the highest good. While this is a legitimate way of putting it, note that, strictly
speaking, it is still one’s own happiness that is the object of one’s hope. This becomes
especially clear when Kant speaks of the “hope of being happy” and the “effort to make
oneself worthy of happiness” (A810/B838, my emphasis) as the two elements that come
together in the highest good. In sum, Kant’s position thus far is that insofar as we are
moral, we hope for our own happiness as part of the highest good.
Whereas this answers the question of what the appropriate object of hope is accord-

ing to moral standards, the third version of the hope question turns to the question of
theoretical standards for rational hope, that is, how we may hope for the attainment
of happiness: “Now if I behave so as not to be unworthy of happiness, how may I

7 “Morally appropriate” is ambiguous between “morally permitted” and “required.” Surely, the high-
est good is a permitted object of hope. One might even think that it is a required object of hope, not
least since the highest good turns out to be the object of a duty (in the second Critique). However, this
does not make it a required object of hope, or, in other words, this does not require us to hope for it.
Kant nowhere claims that hope can be required, and I think that his rejection of a duty to Believe (in
god) (5:125) amounts to a rejection of a duty to hope. Rather, Kant seems to assume that insofar as we
are rational and sensible beings, we hope for our own happiness, and insofar as we are moral, we hope
and strive for the highest good.
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hope thereby to partake of it?” (A809/ B837, my emphasis). For Kant, the “how may I
hope” question concerns the grounds of our hope: He assumes that we need to have an
account of the “ground of the practically necessary connection of both elements [i.e.,
happiness and morality, CB] of the highest … good” (A810/B839f.). The question of
the grounds of hope is pressing because it is questionable whether the highest good is
possible at all: The necessary connection between happiness and morality can neither
be ensured by us nor be due to mere nature (A810/ B838).
According to Kant, the only answer to the question of the grounds is that we need to

assume god as the cause of nature. Further, we need to assume a “future life” because
the sensible world “does not offer such a connection [i.e., of happiness and morality] to
us” (A811/B839). Here, I am not concerned with the precise form and persuasiveness
of Kant’s specific arguments for god and a future life. Instead, let us look at his
conclusion:

Thus God and a future life are two presuppositions that are not to be
separated from the obligation that pure reason imposes on us in accordance
with principles of that very same reason. (A811/B839)

Perhaps surprisingly, this conclusion does not present god and a future life as presup-
positions of hope. However, as mentioned above, Kant holds that there is a necessary
connection between moral obligation and hope for the highest good. Thus, if god and
a future life are presuppositions of moral obligation, they are also presuppositions of
hope.
In the third section of the Canon, “On having an opinion, knowing, and believing,”

Kant develops the general theoretical framework for seeing how the assumptions of
god and a future life can be rational. In a nutshell, Kant’s idea is that even if the
assumptions of god and a future life cannot be backed up by sufficient evidence and
thus never amount to knowledge, we have practical reasons for these assumptions, such
that we may rationally assume god and a future life as objects of faith or “moral Belief”
(A828/B856). The following passage contains Kant’s argument:

[In the case of moral Belief], it is absolutely necessary that something must
happen, namely, that I fulfill the moral law in all points. The end here is
inseparably fixed, and according to all my insight there is possible only a
single condition under which this end is consistent with all ends together
and thereby has practical validity, namely, that there be a God and a future
world… But since the moral precept is thus at the same time my maxim
(as reason commands that it ought to be), I will inexorably believe in the
existence of God and a future life. (A828/B856)

The point here is that if an end is practically necessary, it is rational to believe that
the conditions necessary for the “practical validity” of the end obtain. Kant claims that
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the end that is “inseparably fixed” is that “I fulfill the moral law in all points,” and that
this end is only “consistent with all ends together” (i.e., constitutes the highest good)
if we assume god’s existence and a future world.
Kant’s reasoning seems problematic on the assumption that he wants to establish

either the rationality of hope or the rationality of moral Belief independently of each
other. On this reading, the argument is circular: On the one hand, in the passage of
the Canon, he argues that the assumptions of god’s existence and a future life are
rational because they are necessary presuppositions of the highest good. The highest
good is presented as a necessary end, and so the rationality of hope for the highest
good seems to be presupposed in this argument. On the other hand, in answering the
question “What may I hope?,” it seems that we may rationally hope for the highest
good only if we may assume god and a future life—where the rationality of hope is
established only if we may presuppose the rationality of these assumptions. However,
an alternative reading is that we should not expect either (hope for) the highest good
or the assumptions of god and a future life to be rational independent of each other.
Rather, Kant presents a picture in which the rationality of hope for the highest good
and the rationality of moral Belief reciprocally imply each other; they stand and fall
together. What seems to be an open question is whether there is really a rational
necessity for moral beings to hope for the highest good.
Kant’s new assumption in the Critique of Practical Reason is that it is a “duty for us

to promote the highest good” (5:125). In light of the preceding discussion, this might be
seen as an attempt to put the justification of the assumptions of god and immortality
on more solid grounds: The assumptions are not presented primarily as presuppositions
of hope, but of a duty, and this clarifies the connection between the moral law and
the highest good. One difficulty is that Kant does not address the question of why
the promotion of the highest good is a duty.8 However, let us assume for the sake
of argument that Kant can legitimately claim such a duty. From “ought-implies-can,”
he then infers that the highest good must be practically possible (see 5:125). As in
the first Critique, Kant draws attention to the fact that the possibility of the highest
good is questionable if one restricts oneself to the empirical realm.9 Kant argues that
we can indeed think of the highest good as possible, albeit only if we consider the
“supersensible relation of things” (5:119). As in the first Critique, Kant wants to give
an account of the “grounds of that possibility” (5:119).
Kant introduces a distinction that is not explicit in the first Critique: the distinction

between the grounds of possibility insofar as they are “within our power” and insofar as
they are “not in our power” (5:119). What is in our power is our own moral behavior. It
is precisely with regard to those aspects that are not within our power that an account

8 Whereas some interpreters are skeptical about whether Kant has the resources to successfully
justify the duty, there have been attempts to help him on that point. See especially Marwede 2018,
210–23.

9 In the second Critique, Kant makes this point in the form of an antinomy. See Watkins (2010,
152) for a formally valid reconstruction of the antinomy.
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of the grounds of possibility leads to faith in god and immortality; in the second Cri-
tique, Kant presents this in the framework of the postulates. Kant defines a “postulate
of pure practical reason” as “a theoretical proposition, though one not demonstrable as
a such, insofar as it is attached inseparably to an a priori unconditionally valid practical
law” (5:122), which is obviously the moral law. It is not difficult to see the similarity
to Kant’s account of moral Belief in the first Critique: Moral Belief and the postulates
concern theoretically undecidable objects or propositions, which are presuppositions
of a practical law (and in this sense practically necessary).10
One aspect beyond our power, familiar from the first Critique, is the necessary

relationship between happiness and morality, which leads to the postulate of god’s
existence (5:125). Further, in contrast to the conception of the highest good in the first
Critique, Kant requires “holiness” (5:122) as part of the highest good. This requirement
leads to the assumption of infinite progress and thus to the postulate of immortality.
Only after introducing the postulates does Kant mention hope: One object of hope is

one’s own happiness (to the extent that one is virtuous) (5:130). Further, the realization
of the highest good is itself an object of hope (5:129), along with one’s own moral
progress (5:123, 5:128) and the stability of one’s moral disposition (5:123, fn.). The
feature that unites these objects is that they are all aspects of the highest good that
are not within our power (or the highest good itself in virtue of those aspects).11
In the second Critique, Kant characterizes our attitude toward the highest good in

terms of both duty and hope. This adds up to a coherent picture if we understand duty
and hope as referring to complementary aspects of the highest good. Kant typically
specifies the content of the duty as promotion of the highest good in accordance with
our powers (see, e.g., 5:143f. note). Thus duty, strictly speaking, refers only to those
aspects that are within our power, while hope, strictly speaking, refers only to aspects
that are not under our control.
On this picture, it becomes apparent that the assumption of a duty (instead of

hope) as the basis for the justification of god and immortality has its own problems:
It seems that we can rationally obey the duty to promote the highest good without
assuming that another power will help us, because there is nothing in the demand of
the duty that goes beyond our powers. To be sure, the duty to realize the highest good
would motivate the need for divine assistance because the realization is beyond our
powers—but it is then unclear how there can be a duty for us that we are unable to
fulfill. What needs to be shown is that in order to promote the highest good (i.e., to
approximate it), we also need to believe in its realizability or hope for it. However,
what would seem to be relevant to our ability to promote a goal is not our believing in
its realizability, but rather our not believing in its impossibility (see Willaschek 2016,

10 I borrow the terminology “theoretical undecidability” and “practical necessity” from Willaschek
2010, 169.

11 Just how Kant conceives of the element of powerlessness regarding one’s own moral progress and
the stability of one’s good disposition only becomes fully clear in Religion within the Boundaries of
Mere Reason (see, e.g., 6:71 and section 3 in this text).
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232).This attitude may involve “hope” (in some sense) that the goal can be realized, but
this hope would not imply an (even implicit) assumption of the existence of grounds
that are necessary to realize it. Hence, it would not be rational hope in the Kantian
sense.12

3. Hope in Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere
Reason (1793/94)
Kant discusses hope in all three parts of Religion within the Boundaries of Mere

Reason. In the first part, Kant treats hope in the “[g]eneral remark concerning the
restoration to its power of the original predisposition to the good” (6:44). The central
problem concerns individual moral improvement, which requires that one change one’s
fundamental maxim from a bad one to a good one. A person with a good fundamental
maxim will prioritize the moral law before all maxims of self-love; a person with a bad
fundamental maxim will obey the moral law only if it does not contradict maxims of
selflove. The problem with moral improvement is the following: on the one hand, there
is a “command that we ought to become better human beings … , consequently, we
must also be capable of it” (6:45). On the other hand, “if a human being is corrupt
in the very ground of his maxims, how can he possibly bring about this revolution by
his own forces?” (6:47). The thesis of fundamental corruption corresponds to Kant’s
thesis that the human being is “radically evil”: There is a propensity in human nature
to reverse “the moral order of his incentives in incorporating them into his maxims”
(6:36). This evil is “radical, since it corrupts the ground of all maxims,” and “it is also
not to be extirpated through human forces, for this could only happen through good
maxims—something that cannot take place if the subjective supreme ground of all
maxims is presupposed to be corrupted” (6:37).
Kant distinguishes between the “possibility” of moral improvement and the “compre-

hensibility” of this possibility (6:50). On the basis of “oughtimplies-can,” the possibility
of moral improvement is not put into question. However, “[h]ow it is possible … sur-
passes every concept of ours” (6:44f., my emphasis). In this situation of lack of insight
into the possibility of a morally required end, hope becomes relevant. Kant draws
attention to two hopes with different objects. The first is as follows:

[H]e must be able to hope that, by the exertion of his own power, he will
attain to the road that leads in that direction, as indicated to him by a
fundamentally improved disposition. For he ought to become a good human
being yet cannot be judged morally good except on the basis of what can
be imputed to him as done by him. (6:51)

12 Chignell argues in detail that Kant operates with a stronger condition on (rational) hope than
that which results from “armchair analysis” (Chignell 2013, 209).
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Kant sums up the object of this hope as “expectation13 of self-improvement” (6:51),
which incites reason “under the pretext of natural impotence” to come up with various
religious ideas. Kant introduces the second kind of hope as a kind of religious hope.
He distinguishes between “religion of rogation (of mere cult)” and “moral religion, that
is, the religion of good life-conduct” (6:51). The latter implies a kind of hope:

[T]o become a better human being, everyone must do as much as it is
in his powers to do; and only then, … if he has made use of the original
predisposition to the good in order to become a better human being, can he
hope that what does not lie in his power will be made good by cooperation
from above. (6:52)

The crucial difference between the religious hope that Kant seems to approve of and
the “mere wishing” of a religion of “mere cult” is that hope requires doing “as much as
it is in [one’s] powers to do.”
Kant does not present the first kind of hope—the hope to improve things by using

one’s own power—as irrational. However, would this be a hope without grounds? It
seems that the ground of the hope is one’s own powers. Still, it fits the framework
presented in section 1, since we lack certainty regarding our powers (in light of radical
evil). It is promising to give an argument in analogy to the postulates: Even though we
cannot know that our own powers suffice, we are entitled to have (moral) Belief or trust
in them, since they are a necessary means for a required end: moral self-improvement.
We encounter a similar thought in the second book of the Religion.
If the first kind of hope is rationally possible, this means that the second kind

of hope—hope for divine assistance—is not rationally necessary.14 Why, then, does
Kant present this religious hope? He seems to admit that the “expectation of self-
improvement” might strike some (even reason itself!) as too ambitious; that human
beings perhaps suffer from a “natural impotence” cannot be ruled out. Calling this a
“pretext,” however, devalues the following line of reasoning, at least to a certain degree.
Still, Kant’s aim could be to show that if one finds oneself hoping for divine assistance,
this hope is legitimate as long as one does everything in one’s power to become a
morally better person.
In the second section of the Religion, Kant presents an “idea” that “resides in our

morally-legislative reason” (6:62) and that is a “universal human duty” (6:61): “to ele-
vate ourselves to this ideal of moral perfection, i.e. to the prototype of moral disposition
in its entire purity” (6:61). Kant equates this ideal of moral perfection with the idea
of a “human being, alone pleasing to God” (6:60), following the example of the “Son
of God” (6:62). Kant leaves no doubt that it follows from the principle “ought-implies-
can” that this idea refers to a really possible object (see 6:62). However, just as in the

13 A better translation of the German “Zumutung” would be “imposition.”
14 Here I disagree with Chignell (2013), who claims that “throughout Religion Kant says that we

may and even must hope for external assistance in this task [i.e., moral improvement]” (Chignell 2013,
210).
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case of the highest good (the antinomy of practical reason) and moral improvement
(radical evil), there are “difficulties that stand in the way of the reality of this idea”
(6:66). I will focus here on the second difficulty: due to epistemic limitations, we can-
not be “conscious of [our] moral disposition” and therefore do not seem to be entitled
to “self-assuredly trust” that we are and will be following our moral ideal: “[W]e can-
not base this confidence [in the perseverance and stability of our disposition] upon an
immediate consciousness of the immutability of our disposition, since we cannot see
through to the latter” (6:71).
Kant thinks that absolute assurance about one’s own disposition is impossible, but

he also assumes that we cannot act on mere ignorance and uncertainty about the qual-
ity of our disposition: “[W]ithout any [trust]15 in the disposition once acquired, perse-
verance in it would hardly be possible” (6:68). This suggests an argument along the
lines of the postulates: We cannot know our disposition, but it is practically necessary
to assume that it is good; therefore, we are entitled to postulate or trust that it is good.
This line of argument is in the background, but there is an important disanalogy to the
postulates of god and immortality. God and immortality are transcendent objects that
cannot be objects of experience. One’s own disposition, by contrast, manifests itself
in experience. Therefore, empirical evidence cannot be entirely ignored when assessing
one’s own disposition. Kant acknowledges this point by emphasizing that we take into
account a person’s actions. On this basis, Kant distinguishes between reasonable and
unreasonable hope:

[Take] a human being who, from the time of his adoption of the principles
of the good and throughout a sufficiently long life henceforth, has perceived
the efficacy of these principles on what he does, i.e. on the conduct of his
life as it steadily improves, and from that has cause to infer, but only by
way of conjecture, a fundamental improvement in his disposition: [he] can
yet also reasonably hope that in this life he will no longer forsake his present
course but will rather press in it with ever greater courage… By contrast,
one who has always found himself unable to stand fast by his often repeated
resolutions to be good but has always relapsed into evil, or who has been
forced to acknowledge that in the course of his life he has gone from bad to
worse … [such a one] can reasonably entertain no hope of improving. (6:68,
my emphasis)

Kant says here that on the basis of empirically observable behavior, we can have
reasonable hope that our disposition to approach the moral ideal will be stable. Here,
the ground of hope is our own disposition (which we cannot know), and our hope
is reasonable if we can reasonably assume such a ground in accordance with (even

15 I changed the translation from “confidence” to “trust” because this better corresponds to the
German “Vertrauen.” Further, it highlights the point made in section 1: Kant sometimes uses “trust” to
describe our attitude toward the grounds of hope.
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though not conclusively proven by) empirical evidence. Those who do not take into
account empirical evidence in such cases succumb to “the sweetness or the anxiety
of enthusiasm” (6:68). Note that although hope and trust go hand in hand and have
similar objects, they are distinct attitudes: Hope refers to the future, that is, its object
is our future moral development, whereas trust refers to the quality of the already-
adopted disposition. This trust is the ground of hope as an attitude toward the future.
In the third section of the Religion, Kant is concerned with the founding of an

“ethical community,” which is an “association of human beings merely under the laws
of virtue” (6:94). Kant also calls this the “highest good as a good common to all”
(6:97), claiming in addition that there is a duty to promote it (ibid.).16 Even though
the ethical community does not involve proportionate happiness, Kant argues that the
duty to establish an ethical community presupposes the idea of god. A central point
again turns on the limitations of our powers:

[S]ince this highest moral good will not be brought about solely through the
striving of one individual person for his own moral perfection but requires
rather a union of such persons into a whole toward that very end, … yet
the idea of such a whole, as a universal republic based on the laws of
virtue, differs entirely from all moral laws (which concern what we know
to reside within our power), for it is the idea of working toward a whole of
which we cannot know whether as a whole it is also in our power: so the
duty in question differs from all others in kind and in principle.—We can
already anticipate that this duty will need the presupposition of another
idea, namely, of a higher moral being through whose universal organization
the forces of single individuals, insufficient on their own, are united for a
common effect. (6:97f., my emphasis)

As in the case of one’s own moral improvement, it is ambiguous whether we cannot
be sure whether it is beyond our power to realize the required end (i.e., that we might
be able to realize it alone) or whether we definitely need the presupposition of a divine
power that complements our insufficient powers. For our practical life, however, we
do not need to decide between the two options: As in all cases of hope that require
the cooperation of human agency with external powers, Kant emphasizes that one
condition of rational hope is that we do our part to promote it: “Each must … so
conduct himself as if everything depended on him. Only on this condition may he
hope that a higher wisdom will provide the fulfillment of his well-intentioned effort”
(6:101).

16 Wimmer identifies three reasons for this duty: (1) living in community leads to vices; (2) we have
to exit the ethical state of nature just as we have to exit the juridical state of nature; and (3) we have
to realize the highest good (Wimmer 1990, 187–93).
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4. Hope in Kant’s Political Philosophy
In Kant’s writings on history and politics, the object of hope is moral (and legal)

progress:17 In the Idea for a Universal History (1784), Kant envisages a “steadily
advancing but slow development of man’s original capacities” (8:17); inOn the Common
Saying (1793), Kant asks whether “the race will always progress towards what is better”
(8:307) and defends “hope for better times.” In Perpetual Peace (1795), he closes by
affirming “grounds for hoping that we succeed” to “bring about in reality a state of
public right (albeit by an infinite process of gradual approximation)” (8:386), and in
The Contest of the Faculties (1798) he asks under which conditions “we can expect
man’s hopes of progress to be fulfilled” (7:93). Since the ultimate future goal of all
progress is perpetual peace, the “highest political good” (6:355), it is fitting to say that
political hope, for Kant, is hope for perpetual peace.
Invoking the notion of the highest political good suggests that we ought to look for

parallels with Kant’s account of hope for the highest good in the Critiques. Indeed,
the key features of Kant’s account of hope described thus far apply to the political
context as well: hope is understood, first, as a response to (partial) powerlessness and,
second, as requiring grounds in order to amount to more than a wish. The ground of
hope for progress, according to Kant, is nature (understood as a teleological order) or
providence (see, e.g., 8:361). Third, we lack knowledge of whether this ground really
exists. Still, it is rational to assume such a ground, and hence we may hope for progress
and peace.
Kant explicitly claims that progress is (partly) beyond our powers only in Theory

and Practice (8.311f.), while he seems to assume it implicitly in the other political
writings. One problem that I can only mention briefly is that Kant introduces the idea
that nature pursues its own goals and (inevitably) brings about progress. In Perpetual
Peace, for example, Kant claims that nature “guarantees” perpetual peace (see 8:360),
“whether we are willing or not” (8:365). There is a tension between viewing progress
as a moral end and viewing progress as the end of nature, brought about without
the contribution of intentional human actions. Kant tries to mitigate this tension by
claiming that human reason and freedom are themselves part of the teleological order
of nature (see 8:19 and 8:313).
What is the rational status of the claim that providence is necessary to bring about

progress?18 Throughout his historical and political writings, Kant seems to regard
the assumption of providence as a presupposition of progress and the realization of

17 Kant suggests that there is an intimate connection between legal and moral (or ethical) progress.
In Theory and Practice, Kant describes “the foundation of a right of nations as a condition in which
alone the predispositions belonging to humanity that make our species worthy of love can be developed”
(8:307n.).

18 To be sure, Kant offers a detailed framework for the status of a teleological view of nature in the
third Critique. In §83, he takes up the philosophy of history, arguing that the assumption that nature
has a teleological order is a principle “for the reflecting power of judgment, that … is regulative and
not constitutive, and that by its means we acquire only a guideline for considering things in nature”
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peace.19 Thus, the assumption of providence is a candidate for moral Belief: A neces-
sary assumption for a moral end, which cannot be known (but also cannot be proven
impossible) on the basis of empirical evidence. As we saw in section 1, Kant closely
connects moral Belief and trust in the case of god. Thus, Kant’s expression of “trust
… in the nature of things, which constrains one to go where one does not want to go”
(8:313, my emphasis), is further support for the parallel between the assumption of
god and a teleological order of nature.
In order to show that the assumption of providence is an object of moral Belief, it

must be shown that it cannot be proven or falsified by empirical evidence. Providence
is the ground for hope for the highest political good, just as god is the ground for hope
for the highest good. However, there is an important disanalogy, which we encountered
earlier with regard to one’s disposition in the Religion. Whereas there cannot be any
empirical evidence for god’s existence, moral progress toward peace is to be realized
in this world; therefore, empirical evidence cannot be entirely ignored in assessing
whether there has been such progress, and hence whether we may hope for progress in
the future. Kant never directly justifies the assumption of providence as an object of
moral Belief, but he shows that the possibility of progress cannot be proven or falsified
by empirical evidence. If this is so, the assumption of a teleological order of nature
as the “motor” of such progress is also immune to empirical evidence. With regard to
progress, Kant says in the Contest that the reason why progress cannot be proven is
that “we are dealing with freely acting beings … of whom one cannot predict what
they actually will do” and who are endowed with a “mixture of evil and goodness in
unknown proportions” (7:83), such that both change for the better and change for
the worse are always possible. It remains to be shown that evidence (from the past)
does not show that moral progress is impossible. One serious obstacle against affirming
progress is the existence of war. Kant, however, gives an interpretation of war that
aims to show how it can even contribute to progress: Wars “and the resultant distress
…—these are the means by which nature drives nations to … take the step which
reason could have suggested to them even without so many sad experiences—that of
… entering a federation of peoples” (8:24f.). Let us assume for the sake of argument
that Kant succeeds in giving a convincing interpretation of the function of wars. If
so, he has removed the main obstacle to believing that progress is possible. Hence,
progress and the assumption of a teleological order of nature as what drives it can be
objects of moral Belief.
In order to further clarify the relation between Belief in providence, hope for progress

and peace, and the duty to promote it, it is helpful to look at the Doctrine of Right,

(5:379). That is, in line with my interpretation offered in the main text, Kant clearly denies knowledge
with regard to the assumption of a teleological order.

19 In Perpetual Peace, for example, Kant claims that “we can and must supply it [the agency of
nature] mentally” (8:362, my emphasis) and that “while this idea is indeed farfetched in theory, it does
possess dogmatic validity and has a very real foundation in practice, as with the concept of perpetual
peace, which makes it our duty to promote it by using the natural mechanism described above” (ibid.).
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where Kant does not invoke the assumption of providence at all. He states that perpet-
ual peace is a moral end “even if there is not the slightest theoretical likelihood that
it can be realized” (6:354). What matters is the “continual approximation to the high-
est political good” (6:355). In order to acknowledge this duty to promote and thereby
approximate perpetual peace, Kant claims that it suffices to assume that its “impossi-
bility cannot be demonstrated” (6:354). We do not need to believe in a providence that
complements our limited powers. This is because the duty to promote an end requires
nothing beyond our powers. Note that in this passage of the Doctrine of Right, not
only does Kant omit the invocation of providence, but he does not mention hope at all.
Hope for peace requires more than the duty to promote peace. Hope for peace requires
grounds, namely an assumption of powers that complement our own. In the Doctrine
of Right, Kant confirms this reading by saying that “even if the complete realization of
this objective [realizing peace] … always remains a pious wish, still we are certainly not
deceiving ourselves in adopting the maxim of working incessantly towards it” (6:354,
my emphasis). Without the assumption of providence, the realization of peace can only
be a wish, not a hope.
If this picture is accurate, there is a problem analogous to the problem in the second

Critique: the assumption of providence is only justified if it is a necessary presupposi-
tion of a practical necessity. The duty to promote peace is a practical necessity, but
it does not necessarily presuppose providence. The hope for the attainment of peace
presupposes providence (because hope presupposes grounds), but it is not clear that
this hope is a practical necessity.

5. Hope and Moral Motivation
Many interpreters have discussed the question of whether, on Kant’s view, hope

is relevant to moral motivation (e.g., Wood 1970, Ebels-Duggan 2016, Insole 2008).
To be sure, if hope turned out to be a sensible incentive that is necessary for moral
motivation, this would threaten Kant’s thesis that pure reason can be practical, i.e.
that we can be motivated to act morally out of duty, merely out of respect for the
moral law.20 In light of this, some interpreters attribute to Kant the view that hope
can be supportive of our moral motivation, without being necessary for it.21
Andrew Chignell holds that understanding the role of hope requires attributing

to Kant a “consequence-dependent moral psychology” (Chignell 2018, 299). Kant is
sensitive to the empirical fact that human beings can be demoralized by “perceived

20 In the first Critique, Kant does make several remarks that suggest that hope and Belief in god and
immortality are necessary for moral motivation (e.g., A813/B841). He later clearly retracts this position,
for example, when he emphasizes that through the moral law “our reason commands us compellingly,
without however either promising or threatening anything thereby” (6:49).

21 This suggestion leads Zuckert to call the role of hope “quasi-motivational” (Zuckert 2018, 255).
Similarly, Insole (2008) holds that hope can have motivational influence but that moral motivation can
exist independently of hope.
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inefficacy” (ibid.): “a morally good person will reasonably care about the goodness
of the consequences of her actions” (Chignell 2018, 300), and losing hope that the
intended goal will eventually be realized can slowly undermine our resolve. Chignell
bases his interpretation on a passage in the third Critique, where Kant describes the
case of a “righteous man (like Spinoza)” (5:452) who does not believe in god. Kant sees
two options for Spinoza in light of the evils of the world: either he will give up the
end (the highest good) and “weaken the respect, by which the moral law immediately
influences him to obedience, by the nullity of the only idealistic final end [the highest
good, CB]” or “assume the existence of a moral author of the world, i.e., of god, from
a practical point of view, i.e., in order to form a concept of at least the possibility of
the final end that is prescribed to him by morality.”
It is worth noting that Kant does not talk about hope in this passage. Kant’s claim

is that Spinoza’s moral resolve would be weaker if there were no ultimate moral end.
It is the assumption of a final purpose that is described as necessary for full moral
resolve. A passage in the Religion confirms this reading:

This idea [of a highest good, CB] is not (practically considered) an empty
one; for it meets our natural need, which would otherwise be a hindrance
to moral resolve, to think for all our doings and nondoings taken as a whole
some sort of ultimate end. (6:5, my emphasis)

Kant does not talk about hope in this passage, which points to the fact that it is the
thought that some ultimate end is possible, and not specifically our hope for it, which
fulfills a “natural need” that, if it were to remain unfulfilled, would be an obstacle to
moral resolve. Thus there are questions that, although I cannot address them here,
must be considered more fully: first, in what sense do we have a “natural need” to
conceive of an ultimate end? Second, what is the role of hope regarding this ultimate
end?
As to the first question, a problem with Chignell’s interpretation is that a concern

for the efficacy of my actions normally does not imply concern for an ultimate end or
final purpose of “all our doings and nondoings taken as a whole.” The problem is one of
efficacy only if we describe our actions as having the goal to promote the highest good.
That is a possible description, but not the typical one in everyday life. Normally, we
describe the goal of our actions in a less encompassing way, for example, as “helping
this person in need” or “charging the stranger a fair price.” In my view, the “natural
need” that Kant talks about in the Religion should be described not as the need for
the efficacy of individual actions (which normally concerns success in their particular
ends) but as a need for rational meaning or for an encompassing moral sense of our life
as a whole, and perhaps even the life of the species (i.e., contribution to some ultimate
end). Without hope that the highest good is attainable, we face the possibility that
our moral actions may in fact fail to contribute to a larger, reasonable whole.
As to the second question, I want to close by merely pointing in a direction that I

find worth exploring: Kantian hope might not be an extra motivational aid on the level
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of sensible incentives. Rather, it may perhaps be understood as a psychological mode
in which we represent the ultimate end, or the future where goodness is realized.22
Just as respect is the way in which we relate to the moral law and are motivated by
it, hope can perhaps be understood as the way in which we relate to the highest good
and are motivated to promote it.

6. Conclusion
In this contribution, I offer an overview over all contexts that are relevant to Kant’s

answer to the question “What may I hope?” It turns out that Kant’s different treat-
ments of hope share a common structure. Hope, like wishing, presupposes an awareness
of the (possible) limitations of our power to bring about the hoped-for end. In contrast
to wishing, hope also presupposes trust (or moral Belief) in grounds that are necessary
for the attainment of the end. Kant envisages hopes for moral objects, that is, for
states of affairs that are morally required, where even though we lack knowledge of
the grounds, we are entitled to have moral Belief in them, and hence may hope. Hope
for the highest good and the ethical community presupposes moral Belief in god (and
the former also in immortality). Hope for one’s own moral improvement is based on
trust in one’s own powers or in divine assistance and hope for the stability of one’s
disposition is based on trust in one’s disposition, if the evidence (one’s life conduct)
allows. Hope for progress toward perpetual peace presupposes trust in providence or in
nature’s plan. In all of these cases, hope anticipates a future in which moral goodness
and happiness will eventually be realized. This view of the future fulfills our need to
conceive of the world as a place that is hospitable to our most important ends.23
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Chapter Five: Kierkegaardon Hope
as Essential to Selfhood
Roe Fremstedal
Kierkegaard differs from his contemporaries Schopenhauer and Nietzsche by empha-

sizing the value of hope and its importance for human agency and selfhood or practical
identity. In The Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard argues that despair involves a loss of
hope and courage that is extremely common. Moreover, despair involves being double-
minded by having an incoherent practical identity (although it need not be recognized
as such if the agent mistakes his identity). A coherent practical identity, by contrast,
requires wholehearted commitment toward ideals and the hope that our ideals are
realizable.1
Although Kierkegaard’s analysis of despair in The Sickness unto Death is well known,

his equally important analysis of hope is largely neglected.2 There seems to be two
reasons for this neglect. First, Kierkegaard’s account of hope is spread out over a
number of lesser-known writings such as For Self-Examination, Upbuilding Discourses
in Various Spirits, Christian Discourses, and Eighteen Upbuilding Writings in addition
to the better-knownWorks of Love. Whereas The Sickness unto Death analyses despair
systematically, these lesser-known writings give a somewhat fragmented account of
hope that is largely overlooked by commentators.3 (Partially as a result, Kierkegaard
is known as the melancholic Dane.)
Second, Kierkegaard’s via negativa methodology approaches hope (as well as self-

hood and practical identity) indirectly by focusing on despair.4 However, despair itself
is described as hopelessness both by The Sickness unto Death and various commen-
tators (SKS 11, 133f., 153 / SUD, 18, 37f.) (Grøn 1997, 151; Hannay 2006, 142).

1 Whereas Rudd and Davenport argue that a coherent practical identity requires unconditional
moral commitment, the present text argues that it also requires hope. More specifically, the text recon-
structs Kierkegaard’s argument for hope as essential to practical identity. The latter is understood as “a
description under which you find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking”
(Korsgaard 1996, 101). See also Rudd 2012; Davenport 2012.

2 Notable exceptions include McDonald 2014; Fremstedal 2014, chapter 9; Bernier 2015; Sweeney
2016. To some extent, the present text draws on Fremstedal 2014, 2016, and 2019.

3 The Sickness unto Death is published under the pseudonym Anti-Climacus. However, Kierkegaard
introduces Anti-Climacus only because he does not claim to live up to the latter’s ideals, although he
fully accepts these ideals and the views of Anti-Climacus. For this reason, we attribute the views of
Anti-Climacus to Kierkegaard. See SKS 22, 130, NB 11:209 / KJN 6, 127.

4 For Kierkegaard’s negativistic methodology, see Theunissen 2005 and Grøn 1997.
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Kierkegaard even argues that hope proper, that is hope against hope, presupposes
despair while overcoming it at every instant (see section 5).
On Kierkegaard’s account, hope and despair are therefore so closely connected that

it is difficult to separate them without ignoring his dialectical and negativistic ap-
proach to selfhood. In the following, we will start by introducing Kierkegaard’s influ-
ential account of despair and then show how it not only points toward moral com-
mitment but also toward hope and religiousness. Instead of giving a full account of
despair, the present text limits itself to elements of despair that are directly relevant
for Kierkegaard’s account of hope.

1. Despair as Loss of Hope and Courage
Kierkegaard characterizes despair both as hopelessness and as double-mindedness.

Here we will start by discussing the former, while the next section will discuss double-
mindedness.
It is often the case that despair is contrasted with hope, since despair seems to entail

hopelessness. In The Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard follows this common usage of
the terms by characterizing despair as hopelessness (SKS 11, 133f., 153 / SUD, 18,
37f.) (Bernier 2015, 58ff.; Gouwens 1996, 155ff.; Theunissen 2005). More specifically,
he takes despair to involve an act whereby the agent actively gives up hope and courage
(Grøn 1997, 152f.).
On the one hand, despair involves passivity by virtue of resulting from an experience

of loss or disappointment. By suffering (what he takes to be) a fatal loss or disappoint-
ment, the agent gives up all hope and courage. As a result, he is stuck in a desperate
situation and can neither cope with the loss nor accept himself (SKS 11, 176ff. / SUD,
60ff.). The demonic, for example, is deeply disappointed over the impossibility of self-
creation and defiantly rejects all help to overcome despair (SKS 11, 182–87 / SUD,
67–74).
On the other hand, despair involves activity since the agent takes the loss (or dis-

appointment) to be significant enough to give up hope and courage. Kierkegaard is
particularly interested in radical despair that gives up all significant hope and courage
by attributing infinite value or importance to the loss or disappointment (Grøn 1997,
143–53). Despair is then not merely something one suffers passively, since it always
involves actively abandoning hope and courage. It is not only a psychological phe-
nomenon but also a moral notion that refers to an unwillingness to accept human
agency in general and moral responsibility in particular (Kosch 2006, 142f., 154, 206–
8).
On this account, despair presupposes that the agent has ideals, values, or at least

something he identifies with, which he takes to be actually impossible to realize. For
instance, the agent values his personal freedom and identifies fully with it but takes
it to be impossible to realize because it is conditioned by states of affairs that do not
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obtain (e.g., due to imprisonment). Hope, by contrast, sees the good as possible to
realize. Kierkegaard describes hope as expectancy of the possibility of good (SKS 9,
249 / WL, 249), as an anticipation that what one hopes for can be realized. The object
of hope then represents the ideals or values of the agent.
Both despair and hope seem to involve a fundamental tension, or conflict, between

ideals and reality. Both presuppose that the world is not as it should have been. Still,
despair and hope represent fundamentally different attitudes toward the conflict be-
tween ideals and reality. Hope takes this conflict to be resolvable, whereas despair takes
it to be irresolvable. Despair therefore overlaps with forms of nihilism and pessimism,
which hold that the world as it is ought not to be, whereas the world that ought to be
does not exist.5
Pessimism was developed by Schopenhauer, who Kierkegaard read in 1854–1855. Al-

though Kierkegaard shares Schopenhauer’s view that the world is unacceptable in its
actuality, he nevertheless affirms a hopeful perspective by viewing the world as accept-
able in its potentiality. Merely accepting the world as it is—as Nietzsche suggests—
would amount to a fatalistic acceptance of evil and injustice in the world. Hope, by
contrast, involves a protest that makes it possible to try to overcome evil and injustice
by enabling progress toward ideals in the future. Nietzsche, by contrast, argues that
we must either accept the world unconditionally (by saying yes to the eternal recur-
rence of the same) or be pessimists or nihilists who condemn it as being incompatible
with our ideals or values. To Kierkegaard, this represents a false dilemma, since hope
represents a third option that offers the possibility of reconciling ideals and reality.

2. Despair as Double-mindedness: Incoherent
Practical Identity
The above account of despair, points to a further idea—emphasized by

Kierkegaard—that despair takes the form of double-mindedness. Just like the
German Verzweiflung, the Danish word for despair—Fortvivelse—is based on the
numeral “two” (Danish tvi or tve; German zwei), suggesting that despair involves a
split or duality. Based on this, Kierkegaard writes, “[E]veryone in despair has two
wills, one that he futilely wants to follow entirely, and one that he futilely wants to
get rid of entirely” (SKS 8, 144 / UD, 30). Despair involves being double-minded
by having an incoherent will. However, rather than merely referring to volition, it
involves an incoherent practical identity with different motives (Davenport 2008, ch.
3; Rudd 2012, 42ff.). To despair is simply to lack a coherent practical identity.

5 Cf. Friedrich Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, vols. 1–15 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999), vol.
12, 366; Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (New York: Random House, 1968), §585A. There
is substantial overlap between nihilism and despair (see Fremstedal 2016). Still, pessimism may only
overlap partially with Kierkegaardian despair, since pessimism lacks hope but retains courage, whereas
despair lacks both hope and courage. For pessimism, see Beiser 2016, 282.
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On Kierkegaard’s account, despair results from a tension that is fundamental to hu-
man agency and selfhood. More specifically, our agency and selfhood are characterized
by both facticity and freedom. Facticity represents a given, inescapable sociohistorical
context as well as embodiment that limits or constrains human agency. Freedom, by
contrast, represents the human ability to transcend limitations by gradually and par-
tially reforming and modifying facticity. Hence, Kierkegaard stresses the interplay (or
dialectics) between facticity and freedom. Human freedom is always situated in a par-
ticular context or situation that limits it. The result is a fundamental tension between
freedom and facticity that is constitutive of human nature, since both freedom and
facticity represent constitutive features of our nature.6
For that reason, any attempt to identify only with facticity or freedom is self-

defeating and will result in double-mindedness. Unless freedom and facticity are rec-
onciled, the tension between freedom and facticity results in double-mindedness that
exaggerates either freedom or facticity. Someone who identifies with only one of these
two constitutive features is doubleminded, since he is split between what he identifies
with and what he wants to avoid.

The Sickness unto Death argues that despair is dominated either by weakness or
by defiance (SKS 11, 162 / SUD, 47). The “despair of weakness” does not want to be
the self it is, whereas the “defiant” “desperately wants to be … a self that he is not
(for the will to be the self that he is in truth is the very opposite of despair)” (SKS
11, 136 / SUD, 20). The “despair of weakness” understates the possibilities represented
by freedom, while exaggerating limitations. The “defiant,” by contrast, exaggerates
possibilities, while understating limitations. Neither of them want to be themselves
wholeheartedly, since both forms of despair identify with—or value—something they
are not. Overcoming despair then requires accepting oneself completely by taking full
responsibility for one’s whole life here and now.7 Without unconditional willingness to
be itself, the self is double-minded, since it is split between ideals, which it identifies
with, and reality, which it does not fully accept or endorse. Despair therefore refers to
an unwillingness to accept human agency (cf. Kosch 2006, 142f., 154, 208).

6 Rudd 2012, 31ff.; Davenport 2008. At this point, Kierkegaard influenced continental philosophy
from Heidegger to Sartre and Habermas. However, Rudd and Davenport also show that it is relevant
to Anglophone philosophy after MacIntyre and Frankfurt. Davenport argues that Kierkegaard’s ac-
count of human nature is either a two-aspect account of body and mind or some form of Aristotelean
hylomorphism. See Davenport 2013, 234.

7 Stokes argues that selfhood in Kierkegaard concerns not only practical identity but also a naked
(minimal) self that takes full responsibility for itself in the present. Exactly how the naked self relates
to practical identity is a contested issue that I do not discuss here. See Stokes 2015, 167.
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3. Wholeheartedness as Constitutive of Selfhood:
Coherent Practical Identity
Kierkegaard thinks that despair is extremely common, since it results from a tension

that is constitutive of human nature (i.e., freedom vs. facticity; defiance vs. weakness;
activity vs. passivity). This tension will result in doublemindedness, unless the two
opposites, such as freedom and facticity, are reconciled. In order to avoid double-
mindedness, the agent therefore needs to actively shape and unify his entire practical
identity so that it becomes coherent.
However, this shaping requires a self with higher-order motives. The Sickness unto

Death maintains that the potential for selfhood is latent in human nature, although
the self cannot be identified either with human nature or with any of its constitutive
features (facticity or freedom) (SKS 11, 129 / SUD, 13). Instead, selfhood requires
higher-order motives that identifies with some lower-order motives, while distancing
itself from other motives (Davenport 2012, 117). For Kierkegaard, the self is a reflexive
selfrelation that relates actively to human nature (and others) by forming higherorder
motives and volitions. It is therefore conceived of in hierarchical and relational terms
(Stokes 2015, 145; Davenport 2008, 239n).
However, nonideal selves that despair consciously differ from ideal, wholehearted

selves. The former are double-minded, although they are aware of both despair and
selfhood. The latter, by contrast, actively overcome despair at every instance by uni-
fying their identity. (Human beings who are not selves, by contrast, lack higher-order
motives.)
Kierkegaard emphasizes that only a wholehearted or unified self avoids double-

mindedness (SKS 8, 138ff. / UD, 24ff.). However, in order to become wholehearted, the
self needs an unreserved orientation toward the good that defines its whole identity.
The self cannot shape and unify its whole identity if it is only conditionally, occasion-
ally, or partially committed to some project. Instead, a coherent self, which unifies
freedom and facticity, needs categorical commitment toward the good. Only such com-
mitment always makes it possible to unify one’s whole identity coherently and to
coordinate different roles and various other projects. Without unreserved commitment
to good, agency therefore lacks coherence and unity (Rudd 2012, 139f., 187f.).
There are two different problems here. One problem is that agency could be frag-

mented into different projects and roles that are not integrated as parts of a single life.
Such a life would lack coherence and unity but it need not be contradictory. Another
problem, however, is that agents may pursue projects and roles that are incompatible
with each other, either in principle or in fact.
An underlying orientation toward good prevents these problems by being a meta-

project that shapes, unifies, and coordinates all other projects and roles that we engage
in. As such, it underlies the specific projects and roles that we have. However, not any
categorical commitment to a project or cause will do if double-mindedness is to be
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avoided. Rather, we need a normative standard that makes it possible for agency to
either fail or succeed in shaping and unifying its identity. This requires a fundamental
form of normativity that is basic to human agency and selfhood. However, this nor-
mativity cannot be unique to each individual but must rather be shared by all agents,
since our very self-relation is intertwined with our relation to others (cf. SKS 3, 250
/ EO2, 262). In general, becoming a self requires ethics that is otherregarding rather
than egoistic or eudaimonistic (cf. SKS 7, 121ff., 385ff. / CUP1, 129ff., 423ff.). More
specifically, proper self-love requires neighborlove; and hope for ourselves requires hope
for all others (SKS 9, 227ff., 246ff. / WL, 225ff., 246ff.; SKS 10, 127–32 / CD, 116–22).
Both our self-relation and our relation to others then involve a shared normative

constraint, which Kierkegaard identifies with the good and the divine (SKS 9, 111–24
/ WL, 107–21).8 Kierkegaard holds the good to be inescapable (SKS 8, 123 / UD, 7).
He writes, “[T]he person who in truth wills only one thing can will only the good… The
person who wills one thing that is not the good is actually not willing one thing; …
he must be, double-minded” (SKS 8, 138–40 / UD, 24f.). Only categorical moral ded-
ication, therefore, allows wholeheartedness; anything else involves doublemindedness
(Davenport 2012, chs. 3–4; Rudd 2012, chs. 2, 6–7; Fremstedal 2019, 326f.).

4. Practical Commitments Require Hope
However, unconditional moral commitment do not suffice to rule out despair. Like

anyone else, moral agents may experience loss, disappointment, or hardship and feel
stuck in situations that appear hopeless. Moral agents may even suffer from depression
or unhappiness that makes them self-preoccupied and therefore less responsive to the—
morally decisive—needs of others (cf. Martin 2012, 109). Worse still, morality often
requires sacrificing prudential interests. Conflict between morality and prudence can
even lead to despair that weakens or deteriorates moral motivation. In situations that
may involve either serious normative conflict or the experience of loss, disappointment,
and hardship, there therefore is a tendency toward despair and— partially because of
this—demoralization (i.e., a psychological loss of resolve to continue to be moral) (cf.
Adams 1987, 151ff.).
In many situations, it seems impossible or improbable to realize our ideals. Unless

we manage to reconcile ideals and reality, by hoping (or believing) in realizability, the
result is a double-mindedness that is split between the ideals it identifies with and
the reality it is stuck with. Hope seems necessary, since moral commitments often
transcend available evidence, making it necessary to act in the face of uncertainty and
put up with difficulties. Indeed, moral agency often involves being committed toward

8 Lippitt 2013, 56f., 90ff., 121f. Kierkegaard identifies the good and the divine. See SKS 4, 160
/ FT, 68; SKS 7, 133, 143 / CUP1, 142, 153f.; SKS 8, 151–53, 364, / UD, 39–41, 268. See also note 10
below.
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projects whose feasibility cannot be known by us (cf. O’Neill 1997). Since evidence is
insufficient, we then need hope that our projects can be realized.
Kierkegaard here accepts the broadly Kantian idea that our practical commitments

clearly go beyond available evidence (cf. SKS 9, 229ff. / WL, 227ff.). Like Kant, he
appeals to the hope that we can realize our moral (and prudential) interest, even
though it is not warranted by evidence.9 Onora O’Neill makes a similar point, writing,

[W]e must assume that … our future is one in which we can act, and in
which the aim of moral action is not absurd: it must be possible to insert
the moral action into the world… [W]e are committed to moral aims whose
feasibility we cannot prove theoretically; to make sense of this we need to
postulate, assume, or hope for a human future that allows room for human
progress… [T]hese hopes for the future of humankind cannot be renounced
if we are committed to morality. (O’Neill 1997, 282, 287f.)

The point is not that it psychologically hard to live without hope. Rather, it is that
it is incoherent to live without hope, unless we also give up moral agency (O’Neill
1997, 284). Morality requires action, but this does not make sense unless the moral
agent takes moral action to be possible. Moral agency that does not have any hope
of making good by acting seems incoherent, since its ideals and values do not cohere
with its perception of reality. Without hope, it cannot reconcile ideals and reality, and
therefore finds itself stuck in a hopeless situation.

5. Different Types of Hope: Christian and Human
Hopes
Kierkegaard describes hope as an expectation of the possibility of good (contrasting

it with fear as an expectation of the possibility of evil—SKS 9, 249 / WL, 249). He
seems to assume that what we hope for must be possible yet uncertain, if there is to
be room and need for hope (cf. SKS 10, 117–24 / CD, 106–13; SKS 11, 153f. / SUD,
38f.). In addition, it must be difficult to attain, since there is hardly any need for hope
if what we hope for is easily attainable (SKS 10, 117–24 / CD, 106–13).
The argument so far indicates that a unified practical identity requires hope of

realizing moral commitments. However, Kierkegaard goes even further by arguing that
hope and charity are insufficient, since Christian faith is also needed. Kierkegaard
therefore distinguishes between Christian and nonChristian hopes (SKS 8, 214ff. /

9 Fremstedal 2014, chapter 9. In the context of religion, Kierkegaard repeatedly contrasts Kant’s
“honest way” with the dishonesty of post-Kantian philosophy (notably Hegelianism). See SKS 6, 142
/ SLW, 152; SKS 19, 170, Not4:46 / KJN 3, 167; SKS 20, 229, NB2:235 / KJN 4, 229; SKS 22, 215,
NB12:121 / KJN 6, 216f.; SKS 27, 390, 415, Papir 365:2, 369 / JP 1, 649, 654. For Kierkegaard’s
reference to Kant on hope, see SKS 19, 140, Not 4:11 / KJN 3, 139, 539; SKS K19, 198f.
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UD, 112ff.; SKS 13, 99, 103f. / FSE, 77, 82f.; Pap. VI B 53, 13 / JP 2, 1668). Non-
Christian hope is not based on divine revelation and divine grace as Christian hope is.
Kierkegaard therefore describes it as “natural hope” and “human hope.” In the following,
we will discuss human hope first and then turn to Christian hope and its justification.
Human hope takes many different forms. Kierkegaard here distinguishes between a

pre-reflexive and reflective hope (Pap. VI B 53, 13 / JP 2, 1668). The former expects
the possibility of good when the outcome is objectively uncertain, but it does not
realize that it hopes for something that is uncertain or difficult to attain, since it lacks
reflection. This hope involves a prereflexive expectation similar to immediate trust or
confidence (cf. Fremstedal 2014, 179). It appears identical or closely related to, the
hope that Kierkegaard elsewhere claims “expects victory in everything” “without a
struggle” (SKS 5, 29 / EUD, 20). It lacks reflection and experience, and assumes that
everything is (humanly) possible (Lippitt 2015, 125).
Reflexive hope, by contrast, realizes that it hopes for something uncertain that

is difficult to attain. The notions of possibility and uncertainty here are subjective
notions, referring to how things appear to the agent. Kierkegaard claims that this
hope is based on the calculations of the understanding (Forstanden—Pap. VI B 53, 13
/ JP 2, 1668). Although he hardly explains what the understanding is, it nevertheless
seems to involve the following elements:

1. It represents a natural human faculty, elsewhere described as reason (cf. Burgess
1994, 109–28).

2. It involves a rational capacity for calculation and manipulation, at least for prac-
tical purposes. It only allows risks that are likely to pay off.

3. It does not represent moral rationality, but rather prudential and instrumental
rationality that is informed by experience.

4. It involves a naturalism that excludes reference to the supernatural and escha-
tology (Westphal 2014, 91ff.; Fremstedal 2014, 97, and ch. 7; Davenport 2008,
196–233).

5. It is concerned with what is humanly possible, not with what is divinely possible.
More specifically, it is concerned with practical possibility in which an agent
contributes to the realization of an end by acting. Mere metaphysical or divine
possibility is not sufficient.

6. It seems to involve evidentialism about belief, according to which rational beliefs
require sufficient evidence.

Based on this concept, Kierkegaard assumes that non-Christian hope is typically
concerned with the pursuit of personal happiness. Moreover, he associates reflexive
non-Christian hope with finite worldly wisdom that offers prudential advice based on
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experience, under the motto that everything only holds “to a certain degree” (SKS 5,
30 / EUD, 21).
However, Kierkegaard insists that non-Christian hope leads to hopelessness (cf. SKS

5, 100f. / EUD, 94f.). On the one hand, he argues that hopelessness results from
misfortune, hardship, and distress (SKS 10, 117–24 / CD, 106–13). As we have seen,
the idea seems to be that by suffering a loss or experiencing normative conflict, the
agent gives up hope (see sections 1 and 4). On the other hand, Kierkegaard claims
that one must despair or give up hope, since one fails to realize the infinite ethical
requirement (SKS 9, 252, 261 / WL, 252, 262).10 The latter claim suggests that the
one despairs (or that one ought to despair) because of one’s moral shortcoming. But it
could also mean that despair itself results from not just any moral failure but from the
failure of unifying one’s identity. Rather than presupposing immoral actions, despair
then results from an incoherent identity that is morally objectionable.
Morality, hope, and despair are then interconnected. Like hope and despair,

morality can be approached from both a non-Christian and a Christian perspective.
Kierkegaard’s “first ethics” represents non-Christian ethics, whereas the “second ethics”
represents Christian ethics. Kierkegaard argues that the first ethics constitutes the nat-
ural starting point, although it collapses internally due to human guilt and sinfulness
(SKS 4, 323ff. / CA, 16ff.). It fails to live up to its own ideals (and is therefore split
between ideals and reality), something that involves despair (double-mindedness) that
prepares the transition to Christian ethics.11 Kierkegaard’s argument here emphasizes
the moral gap between our moral obligations and our natural capabilities.12 This gap
is closed by Christian ethics that relies on forgiveness of sins and divine assistance
(SKS 4, 323ff. / CA, 16ff.). In addition, we will see that it involves hope against hope
that radically transcends ordinary hopes.
To support his views, Kierkegaard relies on the classical idea that our final end is

the highest good (Fremstedal 2014, chs. 5–6). Although he does not identify it with
eudaimonia, he still takes the highest good to include virtue and happiness, describing
it as eternal happiness (Salighed), which Christians may hope for or expect (SKS 5, 214,
250ff. / EUD, 214, 253ff.) (cf. Bernier 2015, 115; Lippitt 2013, 147ff.). In addition, he
follows the Augustinian tradition by interpreting the highest good as an ethico-religious
community—“the kingdom of God”—that cannot be realized by any individual alone
(SKS 5, 255 / EUD, 258f.; SKS 7, 356 / CUP1, 391; SKS 8, 303–6 / UD, 208–12). It is

10 In this context, “infinite” seems to mean “divine” and “inexhaustible,” although it might also
suggest that the ethical task is categorically overriding and highly demanding.

11 From the Christian perspective, Kierkegaard identifies despair with sinfulness. See part II of The
Sickness unto Death, which has the title “Despair Is Sin.”

12 Hare uses the moral gap to defend religious ethics, partially by basing his argument on Kant
and Kierkegaard. See Hare 2002. For Kierkegaard’s interpretation of original sin and radical evil, see
Fremstedal 2014, chapter 2.
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the highest good in this collective form that represents the ultimate object of justified
hope for Kierkegaard (as for Kant and much of the Augustinian tradition).13
However, this end cannot be realized by human effort alone. First, moral virtue is

undermined by moral failure and evil. Second, we could end up being unhappy even if
we were morally perfect. Finally, the highest good takes the form of a kingdom that
cannot be realized by an individual alone. As a result, human agents cannot possibly
realize the highest good even collectively, unless divine assistance is introduced. Secular
hopes for the highest good must then be disappointed (Fremstedal 2014, ch. 9).
However, Kierkegaard maintains that Christian hope is only possible as a response

against human despair (Pap. VI B53, 13 / JP 2, 1668). The reason for this is that
Kierkegaard follows Paul in taking Christian hope to be “hope against hope,” that is,
as hope in a hopeless situation (SKS 13, 102–4 / FSE 81–83). The idea is that when
everything breaks down due to despair, God offers new hope as divine gift that, once
accepted, makes it possible to overcome all human (non-Christian) despair (SKS 13,
102–4 / FSE, 81–83, cf. SKS 5, 100f. / EUD, 94f.; Pap. VI B 53, 13 / JP 2, 1668). It
is only God, for whom everything is possible, that can guarantee that there is always
hope (cf. SKS 11, 185 / SUD, 71). Only Christian religiousness overcomes all despair
by hoping against hope.
Kierkegaard thinks that this hope is found in our innermost being, although we

only become aware of it when we despair over our whole situation. Despair abandons
human hope while procuring Christian hope (SKS 10, 121–23 / CD, 110–12, cf. SKS
8, 214ff. / UD, 112ff.). To procure this hope, we need to give up human hopes and to
accept the gift of divine assistance (which is given universally).14
Kierkegaard maintains that the Christian hope for the highest good cannot be dis-

appointed, since it is based on eschatology and patiently expects something that tran-
scends our finite schedules and probabilities.15 It is not a specific hope for a particular
event (which may be disappointed) but something that lies beyond human calculation
and all time limits (Lippitt 2015, 136ff.). As such, it may be realized in another form
and at another time than expected. The assumption is that it will be realized somehow,
sometime.
Like faith and charity, Christian hope is not based on evidence or knowledge. Rather,

it goes beyond available evidence (cf. SKS 9, 229ff. / WL, 227ff.). Still, this does not
amount to a blind leap of faith, since it is based on practical or pragmatic considera-

13 However, Kierkegaard accepts a Kantian critique of eudaimonism, denying that virtue should be
motivated by the prospect of happiness. Cf. SKS 7, 367, 387 / CUP1, 403, 426; SKS 20, 223, NB 2:211
/ JP 2, 1510; SKS 27, 277, Pap. 283:1 / JP 3, 2349.

14 Bernier has a long, critical discussion of Theunissen but he does not discuss Grøn’s development
of Theunissen’s reading. Grøn claims that despair gives up hope, whereas Bernier claims that it rejects
hope. However, Kierkegaard’s point seems to be that despair abandons human hope and rejects Christian
hope against hope. See Bernier 2015, chapter 4; cf. Grøn 1997, 142ff.; Theunissen 2005.

15 Cf. Roberts 2003, 192f., 200f. Kierkegaard endorses Paul’s statement that someone who only
hopes for this life is the most miserable of all. SKS 8, 329 / UD, 228, cf. CUP1, 389 / SKS 7, 355.
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tions. More specifically, religiousness fits a natural human need for coherent selfhood
by offering a way out of despair and demoralization. Instead of being justified epis-
temically, religious hope and faith is then justified practically. Like Kant, Kierkegaard
therefore seems to be a pragmatist (non-evidentialist) about belief and hope.16 How-
ever, Kierkegaard goes beyond Kant by accepting not only (moral) natural theology
but also divine revelation. The idea seems to be that Christian doctrine fits a natural
need, although it cannot be reduced to human needs or natural theology since it relies
on revelation, which has its own language and perspectives.

6. Faith, Hope, and Charity
InWorks of Love, Kierkegaard emphasizes that Christian hope requires charity that

expects good for both oneself and one’s neighbor alike. Kierkegaard claims that charity
mediates between hope for oneself and hope for all others. He writes, “[L]ove is … the
middle term: without love, no hope for oneself; with love, hope for all others—and to
the same degree one hopes for oneself, to the same degree one hopes for others, since
to the same degree one is loving” (SKS 9, 259 / WL, 260).
Kierkegaard first claims that justified hope requires charity, since there are moral

restrictions on hope.17 He therefore holds that hope is nothing without love (SKS 9, 258
/ WL, 259). He then claims that charity itself is “built up” (opbygges) and nourished by
Christian hope (SKS 9, 248 / WL, 248). That is, hope cultivates and strengthens love
and prevents us from giving it up by despairing. Works of Love therefore contrasts
despair not only with hope but also with charity (SKS 9, 248–59 / WL, 248–60).
However, The Sickness unto Death contrasts despair with Christian faith, whereas For
Self-Examination contrasts it with Christian hope (SKS 11, 195f. / SUD, 81; SKS 13,
99, 103f. / FSE, 77, 82f.). This suggests that only the theological virtues avoid despair
(cf. SKS 8, 204f. / UD, 100f.; SKS 9, 227ff., 248ff. / WL, 225ff., 248ff.; SKS 10, 127–32
/ CD, 116–22). Although these virtues represent character traits, it is still the case that
they must be actively maintained and renewed if we are to be wholehearted agents.
Despair must therefore be constantly overcome by hoping, believing, and loving. Gene
Fendt comments:

There is a unity of the theological virtues, but they are not the same thing.
Insofar as faith believes God, believes in God, and believes that God makes
good, it is distinct from hope which is an expectation of the good for both
oneself and one’s neighbor. But insofar as faith believes that God makes

16 For Kierkegaard’s pragmatism about belief, see Evans 1982; Emmanuel 1996; Fremstedal 2014,
chapter 6. Kierkegaard does not distinguish between belief and faith, since the Danish “Tro” covers both
terms, just like the German “Glaube.”

17 Hope depends on commanded love: “Only when it is a duty to love, only then is love … eternally
and happily secured against despair” (SKS 9, 36 / WL, 29).
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good it is inseparable from the hope which expects the good for both oneself
and one’s neighbor. If the first (faith) is given up, then the second (hope
for both oneself and others) is ipso facto given up. If, on the other hand,
one does not expect the good for both oneself and one’s neighbor, then one
lies if he says he has faith. (Fendt 1990, 168)

In a work influenced by Fendt, Mark Bernier concludes,

(1) [D]espair can be characterized as an unwillingness to hope an in au-
thentic way;
(2) authentic hope [hope for eternal happiness, the highest good] constitutes
the primary task of the self; and
(3) faith is a willingness to hope, wherein the self secures a ground for the
possibility of hope. (Bernier 2015, 212)

However, (1) it is only complete despair over one’s situation in general that involves
an unwillingness to hope (in a hopeless situation) by rejecting Christian hope against
hope. (2) It is not only hope but the theological virtues that constitutes the primary
task of the self. These virtues represent intrinsic, non-instrumental goods essential to
selfhood (cf. SKS 10, 129 / CD, 118). Finally, (3) faith is not identical to “a willingness
to hope,” but the theological virtues are interconnected. Kierkegaard emphasizes that
hope is nothing without charity, although charity is nourished by hope (SKS 9, 248,
258 / WL, 248, 259). Moreover, hope in God requires faith and trust in God and vice
versa (Gouwens 1996, 157). The religious believer expects that good is possible for
himself and his neighbor alike, since he believes that God makes good for all.

7. Conclusion and Comparison With Schopenhauer
and Nietzsche
Despite the fact that it is often neglected, Kierkegaard’s account of hope lies at the

very heart of his theory. Bernier therefore concludes, “[H]ope is a fundamental theme
in Kierkegaard’s narrative, connecting despair, faith, and the self. Indeed, we cannot
adequately understand Kierkegaard’s view without drawing out this theme of hope”
(Bernier 2015, 212). As we have seen, Kierkegaard argues that hope is necessary in
order to overcome doublemindedness. Wholeheartedness requires not only categorical
moral dedication but also hope and faith that supports moral agency. However, even
Christians become double-minded if they lack hope, faith, and charity. This means that
shaping and unifying human identity is highly demanding on Kierkegaard’s account.
Double-mindedness is therefore far more common than wholeheartedness.18

18 Indeed, it is possible to be in despair without knowing it. This is a form of self-deception
Kierkegaard calls “inauthentic despair.” See SKS 11, 138–57, 209, 212 / SUD, 22–42, 96, 99f.
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Kierkegaard’s account of hope deserves attention for the following reasons: it rep-
resents an existential account of hope that emphasizes the interrelation between hope
and despair, seeing both as crucial for human agency and selfhood. More specifically,
Kierkegaard defends the strong view that we should always hope for the good, no mat-
ter how bad the situation might be. Put differently, Kierkegaard therefore sees hope
against hope as necessary for human agency and selfhood. His emphasis lies not so
much on a description of what hope is as an analysis of what justified hope is. More
specifically, he argues that justified hope is interrelated with charity and religious
faith, and has the highest good as its proper object. As such, it belongs not only to a
Judeo-Christian tradition that focuses on the Pauline triad of faith, hope, and charity
but it also belongs to a philosophical tradition from Augustine and Kant that views
the highest good (the summum bonum), a synthesis of virtue and happiness, as the
ultimate object of hope. However, Kierkegaard goes beyond his forerunner by develop-
ing a via negativa approach to hope that starts with hopelessness and despair before
it proceeds to hope. Indeed, Kierkegaard holds that proper hope, hope against hope,
both presupposes and overcomes despair.
Kierkegaard differs from his contemporaries Schopenhauer and Nietzsche not only

by viewing hope as valuable but also by viewing it as indispensable for human existence.
Without hope, human selfhood and identity involves despair (and self-deception),
Kierkegaard argues. Still, Kierkegaard does not rule out the possibility of false hopes
that may involve self-deception or irrationality. However, it is crucial to Kierkegaard
that not all hopes are false, since there are justified hopes that are central to human
existence. This means that Schopenhauer and Nietzsche may be justified in criticizing
false hopes as long as this critique does not undermine hope altogether.
Schopenhauer argues that it natural for humans to hope, since hope expresses the

will to life that lies at the ground of everything (cf. Schopenhauer 1974, vol. 2, §313).
However, this will is not only blind and irrational but the source of all suffering.
Schopenhauer therefore describes hope as a “folly of the heart” that confuses what
we wish for with what is probable (Schopenhauer 1969, vol. 2, §313). Hope distorts our
thinking by engaging in wishful thinking that increases suffering. On this pessimistic
view, hopes inevitably lead to disappointment and suffering, since genuine, lasting
satisfaction is impossible for us. Even if we are lucky and get what we hope for, this
will not cause real happiness but only increase striving and suffering.19 Ultimately,
this view rests on the pessimistic claim that neither individual happiness nor moral
improvement is humanly possible. Schopenhauer argues that comprehensive happiness
involves final satisfaction, which is impossible, since our life oscillates between pain
and boredom (Schopenhauer 1969, vol. 1, 312, 360; §§57, 65).

19 A similar point is made by Martin, who writes, “[T]here is no tight correlation between satisfying
your desire and being satisfied with what you get. Hence the saying: Be careful what you wish for, lest
you get it… Even when realization brings satisfaction, the satisfaction is short lived, as we adjust and
take for granted what we gained” (Martin 2012, 98).
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Still, Schopenhauer thinks that the experience of hopelessness—and not hope—
is beneficial, since it facilitates an ascetic denial of the will to live. Only asceticism
provides a permanent liberation from suffering, since it negates the will to life that
causes suffering in the first place (aesthetic experience, by contrast, only provides a
temporal escape from suffering) (Schopenhauer 1969, vol. 1, books 3–4). Although
there is a tendency toward asceticism and pessimism in the late Kierkegaard as well,
he still does not accept Schopenhauer’s pessimism. Yet, he agrees with Schopenhauer
that the experience of hopelessness is beneficial, since it rejects false hopes. However,
whereas Schopenhauer uses hopelessness to deny the will to life, Kierkegaard uses it
to highlight the Pauline idea of hope against hope, which promises hope in a hopeless
situation. Whereas Kierkegaard advocates Christian hope, both Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche reject religious hopes.
Nietzsche tends to share Schopenhauer’s negative evaluation of hope as a form of

self-deceived escapism. In Human, All Too Human, he describes hope as “the worst of
evils because it prolongs the torments of man” (Nietzsche 2008, 53; Human, All Too
Human §71). This claim, which is from his comment on the myth of Pandora, is remi-
niscent of Schopenhauer’s view that hope leads to suffering. But in his later writings
from the 1880s, Nietzsche offers a reason for rejecting hope that differs strongly from
Schopenhauer’s reason. The problem with hope is not that it increases suffering but
rather that it involves nihilism (or pessimism). To hope is generally to hope for some
perceived good that seems lacking in one’s current situation. Hope thereby depreciates
reality, and values something else (e.g., the future) instead. It finds reality insufficient
and the object of hope valuable. It thereby involves a nihilistic conflict between ideals
and reality. Nietzsche writes, “A nihilist is a man who judges of the world as it is that
it ought not to be, and of the world as it ought to be that it does not exist” (Nietzsche
1999, vol. 12, 366; Nietzsche 1968, §585A). Nihilism presupposes that we hope for (or
expect) values that is not found in the world (and that alternative values are lacking).
The problem arises because our values or ideals are unrealistic and impossible to real-
ize, both now and in the future. They cannot be realized in this world, and there is no
other world in which they can be realized either (Reginster 2008, 8).
Nietzsche therefore associates hope with otherworldly escapism. This is the reason

why he warns against those who speak of extraterrestrial hopes and dismisses hope in
“hidden harmonies, in future blessedness and justice” (Nietzsche 1999, vol. 4, 15, and vol.
5, 74; Nietzsche 2006, 6; Nietzsche 2008, 560, Beyond Good and Evil, §55). Nietzsche’s
eternal recurrence of the same represents an influential alternative to the Platonico-
Christian tradition that Kierkegaard represents. Nietzsche argues against this tradition
and against escapism, other-worldliness, and transcendence that belittles or depreci-
ates this world. From this perspective, Schopenhauer’s atheistic pessimism is just as
nihilistic as the religious tradition that Kierkegaard represents. Indeed, Schopenhauer
belongs to the very same tradition from Nietzsche’s perspective.
It is this tradition that Nietzsche wants to overcome by criticizing nihilism. Some-

what paradoxically, he describes the overcoming of nihilism (and pessimism) in terms
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of hope. He writes, for instance, “the bridge to the highest hope” is “that mankind be
redeemed from revenge,” something that refers to revenge as a reactive and nihilistic
emotion (Nietzsche 1999, vol. 4, 128; Nietzsche 2006, 77). Nietzsche can thus be said
to hope for the end of hope, by hoping to overcome the nihilism and hope of the tradi-
tion. He finds the tradition unacceptable, judging that it ought not to be, whereas the
Übermensch that accepts the eternal recurrence of same does not yet exist. He thereby
stands in danger of repeating the nihilism that he tries to overcome.
Somewhat surprisingly, Kierkegaard anticipates Nietzsche’s warning against reli-

gious nihilism and escapism. In 1844, he writes,

[T]he expectation of an eternal salvation is able (which otherwise seems
impossible) to be two places at the same time: it works in heaven and it
works on earth, “it seeks God’s kingdom and his righteousness and gives
the rest as an over-measure” (Matthew 6:33). If the expectancy does not
do this, then it is fraudulent, the craftiness of a sick soul that wants to
sneak out of life, and not the authentic presence of a healthy soul in the
temporal; then it is not the expectancy of the eternal but a superstitious
belief in the future. (SKS 5, 255 / EUD, 259)

Unlike Nietzsche, Kierkegaard develops an anti-nihilistic, existential approach to
religion, which makes it possible to orient oneself in this life (SKS 5, 256 / EUD, 259).
Nothing seems to capture this better than the notion of hope against hope, which lies
at the heart of Kierkegaard’s theory.
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Chapter Six: Pragmatist Hope
Sarah M. Stitzlein
Pragmatism offers one of the most sustained accounts of hope in any philosophical

tradition; yet, many key pragmatists have not discussed hope explicitly or in depth.
Instead, hope is a concept that arises out of central elements of pragmatism, including
its accounts of truth, inquiry, meliorism, growth, and habits. While it may seem odd
to write a chapter locating hope within the history of philosophy using philosophers
who have not actually said much about it, I intend to reveal how integral hope is to
classic pragmatism and how it plays a more overt role within neo- and contemporary
pragmatism.
In this chapter, I will trace the origins of hope within early American pragmatism.

Even though often implicit within classic pragmatist writings, I will tease out a prag-
matist account of hope as a set of habits that lead one to act to improve one’s life and
that of others. For pragmatists, to hope is to recognize the difficulty of current circum-
stances, but approach them with thoughtful action, emphasizing effort, and believing
that things can be improved. That is not to say that there are not significant differ-
ences among the views of pragmatists, but I focus largely here on what unites them in
their understanding of hope. I will then show how this view further developed within
the more explicit writings on social and political life penned by recent pragmatists.

Common Ways of Understanding Hope
Pragmatist hope is distinct in that it grows out of and is closely tied to real world

circumstances, plays out through habits, and is richly social, rather than individualist.
In order to begin to distinguish this unique character of pragmatist hope, it’s worth-
while to first clarify ways in which hope is more commonly understood. Doing so offers
a useful foil for revealing key differences in pragmatist understanding. For many people,
hope is seen as an emotion, a feeling we have that motivates us to have certain outlooks
on the world. Many philosophers, however, argue that hope is a combination of desire
and belief, where one desires a certain outcome, but is uncertain about whether it may
be obtained (Martin 2014). These desires are for things that we want to occur or be
fulfilled, but are sufficiently uncertain, such that we cannot count or plan on them.
Many theologians, however, locate hope in an individual’s faith in a deity who will act
on his or her behalf (Godfrey 1987 and Mittleman 2009). Finally, some psychologists

96



describe hope as an individual’s use of willpower and “waypower” to achieve clearly
stated goals (Snyder).
While the theologians direct our attention to deities and psychologists emphasize

that we should hope regardless of real world constraints, pragmatist hope, as I will
show, is firmly rooted in the real circumstances of life on Earth. And while theologians,
psychologists, and many philosophers operating in the desire-belief paradigm describe
hope in individualist terms, pragmatists work to encompass the larger social process
of hoping. I will show how pragmatist hope connects individuals to other people and
can be used to not only pursue our individual goals, but also to enrich our experiences
in communities.

A New Understanding of Hope Arises From
Classical Pragmatists
Even though early American pragmatists said little directly about hope, their writ-

ings are richly connected to central aspects of hope through discussions of truth, in-
quiry, meliorism, and imagination. Classical pragmatists, including Peirce, James, and
Dewey, began to more fully articulate pragmatism in the late 1800s and early 1900s.
Pragmatism, more than an -ism, is at heart a method—a way of going about the
world, inquiring into problems, and reconstructing our world to enable us to better
flourish. In James’s words, pragmatism “does not stand for any special results. It is a
method only” (James 1907). Relying upon man’s intellect, empirical experimentation,
and imagination, pragmatism is anti-foundational. Notably, the resulting implication
for hope is that it is not based in fixed truths, theological sources, or messianic political
figures; rather, it is a human creation.

Truth
A pragmatist account of truth begins with Peirce who offered a maxim that his fol-

lowers picked up and expanded upon: “Consider what effects, that might conceivably
have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our
conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object” (Peirce [1878]
1992, 124). Here we see the beginning of a call to determining truth via consequences
insofar as Peirce emphasizes how those consequences shape our conception of an object.
For classical pragmatists who built off the initial work of Peirce, ideas become true
insofar as they “work” for us, fruitfully combine our experiences, and lead us to further
experiences that satisfy our needs. Unlike truth more commonly understood as a cor-
responding match between proposition and reality, pragmatist truth is something that
occurs when the goals of human flourishing are satisfied, at least temporarily. Notably,
determining truth is typically a social endeavor, rather than an independent one. Truth
as “what works” is that which helps us navigate the world, avoid difficulties, and get
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out of problematic situations. In James’s words, “Truth happens to an idea” as we trace
and determine its practical consequences, often through inquiry and experimentation
that validates our hypotheses and experiences (James 1907).
Determining truth is not an independent practice. Pragmatists argue that we must

consider how to grow and flourish alongside others as we craft our goals and determine
what is truthful in the world. As such, the hope that arises from our resulting truth
claims is not merely individualist, but rather social. This is one component of the more
richly social nature of pragmatist hope.

Inquiry
Classical pragmatists were committed to scientific inquiry and empirical experimen-

tation, grounded in naturalism and held open to revision through fallibilism. Such an
approach tends to break down simplistic dualisms dividing theory and practice, though
pragmatists have varied in their adherence to one end of the spectrum or the other,
with Peirce emphasizing the theoretical, neopragmatist Richard Rorty emphasizing the
practical, and Dewey attempting to collapse the dichotomy altogether. Shared inquiry
is a way to solve problems, whether they be personal or social, and a way of living
democratically together, thereby further tying together pragmatism with the origins
and goals of early America. Within inquiry, the focus is less on what we can know for
certain and more on how we can learn and how we can change— both ourselves and
the world around us. Classical pragmatists were especially interested in habits as the
key platform for such learning and changing, which I will say much more about later.
For Dewey, hope sometimes arises within the midst of despair, when we have lost our

way and are struggling to move forward. Dewey describes these moments as “indeter-
minate situations.” He uses “despair,” for example, to characterize the mood following
World War I, as people around the world struggled to determine how to recover from
the war, how to deal with significant loss of life and property, and more (Dewey [1929]
1988, 276). He turns to the process of inquiry via the empirical method to help us ex-
plore those situations, consider possible courses of action, and test out various solutions.
It is inquiry that helps us to understand, act upon, and reconstruct our environments
and our experiences so that we are able to move forward out of the indeterminate
situation. In a richly cognitive and often social practice, inquiry invokes curiosity and
problem solving to move us out of ruts. While some people may be prone to lingering
in despair, it is inquiry and experimentation that moves pragmatists from despair to
hope.

Meliorism
Most significant to the notion of hope, classical pragmatists upheld meliorism as, in

Dewey’s words, “the idea that at least there is a sufficient basis of goodness in life and its
conditions so that by thought and earnest effort we may constantly make things better”
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(Dewey [1916] 1980, 294). Pragmatism acknowledges the complexities and challenges of
our circumstances, yet aims to approach them practically, with intelligent inquiry and
thoughtful action, believing that those conditions can be improved. Thus, pragmatism
doesn’t believe, as an optimist might, in inevitable progress, but rather issues a call to
action. Dewey explains that it would be foolish to believe that there is “an automatic
and wholesale progress in human affairs,” insisting instead that betterment “depends
upon deliberative human foresight and socially constructive work” (Aronson 2017, 92).
Neither is pragmatism aligned with pessimism, insofar as pragmatism asserts the

possibility of improving our world and our experiences in it, rather than accepting
those conditions as fixed or effort as futile. Because simple optimists may believe the
situation will necessarily work out for the best and the pessimist may believe that
intervention is futile and the outcome is doomed, both optimism and pessimism can
be paralyzing. Meliorism, however, demands action in order to fulfill the possibility of
bettering the world (Dewey [1920] 1982, 181–82).
Such efforts are rarely undertaken alone, instead they are tied to others who are

working together to solve problems. Pragmatists believe people should work together,
focusing on the ways that their actions can improve the world. Future-directed me-
liorism, then, also serves to encourage critique and dissent into currently problematic
ways of being and, through exploring hypotheses about those circumstances, gives rise
to action to change them. Contemporary pragmatist Cornel West distinguishes hope
from optimism and gets at its more active spirit when he says, “Optimism adopts the
role of the spectator who surveys the evidence in order to infer that things are going
to get better. Yet when we know that the evidence does not look good… Hope enacts
the stance of the participant who actively struggles against the evidence” (West 2004,
296).
The current of meliorism and its call to hopeful action runs strongest in the work

of Dewey. Robert Westbrook goes so far as to call it “radically democratic meliorism”
(Westbrook 2005, 205). It holds that our hope must be cautious and contingent, open
to criticism and validation (Green 2008, 78–79). Because of this, meliorism fits well
with democracy as a way of life where our hopes can be nurtured together and where in-
quiry tests and revises what we believe to be true or desirable. Additionally, meliorism
is aligned with a belief in the agency of people, trusting that they can have significant
impact on the world and may improve it (Stitzlein 2018, 229–50). Yet, Dewey also
recognized that action can be inhibited by stagnant and entrenched habits of individu-
als and culture in a democracy. As a result, Dewey turned to education, arguing that
new and more flexible habits can be cultivated to welcome and fulfill the call to action
to improve the world. But critics warn that pragmatism may acquiesce too much to
the status quo, failing to recognize the need for change, and even then, only changing
gradually (Berman 2016, 173–88). Moreover, action may be impeded by political power
dynamics that make change difficult or impossible (Westbrook 2005, 208). Nonetheless,
meliorism is central to pragmatist hope because it urges action in order to fulfill the
possibility of bettering the world, suggesting that hope is active and effort-driven.
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Contributions of the Classical Pragmatists
Method, truth, inquiry, and meliorism developed across the writings of the classical

pragmatists and can be constructed into an account of hope today. Along the way,
each of the three key classical pragmatists, Peirce, James, and Dewey, contributed to
the understanding of hope in significant ways.

Charles Sanders Peirce
Peirce primarily discusses hope within his account of inquiry. There, hope is a

condition where we believe that inquiry is worthwhile and will contribute to new ideas
and truth. It leads us to view the world as intelligible to us. He says, “We are therefore
bound to hope that, although the possible explanations of our facts may be strictly
innumerable, yet our mind will be able in some finite number of guesses, to guess
the sole true explanation of them” (Cooke 2005, 651–74, and Peirce [1878] 1992, 106).
For, without hope that our questions can be answered, we may never initiate inquiry
(Cooke 2005, 651). And we must have hope in order to view the slow progress of
scientific inquiry and experimentation as eventually warranting worthwhile results.
Peirce describes hope as a sentiment and yet celebrates its role in logical thinking:

So this sentiment is rigidly demanded by logic. If its object were any de-
terminate fact, any private interest, it might conflict with the results of
knowledge and so with itself; but when its object is of a nature as wide as
the community can turn out to be, it is always a hypothesis uncontradicted
by facts and justified by its indispensableness for making action rational.
(quoted in Cooke 2005, 654)

He further says,

We are, doubtless, in the main logical animals, but we are not perfectly
so. Most of us, for example, are naturally more sanguine and hopeful than
logic would justify. We seem to be so constituted that in the absence of
any facts to go upon we are happy and self satisfied; so that the effect
of experience is continually to contract our hopes and aspirations. Yet a
lifetime of the application of this corrective does not usually eradicate our
sanguine disposition. Where hope is unchecked by any experience, it is
likely that our optimism is extravagant. (Peirce [1878] 1992)

Elizabeth Cooke rightfully interprets this passage to show that hope alone is not
enough, but rather its value depends on how well it is informed by experience and not
simply wishful thinking. And, while hope is not rational, it is an impulse that can be
put to good use to urge us forward in inquiry. Hope is useful because it predisposes us to
inquiry and to the testing of ideas in experience. It works, in part through imagination
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and hypothesis formation, to come up with guesses and ideas that extend beyond the
current state of affairs or what we know. Peirce concludes, “Despair is insanity… We
must therefore be guided by the rule of hope” (Misak 2013, 59). Peirce notes that
when we lack hope, we invite the despair that comes from insane practices. Despair is
understood differently by several key pragmatists, which is notable given that despair
is often viewed as the opposite of hope. While I will not go into those distinctions here,
I will note how some of the scholars have used despair in order to illuminate their
views on hope.
It may be argued that Peirce maintains a greater distinction between theory and

practice than his later colleagues (Bergman 2012, 125, 48). This distinction leads him
to be less interested in the real problems of our social and political lives that later fasci-
nated and motivated Dewey. And it leads him to be less of a meliorist because he is less
focused on the outcomes of bettering reality on the lives of people and communities.
Nonetheless, like Mats Bergman, I also hold that Peirce does have some meliorist ten-
dencies. Namely Peirce is the first pragmatist to emphasize the role of habits, which he
rather counterintuitively posits as fluid, noting “the power of readily taking habits and
of readily throwing them off” (quoted in Shade 2001, 189). This unusual notion of habit
is further developed by later pragmatists and is key to the sense of pragmatist hope
that I lay out here. Peirce sees habits as learned and acquired, allowing opportunity to
influence and change them. He points to imagination and intellectual experimentation
as ways to call our habits into question and to change them for the better, suggesting
a form of applied meliorism. Indeed, he says, “continual amelioration of our own habits
… is the only alternative to a continual deterioration of them” (Bergman 2013, 749).
Peirce largely stays at this level of personal change however, while Dewey and later
pragmatists describe meliorism in terms of changing and improving social and political
problems as well as the world itself (Bergman 2012). Peirce retains a more individualist
view of hope, but his use of hope in his understanding of inquiry and habits paves the
way for later pragmatists to develop a more social and political view of hope.

William James
James significantly contributed to the pragmatist account of truth. To get at truth,

James turned traditional, foundational thinking on its head. He claimed that pragma-
tism is “[t]he attitude of looking away from first things, principles, ‘categories,’ sup-
posed necessity; and of looking towards last things, fruits, consequences, facts” (James
1907, 32, and Stuhr 2010, 198). Like Peirce before him, James emphasized consequences,
arguing that “[t]he whole function of philosophy ought to be to find out what definite
difference it will make to you and me, at definite instants of our life, if this worldfor-
mula or that world-formula be the true one” (James 1906). Yet, James recognized that
in order to bring about desired ends, we require certain material conditions as well as
a meliorist spirit to act in the world and on imaginative ideas.
Ruth Anna Putnam locates three propositions of James’s meliorism:
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1. The world is not perfect, or evil is real.

2. The future is not determined; human beings cooperating can make the world
better.

3. A finite deity is their helper, primus inter pares, in this endeavor. (Putnam 2010,
187)

She sees the first two as constituting meliorism in general and the third as James’s
particular theistic meliorism, which generally has not been adopted by other pragma-
tists, so I will set it aside here.
Focusing on the first two propositions reveals that meliorism depends on trusting

that others will also make effort to improve the world. Moreover, while the world is
not perfect, we can form ideals in our minds that better equip us to undertake such
work, whether it be together or parallel. James explains that the more conscious we are
of those ideals, the more they can motivate action (Stroud 2009, 382). Through these
two propositions, James moves beyond Peirce, who largely constrained his talk of hope
to its role within scientific inquiry, into everyday human struggles in the real world
and our ability to meet and alleviate them with effort. And he emphasizes the role of
cooperation in working toward change and thereby achieving objects or objectives of
hope.
James turns to schools as a site of building awareness of ideals: “Education, enlarging

as it does our horizon and perspective, is a means of multiplying our ideals, of bringing
new ones into view” (James 1912, 83, and Stroud 2009, 382). Schools not only nurture
ideals, they also cultivate habits that enable us to enact and pursue them by attuning
us to the present so that we can adapt it for the future we desire. And they can offer
a space where we learn how to trust one another in our efforts to make the world
better, thereby building a culture of support for our endeavors. In the meantime, that
world “still in the process of making” requires a certain sort of fortitude and hardiness
on our part, for while we must trust each other, we cannot rely on supposed abiding
foundations (James 1906 and Koopman 2009, 20). This persistence plays out as habits
that enable us to pursue ideals as the content of our hopes, hopes which have notably
been constructed and shared in the social context of schooling.

John Dewey
Even more so than James, it is Dewey who turns to education as a way to support

hope. For Dewey, the process of education begins with his account of growth. When
we encounter indeterminate situations where we aren’t sure how to proceed, we have
to figure out how to reconstruct our world and ourselves so that we can begin to
move smoothly from activity to activity once again. Growth describes the process of
using inquiry to reconstruct ourselves and our environment, enabling our experiences
to continue in a chain so that one can live satisfactorily.
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Many people assume that growth should be directed toward a fixed goal, but Dewey
warns that this way of thinking emphasizes the static end, rather than the process of
growing, one he sees as itself educative and worthwhile. Giving up the focus on a
clear end point, Dewey’s account of growth tends not to march in a clear and linear
path. Instead, he describes trajectories that are more complicated, often shifting as we
encounter obstacles in the environment. Moreover, Dewey shows that holding out a
fixed goal may inadvertently close off possible versions of our future, thereby limiting
us and our potential. Instead, Dewey argues that we must continually inquire into our
changing circumstances, develop new hypotheses about them, and revise the aims that
result.
Rather than overarching goals or final end points, Dewey operates with what he

calls “ends-in-view,” which are relatively close and feasible, even if difficult to achieve.
Those ends-in-view guide us as we conduct inquiry along the way and help to make us
resourceful and open to change. Each fulfilled ends-in-view helps to sustain our hope by
highlighting meaningful headway and directing our future actions. Ends-in-view later
become means to future ends, working in an ongoing continuum. This sustenance of
hope differs from theological accounts which are difficult to sustain on faith alone and
may leave believers frustrated at an apparent lack of improvement. It also differs from
psychological accounts, include recent positive psychology and calls for grit, which focus
on large, far-off, and challenging goals that one must hold tenaciously and approach
directly.
Many people think of hope as goal-directed and future-oriented. While objects of

hope for pragmatists may temporarily serve as ends-in-view, the practice of hope moves
us forward through inquiry and experimentation as we pursue our complicated trajec-
tory. It helps to unify our past, present, and future. Hope, then, is not just about a
vision of the future, but rather a way of living in the present that is informed by the
past and what is anticipated to come. Whereas utopian views of what could be may
actually immobilize one and may exhaust one in the present, pragmatist hope is always
tied to what one is doing and feasibly can do in the present, especially when equipped
with knowledge of the past (Stitzlein 2018). Dewey, then, focuses more on how we live
in hope and openness to opportunity and change, rather than the particular ultimate
hopes that we may hold.
Summarizing Dewey’s account of growth and its related contributions to hope,

Richard Rorty concludes, “Hope—the ability to believe that the future will be un-
specifiably different from, and unspecifiably freer than, the past— is the condition of
growth” (Rorty 1999, 20).

Habits
A concept running throughout the work of the classical pragmatists, and which

becomes central to a pragmatist account of hope, is that of habits. Habits begin with
impulses, basic and often unintelligent natural urges to act. Dewey even locates hope
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initially within those basic impulses when he says, “But man as man still has the
dumb pluck of the animal. He has endurance, hope, curiosity, eagerness, love of action”
(Dewey [1922] 1983, 199–200, and Fishman and McCarthy 2007, 15). And Peirce sees
a natural bent toward hope in how we are prone to approach inquiry, even though it
is not well refined.
Over time our impulses tend to collect and be shaped by our experiences with the

world and with cultural norms, eventually molding those impulses into habits. People
tend to have many habits in common because of their similar transactions with the
world and some of those habits then become recognized as customs, for they are typical
ways in which people in a community act. These habits are often learned indirectly
throughout our lives, but their cultivation is most overt in schools, where certain
habits are directly taught, some are implicitly shared, and others develop through our
imitation of teachers and peers. Within classrooms, we reflect upon our impulses and
overtly subject them to intelligent critique.
Notably, pragmatists offer a version of habits that differs from that understood by

most people who think of habits as dull routines that we repeat exactly and indefinitely.
For pragmatists, especially Dewey and those who followed him, habits are predisposi-
tions to act and we enact them with ease and familiarity because they have proven to
help us live fruitfully in the past. Dewey adds, “Any habit marks an inclination—an
active preference and choice for the conditions involved in its exercise. A habit does
not wait, Micawber-like, for a stimulus to turn up so that it may get busy; it actively
seeks for occasions to pass into full operation” (Dewey [1916] 1980, 53). Habits for prag-
matists, seek to be put into action. They are not mere defaults that we thoughtlessly
rely upon.
Because habits are urges to act, they give rise to desires. Importantly, habits also

offer a way to pursue those desires, often through thought or bodily movement. For
Dewey, habits “do all the perceiving, recognizing, imagining, recalling, judging, con-
ceiving and reasoning that is done” (Dewey [1922] 1983, 124). They organize our per-
ceptions based on past experiences so that we can form ideas about the world that we
test out in order to overcome indeterminate situations. As we encounter new stimuli,
habits help us to filter and make sense of those encounters, enabling us to develop
ideas about them. Habits then provide the know-how to act in the world because they
entail our working capacities. Finally, we reflect on our experiences and our inquiries
to determine which habits bring about our growth by promoting smooth and just
transactions with the world and with other people (Stitzlein 2018).
Dewey explains, “All habits are demands for certain kinds of activity; and they

constitute the self” (Dewey [1922] 1983, 21). So, we are a collection of habits. Habits
shape who and what we are, including how we understand ourselves and how others
see us. Whereas many people see habits as fixed and unchanging, pragmatists see
considerable flexibility. This begins with the fluid description of habits offered by Peirce
and continues into Dewey’s account of habit formation and change in Human Nature
and Conduct. When we engage in inquiry, we aim to not only change our world, but
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also often change ourselves, including our habits that may no longer be serving us well.
Rather than being unthinking actions, it is the intellectual aspect of habits that gives
them meaning and keeps people flexible and capable of growth. When we are facing
despair, we may find that our habits are no longer meeting our needs. One option is
to succumb to bad habits that lack flexibility, such as cynicism or apathy, but those
result in stagnation and fail to keep up with the changing world. Pragmatists depict
flexible habits as an avenue for reorienting ourselves in those moments, for making
ourselves anew, and for moving forward in hope (Stitzlein 2008).
Hope, understood as a set of habits, brings together proclivities and intelligent re-

flection to motivate one to act while providing a sustainable structure for doing so.
Hope is a way of projecting ourselves toward a better future, positioning us toward
action. In Dewey’s words, pragmatist habits of hope are “active attitudes of welcome”
(Dewey [1916/1917] 1983, 50). They are ways we greet the world and are disposed
toward action in it. Unlike common understanding of habits as mere thoughtless, re-
peated action, pragmatist habits of hope are attitudes and dispositions that shape how
we transact with the world. They often lead us to seek out or create possibilities when
we face challenges. Differing from individualist accounts of hope in terms of desire for
a self-serving goal or faith in other savior figures, habits of hope entail action that
moves us toward better ways of living. Hope helps us envision a desired future that
arises practically out of our conditions and with knowledge of the past. Yet, we move
beyond those conditions through assessing possibilities, determining whether outcomes
are desirable, and imagining how we might rearrange our circumstances to achieve new
and better conditions (Godfrey 1987, 169). Hope, working as habits, encourages us to
seek out or imaginatively create possibilities when we encounter roadblocks.

Bridging Classical and Contemporary Pragmatism
With Hope as Habits
While the notion of hope as a set of habits is not directly named within the writing

of classical pragmatists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it derives
from their work and has been picked up by more recent pragmatists in the late twen-
tieth and early twenty-first centuries, including myself. Building on this trajectory, I
have argued that hope, as a set of habits and their enactment, is a disposition toward
possibility and change for the betterment of oneself and/or others (Stitzlein 2018).
Such habits unite our proclivities and intelligent reflection to motivate us to act, while
at the same time providing us pathways to do so. Hope, then, is a way of positioning us
toward action and projecting ourselves toward an improved future. And, as with other
pragmatist habits, habits of hope can be cultivated and nurtured through education.
Habits of hope are dispositions that influence how we transact with our environ-

ments. In particular, they tend to provoke us to seek out or create imaginative possi-
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bilities when we encounter roadblocks. Unlike other accounts of hope that put hope in
a savior figure or in a distant and unchanging goal, pragmatist habits of hope respond
to the problems of the present using knowledge of the past so that we can craft a
better future ourselves. These habits support us as we test hypotheses and imagine
alternative ways that we might reconstruct our circumstances in order to better our
lives.
This understanding of habits of hope brings together pragmatist notions of truth,

inquiry, growth, and meliorism. Each of those elements unites us with the other people,
insofar as our well-being is intimately connected to other people who are inquiring into
and acting upon the world. Collectively, habits of hope operate more like hoping, an
ongoing activity. Notice how that differs from saying that one “has hope,” as though
hope is an object that can be passively possessed, held, or lost. Such active doing of
hope bolsters courage and agency amongst hopers, helping them to identify opportu-
nities to improve their circumstances and to impact the world. Contemporary Peirce
commentator, Elizabeth Cooke concludes that hope “functions as a habit of openness,
a willingness to act, despite a lack of expectation—to take a leap” (Cooke 2005, 664).
As this notion of hope has been developed by recent pragmatist philosophers, we

see their accounts following in the spirit of Dewey, bridging the individual with the
social and political. Rather than hope being something that we hold internally and
may direct toward a deity or something that we privately engage as we pursue our
individual goals, hope emerges in the midst of social and political contexts. While
habits of hope are housed within and compose individuals, hope is not individualist.
Habits are shaped by our communities and our experiences with others. Habits of hope
employ the resources of our community and our relationship with others in it to provide
means for us to pursue our desires, many of which themselves have been influenced
by those around us. Insofar as our own growth must often account for living fruitfully
with others, our habits of hope must account for, and often engage with, others. As
a result, we often enact habits of hope through collective work that seeks to improve
our world physically, socially, or politically.
To achieve our ends frequently requires collaboration and, especially, listening to the

needs and ideas of others. Dewey describes this as “an attitude of mind which actively
welcomes suggestions and relevant information from all sides” ([1916] 1980, 182). While
listening often is confined only to our most immediate relationships or communities,
the increasing interconnectedness of our decisions and implications on others, should
urge us to listen to and include others—something contemporary pragmatist Judith
Green dubs “a global network of social hope” (Green 2008, 129). Hoping connects us
to other people. Inquiry and meliorism connects us to an understanding of the past
and a vision of the future. These connections between people, ideas, and imagination,
provide us with resources needed to pursue our ends-in-view and enable us to see that
we can, indeed, improve the world. But this comes with recognition of our contingency
and mutual dependence, as well as the limits of our own agency. Pragmatist hope relies
on trusting other people and trust in the possibility of bettering the world.
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Contributions of Neo- and Contemporary
Pragmatists
Hope has gained an increasingly prevalent role in the works of neo- and contempo-

rary pragmatists, especially within the work of Richard Rorty, Judith Green, Cornel
West, Patrick Shade, and Colin Koopman. I will briefly summarize some of the key
ways in which each of these scholars has contributed to and furthered a pragmatist
concept of hope.

Richard Rorty
Unlike his predecessors who rarely mentioned hope, Rorty gives hope more explicit

attention and even includes it in one of his book titles. His writing ushered in a new
generation of pragmatist commentary on and employment of the notion of hope. He
introduces hope largely as a foil to the quest for truth that other philosophers have
supported. He said, “[S]ubstituting hope for knowledge, substituting the idea that the
ability to be citizens of the fullfledged democracy which is yet to come, rather than the
ability to grasp truth, is what is important about being human” (Rorty 2000, 3). So,
rather than pursuing truth, Rorty insists upon the more radical project of aiming for
hope in America. This is, in part, because, like earlier pragmatists, he values beliefs
insofar as they are useful to us and he sees beliefs based in narratives of hope as
especially useful for shaping our lives. Those narratives lack foundations, rather are
based in the contingency of human lives and experiences, often providing descriptions
of past suffering, an opportunity to build solidarity with others, and a vision of an
improved future. They can be used to guide meliorist efforts through employing courage
and imaginative experimentation, perhaps a bit more boldly and freely than suggested
by some of his pragmatist peers.

Judith Green
Like Rorty, Green relinquishes what Dewey called, “the quest for certainty,” yet she

does not go as far as Rorty in letting go of truth entirely. Instead, she champions a

a democratic social epistemology that inclusively yet critically recombines
and mutually corrects all the perspectival knowledges that flow from dif-
fering, often rival social locations, deepening these provisional knowledges
with those existential truths-in-living on which each of us is betting our
lives, and balancing its live intellectual “water quality” by adding the of-
ten reliable though always revisable generalizations of open, collaborative,
future-oriented sciences and other cross-disciplinary inquires. (Green 2008,
107)
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In this regard, Green reflects a more traditional pragmatist account of truth.
Whereas Green believes that Rorty focuses a bit too much on hopeful narratives

that provide solidarity amongst Americans and a vision of better American life, Green
follows the tragic optimism of Viktor Frankl and James Baldwin (Winters 2016, 213).
She grounds her hope more firmly in an accounting for the widespread suffering of
multiple groups and the bringing of those people together to work toward a new fu-
ture in light of that past. She then issues a call to her pragmatist peers to be public
philosophers who take up the aim of supporting and embodying democratic social
hope.
For Green, social hope arises out of experience, endures struggles, brings feelings

of safety, and entails creative imagination. As social, hope involves being concerned
for and engaged with others. Green believes today’s circumstances require not just the
national call for hope that Rorty voiced, but a global vision of deeply democratic living.
This is because when one group (America) puts its efforts toward hope without regard-
ing the hopeful visions of other people, anti-American frustration grows, perpetuating
cycles of hatred and fear (Stitzlein 2009, 657–63).

Cornel West
Cornel West provides a unique contribution to the pragmatist account of truth by

tracing the roots of his musically-inspired “blues” version of hope to the struggles of
Black folks in America. Like Green, he attends carefully to the harms of the past as he
considers hopeful visions of the future. He contends that despair and hope are often
intimately connected. He explains, “It is impossible to look honestly at our catastrophic
conditions and not have some despair—it is a healthy sign of how deeply we care. It is
also a mark of maturity—a rejection of cheap American optimism” (West 2008, 216).
Rather than a mere rose-colored glasses outlook on life, West recognizes that things are,
in many ways, not getting better and he points to the history of his race for evidence.
Instead, his call to meliorism is one that upholds a belief that other people can do

better and an historically informed and wary trust in others. He says, “I never give up
on any human being no matter what color, because I believe they all have potential”
(West 2008, 41). Moreover, his meliorism is driven by virtues that enable one to flourish
as one faces despair, a drive “to try to keep struggling for more love, more justice, more
freedom, and more democracy” (2008, 217). Such a hope—one that is closely connected
to a painful history and ongoing suffering—is, as he says, “always blood-stained and
tear-soaked” (2008, 217). Whereas his pragmatist predecessors established that hope
must always attend to and grow out of the real conditions of our lives, West drives
home the point that those conditions are often quite horrid and that hope is closely
related to the despair that those conditions cause. But his call to effort in spite of and
because of those conditions is strong: “Real hope is grounded in a particularly messy
struggle and it can be betrayed by naïve projections of a better future that ignore the
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necessity of doing the real work. So what we are talking about is hope on a tightrope”
(2008, 6).
West’s version of hope is situated within his account of prophetic pragmatism. While

I will not detail prophetic pragmatism here, it is worthwhile to point out that it entails
the sort of critical outlook discussed earlier. It arises from an informed understanding
of the atrocities of the past as well as frustrations revealed when our world falls short of
visions of what could be. Such a “critical temper,” as he calls it, takes despair head on
with an “experimental disposition” and a faith in the ability of people to work democrat-
ically together (West 2008, 125). “The critical temper motivated by democratic faith
yields all-embracing moral and/or religious visions that project credible ameliorative
possibilities grounded in present realities in light of systemic structural analyses of the
causes of social misery (without reducing all misery to historical causes)” (2008, 125).
As a result, West calls for hope as a sort of cultural criticism that reveals injustice,
pushes us to act on it, and sustains us through our experiments to alleviate it. For
West, this prophetic, blues hope is bolstered by habits of courage and Christian love,
which is focused less on a savior figure and more on how people can support each other
(2008, 22).

Patrick Shade
Perhaps the pragmatist to contribute most overtly to the notion of hope is Shade.

His twenty-first-century writings have articulated how hope operates as an activity—
hoping—between a person and her social and natural environments, rather than as a
private mental state (Shade 2001, 14). He explains how hope works as habits. Shade
offers a three-part account of hope: particular hopes, habits of hope, and the habit of
hopefulness. First, particular hopes are of the more familiar and widely understood
sort insofar as they are specific ends that we seek to achieve. But “understanding
particular hopes requires more than simple reference to an end; what is distinctive
about them is that the involve a commitment to the desirability and realizability of
an end in the face of some obstacle which marks the limits of our agency” (2001, 19).
Such an end, then, must be feasibly realizable for the particular individual; hence, it
must be practical. They are ends-in-view in the Deweyan sense and therefore help to
guide our experiments and our actions. They may be challenging to attain, but they
are never entirely out of reach.
Second, habits of hope are the means we use to pursue those ends-inview, our partic-

ular hopes. They enable us to pursue our particular hopes and help us stay committed
to doing so. “Chief among them are persistence, resourcefulness, and courage. Habits
of persistence sustain us, while habits of resourcefulness guide our active exploration
and attempts to transcend our limitations. Courage undergirds our ability to persist
and to explore by enabling us to face arduous tasks” (Shade 2001, 77). Like pragma-
tists before him who valued the plastic and educative nature of habits, Shade adds,
“Habits of hope that we do not possess, and yet need, can become ends developed
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through the process of hoping. The ability to persist, for example, can be acquired
or expanded commitment to a hoped-for-ends requires it; hoping provides the oppor-
tunity for the development (or, more often, the further development) of each of its
dimensions” (2001, 21). His writings provide great detail about how the habits of hope
relate to and build upon each other and such a description has opened the door for
education-based pragmatists like myself to consider how we might nurture those habits
through intellectual reflection and experience (Foote and Stitzlein, 2016, 32–40, and
Hytten 2011, 1–3). This most recent work in the field suggests that pragmatist hope
has moved from general philosophical idea to applied educational settings, where it
can be tested and refined by teachers and students.
Finally, the habit of hopefulness is an orientation to possibility. Hopefulness does not

have a specific end, but rather is an openness to living life differently. It is a disposition
that sustains us when we have not achieved our particular hopes. Yet, hopefulness is
itself supported through engaging with others in nurturing this way of life, thereby
revealing its social nature. Hopefulness energizes us to keep trying, even in the face of
despair and suffering. Pulling together a hopeful life within democracy,

hopefulness, especially in the degree to which it is developed through the
coordination of habits of hope, can itself become a habit of hope. As such
a habit it sustains us in pursuing particular hopes. Moreover, hopefulness
can become the dominant habit of the self, in which case it functions as a
further means to the life of hope; it then provides the basis for a hopeful
person and, in turn, for a hopeful community. (Shade 2001, 21–22)

Rather than just being an optimist, like pragmatists before him, Shade turns to
meliorism to argue that hopefulness is a proclivity toward making a better future
through effort.
Seeing hope as practical, intelligent, and generative activity, Shade concludes that

hope entails what he calls “conditional transcendence,” where hope has two modes: “be-
ing grounded in real conditions and being productive of new and better ones” (Shade
2001, 6–7). Hope enables us to move past our history and the limitations of our en-
vironment to create new ways of living, but never to escape those conditions entirely.
Pragmatist hope focuses on the agency of people in realistic settings, rather than re-
sorting to supernatural forces or optimistic pipe dreams. But it also recognizes that
hope must be realistic and generative, otherwise, as in the case of the poor and racial
minority citizens urged to keep on hoping in spite of a long history of seeming insur-
mountable injustices (perhaps in the spirit of West’s blues hope), “[i]f hoping exhausts
our resources, it is better not to hope” (2001, 6–7).
Like Rorty and Green, Shade turns to storytelling and communities to nurture hope.

Stories engage our imagination, helping us envision alternatives and sometimes urging
us to act. Stories also sharpen our skills of inquiry and hypothesis formation, teaching
us to attend to what has worked in the past and what might work when tested in our

110



imagination. Storytelling is typically a social endeavor, bringing people together to
share in critiquing the past and envisioning the future. Shade recognizes that hope, as
habits, is best nurtured in communities where hope is practiced. There, we can learn
from and model others. Obviously, this happens within schools, but Shade also points
to volunteer organizations. Within such settings, we also come to see how our agency
is connected to and sometimes dependent upon that of others.

Colin Koopman
Koopman argues that it is hope that unites the philosophies of the otherwise di-

verse pragmatists: James, Dewey, Emerson, and Rorty. Indeed, he locates hope at the
heart of pragmatism, saying, “I understand pragmatism, and find it at its best, as
a philosophical way of taking hope seriously. Pragmatism develops the philosophical
resources of hope” (Koopman 2006, 106). His work focuses on how philosophically ro-
bust hope operates as meliorism, bringing together the contingent pluralism of James
and the humanist effort of Dewey. “As such, meliorism resonates with the central eth-
ical impulse at the heart of pragmatism: democracy. Democracy is the simple idea
that political and ethical progress hinges on nothing more than persons, their values,
and their actions” (2006, 107). This spirit lingers from the founding days of America
described earlier. And, like Rorty and Green before him, Koopman calls for citizens
to work together today, using their radical imaginations, to create a new and better
nation and world. Reflecting the early roots and corollary growth of pragmatism and
democracy, Koopman warns “that a loss of hope is a loss of America itself” (2006, 112).
For Koopman, it is meliorism that builds our skills of cultural criticism and sustains
the confidence needed to proceed in continually recreating our democratic way of life.

Conclusion
From its earliest formations, pragmatism has been engaged with understanding

and acting upon hope. Classical pragmatists honed their accounts of truth, inquiry,
meliorism, and habits, collectively helping to shape an initial pragmatist notion of
hope. This was further developed many decades later by contemporary pragmatists
who carefully situated hope within social and political contexts. There, they shed
light on the relationship between hope, education, imagination, and agency, while
relying upon approaches such as storytelling and solidarity building to bolster hoping.
Pragmatist hope is a set of habits that predispose one to possibility and working with
others to make the world a better place.

111



References

Aronson, Ronald. 2017.We: Reviving Social Hope. Chicago and London: The University
of Chicago Press.

Bergman, Mats. 2012. “Improving Our Habits: Peirce and Meliorism.” In The Norma-
tive Thought of Charles S. Peirce, edited by Cornelis De Waal and Krzysztof Piotr
Skowroński, 125–48. New York: Fordham University Press. dx.doi.org.

Bergman, Mats. 2013. “Fields of Rhetoric: Inquiry, Communication, and Learning.”
Educational Philosophy and Theory 45, no. 7 (2013): 737–54.

Bergman, Mats. 2016. “Melioristic Inquiry and Critical Habits: Pragmatism and the
Ends of Communication Research.” Empedocles: European Journal for the Philoso-
phy of Communication 7, no. 2 (2016): 173–88.

Cooke, Elizabeth. 2005. “Transcendental Hope: Peirce, Hookway, and Pihlström on
the Conditions for Inquiry,” Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society 41, no. 3
(Summer 2005): 651–74.

Dewey, John. (1916) 1980. “Democracy and Education.” In The Middle Works, 1899–
1924, Volume 7, edited Jo Ann Boydston, 294. Carbondale: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press.

Dewey, John. (1916/1917) 1983. “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy.” In The
Middle Works, 1899–1924, Volume 10, edited by Jo Ann Boydston, 50. Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press.

Dewey, John. (1920) 1982. “Essays, Miscellany, and Reconstruction in Philosophy.” In
The Middle Works, 1899–1924, Volume 12, edited by Jo Ann Boydston, 181–82.
Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press.

Dewey, John. (1922) 1983. “Human Nature and Conduct.” In The Middle Works, 1899–
1924, Volume 14, edited by Jo Ann Boydston, 199–200. Carbondale: Southern Illi-
nois University Press.

Dewey, John. (1929) 1988. “What I Believe.” In The Later Works, 1925–1953, Volume
14, edited by Jo Ann Boydston, 267–78. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press.

Fishman, Stephen M., and L. McCarthy. 2007. John Dewey and the Philosophy and
Practice of Hope. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Foote, Lori, and Sarah M. Stitzlein. 2016. “Teaching Hope: Cultivating Pragmatist
Habits.” Journal of School and Society 32, no. 2 (2016): 32–40.

Godfrey, Joseph. 1987. A Philosophy of Human Hope. Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Pub-
lishers.

Green, Judith M. 2008. Pragmatism and Social Hope: Deepening Democracy in Global
Contexts. New York: Columbia University Press.

Hytten, Kathy. 2011. “Building and Sustaining Hope: A Response to ‘Meaningful Hope
for Teachers in a Time of High Anxiety and Low Morale.’ ” Democracy & Education
19, no. 1 (2011): 1–3.

112

http://dx.doi.org/10.5422/fordham/9780823242443.003.0006


James, William. 1906. “Lecture II—What Pragmatism Means.” In Pragmatism: A New
Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking. Project Gutenberg EBook, 2013. Available
online at www.gutenberg.org.

James, William. 1906. “XI: The Absolute and the Strenuous Life.” In The Meaning of
Truth: A Sequel to “Pragmatism.” Project Gutenberg EBook, 2013. Available online
at www.gutenberg.org.

James, William. 1907. “Lecture II: What Pragmatism Means.” In Pragmatism: A New
Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking. Project Gutenberg EBook, 2013. Available
online at www.gutenberg.org.

James, William. 1907. “Lecture VI: Pragmatism’s Conception of Truth.” In Pragma-
tism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking. Project Gutenberg EBook,
2013. Available online at www.gutenberg.org.

James, William. (1907) 1995. Pragmatism, edited by Thomas Croft and Philip Smith,
32. New York: Dover Publications.

James, William. 1912. On Some of Life’s Ideals: On a Certain Blindness in Human
Beings; What Makes a Life Significant. New York: Henry Holt and Company, p. 83;
here Stroud, “William James on Meliorism,” 382.

Koopman, Colin. 2006. “Pragmatism as a Philosophy of Hope: Emerson, James, Dewey,
Rorty.” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 20, no. 2 (2006): 106–16.

Koopman, Colin. 2009. Pragmatism as Transition: Historicity and Hope in James,
Dewey, and Rorty. New York: Columbia University Press.

Martin, Adrienne. 2014. How We Hope: A Moral Psychology. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Misak, Cheryl. 2013. The American Pragmatists. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mittleman, Allan. 2009. Hope in a Democratic Age: Philosophy, Religion, and Political

Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Peirce, Charles Sanders. 1934/1935. Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce Vol-

umes 5–6, edited by Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, 222. Cambridge, MA: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Peirce, Charles Sanders. 1958–1966. Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, Vol-
umes I and II: Principles of Philosophy and Elements of Logic, edited by Charles
Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, 405. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard Uni-
versity Press.

Peirce, Charles Sanders. (1878) 1992. The Essential Peirce, Vol. 1: Selected Philo-
sophical Writings (1867–1893), edited by N. Houser and C. Kloesel. Peirce Edition
Project. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Peirce, Charles Sanders. (1878) 1992. The Essential Peirce, Vol. 2: Selected Philosoph-
ical Writings (1893–1913), edited by N. Houser and C. Kloesel, 106. Peirce Edition
Project. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Peirce, Charles Sanders. (1878) 1992. “How To Make Our Ideas Clear.” The Essential
Peirce, Vol. 1: Selected Philosophical Writings (1867–1893), edited by N. Houser

113

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/5116/5116-h/5116-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/5116/5116-h/5116-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/5116/5116-h/5116-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/5116/5116-h/5116-h.htm


and C. Kloesel, 124–41. Peirce Edition Project. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press.

Putnam, Ruth Anna. 2010. “Reflections on the Future of Pragmatism,” In 100 Years of
Pragmatism, edited by John Stuhr, 185–93. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Rorty, Richard. 1999. Philosophy and Social Hope. New York: Penguin Books.
Rorty, Richard. 2000. “Universality and Truth.” In Rorty and His Critics, edited by R.
Brandom, 1–30. Oxford: Blackwell.

Shade, Patrick. 2001. Habits of Hope: A Pragmatic Theory. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt
University Press.

Stitzlein, Sarah M. 2008. Breaking Bad Habits of Race and Gender: Transforming
Identity in Schools. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Stitzlein, Sarah M. 2009. “Reviving Social Hope and Pragmatism in Troubling Times.”
A review article for Journal of Philosophy of Education 43, no. 4 (2009): 657–63.

Stitzlein, Sarah M. 2018. “Hoping and Democracy.” Contemporary Pragmatism, 15, no.
2 (2018): 229–50.

Stroud, Scott R. 2009. “William James on Meliorism, Moral Ideals, and Business
Ethics.” Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A Quarterly Journal in
American Philosophy 45, no. 3 (2009): 378–401.

Stuhr, John J. 2010. “Looking toward Last Things: James’s Pragmatism beyond Its
First Century.” In 100 Years of Pragmatism, edited by John Stuhr, 194–208. Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press.

West, Cornel. 2004. “Prisoners of Hope.” The Impossible Will Take a Little While,
edited by Paul Rogat Loeb, 296. Cambridge, MA: Basic Books.

West, Cornel. 2008. Hope on a Tightrope. Carlsbad, CA: SmileyBooks.
Westbrook, Robert B. 2005. Democratic Hope: Pragmatism and the Politics of Truth.
Cornell University Press.

Winters, Joseph. 2016. Hope Draped in Black: Race, Melancholy, and the Agony of
Progress. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

114



II: The Nature of Hope



Chapter Seven: Emotional Hope
Katie Stockdale
Philosophers have come to a general consensus that there are at least two, and

quite likely more, components of hope: hope involves the desire for an outcome and
the belief that the outcome’s obtaining is at least possible.1 Debate has centered around
the question of what, beyond desire and belief, the attitude of hope consists in. Luc
Bovens (1999) argues that hope involves “mental imaging,” or conscious thoughts about
what it would be like if the desired outcome were to obtain. Philip Pettit (2004) has
proposed an account of hope as “cognitive resolve,” according to which substantial
hopes, or hopes in which we are significantly invested, involve acting as if the desired
outcome is likely to occur. Adrienne M. Martin (2013) has deepened our understanding
of hope yet further, proposing an incorporation analysis of hope that unifies the belief,
desire, modes of perception, and feeling components of hope as a syndrome. Michael
Milona (2018) and I argue that hope is a perceptual-like experience of practical reasons
to pursue the hoped-for outcome that patterns similarly to the emotions. The literature
on the nature and value of hope has received much deserved attention in recent years.2
My aim in this chapter is not to offer another theory of hope, but to reorient the

discussion about the nature of hope to focus on hope’s place in our hearts: on how,
exactly, hope makes us feel. Although philosophers writing on hope have certainly paid
attention to hope’s affective dimensions to some extent, when affect is discussed, it is
often assumed that hope is positively valenced. I want to argue that descriptions of
the phenomenology of hope as positively valenced paint hope as brighter and cheerier
than many hopes tend to be, and that hope is not always pleasant to experience (even
in part). In making this argument, I focus specifically on hopes we form in response to
nonideal conditions, hopes that are tainted by the negatively valenced emotion of fear.
Reflecting on the dark side of hope, I explore more deeply the phenomenon of fearful
hope that challenges us to remove fear as one of hope’s potential opposites. I then
consider the relationship between fearful hope and basal hope: a form of hope that is

1 There are a few notable exceptions. One is Gabriel Segal and Mark Textor (2015), who argue
that hope is a primitive mental state and not a combination of belief, desire, and potentially other
elements. Another is Michael Milona (2018) who argues that the belief-desire model of hope is right
once we understand the nature of hope-constituting desires. For the purpose of this article, I begin from
the more common view that hope involves belief, desire, and likely other elements; but I acknowledge
that there is much room to explore different ways of classifying hope.

2 For a comprehensive overview of the history of hope and current debates, see Claudia Blöser and
Titus Stahl (2017).
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an “experiential backdrop” on which some philosophers have proposed our particular
hopes depend (Ratcliffe 2013, Calhoun 2018). I argue that basal fear, which causes
agents to experience the world as threatening, is also an experiential backdrop on
which particular hopes arise. I then consider implications of this discussion for the
relationship between hope and motivation and raise the question of whether hope
itself is an emotion.

1. The Affective Dimensions of Hope
Episodes of hope can be charged with affect. There is debate about what “affect”

essentially is, but it is typically thought to be a conscious, felt experience of emotion
characterized by either a positive (pleasant) or negative (unpleasant) tone, or what
philosophers and psychologists refer to as “valence” (Charland 2009). Emotions with
a pleasant affective tone (e.g., joy and happiness) are associated with feelings such
as comfort, tranquility, and elation; and emotions with a negative affective tone (e.g.,
anger and jealousy) are associated with feelings such as discomfort, anxiety, and dis-
orientation. Although all hopes might themselves be emotions (I see this as an open
question), not all hopes feel emotional, or affect-laden. This distinction might seem
strange at first; but notice that it captures many emotions. I might be angry about
an injustice yet not feel angry right now (even if I’m thinking about the injustice).
Similarly, I might be grieving the loss of a loved one yet feel neutral at this moment
in time.
Emotions often make us feel and feel deeply; but they do not always do so. In

many cases, our emotions do not have a strong affective tone because we are only
slightly invested in their objects. For example, if I read about the unjust working
conditions at Amazon, I may experience indignation, perhaps sighing in frustration
about the exploitation of employees at the company. But the exploitation of Amazon
employees is not an injustice in which I have a personal stake, or personal investment;
I do not work for Amazon or know anyone who works for Amazon. So, when I read
a news story about this issue, my distance from the injustice affects the intensity of
my emotion.3 My emotion is present, but it is not accompanied by strong feelings. On
the other hand, if I discover that a friend of mine has been sexually assaulted, my
indignation will be deeply, painfully felt. I might go home and scream the story to
my partner, connecting it to the systemic injustice of sexual violence against women,
tearing up and experiencing strong feelings: a racing heart and surge of energy; and
feeling scattered and disoriented, as though the world is spinning. My closeness to the
victim and personal investment in the elimination of sexual violence against women
would shape, and deepen, the painful tone of my emotion.

3 And, we might add, the fact that news stories about horrific events are constant dilutes the
affective tone of our emotions in response to them.
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What of hope? Often, like anger, hope does not feel like much to us because we are
only slightly invested in the outcome for which we hope. If I remark to a stranger on
an airplane before we exit, “I hope you enjoy your stay in Halifax,” my hope might
very well be genuine; but it will feel quite neutral. I might forget about my hope
and never wonder if it was fulfilled within minutes (even seconds) simply because I
am not invested in a stranger’s enjoying their stay in Halifax. Other hopes, hopes in
which we are significantly invested, tend to be charged with strong feelings: hoping
that a candidate wins the election as the election results filter in, or hoping that one
is awarded a research grant the day the results will be announced, or hoping that the
weather cooperates on one’s wedding day. These are hopes that feel like something to
the person hoping. In these cases, the strength of one’s desire or the degree to which
one cares about or is invested in the outcome’s obtaining intensifies the affective tone
of hope.
Beyond the degree to which we are invested in the outcome’s obtaining, our esti-

mated closeness to the time at which we will find out whether our hope will be realized
can also intensify how hope feels. As Ernst Bloch observes, “The more imminent this
future is, the stronger, ‘more burning’ the expectant intention as such; the more exten-
sively the content of an expectant intention affects the intending self, the more totally
the person throws himself into it, and the ‘deeper’ it becomes a passion” (Bloch 1986,
157).4 For example, if I am hoping that a family member’s surgery goes well, then
my hope will be accompanied by strong feelings—especially when the time arrives at
which I anticipate finding out about how the surgery has gone. I might be in the wait-
ing room feeling consumed with hope: anxiously imagining a positive result, watching
the clock attentively, and anticipating that any second, the surgeon will come out of
the operation room with news about the outcome of the surgery.
Hope, then, might be strongly felt for two reasons (or both together): (1) because

of a strong desire or investment in the hoped-for outcome, and/or (2) because the
experience of hope is occurring close to the estimated time at which one will find out
about whether the hoped-for outcome materializes.
I want to focus on hopes that are accompanied by strong feelings. They are the

“significant” or “substantial” hopes in which many philosophers have been interested,
hopes that involve strong desires for outcomes we very much care about. In the spirit
of my previous work, I take some inspiration from literature in the philosophy of the
emotions in which the relevance of feelings to emotions has been examined in significant
depth. There is debate about whether, and to what extent, feelings of any kind are
necessary to emotions,5 but there is consensus that many emotional experiences are felt
in some way. Emotions might be accompanied by bodily feelings such as a racing heart,
shaking hands, or sweaty palms. But bodily feelings do not allow us to distinguish

4 See also Ben-Ze’ev 2001, 475.
5 On some views, emotions just are experiences of bodily feelings (James 1884, Prinz 2004). Other

philosophers agree that emotions are often accompanied by bodily feelings but argue that feelings are
not necessary to emotions (Nussbaum 2001).
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between different emotions, since, for example, a racing heart might accompany both
fear and anger. Thus, some philosophers have suggested that in addition to bodily
feelings, emotions involve emotional or evaluative feelings which contribute to the
affective tone of each emotion (Goldie 2002, Helm 2009). Peter Goldie argues that
emotions are intentional feelings toward their objects: there is something that it is
like to feel jealous, angry, joyful, or afraid. Bennett Helm suggests that, through the
emotions, we feel as though things are good or bad in some way, with a corresponding
pleasant or unpleasant affective tone (Helm 2009).6
Philosophers working on hope have typically characterized hope as an attitude that

is accompanied by a positive tone or pleasant feelings. For example, Aquinas argues
that hope causes pleasure and contributes to action (Summa Theologica, I–II.40.8)
and Hobbes classifies hope as a “pleasure of the mind” (Leviathan I.6; Blöser and
Stahl 2017; Martin 2013, 12). Bovens, more recently, argues that the mental imaging
constitutive of hope “provides for the pleasures of anticipation,” which he argues is
especially important in difficult times (Bovens 1999, 675). In such cases, Bovens says,
“the mental play that is constitutive of hoping provides a satisfaction that one cannot
attain from attending to one’s actual circumstances” (675). Margaret Urban Walker
argues that our hopeful ideas and plans “awaken anticipation, excitement, or pleasure
about what its realization or consequences will be like” (Walker 2006, 50). Common-
sense views of hope, and the way in which we talk about hope in everyday life, also
suggest that hope is positively valenced. Images associated with hope are of rainbows,
light, open arms indicating freedom, and plants surviving in unlikely places.7
The pleasant feelings of anticipation associated with hope are part of why hope is

supposed to be good for our well-being, health, and motivation.8 Since hope is thought
to consist in, or is often accompanied by, pleasure, it seems better to have than to not
have all things considered. But hope can also be accompanied by unpleasant feelings
of anxiety: a feeling that is commonly felt in the presence of a threat alongside the
emotion of fear (e.g., Descartes Passions of the Soul 2.58). This is because hope consists
in uncertainty, which is a state that itself can give rise to feeling anxious about the
future or about what one does not yet know. To take a specific example: the uncertainty
constitutive of my hope to win a competitive research grant will likely be accompanied
by feelings of anxiety about not winning the research grant. In this case, I have hope
and fear about the same outcome simultaneously: because I am only slightly hopeful,

6 The positive/negative emotion dichotomy is common in characterizing emotions in the philosoph-
ical and psychological literature. For discussion of the ambiguity around this distinction, see Robert
C. Solomon and Lori D. Stone (2002). For the purpose of this chapter, I am understanding positive in
terms of pleasure and negative in terms of pain. But I agree with these authors that the dichotomy can
be ambiguous.

7 These are selected descriptions of images one finds by searching “hope” in Google.
8 There is growing empirical literature on the benefits of hope to well-being, health, and motivation.

See, for example, Matthew W. Gallagher and Shane J. Lopez (2018) for a number of psychological
perspectives on these benefits of hope.
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the absence of a strong hope allows fear to sneak in. When I focus on the possibility
that I might actually be awarded the grant, I feel hope and thus pleasant anticipation;
and when I focus on the possibility that I might not be awarded the grant, I feel fear
and thus unpleasant anxiety.9
I want to argue that, in some cases, fear actually constitutes hope and does not just

exist alongside it. In particular, when we hope that p and the content of p is perceived
as threatening, we experience fearful hope. Fearful hope is not, at all, pleasant. And
fearful hope is not pleasant because fear constitutes hope in a way that changes the
phenomenological character of the emotional attitude. As I will argue, what distin-
guishes pleasant hopes from unpleasant (fearful) hopes is the object of hope: pleasant
hopes are for happy outcomes, whereas fearful hopes are about escaping a threat.
This analysis implies that it is not something inherent in the attitude of hope which

determines whether hope has a positive or negative valence. Instead, what we hope
for shapes how our hopes feel. It is possible that, beyond fearful hope, other cases of
negatively valenced hopes exist. For example, there might be shameful hopes in which
agents are so ashamed of their hopes (e.g., that an innocent successful person suffers)
that shame colors the phenomenological character of hope when it arises. Or, there
might be grief-stricken hopes (e.g., that a loved one did not suffer too much when they
died). I present fearful hope as a case study from which we might begin to understand
other complex hopes.

2. Fearful Hope
Many philosophers have theorized the relationship between hope and fear. Seneca

suggests that hope and fear are “bound up with one another … the two march in unison
like a prisoner and the escort he is handcuffed to” (Letters 5.7–8). This provocative
description makes sense of the idea that both attitudes look to an uncertain future.
Hume writes that uncertain outcomes give rise to either fear or hope, where which pas-
sion experienced is determined by the person’s degree of uncertainty (Treatise 2.3.9.6).
Spinoza presents a similar picture of the relationship between hope and fear. Whereas
hope is a form of pleasure that arises from a picture of an uncertain outcome, fear is
an “unpleasure” that arises from the picture of an uncertain outcome one desires as
doubtful (Ethics III.P18). Because hope responds to contexts of perceived uncertainty,
“there is no hope without fear, and no fear without hope” (Ethics III.P50). He states,

For someone who is in suspense, hoping for something while being unsure
that he will get it, is assumed (from his unsureness) to be imagining some-
thing that would exclude the existence of the thing he hopes for; to that
extent he has unpleasure; and so while he is in his suspenseful hope he

9 Maria Miceli and Cristiano Castelfranchi argue that the presence of anxiety itself indicates that
both hope and fear are present (Miceli and Castelfranchi 2010).
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fears that the thing that he imagines will happen and thus that the thing
he hopes for won’t happen. (Ethics III. Definition of the Affects 13)

J. P. Day, following Spinoza, argues that hope and fear “are inseparable propositional
attitudes” (Day 1998, 122). Similarly, James Averill suggests that “a person cannot
hope for something unless he or she also fears that the hoped-for event might not
happen. Hope and fear are two sides of the same coin” (Averill [1996] 2000, 36). Martha
Nussbaum describes her own experience of “feeling of being buffeted between hope
and fear, as if between two warring winds” (Nussbaum 2001, 26). Aaron Ben-Ze’ev
defends a way of classifying emotions that appeals to the positive or negative nature
of the emotions, in which hope (a positive emotion) and fear (a negative emotion)
are used as paradigm examples (Ben-Ze’ev 2001). Positive emotions like hope “express
a favorable evaluation, a positive desire, and an agreeable feeling” and in contrast,
negative emotions like fear express “an unfavorable attitude, a negative motivation,
and a disagreeable feeling” (94). Bennett Helm and Christine Tappolet, too, list fear
amongst negatively valenced emotions and hope amongst positively valenced ones in
their analyses of the emotions more generally (Helm 2009, 252; Tappolet 2016, 25–
26). On this picture, hope involves pleasure in imagining, or thinking about, a desired
outcome obtaining; and fear involves displeasure or pain in imagining, or thinking
about, a desired outcome not obtaining.
The pleasant feelings commonly associated with hope and the painful feelings com-

monly associated with fear has even led some theorists to propose that hope and
fear are opposites. For example, O. H. Mowrer, working within a stimulus-response
paradigm, argues that fear is the “antithesis” of hope because “hope is aroused by the
onset of a stimulus that indicates the imminent occurrence of a pleasurable experience.
To the contrary, fear … is aroused by the onset of a stimulus that indicates the im-
minent occurrence of a noxious experience” (Oettingen and Chromik 2018). Patricia
Greenspan suggests that hope and fear are “contrary emotions … with comfort and dis-
comfort seen as directed towards contrary evaluations of the same object” (Greenspan
1988, 110); and Trudy Govier argues that hope and fear are opposites with respect
to their affective tones (Govier 2011). These descriptions illustrate that much of the
philosophical and psychological literature has theorized hope to be an opposite of or
at least in contrast to fear.
These theorists are, in one sense, right about the relationship between hope and fear:

the two attitudes take the same object and focusing on or attending to the possibility
that a desired outcome will occur tends to be accompanied by pleasurable feelings;
whereas focusing on or attending to the possibility that the same desired outcome will
not occur tends to be accompanied by unpleasant feelings. It is also common to feel
pleasant feelings of anticipation or excitement alongside unpleasant feelings of anxiety—
even at the same time. One might simultaneously feel excitement and anxiety about
getting a job, or one’s child performing well in a play, hoping that these outcomes occur
and simultaneously fearing that they will not occur. And it is the uncertainty about
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whether the desired outcome will obtain that gives rise to the experience of these
mixed affective states. Sliding between fear and hope, and sometimes experiencing
them together, is an instance of emotional ambivalence.10
But in addition to the experience of mixed affective states arising from the presence

of hope and fear, I want to argue that there are other important cases in which fear
constitutes hope and is not merely experienced alongside it—what I call fearful hope.
What distinguishes fearful hope from cases in which a person is emotionally ambivalent
in their hope and fear is that, in fearful hope, the affective tone of hope is entirely
negatively valenced. I suggest that

when a person hopes that p and the content of p is perceived as threatening,
she experiences fearful hope.

What might this look like? Here is one example:

When a woman, Suzie, hopes that a man aggressively cat calling her on
the street corner does not assault her, she experiences fearful hope.

In this case, Suzie hopes that the proposition “the man aggressively cat calling me
on the street corner does not assault me” obtains.11 But the content of the proposition,
the outcome for which she hopes, is the nonrealization of a threat: she sees the man
aggressively cat calling her as a threat to her safety from potential harm. Because the
hoped-for outcome is avoiding that which she fears, fear is both the basis for, and shapes
the phenomenological character of, Suzie’s hope. Suzie will likely feel very anxious and
panicky as she thinks to herself, “I really hope this man leaves me alone.” But she will
not feel pleasant feelings of anticipation about her hope’s obtaining. Suzie’s hope is
thus not positively valenced in the way that many philosophers have supposed hopes
to be.
Here is another case:

When a Black woman, Kayla, hopes that the police officer who has pulled
her over for no apparent reason and is walking toward her vehicle acts
without violence toward her, she experiences fearful hope.

In this case, Kayla hopes that the proposition “the police officer I am about to
encounter does not use violence toward me” obtains. The content of the proposition,
the outcome for which she hopes, is the nonrealization of a threat. In particular, she
sees the police officer as threatening in light of her racial identity and knowledge about
the disproportionate levels of violence perpetrated by police officers against people of

10 For discussion of emotional ambivalence, see Philip J. Koch (1987).
11 I do not think that hopes must be experienced as thoughts in the form of propositions; but

articulating hopes in this way is helpful in illustrating how the presence of a perceived threat shapes
the character of hope.
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color. Police officers are, reasonably, seen as fearsome to people of color like Kayla.
Just like in Suzie’s case, Kayla’s hoped-for outcome is about a perceived threat that
is the basis for, and shapes the phenomenological character of, her hope. What these
cases illustrate is that there is no sense in which women or people of color experience
anything like pleasant feelings of anticipation in hoping to escape violence. Instead,
their fear colors their hopes in such a way that hope itself is negatively valenced.12
Although I want to remain neutral with respect to what theory of hope is correct,

it is notable that the phenomenon of fearful hope challenges any account of hope
according to which hope involves, beyond belief and desire, something like positively
valenced anticipation about the hoped-for end’s obtaining. But one might object that
fearful hope is a non-paradigmatic instance of hope. Fearful hope is a fringe case of
hope, one that does not capture the majority of our significant hopes. Perhaps, then,
paradigmatic hope really is pleasantly toned. But it is notable that fearful hope is
ubiquitous, and even part of our everyday experiences. One might, for example, find
oneself fearfully hoping to make it out of the bathtub safely if one is suffering from a
mobility impairment; or fearfully hoping that the water dripping from one’s ceiling is
not a sign of serious, expensive damage; or fearfully hoping that one’s dog’s limp is not
a sign of a fracture.13 It is not just rare cases in which individuals find themselves in
terrifying situations that fearful hope arises. Although it is more deeply felt in cases in
which we are strongly invested in an outcome, and/or are closer to the time at which
we anticipate the outcome might occur (just as in cases of non-fearful hopes), fearful
hope is part of the everyday, mundane experiences of diverse sorts of human lives.
The phenomenon of fearful hope reminds us that human agents live in a nonideal

world, a world in which the desires we form do not only orient us toward things we
evaluate as good. Hope is quite often a response to these nonideal conditions in which
we find ourselves, conditions in which feeling good is out of the question. All of us
likely have found ourselves with fearful hope at some point or another, whether one
has fearfully hoped to escape violence, arrest, betrayal, rejection, embarrassment, or
exposure. But what about people whose safety or well-being is under persistent threat
in virtue of their membership in certain social groups?
My own interest in hope emerged from a concern about the existence of pervasive,

multi-faceted, and intersecting oppressions that structure certain individuals’ lives:
oppression based on gender, race, class, ability status, and other features of social
difference. I have sought to understand the ways in which hope can be affected by one’s
relative position within systems of privilege and oppression (Stockdale, in progress).

12 One might be tempted to reduce fearful hopes to fear. But doing so fails to capture the complexity
of our emotional experiences. When a woman thinks anxiously, “I really hope that man does not pursue
his aggressive behavior further,” she is not merely in a state of fear and mistaken that she has a hope.
She sees a desired outcome that is possible but not certain as one that might obtain, and these are the
key ingredients of hope.

13 Thanks to Michael Raven for helping me to see more clearly just how ubiquitous fearful hope
really is.
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For example, how might oppression diminish, shape, or distort people’s hopes, and how
might privilege bolster possibilities for hope? Elsewhere, I have argued that oppression
is a threat to hope (Stockdale 2019); but I also think that oppression can shape the
character of people’s hopes, making more ubiquitous the experience of fearful hope.
If fearful hope is systematic for people whose safety and well-being are under per-

sistent threat because they are women, people of color, disabled, and so on, then one
might wonder how such an experience shapes their emotional lives beyond the forma-
tion of particular fearful hopes. Our emotions are not just slices of affective experience
that respond to individual situations and prospective events. They are avenues of en-
gagement with our surroundings more generally, contributing to a felt sense of how we
find ourselves in the world.

3. Hope, Fear, and Being in the World
I want to suggest that hope and fear as very general affective states can color agents’

experiences in ways that influence episodes of hope. In the context of women’s shame,
Sandra Bartky argues that beyond the episodes of shame we all experience, women are
prone to shame as a way of being in the world in Heidegger’s sense of the term; in other
words, women see and navigate the world through shame (Bartky 1990). Whereas all
of us might experience the emotion of shame, which involves feelings of defectiveness,
a “cringing withdrawal” from others, the physical sensation of being pulled downward,
and a disposition to hide, women’s shame is not just an emotional “blip” at particular
moments in time. Women’s shame is, instead, a way in which they inhabit the world
and respond to events within it. And there are numerous examples that illustrate how
shame colors the entirety of women’s experiences. Bartky reflects on cases in which
women exhibit shame behaviors from the classroom to the workplace. She observes her
women students’ shame in their apologies for the quality of their work, their hesitancy
when handing in assignments, their tendency to remain quiet in classroom discussions,
and through the display of low degrees of confidence in their ability to master course
material. Bartky explains that she wonders “when or whether any of these women truly
felt confident and free, indeed, unashamed” (Bartky 1990, 90). Sexist oppression causes
women to live in shame.
I wonder to what extent oppression might shape women’s and other members of

oppressed groups’ hopes as a way of being in the world. There is increasing discussion of
a kind of hope that might mirror women’s allencompassing shame as Bartky describes
it. Matthew Ratcliffe points out that hope, like other emotions, is not always about
a specific outcome but is sometimes an “existential feeling”: a felt sense of how one
finds oneself in the world (Ratcliffe 2013, 600). Ratcliffe argues that the ability to form
particular hopes depends on having this existential feeling of hope. Cheshire Calhoun
(2018), drawing upon Ratcliffe, calls this form of hope basal hope and argues that
agents with such hope have a qualitative sense of the future as being hospitable to
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their agency. Basal hope is what is lost in depression, a state that involves a loss of
one’s “globally motivating interest in The Future” (Calhoun 2018, 117). Milona and I
(Milona and Stockdale 2018) suggest that basal hope is similar to Robert Solomon’s
notion of happiness as a meta-emotion. In Solomon’s view, happiness is an “ongoing
evaluative judgment about our being in the world. It is a kind of all-embracing emotion,
one that is not just about any particular aspect of our lives but about our lives as a
whole” (Solomon 2007, 265).
Basal hope, or hope as a meta-emotion, is thus a very general affective state. It

derives, as Calhoun points out, from a multiplicity of psychological sources including
reflectively held beliefs, the emotions, habituation, and socialization (Calhoun 2018).
It also derives from one’s relative position within systems of privilege and oppression.
Since oppression confines, restricts, or immobilizes certain people in virtue of their
membership in certain social groups (Frye 1983, Young 1990, Cudd 2006), oppression
constrains agency; it makes the world less hospitable to our agency in ways that might
cause a loss of basal hopefulness. Hilary Abrahams, for example, discusses the emo-
tional effects of living under domestic violence that twelve women she interviewed
reported. She explains that some women were traumatized to such an extent that
“they were unable to formulate any concept of a future,” and could only take one day
at a time (Abrahams 2010, 18). This is a loss of basal hope. And the women Abra-
hams interviewed described their feelings associated with this experience. One woman,
Gemma, reported feeling “dazed and helpless” and as if she was “bleeding” from the
abuse she endured (18).
Ratcliffe and Calhoun defend the need for basal hope to form significant, particular

hopes. If one loses basal hope, one might lose the ability to form and pursue hopes
to begin with. I mostly agree with Ratcliffe and Calhoun on this point, but I also
think that damages to basal hope, and perhaps even a loss of basal hope, are consis-
tent with the formation of many quite powerful fearful hopes. The women Abrahams
interviewed, for example, testified to living in basal fear. I understand basal fear as
the felt experience of living in fear, of inhabiting and navigating a world that seems
generally threatening to oneself. Abrahams explains how the women’s fear under do-
mestic violence became an “undercurrent to their existence,” resulting in their everyday
lives becoming “increasingly unpredictable and frightening” (Abrahams 2010, 22). One
woman, Sally, said that she “was so frightened of everything” (22). Fear, for these
women, was not merely an episodic response to particular situations, but an emotion
that structured the entirety of their experiences.
Even though these women’s testimony suggests that they were living in basal fear

(and in the absence of basal hope), it is notable that basal fear did not necessarily pre-
vent, but sometimes shaped, the formation of their particular hopes. Another woman,
Sylvia, described “living in this kind of walking egg shell scenario … of just hoping that
every day is going to be okay and don’t say anything, don’t tell anybody” (Abrahams
2010, 20). Alongside this hope, Sylvia explained feeling as though the world was clos-
ing in on her and shrinking, feelings that are unpleasant to experience. And I imagine
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that Sylvia’s hope that “every day will be okay” was fearful. Although her hope was
not articulated as a proposition involving a perceived threat, Sylvia’s hope cannot be
adequately understood without reference to her testimony of living in fear. We might
recast the hope, then, in the following way:

Sylvia hopes that despite the violence with which she persistently lives, every
day will be okay.

Thus, living under the persistent threat of domestic violence can cause women
to form fearful hopes, hopes that arise from the experiential backdrop of fear.14 As
Abrahams explains, “In listening closely to the early hopes and dreams about their
new lives[,] … they wanted to live without fear, to be free to act for themselves, and
to be treated with respect and valued” (Abrahams 2010, 19). Their hopes “centre on a
new life free from violence” (Abrahams 2010, 17). These are hopes that are shaped by
basal fear, and possibly (for some) formed in the absence of basal hope.
Whereas basal fear might give rise to the formation of fearful hopes, there are other

cases in which basal fear prevents the formation of any hopes. TaNehisi Coates, for
example, points out that fear is “one of the dominant emotions of the black experience”
(Public Broadcasting Service 2015). Coates is referring to fear as a way in which Black
people experience a world in which their bodies are under persistent threat of violence.
He is not referring merely to episodic fear, or what Bartky would call an emotional
blip at a particular moment in time. As Coates explains, “To be black in the Baltimore
of my youth was to be naked before the elements of the world, before all the guns, fists
knives, crack, rape, and disease. The nakedness is not an error, nor pathology. The
nakedness is the correct and intended result of policy, the predictable upshot of people
forced for centuries to live under fear” (Coates 2015, 18).
Coates contrasts his experience of living in basal fear with “other worlds where other

children did not have to fear for their bodies” (Coates 2015, 20), worlds inhabited by
white bodies. His fear is a result of living under racial oppression, similarly to how
women’s fear is often a result of living under sexist oppression. And fear, for Coates,
was part of how he and other Blacks perceived, interpreted, and engaged with their
environments. It “ruled everything around” him (29) and colored his experiences; it
was not an emotion that he experienced only in brief episodes involving clear threats.
Coates describes, for example, making a friend in Paris and sharing wine and a meal
with him, but mistrusting the new friend and wondering whether the encounter would
turn violent. He concludes, “I felt that I had missed part of the experience because of
my eyes, because my eyes were made in Baltimore, because my eyes were blindfolded
by fear” (Coates 2015, 126).

14 Basal fear still seems consistent with the formation of some non-fearful hopes, such as Sylvia’s
hope to see her children “safe, secure, and happy” and for her to be in “peace” (Abrahams 2010, 18).
Such hopes might even have been positively valenced, involving pleasant thoughts about what it would
be like if these outcomes were to occur.
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I read Coates’s Between the World and Me as almost entirely unhopeful, and it
is helpful to understand Coates’s absence of hope as connected to a loss of basal
hopefulness and the presence of basal fear. But Coates also connects his absence of
hope to a lack of religious faith. He remarks, “I thought of my own distance from an
institution that has, so often, been the only support for our people. I often wonder if in
that distance I’ve missed something, some notions of cosmic hope” (Coates 2015, 139).
Whereas basal fear might cause agents like Coates to lose basal hope and the ability
to form particular hopes, other agents might sustain basal hopefulness and the ability
to form particular hopes because of their religious faith.
Like particular hopes and fears, basal hope and fear as feelings of being in the

world can manifest as affective states. They are felt experiences that influence the
particular hopes we come to form, the character of those hopes, and our thoughts,
feelings, patterns of attention, and actions. I now turn to some implications of the
present discussion to the relationship between hope and motivation. Although various
philosophers have discussed the question of how hope motivates (e.g., Pettit 2004,
Martin 2013, Calhoun 2018, Milona 2018), I suggest that explicitly treating hope as
an emotion, with a focus on the relationship between affect and motivation, might lead
to new lines of inquiry into the connection between hope and motivation.

4. Is Hope an Emotion? And Implications for
Understanding How Hope Motivates
Philosophers have not yet grappled with the question of whether hope is an emotion

in any great depth. This is somewhat puzzling, especially when we focus on the rela-
tionship between hope and fear: an attitude that many philosophers and psychologists
consider to be a basic or paradigm emotion (e.g., Damasio 2003, 44; Tappolet 2016,
4). Ben-Ze’ev (2001) reflects on the strangeness of treating fear as a paradigm emotion
but not hope. As he says, “It is interesting to note that although fear is also directed
at a future situation, no one has claimed that fear is not an emotion; on the contrary,
fear is often described as the most basic and typical emotion. This difference expresses
the greater emotional impact we attach to negative events as compared with positive
ones” (Ben-Ze’ev 2001, 475). The idea is that because philosophers and psychologists
have focused more on negative emotions, in part because they seem to affect us more
deeply than positive ones, the thought that hope is an emotion has been overlooked.
This is an interesting psychological explanation, but I think the lack of engagement

with the question of whether hope is an emotion is best explained by the methodologies
at work in theorizing hope. Some philosophers have avoided the question of whether
hope is an emotion because answering it seems to require committing to a theory of
the emotions. Martin (2013) notes that she does not engage with this question because
philosophical theories of emotion are themselves controversial, and it’s not clear which

127



(if any) theories of the nature of emotion are correct. This is certainly an obstacle to
thinking about whether hope is an emotion, and by setting aside the question, philoso-
phers have been able to advance our understanding of the nature of hope significantly.
But there are key similarities between hope and emotions, similarities which might
enable us to rethink our classifications. Drawing out these similarities is also helpful
in seeing how hope might be a source of motivation beyond the desire constitutive of
the attitude.
I find five plausible similarities between hope and emotions:

1. Hope, and emotions, are intentional. They are directed toward objects.15

2. Hope, and emotions, are evaluative. They involve a normative representation of
a situation, or the world more generally, as being a certain way.16

3. Hope, and emotions, are affective. They have a distinctive phenomenology, or
“what it is like” experience.

4. Hope, and emotions, are often accompanied by bodily feelings.

5. Hope, and emotions, are motivational.

One of the central questions in the philosophy of hope has been about the relation-
ship between hope and motivation: whether the desire constitutive of hope does all of
the motivational work in motivating action, or whether there is something else in addi-
tion to desire that gives hope its motivational power. Calhoun warns against what she
calls the “energizer bunny” view of hope, where it is tempting to assert hope’s special
motivating power (“a kind of fuel, like super-charged batteries”) without any explana-
tion of where that motivating power comes from (Calhoun 2018, 112). Calhoun argues
that it is easier to see how other emotions provide additional motivation in agents’
practical pursuits. For example, the experience of anger in response to an opponent’s
derogatory remarks toward you in a competition is a source of motivation in the form
of new motivating reasons to win the competition (130). But this is different from
hope, which Calhoun says, “does not seem to provide a new motivating reason beyond
your original reasons for desiring success and thinking it possible” (131).
But I think it’s worth reflecting on why anger seems to provide additional motiva-

tional fuel in these sorts of cases. Anger motivates not only because the agent acquires
15 Although some philosophers think that basal hope is preintentional (Ratcliffe 2013, Calhoun

2018), Milona and I (2018) have argued that basal hope is intentional but highly general.
16 There are different ways of describing hope’s evaluative dimension. For example, Martin (2013)

argues that, in hope, the agent incorporates one’s desire into one’s rational scheme of ends, seeing oneself
as having sufficient reason to engage in hopeful activities. Milona and I (2018) argue that the normative
representation involved in hope is best understood as a perceptual-like experience, whereby the agent
perceives oneself as having practical reasons to aim for the hoped-for outcome or to ready oneself for it
to obtain.
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an additional reason for winning—to show up the opponent—but because emotions
motivate action. When I see a situation as unjust or offensive, my seeing-as experience
is affective in character: I experience the situation as wrong, unjust, or offensive; and
such an experience might be accompanied by bodily feelings such as a racing heart and
surge of physical energy. And these feelings move us to act, whether the emotion is
positively valenced, negatively valenced, or both. Anger can be entirely negatively va-
lenced, as in when one feels hurt by a wrong. In these cases, anger might motivate the
agent to correct the perceived injustice, where the particular actions they undertake
will depend on the nature of the injustice. But anger might also be both negatively
and positively valenced, as when experiencing anger feels good and, indeed, can serve
as a protective shield against other negatively valenced emotions such as shame. When
a male colleague told me in graduate school that I held a moderate position in epis-
temology because “women hold moderate positions,” my fitting anger in response to
the wrong shielded me from my underlying shame about being potentially unfit for
philosophy because I am a woman. Whereas shame may have motivated me to leave
the profession, my anger motivated me to publish feminist work.
There are a number of views about just how emotions motivate, and I cannot do

justice to the rich philosophical and scientific literature here. But a brief survey sug-
gests that competing views do agree that the affective and bodily feeling dimensions of
emotions help to explain their role in motivation.17 In Bennett Helm’s view, emotions
are motivational because they are “emotional feelings of import,” where “import” refers
to what one cares about that is worthy of attention and action (Helm 2009, 252). If
we apply this insight to hope, then hope is an evaluative feeling that, given whatever
probability assessment one gives to a desired outcome, the outcome is worthy of at-
tention and action. On Julien A. Deonna and Fabrice Teroni’s attitudinal theory of
the emotions, emotions are inherently motivational states because they are, by their
nature, “bodily experiences of being disposed or tending to act in a differentiated way”
whether away from, toward, or against some object; or to contemplate, submit, or be
attracted to the object; or to disengage from the object (Deonna and Teroni 2015,
302–3). Hope, on this theory, would be a bodily experience of being disposed to act
to bring about the desired outcome. The field of affective science has also developed
sophisticated theories of how emotions motivate through their affective dimensions
(Scarantino and de Sousa 2018).
Treating hope as an emotion and engaging more explicitly with literature on the

emotions will likely lead to new insights about the role of hope in human motivation.
I also think that an adequate understanding of the role of hope in motivation must
appeal to both basal and episodic emotions. Calhoun’s (2018) answer to the question
of how hope motivates requires both an understanding of basal hope and practical

17 One objection to strong judgmentalist theories of the emotions, according to which emotions are
evaluative judgments (e.g., resentment is an evaluative judgment that one was wronged) is that it is
unclear how such a view can explain how emotions motivate (Scarantino and de Sousa 2018).
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hope. She suggests that basal hope is critical for motivation in “leading the life of an
agent” (Calhoun 2018, 117). And, in the case of particular practical hopes, “those who
hope use the desired successful future to fill in the content of the determinate future”
(134). They have a phenomenological idea of the future in which one’s desire has been
fulfilled, a phenomenological idea which has motivational effects independent of the
agent’s initial motivating reasons (e.g., committing to the project of aiming to bring
about the desired end). This is an important start to understanding hope’s role in
motivation.
But as I have argued, basal fear is often compatible with, and can shape, the objects

and character of agents’ hopes; and such basal fear can affect how hope motivates as
well. For example, a queer student living in a rural community in Texas might live
in basal fear, a fear that motivates them to flee from threats to their safety and well-
being. The student may come to form particular, practical hopes from this experiential
backdrop of fear: to be accepted to law school in a different state, for example. The
student’s phenomenological idea of the future in which their desire is fulfilled does, as
Calhoun suggests, have motivational effects. The student might work extremely hard
to ensure that they receive straight As, doing everything in their power to increase the
probability that their hope will be realized. But there might be additional emotional
sources of motivation at work, too. The student might be motivated by anger at
their caregivers for being unaccepting (motivating retaliation against the different life
their parents wanted them to lead), and/or shame about who they are in their current
community (motivating withdrawal from the community). Basal fear, anger, and shame
together influence the formation of the particular, practical hope the student formed;
and they are all sources of motivation in the student’s pursuit. Understanding hope’s
role in motivation requires an analysis of hope alongside and interacting with other
basal and episodic emotions.
These reflections are meant to complement, rather than challenge, the existing philo-

sophical literature on the relationship between hope and motivation. But they suggest
that (1) attending to key similarities between hope and the emotions, and under-
standing how emotions motivate human action, might lead to a richer or perhaps new
account of how hope motivates; and (2) attending to other sources of motivation, in-
cluding basal and episodic emotions, is important to sort out whether hope or another
state is doing the motivational work, or whether motivation results from the interaction
of hope with other emotions.

5. Concluding Thoughts
This chapter has aimed to bring the affective dimensions of hope, and the relation-

ship between hope and the emotions, into fuller view. There is, as we have seen, a
dark side of hope. Hope is not always pleasant or cheery, an attitude oriented toward
achieving happy outcomes. It is often a response to nonideal, even horrific conditions,
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in which agents live. And its role in these conditions is not always to provide a release
for the mind, giving us space away from our difficulties to imaginatively inhabit more
pleasant circumstances.18 When agents hope to escape a perceived threat, hope itself
is negatively valenced and not at all pleasant to experience. And just as agents can
live in basal hope, so too they can live in basal fear: a general affective state that
influences the formation and character of particular hopes. By attending explicitly to
the complex ways in which hope interacts with other emotions, and is perhaps itself
an emotion, we will gain a richer understanding of the nature of hope and its role in
human life.19
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Chapter Eight: Epistemological
Aspects of Hope
Matthew A. Benton
Hope is an attitude that typically has a proposition as its content, where proposi-

tions represent possibilities or events or states of affairs, that is, the world as being a
certain way.1 Thus when one has such propositional hope, one hopes that the world
is (or will turn out) a certain way. For example, one may hope that it not rain for
the upcoming outdoor party, or one may hope that one’s team won their recent game.
One’s hopes are fulfilled when one learns that the propositions one hopes for are (or
become) true; one’s hopes are frustrated or dashed when one learns that they are (or
turn out) false.
Hope clearly has a desire element to it, for one only hopes for those propositions

that one wants to be true. But hope also has an interesting epistemological element
to it, namely, it is an attitude that is somehow incompatible with knowledge: we do
not hope for propositions that we know, or take ourselves to know, to be either true
or false. When one comes to know that what one hoped for obtains, one’s attitude
changes from hope to satisfaction, or even joy, at learning that one’s hope was fulfilled.
Yet when one comes to know that what one hoped for does not obtain, one’s attitude
changes from hope to mere wish, or even regret, at learning that one’s hope was dashed.
In both cases it would be somehow irrational, perhaps even psychologically impossible,
to retain one’s hope upon coming to know the outcome. The present essay focuses on
these epistemological aspects of hope.
Because our main concern will be hope as it relates to knowledge, probabilities,

and inductive generalizations, we shall keep an eye on the epistemic constraints that
can make hope either impossible, or, when hope remains possible, how one’s epistemic
situation might make hope rational rather than irrational. I shall begin, in section 1,
by rehearsing some data that reveal the incompatibility of hope with knowledge. Then
in section 2, I consider a range of propositional emotive attitudes, and compare the
epistemological dimension of hope with that of other attitudes. Next, in section 3, I
examine whether there are any norms of rationality invoking epistemological concepts
that govern being hopeful, and whether there are related norms concerning when hope

1 There are other sorts of hope, which arguably have a different structure: for example, one may
place hope in a person, or perhaps an institution (e.g., hope in democracy), or even a life project. For
work on the interpersonal version of such hope, see Adrienne Martin’s contribution to this volume.

134



may permissibly figure in practical deliberation over a course of action. Finally, in
section 4, I consider second-order inductive reflection on when one should, or should
not, hope for an outcome with which one has a long record of experience: in other words,
what is the epistemology behind when one should, if ever, stop hoping for outcomes
that have failed one many times in the past?

1. Knowledge and Hope
In addition to our intuitive judgments about cases, a range of linguistic data provides

grounds for regarding propositional hope as somehow incompatible with knowledge.
Our language offers a window into the rules for how we may deploy the concepts
of hope and knowledge, and thus these data reveal not only how we speak about
these notions, but how we reason with them and rely on such reasoning socially. Thus
examining such data enables us to discover important aspects of our cognitive lives.2
Suppose you and a colleague, Tim, are at a park for lunch, away from your workplace.

You are getting ready to head back to the office when you get information about a
dangerous emergency situation at work: your notification indicates that you should
stay away from the office. You begin discussing the whereabouts of your coworkers,
including your mutual friend, Janice, whom you both know sometimes works from
home. Tim says,

1. I hope that Janice is at home.

You agree with Tim, of course, since you prefer that Janice not be at the scene of
the emergency, where she could be in danger. Notice that Tim might just as easily
have said,

1. I hope that Janice is at home, but she might not be.

Your agreement with Tim’s having said either (1) or (2) consists not simply in your
both desiring that Janice be safe. It also consists in neither of you knowing whether
Janice is at home.
But now suppose that an hour later, you come to learn that Tim knew all along that

Janice was in fact at home.3 You will likely regard Tim’s having said (1) as being highly
misleading, perhaps even insincere. For if Tim knew that Janice was at home, why

2 For a more thorough treatment of such data see Benton 2018. Here I only consider linguistic data
from English, but I am assured by native speakers of Spanish, French, German, and Korean that such
data is cross-linguistic. (Note that in some languages like Mandarin, there is no word comparable to the
English word hope; the closest word only means something like wish or desire. In such languages, there
is no linguistic data like those discussed here, because they have no word expressing the same concept
of hope.)

3 Or, alternatively, that Tim had known all along that Janice was not at home.
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would he say that he hopes that she is?4 If he knew, Tim arguably claimed something
false by asserting (1). At the very least, by saying (1), Tim invited the inference that
he did not know Janice’s whereabouts (and similar reactions would attend to Tim’s
having said (2) instead). What is more, Tim’s knowing Janice’s whereabouts when he
told you (1) throws into question the idea that you agreed with Tim. While you might
have agreed, in some sense, with what he said in asserting (1), you will likely now judge
that you both didn’t actually hope that Janice was at home, even if you both desired
that she be there. Yet Tim, in knowing she was home, knew that what he desired was
true; rather than hoping she was home, he surely instead felt relief that she was home.
So Tim didn’t hope that Janice was home. And if he didn’t hope, then the idea that
you agreed with Tim in hoping for this seems to vanish.
These reactions strongly suggest that hope that p is incompatible, in some strong

sense, with knowing whether p (that is, with either knowing that p, or with knowing
that ¬p). And these evaluations surface again in the availability of other conversational
moves. Consider the following exchange, where A’s question prompt to B involves
whether B hopes for a particular outcome about a match known to have already been
settled:

A: Do you hope that she won?
B: # Yes, I know that she won.5

B’s response beginning with “Yes” to the question, about whether B (now) hopes,
is bizarre given that B claims to know. If B had intended to convey that B desired
her to win, and had earlier hoped for this, it would have been much more appropriate
to reply with “I did, and then I learned that she won.” Yet the propriety of claiming
that B did hope, but now knows, points to the fact that it is somehow impermissible,
or psychologically impossible, to continue to hope when one now knows whether the
hoped-for event has come to pass.6
Such judgments are reinforced by noting our reactions to various attempts to con-

join self-ascriptions of hope in some proposition with self-ascriptions of knowledge
concerning that proposition (or its negation). Consider how bad each of the following
sound:
(3) # I know that John is in his office, but I hope that he is not.
(4) # I hope that John is in his office, but I know that he is not.
4 This reaction might be undergirded by an assert the stronger rule: see especially Grice and White

1961, 132 (though he omits this from its reprinting in 1989: see 229–30); cf. also DeRose 2009, 87, and
(related to hope) Chignell 2013, 198 and 200. For more general considerations on how such language
can hedge our assertions, see Benton and van Elswyk 2019.

5 I use # to mark sentences or responses that clearly clash, suggesting some inconsistency or
incoherence.

6 Such examples should also make clear that, although we often think of hope in forwardlooking
terms about the future, one can clearly hope for already settled outcomes: what is forward-looking is
the time at which one comes to know the outcome.
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(5) # I hope that John is in his office, and/but I know that he is.
Note that the example of (5) shows that it is even strange to consider hoping for

what you know, where your hope and knowledge “agree” on their propositional object
(as B’s response in the above dialogue showed). Taken together, our judgments of (3)
through (5) provide further evidence that hoping that p is incompatible with knowing
whether p.7
Similar judgments attend to conjoining hope self-ascription with outright assertion

of that proposition (or its negation), which suggests that the difficulty is not simply
due to explicitly claiming knowledge:
(6) # John is in his office, but I hope he is not.8
(7) # I hope that John is in his office, but he is not there.
(8) # I hope that John is in his office, and/but he is.
An alert reader may notice that the knowledge conjuncts of (3) through (5) entail

their outrightly asserted conjuncts of (6) through (8), respectively, because knowledge
is “factive”: one can only know facts or true propositions. So a speaker of (3) through
(5) would be committed to (6) through (8), which they entail. Yet this latter triad of
sentences seem problematic even though we can clearly envision how their conjuncts
could both be true together: to take (6) for example, it is quite possible for John to
be in his office while I hope that he is not in his office. So (6)’s conjuncts, as well
as (7)’s and (8)’s, are semantically consistent (in contrast to (3) through (5), which
seem semantically inconsistent).9 Thus (6) through (8) are, even if not semantically in-
consistent, somehow pragmatically inconsistent: the attempt to assert the conjunction
generates a felt infelicity.
But importantly, (6) through (8) reveal that there is something epistemic about

features we normally evaluate in an outright assertion, and that epistemic dimension
plausibly concerns knowledge. As many philosophers have argued, properly asserting
that something is so requires knowing that it is so: knowledge is in this sense the
norm of assertion, such that one ought not assert unless one knows.10 The knowledge
norm explains, among other things, why our assertions represent ourselves as knowing

7 That data discussed here (and more thoroughly in Benton 2018), show that propositional hope is
not, contra Ninan 2012, a counterfactual attitude like imagining, which we may take toward propositions
we know to be false.

8 Some may be able to hear (6), and perhaps also (3) above, as (somewhat) felicitous. But such
an interpretation appears to track only the desire aspect of hope, and thus such claims would be better
put in terms of a mere wish: and indeed, substituting wish (plus its subjunctive mood) for hope in these
examples makes them sound much more apt for such an interpretation.

9 In Benton 2018, I discuss embedding tests that provide strong evidence that they are semantically
inconsistent.

10 This is sometimes called the Knowledge Norm of Assertion. See Williamson 2000, ch. 11;
Hawthorne 2004, 23ff.; Turri 2011, 2014, 2016; Benton 2011, 2016; and Benton and van Elswyk 2019,
among many others. Rival norms of assertion are offered by Weiner 2005, Douven 2006; Lackey 2007;
McKinnon 2015; and Gerken 2017, among others. For an overview of this literature, see Benton 2014,
section 1.
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what we assert. Given the knowledge norm, we may explain what is incoherent about
asserting any of (6) through (8), as follows. Asserting their hope conjuncts has the
effect of representing the speaker as not knowing whether John is in his office. But
by asserting the other conjuncts, which claim outright that John is (or is not) in his
office, the speaker represents herself as knowing whether John is there. So the infelicity
attending to each of (6) through (8) is aptly explained in terms of knowledge: each
conjunct represents something contrary to the other conjunct, with respect to the
speaker’s knowledge.
So far we’ve seen data that is well explained by the idea that hope in a proposition is

itself somehow incompatible with knowledge of that proposition or of its negation. And
this is exactly how most philosophers have recently theorized about hope. For example,
two earlier theorists put it this way: “one cannot hope that something will occur if one
already knows that it will; knowledge overshoots the criterion of probability” (Downie
1963, 249); and “one cannot, logically, want, and so hope for, what he already knows
that he has … [nor] hope for, what he … knows he cannot have” (Day 1969, 95).
Robert Gordon argues that “a person hopes that p only if he does not know that p”
(1969, 412; 1987, 26). And Adrienne Martin suggests that “hope entails uncertainty
… e.g. lack of knowledge” (Martin 2011, 154).11 Yet many of these same philosophers
tie the possibility of hope in part to the subject’s credences, that is, their subjective
probabilities. Day says that in order to hope that p, a subject must “think that p has
some degree of probability, however small” (Day 1969, 89). Luc Bovens insists that
“one cannot hope for some state of the world, unless one has a degree of credence that
it will come about that ranges between some threshold value close to 0 for confidence
that it will not come about and some threshold value close to 1 for confidence that
it will come about” (Bovens 1999, 673). Or, as Adrienne Martin recently puts it, “the
subject must assign a probability between and exclusive of 0 and 1 to the outcome”
(Martin 2014, 62).
These formulations strongly support an intuitive Chances License Hope principle

(CLH) for a proposition p which one, all things considered, desires to be true:
(CLH) If there is a chance for one that p, and a chance for one that ¬p,
then one may hope that p.

CLH provides an epistemic norm of permissibility on hope. Yet how might we square
CLH’s bare probabilistic conditions on hoping with the above claims, and the substan-
tial evidence, suggesting that hope is also incompatible with knowledge? One approach
is to endorse infallibilism about knowledge, namely, to accept that when one knows a
proposition p, there is no (epistemic) chance or possibility for one that p is false. In-
fallibilism straightforwardly handles the incompatibility of hope and knowledge given
CLH.12 But infallibilism about knowledge has been quite unpopular in recent episte-
mology, in no small part because it seems to many that we can have propositional

11 For some related ideas, cf. Eagleton 2015; Pasnau 2015 and 2017, chapter 6.
12 See Benton 2018 for more.
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knowledge without being certain of what we know, or without our evidence eliminat-
ing all chances of error. So fallibilism has instead been the dominant view; but fallibil-
ism plus CLH seems to predict the compatibility, rather than the incompatibility, of
knowledge and hope. For such theorists, one approach might be to articulate a theory
of the conditions under which one’s epistemic chances become psychologically salient
to one’s deliberations, and reframe CLH in terms of only those epistemic chances that
are salient to one’s context (whether that context concerns practical deliberation, atti-
tude formation, or both). This latter approach could perhaps fit with fallibilism about
knowledge,13 but it may run the risk of divorcing the possibility of hoping from the
possibility of knowing, such that it may not predict the incompatibility revealed by
the above data after all. For if CLH is reframed so as to focus on what the subject
considers the epistemic chances concerning p to be, it conceives of such chances along
broadly internalist lines14; yet most in epistemology have sided with externalists about
the sorts of evidence or cognitive processes that produce knowledge. For those theorists
pulled in both directions, a challenge for this approach will be to formulate suitable
bridge principles connecting their internalism about the chances relevant to hope with
the externalist conditions on knowledge, in such a way that their incompatibility is
still upheld. I shall leave such explorations to others.
It should be clear from the foregoing that hope possesses significant epistemic di-

mensions that render it incompatible15 with knowledge. In the next section we consider
several other emotive propositional attitudes with connections to knowledge.

2. Emotives: Factive and Epistemic
Hope is among several emotive attitudes that are propositional in structure, that

is, they take propositions as their objects; their paradigmatic linguistic schema of
expression is “S emotes that p.” For example, one can be happy that p, pleased that
p, thankful that p, excited that p, proud that p, surprised that p, embarrassed that
p, disgusted that p, sorry that p, angry that p, can regret that p, and so on.16 As
Gordon (1987, ch. 3–4) demonstrates, these emotions divide into two classes: those on

13 Fantl and McGrath 2009 develop a related account of the practical relevance of such chances and
their relation to (fallibilist) knowledge; but they do not consider hope or a principle like CLH.

14 Such chances might then be identified with credences or subjective probabilities, rather than
objective probabilities or what Williamson 2000, ch. 10, calls evidential probabilities, namely the prob-
ability on one’s evidence. Note that on Williamson’s E = K view of evidence, which identifies one’s
evidence with all and only one’s knowledge, CLH’s chances could be evidential probabilities; and on
E = K a version of infallibilism is upheld since whenever one knows p, the probability of p on one’s
evidence is 1.

15 The incompatibility could be logical, or psychological, or rational in nature; I take no stand on
this here. But see Benton 2018 for arguments that it cannot simply be explained by conversational
pragmatics.

16 For a more thorough list, see Gordon 1969, 410, and 1987, 26–27.
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the former list, and more besides, are factive emotions that take facts as their objects.
Because we bear these emotions toward what we regard as facts, we are psychologically
disposed to feel them only when we take ourselves to know the relevant facts. Thus
Gordon argues that these factive emotions are knowledge-requiring: for these emotions,
one emotes that p only if one knows that p (see also Unger 1975, 151–52, 171ff.; and
Dietz 2018). Of course, one can also fear or be afraid that p, be worried that p, and,
as we’ve seen, one can hope or be hopeful that p. By contrast with those emotions
from the longer list, those on this latter list involving hope and fear are knowledge-
precluding: one hopes (or fears) that p only if one does not know that p. Gordon calls
these “epistemic” emotions.
Some evidence for the knowledge requirement on factive emotions comes from the

following. As Gordon notes (1987, 38), with factive emotives, one can first assert what
one emotes about, then as a separate claim, ascribe the emotion:

(9) They lost. I regret that (fact).
(10) She got the job. I’m surprised about that (fact).

If, as I’ve noted above, knowledge is the norm of assertion, one represents oneself
as knowing by asserting the initial conjunct. The anaphoric use of “that” in the second
claim, to refer back to the object of one’s emotion, along with the availability of adding
“fact” after it, complements the idea that one’s expected epistemic position is that of
knowing the fact that one regrets or is surprised about: knowing that fact, which is
required to assert that it is a fact, also positions one epistemically to emote about that
fact. But the relevance of knowledge here is reinforced by attempts to deny knowledge
once one has self-ascribed the factive emotion:

(11) # I regret that they lost, but I don’t know whether they did.
(12) # I am surprised that she got the job, but I don’t know that she did.
</quote>17

Unsurprisingly, these two sets of data, when explained in terms of the
requirement of knowledge, combine to enable us to predict that asserting,
then disavowing knowledge immediately in the next sentence, will sound
quite strange:

(13) # They lost. I regret that, but I don’t know whether they
lost.
(14) # She got the job. I’m surprised about that, but I don’t
know that she did.

17 Note also that many of such conjunctions sound bad even in third-person form: # She is surprised
that she got the job, but she doesn’t know that she did.
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Thus while (9) and (10) implicate the speaker in knowing and sound fine,
the infelicity of (11) through (14) support the idea that knowledge is re-
quired for self-ascribing such factive emotions. For if it were not required,
we should expect that one could disavow knowledge of the fact emoted
about.
Additional evidence emerges from similar linguistic data as that considered
in section 1, concerning self-ascription of hope and self-ascription of a fac-
tive emotion, each with the same propositional object. Infelicity judgments
comparable to (3) through (5) apply to the following:

(15) # I regret that John is not in his office, but I hope that he
is.
(16) # I hope that John is in his office, and/but I am grateful
that he is.
(17) # I hope that John is in his office, and/but I am surprised
that he is.

And it likewise sounds strange to self-ascribe hope using anaphoric “that”
after having asserted the fact:

(18) # They lost. I hope that (fact).
(19) # She got the job. I hope that she did.

Similar results ensue for (18) or (19) self-ascribing fear instead of hope.18
If we can make any sense of what such a speaker of (18) or (19) would
be trying to say, the interpretation would seem to require a retreat from
their commitment in having first asserted the claim, as in “They lost, I
hope.” (Thus one may, perhaps awkwardly, convey the idea behind (18) with
“They lost. That is what I hope.”) But such constructions would, of course,
amount to a hedging of one’s assertion rather than an outright assertion
with a discrete hope ascription added subsequently; and hedged assertions
are most plausibly understood as hedging against the requirement that one
know what one asserts.19

So while many emotions are naturally held when and only when we think
we know some facts, the epistemological aspects of hope, like fear, involve

18 See Gordon 1980; and 1987, chapter 4. Gordon acknowledges that there are some conventional
uses of “I fear” that seem like exceptions to the knowledge-precluding requirement: like when one says
“I fear I will have to get another job,” or “I fear going to the dentist this afternoon.” Gordon insists
that these are parasitic on the standard use (1987, 68). But also, these cases seem more like stative
attributions than propositional attitudes: one fears the state or process of having to find a new job, or
going to the dentist, and so on.

19 See Benton and van Elwsyk 2019.
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not knowing that for which one hopes or that which one fears. Events or
outcomes that we regard as epistemically possible and not already known
are eligible to hope for (or to fear), depending on our desires and their
importance to us. But this is a rather thin constraint on the possibility
of hope. In the next section we consider some additional epistemological
considerations that bear on the rationality of being hopeful, and of acting
on the basis of such hope.

3. Rationally Hopeful
For all that has been said so far, one may hope that p so long as one does not know

whether p, and one prefers or desires that p over ¬p. But this is a somewhat bare
notion of hope, describing a set of merely necessary conditions. There are great many
propositions that I do not know that I desire to be (or become) true, but I plausibly do
not hope for all of them. Furthermore, this thin conception of hope will be unable to
distinguish between people with the same low probability that p and the same strength
of desire for p, but where only one of them hopes that p while the other despairs that
¬p.20 What more can be said about why one may or should hope, and how this might
matter to one’s practical life? Many of these considerations will invoke nonepistemic
norms on hope but articulating these allow us to examine some epistemically relevant
features, especially once we get to section 4.
Let us move beyond merely hoping that p to being hopeful that p, where being

hopeful labels something stronger. I might, for example, hope that I win the lottery,
or that the vastly outmatched underdog team win through to become eventual tour-
nament champions. But should I be hopeful for these things? To be hopeful about
something being or becoming true presumably involves being disposed to refrain from
anxiety and despair at the first signs that what one hopes for will not turn out true.
If I am to be hopeful as opposed to merely having hope, I would need to be somewhat
resistant to giving up my projects aimed at, or otherwise linked to, the outcomes for
which I hope. In addition, I would need to be disposed, within limits, to act in ways
that suggest some minimal measure of confidence that these outcomes will turn out as
I desire.
Such hopefulness is the target of analyses given by Martin 2014 and Blöser and

Stahl 2017.21 Martin’s influential Incorporation Analysis recognizes the relevance of
desire and probability (insufficient for knowledge), but also appeals to the idea that

20 See Gordon’s case of the two farmers (1987, 8 and 33); Meirav’s (2009) Shawshank Redemption
case (2009); and Martin’s Cancer Research case (2014, 14–15).

21 Martin explicitly states that her Incorporation account aims to capture hope “in its fullest sense”
(2014, 62), that is, when it is “full-fledged,” and here she is mainly concerned with hopefulness even
though she also acknowledges the more bare notion of hope such as we have discussed above. Note that
Martin also uses the language of “hopeful” throughout her presentation of it, as cited below.
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the hopeful person integrates their hope into their motivational scheme, such that it
plays a crucial role in justifying their plans and actions:

[H]opeful people stand ready to justify dedicating certain kinds of attention
and thought to the outcome, as well as hedged reliance on the outcome in
their plans; moreover, they stand ready to appeal to the outcome’s proba-
bility as part of their justification for these activities. (Martin 2014, 24)

When we are hopeful, she says, “we incorporate our attraction to an uncertain out-
come into our agency by treating it as a reason for hopeful activities and feelings”
(2014, 25). For Martin, this incorporation element involves two parts. First, “the hope-
ful person takes a ‘licensing’ stance toward the probability she assigns the hoped-for
outcome,” where this stance involves her “seeing that probability as licensing her to
treat her desire for the outcome” and its desirable features “as reasons to engage in
the forms of planning, thought, and feeling” characteristic of one who is hopeful for
that outcome. Second, the hopeful person goes beyond this “seeing as” characteristic of
said licensing stance to actually treat her attraction to that outcome and its desirable
features as reasons to engage in such planning, thinking, and feeling. These two parts
involve ways in which the subject represents their probability assigned to, as well as
their attraction to, the hoped-for outcome; together they elucidate what it is for the
hopeful person to stand ready to offer a justifying rationale for their actions (2014,
35–36; cf. also 62).
For Martin, while theoretical norms exclusively govern one’s probability assignment

to an outcome, the norms governing the hopeful person’s twopart representation of
the probability and the desired outcome are practical rather than theoretical in na-
ture. Taking a licensing stance toward that outcome’s probability, and treating one’s
attraction to it as a reason for such thoughts, plans, or feelings, are governed solely
by practical rationality in terms of rational-ends-promotion, that is, whether doing so
coheres with and promotes the hopeful person’s rational ends. On this approach, part
of what makes hopefulness rational,22 is that the reasons that figure in the justification
that one stands ready to offer of one’s thoughts, plans, or feelings, serve to promote
the ends at which they are aimed. Because some of such doings can involve simply
thoughts or feelings related to fantasizing about the outcome, it is possible on Mar-
tin’s analysis for one to be hopeful even for outcomes over which one’s actions have no
control (Martin 2014, 66–68).
One possible shortcoming of Martin’s account is that the reasons for hopefulness

might seem to be merely instrumentalist in nature: the reasons that make hopeful-
ness rational do so because they are instrumental to securing the ends of either the
hoped-for outcome or the practical and mental activities characteristic of desiring that
outcome. As such, Martin’s account may fail to capture certain sorts of hope grounded
in one’s practical identity, where what makes it rational to continue being hopeful

22 Given a theoretically rational probability assignment between 0 and 1 on one’s evidence.
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that p is not that one’s probability for and attraction to p license one in incorporating
that attraction into one’s rational scheme of ends, but rather, that such a hopeful atti-
tude is partly constitutive of the agent’s identity and so in some sense is intrinsically
valuable to them. Blöser and Stahl 2017 argue that such “fundamental hopes can be
noninstrumentally rational if they are essential to the hopeful person’s being who she
is”: the rationality of such hopefulness is not grounded in “that of end promotion but
that of upholding one’s personal integrity, such that the relevant hope is a constituent
part of a scheme of ends that one has reason to uphold” (2017, 354–55). Examples of
such practical identities might be “the cancer patient who continues to hope despite
the low probability of her recovery, and the political activist who hopes for the end of
global inequality in full knowledge of its unlikeliness” (356).23 For such cases,

the crucial condition is that the identity of the agent must be partly consti-
tuted by a certain perspective on the world in which certain considerations
count as reason-giving, and that giving up hope would entail the unavail-
ability of those lines of reasoning… If it is true that being responsive to
certain reasons is constitutive of an individual’s practical identity, then
adopting a perspective of resignation endangers parts of their identity. To
the extent that they want to maintain their identity, they have reason to
resist such a change of perspective and to maintain hope… [T]he fact that
the hopeful activities form part of a person’s practical identity provides a
reason to continue to hope that may outweigh the reasons given by cost-
benefit analysis. (357)

For these fundamental hopes tied to one’s practical identity, a natural question will
be what could make it rational for one to give up these sorts of hope. Blöser and
Stahl (2017, 364ff.) consider some of the ways this might become rational, due to a
revision of one’s probability (or whether the original probability no longer suffices a
licensing stance), or due to a revision of their practical identity (by no longer viewing
the practical identity as being constitutively connected to such hopeful activities, or
because of a devaluing of that practical identity). Such revisions are instructive and
are arguably related to a concern about what might make it rational, or irrational,
to continue on in hopefulness under certain circumstances. In particular, it will help
to consider the epistemic dimension of inductive cases that can seem to threaten the
rationality of persisting in hopefulness.

4. Inductive Considerations
Suppose that you have studied and received many years of training to be employed

in a certain profession, which you regard as ideal for you given your passions and
23 They also cite the case of “a religious person’s hope for life after death” (350).
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your considerable skills. Perhaps you even regard such work as somehow fundamental
to your identity, the sort of work you were “born to do.” But this profession is very
competitive and there are far too few full-time positions for how many qualified appli-
cants there are applying to any given post. You are able to support yourself presently
through employment related to your intended career, all while submitting numerous
applications for positions in your profession. Despite a few interviews and some encour-
agement here and there, you never get to the final interview stage, nor have you been
offered a full-time position. And this discouraging pattern goes on for years. While you
began hopeful that you would eventually secure such a post, it is beginning to look
more and more unlikely, and you cannot continue to apply for such jobs indefinitely.
The evidence, inexact as it is, appears to be mounting that you will not get such a
post no matter how long you try. At what point should you decide not to pursue this
career anymore and move on to something else?24 At what point, that is, ought you to
give up hope?25
In some cases like these, we may regard one who persists in hopefulness, against very

strong evidence that their hope will be fulfilled, as exhibiting a series of virtues: being
steadfast, brave, faithfully and unwaveringly committed to the increasingly unlikely
but hoped-for outcome. Yet in other (perhaps very similar) cases, we will view such a
hopeful person as exhibiting a kind of intellectual vice or irrationality: we may regard
them as stubborn, unrealistic, or even delusional. What, if anything, might mark the
difference between such divergent judgments? Is there any principled way to draw the
line between virtuous and vicious hopefulness, which tracks some fact of the matter
about the right or best conditions in which to be hopeful and act hopefully?
A skeptic about the possibility of such a principled account might insist that there

can be no such account, because all there is to our divergent judgments is the following.
Perhaps, on the one hand, we are disposed to label retrospectively as virtuous people
who are hopeful, in the face of strong inductive counterevidence, for outcomes that we
also desire (or might desire were we in their shoes) that end up turning out as they
desire. Whereas on the other hand, we are disposed to label retrospectively as vicious
people who are hopeful, in the face of strong inductive counterevidence, for outcomes
that either we do not similarly desire (or would not desire were we in their shoes) or
that, unfortunately for them, do not turn out as they desire. On this rather natural
idea, our hypological judgments of praise and blame in these cases of hopefulness

24 Note that comparable (sometimes tragic) cases abound: for example, how long should a couple
who wants a baby try to conceive before turning to adoption or other options? How long should one
hold out for finding a life-partner before deciding to remain single? How long should loved ones search
for a missing person? And so on.

25 Such a case seems related to Martin’s examples of people who “hope against hope” (2014, 14), as
in her cancer research case. But the above case varies in that the strong counterevidence in question
is gained diachronically and applies to the subject’s own situation, whereas in a cancer research case,
the strong statistical evidence is gained from others’ experiences with an experimental drug. See also
Blöser and Stahl 2017, section 3.2 for related cases on when to give up hope.
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simply track how we ourselves would like things to turn out for us were we in their
shoes: we will praise as virtuous the person who is hopeful against all odds when
it turns out well for them, whereas we will scorn as irresponsible the person who is
hopeful against all odds for something that we either do not ourselves want, or that,
if we also want it, does not turn out well for them (or us).26 In other words, such a
skeptic urges us to accept that our virtue-theoretic evaluations just amount to a kind
of affective counterfactualizing, informed by our moral psychology regarding how we
ourselves would prefer to act in similar circumstances, which include the circumstances
of how things turned out.27
Yet the skeptic’s natural explanation28 cannot, it seems, be correct as it stands. For

we often admire those who in hopefulness persevere even when we do not desire what
they do, marveling at their pluck even if in the end they never achieve or arrive at their
desired outcome. We can applaud the hopeful efforts by the losing team even as the
possibility of winning appears to be increasingly out of reach. Somewhat differently,
but perhaps relatedly, the atheist can admire the hopefulness of the faithful, even
to the point of wishing they had such faith themselves. On the other hand, we can
regard as irrational one who takes an unacceptable risk out of hopefulness even when
we desire what they do and it turns out, against all odds, well for them. So, against
the skeptic, perhaps instead there is a principled way of demarcating virtuous from
vicious hopefulness, at least in cases of mounting counterevidence, which appeals to
a combination of risk aversion and the rationality of updating one’s credences. Here I
shall only provide the briefest sketch, but my hope is that it can still be profitable for
understanding a line between rational and irrational hopefulness.29
In Martin’s terminology, whether one ought to continue to treat one’s attraction

to the increasingly unlikely but hoped-for outcome as a reason for engaging in one’s

26 These ideas bear some similarities to what Williams 1981, 30–37, suggests may ground retrospec-
tive judgments of our own actions.

27 Such affective counterfactualizing, if this is what we do, might be related to work on affective
forecasting in psychology (e.g., work by Wilson and Gilbert, esp. 2003 and 2005, among others). I shall
leave it to the interested reader to draw any relevant comparisons or contrasts.

28 This story would justify skepticism about a principled account of rational hopefulness because
the skeptic has offered a deflationary relativism to explain why different individuals will make the
hypological judgments that they do: relative to a certain individual A’s preferences, plus B’s evidence,
plus how things turn out for B, we have the whole story about why A would judge B’s hopefulness as
(say) rational/virtuous, without needing any underlying principle that accurately represents some facts
that make B rational to be hopeful in B’s case. This skepticism would be borne of a kind of relativism
insofar as it leads the skeptic to insist that there is no fact of the matter which makes for rationality
here; and without such facts, no principled account can accurately represent them.

29 I am assuming here that virtuous hopefulness must at least involve some sort of rationality or
responsibility, and that vicious hopefulness at least involves a corresponding irrationality or irrespon-
sibility. Of course, our focus here is on the epistemic or evidential dimensions; it could be possible,
however, to be rational along these dimensions while nevertheless exhibiting a different sort of vice, for
example, by valuing and desiring certain (immoral or evil) ends. But for present purposes I put those
vices aside.
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efforts, plans, thoughts, or feelings, depends on whether adopting the licensing stance
(toward the probability of the desired outcome) and engaging in the hopeful activities
(of thinking, feeling, and planning for the outcome) ends up promoting one’s rational
ends. Whether doing both of these does promote one’s rational ends is in part a function
of how probable it is for one that the outcome will obtain, but also of how strong one’s
desire is for that outcome. And in the face of mounting inductive counterevidence, one
will (if one is being rational) be lowering the probability of the desired outcome while
also reevaluating whether the strength of one’s attraction to it suffices, under such
circumstances, to justify one’s ongoing intentional and affective investment in it. In
particular, if the wait for the desired outcome takes long enough, and coincides with
enough counterevidence, the hopeful person will have to add into her considerations
the undesirability of prolonged and ongoing frustration of her hopes: not only must she
contend with the increasing unlikelihood of the desired outcome, but also the concern
that even if her desired outcome obtains, gaining it only after years of disappointment
may make the total situation less desirable. Sunken costs (among other factors) may
push her to continue on in hopefulness, but opportunity costs and being risk averse
with respect to continued failure, given the lowering probability, may make her feel
that she can no longer justify her intentional and affective investment in her hope.30
Yet such risk aversion is not simply a product of how strongly one wants to avoid
continued disappointment; how probable such episodes of disappointment are is also
relevant, and this probability appears to increase with the mounting counterevidence.31
My suggestion then is that the rationality of persistence in hopefulness, despite

mounting counterevidence, will depend on how resilient one can anticipate being in
the face of further likely disappointments. But whether one can anticipate being this
resilient depends on how probable it is, given one’s evidence, that it will be worth
it for one to persist through more disappointment. And whether it will be worth it
so to persist is related to (a) how hard such disappointments have been on one in
the past (a practical judgment), as well as (b) how likely, and how often, one’s hopes
will be frustrated in the future (a theoretical/probabilistic judgment). One persists
rationally in such hopefulness if one continues to incorporate one’s probability and
attraction to the outcome into one’s rational agency, while also not neglecting how the
counterevidence has affected both one’s continuing desire for the outcome under these
circumstances (concerning the probability and affective impact of future frustrations)
and the probability that it will occur. One persists irrationally in such hopefulness
if one neglects how the mounting counterevidence has affected both one’s desires for

30 Buchak’s 2013 risk-weighted expected utility (REU) theory might shed some light on such cases,
though her theory is not framed in terms of hopefulness; however, I suspect that one will be rational in
persisting in hopefulness in at least those cases where her REU theory sanctions as rational the relevant
actions done from hopefulness.

31 Calhoun 2018, chapter 5, explores some related matters concerning hope’s role in motivation
when one contemplates the possibility that one’s present and past efforts will have been wasted: see,
especially, pp. 77–80.
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both the outcome and for avoiding future disappointment, and the probability that
one can be resilient to further frustrations.

5. Conclusion
We have encountered a variety of epistemological dimensions related to hope. In

particular, our conceptual and linguistic judgments suggest very strongly that bare
hope that p is somehow incompatible with knowledge whether p, and one is licensed in
such hope when there is an epistemic chance for one both that p and that ¬p. Given
their incompatibility with knowledge, first-personal propositional claims to hope that,
or to fear that, distinguish themselves from a wide range of emotive predicates that
plausibly require that one know, or at least take oneself to know, in order to satisfy the
emotive relation. Yet such bare hope may be distinguished from hopefulness, which
brings several of its own epistemological features. These include the ways in which
one’s assessment of the probability of the outcome to which one is attracted bears
on the rationality of persisting in the thoughts, feelings, and actions characteristic
of hopefulness. And cases of mounting inductive counterevidence in the face of that
for which one seeks to maintain hopefulness, particularly when such hopefulness is
grounded in one’s practical identity, provide further interesting cases for investigating
the evaluative aspects which might make for rational, as opposed to irrational, hopeful
persistence.32
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Chapter Nine: Pessimism and the
Possibility of Hope
Samantha Vice
There are good reasons to think that hope is necessary for a life worth living and

that there are not only prudential reasons to value it, but ethical ones too. Pessimism
about the possibility of moral progress, on the other hand, is optional, and unless one
is already temperamentally inclined toward attending to the human world’s gloomier
aspects, there seem to be no obvious moral or prudential reasons in its favor. The
pessimistic outlook may not be morally iniquitous, but is there anything to warrant
it? Furthermore, are pessimism and hope not clearly incompatible? They are both
forward-looking attitudes, but their views of the future are opposed: Hope anticipates
a future that is open to our efforts and which promises to be good, or at least better
than the present. Pessimism anticipates a future much like the present, which is much
like the past, which, given our record, is not an uplifting prediction. Seen like this, they
are incompatible attitudes. And given that hope seems indispensable for a worthwhile
life, it is tempting to set the one against the other and recommend the clearly more
felicitous option.
I will argue, however, that this picture is too simple and that there is a sense in which

the two attitudes are compatible. Moreover, the world gives us ample evidence that
pessimism is not unreasonable and is often warranted, and it is difficult to accuse the
pessimist—as opposed to the cynic or nihilist or misanthropist—of moral corruption.
Common responses toward pessimism as a character trait are usually negative, but this
is often because they reduce pessimism to these close, but morally distinct relatives. In
this paper, I neither defend pessimism and its moral credentials directly, nor present a
full account of hope and its ethical significance, but rather explore whether these two
attitudes are, in some interpretation, compatible. If they are, and if hope is as ethically
and psychologically important as is often suggested, this would render pessimism less
problematic. My suggestions are sketchy, but if there is anything in their favor they
could leave open the fortunate possibility that those inclined toward pessimism might
yet retain some hope.
Both hope and pessimism can be variously described, of course, so I begin in section

1 by describing the kinds that interest me—and here, on the whole, I stipulate rather
than defend them. In section 2, I then explore three considerations in favor of their
compatibility.

151



1. Pessimism and Hope
Pessimism
The kind of pessimism I am interested in I call “anthropocentric moral pessimism”

(hereafter, “Pessimism”). It is a perspective or attitude on the human world that is
skeptical of the possibility of significant moral progress, and that considers the harm
that humans cause to be morally more salient and weighty than the good they bring
about. It is an attitude, so it encompasses beliefs, perceptions, behavior and modes of
valuing. The object of the attitude is fundamentally moral, rather than for instance,
prudential. That is, it concerns moral progress and moral failures, on the part of human
moral agents. It is anthropocentric because it focuses on human beings and makes no
claims about the nature of the nonhuman world, except that it is adversely affected
by the presence of humans. And it is “moral,” for a number of reasons that I will
explore further below: it is an evaluative attitude, which, as noted above, takes moral
progress and failure as its object; it accepts the objectivity of (some) value; and it is
distinguished from morally problematic attitudes like cynicism and misanthropy.
There are many ways of filling in this basic position, and the authors I draw on below

do so variously, but to be distinctive and not to reduce to other, morally problematic,
attitudes, I would argue that the following aspects are essential to any more substantial
conception: First, Pessimism contains a view about human beings, that something in
their nature makes them more susceptible to going morally wrong, either intentionally
or unintentionally, than to loving and being guided by the good. Pessimism is therefore
concerned with human-originating disvalue, rather than with disvalue in the world
generally.1 Religious views might offer original sin as an explanation; Kant (1960) would
point to our propensity to “radical evil”; secular accounts might point to aggressive or
selfish instincts, or to motivational and deliberative structures that reliably send us in
the wrong moral (and often prudential) direction. Whatever the reason, the position
is not one of hard determinism, and it describes tendencies and susceptibilities rather
than certainties. We therefore maintain responsibility and can fairly be blamed to some
significant degree for our failings, whether through our actions or our omissions and
indifference. We should try to be better, even knowing that we might very well fail.
Second, Pessimism does not deny that humans can do what is good and right,

nor that we do create and properly respond to value. It is not cynicism, nihilism, or
misanthropy.2 It does, however, deny that the value we create and realize generally
outweighs or “counts for more” than the bad that we more reliably bring about. It is

1 My conception of Pessimism is therefore distinguished from the pessimism of, for instance,
Schopenhauer or, more recently, Benatar (2006), which is focused on the facts of suffering, however
they are caused. Of Schopenhauerian pessimism, Dienstag (2006, 43) writes, “Although there may be,
to these pessimists, some particularities of our culture that accentuate our susceptibility to suffering,
the sources of that suffering are such that all are subject to them. Human beings inhabit a universe
that they would be justified in calling malevolent if it could be shown to have an author.”

2 I have explored cynicism in Vice (2011).
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difficult to make this point in a way that does not immediately make it empirical—
that is, does not reduce the discussion to the calculation of consequences and effects.
We can argue about that to no conclusion, because optimists and pessimists will differ
about what evidence is salient, what time frame to consider, or what weight to give the
different considerations. Marshalling of facts on either side will not settle the debate.
So we should resist being pushed to the quantitative and should instead think in
terms more like “redemption,” “triumphing over,” or “making up for.” The good we do,
then, does not redeem or make up for the bad. The pessimist thinks that values are
intelligible and possible to realize, but that it is unlikely that they will be realized by
humans to a significant degree, in a way that outweighs the bad. In Paul Prescott’s
terms (throughout 2012), Pessimism claims that it is unrealistic to expect the good
to prevail over the bad; or in Stewart Sutherland’s (1981, 538) terms, to expect the
triumph of good over evil.
Third, if the good cannot prevail, then, drawing on Stuart Hampshire (1978, 22)

now, moral progress is not to be expected except within very narrow limits, and social
and historical changes are expected to be only superficial in their consequences. If this
sounds too strong, we can note how undoubted gains in one area of human life (e.g.,
rights for women; more protection for animals and children) can be offset by losses
in another (the gender “glass ceiling”; the inequality and persecution of transgender
people; the continuation of factory farming; ongoing war in the Middle East and Africa).
Globally, progress does not seem stable, and the expected effects of climate change now
threaten most social and political gains. In any case, Pessimism makes a prediction
only, and therefore remains a position of some epistemic and moral humility.
Finally, Pessimism is distinguished from attitudes like cynicism or misanthropy

because it does not imply or require a particular response to human beings; it does
not, for instance, claim that because the human world is disappointing, we should
therefore hate it or disengage from or mistrust people. There is a real question whether
such pessimism is sustainable, or whether it would naturally fall into more negative
attitudes. Would our disappointment in ourselves not rankle? What could sustain love
of human beings in the face of our harmful record? I cannot address this adequately
in this paper, but much of what I say in section 2 is relevant to addressing it. It is
important to note, however, that there is conceptual space for such a morally benign
attitude—one that is skeptical of the possibility of progress and impressed by human
failures, but which does not prescribe a hateful attitude toward people in response.
Although one may be pessimistic about particular issues, events and people—a

point toward which I shall return—it is fundamentally a broader attitude toward the
moral failings and prospects of human existence in general. Pessimists see the world in
a certain light, or perhaps it is more phenomenologically accurate to say that the world
comes to them already qualitatively somber. (Here, of course, it mirrors the optimistic
attitude, and it is worth noting that we do not think the optimist prima facie irrational
merely for seeing the world cheerfully.) In light of current political conditions across
the world, ongoing wars, and anthropogenic climate change, the urgent effects of which
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we are starting to feel, Pessimism does not seem obviously irrational. Despite attempts
like those of Steven Pinker’s (2011) to show that the world is in a better state than it
has ever been, it is difficult to believe that this is really the case for those in the midst
of famine, wars, or rising sea levels. Perhaps levels of violence are indeed down, as he
argues, but given the levels that still remain, taking comfort in this sets the bar pretty
low. Given the inevitability of major climate upheaval, we seem to have bequeathed
our children a brutally difficult future, regardless.
While it would be churlish to encourage Pessimism, it seems no less rational and

as warranted as optimism and—in certain moods—more so. The supporting views
of human nature given by varieties of Pessimism may of course be up for discussion
and be more or less plausible, but the basic Pessimism about human effects and the
implausibility of expecting significant moral progress in the future is on the table as
much as an optimistic belief in a better future. Given that empirical exploration will
not settle the matter, a critic would need to show that the Pessimist is making a moral
mistake, rather than unfortunately missing out on a more comforting or prudentially
valuable outlook. One way of showing this would be to argue that it is destructive of
or incompatible with clearly morally admirable or necessary attitudes and values, like
hope. I now explore hope to see if this is, indeed, the case. Much is at stake, because
a life bereft of hope would be a version of hell.3

Hopefulness
The standard account of hope, going back to Aquinas and Hume, understands it

as consisting of a desire and a belief that the desire can be satisfied.4 Hope on this
account involves deliberating about possibilities and it always has a definite object: we
hope that something particular and identifiable will be the case. Hope requires both
that we be uncertain about the future and think that it is at least possible that what
we desire will come about. If the probability is very low or zero, to hope would be
irrational and turns into mere wishful thinking.
I will leave detailed analyses of this standard account of hope to other contributors

in this collection, and broaden my focus beyond these discrete hopes, to being a certain
kind of person with a certain kind of perspective on the world. The hopeful person will
have particular hopes, certainly, but the world also comes to her as promising; she
tends to notice the good more than the bad and expects some goodness in the future.
Hopeful people in this sense are hopeful about the present and future, and hopeful
not only about their present and future, but about those of human beings in general.
They need not always expect something better, but they expect something good or
good enough. This may be an expectation of moral or nonmoral value, and it is in the
former instances that it is most in tension with Pessimism. However, while it is possible

3 As Mittleman (2009, 2–3) reminds us. Mittleman is discussing Dante’s vision of hell in The Divine
Comedy.

4 On this standard model, see Day (1969).
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to restrict one’s expectation to the nonmoral, it does seem artificial. If the world is
experienced by the hopeful person as promising value in the future, and as revealing
value now, it is odd to think of the experience as selectively revealing only nonmoral
value. In either case, hope is not restricted to the human world, for one may hope
for God’s intervention or for nature’s resilience, but in the morally significant cases
something is personally at stake for the person hoping; in crucial hopes, our sense of
self is implicated in their realization, and we will not be simply disappointed if they
fail.
Pessimism and hopefulness are therefore both attitudes, including particular beliefs,

predictions, and desires, but which go beyond that to a way of living in and perceiving
the world. They both admit of degrees and eschew certainty—neither pessimism nor
hope offer proofs or assurances for their predictions. While Pessimism is defined in
terms of moral progress, the hopeful person may restrict her hopes to nonmoral value.
They are not yet logically incompatible. However, in the absence of certainty, hope
expects the good, while pessimism expects states of affairs the same or worse, or
perhaps only inconsequentially better. It does therefore seem difficult to see how a
person could be both attitudinally hopeful and pessimistic, though of course they
could have hopes for particular objects while being pessimistic about others. If hope
and pessimism are understood in this way, they do, indeed, seem to be practically
incompatible, for how can the world come to a person in both a gloomy and a bright
aspect, and how can a person doubt that humans are progressing morally while being
hopeful that they might? Logical compatibility seems far less than we would want and
leaves the possibility of the two attitudes cohabiting still highly unlikely. If they are
to be possible together, we need a different orientation.
Drawing on the work of Gabriel Marcel (1962), I shall therefore further understand

the attitude of hopefulness as an orientation toward a future considered as open and
receptive to our efforts. The hopeful person, then, is one reliably inclined to view the
future in this way, to see her will and actions (or those of others) as being effective in
making the world better. The world is not resistant to our efforts and the future may
turn out significantly better than the present because of our agency. On this account,
there is still a tension with Pessimism, but I will now suggest that Marcel’s account
of hope as a contrast to despair shows us what Pessimism must avoid if it is to be
compatible with hope.
On Marcel’s account, hope is a response to a situation that tempts one to despair—

what he calls a “trial”—like severe illness, the death of a loved one, captivity, and
oppression. Importantly, hope and despair have different relations to the self and to
time, and it is on these relations that I will focus.
First, despair threatens our relation to our self. When we despair, we capitulate—we

identify with the person the situation threatens to make of us, and this, Marcel thinks,
threatens our integrity:
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To capitulate … is not only … to accept the given sentence or even to
recognise the inevitable as such, it is to go to pieces under this sentence,
to disarm before the inevitable. It is at bottom to renounce the idea of
remaining oneself, it is to be fascinated by the idea of one’s own destruction
to the point of anticipating this very destruction itself. (Marcel 1962, 37–38)

In contrast, to hope is to refuse to capitulate:

Because I am condemned never to recover from this illness, or not to come
out of this prison I do not mean to give up, I do not consent, from this
very moment, to be the useless creature which illness or my captivity may
finally make of me; I will counter the fascination which the idea of this
creature might have for me with the firm determination to remain what I
am. (1962, 38)

Again, to refuse despair is to safeguard one’s integrity,5 and it is an advantage of
Marcel’s account of hope that by linking it to integrity, it can explain why hope is
a virtue of character and why we value it.6 Earlier, I said that in morally significant
hopes, one’s sense of self and identity is at stake, and the link to integrity brings this
out. Cheshire Calhoun (2019) picks up on the personal aspect of hope that Marcel
makes central:

Most importantly, having hopes for ourselves involves the capacity to take
our own future seriously. In having hopes for myself … the future possibil-
ities from which I pick are desirable, or not, because of the qualities they
have as my future state. It is some version of me, of my life, that I am
picking when I hope for one future rather than another.7

Further, the refusal to capitulate is understood as a form of patience, rather than
a strenuous and anxious struggle against fate. As Philip StrattonLake (1999, 143)
explains, “to be patient with another is to place our confidence in a certain process of
growth, or development, be it our own, or that of another,” “in the face of the evidence
which tempts one [to] give up on oneself, or another.” We do not try to force a result
or change a person’s natural rhythm; there is a suppleness and grace to our refusal
to capitulate to the trial (Marcel 1962, 38). I will return to these ideas, and to their
aesthetic suggestiveness.
Second, despair and hope have different relations to the experience of time. In

despair, one experiences time as determined, as closed off and mechanical, whereby
5 Ibid. Cf. Brueggemann (1987, 83): “Hope makes it possible not to submit.”
6 As Stratton-Lake (1999) notes. Similarly, Bovens (1999, 677) argues that hoping has intrinsic

worth, by connecting it to a sense of self-worth; and Blöser and Stahl (2017) also draw out the connection
to integrity.

7 At the time I am writing, this is an unpublished manuscript.
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everything which will occur is represented as already determined by what has occurred
(Stratton-Lake 1999, 141). Time is thus conceived of as enclosing or imprisoning us
(ibid.). Despair then carries a temptation to turn within and withdraw from the world:
“I shall always be exposed to the temptation of shutting the door which encloses me
within myself and at the same time encloses me within time,” Marcel (1962, 60) writes.
The despairing self is imprisoned in the claustrophobia of an unchanging world. In
contrast, to hope is to experience time as open with possibilities despite one’s trial,
and the hopeful self resists the temptation to withdraw into the isolation of despair.
Others writing on hope also characterize it as involving a sense of an open future.

Margaret Urban Walker (2006, 45), for instance, describes “the futurity of hope”—the
sense that hope “goes to what hovers before us with a sense that all is not decided
for us; what is not yet known is ‘as if’ open to chance and action, for all one knows.”
Similarly, Walter Brueggemann (1987, 80) writes,

Hope keeps the present arrangement open and provisional. Hope reminds us
that the way things are (and all the extrapolations we make from that), is
precarious and in jeopardy. Hope reminds us not to absolutize the present,
not to take it too seriously, not to treat it too honourably, because it will
not last.

It is certainly tempting for pessimists to view the future as already determined,
but the attitude as I understand it does not require this and doing so presents a clear
obstacle to hopefulness.
My suggestion now is that pessimism can coexist with hope if it avoids collapsing

into despair. Despair sees the future as already determined; time “imprisons” us within
a present that determines who we are and how the future will be. Agency is ineffectual
and the present or past trial provides the only evidence and information relevant
for assessing the future and ourselves. We “capitulate” to this vision, not testing our
agency’s power to change it, or our self’s resilience. In contrast, pessimism does not
require capitulation, quietism, or determinism about the future. The pessimist can hope
that the good will occur, despite her pessimistic predictions. She can act to try to bring
it about, while ruefully accepting the high probability of less than complete success.
The future is still open, though the odds may be against its proving significantly better
than the present. If she is committed to the good, her efforts will support her integrity
and protect her from the prison of despair.
This conjunction of attitudes may be possible, but is it likely, and how would it

be sustained? If pessimism is an encompassing attitude, delivering the world to the
pessimist already clouded, occluding if not ruling out the possibility of seeing what is
good, is hope psychologically possible? I would like to explore three very speculative
options of how to avoid despair and keep the attitudes compatible: The first is to
consider the role of axiological commitments in rendering the two attitudes compatible;
the second is to consider the scope of hope and pessimism; and the third is to consider
the role of creativity in maintaining integrity and hope.
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2. The Compatibility of Hope and Pessimism
2.1 Value Commitments
The first line of thought is that the two attitudes may practically coexist against

a particular axiological framework. That is, if we see humans as attracted (however
imperfectly) to a value that is independent of each one of us, we can retain the hope
that this attraction could prove fruitful despite our past record. We can hope that
in a particular instance the attraction of value might prove stronger than our moral
weakness. If the faults of the human world originate in us and not in there being no
value in a robust sense to realize or stand in relation to, we may yet orient ourselves
around value. It may act as an “idea of perfection,” in Iris Murdoch’s (2000) words,
which opens the future to our efforts and lights the way. This too can prevent despair—
the world and people are not bereft of goodness, the future may yet have goodness in
it, even if we feel that it cannot outweigh the bad. The future, the world, our selves,
are not monolithic, and goodness does exert its force.
The pessimist need not deny that human beings are valuable in some crucial way

despite their faults. Most moral traditions allow for this, and pessimism as described
is neutral regarding them. The pessimist may yet be a Kantian, or a consequentialist,
religious or atheist, as well as a pessimist. The value of our rational nature is without
price, and must be respected, regardless of the moral quality of our actions, says Kant
and those traditions influenced by him. Utilitarians, eschewing the metaphysical flights
of Kant, still take there to be some quality of undeniably fallible human (though not
necessarily only human) experience that makes it morally considerable. Most mono-
theistic traditions ascribe supreme value to humans, as the creations of a God who
loves and forgives us despite our numerous sins. Virtue ethics considers the flourishing
of imperfect human lives to be the proper concern of ethics. Each one of us, then, is in
the same moral boat—valuable, errorprone, destructive, and value-seeking all at once—
and so there are no good reasons to be self-righteous or harshly judgmental toward
each other. We may, instead, take up an attitude of rueful disappointment toward our
mistakes and commit ourselves to being better. Still, the human world reveals plenty
to love and protect. And the nonhuman world is the source of deep and abiding joy
and guidance. By remaining mindful of this, even while the bad looms, the pessimist
may avoid despair.
That pessimism as a distinctive attitude is not nihilist or misanthropist, nor denies

the many values available to us, therefore provides space for the work of hope. Some-
times we will surprise each other in our goodness, and we can hope for this. If we care
about value, then our integrity will be tied to our efforts to achieve it; the recognition
of value thus has the potential to protect us from despair’s obdurate prison.
These suggestions can be developed in various ways, depending on the metaphysical

and ethical framework one finds conducive. While pessimism is compatible with most
normative theories, at the level of meta-ethics, as my discussion would have suggested,
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a nonsubjectivist framework is probably most conducive to the required work. If you
think that people tend to get things wrong more than they get them right, or have
perverse or irrational desires, or are attracted more to what is bad than what is good,
grounding morality on our attitudes, emotions, or desires seems unpromising as an
antidote to pessimism. I will not, however, canvass the options here, but instead con-
centrate on two other (even) more speculative ideas, that of the morally appropriate
scope of pessimism, and of creativity as a means of maintaining hope.

2.2 The Scope of Hope and Pessimism
Hopeful people can have generalized hopes—that “things will turn out ok,” for

instance—without being able to specify them more concretely. Hopes can also be
directed toward specific objects, as the standard model best describes, as in “I hope
that your health improves.” Fundamentally, pessimism is a general attitude toward
a group—humans. Of course, one may also be pessimistic about particular people or
states of affairs or possibilities, but it is as an attitude toward “human beings” that it
interests me and that makes it distinctive. My suggestion is that as long as pessimism
remains on the whole general, directed toward “human beings” rather than particu-
lar, identifiable people and behavior, it can avoid despair and thus be compatible with
hope. This thought requires some exploration, however, as there are at least two senses
in which our attitude could have the group, “human beings,” as its object.
We can—and often do—take up an objective, “God’s-eye” view of ourselves as a

group and consider our record. Pessimists come to a conclusion that we—humans—
have much to be ashamed of and that it seems unlikely that our record will improve
significantly. This is one, and the most fundamental, sense in which pessimism is a
general attitude toward humans. However, taking up this perspective can also encour-
age us to consider individuals as members of the human species—as representative
specimens—and then we can be pessimistic about particular people, including our-
selves, insofar as we are considering them in the light of their species membership.
Pessimism can have both of these foci, although as I have said, the first is fundamental
to the distinctive attitude. Once we have accepted that pessimism is a reasonable view
of the group, human beings, which is the primary task in defending it, pessimism can
then seem to require that we consider each person in the light of this stance, as a mem-
ber of the human species. Doing this then opens the way to a harshly judgmental view
of people, and pessimism would slide into morally less defensible attitudes. However,
it is open to us to defend the first “group-focused” version and yet find the second
“individual-focused” version problematic and optional, and this is my position.
The view of a whole group that abstracts from particularity and difference is paradig-

matically thought of in terms of an “objective” or “impersonal” observer, or as a dis-
tanced and impersonal point of view from outside the human world. The view of
human existence sub specie aeternitatis is, as Joshua Seachris (2013) reminds us, char-
acteristically thought to generate pessimism about meaning and, I would add, about
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our capacity for creating and protecting what is good.8 Sometimes value is taken to
disappear from the world seen at a distance; sometimes—as in pessimism of various
kinds—the bad seems more visible, more significant, than the good we do.9 However,
as many writers on the meaning of life have also argued, the view from eternity is not
the only reasonable view and meaning and value need not evaporate within the human
world, however it seems from without.10 Similarly if not precisely, one’s view of partic-
ular others can escape the pessimistic view of human beings; in fact, meaningful and
rewarding relations require this occlusion of pessimism, and then pessimism toward
particular loved ones may be the more demanding attitude to sustain. It is difficult
to be a loving friend, partner, or parent, or a committed colleague, without seeing the
other person as in some sense good and receptive to value, and expecting good from
them. A sense of inevitable disappointment in others, especially oneself, is a sign of
distress and depression, corrosive cynicism, or the strategic adoption of a distancing
and objectifying attitude.11
When evaluating or emotionally responding to individual people, or simply being

with them in our everyday life, we can choose what to focus on and find salient and
most of the time it will be their particularity that is ethically and personally relevant.12
If I am evaluating or responding to this person, then it is her uniqueness that is relevant,
even if we discover that her qualities and the explanations for her behavior are similar
to those of others. That similarity is superficial and to be expected given our common
species, but it is the unique configuration of shared features which makes her the
particular and irreplaceable person she is. Here, we might think, adding “and she is
a human being and we know what that means” to the information we consider when
evaluating someone is otiose. Our being human provides the very framework from
which any evaluation and any moral life is possible at all.
That ethics requires from us an attention to the particular is a familiar view since

Aristotle. Murdoch (2000, 28), for instance, argues that love is knowledge of the partic-
ular, that the moral task is to attend to the reality of this person before me, with love,
justice, and humility. The moral task of attending to people and maintaining loving
relationships, and probably any good relationships at all, is then possible only if one’s
general, shared features—one’s membership of a group, for instance—is not taken to

8 Seachris helpfully explores the different senses of the notion “sub specie aeternitatis.” Again, it is
worth asking why the character of the pessimist about meaning is not thought to be as troubling as the
character of the pessimist about progress and the good. The seriousness with which this view is taken
in the literature on the meaning of life provides some indirect support for taking pessimism seriously as
well.

9 This raises the questions of the reason for this visibility. Is it ethical—that evil leaves more trace?
Is it psychological—we are attracted to and therefore see the bad more than the good?

10 See Nagel (1986 and 1979).
11 See Strawson (1974).
12 We do not, of course, always consciously choose at all, but sometimes simply respond from settled

habits or from the clear demands of the situation. But sometimes we must choose, in times of personal
conflict or confusion, or when extra sensitivity is called for.
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exhaust one’s identity and moral qualities. This is a common thought in race and gen-
der studies and just as apposite here.13 The thought applies as much to our relation
with ourselves as to others: it is a condition of integrity and selfrespect that one not
feel reduced to what one thinks problematic about oneself, whether one’s race, species,
or more particular faults. Though “being human” is fundamental in a way other char-
acteristics of us are not—we are always and inescapably speaking of and with human
beings (although not only about them)—it is usually unnecessary to remind ourselves
of this fact. I say “usually” because there are important occasions in which mercy and
compassion might be aided by thinking of a person in a pessimistic mode, as a hu-
man being—that is, not perfect, morally frail, one of a problematic species. A gentler
judgment may occur from this thought, and this possibility provides another reason
for thinking that pessimism need not inevitably lead to cynicism or misanthropy. Pes-
simism about moral progress and human nature can incline one to mercy rather than
to harshness.14
If I am hopeful about a particular person—that a student will show resilience in

the face of difficulties and make a success of her studies, for example—then (given a
relevantly similar description of her and the situation) I cannot be pessimistic to the
same degree about her and at the same time. Both attitudes are future-directed and
have the same object. I may find hope difficult to maintain about my student because I
see her as just an instance of “human beings” and therefore bound to be disappointing.
Or I can be pessimistic about human beings and our capacity to make the world
significantly better, while being hopeful about this student, as long as I do not consider
her only in light of my pessimism. Living from both perspectives—the impersonal and
the embedded or particular—is characteristic of moral agency, sometimes required
by morality, sometimes optional, sometimes thoroughly inappropriate. That we move
between perspectives is also a familiar thought. We can and sometimes ought to take
the step back; there are times when morality requires such impartiality of us, just as
there are times (more times) when the meaning of our lives depends on partial attention
to particular, special others.15 It seems, therefore, that the more we are immersed in
the human world that we are pessimistic about, the less our pessimism will corrode
into cynicism or despair about the particular people we live with. And it is helpful here
to return to Marcel. Integrity requires not capitulating and becoming the self a trial
threatens to reduce one to. I would add that it also requires us to protect and value
the relationships that give meaning and substance to our lives, and to thus refuse to
capitulate to an entirely hopeless vision of them.
What, however, of a generalized hopefulness about the prospects of human beings

to improve morally, rather than hopes about particular people and events? Would this
13 For a general account of this tendency, see Blum (2004).
14 See Nussbaum (1993).
15 I am here simply gesturing at the complex debate about the proper roles of partiality and

impartiality—between the person and impersonal perspectives—in morality and in the good life more
generally. Nagel (1986) influences my views.
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be compatible with a generalized pessimism? If hopefulness is understood in Marcel’s
terms, as noncapitulation to a trial, the maintenance of integrity, and the experience of
a future that is open to our efforts, then it does seem possible to be both pessimistic and
hopeful about humans in general. Because pessimism is not a deterministic view of the
world and self, and because it is not the morally and personally corrosive attitudes of
misanthropy or cynicism, it would be possible not to expect significant moral progress,
while still taking efforts to achieve it and staking one’s integrity on the effort; not
to count on success, while trying one’s best to approximate it. Furthermore, because
Pessimism and hopefulness are not essentially feelings—of depression or optimism or
lightheartedness, which would indeed be incompatible with hope—then one may hope
for a morally better future, see the future as open to one’s efforts and one’s self as
up to the task while doubting that one will have globally significant success. Put that
way, it sounds like admirable humility. Maintaining this balance might be difficult but
living ethically in such a complex world will always be so.

2.3 Creativity and Improvisation
As mentioned earlier, Marcel (1962, 38) sees hope as a patient and flexible orienta-

tion to a future seen as open to one’s efforts; our refusal to capitulate has a suppleness
and grace. These aesthetic descriptions are suggestive, and I would like to sketch out—
even more speculatively than previously—how they might permit a portrait of a person
both hopeful and pessimistic. To do so, I draw on work on creativity and improvisation.
R. G. Collingwood (2014, 129) distinguished the creation of art from “technical”

making: art objects are typically not made according to a preconceived plan and as a
means to a preconceived end, but are yet made deliberately and responsibly by people
who know what they are doing, even though they do not know in advance what is going
to come of it.16 The artist, he says, has no idea what the experience is that demands
expression until he has expressed it. What he wants to say is not present to him as
an end toward which the means have to be devised; it becomes clear to him only as
the poem takes shape in his mind, or the clay in his fingers (Collingwood 2014, 29).
Artists deliberately work out an idea or emotion, letting the logic and content reveal
themselves in and through the creative process.
In his study of jazz, The Imperfect Art (1988), Ted Gioia calls for an “aesthetics

of imperfection” that can capture the role of improvisation and the apparent lack of
formal perfection in that art form. Reminiscent of Collingwood, he distinguishes the
“blueprint method” from the “retrospective” method of creating form: the improviser
may be unable to look ahead at what he is going to play, but he can look behind
at what he has just played; thus each new musical phrase can be shaped in relation
to what has gone before. He creates his form retrospectively (Gioia 1988, 61). Like

16 Strictly speaking, denying that the distinction between planning and execution is necessary for
art, Collingwood (2014, 22) says, is not requiring that art always be unplanned.
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Collingwood’s artist, the improvising jazz artist does not know and has not planned
what is to come—he has no blueprint—but can respond intelligently and sensitively to
what he has created before, and to the intrinsic logic and ideas of that ongoing creation.
The future unspools, as it were, always connected and responsive to its origin, but going
into what is still unknown with formal and substantive intelligence.
“What comes before” is both the “before” of a particular performance and the hours

of practice and preparation that any successful musical performance requires. Suc-
cessful improvisation and creativity require a connection to an internalized past of
knowledge, extensive practice, failures, and successes. This past, and the previous mo-
ments of creation, inform but do not determine one’s actions and decisions now. Some
jazz artists therefore speak of a “leap into the unknown,” and Andy Hamilton (2000,
181) develops this idea:

For the improviser, the performance must feel like a “leap into the un-
known,” and it will be an inspired one when the hours of preparation con-
nect with the requirements of the moment and help to shape a fresh and
compelling creation. At the time of performance they must clear their con-
scious minds of prepared patterns and simply play. Thus it makes sense to
talk of preparation for the spontaneous effort. (Hamilton 2000)

In improvisation, errors will inevitably creep in—aimlessness, cliché, and technical
mistakes—and Gioia (1988, 66) asks, “Why then are we interested in this haphazard
art?” His answer is the central role of the individual in jazz; imperfect improvisation
is expressive of the person, and we can always ask, in assessing its merits, “whether it
reflects his own unique and incommensurable perspective on his art, whether it makes
a statement without which the world would be in some small way, a lesser place” (Gioia
1988, 66). Although in different terms, Collingwood also emphasizes individuality, ar-
guing that creativity is the individual expression of an emotion. Unlike description,
which is general and categorizing—“this is a thing of this kind”— expression individu-
alizes (Collingwood 2014, 112). This focus on the centrality of the individual response
and expression complements my earlier discussion on the need for the pessimist to focus
on individuals in her everyday living. This applies to the relationships that contribute
to a meaningful life, and here we should remember the intense responsiveness and
interactive empathy that musicians need to show to each other when playing together
(Hamilton 2000, 183). Even during a solo improvisation a musician must be alert to her
fellow musicians; the give-and-take of jazz performances and the intense solidarity and
attunement of chamber musicians show that the realization of memorable individual
expression often requires others.
For my purposes, the notion of musical improvisation—and by extension all per-

formed improvisation—is perhaps more appropriate than Collingwood’s notion of cre-
ativity in general, which encompasses more arts than music or performances. In perfor-
mance, the artist cannot correct a mistake or redo unsatisfactory material, though she
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may seek to “make amends” for it. A painter or writer can much of the time work over
mistakes or change her mind, deleting and amending what she has done in the past. In
performance, and particularly in improvised performance where there is no perfected
score at hand, one cannot change the past. And so it is in living. We can hope only to
respond intelligently and sensitively to our own past and the past of our species; we
cannot undo mistakes, though we may take care to understand and not repeat them.
This excursion into aesthetics is suggestive only, of course, and the analogy is limited.

In particular, we might think that the “clearing” of consciousness, which Hamilton
describes, is less appropriate to the complexities of situations which demand reflection
and awareness. However, the excursion does complement much work on ethics that is
concerned with individual receptiveness to the particular situation, and to narrative
ethics, which explicitly sees a person and her life in aesthetic terms.17 More to the
point here, the openness to the future, the patient suppleness of response to what has
gone before, and the emphasis on the individual expressing her own nature in her own
“natural rhythm” remind me of Marcel’s conception of hope. Despair closes a person
into an unbearable and rigid present; in contrast, creativity and improvisation are
attitudes of openness to a future one can be integral to creating. The past one has
created is significant and one is always receptive to it, but it does not determine a
future. Can the pessimist achieve this generous receptivity, this allowance of play and
error and imperfection? Can she allow the future to “try itself out,” perhaps through
her own efforts, and in a way that is faithful to and expressive of who she is?
Doing so would be a way to maintain hopefulness and integrity. Considering her

life as a potential personal creation that responds intelligently and sensitively to the
past—both her own and her human world’s—and “reflects her own unique and in-
commensurable perspective” could prevent capitulation to the despairing vision that
pessimism always risks. The world, says Murdoch (1993, 215), is not given to us on a
plate, it is given to us as a creative task.

3. Conclusion
I want to conclude by reflecting on what this paper has attempted. As I have

stressed, my claims are speculative; we are not “forced” logically to accept them by
anything in the substance of either the attitude of hope or of pessimism. However, a
part of hope is the ability to construct and maintain images of a sturdy self and an
open future; perhaps the possibility of maintaining hope in the ways I have suggested
would provide the pessimist with creative resources, the very possibility of which could
prove motivating. Whether, as a matter of psychology, pessimism would still slide more
easily into misanthropy or cynicism than a realistic love for imperfect creatures, is still
open. In any case, in these areas of ethics, so much depends on the particularities and
unique complexity of each life—how each one of us will respond to disappointment or

17 For example, MacIntyre (1984) and Schechtman (1996).
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despair at the world and our role in it is a matter that cannot be settled in advance.
It does help, however, to have images that can disclose possibilities to us, to give us
possibilities of how to live with the world we have made for ourselves, to have—in
Murdoch’s (1993) words again—various “pictures of the human” to guide or inspire us.
If we can think of the world as yet valuable in a robust way, and ourselves as valuable
despite our harmful record; if we focus on those particular people and relationships
that give our lives and selves substance and meaning; and if we can think of ourselves
as yet creatively responsible for what we make of the past, perhaps, then, we may
remain hopeful despite the pessimism that our own nature also presses upon us.18
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Chapter Ten: Is Hope a Moral
Virtue?
Nancy E. Snow
Elsewhere I have argued that hope can be an intellectual virtue and a democratic

civic virtue.1 In this essay I argue that it can be a moral virtue. In part I, I offer a brief
overview of the “belief-desire” model or “bare bones” conception of hope, which is at
the heart of many, though not all, philosophical theories of hope currently on offer. In
part II, I draw on work by the psychologist Erik Erikson and the philosopher Victoria
McGeer to sketch an account of how a general disposition of hope could be developed.
In part III, I argue that a particular conception of hope can be a moral virtue, and in
part IV, briefly respond to an objection. I conclude with a gesture in the direction of
further research on hope.

I. The “belief-desire” Model of Hope
The “belief-desire” model or “bare bones” conception of hope can be gleaned from the

work of philosophers as diverse as J. P. Day, Thomas Aquinas, Thomas Hobbes, Luc
Bovens, Victoria McGeer, Philip Pettit, Margaret Walker, and Ariel Meirav, to name
only some of its proponents.2 The beliefdesire model offers insight into the mental state
that someone must have in order to be said to hope. According to this account, hope,
at its most basic, is the desire for an end or object and the belief that it is possible
to attain it. The belief that the end or object is possible carves out a space for hope

1 See Nancy E. Snow, “Hope as an Intellectual Virtue,” in Virtues in Action: New Essays in
Applied Virtue Ethics, ed. Mike Austin (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 153–70; and “Hope as a
Democratic Civic Virtue,” Metaphilosophy 49, no. 3 (2018): 407–27.

2 J. P. Day, “Hope,” American Philosophical Quarterly 6, no. 2 (1969): 89–102; Hope: A Philosoph-
ical Inquiry (Helsinki: The Philosophical Society of Finland, 1991); and “More about Hope and Fear,”
Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 1 (1998): 121–23; Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica. Secunda
Secundæ Partis, Question 17. www.newadvent.org (2008). Accessed March 19, 2017, and July 5, 2018;
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, edited by C. B. MacPherson (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Pen-
guin, 1968); Luc Bovens, “The Value of Hope,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 59, no. 3
(1999): 667–82; Victoria McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” Annals of the American Academy of Polit-
ical and Social Science 592 (2004): 100–27; Philip Pettit, “Hope and Its Place in Mind,” Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science 592 (2004): 152–65; Margaret Walker, Moral Repair:
Reconstructing Moral Relations after Wrongdoing (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); and
Ariel Meirav, “The Nature of Hope” Ratio (new series) XXII, no. 2 (2009): 216–33.
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between certainty and impossibility. If a desired end is certain, it does not make sense
to hope for it. If it is impossible, hoping for it is fruitless and can be selfdestructive.
Day believes the belief-desire model is necessary and sufficient to explain hope, but

most others who hold some version of the model maintain that having the desire for an
end or object and the belief that attaining it is possible is necessary, but not sufficient.
For example, Martin argues that hope encompasses an incorporation of one’s desire
into one’s agency, that is, the idea of seeing oneself as justified in taking one’s desire
as a reason for various hopeful activities.3 Bovens enriches the belief-desire account by
adding the element of mental imaging, which is “devotion of mental energy to what
it would be like if some projected state of the world were to materialize.” Agency the-
ories stress personal agency as a pathway to attaining hopedfor ends, and on hope
as enhancing the agency of the individuals who possess it.4 Agency theorists include
philosophers McGeer and Walker, as well as the psychologist C. R. Snyder.5 Walker
stresses that hope is not simply a beliefdesire complex, but an emotional attitude con-
sisting of a variety of hope phenomena—such as plans, imaginings, and expectations.6
All three agency theorists emphasize the motivational force of hope and its connections
with agency. Hope, in their view, can motivate us to rise to challenges and undertake
tasks that are possible, even though not probable. Clearly, however, some of our hopes
outstrip the reach of our agency. For example, we can hope that our team wins, or that
we are approved for a new car loan. Other hopes might engage our agency, yet the ef-
fects of our hope might be minimal, as when we hope for an end to war, animal abuse,
or famine. Addressing this issue, Meirav offers the external factor account of hope,

3 Adrienne Martin, How We Hope: A Moral Psychology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2014).

4 Bovens, “The Value of Hope, 674. Another interesting category of hope theories, here left aside,
are those that I call “receptivity” theories. Receptivity theories do not preclude the importance of
agency for hope, nor roles for hope in promoting and sustaining effective agency. Instead, they are
larger theoretical frameworks within which individual agency and hope’s effects on it are theorized
and contextualized. According to this type of theory, hope is “received from” or “inspired by” external
sources, and then empowers the agency of its possessor. Examples of receptivity theories include those
of the French Christian existentialist Gabriel Marcel, Homo Viator: Introduction to a Metaphysic of
Hope, translated by Peter Smith (Chicago: Gateway Editions, 1978); the East German Marxist Ernst
Bloch, The Principle of Hope, 3 volumes, translated by Neville Plaice, Stephen Plaice, and Paul Knight
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986); the Thomist philosopher Josef Pieper, Faith, Hope, Love (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997) and Hope and History: Five Salzburg Lectures, translated byt Dr. David
Kipp (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994); and the conception of hope attributed to the Crow tribe
by Jonathan Lear in his book, Radical Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006). I leave these theories aside because I believe a more direct focus
on accounts incorporating the belief-desire model is the most promising route for arguing that hope is
a moral virtue. In articulating the belief-desire model, I draw on Snow, “Hope as a Democratic Civic
Virtue.”

5 C. R. Snyder, “Hypothesis: There Is Hope,” in Handbook of Hope: Theory, Measures, and Appli-
cations, edited by C. R. Snyder (San Diego, CA: Academic Press, 2000), 3–21.

6 Walker, Moral Repair, 47–48.
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according to which “hope involves a characteristic attitude toward an external factor,
on whose operation the hoper takes the prospect’s realization to depend causally.”7
To make the case for hope as a moral virtue, we need to go beyond accounts of the

mental states of hopers and explain how we could come to have a disposition to hope.
Elsewhere I have argued that

“Hope” can refer both to an attitude toward particular ends and to a general
disposition. To hope for a particular end is to perceive it as a good, desire
it, regard its occurrence as uncertain—either probable or possible—and use
imagination and agency in efforts to attain it.8

Let me state at the outset that, in arguing that hope is a moral virtue, I will remain
largely neutral about what other factors must be involved in the mental states of
hopers, though I will make points about not hoping for immoral ends and hoping in
the right way. The disposition to hope, in my view, is an entrenched character state
that gives rise to specific hopes; that is, it is the disposition to form mental states
consisting of desires for ends and beliefs that the ends are possible to attain. To be
hopes, these mental states, as just mentioned, must contain elements other than mere
beliefs and desires, for example, imaginings, such as imagining what one’s life would
be like should a desired end obtain.
It is a truism that one can hope well or badly. This is true in practical as well

as in moral senses. I can be impractical in my hopes and hope for things that are
outlandish or that I could never possibly obtain. I can hope for that which is immoral.
If one develops a disposition to hope for impractical things, one will frequently be
disappointed. If one develops a disposition to hope for immoral ends, one’s disposition
cannot be a moral virtue. So how one develops the disposition to hope is important to
a defense of hope as a moral virtue. To have the disposition to hope as a moral virtue
is to be disposed to hope for morally worthy ends. However, given that virtue is often
viewed as a “success” term, a measure of practicality must also be admitted. That is,
as Aristotle has it, to be truly virtuous one must “hit the target” of virtue in a regular
way—phronēsis enables the virtuous to do that. Consequently, to give an account of
hope as a moral virtue, we must explain how we can develop a disposition to hope
for moral ends in a way that is practical—that makes it reasonably possible for us to
attain them.

7 Meirav, “The Nature of Hope,” 216. For further discussion, see Meirav, 230–33. His position is
that hope that p involves the belief that the external factor(s) relevant for the realization of p is/are
good.

8 Snow, “Hope as an Intellectual Virtue,” 153–54.
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II. Developing the Disposition of Hope
Erikson discusses how hope is nurtured in children.9 He believes that persons

progress through eight major stages of life cycle development and proposes a schedule
of virtues for each stage.10 He considers hope to be a virtue that starts developing in
infancy: “We recognize, for example, an inner affinity between the earliest and deepest
mental disturbances and a radical loss of a basic kind of hope.”11 Cultivating hope, or
more precisely, its precursors, in infancy is essential for the subsequent psychosocial
health of the individual. Maternal care is central to the beginnings of hope, and it
is intergenerational: the capacities of mothers to provide care depend on their own
experiences as children. For Erikson, the nurturance of hope, too, is intergenerational.
Moreover, cultivating hope is not simply a matter of teaching children to have specific
hopes for limited objectives. With proper nurturance, children’s hopes evolve from
limited concrete hopes into a broader and more openended attitude of hope.12 This
broader attitude, we can speculate, is the beginnings of the disposition to hope.
Though it seems that trust in one’s caretaker is essential for the earliest glimmers of
hope to emerge,13 Erikson suggests that mature hope can live where confidence and
trust are undermined:

Hope is both the earliest and the most indispensable virtue inherent in the
state of being alive. Others have called this deepest quality confidence, and
I have referred to trust as the earliest positive psychosocial attitude, but if
life is to be sustained hope must remain, even where confidence is wounded,
trust impaired.14

Erikson paints the emergence of hope with broad brushstrokes. McGeer gives more
detailed delineation.15 She draws on the work of psychologist Jerome Bruner to develop
a speculative account of the inculcation of hope through the nurturance of children’s
capacities for agency. She notes that infants and young children have innate capacities
for imitation. Parental scaffolding, that is, the support and guidance that parents
and other caregivers provide to children early in their lives, capitalizes on capacities
to coach children in the successful performance of goal-directed activities. McGeer
writes, “Scaffolding here involves a kind of hopeful pretence.”16 The idea is that parents

9 Erik H. Erikson, Insight and Responsibility: Lectures on the Ethical Implications of Psychoanalytic
Insight (New York: Norton, 1964) and The Life Cycle Completed: Extended Version with New Chapters
on the Ninth Stage of Development by Joan M. Erikson (New York: Norton, 1997).

10 Erikson, The Life Cycle Completed, 31–32, 55–56.
11 Erikson, Insight and Responsibility, 112.
12 Erikson, Insight and Responsibility, 117.
13 See J. W. Santrock, Life-Span Development (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2011), 186–87.
14 Erikson, Insight and Responsibility, 115; italics his.
15 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 105–8.
16 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 106.
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encourage children to perform actions that mimic those performed by adults. Parental
scaffolding involves not only urging the child to explore and perform goal-directed
actions, but also fostering a sense of exploration and adventure, thereby helping the
child to expand the limits of her agential repertoire.
Presumably, children learn how to hope and develop capacities for hope by desiring

specific ends and believing that they can attain them. Hope is built by the child’s
exercising agency in the successful pursuit of these ends. Central to the success of
these activities is trust. Children must trust their parents not to lead them into harmful
or unduly frustrating activities. McGeer notes the special importance of two factors
to this process.17 The first is that parents must not only cognitively challenge their
children, they must also provide them with emotional support when needed. The child
who is afraid needs to be encouraged; the child who is hurt needs comforting; and
the child who is successful in achieving agential goals needs to be shown approval and
given positive feedback. The second important factor is that parents need to model to
children how to tolerate frustration when goals are not met.
Teaching the ability to overcome or sidestep frustration and other negative emotions,

such as disappointment or dejection, is crucial to developing hope. The child in whom
hope takes root is resilient and cognitively savvy. She imitates parents in persevering
in the pursuit of attainable goals, as well as in recognizing when goals should be
abandoned or adjusted, and is similarly savvy and flexible in her use of means to goal
achievement. All of this is consistent with Snyder’s agency-pathways theory of hope,
according to which high hopers (those who hope well) exhibit cognitive flexibility—the
ability to readjust goals and the means to them when confronted with obstacles, as
well as the emotional wherewithal to “bounce back”—to continue hoping and not sink
into torpor or despair—when hopes are frustrated.
Three central themes emerge from our consideration of Erikson and McGeer. First,

early care is essential for cultivating hope. Second, the child should form a secure
attachment with her caregiver that provides a supportive base from which early ex-
plorations of her environment and the concomitant development of her own capacities
can take place. Third, nurturing the child’s nascent capacities for goal formation and
pursuit, as well as for effective agency, are intimately bound with the development of
hope. It would seem, then, that guiding and encouraging in children habits of explo-
ration through action in a context of parental care and support in which children can
trust, is a way of cultivating in them a disposition to hope—to form specific hopes
that are practical in the sense that, given the child’s burgeoning agential capacities, he
or she can reasonably expect to attain them, and can expect to grow in her capacities
both as an agent and as a good hoper.

17 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 107–8.
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III. Hope as a Moral Virtue
The previous two sections sketch an explanatory framework that I believe is needed

to argue that hope is a moral virtue. In the first section, we garnered insights into
the mental states of hopers and stated what we take the disposition to hope to be.
In the second section, we drew on other work to offer a developmental account of the
formation of this disposition.
In the rest of this section, I will argue that the disposition to hope as articulated in

parts I and II is part of a conception of hope as a moral virtue in a broadly Aristotelian
sense.18 Two important caveats should be mentioned. First, hope is not among the
virtues listed in Book IV of the Nicomachean Ethics. Nonetheless, Gravlee makes
the case that hope does appear in Aristotle’s work.19 Whether hope appears in the
Aristotelian corpus is not my concern here. Whether hope can plausibly be considered
a virtue along broadly Aristotelian lines is.
My second caveat is that, even if hope can be construed as a broadly Aristotelian

virtue, it is an imperfect fit, at least as regards the Aristotelian scheme of a virtue as an
intermediate state between a single, clearly identified vice of excess and a similarly clear
vice of deficiency.20 Aquinas, for example, believes that hope lies between the extremes
of presumption, which is the certainty that good things are to come, and despair, which
is the certainty that they won’t.21 For Aquinas, we hope to achieve unification with
God at the eschaton. Presumption is the certainty that we will achieve this; despair,
the conviction that we won’t. Some philosophers question whether hope fits nicely as
a mean between extremes in this way. For example, Govier considers four opposites of

18 For or other accounts of hope as an Aristotelian virtue, see Stan van Hooft, Hope (Durham,
UK: Acumen Publishing Limited, 2011), and Barbro Fröding, “Hope as a Virtue in an Aristotelian
Context,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology 19, no. 3 (2012): 183–86. Unlike my account, van
Hooft maintains that hope is an intellectual virtue and is a mean between the extremes of presumption
on one hand and despair and recognition on the other (see van Hooft, Hope, 2–4, 44–45). Fröding
argues that to be virtuous in the Aristotelian sense, one must develop one’s capacity for hope, and this
is connected with the need for self-care in order to be virtuous (see Fröding, “Hope as a Virtue,” 184).
For an argument that hope is a virtue, though not in an Aristotelian sense, see Adam Kadlac, “The
Virtue of Hope,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 18 (2015): 337–54. For an argument against the
view that hope is a moral virtue that is based in the work of Aquinas, see Christopher A. Bobier, “Why
Hope Is Not a Moral Virtue: Aquinas’s Insight,” Ratio 32, no. 2 (2018): 214–32.

19 See Scott Gravlee, “Aristotle on Hope,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 38, no. 4 (2000):
461–77.

20 In this paragraph, I draw on Snow, “Hope as a Democratic Civic Virtue.”
21 See Aquinas, Summa, Question 17.
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hope: despair, fear, cynicism, and pessimism.22 Given the complexities of these issues,
I do not insist that hope is an intermediate between only two vices.
My argument that hope can be a broadly Aristotelian moral virtue rests on the

following claims: (1) it is possible to give an account of the developmental trajectory
of hope that is consistent with the (admittedly few) comments that Aristotle makes
about how moral virtue is acquired; (2) in this developmental account, one can chart a
progression from having hope as a natural virtue to having hope as a moral virtue, that
is, a virtue informed by phronēsis or something like it, as well as identify bad forms
of hoping to which deficiencies of reason contribute; (3) the motivations and ends
characteristic of hope as a moral virtue are consistent with the kinds of motivations
and ends of virtues in a broadly Aristotelian sense; and (4) having the disposition of
hope is partly constitutive of flourishing lives.
Let us begin with (1) and (2). As is well known, Aristotle gives scant advice about

how moral virtues are acquired. In Book II of the Nicomachean Ethics he argues that
virtuous states of character are acquired through habituation and practice that train
us to take pleasure in virtuous actions; this implies roles for parents and families in cul-
tivating virtue in the young.23 He even states that legislators try to make citizens good
through habituation.24 Though much of his advice is directed toward helping people to
achieve the mean and avoid excess and deficiency, a crucial part of his account, for our
purposes, is the necessity of moving from mere conformity to genuine understanding.25
At some point in our developmental trajectory, we must perform virtuous actions as
the virtuous person does, with knowledge and understanding of what we are doing and
why we are doing it, and not because someone has told us what to do, or because we
are merely imitating someone else. As Aristotle puts it, “To be a grammarian, then,
we must both produce something grammatical and produce it in the way in which the
grammarian produces it, i.e., expressing grammatical knowledge that is in us.”26 This
is consistent with remarks in Book VI, in which Aristotle distinguishes natural from
full virtue.27 Natural virtue is not informed by phronēsis, or practical wisdom, and can

22 Trudy Govier, “Hope and Its Opposites,” Journal of Social Philosophy 42, no. 3 (2011): 239–53.
Bovens (personal conversation, December 28, 2014) suggests that fear, as well as despair, is a contrary
of hope. For discussions of the complexities of hope, see also Baruch Spinoza, Spinoza Selections, edited
by John Wild (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958), 270; David Hume, A Treatise of Human
Nature, edited by P. H. Nidditch (Clarendon Press: Oxford, England, 1978, 439–48); Day, “Hope,” and
“More about Hope and Fear”; and Hirokazu Miyazaki, “The Economy of Hope: An Introduction,” in
The Economy of Hope, Hirokazu Miyazaki and Richard Swedberg, editors (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 3.

23 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, translated by Terence Irwin (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing
Company, 1985), 1103a15ff.

24 Nicomachean Ethics, 1103b5.
25 Nicomachean Ethics, 1105a17–25.
26 Nicomachean Ethics, 1105a25.
27 Nicomachean Ethics, 1144b3–10.
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be possessed by children and even animals. Only when one has acquired phronēsis can
one be said to have virtue in the full sense.
This account meshes well with the more detailed perspective on the development

of hope offered by Erikson and McGeer. McGeer’s remarks, especially, focus heavily
on the development of hope through parentally guided action. Though she does not
foreground rationality in her account, the development of children’s rational capacities
proceeds hand in hand with the development of their traits. As they learn how to be
generous, kind, compassionate, and so on, they at first do as they are told by parents
or mimic their parents’ interactions. Eventually (one hopes), they come to understand
the value of virtuous action and act virtuously for its own sake. Reason is key to
their acquiring this understanding. The same is true of hope—children develop hope
as they develop their agential capacities with the support of parental scaffolding, but
eventually, they become effective agents and good hopers in their own right.28 They
are able to do this—to become good hopers as well as develop in other virtues—by
increasingly using reason in their judgments and choices of whether and how to act.
McGeer’s account of how hope develops, I believe, is compatible with multiple roles
for reason. To see this, let us examine her remarks more closely.
McGeer not only discusses good hoping but is also sensitive to ways in which the

cultivation of hope can go wrong, causing children to become bad hopers. Her remarks
on bad hoping shed light on roles for reason in virtuous hoping. She discusses wishful
and willful hoping, both of which are bad.29 She sums up the deficiencies of wishful
hoping, also called the “hope of desire” as follows:

The most glaring defect of wishful hope can be summarized as a failure to
take on the full responsibilities of agency in both formulating and working
toward the realization of one’s hopes. One’s capacity for formulating hopes
is corrupted through their becoming attached in undisciplined ways to pure
desire, and one’s capacity for realizing hopes is corrupted by an overreliance
on external intervention to secure one’s hoped-for ends.30

In short, wishful hopers are deficient in two ways: their desires are fanciful and
impractical, and their capacity for effective agency in realizing their desires has been
impaired by too much dependency on the agency of others.

28 Exactly how this occurs is an interesting question. Two possibilities can be identified: parental
scaffolding helps the child to act confidently which then, in a second step, leads the child to develop a
sense of hope, or parental scaffolding directly supports the child’s development of hopes. I think the two
are closely related, and that further thought and perhaps empirical work would be needed to ascertain
whether the development of confidence is an intermediate step in the development of hope. I think it
not unlikely that confidence comes first, and hope follows. Thanks to Titus Stahl for raising this issue.

29 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 109–24.
30 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 115.
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Willful hoping is the other form of bad hoping. McGeer labels this “the hope of fear,”
and maintains that it is intimately bound with unreflective dread and ego-anxiety.31
According to her,

Willful hopers invest all their energy in the achievement of their ends … hav-
ing little understanding of the self-aggrandizing passions that often drive
them to those ends. Willful hopers are therefore quite disciplined in the
way they reason from means to ends… But they are also quite unreflective
and sometimes unscrupulous, about the impact on self and others of the
means they use, always justifying these in terms of the ends pursued. More-
over, they are also quite unreflective, indeed often self-deceived, about their
reasons for valuing such ends.32

By contrast with wishful hopers, who seem inept in both desire formulation and in
their practical abilities to realize their hopes, willful hopers, whose hope is motivated
by “self-protective dread or fear” seem neurotically driven to achieve their ends, blind
to the passions that animate them, and impervious to the devastation the pursuit
of their plans might cause.33 Unsurprisingly, both wishful and willful hopers can be
created by defective parental scaffolding.34 Since both forms of hoping are defective,
neither could count as virtuous hoping.
Why are they defective? A lack of discipline seems to be at the heart of wishful

hoping. The wishful hoper is undisciplined in both formulating and realizing her hopes.
In formulating her hopes, she allows herself to be guided by “pure” desire, and in
realizing her hopes, she relies too much on external factors. Both deficiencies can be
attributed to a lack of effective practical reason. In the virtuous, and even in the
continent, practical reason guides desire. In the virtuous, of course, practical reason
and desire are in harmony; in the continent, reason masters wayward desire. The
wishful hoper seems to be incontinent, allowing whatever rational control she has to
be overwhelmed by her desire for a hoped-for end. In formulating her hopes, the wishful
hoper is not guided by reason, and in realizing them, her rational agency seems to be in
abeyance. The wishful hoper cannot be virtuous because reason has too little influence
on how she hopes.
Lack of discipline does not seem to be the problem of the willful hoper, yet defi-

ciencies in reason directly explain why willful hoping goes awry. As McGeer notes in
the passage quoted above, willful hopers are unreflective about the reasons for their
ends and the impact the pursuit of those ends can have on themselves and on others.35
Willful hope seems to be blind hope— hope that is neither informed nor restrained by
reason.

31 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 114.
32 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 115–16.
33 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 116.
34 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 113, 116.
35 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 115–16.
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If both of these bad ways of hoping are caused, in some significant sense, by defi-
ciencies in reason, is there a form of good hoping in which reason plays a central role?
McGeer discusses responsive hoping, a form of good hope that she calls “the hope of
care.”36 Responsive hoping has both intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions. The
intrapersonal features of good hoping include clear-sighted, yet imaginative engage-
ment with reality, resilience, flexibility, and the willingness to stretch one’s agential
capacities. McGeer avers that “peer scaffolding” is paramount for the interpersonal
aspects of good hoping.37 Peer scaffolding is a form of interpersonal support that sup-
plants the structures of parental scaffolding. It is made possible by being part of a
community of self-scaffolding hopers—sympathetic, caring others who support one in
one’s hopes by helping one to formulate and pursue hopes in a positive way. Peer scaf-
folding helps to keep one on the “straight and narrow” and away from the pitfalls of
wishful and willful hoping, as well as to cope with the debilitating emotions that can
result when hopes are not realized. Perhaps most importantly, creating a community of
responsive hopers fosters clarity—clarity about the limits of our own agency and those
of others.38 All of this points to the importance of care in being a responsive hoper.
Care is, in a sense, at the bottom of responsive hoping.39 We must care for ourselves
as well as for others in our guise as agential hopers. This care helps us continually to
develop as responsive hopers—to progress in what McGeer calls “the art of good hope.”
McGeer’s remarks do not directly advocate roles for practical wisdom in good hope.

Instead, responsive hoping stresses roles for friends and community in the develop-
ment of good hope. This, of course, is consistent with Aristotle’s account of the value
of friends, especially friends of good character, and his idea that the flourishing of
individuals is not possible outside of the polis. Yet we can also argue that reason has
key roles to play in responsive hoping. Just as parental scaffolding affords guidance
to youngsters who have not fully developed reason, so, too, peer scaffolding offers the
benefits of collective wisdom to those whose hopes could suffer from rational deficits.
Even adults can suffer from deficiencies in hoping—sometimes we desire hoped-for ends
too strongly, which causes us to overestimate the probability that we will attain them.
Sometimes we are unrealistic in identifying the ends for which we hope. Sometimes
we overestimate the effects of our agency on attaining hoped-for ends, or, conversely,
underestimate the impact of our own efforts and rely too heavily on external factors.
These are cases in which our own powers of reason have become occluded. In such
cases, selfcorrection can be difficult. Our wayward hopes can be adjusted by receiving
advice from others, who care about us and are willing to offer us the benefit of their
own clear-sighted reason.
To sum up the argument that a hope is a moral virtue thus far, I’ve argued for (1)

and (2) in that I’ve briefly sketched Aristotle’s account of how moral virtue is acquired,
36 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 122.
37 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 118.
38 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 118.
39 McGeer, “The Art of Good Hope,” 118.
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and have noted similarities with the more detailed account of the development of
hope given by McGeer. A key feature of how virtue is acquired, for Aristotle, is the
development of phronēsis and its integration into virtue. This transforms natural into
full virtue. Similarly, practical reason has roles to play in the development of hope, for it
is reasonable to think that hope follows the developmental trajectory of other virtues as
children develop their rational capacities along with traits such as generosity, kindness,
and compassion. Further consideration of McGeer’s remarks reveals how deficiencies in
reason contribute, in different ways, to two forms of bad hoping, and how the collective
wisdom afforded by peers can guide and correct adult hopers in ways that supplement
the functions of parental scaffolding in childhood. McGeer’s rich account, I believe,
allows for reason to inform good hoping in ways of which Aristotle would approve.
Let us turn now to point (3) in the argument that hope is a moral virtue, namely,

that the motivations and ends characteristic of hope as a moral virtue are consistent
with the kinds of motivations and ends that Aristotle requires of other moral virtues.
The first step in the argument is to note that neither the disposition to hope nor specific
hopes need always be virtues or virtuous. For Aristotle as well as for many other virtue
ethicists, virtues are orientations toward the good. Thus, the courage of a thief, for
example, is a trait, not a virtue, since it is oriented toward the bad end of stealing
another’s property. This is true of dispositions as well as actions. Consequently, if my
disposition to hope is oriented toward a bad end, say, the dominance of neo-Nazism,
it does not count as a virtue. The same is true of my particular hopes for bad ends,
such as the end that my enemy should suffer, and any actions expressing hope that I
might perform in the pursuit of that end, such as poisoning his tea.
On this point I part ways with Kadlac, who, in an interesting paper, argues that

hope is a virtue, though not in an Aristotelian sense.40 Kadlac bases his analysis of the
value of hope in large part on Robert Adams’s account of structural virtues:

Structural virtues, such as courage and self-control, are not defined by
particular goods or evils one is for or against, but rather by types of strength
in rational self-government. A structural virtue is not a matter of having
one’s heart in the right place, but of being excellently able and willing
to govern one’s life in accordance with one’s own central aims and values,
whatever they are. Corresponding to structural virtues are what we may
call structural vices. They consist not in opposition or indifference to specific
goods, but in deficiency in strengths of self-government. Thus, cowardice
and incontinence, respectively, are deficiencies of strengths in governing
oneself in the face of danger or temptation in general. In this way they are
vices of weakness.41

40 Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 348–49.
41 Robert Merrihew Adams, A Theory of Virtue: Excellence in Being for the Good (New York:

Oxford University Press, 37; emphasis his), quoted in Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 342.

177



Kadlac quotes a part of this passage, but not the whole of it, stopping with the
phrase “one’s central aims and values.” I reproduce the entire passage here because I
think Kadlac should have paid more attention to Adams’s remarks on vice—a point I
will pursue in a moment.
Hope, in my view, is what Adams calls a “motivational” virtue: “Motivational virtues

are defined in terms of goods one is for, or evils one is against, in having them, as
benevolence, for example, is excellence in being for the good of other persons.”42 I take
it that this way of thinking about motivational virtues is roughly compatible with an
Aristotelian approach, and suggest, to use Adams’s framing, that hope is excellence
in being oriented toward the attainment of goods. Thus I do not think that hope is a
structural virtue in Adams’s sense.
Yet Kadlac opts for the view that hope is a structural virtue in this sense. Immedi-

ately following the truncated version of the passage quoted above, Kadlac writes,

In the same way, hope can have myriad objects because we can hope for
myriad things. However, as I will argue, the value of hope does not lie in the
goodness of its object but rather in its effect on one who hopes—the ways in
which it helps one to accurately assess future possibilities, persevere in the
pursuit of one’s ends, and relate to other human beings in life-enhancing
ways.43

I agree with this to a great extent but think Kadlac goes awry in denying that the
value of hope does not lie in the goodness of its object or end. Commenting on the
possibility that a terrorist might display courage in the name of doing God’s will, he
states that the terrorist could overcome considerable amounts of fear for the sake of
doing what he perceives as good, and that we might recognize his courage as a virtue
and even grudgingly admire it. We can condemn his behavior as evil even as we find
it inspiring. He then extends this analysis to hope, contending that “[i]f such a view of
courage is plausible, it seems that a similar assessment would be available to us when
individuals hope for things that we do not believe to be good. We can recognize that
hope as virtuous without necessarily endorsing its content.”44
This argument apparently reduces our evaluations of the goodness of hope to as-

sessments of form, or of the manner in which actions are undertaken. This is suggested
by other remarks that Kadlac makes about terrorists’ commitment, perseverance, and
tenacity in the pursuit of their ends.45 Because we can admire these aspects of their
dispositions and actions, Kadlac seems to suggest, we are justified in judging their
courage and their hope to be virtuous. I disagree. We might be tempted to admire
their courage, commitment, perseverance, and tenacity, though even there I think the

42 Adams, A Theory of Virtue, 37.
43 Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 342.
44 Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 348.
45 Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 348.
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value of these qualities as aids to rational self-government is undercut by their be-
ing used in the service of an evil end. The main point, however, is that hope is not
functioning as a structural virtue in this case. Courage, commitment, tenacity, and
perseverance are. Hope is that which gives content to the terrorists’ activities. The
other virtues give it form and structure. The disposition of hope is functioning as a
motivator, but in the case of the terrorists, it cannot be a virtue because it has oriented
them toward an end that is not a genuine good. The disposition to hope as a moral
virtue enables us to identify proper objects of particular hopes. So, contra Kadlac’s
statement, quoted above, we cannot recognize that hope is morally virtuous unless we
can endorse its content.
Moreover, if hope is a structural and not a motivational virtue, on what grounds,

apart from the content of hope’s ends, would we be justified in deeming the hope of
the terrorists to be vicious? We would be forced to make this assessment on purely
structural grounds, that is, grounds of form. We could condemn their actions as vicious
only if they were noncommittal, lackadaisical, flaccid, and lacking in perseverance and
tenacity. Suffice it to say that most virtue ethicists who have written on hope, and
certainly virtue ethicists inspired by Aristotle, look to content to make judgments of
virtue and vice. Strength of commitment and intensity of desire alone do not provide us
with a warrant to overlook the actual content of a disposition or an action in evaluating
it as virtuous or vicious.
Kadlac comes close to raising what I take to be the decisive objection against the

view that hope for bad ends can be virtuous: “One might object to this conclusion on
the grounds that the realistic nature of hope is undermined if we grant that genuine
hope can coexist with false views about the good.”46 This comes close to the central
issue, but does not address it squarely. The problem from a virtue ethical perspective
with taking hope for bad ends to be virtuous is not that such hopes, which rely on false
views about the good, are unrealistic (though that is problematic), it is that the ends
themselves are bad. One might, in fact, regard it as worse when the terrorist hopes
with great commitment, perseverance, and tenacity to bring about a bad end than
when she hopes noncommittally, lackadaisically, and so on. It is worse because she is
more entrenched in evil and error. If her commitment wavers, she could, perhaps, be
persuaded to see the error of her ways and be brought to a genuine appreciation of
what is truly good.
Thus far I have sought to argue that (3) the motivations and ends characteristic of

hope as a moral virtue are consistent with the kinds of motivations and ends of virtues
in a broadly Aristotelian sense. The overall gist of the argument has been that having
bad motivations and ends disqualifies dispositional hope as well as specific hopes from
being considered virtuous. But further refinement is needed. What about what Kadlac
calls “idle” hopes? These are hopes that are not very important or valuable. As he
puts it, “[I]n order for hope to plausibly be considered virtuous, it must engage us in

46 Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 348.
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a particularly strong way… [I]n order to be regarded as virtuous, a hope must not be
idle.”47 Clearly some idle hopes are morally neutral, and neither virtuous nor vicious.
My hope for good weather for the parade seems to fit into this category. It is not
especially virtuous, since it is not of great moment. If it rains, I won’t be devastated,
though I might be a bit disappointed. For all practical purposes, many hopes that
are like this might be indistinguishable from wishes and seem to express nothing of
particular importance about our characters. Yet this is not true of all idle hopes; the
motivations for some could indeed reveal something about character.48 Suppose that
I hope that it rains on the parade because I am spiteful and want to spoil people’s
fun. My idle hope links up with other, larger hopes that are morally unworthy and
reveals viciousness in my character. The specific hope that it rain on the parade might
not engage me deeply, yet is expressive of something unsavory about me—pettiness
or mean-spiritedness. Similarly, I might have an idle hope that a colleague encounters
obstacles in her career advancement. This hope, too, says something negative about
my character—that I am jealous or envious of her. By contrast, suppose that she and I
have “locked horns” in the past. As she goes up for promotion, I sincerely hope that she
gets it. Perhaps the motivation for my hope is selfish—if she gets the promotion, she
will be out of my department and I will no longer have to see her on a daily basis. If she
has gratuitously created trouble for me in the past, this hope might not be immoral.
It could simply be prudential or common sense. Perhaps, though, my motivation is
morally good—I seek to “be big about it,” to put the past behind us and wish her
well. Or the motivation for my hope could combine a selfish motivation—the desire
to be rid of her—with a morally good motivation—the desire to lay the past to rest
and move on with a clean slate. So there are circumstances in which even idle hopes,
though they do not strongly engage us, can reveal virtue or vice in our characters.
Remarks about (3) naturally lead to a discussion of (4) how having the disposition

of hope is partly constitutive of flourishing lives. Conceptions of flourishing differ, and
what counts as a flourishing life is a matter of much debate. The Stoics provide an
interesting counterexample to the notion that hope is partly constitutive of flourishing
lives—they are resigned to their fate in the universe, come what may, and are not
hopeful, but flourish nonetheless.49
In the spirit of Aristotelianism embraced here, I believe that hope is an important

part of a flourishing life that is characterized by self-actualization and wholehearted
engagement with one’s life circumstances. Having hope is part of a positive, forward-
looking outlook that is open to future possibilities and positions the hoper to engage
her cognitive, affective, imaginative, and agential capacities in efforts to attain future

47 Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 338.
48 Here again, I part ways with Kadlac, who states, “Even if we should acknowledge the existence

of idle hopes, it seems implausible to think that their possession is a good reason to praise someone’s
character,” Kadlac, “The Virtue of Hope,” 341. By contrast, I think that idle hopes can and sometimes
do reveal good and bad aspects of character.

49 Thanks to Claudia Blöser for calling this to my attention.
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goods. To see how this orientation is partly constitutive of flourishing, contrast it
with someone who lacks hope. Such people can be despairing, apathetic, or lethargic,
floating through life in a kind of anomie. Alternatively, they can be cynical about
future possibilities. Such lives are devoid of zest, vibrancy, and uplift. The lives of such
people might not be blighted but they are not self-actualizing—they live their lives
with diminished energy and engagement. They are not wholeheartedly ensconced in
the human scene.50

Conclusion
In this essay, I have argued that hope is a moral virtue in a broadly Aristotelian sense.

Elsewhere I have argued that hope can be an intellectual virtue and a democratic civic
virtue.51 In arguing that hope can be a democratic civic virtue as well as an intellectual
virtue, my aim was not to adopt a modular approach to virtues such as that endorsed by
Adams.52 Adams makes two causal claims that I do not think provide a promising way
of explaining hope.53 The first is that behavioral dispositions are modular in that they
are mutually independent and domain-specific. The second is that such modules can be
“added together to form a more inclusive composite disposition.”54 The outline offered
here of the development of hope favors a more broad-based approach and is credible
as a naturalistic account of how people come to have hope. The capacity to hope is an
innate part of our natural endowments, which, through proper care and nurture, can
become dispositional and cause its possessors to perceive, think, feel, desire, and act
in ways characteristic of hope as a moral virtue. When applied in different domains
of life, such as the political domain in a democracy, or the intellectual domain, hope
can be a democratic civic virtue or an intellectual virtue.55 Though these virtues can

50 Far more could be said about hope and flourishing. For example, can one hope for bad ends, yet
flourish? Can one have false hopes, yet flourish? Unfortunately, space limitations preclude discussion of
these issues.

51 See Snow, “Hope as an Intellectual Virtue,” and “Hope as a Democratic Civic Virtue.”
52 Adams, A Theory of Virtue, 125–27.
53 Adams, A Theory of Virtue, 125–27.
54 Adams, A Theory of Virtue, 126. I do not know what it means to “add” virtues that are operative

in one domain to those operative in another to form a “composite” virtue. Though I make no claims
about the modularity of virtuous dispositions, I adopt the view that virtues that are at first operative
in one domain can be generalized throughout different domains. See Snow, Virtue as Social Intelligence:
An Empirically Grounded Theory (New York: Routledge Press), “How Habits Make Us Virtuous,” in
Developing the Virtues: Integrating Perspectives, edited by Julia Annas, Darcia Narvaez, and Nancy E.
Snow (New York: Oxford University Press), 135–56; and “From Ordinary Virtue to Aristotelian Virtue,”
in The Theory and Practice of Virtue Education, edited by Tom Harrison and David Walker (London:
Routledge), 67–81.

55 I am not claiming that all of those who are disposed to have hope in the domains of democratic
politics or intellectual life always possess a virtue. There are many ways in which dispositions to hope,
in all areas of life, can go awry and fail to be virtuous.
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be further described and theorized in terms of the different domains to which they are
applicable, they are, I surmise, not essentially separate from hope in the sense explored
here. Fully explaining these relations is a project for another day.56
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Chapter Eleven: Hope in
Contemporary Psychology
Matthew W. Gallagher, Johann M. D’Souza, and Angela L. Richardson

A History of Hope in Psychology
Hope has been a topic of interest to philosophers for centuries and has been widely

and increasingly examined within psychology in the past century as an important and
adaptive trait. In this chapter, we briefly review different models of hope in psychology
from the past century before focusing on C. R. Snyder’s (2002) model of hope, which is
now the most widely studied and empirically supported model of hope within psychol-
ogy. Then, we will review how hope is typically assessed in psychological research and
clinical practice, what we have learned about hope so far, and finally, the trajectory
of future hope research.

Early Models of Hope in Psychology
As the discipline of psychology developed in the early twentieth century, opinions

on whether hope was adaptive or harmful were quite mixed. Sigmund Freud took a
view consistent with that of Nietzsche: he described hope as a delusion with too much
connection to religion (Freud 1928). However, another founder of modern psychology,
Carl Jung, described hope as one of the “highest achievements of human effort” (Jung
1933).
Progressively over the course of the twentieth century, psychologists began to de-

velop a more positive perspective on hope as a psychological trait and resource. In 1959,
Karl Menninger addressed the American Psychiatric Association on the importance of
hope in the science of mental health and how to promote recovery from mental illness.
Menninger (1959) highlighted how the existing literature and practice guidelines had
few positive references about the need for mental health professionals to instill hope
when working with patients, because he believed that building and facilitating hope
was a crucial factor in promoting recovery from mental illness. Thus, his lecture be-
came a call for the psychological community to consider and better understand how
psychologists and psychiatrist can promote hope, and how hope in turn may help to
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promote mental health and recovery from mental illness. He stated that hope is vital
in the clinical practice of psychology as it allows the patient to make more comprehen-
sive and accurate goals for treatment instead of simply passively expecting the best,
or conversely, the worst. Although conceptualizations of hope within psychology have
evolved considerably since Menninger’s call for action, his statement helped spur hope
research in the subsequent decades.
After Menninger’s address, hope was increasingly studied in psychology, and nu-

merous theories of hope were developed starting in the 1960s and continuing into the
1970s and 1980s (Callina, Snow, and Murray 2017). Mowrer emphasized hope’s role
in learning and behavior in his two-factor theory of learning. In this theory, hope is
conceptualized as an anticipatory response associated with the expectation of a more
favorable outcome (Mowrer 1960). As the construct of hope continued to be studied,
more researchers began to view hope less as an emotion and more as a component
of one’s cognitive processes. For example, Erickson viewed hope as a thought process,
starting at birth that guides individuals toward their goals (Erickson 1964).
Others have viewed hope as a cognitive process in which the probability of a goal

being actualized is evaluated based on importance, resources, and goals (Stotland 1969;
Gottschalk 1974). One of the first major theoretical treatises on hope was The Psychol-
ogy of Hope by Stotland (1969). Stotland conceptualized hope as a cognitive process
related to positive expectations of goal attainment that is accompanied by positive
emotions such as motivation. According to Stotland’s theory, hope is dependent upon
the predictability and the importance of the goal. This theory emphasized the role of
goals in the study of motivation. While Stotland’s conceptualization of hope reinforced
the view of hope as a goal-oriented process or trait, there was still uncertainty as to
how individuals develop hope and how to distinguish hope from other attitudes of
positive expectation such as optimism.
This work was followed by Staats (1989), who conceptualized hope as both a cogni-

tive and affective trait. Staats’s theory posited that the cognitive side of hope results
from an interaction between one’s expectations and wishes, while the affective side of
hope encompasses one’s expectation of experiencing negative and positive affect. High
hope therefore comes from high levels of both cognitive and affective components. As
hope involves expectations as well as positive affect, Staats’s theory of hope differen-
tiated hope from optimism, with the latter conceptualized as a more general positive
expectation of the future.
A more recent theory from Averill, Catlin, and Chon (1990) conceptualized hope as

an emotion, the meaning of which is dependent on the social and cultural environment.
According to this theory, hope is best utilized when the individual appreciates the
importance of her goal and the goal is acceptable in her society. The motivational
component of hope in this theoretical approach is similar to Staats’s theory of hope,
however Averill and colleagues emphasize the contribution of society and culture on
individual motivation.
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Other models of hope have demonstrated its utility in the clinical world. Jerome
Frank began to emphasize its important role in psychotherapy in his seminal writings
on underlying principles across diverse forms of psychotherapy (Frank 1968; Frank
and Frank 1993). Frank argued that hope’s foundation in positive expectations of goal
achievement is vital for effective psychotherapy, positive treatment outcomes, and
better therapist-client working alliance. Another theory of hope studied hope in the
context of nursing, specifically helping those with chronic illness use hope as a coping
skill (Herth 1991). In this model, hope is described as multidimensional, with differ-
ent attributes (experiential, spiritual, relational, and rational) that enable the hopeful
individual to have a subjectively realistic and significant expectation of positive out-
comes (Dufault and Martocchio 1985; Herth 2000). Herth subsequently expanded on
this model to develop the Hope Process Framework, a set of guidelines for hope inter-
ventions aimed at increasing feelings of hope in cancer patients (Herth 2000).
Conceptualizations of hope in psychology therefore shifted over decades from early

perspectives in which hope was viewed as a maladaptive trait of the naïve to a more
positive view of hope as an adaptive resource that predicted and promoted positive
outcomes across many domains. At the same time as psychologists, psychiatrists, and
nurses developed models and measures of hope that emphasized the benefits of hope,
psychological theories of hope also increasingly conceptualized hope as a cognitive
process or trait rather than an emotional process as lay perspectives and definitions of
hope often emphasize. The pivotal development that advanced the science and practice
of hope within psychology was when Snyder developed a new model of hope, which
incorporated some ideas from early models of hope but represented a distinct approach
to conceptualizing hope, and this model has now driven hope research in psychology
over the past three decades.

Snyder’s Model of Hope
Although there have been several theoretical conceptualizations of hope within psy-

chology, many of which continue to be studied empirically, the model proposed by
Snyder has the most theoretical and empirical support by far (Rose and Sieben 2017).
Snyder’s model has been the object of empirical testing for nearly thirty years and has
led to a dramatic improvement in our understanding of how hope influences outcomes
in many life contexts (Gallagher and Lopez 2017; Snyder 2000; Snyder 2002; Snyder et
al. 1991). Snyder began his research on hope building the prevailing understanding of
hope as “the perception that one can reach desired goals” (Snyder, Rand, and Sigmon
2017). This interest in goals was sparked while Snyder was studying how one distances
themselves from negative emotions associated with mistakes in the form of excuses
(Snyder, Higgins, and Stucky 1983). However, Snyder noticed that participants would
connect themselves to positive outcomes in addition to distancing themselves from
negative outcomes through forming goals (Snyder 2002). Later, as Snyder interviewed
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people about their goals, he discovered that hopeful people would often discuss both
their motivation and the specific strategies by which they would achieve their goals.
To incorporate these two components into the definition of hope, Snyder developed
a model of hope as a two-fold cognitive trait that represents the ability to identify
strategies to achieve one’s goals (i.e., pathways thinking) and to have the motivation
and determination to successfully implement those pathways (i.e., agency thinking) to
achieve the goals (Snyder 2002; Snyder et al. 1991).
The components of Snyder’s definition are straightforward; however, it is important

to explore how pathways and agency interact to form the higher order construct of
hope. First, Snyder’s model of hope adopts the widely held and empirically supported
perspective that human actions are largely driven by the identification and pursuit
of goals (Little, Salmela-Aro, and Phillips 2017; Maslow 1943). Within this under-
standing of human motivation, attainment of goals must be seen as possible but not
guaranteed. Second, Snyder conceptualizes hope primarily as a cognitive trait rather
than an emotional process or outcome, in that pathways and agency are described as
cognitive resources. Pathways refers to the ability to think of specific ways to achieve
goals and is exemplified by thoughts such as “I’ll find a way to a solution” (Snyder,
Rand, and Sigmon 2017). People with high hope are better able to generate alternative
pathways to their goals in the face of obstacles. Agency refers to the ability to imple-
ment one’s pathways in order to achieve the goal. This includes both initiating and
maintaining goal-directed behavior and is exemplified by thoughts like “I can do this”
(Snyder 2000). When facing obstacles, people high in hope are better able to choose
and implement a particular pathway, and are also flexible and capable of recognizing
when it is necessary to disengage from one approach in order to pursue an alternative
pathway. The pathways and agency components work in tandem when an individual
is pursuing their goals.
Although hope is not conceptualized as an emotion in Snyder’s model, the role of

emotions is clearly articulated in the model and hope is hypothesized to be a key
factor in determining emotional outcomes. Achieving one’s goals should be accompa-
nied by positive emotions, whereas failure to achieve goals should result in negative
emotions. These emotions would be expected to influence subsequent pathways and
agency thoughts through positive and negative reinforcement, which could result in
the person modifying the strategy to achieve the goal. Consistent with this theory,
many empirical studies have found a significant moderate to high positive correlation
between hope and positive emotions and a significant moderate to high negative corre-
lation between hope and negative emotions (Alarcon, Bowling, and Khazon 2013). The
interaction between pathways and agency thoughts and positive or negative emotions
could influence an individual’s behavior from a young age, specifically in how they
connect their goals to outcomes (Snyder, Rand, and Sigmon 2017).
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Measures of Hope
As the concept of hope became more refined, psychologists also made great strides

in developing valid and reliable measures of hope, which has helped psychologists,
in research and practice assess levels of hope and observe associations between hope
and other facets of mental health and illness. We first review scales developed from
Snyder’s hope model, as these are the most widely used assessment tools for measuring
hope in psychology, and then we review additional hope measures that have promising
empirical support.

Snyder’s Measures of Hope
There are three primary hope scales that have been developed to assess hope as

conceptualized in Snyder’s theoretical framework. The first is the Adult Dispositional
Hope Scale, which is often known as the Adult Hope Scale (AHS; Snyder et al. 1991).
Snyder’s Adult Hope Scale has four pathways items, such as “I can think of many ways
to get out of a jam,” four agency items, such as “I energetically pursue my goals,” and
four distraction items, such as “I feel tired most of the time,” all rated on an 8-point
Likert scale. This scale has demonstrated high validity and reliability (Snyder 2002). A
recent meta-analysis using sixteen studies reported the internal consistency at α = .82
(Hellman, Pittman, and Munoz 2013). The Adult Hope Scale has demonstrated conver-
gent and discriminant validity as well as structural validity in that it supports Snyder’s
two-factor structure of hope (Snyder et al. 1991). Scores on the trait hope scale have
been found to remain stable across time and across studies (Hellman, Pittman, and
Munoz 2013; Snyder et al. 1991). Factor analytic studies have demonstrated that AHS
can be used to examine the two components of hope as well as the single overarching
hope construct. The AHS has now been translated and used in many languages, with
promising evidence that it is valid in different cultures (Abdel-Khalek and Snyder
2007; Carifio and Rhodes 2002; Dubé et al. 2000; Halama 2001; S. M. Y. Ho 2003;
McDermott et al. 1997).
Although the AHS remains the most widely used measure for quantifying hope in

psychology, it was recognized that assessing hope as a trait may not be ideal in all
circumstances, so Snyder and colleagues subsequently developed the State Hope Scale
in order to have an additional assessment tool that is more sensitive to variations in
levels of hope across time (Snyder et al. 1996). This six-item measure still consists of
pathways and agency items, similar to the AHS. Similar to the AHS, the State Hope
Scale’s reliability and validity have been examined in many studies and there is exten-
sive support for the measurement properties of this scale (Feldman and Snyder 2000).
The scale demonstrated Snyder’s two-factor structure of hope in a factor analysis. Re-
liability testing of the State Hope Scale revealed Cronbach alphas of 0.82 and 0.95,
which demonstrate high levels of internal consistency within the measure. Based on
the scale being strongly and positively correlated with related constructs (i.e., disposi-
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tional hope, state self-esteem, and state positive affect) and having a strong, negative
association with negative affect, there is strong evidence for convergent validity (Rose
and Sieben 2017).
Snyder posited that the experience and benefits of hope was not limited to adults.

In line with this idea, he created the Children’s Hope Scale (CHS) (Snyder et al. 1997),
a developmentally appropriate scale for youth ages eight to nineteen years of age. The
CHS is a six-item measure consisting of two scales (pathways and agency), and is also
consistent with the two-factor model of hope (Valle, Huebner, and Suldo 2004). As
with the AHS and state hope scale, the reliability, validity, and two-factor structure of
the children’s hope scale is supported by several studies (Moon and Snyder 2000). This
scale has a test-retest reliability of α = 0.73 and strong convergent validity (Snyder et
al. 1997). Using the CHS, higher hope in children was related to higher levels of self-
esteem, optimism, and academic success and lower levels of depression (Snyder et al.
1997; Valle, Huebner, and Suldo 2006). Translations of the CHS have also demonstrated
structural and convergent validity (Marques, Pais-Ribeiro, and Lopez 2009).
Psychologists also recognized the utility of domain-specific measures of hope in

answering questions regarding hope across contexts (Lopez et al. 2000). The Domain-
Specific Hope Scale represents one such measure (DSHS; Sympson 1999). The DSHS
consists of forty-eight items separated into six domains: social relationships, romantic
relationships, leisure, family, work, and academics. The DSHS demonstrated acceptable
validity and reliability (Snyder 2000). Since each domain is represented by eight items,
researchers have separated the DSHS into scales for specific research questions. One of
these is the Academic Hope Scale, which has been used to measure one’s disposition
to use agency and pathways in one’s academic achievement (Gallagher, Marques, and
Lopez 2016). Other scales created from the DSHS include the interpersonal hope scale
(includes social, family, and romantic hope) and the achievement-oriented hope scale
(including academic and work hope; Campbell and Kwon 2001).

Alternative Measures of Hope
One of the first scales developed within psychology to assess hope is the 1975 Hope

Scale (Erickson, Post, and Paige 1975). This measure was based on Stotland’s theory
of hope, specifically the domains of subjective predictability and importance of one’s
goals. The questionnaire is made up of a list of twenty goals. Individuals rate the
degree of importance of each goal on a 7-point Likert scale and assigns the probability
of achieving the goal on a scale from 0 to 100. The scores obtained from the 1975 Hope
Scale include mean importance and mean probability across all twenty goals. Internal
consistencies for each mean sub-score are 0.79 (Importance) and 0.80 (Predictability),
demonstrating acceptable reliability.
Based on the theory that hope consists of both a cognitive and affect component,

Staats developed two hope scales rather than one in order to assess both factors. The
first measure, the eighteen-item Expected Balance scale (EBS; Staats 1989), assesses
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the affective side of hope by having individuals rate their expectancies of positive and
negative affect on a 5-point Likert scale. The EBS was found to have a moderate level
of internal consistency. The second and more widely used measure of her two scales is
the Hope Index (Staats 1989). The Hope Index contains four subscales: hope in oneself,
hope in others, wish, and expect. Staats designed this sixteen-item scale to measure
cognitive aspects of hope, specifically the extent to which one wishes for specific goals
and expects them to come to fruition. This measure of hope also distinguishes between
hope in oneself and hope in others as paralleled by Beck’s theory of depression. The
Hope Index shows has good evidence demonstrating test-retest reliability and validity
(Staats 1989).
The aforementioned measures are all based on subjective self-report, but there are

other methods of measuring hope. Gottschalk’s Hope Scale can be used to analyze
an individual’s five-minute speech sample for references to hope (Gottschalk 1974). A
weighted scale is used to rate certain categories of the content, and a composite score
is calculated from the averaged ratings (Gottschalk 1974). Gottschalk’s Hope Scale has
been shown to have discriminant validity from constructs such as anxiety and hostility.
Another observational measure of hope is the Narrative Hope scale, which assesses the
extent to which one has elements of agency and pathways in written stories (Vance
1996). Using the Narrative Hope scale, raters use a given list of thoughts and behaviors
designated as consistent with high or low hope. Hope can also be measured in therapy
by asking clients questions about their pathways, agency, goals, and obstacles in order
to assist the client and clinician with ascertaining the client’s levels of hope (Lopez et
al. 2000).

Distinction of Hope From Other Constructs
Trait hope shows large, statistically significant, associations with similar positive

psychology constructs such as optimism and self-efficacy (Snyder, Rand, and Sigmon
2017). All three constructs start from the assumption that human behavior is oriented
toward goal pursuit, with motivation increasing as goal attainment appears more likely
and as the goal is perceived as more important to the individual. All three are seen
as primarily cognitive rather than emotional, and can be measured as stable traits.
Finally, they all pertain to positive expectations of the future. Although hope has
been shown to have a moderate to high correlation with optimism and self-efficacy,
it is conceptually and empirically distinct from these constructs (Snyder, Rand, and
Sigmon 2017).
Optimism has been defined as a generalized positive expectancy that good things

are more likely to occur than bad things (Carver, Scheier, and Segerstrom 2010). People
high in hope and optimism share the view that their goals will be achieved, but,
according to Snyder, high hopers as opposed to optimists also believe that their goals
will come about through their personal agency. Self-efficacy is the belief that one has
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the personal ability to do what is necessary to achieve one’s goals (Bandura 1997). Hope
is similar to self-efficacy in that they both emphasize personal agency or the role of the
individual in achieving goals. However, hope takes into account the specific pathways
to the goals whereas self-efficacy does not (Luszczynska, Scholz, and Schwarzer 2005).
The person high in self-efficacy may not believe his goals will actually be achieved if he
is prevented by external forces. The person high in hope, however, believes he will be
able to find a way to achieve his goals by adjusting the pathways in light of external
conditions or by marshalling the support of others. Hope is distinct from both optimism
and self-efficacy in that hope takes into account one’s intention to achieve one’s goals.
People high in optimism simply believe that their goals will be achieved, whereas
those high in self-efficacy believe that their goals could be achieved if circumstances
are favorable. Empirical studies using confirmatory factor analysis have supported
these conceptual differences in finding that hope, optimism, and self-efficacy are better
modeled as three distinct latent constructs than one construct (Herbert 2011; Carifio
and Rhodes 2002).

Hope as a Predictor of Positive Outcomes
Modern psychological theories of hope, such as Snyder’s model, suggest that hope is

adaptive and promotes positive outcomes across many contexts. Hope is consistently
related to better academic performance, physical health, and mental health (Alarcon,
Bowling, and Khazon 2013; Snyder 2002). People with higher hope use more adaptive
coping strategies such as problemfocused coping and active coping. They are more
willing to embrace difficult goals, perceive obstacles as less difficult, and show more re-
silience in stressful times (Snyder 2002). Furthermore, people with high hope are more
likely to achieve their goals, and contrary to the idea that high hopers tend to pursue
easy goals, studies have found that high hopers pursue difficult goals and view them
as welcome challenges to embrace (Snyder 2002). Although one study found that hope
scores were similar across different ethnic groups, the predictors of agency differed be-
tween African Americans, Asian Americans, Latinx, and European Americans (Chang
and Banks 2007). The examination of the benefits of hope across cultures remains an
active area where more research is needed.

Hope and Academic Performance
Hope may promote better academic performance by increasing intention, motiva-

tion, effort, and future-oriented perspective (Onwuegbuzie and Snyder 2000; Adelabu
2008). Several studies have found significant positive correlations between scores on
the Adult Hope Scale and GPA across age groups (Snyder 2002). One study found
that hope uniquely predicted college GPA across four years even after controlling for
academic history, self-efficacy, and engagement (Gallagher, Marques, and Lopez 2016).
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The relationship between hope and academic performance could be due to high hopers
being more oriented toward the future (Adelabu 2008). Other studies have found that
effort and self-efficacy may contribute to the development of hope in an academic con-
text (Levi et al. 2014; Phan 2013). Hope also protects students from behaviors that
negatively impact academic performance, such as substance use (Fite et al. 2014).

Hope and Physical Health
Hope may promote physical health through adaptive illness prevention behaviors

such as planning, self-monitoring, and positive social interactions (Berg et al. 2011;
Nothwehr, Clark, and Perkins 2013). Not only does hope help in preventing illness
and disease, but it also promotes health among individuals with active illness. People
with high hope tend to adhere to their medical regimen and use more adaptive ways of
coping with stress (Rasmussen et al. 2017). Among individuals with chronic medical
conditions, hope predicted positive health behaviors, subjective well-being and even
physical functioning after in-patient rehabilitation (Berg et al. 2011; Kortte et al. 2010,
2012). Furthermore, hope may protect people from the effects of pain. Since people
with high hope have positive views of their ability to overcome difficulties, they may be
less likely to catastrophize while experiencing pain (Hood et al. 2012). In fact, studies
have found that people with higher hope are better able to pursue their goals even
while experiencing pain (Snyder et al. 2005). Finally, a hope-based intervention even
found that after the intervention, individuals had lower levels of pain catastrophizing
(Howell, Jacobson, and Larsen 2015). Hope can also help individuals during and after
recovery from their illness. Hope predicted posttraumatic growth among cancer sur-
vivors, enabling individuals to experience positive personal change after a difficult life
event (S. Ho et al. 2011; Yuen, Ho, and Chan 2014).

Hope and Mental Illness
Hope has been proposed to promote mental health, because people with high hope

are more likely to use adaptive coping strategies and may therefore be more capable of
coping with stress and more resilience to the development of mental illness as a result.
Hopelessness is one of the most salient features of depressive disorders. Thus, it comes
as no surprise that a recent meta-analysis on hope found significant negative associ-
ations with depression (ρ = -.52; where ρ is average weighted correlation coefficient
corrected for unreliability in both the predictor and criterion variable (Alarcon, Bowl-
ing, and Khazon 2013). One reason for this relationship is that people with depression
tend to have lower motivation toward goals, create vague goals, and feel they have less
control over achieving their goals (Winch, Moberly, and Dickson 2015; Dickson and
Moberly 2013). Preliminary research supports the idea that a hope-based intervention
can result in lower depression. One study of a hopebased intervention, which was not
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specifically aimed at lowering depression, found that after eight weeks, participants
had a trend toward lower depressive symptoms (Cheavens et al. 2006).
Several studies have found a significant negative correlation between hope and anxi-

ety (Arnau 2017). A study in France that measured anxiety using the Hospital Anxiety
and Depression Scale reported a significant correlation of r = -.25 between hope and
anxiety symptoms (Gana, Daigre, and Ledrich 2013). Similarly, a study using the Ara-
bic version of the Adult Hope Scale found a significant negative correlation of r = -.29
(Abdel-Khalek and Snyder 2007). A longitudinal study found that the agency but not
pathways component of the AHS significantly predicted less future anxiety even after
controlling for baseline anxiety (Arnau 2017).

Hope and Well-Being
Hope not only protects against negative outcomes such as psychopathology, but it

also promotes positive functioning such as emotional, eudaimonic, and social well-being
(Lee and Gallagher 2017). Emotional or subjective wellbeing is characterized by high
positive affect, low negative affect, and high life satisfaction or subjective happiness
(Diener 2009). A meta-analysis found significant positive associations between hope
and positive affect (r = .36) and subjective happiness (r = .45) (Alarcon, Bowling,
and Khazon 2013). Furthermore, recent longitudinal research has demonstrated that
hope significantly predicts positive and negative affect after one year (r = -10 for neg-
ative affect and r = .24 for positive affect) (Ciarrochi et al. 2015), and life satisfaction
after one year (r = .41) (Valle, Huebner, and Suldo 2006). Eudaimonic or psycho-
logical well-being is characterized by a sense of meaning or purpose in life. A study
using structural equation modeling to control for measurement invariance found that
hope significantly predicted eudaimonic well-being even after controlling for levels of
optimism (Gallagher and Lopez 2009). Social well-being is characterized by strong re-
lationships and positive social functioning. The previously cited study using structural
equation modeling found that hope also significantly predicted social well-being over
and above optimism (Gallagher and Lopez 2009). Thus, hope is associated with as-
pects of complete mental health including well-being, meaning in life, adaptive coping
as well as decreased negative outcomes such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD.

Hope Interventions
Research has shown that some people have higher levels of hope than others. There-

fore, researchers have developed interventions that focus on increasing levels of hope at
the individual level as a way of targeting mental illness. Hope interventions utilize tech-
niques aimed at improving one’s use of pathways and agency. Clinicians can increase
the use of pathways skills through exercises that generate multiple, realistic routes to
a goal, evaluating which route would be most fruitful, and then assessing their own
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progress on that route at different time points (Cheavens and Guter 2017). Agency
can be cultivated through cognitive restructuring, by which individuals increase their
flexibility to believe that they have the resources to accomplish their goals. This can be
done through monitoring and evaluating the helpfulness of maladaptive thoughts that
individuals tell themselves while trying to accomplish their goals (i.e., “My goal is too
ambitious”). Furthermore, hope therapy can assist individuals in modifying thoughts
to be more encouraging, which could lead to higher expectation of goal achievement
(i.e., “I can break up my larger goal into smaller parts”) (Cheavens et al. 2006). Hope
therapy also helps individuals choose goals that are in line with values, as this will
help to promote and maintain motivation toward goals (Cheavens and Ritschel 2014;
Koestner et al. 2002).
There is empirical support for the efficacy of hope interventions in increasing lev-

els of hope. In an early test of Snyder’s theory, one study placed thirteen older adults
(fifty-five years or older) into goal-focused group psychotherapy based on Snyder’s hope
model (GFGP; Klausner et al. 1998) or a control “reminiscence/life-review” group.
Those in the GFGP group showed a small increase in hope and a large increase in
agency from pre- to post-treatment. However, there was no statistical difference in
overall hope scores between the treatment and control groups (Klausner et al. 1998).
A later study led by Cheavens and colleagues introduced a hope therapy manual
that included pathways and agency skill-building techniques (Cheavens et al. 2006).
Participants learned how to set realistic and meaningful goals, develop strategies to
achieve those goals, monitor motivation and progress, and modify goals and strate-
gies as needed along the way. Those in the active treatment condition participated in
hope therapy for eight weeks. Participants in this condition exhibited large increases
in overall hope and agency scores (d = 1.04 and d = 1.20, respectively) and moderate
increases in pathways scores (d = 0.68). Compared to participants in the waitlist con-
dition, participants in the hope therapy group had higher levels of increase in overall
hope and agency scores, but not in pathway scores. A more recent study found that
after integrating components of Cheavens’s hope therapy manual into an intervention
for women with cancer, levels of hope and pathways increased, in contrast to previous
studies (Thornton et al. 2014).
Along with increases in hope, hope therapy has also demonstrated improvement

in state mental health. The complete state model of mental health is often conceptu-
alized as the presence of flourishing (i.e., well-being, hope) simultaneously occurring
with absence of mental illness (Keyes 2005). In the hope intervention study conducted
by Cheavens, participants in the hope therapy group demonstrated statistically signif-
icantly higher levels of selfesteem and meaning in life and lower levels of depression
and anxiety compared to those in the waitlist condition group (Cheavens et al. 2006).
In another hope intervention trial in which participants met criteria for major de-
pressive disorder, individuals in the goal-oriented (hope) therapy group experienced
clinically significant reductions in levels of clinician-rated (d = 2.5) and self-reported
(d = 0.91) depression from baseline to post-treatment (Klausner et al. 1998). A more
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recent study examining the impact of a brief hope intervention on depressed primary
care patients reported a reduction in depression in the hope intervention group that
was twice as large as those in a psychoeducational and control group (Heiy and Cheav-
ens 2015). In a group of women diagnosed with cancer participating in group therapy,
self-reported levels of anxiety reduced from pre- to post-treatment (d = 0.6) (Thorn-
ton et al. 2014). Cheavens’s study also found a large reduction in anxiety over the
course of hope therapy (d = 0.8) (Cheavens et al. 2006). This research supports the
premise that hope interventions result in substantial reductions in anxiety and depres-
sion throughout therapy. Additionally, hope therapy predicts notably larger reductions
in psychopathology symptoms and larger increases in aspects of well-being compared
to waitlist controls. Finally, even a single ninety-minute hope intervention resulted in
higher levels of hope and life purpose as compared to a control group (Feldman and
Dreher 2012). Thus, hope therapy may be an intervention that targets hope as well as
facets of mental illness and functioning.
Growth in hope scores have also been observed in participants within empirically

supported treatments. In several studies, individuals who underwent structured psy-
chological treatment (cognitive-behavioral therapy, dialectical behavior therapy, etc.)
demonstrated increases in overall hope, agency, and pathways scores pre- to post-
treatment as well as decreases in psychopathology (Harper-Jacques and Foucault 2014;
Irving et al. 2004; Ritschel, Cheavens, and Nelson 2012). These results suggest that
through participating in structured psychotherapy, one can also increase their hope
as well as decrease levels of psychopathology. This observation has led to researchers
asking which part comes first in treatment: changes in hope or changes in symptoms.

Hope as a Mechanism of Change
Early hope intervention trials found that changes in hope were associated with lev-

els of depression and anxiety post-treatment after controlling for pretreatment hope,
anxiety, and depression scores (Cheavens et al. 2006; Ritschel, Cheavens, and Nelson
2012). In a study examining the effectiveness of cognitive processing therapy (CPT)
for PTSD, data was collected at multiple time points from pre- to post-treatment,
allowing researchers to observe any temporal precedency of one variable over another.
In this sample of veterans, hope at pre-treatment predicted post-treatment clinician-
rated PTSD symptom severity, and hope at mid-treatment predicted post-treatment
self-rated PTSD and depression symptom severity (Gilman, Schumm, and Chard 2012).
Interestingly, these relationships were not bidirectional, which demonstrated that hope
had temporal precedence as one mechanism through which CPT treats PTSD and de-
pression. More recently, studies have examined hope as a mechanism of change across
different CBT protocols and have found that in addition to changes in hope predict-
ing changes in anxiety, changes in hope also preceded reductions in anxiety symptom
severity. Therefore, hope is a potential mechanism of change across treatments, sug-
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gesting it is a common factor that when intentionally targeted and promoted during
empirically supported treatments for anxiety disorders can play an important role in
reducing symptoms and improving functioning. Identifying hope as a mechanism of
change is important to psychological research as it allows clinicians and researchers
to determine efficient and effective ways to treat clinical symptoms. For example, if a
client’s high severity of PTSD is preventing them from beginning exposure, perhaps
using an additional intervention to increase their hope could influence other factors
that would then enable the intervention to successfully target symptoms. These find-
ings contribute to the accumulating research examining common elements that explain
how psychotherapeutic interventions treat clinical symptoms.

Future Directions
Decades of research within psychology have demonstrated that hope predicts many

positive outcomes across different domains (mental health, physical health, achieve-
ment, etc.). Research within psychology therefore currently views hope as a positive
psychological trait that can improve quality of life and should be reinforced and pro-
moted (Snyder 2002). Snyder’s hope model has set a strong foundation for the con-
ceptualization of hope, making leaps from how hope was viewed by Freud in the early
twentieth century. Moreover, in the past decade, increasingly robust research meth-
ods provide stronger evidence to support Snyder’s hope theory. Importantly, there
is increasing evidence that hope contributes to mental health above and beyond re-
lated constructs such as optimism, which indicates that hope impacts one’s well-being
independent of more generalized positive expectancies (Gallagher and Lopez 2009).
With an abundance of research showing that hope predicts many positive outcomes

across domains of an individual’s life, it is important to utilize clinical trials to bet-
ter understand how hope predicts these outcomes. Therefore, future research should
utilize more longitudinal rather than crosssectional studies. Also, future studies could
aim to identify whether more agency- or pathways-oriented thinking is necessary for
specific outcomes, or if there has to be a sufficient balance of both in order to optimize
treatment outcomes.
Most hope research has been conducted on homogenous samples. More studies ex-

amining whether hope’s effects on mental health are the same for underrepresented
samples is warranted. If these effects appear to be different across gender, race/eth-
nicity, socioeconomic status, or other demographic factors, it is up to psychologists to
find out, especially as our society is becoming more diverse (Abdel-Khalek and Snyder
2007). Continuation of studying cultural differences in assessment of hope is essential
to ensuring that when comparing levels of hope or effects of hope on psychological
outcomes across cultures, the same type of hope is in fact being measured. It has
also been suggested that future work should focus on the promotion of hope, the rela-
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tion between hope and specific positive outcomes such as meaning, coping, and social
relationships, and the role of hope within flourishing communities.
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Chapter Twelve: A Zen Buddhist
Conception of Hope in
Enlightenment
Rika Dunlap
Hope is an idea that does not seem to fit comfortably into a Buddhist worldview,

and hence is rarely discussed by Buddhist philosophers. However, the fact that hope is
not discussed explicitly does not mean that it is absent from Buddhist thought. While
Buddhist hope is importantly different from how the term is understood in Western
philosophy, we can develop a uniquely Buddhist conception of hope by drawing on
Buddhist philosophical concepts and doctrines.
Nevertheless, that there is a uniquely Buddhist conception of hope is not a common

view among scholars of Buddhism. The idea of hope usually triggers two polarizing
reactions among Buddhist scholars and practitioners, though I find neither reaction
satisfying.1 Some accept that hope is important for enlightenment, while others argue
that hope is an obstacle to enlightenment.2 For those who take hope to be an obstacle,
hope is understood as an expression of desire or thirst (Pali: taṇhā) that causes suffering
(Pali: dukkha). If one understands hope in this way, hope can only ever be an obstacle.3
In another interpretation of Buddhist teachings, one can see hope as an expedient

means (Sanskrit: upāya). Hope is useful in seeking enlightenment, insofar as the wish
to reach enlightenment is a starting point for many Buddhist practitioners. If this
wish is seen as hope, namely the hope for enlightenment in one’s practice, then some
may see hope as an important step toward enlightenment, though hope is nevertheless
to be abandoned before enlightenment proper. Hence, while this interpretation can
support the idea of hope as a means to an end, it suggests that hope is not central
to Buddhist enlightenment, since hope and enlightenment are incompatible at the end.
Thich Nhat Hanh claims that hope could be useful in reducing pain, but it does not

1 I have talked to some Buddhist practitioners and scholars about hope, and I received these
polarizing reactions. In this chapter, I will focus on Thich Nhat Hanh’s discussion of hope.

2 Thich Nhat Hanh argues that hope becomes an obstacle because it distracts us from the present.
I will discuss this point later.

3 Amy Donahue, a specialist in Indian philosophy and Theravāda Buddhism at Kennesaw State
University, thinks that hope is closely related to the Theravāda understanding of suffering, dukkha.
Although I will not focus on Theravāda Buddhism in this chapter, I would like to thank her for her
feedback on my work on hope.
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solve the problem of suffering.4 So even a favorable view of hope as an upāya supports
the conclusion that hope is to be abandoned eventually.5
With these explanations of the polarizing reactions, the crucial questions emerge as

the following: if Buddhist teachings promise to alleviate suffering, does it not have any
conception of hope that is uniquely Buddhist in nature? Is hope only a useful means
to enlightenment, a stepping-stone at best? Does hope become an obstacle, as Nhat
Hanh suggests? Or is there another Buddhist conception of hope that is neither an
obstacle nor a stepping-stone?
In this chapter, I answer these questions and claim that we can extract a conception

of hope in Zen Buddhism, one that goes beyond the view that hope is a mere means
to an end. Here I develop a Buddhist conception of hope by focusing on Dōgen’s Zen
Buddhist philosophy, a sect of Mahāyāna Buddhism from thirteenth-century Japan. I
argue that Dōgen’s notion of the nonduality of practice and enlightenment can show
that enlightenment involves a paradigm shift in one’s perspective and attitude, one
that establishes a proper Buddhist conception of hope with three distinct characteris-
tics: (1) hope to live each moment fully through practice; (2) hope to express gratitude
for all beings; and (3) hope to express compassion for all beings. Although Dōgen does
not use the term “hope” to explain enlightenment, I take the liberty of interpreting a
proper attitude of enlightenment as hope for two reasons: first, to clarify a common
misunderstanding that the nonduality of practice and enlightenment renders practice
unnecessary,6 and second, to show that practice is an expression of gratitude and com-
passion that one hopes to convey in each moment of one’s life with the keen awareness
of self as impermanent and dependent on everything else to be. What makes this con-
ception of hope Buddhist is that this hope aims at practice within the present moment
without postulating its purpose outside it. With that said, I argue that there are two
senses of hope that need to be distinguished: one is an initial hope for enlightenment,
in which one sees practice as a mere means and not an end in itself, and the other is
a proper hope of enlightenment, namely the hope to live each moment fully through
practice to express gratitude and compassion for all beings. My point is that the latter
sense of hope is uniquely Zen Buddhist.
This chapter has four parts. The first part summarizes the problems of hope within

Mahāyāna Buddhism with some references to the discussion of hope by Thich Nhat
Hanh, a contemporary Vietnamese Buddhist monk, scholar, and activist from the Linji

4 Thich Nhat Hanh, Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness (New York: Bantam Books,
1991), 41–42.

5 Nhat Hanh admits that hope can be useful, but that it is more detrimental to achieving enlight-
enment after all. For this reason, Nhat Hanh does not have a favorable view of hope. My point is not
that Nhat Hanh has a favorable view of hope as an upāya, but rather that if some Buddhists think hope
is important and useful for enlightenment, then it is most likely because they think it functions as an
upāya or a stepping stone to enlightenment.

6 Dōgen’s Zen Buddhism endorses the doctrine of original enlightenment that was dominant in
Tendai Buddhism, according to which everything is already enlightened. As a result, some misunderstand
that there is no need to practice to be enlightened.
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school.7 Nhat Hanh rejects hope as an obstacle to enlightenment, but his reasons for
doing so are pertinent to particular ways in which we hope rather than hope per
se. I argue that if we understand hope as an expression of our fundamental norms
and values, then we can establish a Buddhist conception of hope that aligns with
Buddhist teachings. The second part introduces the Mahāyāna doctrines of emptiness,
the middle way, and upāya to establish the theoretical foundation of Zen Buddhism.
The third part explains the process of enlightenment in the Shōbōgenzō to distinguish
the present-oriented conception of hope from the future-oriented conception of hope.
Finally, I will establish a Buddhist conception of hope based on this nonduality of
practice and enlightenment.

1. The Problems of Hope in Buddhism: The Four
Noble Truths
Before I argue for a Buddhist conception of hope, let me explain why some Buddhists

think that hope is an obstacle to enlightenment. Thich Nhat Hanh offers this negative
view in Peace Is Every Step, arguing that hope is problematic. Although hope is not
the main topic of the book, Nhat Hanh provides his own reasons for rejecting hope
based on the Mahāyāna understanding of enlightenment: hope does not address the
root of the problem; hope is futureoriented; and hope functions only as a means to an
end. Nhat Hanh explains:

Hope is important, because it can make the present moment less difficult
to bear… But that is the most that hope can do for us—to make some
hardship lighter. When I think deeply about the nature of hope, I see
something tragic. Since we cling to our hope in the future, we do not focus
our energies and capabilities on the present moment… If you can refrain
from hoping, you can bring yourself entirely into the present moment and
discover the joy that is already here…Western civilization places so much
emphasis on the idea of hope that we sacrifice the present moment. Hope
is for the future. It cannot help us discover joy, peace, or enlightenment in
the present moment… I do not mean that you should not have hope, but
that hope is not enough. Hope can create an obstacle for you, and if you
dwell in the energy of hope, you will not bring yourself back entirely into
the present moment.8

7 Chan is Chinese, and it refers to Zen Buddhism in Japan. Within Chan, there are multiple schools,
one of which is Linji, to which Nhat Hanh belongs, and Sōtō is another school, whose teachings Dōgen
transmitted from the Caodong school of China. The common features of these Zen schools include an
emphasis on meditation as practice, the uses of riddles to showcase the limitation of language, and the
nonduality of practice and enlightenment.

8 Nhat Hanh, Peace, 41–42.
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First, Nhat Hanh asserts that hope does not solve the problem of suffering. His
reasoning is consistent with the Four Noble Truths, in which the Buddha teaches that
one needs to address the root of suffering in order to alleviate pain. In the First Truth,
the Buddha identifies the problem: the prevalence of suffering (Pali: dukkha). In the
Second Truth, the Buddha identifies the root of suffering that is deep within ourselves:
thirst or desire (Pali: taṇhā). We desire things to be different from what they really are:
we wish for things to last when they cannot, clinging to material objects and personal
beliefs. The Third Truth is that we need to address the root of suffering in order to
alleviate suffering. Finally, the Fourth Truth offers the solution: follow the Buddhist
path to address the problem from its root. In asserting that there is something tragic
about hope, Nhat Hanh seems to point out that hope is closely related with the root
of suffering: taṇhā. In hoping for something, we distract ourselves from the reason why
we need it in the first place. In the paragraph above, Nhat Hanh makes a strong claim
that hope is a Western conception, arguing that this Buddhist challenge may result
in an important realization that hope can actually cause suffering. I believe that he
thinks this in light of the Four Noble Truths, the main point of which is to address
the cause of suffering, namely taṇhā, by taking the Buddhist path. With that said,
it is easy to see why hope is considered an obstacle to enlightenment in Buddhism,
for hope can be an expression of desire that causes suffering. Without a root cause
analysis, Nhat Hanh thinks that we would be trapped in the endless pursuit of relief.9
Closely related to this endless pursuit of relief is the second reason for rejecting hope.

Insofar as hope is associated with the desire for things to get better eventually, Nhat
Hanh thinks that hope diverts our attention from the present, making us look forward
to things that are not here and now. In the Four Noble Truths, the Buddha talks about
the prevalence of suffering in the First Truth, but Mahāyāna Buddhism, the branch of
Buddhism to which Nhat Hanh belongs, instead places an emphasis on the prevalence
of enlightenment rather than suffering by developing its own teaching regarding the
nonduality between suffering and enlightenment based on the belief that enlightenment
is possible here and now through practice.10 This shift of emphasis toward enlighten-
ment fuels Nhat Hanh’s conviction that hope is an obstacle: enlightenment is possible
here and now, but hope diverts our attention from the present.

9 A root cause analysis is used in the medical field to identify and address the cause of a disease
rather than the symptoms. In Buddhism, the Buddha is compared to a physician, and what the Buddha
engages in the Four Noble Truths is a root cause analysis to address the source of suffering rather than
treating the symptoms.

10 In the Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching, Nhat Hanh explains that the Three Dharma Seals are
impermanence, no self, and nirvana. See The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching (New York: Harmony
Books, 1998), 131. He points out that in Theravāda Buddhism (the Southern Transmission), the last
Dharma Seal is suffering (dukkha), but he emphasizes the nonduality of suffering and enlightenment
based on the Samyukta Agama. Theravāda focuses on the Pali canon with its emphasis on the prevalence
of suffering and the importance of monastic life for enlightenment. Mahāyāna, on the other hand, focuses
on the prevalence of enlightenment and its emphasis on everyday activities as practice.
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This criticism leads to the last problem with hope: hope functions only as a means
to an end. In the quoted passage, Nhat Hanh admits that hope can be useful. However,
his main claim is that even if hope as an upāya can be useful in reducing pain, one
needs to understand how to use this tool properly based on the correct understanding
of reality, including what causes suffering. Nhat Hanh does not mention upāya in his
discussion of hope, but his claim that hope diverts our attention from the present can
be interpreted as an argument that the proper understanding of reality is necessary
to use an upāya so that our use of tools does not contribute to suffering. For this
reason, if one sees hope as a means to alleviating suffering but without understanding
the necessity to address the cause of suffering, then hope can become detrimental to
enlightenment.
I identified these three related reasons for rejecting hope in Nhat Hanh’s description

of hope, but I argue that these problems are pertinent to particular ways in which we
hope rather than hope per se. I do not think that hope can be reduced to desire that
causes suffering. In fact, I believe that hope has more to do with our fundamental
norms and values than suffering-causing desires. If we are to understand hope as an
expression of our fundamental norms and values, then we can establish a Buddhist
conception of hope, one that is essential to Buddhist teachings. Therefore, to argue
for a Buddhist conception of hope in this chapter, I understand hope in the following
way: hope is an expression of norms and values, which triggers our conscious effort or
a subconscious working of the mind to affect or influence something, either the state
of affairs or our specific perspective that shapes how this state of affairs appears to us,
in accordance with these norms and values.11 The common usage of the term “hope”
has to do with altering the state of affairs based on what we value (“I hope I get a
raise next month,” or “I hope things will improve in the next election”), and there are
at least two problems with this usage of the term according to Buddhism: one is that
this hope is only directed at the state of affairs but not at how we see the state of
affairs, and the other is that the norms and values that determine the content of hope
are misguided.12 My position is that these problems have to do with how and what
we hope but not hope itself, and that we can develop a Buddhist conception of hope
as long as we do so with a proper understanding of reality, truth, and enlightenment
according to Buddhism. To show this, I will now explain the Mahāyāna doctrine of
emptiness. According to this doctrine, enlightenment consists in seeing how things are,
namely the emptiness of all.

11 I say subconsciousness here because sometimes our values are not as transparent as we might
assume. In other words, we can learn our values from what we actually hope. In developing a Buddhist
conception of hope, I want to emphasize that hope does not have to be directed at the state of affairs
but how we see the state of affairs.

12 Zen Buddhists would point out that seeing the state of affairs requires a perspective. Therefore,
we need to realize that any discussion of the state of affairs has a perspective (or a framework through
which we see the state of affairs) already built into it. For this reason, any discussion of the state of
affairs is relative to the framework of this perspective.
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2. The Mahāyāna Doctrine of Emptiness: Upāya as
Upāya
In Mahāyāna Buddhism, texts, words, and ideas are considered upāya: they are tools

used for reaching enlightenment. The problems of hope are pertinent to particular ways
in which we hope but not hope per se, just as the Buddhist idea of upāya points out the
problematic ways in which we use words and ideas based on a misguided understanding
of them. In this section, I will stray from the discussion of hope and explain the ideas
of emptiness and upāya in order to establish the foundation upon which we can build
a Buddhist conception of hope.
There are two main explanations for the view that words and ideas are a means

to an end in Buddhism: one is a practical reason related to the aim of teaching a
lesson, and the other is a theoretical reason based on a Mahāyāna understanding of
reality and truth. The practical reason comes from the basic precept within Buddhism,
that the Buddha spoke to an audience based on its level of understanding. Buddhist
texts contain contradictory statements, but this contradiction can be resolved if each is
designed specifically for a particular audience to address its needs. The famous analogy
of a burning house in the Parable of the Lotus Sūtra can illustrate this point, according
to which the Buddha, knowing that children with a limited understanding would not
escape from the burning house when they are so immersed with their toys, tells white
lies and promises new toys to save them. The point of the analogy is to show that
Buddhist texts serve a certain function to make us see how things are. Buddhists
scriptures and words, therefore, are “a finger pointing to the moon”: one needs to see
what the finger is pointing to, so studying the finger closely without looking at what
it is pointing to is not going to give one an understanding of the moon. Corresponding
to this idea is the two-truth theory, which explains that some texts remain within the
realm of conventional truths while some texts may contain the ultimate truth of how
things really are. This understanding of truth gave rise to the variety of Buddhist sects
with distinct teachings, inasmuch as they disagree upon which texts contain higher
truths, each sect adopting a different system of teachings based on the assumption
that these texts contain different levels of truths for different audiences.13
This practical explanation of upāya has room for thinking that there is an ultimate

truth about reality, and that some texts will impart this ultimate truth. Nāgārjuna,
the founder of the Madhyamaka school of Mahāyāna Buddhism (also known as the
middle way school), rejects this point in his philosophy of emptiness (Sanskrit: śūny-
atā, Japanese: kū) by arguing that everything is a conventional truth and an expedient
means. In Mahāyāna Buddhism, the Buddhist ideas of impermanence, of the nonex-
istence of the self, and of dependent origination are clarified with the doctrine of
emptiness, which asserts that everything is empty of self-nature (Sanskrit: svabhāva,
Japanese: mujishō). If everything is impermanent and dependent upon everything else

13 The panjao system was the classification of Buddhist texts in China.
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to be, then everything is empty of a self-nature. With this understanding of dependent
origination, it follows that words and ideas cannot hold on to their objects of refer-
ence because there is nothing permanent that these words and ideas can pick out. As
soon as one utters a word to point to something, that something has changed already.
Nāgārjuna demonstrates that all texts and words are conventional truths, inasmuch
as the idea of the ultimate truth contains two assumptions: (1) an essentializing view
of reality with a certain self-nature and (2) the capacity of words to represent this
reality. To challenge these assumptions, Nāgārjuna explains that everything is empty,
arguing that emptiness as the lack of self-nature is neither being nor nonbeing. The
idea of emptiness is succinctly summarized in the following passage in the Mūlamad-
hyamakakārikā:

1. Whatever is dependently co-arisen

2. That is explained to be emptiness

3. That, being a dependent designation

4. Is itself the middle way.14

The first and second lines explain that everything that is of dependent origination
is emptiness. In the third and fourth lines, emptiness is considered both a dependent
designation (also translated as a provisional name or conventional name) and the
middle way: the word, “emptiness” is a provisional name, but emptiness itself is the
middle way because it is neither being nor nonbeing. What is more important here,
however, is Nāgārjuna’s view of truth. He believes that if emptiness is ineffable, then
it defies any conceptualization, thus it is impossible to pin down what emptiness is
through language.
To this conclusion, however, some may object: even if emptiness is impossible to

define, the fact that we can say emptiness is ineffable suggests emptiness can be de-
scribed after all. Nāgārjuna’s view of emptiness, however, is not this. He thinks that
even the claim, “Emptiness is ineffable,” is a conventional truth. If everything is truly
impermanent, interdependent, and thus empty of self-nature, then it is impossible to
define emptiness. As soon as we utter a word to grasp or show emptiness, even if it is
a claim of its indescribable quality, we give emptiness some form with a name, which
means thinking and speaking of emptiness is essentially a self-nature-giving activity.
By refuting any ultimate truth about reality, what Nāgārjuna endeavors to accom-
plish here is the deconstruction of any framework through which we think and speak.
Therefore, his arguments do not necessarily describe how things really are to make any

14 Nāgārjuna, “Examination of the Four Noble Truths,” in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle
Way: Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, translated by Jay Garfield (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1995), chapter 24, 18.
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claims that correspond to reality, but to challenge the assumptions therein, including
an essentializing view of reality and the capacity of words to represent this reality.
Nāgārjuna’s philosophy of emptiness and the Madhyamaka school that was estab-

lished based on his teaching of emptiness as the middle way have left a profound
influence on the later Buddhist schools in China, Tibet, Vietnam, Korea, and Japan.
For Nāgārjuna, the intellectual exercise to see the limitation of thought is necessary
to truly appreciate the Four Noble Truths to address the root of suffering, including
an attachment to truth and belief. Emptiness itself is an expedient means, and those
who ascribe an ultimate truth to emptiness suffer from the very ailment of a reified
view (Sanskrit: prapañca) that emptiness is supposed to cure. While the majority of his
philosophy is dedicated to deconstruction in order to illustrate this point, the lesson
we should take from this is not that it is meaningless and pointless to use language and
ideas. Rather, we need to correct our misguided understanding of reality and truth so
that we can think and speak properly with an expedient means: we need to learn how
to use upāya as upāya.
The proper use of upāya is the key to establishing a Buddhist conception of hope,

for we need to learn how and what to hope properly based on the understanding of
emptiness. Given that Nāgārjuna is addressing the problem of a reified view, his focus
is the deconstruction of perspectives. Later Buddhists schools that emerged in East
Asia, on the other hand, focus more on the process of reconstruction based on the
Madhyamaka teaching of emptiness and the middle way, and Zen Buddhism (Chinese:
Chan) is no exception. Dōgen offers a theory of how we can reconstruct our world in
each moment of practice with the keen awareness of emptiness.
In the next section, I will show that Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist philosophy is established

upon this positive take on emptiness, the main idea of which results in the nondual-
ity of practice and enlightenment that resonates with Nhat Hanh’s understanding of
enlightenment in the present moment. Through an analysis of Dōgen’s philosophy, I
will argue that although Nhat Hanh challenges the idea of hope, the issue is not hope
itself but how and what we hope.

3. Enlightenment and the Present-oriented
Conception of Hope in the Zen Buddhist
Philosophy of Dōgen
Nāgārjuna’s philosophy focuses on the deconstruction of ideas, so some may think

Buddhism is nihilistic and far from any conception of hope. However, this deconstruc-
tion of truth and reality prepares a ground upon which we can build a Buddhist
conception of hope. In this section, I will focus on the Zen Buddhist philosophy of
Dōgen, the founder of the Sōtō Zen sect in thirteenthcentury Japan. While Nāgārjuna
emphasizes the limitation of an expedient means by asserting that emptiness itself is
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an upāya, Dōgen focuses more on the positive side, showing a proper way of using
words and ideas. Specifically, Dōgen’s understanding of enlightenment in the opening
passage of “Genjōkōan” in the Shōbōgenzō can show that there are two different con-
ceptions of hope that we need to distinguish: one is the future-oriented conception of
hope for enlightenment that sees practice as a means to a future end, and the other
is the present-oriented conception of hope that sees practice as an end itself. Only
the latter conception arises with enlightenment and thus is genuinely Zen Buddhist,
whereas the former conception results from the misunderstanding of reality and is only
a stepping-stone to enlightenment. To distinguish these two different conceptions, it is
necessary first to understand what it means to be enlightened. In this section, I will
explain enlightenment in Dōgen’s philosophy to show that only the latter conception
of hope is compatible with enlightenment.
The opening passage of “Genjōkōan” reads like a riddle, as he starts with a di-

aletheism, in which a contradiction is held simultaneously.15 What Dōgen aims to
demonstrate here is the process of enlightenment in which a practitioner begins with
an illusion and achieves enlightenment with the understanding of emptiness. However,
Dōgen does not explain the process: he shows it as a dialectical development, in which
he affirms, negates, and reaffirms how things appear through the eyes of a practitioner.
Let me quote the passage by breaking it down by each sentence:

1. When all beings are Buddha Dharma, there is illusion and enlightenment, prac-
tice, birth, death, Buddhas, and sentient beings.

2. When all things are without self, there is no illusion and enlightenment, no birth
or death, no Buddhas or sentient beings.

3. The Buddha-Way is originally beyond any fullness and lack,

4. and for that reason, there is birth and death, illusion and enlightenment, sentient
beings and Buddhas.16

Dōgen’s argument can be reformulated as this:

1. When A, then Yi

2. When B, then ~Yi

3. C

4. Therefore, Yii
15 Yasuo Deguchi, Jay Garfield, and Graham Priest, “A Mountain by Any Other Name,” Philosophy

East and West 63, no. 3 (2013): 338.
16 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in The Heart of Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō, translated by Masao Abe and Normal

Waddell (Albany: State University of New York, 2002), 40.
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Lines (1) and (2) here contain a prima facie contradiction, for (1) affirms that there
is a distinction between delusion and realization, birth and death, but (2) clearly denies
them.17 Here, (2) indicates the idea of emptiness, that nothing has a self-nature. What
is peculiar about this passage, however, is that once Dōgen denies the conventional
truth, he reaffirms it in (4). This passage shows the process of becoming enlightened,
in which one’s understanding of truth and emptiness advances in stages:

1. The assumption of the two-truth theory between conventional and ultimate
truths;

2. Reaching the ultimate truth of emptiness;

3. The transcending of this duality by seeing that the ultimate truth of emptiness
is also a conventional truth (the middle way as neither being nor nonbeing);

4. And finally, coming back to the conventional truth with a proper understanding
of emptiness, what it means to be enlightened, and how to use upāya as upāya.

In (1), Dōgen affirms the distinction between delusion and realization, birth and
death, as well as Buddhas and sentient beings. In the first stage of Buddhist practice,
there is an assumption that practice is a means to enlightenment, and the goal is to
reach this in the future. In this stage, the practitioner hopes for enlightenment, and
practice is understood as a means to achieving enlightenment in the future. This initial
stage of enlightenment endorses the future-oriented conception of hope.
In (2), Dōgen affirms the doctrine of svabhārva, as he explicitly states myriad things

are without an abiding self. This is the stage in which the practitioner sees emptiness
as the foundation of all myriad things. Upon realizing this, one comes to see that even
the idea of emptiness is a conventional truth, an expedient means to seeing how things
are. As previously mentioned, this point is an important paradigm shift in the process
of enlightenment. Understanding emptiness necessitates some form through which we
grasp it, and this activity of giving a form to emptiness is equivalent to giving it a
self-nature. In other words, “Emptiness is ineffable” is also an upāya: it functions as
a finger pointing to the moon. Only through this realization, one can come back to
conventional truths with a renewed sense of appreciation, seeing oneself and the world
in a new light. In (3), therefore, what Dōgen asserts is the middle way characterized by
the nonduality of conventional and ultimate truth (neither being nor nonbeing), that
when the distinction between A and B is dissolved, then Yii follows, a new perspective
on Yi.
There are two important points here for a Buddhist conception of hope: one is

that Dōgen’s philosophy has an emphasis on reconstruction (Japanese: genjō) rather
than deconstruction (Japanese: datsuraku), and the other is that enlightenment is a

17 The antecedents in (1) and (2) are identical in meaning, for Buddha Dharma is that all things/
beings are without self. So these conditional sentences present a contradiction.
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paradigm shift in which one sees the world as truly impermanent and interdependent
after having understood emptiness as the middle way. First, Dōgen’s philosophy goes
back to conventional truths in order to clarify what it means to be enlightened: en-
lightenment is not a state in which one can transcend these conditions of being to
eliminate suffering, but enlightenment consists in how we engage in practice and live
each moment with an acceptance of these conditions. Given that we are embodied in
a certain way, we cannot help but see things with our eyes, hear with our ears, smell
with our nose, think with our conceptual frameworks, and speak with our language.18
Hence, the main point that Dōgen wants to highlight is not just the limitation of
these frameworks and the deconstruction of them, but what we do with them in each
moment of our lives now that we understand emptiness. Genjō, the term included in
the title of the fascicle, “Genjōkōan,” means “letting things manifest themselves” or
“manifesting suchness,” but I want to translate this as “reconstruction” to distinguish
Yi from Yii because letting them manifest is to reconstruct our perspective with a
proper understanding of emptiness. Mitsuko Yorizumi explains the opening passage in
a similar way, as she asserts the final stage of the dialectical process is the construction
of the new world.19 In the above passage, Dōgen shows that emptiness has two func-
tions: deconstruction that results in (2) and (3), and reconstruction that results in Yii
in (4). In short, although the process of deconstruction dissolves the future-oriented
conception of hope, it does not mean that we cannot reconstruct a new conception of
hope based on this new perspective on the world that we are supposed to cultivate.
But what does this reconstruction entail? What is this new world that we are sup-

posed to see? In other words, what results from enlightenment? These questions lead
to the second point that is crucial for a Buddhist conception of hope: enlightenment
is a paradigm shift in which one finally sees everything as truly impermanent and
interdependent. Although we are seeing the same world, we now understand that we
are deeply embedded in the network of dependent origination. Once we see this point,
we cannot help but engage in practice knowing that what we do emerges in and has
an impact on the network of all beings. For this reason, Dōgen emphasizes that en-
lightenment is not something that we reach through practice, but it is something that
we do here and now with the acceptance of dependent origination. In the final section,
I will argue that there is a conception of hope that emerges with enlightenment, a
Buddhist hope to live each moment fully through practice with the acceptance of self
as impermanent and interdependent.

18 Steven Heine also emphasizes this point and the boundary of horizon in “What Is on the Other
Side? Delusion and Realization in ‘Genjōkōan,’ ” in Dōgen: Textual and Historical Studies, edited by
Steven Hein (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 42.

19 Mitsuko Yorizumi, Shōbōgenzō Nyūmon (Tokyo: Kadokawa Bunko, 2014), 44. She uses “kōchiku,”
which means construction.
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4. A Buddhist Conception of Hope in the
Nonduality of Practice and Enlightenment
In this section, I will establish a Buddhist conception of hope based on the nond-

uality of practice and enlightenment in the Zen Buddhist philosophy of Dōgen. This
nonduality enables us to see practice as an end in itself, rendering it meaningful with-
out having to validate its purpose outside itself. The point is to engage in the act
of reconstruction in each moment, for there is nothing beyond this act that one can
do. Therefore, a Buddhist conception of hope is not the same as the initial hope for
enlightenment, but it instead emerges with enlightenment. I argue that Dōgen’s un-
derstanding of enlightenment can establish a Buddhist conception of hope with three
main characteristics: (1) practice as an end in itself (the present-oriented conception
of hope); (2) gratitude for all beings (hope to show gratitude in practice); and (3) com-
passion for all beings (hope to show compassion in practice). If hope is an expression
of norms and values, then a Buddhist hope is an expression of Buddhist norms that
promote a certain attitude, which can be best summarized as this: “I engage in practice
with the hope to live each moment fully to convey gratitude and compassion for all
beings.”
Let me clarify the first point that practice is an end in itself. In the previous section,

I explained that enlightenment for Dōgen is to reconstruct our perspective of the world
through emptiness to see everything as impermanent and interdependent. Since this
reconstruction to transform our perspective is only possible in the present moment,
enlightenment can only take place here and now. This understanding of enlightenment
does not eliminate the possibility of building a Buddhist conception of hope. In fact, I
argue that a Buddhist conception of hope is present-oriented, namely the hope to live
each moment fully with the acceptance of our own being in the network of dependent
origination. Nhat Hanh assumes that hope is future-oriented, but this is not the case:
each moment has its own aim, namely, to exercise our capacities to the fullest. In this
sense, one can hope to live each moment fully by engaging in practice. This is the
proper attitude that a Zen Buddhist should cultivate: an absolute affirmation of life.
But why do we need to live each moment fully? What is the reason for doing so?

This question leads to the second element in a Buddhist conception of hope: one hopes
to convey gratitude in practice, for enlightenment enables one to see self as dependent
on everything else.20 If we are to understand that we depend on everything else to be,
then each moment of our lives should be an expression of gratitude for all beings. Thus,
the point of practice is not to hope for something that we do not have, but to express
gratitude for what we already have.

20 This nonduality of self and the world leads to the importance of the earth for Dōgen. Some of the
scholarships on the environment include Visions of Awakening Space and Time by Taigen Dan Leighton
and Mountains, Rivers, and the Great Earth by Jason Wirth.
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This expression of gratitude comes from understanding the Buddhist doctrine of
dependent origination, in which one sees the nonduality of self and the world.21 Dōgen
thinks that self and the world are interdependent and arising together because they are
both empty without a self-nature.22 He demonstrates this nonduality of self and the
world by challenging our frame of thought and showing how we should reconstruct our
conception of self through emptiness. To do this, he plays with language and reverses
the subject and object in a sentence: self as the subject seeing the world as the object,
and the world as the subject seeing self as the object. Deconstructing how we see
things in the relation of subject and object by highlighting the linguistic structure
that necessitates the subject and predicate form, Dōgen simultaneously reconstructs a
new perspective to see ourselves as arising and deeply embedded in the network of the
impermanent and interdependent world. He shows this point with an analogy of fish
and birds:

Fish swim the water and however much they swim, there is no end to the
water. Birds fly the skies, and however much they fly, there is no end to
the skies. Yet fish never once leave the water, birds never forsake the sky…
If a bird leaves the sky, it will soon die. If a fish leaves the water, it at once
perishes. We should grasp that water means life [for the fish], and the sky
means life [for the bird]. It must be that the bird means life [for the sky], and
the fish means life [for the water]; that life is the bird, life is the fish. We
could continue in this way even further, because practice and realization,
and for all that is possessed of life, it is the same.23

Here Dōgen aims to do two things: one is to highlight the frameworks through which
all beings live, and the other is to see these frameworks as the expressions of the whole
world. First, he points out that fish and birds have their own embodied frameworks
through which they live their lives. Their activities are connected with the ways of
their own beings. This applies to humans as well: we should accept the conditions of
our embodied being. Second and more importantly, Dōgen shows that the perspective
of emptiness allows us to see self as an expression of the world by reversing the subject
and predicate in a sentence (deconstruction). In the above passage, I highlighted the
key sentences, in which Dōgen plays with language by switching the subjects, “fish” and
“bird,” with the predicate “alive” or “life.” When we say, “This fish is alive” and “This
bird is alive,” the subjects are fish and bird. But Dōgen points out that we could also
say that life is being this fish, or that life is being this bird by reversing the subject and

21 Dōgen explains that everything in this world is Buddha-nature instead of the common reading
of the Nirvāṇa Sūtra that all sentient beings without exception have Buddha-nature. See the fascicle of
“Busshō (Buddha-nature)” in the Shōbōgenzō.

22 Emptiness is a way of explaining the true nature of reality as impermanent and interdependent.
If we focus on the temporal aspect, we can say that everything is impermanent. If we focus on the
spatial aspect, we can say that everything is interdependent.

23 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in The Heart, 43–44.
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predicate, in which we can say that life is taking the form of fish or the form of bird.
Through this, Dōgen deconstructs our way of thinking and suggests that the proper
reconstruction is to see self as an activity of the whole world.24
If we understand practice as an expression of gratitude based on the doctrine of

dependent origination, then it makes sense that Dōgen thinks everything we do is a part
of practice. In particular, Dōgen thinks, in addition to sitting meditation, cooking is a
vital and supreme form of practice, as he regards a tenzō (a cook in the Zen monastery)
as a master who nourishes people through food. In “Instruction for the Tenzō,” Dōgen
asserts, “If there is sincerity in your cooking and associated activities, whatever you
do will be an act of nourishing the sacred body.”25 Understanding everyday activities
as practice, we can say that everything we do in each moment of our lives should aim
at showing our gratitude for all beings.
So far, I explained that the proper reconstruction in enlightenment is to see self as

an activity of the whole world based on the understanding of dependent origination.
This reconstruction encourages one to live each moment fully with the hope to express
gratitude for all beings. However, the doctrine of dependent origination indicates that
what we do is an effect of everything else, given that our action emerges as an expres-
sion of the world. Based on this, some suggest that Buddhism offers a deterministic
understanding of reality, thus being at peace with the conditions of our being is a
better description of enlightenment.26 To this, I respond that hope and peace are not
mutually exclusive. In fact, being peace is the necessary step for practice, as enlighten-
ment requires our utmost effort to make the most of our lives. Let me explain this point
with an analysis of “Genjōkōan.” If our ways of being are the necessary and important
expressions of the world, then this insight sometimes leads to the erroneous attitude
that we need not do anything. Indeed, Dōgen’s philosophy inherits the doctrine of orig-
inal enlightenment that was dominant in Tendai Buddhism (Chinese: Tiantai), which
asserts that we are already enlightened.27 Does that mean that there is no need to
practice? Dōgen offers his own answer to this question in the concluding paragraph of
“Genjōkōan” with an analogy of the wind and a fan:

24 Technically, there are two perspectives that one needs to hold simultaneously: to see oneself as
oneself (“I am me”) and to see oneself as the world (“I am the world” or “The world is me”). If we reduce
self to one or the other, then it is not quite right, for one can say that whatever I do is the result of the
world, so I am not at all responsible for what I do. This view is obviously mistaken. I am responsible
for what I do, yet there are conditions that influence what I do here and now.

25 Dōgen, “Instruction for the Tenzō,” in Moon in a Dewdrop: Writings of Zen Master Dōgen, ed.
Kazuaki Tanahashi (New York: North Point Press, 1995), 58.

26 Multiple people brought up this point when I talked about hope and Buddhism in the past. Nhat
Hanh also has a similar idea that enlightenment brings peace, thus there is no room for hope.

27 According to original enlightenment, we practice in order to realize that we are already enlight-
ened. To illustrate this point, Dōgen claims that we do not have Buddha-nature, but we are Buddha-
nature. Traditionally, Buddha-nature is considered a potentiality for enlightenment, but Dōgen changes
the meaning of Buddha-nature to say that we are already enlightened. Read “Busshō (Buddha-nature)”
in the Shōbōgenzō.
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As Zen master Pao-ch’e of Mount Ma-yü was fanning himself, a monk came
up and said, “The nature of the wind is constancy. There is no place it does
not reach. Why use a fan?” Pao-ch’e answered, “You only know the nature of
the wind is constancy. You haven’t yet grasped the meaning of its reaching
every place.” “What is the meaning of its reaching every place?” asked the
monk. The master only fanned himself. The monk bowed deeply.28

This conversation is an analogy to explain why practice is necessary at all if our
ways of being are the expressions of the world, namely Buddha-nature. To this, Dōgen
adds,

Verification of the Buddha Dharma, the authentic transmission of the vital
Way, is like this. To say that one should not use a fan because the wind is
constant, that there will be a wind even when one does not use a fan, fails
to understand both constancy and the nature of the wind. It is because the
nature of the wind is constancy that the wind of the house of Buddhism
reveals the great earth’s golden presence and ripens the sweet milk of the
long rivers.29

To see oneself in the network of dependent origination is to see one’s act in two
ways simultaneously: that this act is an effect of everything in the world, and that
this act has an effect on all beings precisely because one is embedded in the world.30
This acceptance leads to a new appreciation of practice as enlightenment, in which
the present moment is seen as the culmination of all beings and all moments working
together. Therefore, what enables this moment of practice is not just one’s own effort,
but this effort is being supported and made possible by everything else. If the whole
world is making this moment of practice possible, then this realization enables us to
value practice as an expression of the whole world, in which we celebrate the working
of all beings in what we do here and now.31 In emphasizing the constancy of wind,
the student only sees the wind as being everywhere but without understanding why.
To understand the constancy of the wind is to practice with the keen awareness of
dependent origination, that one’s action is a cause and an effect of everything else.
Finally, the awareness of self as arising in the network of the world encourages one

to live in such a way to be compassionate for all. Given that Mahāyāna Buddhism
emphasizes the importance of saving all sentient beings from suffering, enlightenment

28 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in The Heart, 45.
29 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in The Heart, 45.
30 Because of this interdependence of all beings, some believe that Zen Buddhist philosophy has

important implications for environmental philosophy.
31 The fascicle, “Zenki (“The Whole Activity” or “Undivided Activity”),” focuses on this point in the

Shōbōgenzō.
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cultivates the hope of diminishing suffering in the world.32 Earlier I argued that the
initial hope for enlightenment is to be overcome, for this hope posits its purpose in the
future. Based on this reasoning, some may object that the hope to alleviate suffering
is similar to this initial hope for enlightenment, given that one engages in practice in
the future hope of saving all beings.
I have two responses to this objection. First, the hope to express compassion for

all beings is present-oriented, for we can only express our compassion in the present
moment of practice. This point leads to my second response: we can hope to alleviate
suffering as long as this hope is grounded in the present practice of compassion. In
other words, it is not wrong to act in a hope for something as long as it is done so
properly with the understanding of dependent origination, emptiness, and upāya. In the
network of dependent origination, one hopes to make a difference, to make the world
a better place, and to save all beings from suffering by using an upāya in the hope of
making others see the moon by pointing to it. Therefore, being nihilistic about one’s
own action and its future consequences is not a proper way of engaging in practice.
Indeed, Nhat Hanh’s own work on Engaged Buddhism would not make sense if his
work were not done with the hope of alleviating suffering.33 Only that this hope needs
to be grounded with the present practice to convey gratitude and compassion for all
beings. Keeping that in mind, we can see why peace work is important for Nhat Hanh,
as he concludes his remark on hope by stressing that peace work is not a means to an
end but an end in itself:

A. J. Muste, the mid-twentieth-century leader of the peace movement in
America who inspired millions of people, said, “There is no way to peace,
peace is the way.” This means that we can realize peace right in the present
moment with our look, our smile, our words, and our actions. Peace work
is not a means. Each step we make should be peace… We don’t need the
future. We can smile and relax. Everything we want is right here in the
present moment.34

Through this example, Nhat Hanh illustrates his view that corresponds to the non-
duality of practice and enlightenment in Dōgen’s philosophy: whatever we do here
and now is enlightenment, thus hoping for enlightenment in the future is mistaken.
However, it does not mean that there is no conception of hope in Buddhism.

32 Mahāyāna means the great vehicle, and this name emerged with the criticism of Theravāda
Buddhism, which early Mahāyāna Buddhists called Hīnayāna, the small vehicle, because of its emphasis
on monastic life, an elitist approach to enlightenment.

33 Nhat Hanh is a central figure in Engaged Buddhism, the social and political movement that
endeavors to resolve social and political issues based on the teachings of Buddhism.

34 Nhat Hanh, Peace, 42.

220



5. Conclusion
Nhat Hanh asserts that hope is an obstacle if we think that enlightenment is possible

only in the future. As I showed in this chapter, Nhat Hanh offers a specific upāya
to combat our tendency to see practice as a mere means to an end. This mistake is
characterized as the first stage of enlightenment in the opening passage of “Genjōkōan.”
As Dōgen shows in the fascicle, one should realize that practice is not a means to a
future end of enlightenment, but practice is enlightenment. This nonduality of practice
and enlightenment means that practice and enlightenment are the cause and effect of
each other simultaneously: one is to see practice as the result of enlightenment, and
the other is to see enlightenment as the result of practice. The first point is strongly
connected with the nonduality of self and the world, in which one celebrates each
moment as the presencing of the whole world.35 Given that everything is an expression
of the world, one need not hope for more, yet one should hope to live in such a way to
cherish each moment as the “present” of all beings. Obviously, the “present” is a pun,
but not a haphazard one: this moment is a manifestation of all beings in the past and
future, and practice is an act of gratitude for this present. Simultaneously, we need
to see that whatever we do here and now affects everything else precisely because we
are entrenched in the network of dependent origination. Thus, Mahāyāna Buddhism
highlights the importance of compassion, and saving all beings from suffering is an
important reason for practice.
In this chapter, I focused on Dōgen’s Zen Buddhism to establish a Buddhist concep-

tion of hope. Needless to say, Dōgen’s philosophy is not representative of all Buddhist
teachings, and some may challenge my interpretation of Dōgen’s philosophy with an
idea of hope here, especially when Dōgen does not speak of hope in his writings. To
establish my point, I made references to Nhat Hanh’s elucidation of hope, but I did my
utmost to give a charitable reading of his explanation in light of Buddhist teachings.
Therefore, it was not my aim to dismiss Nhat Hanh’s claim entirely, but rather to
clarify what he means from a Zen perspective and build upon his discussion of hope.
I believe that there is a conception of hope in Buddhism, inasmuch as the main con-
cern of Mahāyāna Buddhism in particular is to save all from suffering. The aim of
my philosophical inquiry was to bring out these implications of Buddhist teachings to
extract what we may rightly call a Buddhist conception of hope even in the silence of
Buddhist texts.36

35 I use “presencing” to emphasize that each moment manifests itself as a process of presencing
suchness. This expression is often used in Buddhist philosophy to refer to this process.

36 I would like to thank my friends and colleagues, Jason Wirth and Michael Hemmingsen, and the
editors of this book, Claudia Blöser and Titus Stahl, for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this
chapter.
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III: Social Contexts of Hope



Chapter Thirteen: Interpersonal
Hope
Adrienne M. Martin
The subject of this chapter is what I call interpersonal hope, or hope invested by

one person in another. Although the philosophical literature on hope is fairly sizable,
specifically interpersonal hope does not bulk large. I aim to demonstrate that it is a
fruitful subject matter, yielding insights about both agency and interpersonal relations.
Interpersonal hope is also a prevalent and significant element of ordinary human life,
deserving philosophical investigation in its own right. To point the reader’s intuitions
in the right direction, here is an example of interpersonal hope: a father hopes his
daughter will have a more comfortable and fulfilling life than he has. This hope is the
basis for a number of expectations the father presses on himself, centered around the
ideas of providing opportunities for his child and raising her to take advantage of those
opportunities. As she nears adulthood, the hope also becomes the basis for a number
of expectations the father holds her to, centered around the ideas of taking advantage
of opportunities. At the point where he forms these expectations of his daughter, the
father’s hope for his daughter becomes an interpersonal hope. He invests his hope in
his daughter; he hopes in her for her better life.
I will argue that this hope, and hopes like it, should be conceptualized in terms

of socially extended agency—when we invest hope in each other, in a distinctive way
I will identify, what we hope for is to extend our agency through each other. The
father’s hope is a hope to achieve the end of a better life for his daughter, in part
through her agency as an extension of his. (Lest this sound creepily controlling, let
me anticipate a point I will develop later: the extension of agency does not imply
retaining control over that agency, and can take many forms, even a complete hand-off
of material resources.) I will argue that conceptualizing interpersonal hope in these
terms sheds light on the nature of hope in general (that is, not only hope invested in
people, but hope wherever and however we inhabit it), and also provides a framework for
understanding several emotional attitudes—let-down, pride in another, pride in oneself,
trust, betrayal, and gratitude—that bear an intuitive but elusive connection to more
frequently theorized Strawsonian “reactive attitudes” like resentment and indignation.
I conclude by describing three kinds of constraint on good interpersonal hope, which
is not, I argue, an intrinsically moral or virtuous phenomenon.
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1. Socially Extended Agency and Feeling Let Down
by a Person
My most direct argument for conceptualizing interpersonal hope in terms of socially

extended agency takes this form: I begin by identifying a key mark of interpersonal
hope. This mark is that, when we invest hope in a person, we can be described as
“counting on” the investee, and this means being positioned to feel let down by the
investee, if they do fail. I then demonstrate that this positioning makes sense if investing
hope in a person is hoping to extend one’s agency through theirs.
First, the mark of interpersonal hope: in our exemplar, the father comes to hold

his daughter to certain expectations about taking advantage of the opportunities he
has worked to make available to her. These expectations amount to “counting on” his
daughter to take her opportunities, such that, if she fritters them away, he is disposed
to feel let down by her. This form of “let-down” is distinct from another. First, there
is the “disappointment” or “let-down” of desire for an outcome or situation that you
have only predictive expectations for—the disappointment of rain on your wedding
day. It is also possible to feel this form of disappointment regarding a person’s actions
or attitudes. Thus you might want a new friend to develop an interest in some activity
you enjoy and feel “let down” when they dislike it but not feel they have let you down.
Then there is different sense of feeling “let down by” a person that is my focus—here,
you hold someone to an expectation in a personal way, such that the failure to live
up to it is felt to demonstrate a lack of appreciation for you or that it was your
expectation they were supposed to live up to. In our exemplar, the father could have
either of these expectations and be disposed to feel both forms of “disappointment” or
“let down.” It is, however, only the second sense that marks the investment of what
I’m calling interpersonal hope.
Second, my proposed conception of interpersonal hope, which I will argue provides

a compelling explanation of this feeling of let-down, is this: when we invest hope in
people, we hope to create a certain intertwining of agencies. Put suggestively, the
feeling that a person has let you down marks a hit on your agency. Moving toward a
more concrete account of this conception of interpersonal hope, what I have in mind is
socially extended agency, modeled on standard treatments of socially extended cognition.
In Clark’s and Chalmers’s account, a person’s cognition is extended “outside of skull
and skin” when the person’s thought processes are reliably coupled with some external
entity, such that the thought processes and the external entity both play active causal
roles and jointly govern the person’s behavior. A person’s cognition is socially extended
when that external entity is another person’s mind. Socially extended agency arises
from a reliable coupling of one’s agency with that of another person. Collective action
is a clear case of socially extended agency. However, collective action involves shared
and joint intentions, and mutual awareness of these intentions among the members
of the collective. Socially extended agency does not necessarily involve these elements.
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All that is required for extended agency is the reliable causal coupling of a person’s
agency with some external entity, and all that is required for socially extended agency
is that the external entity is another person’s agency.
The metaphor of investment is a good one for socially extended agency. First, there is

the familiar sense of “investment,” where an investor is someone who puts money, time,
or effort into a fund or project, with some anticipation of return. In this sense, when
a person puts their agency or agencyrelevant resources in another person’s project,
with some anticipation of return in the form of the success of the project, they may
thereby produce a reliable coupling of theirs and the investee’s agency. Second, there
is the sense of “investment,” where an investor is someone who imbues another with a
right or a power. There are many ways a person many be invested with power, and
a large number of them make the invested person into the agent of the investor—for
example, when a person is invested with the power to perform civil marriages, they
thereby become the agent of the state, so that the state performs the marriage through
them. This is a circumstance of socially extended agency, where the state’s agency is
reliably coupled with that of the officiant.
Next, I want to set this concept of socially extended agency inside a characterization

of hope, very broadly construed. This will deepen the explanation of the connection
between interpersonal hope and the feeling of being let down by a person. There are
multiple methods for generating a “characterization” of an attitude, a state of being,
or an experience. So, if one reads widely enough about hope, one will encounter many
approaches to describing it. Not all of these approaches involve breaking hope into its
component parts, but this is a useful way to investigate hope’s interaction with other
attitudes, states of being, and experiences. Among philosophers and psychologists who
take such an “analytic” approach to describing hope, I believe it is fair to say a rough
consensus has recently emerged, that hope has three primary component parts: first,
a belief that the hoped-for outcome is possible but not guaranteed; second, a desire or
preference for that outcome; and some third thing that amounts to a positively-toned
“what-if” attitude toward a future containing that outcome.1
According to what has come to be called the “standard” or “orthodox” view of

hope, it consists in a desire for a possible but uncertain outcome. Several philosophers
have observed, however, that this view doesn’t easily distinguish hope from other atti-
tudes, such as despair. Hence some third element seems needed, and philosophers have
proposed several, including mental imaging of the hoped-for outcome (Bovens 1999);
viewing some external factor on which the hoped-for outcome depends as good (Meirav
2009); taking an agential interest in the future containing the outcome (McGeer 2008);
setting the probability of the outcome “offline” and acting as if it is likely to obtain (Pet-
tit 2004); seeing the possible-but-uncertain desired outcome as encouraging (Milona
and Stockdale 2018); seeing the probability of the outcome as sufficient to license

1 Milona argues that the third component is unnecessary, given his preferred conception of desire
and what he calls “the basing relation.”
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hopeful thoughts, feelings, and plans (Martin 2014); and a phenomenological idea of
the future containing the hoped-for outcome (Calhoun 2018). The commonality across
these proposals is that a person who hopes, allows the possibility of the hoped-for
outcome to positively color their engagement with the future. The question “What if
the future contains what I desire?” positively affects their thoughts, feelings, plans, or
simply ways of being in the present.
We can now put my proposal about interpersonal hope in the following terms. When

hope is interpersonally invested it has these three components: irst, a belief that it
is possible but not guaranteed that one’s agency will be extended through another
person’s and thereby contribute to the realization of the hoped-for outcome; second,
a desire or preference for that extension; and some third thing that amounts to a
positively-toned “what-if” attitude toward a future containing that outcome produced
through a process that includes this extension of agency. In our exemplar, the father
hopes in his child for her better future, insofar as he believes it is possible but not
guaranteed that his agency will be extended through hers in the creation of this better
future, and both desires and entertains a positively-toned “what-if” attitude toward
this outcome.
The postulate that hoping in a person is hoping to extend one’s agency through

the investee’s agency explains why failed or thwarted interpersonal hopes are marked
by the attitude that one has been let down by that person. For, on this account, the
investment is essentially a desiderative and affective orientation toward the possibility
of reliance. When we build into our efforts particular events or objects, such that
our efforts rely on those things, and those things do not eventuate, the bottom drops
out of our agency or our agency rests on a base of reduced stability. The realization
that a hoped-for base of stability is unavailable is marked by the sinking feeling of
disappointment. When we hope to extend our agency through another person’s, we
rely on their responsible agency, and so the feeling of disappointment acquires a reactive
aspect—that aspect that distinguishes the feeling of having personally been let down
by someone, which I will discuss more in short order—and becomes the attitude that
they have let us down.
In both cases, we might say the disappointment marks the dissolution of the what-if

attitude. The disappointed person has lost the possibility of living under the positive
guidance of the question “What if the future contains what I desire?” and they’ve lost
this possibility not because they’ve let go of the desire but because their circumstances
no longer adequately support the question. In the case of interpersonal hope, the person
who is let down perceives that the person in whom they had invested hope will not
extend their agency.
Thus, there is a direct connection between interpersonal hope, if it is conceptualized

in terms of socially extended agency, and the feeling of being let down. In the next phase
of my argument, I aim to demonstrate that the socially extended agency conception
of interpersonal hope also fits well with a set of observations about the similarities
and differences between feeling let down by a person and reacting to them with moral
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anger. For a first point of comparison, the attitude that one has been let down and
moral anger have this in common: they both presuppose the responsible agency of their
targets; that is, it appears they are both modes of “participant” relation, to use Peter
Strawson’s term. Participant relations contrast with objective relations, where a person
is treated as an object of, for example, study, policy, or manipulation. Strawson’s
focus was on the idea that relating to people as “participants” implies they are free
and responsible agents. The reactive attitudes, Strawson argued, imply the responsible
agency of their targets; we suspend them when we believe the person we are interacting
with is excused or exempt from responsibility. It is also helpful on this point to include
certain speech acts we may use in efforts to get people to live up to our expectations.
Most philosophers writing on the subject tend to associate reactive attitudes with
demands. That is, it is very common to characterize the reactive attitudes and the
participant stance as demanding. However, we should attend to the fact that demands
are only a particularly imperatival instantiation of the broader category of directive
speech acts or speech acts that try to make their hearer do something. In addition
to other imperatival speech acts like commands, there are also are directives that
tend to be performed in a more precative mood, such as entreating, pleading, and
urging. Urging is of particular interest for present purposes, because it is a common
tool we deploy when we fear someone may let us down: “Don’t let me down!” we may
urge. Coming back to my original point, then, both the feeling of let-down, and now
urging, are participant modes of relation—like moral anger and the demand for basic
recognition respect, they imply the responsible agency of their targets.
Like certain other reactive attitudes, feeling let down by a person is positional—it

implies something about your position relative to the target of the feeling. Uninforma-
tively, it implies that they let you down. This observation can become more informative,
however, again through comparison with moral anger. First, compare feeling let down
with feeling morally indignant toward them, conceived as Strawson does. Indignation
implies that its target wronged somebody other than you—hence, Strawson calls it a
“vicarious” reactive attitude. Indignation thus seems to imply both its target’s moral
agency—they are someone it is apt to represent as a “wrongdoer”—and the moral
subjectivity on the person on behalf of whom you feel indignant. Next consider resent-
ment, once again conceived as Strawson does. Resentment implies you are the person
wronged. If that’s right, then resentment implies not only the moral agency of its target
and your moral subjectivity; it also implies your position relative to its target, and vice
versa. Let-down, like resentment, implies your position relative to that person. We can
connect this point about the positionality of both resentment and let-down with the
earlier distinction between ways of holding a person to an expectation. Both resenting
and feeling let down by a person indicate that you held them to an expectation in a
“personal” way, such that the failure to live up to the expectation is felt to demonstrate
a lack of appreciation for you. Hence Strawson called resentment a “personal” reactive
attitude.
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This brings us to the key difference between let-down and resentment. The ground-
ing of the two attitudes is different—for what it takes to be positioned to be let down
is different from what it takes to be wronged. It is standard to think the positionality
presupposed by resentment is co-membership in moral community. That is, any mem-
ber of the moral community is capable of being wronged by any other member. In one
sense, this is a trivial claim: to be capable of being wronged, one must be a member
of the “community” of beings capable of being wronged. But given certain common
assumptions about the scope of that “community”—that it is all of humanity, or all
creatures with certain capacities—this becomes a substantive claim, and implies that
one does not have to be in a more particular relationship to be positioned either, on
the one side, to wrong another person or, on the other side, to aptly resent another
person who has wronged you. On this view, resentment is the appropriate response to
moral wronging because wronging is a violation of moral status, the status a person
has simply in virtue of membership in the moral community. Moral status sets up
boundaries; resentment marks the violation of something meant to be inviolable.
Letting a person down, by contrast, is not failing to respect their moral status.

Rather it is failing to appreciate a prior personal relationship—a relationship describ-
able only through reference to the particular people involved and their history together.
A useful comparison is with hurt feelings, which appears on Strawson’s suggestive list
of reactive attitudes. Overtures of friendship and offers of help provide one context
for hurt feelings—that is, when our offers of relationship are refused, we can be hurt.
It’s not especially appropriate to feel let down by such refusals, however, for feeling
let down presupposes the context of an existing relationship. Hurt feelings can be a
response to a failure to appreciate an existing relationship, too—when a family mem-
ber forgets your birthday or your adult child never calls, for example. And feeling let
down is not typically an apt response to such forms of neglect. So, we want to specify
the nature of the relationship that “let down” fails to appreciate.
My proposal here is that the difference between let-down and hurt feelings, too, can

be captured by the idea of socially extended agency. Why is the father let down by
his daughter’s failure to appreciate the opportunities he’s worked to make available to
her? Why doesn’t he instead suffer from hurt feelings? The answer is that his agency
is bound up in the creation of the opportunities, in a way it is not bound up in things
like wanting his daughter to remember his birthday and stay in touch.
Personal relationships are not exhausted by social extensions of agency. And what

it takes to properly appreciate our personal relationships is also not exhausted by ap-
preciating how people’s agency is extended through us, or how others seek to extend
their agency through us. However, personal relationships are the contexts where we are
most likely to seek to extend our agency through other people. Thus, it makes sense
that interpersonal hope, conceived in terms of socially extended agency, is bound up in
particular personal relationships in at least three ways: First, we often invest such hope
in the context of preexisting relationships. Friendship, romantic love, project collabora-
tion, activist coalitions—these are all relationships within which people develop shared
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ends, adopt each other’s ends, hope to receive help with their ends, and to help others
with their ends. Second, when a person invests hope in another, it tends to create a
new relationship or change preexisting relationships. Love and friendship, for example,
often come into being, and deepen or change, in part as a result of invested hope. Such
evolutions of personal relationships constitute changes in opportunities for extended
agency, and thereby shifting patterns of personal expectations and potential sources
of let-down. Finally, interpersonally invested hope itself is a hope for relationship: a
relationship where hopeful person’s agency is extended through the investee.
To socially extend our agency, we provide agential resources for use by the investee.

Agential resources take many forms. In our exemplar, the father provides material
resources to create opportunities for his child. He also provides educational labor and
support in an effort to both make her capable of making good use of her opportuni-
ties and shape her values and goals so that she will see the point in pursuing these
opportunities. And he provides emotional resources and support in at least two ways:
first, he provides the emotional labor involved in raising and educating her; second, he
invests his emotions—which are tied to agency at least insofar as they are involved in
motivation—in her and her efforts. Although it is tricky to do this well, and many of
us do not do it well, parents can lend agential support to their children’s efforts simply
by being present and appreciative onlookers. So interpersonal hope can manifest in
many ways, ranging from the provision of material resources to the investee’s projects
or well-being, to simple emotional investment in the same.
This brings me to another demonstration of the explanatory power of the socially

extended agency conception of interpersonal hope. Previously, I observed that complete
strangers cannot let each other down. However, this observation is not entirely accurate.
As a matter of fact, people do sometimes appear to invest hope in people they don’t
know and to feel let down by them. It is common enough for people to become extremely
invested in athletes and sports teams and develop a range of hopeful expectations of
good sportsmanship, dedication, and excellence. This is true even for many fans who
live far away from “their” team or athlete, who rarely or never have the opportunity to
see them in live competition. It is also common for people to invest hope in politicians
and candidates for political office, and develop a range of hopeful expectations of
commitment, integrity, and deliverance on professed values. This is true even for many
people who do not join or contribute to political campaigns. Moreover, it is often
seen as reasonable— or at least not plumb loco—for the fans of athletic or political
celebrities to “feel let down by” poor performance or failures to uphold values the fans
felt they had in common.
Considered from a distance, this is a strange phenomenon. How is the athlete who

cheats or competes poorly letting down someone in another city, whom they have never
met, sitting on the couch in their living room? How is the candidate for an office in
another state, for whom I do not even have the opportunity to vote, and for whom I
have not provided any material support, letting me down when it’s revealed they are a
serial harrasser? The socially extended agency account of interpersonal hope provides
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two avenues of explanation, one deflationary and one not. Both avenues involve first
attending to the roles occupied by public figures. These roles invite people to have
a sense of “relationship” with those occupying them, and the “relationship” is usually
construed as one of “support.”
The rituals of being a sports fan are largely centered on a kind of magical thinking—

by wearing the shirt and cheering and thereby “participating” in the win. There are
more direct avenues available for supporting a political candidate, but it is also pos-
sible to “support” a political candidate only in your mind and heart. Thus, on the
deflationary explanation, let-down in such cases is a technically an error, but one the
hopeful person has been invited, even seduced, into making. Your agency is not ex-
tended through the public figures you “invest” in, but those roles and the rituals that
have grown up around them make it seem reasonable to hope it could be.
On the non-deflationary explanation, those roles and rituals gain enough substance

for it to be reasonable to talk of genuine, if only symbolically, extended agency. On
either explanation, it makes sense that poor play by the athlete or political candidate
would feel like the frustration of an agential effort and produce the feeling that a person
for whom you had some expectations has let you, personally, down.

2. Interlude
I have been demonstrating the explanatory power of my socially extended agency

conception of interpersonal hope, in relation to the feeling of letdown, why it has the
phenomenology it does, why it appears in the context of personal relationships, and
also why it appears to make sense in some fringe scenarios where the person feeling let
down has no relationship with the target of the feeling. I next turn to demonstrating
the fruitfulness of this conception for understanding the relations between, first, inter-
personal hope and other forms of hope and, second, interpersonal hope and two more
robust participant relationships, trust and benefaction. Before I turn to this, though, I
want to briefly compare the socially extended agency conception of interpersonal hope
to my previous work on “normative hope.”
I previously attempted to understand the connection between interpersonal hope

and let-down (or “disappointment”) in my discussion of normative hope, where the
hopeful person specifically hopes another person will “conform to a norm.” In relation
to the rough consensus characterization of hope, a normative hope is one where the
hopeful person desires that another person conform to a norm, believes conformity
is an “achievable challenge” for that person, and adopts a positively toned “what-if”
attitude toward a future where they conform to the norm. Central examples include
hoping one’s teenage children will be honest, when their developmental stage makes
this difficult; hoping a stranger will be considerate, when the surrounding culture en-
courages selfishness; hoping a powerful set of people will act justly, when their corrupt
character impedes their moral vision (Martin 2014).
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Unfortunately, normative hope, so conceived, does not explain the propriety of feel-
ing let down when the teenager lies, or the stranger is a jerk, or the powerful act
unjustly. The cases I started with, such as “lying teenager,” led me to think about
this attitude primarily in the context of obstacles to achievement (such as the teenage
brain, or social practices of selfishness). Hence, it seemed central to let-down that it
marks failures to meet expectations levied differently from the way requirements are
levied. If requirements are levied as things the target must accomplish, the natural
contrast seemed expectations levied as more optional, though nevertheless urgent or
pressing or highly desirable—hence the idea of an “achievable challenge.” But it’s pos-
sible to let a person down by failing to do something not at all challenging. Moreover,
it’s possible to represent conformity to a certain norm as an achievable challenge for
a person without thereby positioning yourself to feel let down. I can hope scientists
make steps toward figuring out how humans can colonize Mars—representing such
progress as an achievable challenge— but an attitude that the scientists let me down
with a lackluster performance remains unfitting or inapt in the absence of any real
“investment” on my part. In short, representing conformity to a norm as an achievable
challenge leaves open whether one is invested in that conformity.
Additionally, I should note that, as far as normative hope is concerned, I now believe

we should broaden the language describing the hoped-for outcome, and not limit it to
“norm-conformity.” An interpersonal hope need not invoke “conformity to a norm” in
any substantive way. Granted, we can describe, for example, the daughter’s efforts
as “conforming to a norm of taking advantage of the opportunities provided by loved
ones.” However, even if such a description is always in principle available, it need
not substantially feature in the interpersonal hope’s components. Hence, interpersonal
hope is for the investee to make some specific kind or degree of effort in pursuit of an
outcome, where that effort may or may not be a matter of norm-compliance. As before,
it was the cases I used to begin investigating normative hope—namely, cases where
the hoped-for outcome has moral significance for the hopeful person—that mislead
me somewhat. Taking expectations that people meet moral requirements as the model
inclined me to think in terms of norms, while altering the description of how those
norms are pressed on the target of expectation. Adding to the starting data cases
where the hoped-for outcome is not of moral significance (such as investing hope in a
team for a championship, or hope in one’s child for a better future for that child—which
could be but is not necessarily morally significant) makes the concept of investment
far more salient than that of challenge.

3. A Taxonomy of Hope
If we think of feeling let down as marking the dissolution of the hopeful what-

if attitude, it is natural to also ask about the positive resolution of the latter—what
happens when the hopeful person realizes they are now physically occupying the future
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they once occupied only through fantasy, imagination, or as a “phenomenological idea”?
In the case of impersonal hope, the answer is some kind of happiness or joy. In the case
of interpersonal hope, the positive resolution means the hoped-for extension of agency
has been successful, that the hopeful person has, via the investee, brought about the
hoped-for outcome. Pride is thus the natural response, but since the hopeful person’s
success is largely due to another person, it is pride in another, rather than the form
of pride that has received more attention in philosophy: pride in oneself. (Previously
I proposed that the satisfaction of normative hope produces gratitude, but as I will
discuss below, I now think gratitude occupies a different place in the taxonomy framed
by interpersonal hope.)
However, now that pride is on the scene, we should realize an important fact about

“impersonal” hope: a good deal of impersonal hope is actually intrapersonal hope, or the
hope to achieve something through one’s own efforts or agency. Hence, there are cases
we might have been inclined to categorize as “impersonal hope,” because they contrast
with interpersonal hope, where failure causes the hopeful person to feel disappointed in
themselves; while success makes them proud of themselves. So, we can draw a diagram
(see Figure 13.1).
In fact, hope is most paradigmatically mix of impersonal, intrapersonal, and

interpersonal—when the hopeful person perceives that the outcome they desire is best
realized through a mix of their own efforts, the efforts of others, and fortunate events.
Hope usually positions people to adopt a range of both “objective” and “participant”
attitudes, including objective disappointment, the feeling of having been let down
by oneself or another, objective happiness, and pride in oneself or another. Which
attitudes are most prominent depends on the circumstances contributing to the
dissolution or positive resolution of the hopeful what-if attitude. There are also hopes
that bind together the intra- and interpersonal: hoping in us for our growth together
in mutual presence.
Not only is hope paradigmatically multi-faceted in this way, but hoping well paradig-

matically requires all these facets. Hope shades into wishful thinking, for example,
when there are avenues open to the hopeful person— avenues whose difficulty suits
the strength of the hopeful person’s desire that they either are unwilling to take or
are culpably unable to see. That is, hoping well paradigmatically requires not hoping
in a purely impersonal way, but also investing intrapersonal hope in oneself. A purely
impersonal hope where intrapersonal hope is available is an idle hope. And sometimes
an idle hope is fine, but other times it is not. Similarly, as previously stated, hoping
well paradigmatically requires not hoping in a purely personal way because investing
no hope in the fortunate or congenial turn of events is failing to recognize the limits
of human agency. This is what I would take from Victoria McGeer, when she writes,

[N]o matter what the circumstance, hoping is a matter, not only of rec-
ognizing but also of actively engaging with our own current limitations in
affecting the future we want to inhabit… Thus, hope … is … about taking
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Figure 13.1. Taxonomy of Hope
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an agential interest in the future and in the opportunities it may afford.
It is about saying the following: although there may be nothing we can do
now to bring about what we desire, our energy is still oriented toward the
future, limitations notwithstanding. (McGeer 2004, 104)

I think McGeer overstates the connection between the hopeful person’s hope and
their agency—it is not true that hoping for an outcome always means being disposed
to act in pursuit of it, should the opportunity arise. There are genuine idle hopes, and
hopes directed at the past, or at present events dependent entirely on fortune. However,
a normative or ethical proposition is true: sometimes (often) we should not be satisfied
with idle hopes but should rather invest some of our hope in our own agency. And, as
McGeer also makes clear in her insightful discussion of the connection between hope
and the recognition of limited agency, usually we should not invest all our hope in
agents—either ourselves or others.
For the rest of this chapter, I focus on interpersonal hope, arguing that it is the

broader genus that includes trust and generous benefaction as species. I then return
to the subject of constraints on ethical interpersonal hope. A good deal of what I will
say about interpersonal hope has analogous iterations in the categories of impersonal
and intrapersonal hope, that I will leave to the reader to consider.

4. Interpersonal Hope: The Genus
The relationship interpersonal hope constitutes can be a relatively “thin” one. By

this, I mean it can obtain between people who are, otherwise, relatively distant or un-
connected. Nevertheless, we can see that an advantage of analyzing interpersonal hope
in terms of socially extended agency already offers a more systematic account than we
had previously for two nondemanding reactive attitudes: pride and appreciation. Pride,
as I have already detailed, marks the positive resolution of a hopeful what-if attitude,
when the question that attitude poses isWhat if their agency extends mine, and brings
about what I desire? I have also already indicated, somewhat less directly, the place
of appreciation; let-down, I have suggested, marks a person’s failure to act in a way
that is adequately appreciative of the relationship of extended agency. In connection
with the possibility of acting appreciatively (or failing to), there is an attitude of ap-
preciation that can play an important role in familial relationships, friendships, and
collaborations. It is important to these relationships that the participants appreciate
each other—and that includes appreciating the various ways the participants extend
their agency through each other.
The presence of appreciation points us toward gratitude, which I will come to shortly.

First, though, let’s consider trust as a mode of relation that involves a specific kind
of appreciation characteristic of interpersonal hope. Trusting is a mode of relation
that clearly belongs to Strawson’s participant stance but, like interpersonal hope and
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the attitudes I have connected with it, trust is not easy to directly connect with the
moral modes of relation and attitudes. My proposal is that trust is a thickening of
interpersonal hope.
Begin with Karen Jones’s definition of trust: “Trust is an attitude of optimism

that the goodwill and competence of another will extend to cover the domain of our
interaction with her, together with the expectation that the one trusted will be directly
and favorably moved by the thought that we are counting on her” (Jones 1996, 4). The
first element of trust, on this definition, an “attitude of optimism that the goodwill
and competence of another will extend to cover the domain of our interaction with
her,” is essentially the same as a positively toned “what-if” attitude about the trusted
person’s goodwill and competence in that domain. The latter is a somewhat better
characterization of the positivity of both hope and trust, because “optimism” can easily
be read as precluding a low subjective probability estimate, and both hope and trust
are consistent with believing the desired outcome is extremely unlikely. In trust, the
prime example is willed trust, such as Richard Holton discusses (Holton 1994). In some
circumstances, we are able to decide to trust a person despite being fairly pessimistic
about their trustworthiness; we succeed in our trusting effort when we are able to,
despite our pessimism, approach our relationship with the trusted person through this
positive question: “What if they manage to be trustworthy?”
The second element of Jones’s definition, the “expectation that the one trusted will

be directly and favorably moved by the thought that we are counting on her,” is what
we might call a “participant” rather than “predictive” expectation. That is, it is not
essential to trust that the trusting person predicts the trusted will be directly and
favorably moved by the thought that the trusting person is counting on her, in either
the way we predict the weather or other natural events, or the way we predict people’s
behavior when we run the odds. The expectation involved in trust is, rather, the sort
of expectation we express when we say, “I expected better of you,” to someone who
has let us down. Jones writes that the sense of “expectation” she intends generates
“disappointment, frustration, let down, or—in cases where what we are counting on is
the agency of another and our relationship is one of trust—with feelings of betrayal”
(Jones 2017, 3). Key here is that trust involves counting on the agency of another—
this is indicated in Jones’s definition by the way that the “optimism” is about the
trusted person’s “goodwill and competence” and that the expectation is about how
the trusted person will be “moved.” Is there reason to think the trusting person not
only counts on the trusted person’s agency but specifically counts on the extension of
their own agency through the trusted person’s? Some reflections from Annette Baier
support this interpretation. Baier observes that we find occasion to trust others when
our own ability to secure, protect, or nourish the things we value reaches its limits. We
trust others, she says, because “we need their help in creating, and then in not merely
guarding but looking after the things we most value” (Baier 1986, 236). Thus, trust,
at least insofar as it is modeled on entrusting, is “letting other persons … take care
of something the truster cares about, where such ‘caring for’ involves some exercise of
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discretionary powers” (241). Like hope, trust is in part “a matter, not only of recognizing
but also of actively engaging with our own current limitations in affecting the future we
want to inhabit” (McGeer 2004, 104)—where that future is, specifically, the creation,
protection, nourishment, and so on, of something we care about. It is clear, then,
that trusting a person means hoping they will use their agential resources to tend
to something toward which in other circumstances we would direct our own agency.
In addition, Jones’s “expectation that the one trusted will be directly and favorably
moved by the thought that we are counting on her” describes a hope for the kind of
causal coupling I’ve proposed in connection with extended agency: the coupling of the
trusting person’s concerns and expectations and the trusted person’s motivation.
Thus, Jones reveals what we need to add to interpersonal hope to get trust. First,

we need to add some specifics about the desired outcome—namely that it has to do
with the “domain of [the investor’s] interaction with [the investee].” By contrast, one
person can invest mere interpersonal hope in another for an outcome outside of that
domain—such as the child’s life or character after the parent is dead, or the improved
law or policy that affects people other than oneself, and so forth. Second, we need to
add some specifics about how the investee will be motivated in their efforts to bring
about the desired outcome—namely that they will be moved by “goodwill” and the
“thought that [the investee] is counting on [them].” And again, by contrast, one person
can invest mere interpersonal hope in another without expecting (or hoping for) this
specific mechanism of causal coupling. Finally, and, implied by these specifications, the
attitude of let down that arises at the dissolution of hope’s what-if attitude is perhaps
the more extreme sense of betrayal when that hope takes the form of trust.
A different thickening of interpersonal hope gives us benefaction. Or, to be more care-

ful, it gives us one important form of benefaction: the benefaction linked with gratitude,
which could be characterized as generous benefaction (Chappell 2019). Benefaction mo-
tivated by generosity implies the belief that one’s contribution to the beneficiary is a
potential benefit, something they can use to better their condition or achieve something
good. Generosity also implies an unconditional desire to provide such a contribution to
the beneficiary—the benefactor isn’t aiming to get something in return. It is consistent
with the benefactor’s generosity that they see the beneficiary’s good as part of their
own good, but their motivation does not depend on this.
Generous benefaction seeks to create an ongoing connection between benefactor

and beneficiary. A good way to see this is to consider things from the beneficiary’s
perspective. The beneficiary of generosity usually feels, to some degree, on the hook
to the benefactor. They feel they should “make good” on the benefactor’s investment.
There’s often flexibility along more than one dimension, in what counts as “making
good.” For example, if a generous contribution was given (perhaps because solicited)
for a particular purpose with a specific deadline, and the beneficiary does not achieve
that purpose by that deadline, they may seek to make good on the investment in
another way or at a later date. The idea of “paying it forward” is another example.
The important point, for present purposes, is that the sense of being on the hook
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corresponds to a sense, on the part of the beneficiary, that the benefactor continues
to care about their well-being. Generosity thus threads a tricky needle: As said, it
is unconditional in a certain way, so it does not carry a strong or strict expectation
that the beneficiary will use the contribution in a particular way. Nevertheless, it does
convey an on-going care or concern for the beneficiary—this is evident in the fact that
it would be normal for a beneficiary to, themselves, feel a bit disappointed or let down
if they found out that their benefactor wasn’t at all concerned about their failure to
make good.
Putting the point slightly differently, while a good and truly generous benefactor

does not carry strong expectations of the beneficiary, a good beneficiary feels a sense
of obligation to their benefactor. In fact, an excellent beneficiary finds a way to convey
appreciation for their benefactor without doing anything that might imply that the
benefactor has any expectations of the beneficiary—this is why “making good” and
“paying it forward” are often the best ways of demonstrating appreciation for a person’s
generosity toward you. A beneficiary who treats the benefaction as if it were a loan or
similar transaction insults the benefactor, discounting their generosity.
The connection generous benefaction seeks could be shared agency, or perhaps

shared valuing, but these connections are more robust and reflexively intentional than
generosity necessarily implies. The question is whether generosity seeks a connection
more robust than, say, simply caring about the beneficiary. I think that it does, that
generosity typically seeks a causal coupling of the benefactor’s and beneficiary’s agency,
or extended agency. We can see this by considering what it means to the benefactor
when the beneficiary does not use the resources provided by the benefactor. Generosity
does not achieve its purpose unless the beneficiary uses the provided resources to ad-
vance toward some end sufficiently related to the original purpose of the benefaction.
This is true even if the beneficiary who does not actually use the provided resources
nevertheless demonstrates appreciation for the benefaction; and it is true even if the
beneficiary achieves the original purpose of the benefaction through some other means.
If the connection sought by generosity were only the demonstration of care or concern
for the beneficiary, it should be able to count as a success as long as the beneficiary
achieves the purpose of the benefaction, regardless the means. Therefore I say generous
benefaction seeks to extend the benefactor’s agency through the beneficiary.
Thus, what we need to add to interpersonal hope to get generous benefaction are as

follows: First, some specifics about the desired outcome—namely that it involves the
extension of one’s (the benefactor’s) agency through the beneficiary’s, in contribution
to the beneficiary’s improved condition or achievement of a purpose or goal desired by
the beneficiary (keeping in mind that generosity usually implies significant flexibility
about what counts as an “improved condition” and/or “achieved purpose”). By compar-
ison, mere interpersonal hope does not require that the desired outcome center on the
investee’s well-being or a purpose the investee also cares about—witness the case of
hoping in one’s child for a better future for oneself. In addition, in the case of generous
benefaction, this desire is unconditional; whereas mere interpersonal hope is consistent
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with, for example, an expectation of return— that is, it is possible for interpersonal
hope to be transactional or otherwise conditional. Finally, these additions imply a
certain weakening of the hopeful disposition to feel disappointment at the dissolution
of the what-if attitude. Along one dimension, the generosity of motive that shapes
how the desired outcome is conceptualized means that the what-if attitude should be
relatively durable; because relatively open-ended, it is not easy to disappoint a truly
generous benefactor. Along another, although generosity does imply the presence of
a positively-toned what-if attitude, the benefactor has before them, to some degree,
something like “What if my contribution means my beneficiary will succeed?” It also
implies weak or minimal “expectations” of the beneficiary; so if the what-if attitude
does dissolve, it should generate only mild or minimal disappointment.

5. Constraints on Interpersonal Hope
As a final matter, I want to sketch, in a programmatic way, an evaluative framework

for interpersonal hope, trust, and generous benefaction. My thought is that the right
systematic treatment of the constraints on these participant modes of relation may
resolve a significant amount of the resistance readers might feel toward my account—
in particular, many seeming counterexamples may prove to be unproblematic, if we
can accurately relate them to the limits on interpersonal hope. I will present these
limits in relation to the reactive attitudes that feature in interpersonal hope, trust,
and generous benefaction.
The reactive attitudes constituting hopeful relationships—let-down or betrayal,

pride in oneself or another, appreciation or gratitude—are subject to at least three
kinds of constraints. First, there are internal, conceptual constraints: these attitudes
imply certain propositions, and if those propositions are false, the attitudes are
unfitting, or misleading. Feeling let down by a person who did not let you down, or in
whom you had not invested; feeling proud of a person in whom you had not invested;
feeling betrayed by someone whom you did not trust; feeling grateful to someone
who has not shown you generosity (and expecting gratitude from someone to whom
you have not shown generosity)—each of these is unfitting or, on analogy with the
infelicitous speech acts that might express them, a kind of misfire.
Second, there are external, ethical constraints imposed by the particular personal

relationships on the scene. As discussed previously, we frequently invest hope in people
in the context of preexisting relationships. The roles people occupy in different kinds
of relationships are defined in part by ethical norms that say what it is and is not good
to do. For example, good parents do not invest purely selfish hope in their children and
are sensitive to how hope creates pressure on the child. A good friend may sometimes
invest purely selfish hope in their friend, but perhaps only by mutual understanding. So,
feeling let down can be conceptually in order but still indicate one is not doing a good
job filling one’s role in the relationship. Good employers do not trust their employees
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not to seek to improve their station. So, feeling betrayed when they move up can be
conceptually in order but indicate one is not a good employer. Good citizens do not
hope for their fellow citizens to “uphold the social contract” on their own. To borrow and
perhaps modify a point from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,”
the white moderate who sees themselves as wanting the same political changes as civil
rights activists but hopes those activists will act entirely within the scope of existing
unjust laws is not a good fellow democratic citizen. The sense of disappointment King
himself expresses in this document measures the hope he had been willing to place in
those who then let Black Americans down by condemning nonviolent protest.
Third, given certain standard assumptions about the scope of morality, and some

perhaps more contentious assumptions about ethical personal relationships, it’s pos-
sible for hope to conform to the ethics of particular personal relationships yet be
immoral. It may be useful to sub-divide violations of moral constraints into those that
wrong people outside of the hopeful relationship and those that wrong specifically the
investee. In the first subcategory, a hopeful investment conforms to the ethics of a
preexisting relationship while wronging third parties—mob loyalty might be an exam-
ple; a parental investment that contributes to maintaining an unjust distribution of
societal resources might be another. On a certain kind of picture of morality and per-
sonal relationships, that is, it’s possible to be a good mobster or a good parent, while
acting immorally. In such cases, when the mobster feels betrayed, or the parent feels
let down, these reactive attitudes mark the investee’s failure to live up to a genuine
trust or hope that, morally speaking, they should never have been expected to uphold.
In the second subcategory, a hopeful investment conforms to the ethics of a preex-

isting relationships while nevertheless wronging the investee. Unwelcome investments
seem likely examples, since they might run afoul of a general moral requirement of
respect for autonomy. Cases where this is easy to see are those where there isn’t much
of a preexisting relationship, and the investee for one reason or another did not want
to receive a particular investment or an investment from a particular person. In such
cases, the hopeful person’s sense that they have been let down could conceivably be
in order, both conceptually and ethically speaking, while still marking a hope that
has been immorally foisted on the investee. Scenarios where there are preexisting rela-
tionships are more complicated to analyze because it can be difficult to separate the
general moral requirement forbidding (at least most) unwelcome investments from the
ethics of particular personal relationships. Good parents don’t foist unwelcome hopes
on their children, both because, morally speaking, respect for autonomy limits the
hopes any person can invest in another and because, speaking in terms of the ethics
of parenting, parents shouldn’t invest selfish hopes in their children.
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6. Conclusion
My argument in this chapter has been, overall, in the mode of reflective equilibrium.

There are a number of interesting and, from the perspective of daily life, important
phenomena that feel and operate as if they must have much in common: personal
relationships, dependence, vulnerability, support, and reliance; as well non-juridical
modes of relation and attitudes like hope, trust, generosity, pride, gratitude, disap-
pointment, let-down, betrayal. Some of these, philosophers have grappled with and
found some trouble fitting them into standard moral and ethical frameworks; others
have been largely unattended to. I’ve suggested here that they may all coalesce around
interpersonal hope or the hope for socially extended agency.2
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Chapter Fourteen: Hope for
Material Progress in the Age of the
Anthropocene
Darrel Moellendorf
Growth in our capacity to produce has resulted in prosperity unimaginable to earlier

generations.1 But such prosperity is hardly generalized. Poverty still afflicts billions of
people. And although that suggests that dismantling serious injustice requires egalitar-
ian political movements, the pursuit of generalized prosperity could not be achieved
merely by redistributing the fruits of production. The current global gross domestic
product (GDP) per capita is approximately $11,000 (World Bank 2019). So, even if
equalizing at current levels of production would create gains for many people world-
wide, it certainly would not result in prosperity for everyone. Justice may be best
served by much more equality, but massive productive growth is still needed if pros-
perity is to be generalized across the globe. So, we have good reason to promote growth
in productive capacity in order to overcome the scourge of poverty and to provide the
material basis for generalized prosperity or so it seems. Such growth could fundamen-
tally transform our lives for the better. As productive capacity grows, human labor
power could be transformed from a means for the production of the goods that sustain
our lives, often now realized by various means of compulsion, into a capacity for free
expression. Accounts of such progress are the foundation of materialist accounts of
history in many Marxist writings, and hope for future abundance under communism
is a central theme in Ernst Bloch’s writings (Bloch 1986). I am not, however, going to
assume the traditional Marxist path of exit out of capitalism into socialism and from
there into communism. I don’t think we know enough to be confident about how such
generalized prosperity might come about, and in particular whether socialism would
be needed to achieve it, as Marx thought. My concern here is with a source of anxiety
about the path toward abundance. Growth in productive capacity in the era of capi-
talism has been the source of very significant environmental destruction, ushering into
existence a new epoch in the history of the planet, the Anthropocene. Environmental
damage now threatens to cross planetary boundaries and to disrupt the stability of

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the conference “Karl Marx’s Theory of His-
tory: A Defence, 40 Years On,” at Goethe University, Frankfurt, Oct. 25–26, 2018. I’m thankful to the
participants for the feedback and to the editors of this volume for their helpful comments.

243



planetary systems that made human civilization possible during the Holocene. Hope for
human prosperity may be crowded out by anxiety about environmental destruction.
In this paper I shall argue that it remains rational to hope for generalized human

prosperity. The features of our makeup, our intelligence and rationality, guided us in
the pursuit of unrivaled prosperity, and for some, it might also help to find a way to
avoid the worst aspects of environmental destruction and to secure the abundance. I
begin with hope.

1. Hope
I am not going to discuss what kind of psychological state hope is. I intend my

discussion to be neutral between two kinds of accounts. The first, dominant in most
contemporary discussions, are those that could be called “compound accounts.” These
accounts see hope as consisting in a belief about the possibility of the object of hope
and a pro-attitude about the attainment of that object (Moellendorf 2006, 415). Since
despair or anxiety might also consist in a nonconfident belief about X and a desire for X,
compound accounts need to also identify a third element that differentiates hope from
despair. The difference between these accounts concerns the character of that third,
additional feature, of hope that would serve to distinguish hope from despair (Meirav
2009). The other accounts might be called “simple accounts” (Moellendorf 2006, 417).
These accounts take hope to be a simple state or concept, neither a belief nor a desire
(Segal and Textor 2015; Blöser 2019), but perhaps some sort of besire, both cogni-
tive and motivational (Atham 1986, 284–85; Blackburn 1988, 97–100). Although most
current accounts of hope opt for the former understanding, I don’t see a knockdown
argument in favor of it. Elsewhere I have appealed to psychological parsimony in its
favor. The idea is that if hope can be explained by a desire and a belief plus something
else, there is no reason to add another state, hope, to our psychology (Moellendorf 2006,
415–16). But that’s not an especially weighty reason in favor of a compound account.
Any defense of an explanation on grounds that it has fewer parts in the explanans has
no answer to the charge that reality simply might not be as elegant as the theory. A
more parsimonious explanation might also distort reality by shoehorning it into a nar-
row fitting theoretical space, rather than capturing its complicated fullness. Moreover,
the case for parsimony can also, in a different way, be appealed to in defense of the
simple state view insofar as it does with one attitude what the compound accounts do
with two or three. In short, I no longer see a reason to favor compound accounts on
grounds of parsimony.
Hopes seem to exist within the space of reasons. They are attitudes that we endorse

or criticize in ourselves and others based on reasons. Regarding reasons for attitudes,
there are at least two kinds. Some reasons serve as permissions, others as requirements.
Take belief. Given sufficient evidence, argument, or explanation and lack of compelling
counterevidence, argument, and explanation we might be permitted to believe a claim.
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And given even more of the evidence, argument, and explanation, we might be required
to believe the claim. In the case of intentions to act, there may be some that are
permitted but not required given the circumstances, such as to make great personal
sacrifices to help another in need, and others that are required, all else being equal, such
as to honor a promise. With respect to hoping, it seems clear that reasons sometimes
permit justified hoping. Insofar as that is the case, reasons could also then rule out
unjustified hoping. Whether hoping is ever required by reasons is less clear to me. But
that is not my concern in this paper. Instead, I focus on what might provide permission
for hoping for a specific kind of material progress.
Hope has both an epistemic and an evaluative character. First a word about the

epistemic character. Hope includes a belief or a belief-like aspect about the possibility
of the object of hope. One way in which particular hopes might be criticized has to
do with the extreme unlikelihood of the object coming to pass. In the shared space of
reasons for assessing the possibility of an outcome or event, the evidence for the belief
counts, rather than facts beyond evidential warrant, since only evidence is available to
us. We have access to the evidence that points to the fact or the possible fact that we
can assess, share, and dispute. The space of reasons in which hope comes under scrutiny,
then, is evidence-relative (Parfit 2011, 150–51). One question is, whether in relation to
the evidence, hope is rational? That question suggests an evidence-relative threshold
of improbability for the object of hope, at the limit the object’s impossibility, beyond
which hope is unjustified. Hope, however, does not tightly parallel belief. Justified hope
is far more tolerant of doubt than is belief (Moellendorf 2006, 417). Hope naturally
arises when an event or outcome is uncertain, because either it has not yet occurred
or if it has occurred its occurrence is not known. Doubt is a typical part of such an
experience. As the credence in the occurrence increases, hope seems to get squeezed
out by confident belief.
Regarding its evaluative character, hope includes either desire or a desirelike aspect

for the event or outcome. In the space of reasons, we may endorse or criticize our hopes
in this regard as well. Hope, whether our own or another’s, for that which is wrong
or bad, is itself wrong or objectionable. Such a standard applied to hope seems simply
to rely on a justified axiological or normative understanding. If it is wrong to act in
some way, or if an outcome would be bad, then hoping for the success of the act or
the existence of the outcome also seems wrong. This second basis for evaluating hope
seems to tightly parallel the assessment of actions and outcomes.
The space of reasons is shared. To the extent that there are reasons for evaluating the

permissibility of hoping, these must be, in principle, intelligible to others. If hoping
is constrained by both a threshold of evidence of probability and an axiological or
normative evaluation of the object, then a person has some basic responsibility to
modify her hopes in light of the reasons that can be marshalled for or against them.
In the shared space of reasons, we appeal to the evidence accessible to each of us for
the facts and to accounts that seem to explain the evidence, as well as to the values
and norms that evaluate outcomes and actions. Evidence and their explanations serve
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as reasons that permit beliefs. Such evidence and explanation might be called “belief-
makers,” and with respect to hope, we might call them “hopemakers.” Given sufficient
hope-makers, hope is permissible. This idea features in the following discussion of hope
for prosperity in the Anthropocene.
Attitudes that are sensitive to reasons seem to involve a complicated dispositional

structure. That structure is central in evaluating the permissibility of attitude. T. M.
Scanlon’s description of the dispositional structure of beliefs and intentions is instruc-
tive:

[A] person who believes that P will tend to have feelings of conviction about
P when the question arises, will normally be prepared to affirm P and to
use it as a premise in further reasoning, will tend to think of P as a piece of
counterevidence when claims incompatible with it are advanced, and so on.
Similarly, a person who intends to do A will not only feel favorably disposed,
on balance, to that course of action, but will also tend to look out for ways
of carrying on out this intention … and will think of this intention as a
prima facie objection when incompatible courses are proposed. (Scanlon
1998, 21)

The dispositional structure that Scanlon identifies for both beliefs and actions in-
cludes the following: (1) pro-feelings, (2) readiness to act, and (3) preparedness to
object in the face possible attitudes that are incompatible. These dispositions are jus-
tified, if they are, considering evidence and explanation of putative facts, in light of
attitude-makers.
Now suppose that hope-makers are sufficiently present to make hope for H permis-

sible. Scanlon’s account of the dispositional structure of attitudes applied to this case
would have it that the following is the case. A person would be permitted (1) to enjoy
the anticipation of H; (2) to act positively in some way, either by contributing to H or
in positive planning for the occurrence of H; and (3) to reject attitudes, such as anxiety
about H or demoralization in regards to H, that are incompatible with hoping that H.
Notice then that hoping for H involves some personal commitment to H. If one hopes
for the success of a political campaign, it would be irrational to fear its success, to
knowingly act to undermine it, and to be demoralized by the prospects of its success.
Some feelings, actions, and attitudes are ruled out by hoping for an outcome or action.
If there were no dispositional implications to hoping, if hoping were completely idle,
this would not be the case and there would be little reason to assess its permissibility.
But insofar as hoping for H involves the possession of certain dispositions, it rules out
the possession of certain other ones, and therefore also other attitudes to the contrary,
among them other hopes to the contrary.
The active or psychic commitments of attitudes entail personal opportunity costs.

Some feelings, actions, and attitudes are ruled out. This is the case with hoping, and
it may distinguish hoping from idle wishing. Because my hoping for the success of a
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campaign normally involves some active or psychic commitment to its success, I can-
not simultaneously hope for the success of a rival campaign. That hope has personal
opportunity costs is relevant to assessing the strength of possible hope-makers. For
the acquisition of these opportunity costs requires justification in the shared space of
reasons, and the justification is made by appeal to hope-makers. When one appeals to
evidence and explanations in the shared space of reasons to justify the permissibility
of one’s hope, one is also by implication justifying the permissibility of others hoping
similarly in similar circumstances. The license provided by reasons is not issued only
to one person. It is held by all who are similarly situated. Still, even if hope-makers are
constituted by evidence and explanation, reasonable persons may disagree about how
much credence to give these because one’s epistemic access to hope-makers may differ.
Consider how Rawls talks about the burdens of judgment, the source of reasonable
disagreement about beliefs. He cites six categories of sources of reasonable disagree-
ment, including the complexity of determining the relevance of the evidence for claims,
disagreement about how to weigh the relevant evidence, conceptual vagueness, dif-
fering perspectives produced by a multitude of life experiences, competing normative
considerations, and finally the inability to realize all moral and political values in any
institutional framework (Rawls 1993, 55). Taken together these factors might produce
different assessments among reasonable people examining the same set of evidence for
the existence of reasons to believe and to affirm political values. If this is broadly
correct, then the claim that hopes require justification in the shared space of reasons
does not entail that agreement will yield a verdict more demanding than a permission
to hope. The burdens of judgment seem particularly to cast doubt on a requirement
to hope.
Some threshold of evidence and explanation is required to make sense of the permis-

sion to hope. Immanuel Kant is well known for adopting the lowest possible threshold.
In his “Theory and Practice” essay he asserts this minimal position as follows: “History
may well give rise to endless doubts about my hopes, and if these doubts could be
proved, they might persuade me to desist from my apparently futile task” (Kant 1970,
89). For Kant, it seems, hope for historical progress is justified as long as it is not
demonstrably impossible. This, I think, is too permissive a standard for justified hope.
Because there are opportunity costs to hoping, it is implausible that one is justified in
hoping despite the costs. The threshold must be higher than the lack of demonstrable
impossibility. When we hope for H, we foreclose the possibility of cultivating feelings,
pursuing actions, and adopting attitudes that may be incompatible with H. The costs
associated with hoping for H justify the demand that there be more reason for hoping
for H than merely that it is not demonstrably impossible. Consider the analogous case
of intentions to act. Working in one political campaign, we rule out actively supporting
another campaign. The decision of which campaign to pursue will be based partially
on the weight of the values, but not only. The longer the odds are for one campaign,
the more rational it would be to support another that is more likely, but less valuable.
As the likelihood drops to merely not impossible, so the case diminishes for pursuing
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it at the expenses of other valuable campaigns. What’s true of intentions, I believe,
is true also of hopes, and for roughly the same reasons. If there were no opportunity
costs for hoping, Kantian minimalism about hope-makers might be reasonable. The
greater the costs assumed, however, in hoping for H, the greater credence we would
need to make hoping for H rational. The credence will always be substantially below
justified belief, but it will surely be above the absence of impossibility.
The two points about the existence of reasonable disagreement in hoping and the

need for more than mere minimalism about hope-makers work together to support
the idea that hope for the achievement of valuable social and political commitments
is bolstered to the extent that the credence in the realization the ends of the cause is
bolstered.

2. The Abundant Springs of Cooperative Wealth
The above discussion of hope generally informs my discussion of hope for generalized

prosperity. The idea of this kind of prosperity features prominently in the works of
Karl Marx and other Marxists. It’s role often seems to be to offer a hopeful vision
of human liberation in which our productive capacity is not dictated by any form of
social compulsion. Marx and Engels imagine that “in communist society … nobody
has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch
he wishes” (Marx and Engels 1947, 22). Generalizing freedom of that sort, Marx and
Engels thought, would be possible only if prosperity had also become generalized. And
that would be accomplished by means of a massive increase in productive capacity.
Liberation, according to this view, requires dramatic material progress.
From his early writings through to some of his final polemics, Marx maintained

that the development of productive capacity was necessary for human liberation. A
passage in The German Ideology, which was a favorite of Leon Trotsky’s (Trotsky
1987, 56), Marx and Engels hold that the “development of productive forces … is ab-
solutely necessary as a practical premise: firstly, for the reason that without it only
want is made general, and with want the struggle for necessities and all the old filthy
business would necessarily be reproduced” (Marx and Engels 1947, 56). Despite appre-
ciating capitalism’s unprecedented productive power, Marx and Engels famously claim
in The Communist Manifesto that under capitalist property relations there occurs “an
epidemic that, in all earlier epochs, would have seemed an absurdity—the epidemic
of overproduction” (Marx and Engels 1972, 478). Marx, of course, cannot be confused
for an advocate of de-growth. The “absurdity” of overproduction is not that more is
produced than is necessary to meet needs, but rather that more is produced than can
be profitably sold. The productive capacity unleashed cannot be fully utilized because
of capitalist property relations. In order “to increase the total of productive forces as
rapidly as possible” to make possible generalized prosperity, of which capitalism pro-
vides only a glimpse, The Manifesto asserts that working-class control over finance and
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heavy industry would be necessary (Marx and Engels 1972, 490). Later in the Critique
of the Gotha Programme Marx imagines that in “a higher phase of communist society,”
there will occur “the allround development of the individual,” which is made possible
because “the springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly” (Marx 1938, 10).
The Marxian vision is one in which humanity generally, and not merely a minority

ruling class, is not constrained by the roles that producers must play in the repro-
duction of the necessities of life. The “all-round development of the individual” for
everyone is possible only if productive capacity is so great that little time has to be
spent producing goods necessary for survival. The realization of the vision requires
the springs of cooperative wealth flowing more abundantly. So, the Marxian account
of generalized prosperity rests on the hope that productive forces can be developed
sufficiently to permit a generalized and massive reduction in the amount of time and
effort required to reproduce the necessities of life. Support for that hope is provided by
a Marxian account of the historical development of productive forces, which may be
the most important aspect of the account of historical materialism, even if it is often
neglected. G. A. Cohen offers an especially sophisticated interpretation of that aspect
of historical materialism, and it is to his interpretation that I turn in the next section.

3. The Development of Productive Capacity as a
Hope-Maker
In Karl Marx’s Theory of History, Cohen reconstructs and defends the central claim

of Marx regarding the historical development of productive forces. This Cohen calls
the Development Thesis. The thesis is stated as follows: “The productive forces tend
to develop throughout history” (Cohen 2000, 135). Cohen takes productive forces to
consist in labor power and the means of production, the latter includes the instruments
of production, raw materials, and the space in which production can occur (ibid., 55).
Productive force or capacity can be thought of as the amount of labor required to
produce a given amount of product. Growth in productive forces is measurable and
identifiable as either an increase is the size of the product of the labor for a given
amount of labor or the maintenance of the size of the product but produced with less
labor (ibid., 56). These could also be combined; somewhat more could be produced
with somewhat less labor. Growth in productive capacity understood in this way would
seem to count as progress toward the Marxian vision of liberation. Perhaps, it’s more
accurate to say that it is necessary for progress since growth in productive capacity
is merely the material precondition. It does not ensure that people in fact spend less
time working; they might instead spend the same amount of time producing more. Still,
for those who are broadly sympathetic to the Marxian vision of liberation, material
progress is valuable as a necessary means.
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Cohen does not take the Development Thesis to be an empirical generalization. On
the contrary, he claims that it identifies the existence of a tendency for productive
forces to develop. As such, it is consistent with productive forces not developing or
developing due to some other causes in some particular epoch. To be clear, the existence
of a tendency to X does not always explain the existence of X, when it exists, since
something else could also cause it to exist. The existence of a cancer that tends to
produce death rapidly does not necessarily explain the death of a patient. Moreover, the
existence of a tendency is only weakly predictive of X; for unless it is an undefeatable
tendency, other causal factors could intervene. The tendency of the tree outside my
window to bloom in early April can be defeated by prolonged drought.
If historically productive forces have in fact developed, an account of a tendency

toward such development is a general explanation of the events, not in every case as
explained in the previous paragraph, but as a default explanation. If the tendency
is to be accounted for adequately, the cause that produces the growth in product
force must be identified. But, as Jon Elster points out, appealing to a cause does not
necessarily involve appealing to a law like relation. Causal laws generally apply when
the necessary and sufficient conditions are made explicit. In such cases, we expect the
effect to follow without exception given the cause. Appealing to causal mechanisms
is far less robust than appealing to a causal law. Because no conditions are set out,
the invoking of a causal mechanism does not entail that the effect follows with strict
necessity (Elster 1986, 10). When a mechanism is invoked to explain in general the
tendency of productive forces to grow, an explanation is offered, but appealing to the
mechanism is only weakly predictive for two reasons. One is that the tendency can
be defeated, and the other is that conditions for the operation of the mechanism are
vague.
Cohen accounts for the tendency of productive forces to grow by appealing to three

alleged facts about human nature and our historical circumstances:

1. The historical situation of humanity is one of scarcity. I call this “the fact of
scarcity.”

2. Humans possess sufficient intelligence to enable them to make improvements on
their situations. I call this “the fact of intelligence.”

3. Humans are sufficiently rational to seize the means to make improvements. I call
this “the fact of rationality.”

Taken together these three claims comprise a mechanism of the kind that Elster
discusses. These alleged facts would explain a historical tendency toward replacing
less productive forces by more productive ones roughly as follows: insofar as it is the
case that existing productive forces are insufficient to satisfy their needs (the fact of
scarcity), humans will set about discovering and testing the means to improve upon
existing productive forces (that fact of intelligence), and once appropriate means of
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improvement are found, humans arrange things and themselves to employ the means
(the fact of rationality). As the previous sentence suggests, I take the fact of rational-
ity to include collective rationality. The tendency so understood entails that serious
collective action problems are, with sufficient time, resolved. A shorthand statement
of this mechanism is the following: the facts of human intelligence and rationality tend
to produce changes in productive forces when doing so responds to human needs.
So stated, however, the mechanism is clearly implausible. Human prehistory during

the Pleistocene suggests this. If the three facts to which Cohen appealed sufficed to
explain growth of productive forces, we should expect periods of stagnation or decline
to be the exception. Appealing to a tendency toward growth allows setbacks, but it
would be remarkable if the mechanism were mostly defeated. In fact that seems to be
the case. So far as we understand the evidence, Homo Sapiens and archaic humans
used stone tools, with little development for over two million years. And during roughly
the first 190,000 years of their existence, anatomically modern humans were unable to
produce any sustained growth in productive forces. The mechanism comprising Cohen’s
three claims is inconsistent with this record.
There is a debate among those studying the available evidence about whether what

is referred to as “behavioral modernity” arose suddenly. Some scholars defend a so-
called “human revolution,” perhaps accompanied by a genetic change that occurred
about fifty thousand years ago, a revolution characterized by the development of tools,
greater dissemination of art, and the development of complex languages (Klein 1995
and Tattersall 2009). Other scholars claim that these changes were the result of tens
of thousands of years of very slow development (McBrearty and Books 2000). In either
case, for more than one hundred thousand years there was hardly any growth in pro-
ductive forces. And as developments occurred, they were slow for tens of thousands
of years thereafter. An additional reason to think that there was little progress in the
development of productive forces during the Pleistocene is that the available evidence
suggests no significant population growth (Hawks 2000).
The reason for this stagnation seems to be that the environment of the Pleistocene,

in which humans hunted and gathered, made survival exceedingly difficult and time
consuming. It was not particularly hospitable for preserving the gains of knowledge
and passing them on from one generation to the next. The Pleistocene was beset with
repeated glaciation and warming in roughly one-hundred-thousand-year cycles. But
around eleven thousand years ago, as Holocene began, the global mean temperature
increased and climatic variations became comparatively mild. The Holocene climate
was conducive to human flourishing. Circumstances for passing on improvements in pro-
ductive forces improved. In several locations groups of people transitioned from hunting
and gathering to settled agricultural communities. Over time civilizations emerged in
several places—Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus River basin, China, and Mesoamerica.
The fortuitous coincidence of a stable and relatively mild climate and human intelli-
gence and rationality permitted material progress.
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Consideration of the account above suggests that the mechanism that explains the
tendency of productive forces to grow must include a fourth element (Moellendorf
2017):

4) Environmental circumstances are sufficiently favorable that when hu-
mans labor, improvements can be passed on to at least some successor
generations. I call this “the fact of climatic favorability.”

Cohen’s three claims and my amendment comprise a more plausible mechanism of
the growth of productive forces. The mechanism is the application of human intelligence
and rationality to a natural environment that is inhospitable enough to require work
but not so inhospitable that the fruits of labor cannot persist. Development occurs
when the application of human powers to the natural environment yields gains and
both the gains and the increased powers are passed down.
The most recent period of the Holocene had produced rapid growth in productive

capacity under capitalist property relations. The Industrial Revolution constituted
a major advance in material progress. The economist Thomas Piketty reports that
global economic growth per capita from 1700 to 2012 was on average 0.8 percent
annually, which amounts to more than a 1,000-percent increase over the entire period.
According to Piketty, “Average global per capita income is currently around 760 euros
per month; in 1700 it was less than 70” (Piketty 2014, 86). This growth has brought
many benefits. Increased longevity is one. In the United Kingdom at the dawn of
the Industrial Revolution, life expectancy at birth was about forty years. It is now
about eighty years. Longevity has increased even in many poorer parts of the world.
For example, at the turn of the twentieth century, life expectancy in India was about
twenty-four years, and it’s now about sixty-five years (Roser 2013a). Better education is
another benefit. At the time of the Industrial Revolution, over 80 percent of the global
population was illiterate; now it is less than 15 percent (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina 2016).
And increased leisure time is a third benefit. Retirement has only recently been possible
on a wide scale. In 1850, the majority of the male population sixty-five and older living
in the United States was still working. Today, less than a quarter of that population
is working (Roser 2013b). Freedom from toil has long been a Utopian dream of those
who must spend at good portion of their day engaged in work that is not valuable
for its own sake. As technological developments improved productivity, working-class
movements were able to struggle for a shortened working day and for old-age pension
schemes.
Even the revised mechanism comprising the four claims stated above can offer no

insurance against exogenous shocks. War, pestilence, and famine remained threats
throughout the Holocene. But insofar as the general explanation for growth employs
a plausible mechanism, there is reason to hope for continued growth in productive
capacity. The sufficient conditions may be lacking, or exogenous shocks may still occur.
So, no confident prediction of developmental growth is possible.

252



The mechanism, in its revised version, is a hope-maker. It establishes reason to
hope that productive capacity will continue to grow as long as humans are compelled
to ingenuity as a result of scarcity. Why is it not instead sufficient reason to believe in
such growth? Why is it not in other words a belief-maker? The ever-present possibility
of exogenous shocks raises doubts about the future continuance of growth. Pandemics
and gigantic meteor strikes cannot be ruled out. But for the present discussion a
more important source of grave doubt is due the problems that growth causes. The
industrial, chemical, and technological means by which prosperity is produced have
created unintended consequences that could undermine the environmental basis of
prosperity by eroding the fact of climatic favorability.

4. Anthropocenic Threats
The environmental costs of much of the recent remarkable growth in productive

capacity have been high. So high in fact, that many natural scientists argue that
the Earth has been fundamentally altered by human activity and that it has entered
a new geologic epoch, the Anthropocene (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000; Waters et al.
2016). Recent industrial, agricultural, commercial, and military activities have so pro-
foundly affected basic planetary systems that scientists have begun to warn that we risk
crossing planetary boundaries that could place the planetary stability of the Holocene
in doubt (Rockström et al. 2009). This suggests that the mechanism for continued
growth and prosperity appealed to in the previous section could be undermined. The
Anthropocene, brought into existence by tremendous technological advances causing
rapid growth in productive capacity, could undermine the very environmental basis of
that capacity. Rather than ushering into existence generalized prosperity, continued
productive growth by could be courting disaster.
In the previous section I discussed the mechanism that, according to Cohen, pro-

duces growth in productive capacity. That mechanism is the application of human
intelligence and rationality to a natural environment that is inhospitable enough to
require work but not so inhospitable that the fruits of labor cannot persist. I suggested
the mechanism could be thought of as a hope-maker. The threats of the Anthropocene
suggest that the mechanism may invite anxiety instead. One plausible way to think
about this is that the mechanism is in an important sense self-defeating. The growth
that the mechanism explains has produced conditions that may undermine continued
material progress by degrading an aspect of the mechanism itself, the fact of climatic
favorability. Put that way, it is far from obvious that the mechanism is a hope-maker.
It instead issues an invitation to anxiety.
If, however, the facts of intelligence and rationality are taken seriously, permission

to hope may still be warranted. The anxiety is that production and consumption is
undermining the environmental conditions for the pursuit of material progress. But the
mechanism is constituted by, among other things, the facts of intelligence and rational-
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ity applied to productive problems The hope, then, is that these can be marshalled to
solve the problem of environmental destruction, which is itself becoming a productive
problem. Even if we are not confident that catastrophic environmental destruction can
be avoided, and indeed it seems very hard to have such confidence, taking the facts
of intelligence and rationality seriously, which one must do to rely on the mechanism
in historical explanation, provides the basis for hope. Insofar as the tools for defeat-
ing the threats posed by the unintended consequences of productive growth are our
own motivated intelligence and rationality, which have been so successful in solving
productive problems in the past, hope seems permissible.
It doesn’t follow from the analysis above that the problem of pursuing generalized

prosperity while avoiding environmental destruction is merely a matter of hoping. Hope
is not the solution, even if hope may play an important role in getting us there. If
hope in progress is necessary for solving the problems that confront us, it surely isn’t
sufficient. Motivated rationality and intelligence may confront serious social obstacles.
Consider an additional argument adapted from Cohen about the problems of capitalist
growth (Cohen 2000, 302–7):

1. Under capitalist property relations economic competition between firms requires
continual productivity gains.

2. Improvements in productivity can be used either to reduce labor while maintain-
ing outputs or output may be increased while labor stays the same (or some
combination of both).

3. Capitalist production tends to promote output production since the other threat-
ens profits garnered from sales, and therefore loss of competitive strength.

4. Output production depletes resources and creates pollution and is a fundamental
contributor to stress placed on planetary systems.

5. Therefore, capitalism tends to deplete resources, creates pollution, and con-
tributes in a fundamental way to stress of planetary systems.

This is an argument for the existence of another tendency. This tendency consists
not in features of human nature under specific environmental conditions but in capi-
talism’s tendency to use productivity gains to promote output production. Insofar as
massive increases in production tend both to deplete natural resource and pollute the
environment, stresses to planetary systems are the expected results.
Insofar as productivity gains could also be used to reduce toil and approximate gen-

eralized prosperity, capitalism rather than human nature might be thought to be the
source of the problem of the stress placed on planetary boundaries in the Anthropocene.
But since growth in productive capacity is still needed, merely changing property rela-
tions to achieve more egalitarian entitlements, even if incentives to produce were not

254



diminished, would not result in generalized prosperity. Output growth is still needed,
and historically we have witnessed no better way to achieve that than by means of
market competition.
Market competition has produced huge growth in human productive capacity. It

has also had the unintended consequence of creating environmental destruction that
threatens the very basis of that growth. It threatens to undermine that fact of climatic
favorability and other fundamental planetary processes. There is the need for continued
growth of the kind that market competition has been capable of producing, but there
is also need for a reduction of the risks disrupting the environmental stability that
makes abundance possible (Moellendorf 2019). Our reasons for hoping that the course
of sustainable growth can be found rest in the facts of intelligence and rationality, our
capacities to intelligently devise and to rationally pursue solutions to the problems of
human production.
The Development Thesis is standardly understood, even by Cohen himself, as a

claim about the engine that drives growth in productive forces. Still, if there is in
fact a tendency in capitalism toward environmental destruction, perhaps the facts of
intelligence and rationality can be called upon to mitigate that tendency. Whether
that requires reforming capitalism and redirecting its productive capacity or replacing
it but preserving the capacity for production under broader public control is unclear.
In either case, the solution is beyond the standard interpretation of the Development
Thesis since it involves matters of political and social policy and contestation.

5. Conclusion
I have argued that hope is rationally permitted given the existence of sufficient

hope-makers, evidence, and explanatory theories that provide reasons to hope. The
mechanism offered by Cohen that explains the tendency of productive forces to grow,
amended with the addition of the fact of climatic favorability, is a hope-maker for
the achievement of eventual generalized prosperity. But that mechanism risks being
self-defeating as growth in consumption and production erode the fact of climatic
favorability. Moreover, the very social processes that seem best suited to producing
such prosperity, namely market competition, also threaten to undermine the fact of
climatic favorability by depleting resources and creating pollution that threatens plan-
etary boundaries. Hope for the creation of generalized prosperity, without disrupting
the planetary stability, is directed then not only to technological advancement, but
also to the solving of a serious social problem. The aim must be either to harness
capitalist growth while preventing further environmental destruction or to transition
to a different form of property relations with more egalitarian entitlements, a form of
property relations that is capable of maintaining growth incentives but that is better
able to prevent environmental destruction.
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Chapter Fifteen: Political Hope
and Cooperative Community
Titus Stahl
The philosophical literature on hope often focuses on how people hope for outcomes

that affect them personally. This is clearly not the only important kind of hope that we
find in social reality, however. Many people have strong hopes for social change (or the
absence of such change), and these hopes often deeply influence their relationship to
society at-large. This is not surprising; social outcomes are typically only achievable by
collective action and are therefore constitutively beyond the control of the individual.
Because the cooperation of others in achieving or avoiding social change is something
of which we can never be completely confident, hope—traditionally analyzed as a
compound state that involves a belief in the possibility, but not the certainty, of an
outcome and a desire for that outcome—is a typical and appropriate relationship to
such outcomes (as far as we desire them).
The importance of hope for political agents is reflected in the regular appearance of

the language of hope in political rhetoric. The religiously inspired references to hope
in the U.S. Civil Rights movement (see, for example, Lloyd 2018) provide perhaps the
most famous example of this, reflecting a situation in which activists sought radical
social change but were aware of the need for the cooperation of a majority population
that was highly uncertain. The rhetoric of hope also seems to be especially powerful
in situations where public trust in the expertise of purely technocratic policymakers is
in decline and where there is a feeling that citizens themselves must effect the change
they are seeking. The iconic use of the language of hope in Barack Obama’s 2008 U.S.
presidential campaign and in the subsequent post-crisis European election campaigns
is a testament to this tendency (Ferrara 2013; Príncipe 2015).
This raises the question of what systematic importance political philosophers should

assign to hope. In particular, we might ask whether citizens ought to have hopes of
certain kinds for specifically political reasons, and whether the fact that people have
certain hopes enters into political justification. The first question is about whether it is
a characteristic of a just society that citizens not only affirm certain moral beliefs (e.g.,
mutual respect), but also entertain certain hopes. The second question concerns the
structure of political justification. Typically, the question of whether certain political
arrangements are legitimate depends on whether all citizens can rationally agree to
them. Whether they can do so will depend partly on the beliefs that they can adopt
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based on evidence, and partly on their needs and desires. But it may also depend on
whether they are rationally entitled to hope for certain outcomes.
While the classics of political philosophy have typically not paid much attention

to the attitude of hope, there is a fragmented tradition which has centered on hope,
the most famous representative of which is Ernst Bloch, whose 1959 Principle of Hope
is a breath-taking attempt to integrate into the then-dominant discourse of “scientific
Marxism” the idea that it is actually hope, rather than knowledge, that is at the center
of radical politics. Perhaps more widely read today is Richard Rorty’s engagement
with the idea that hope can be the basis of a non-foundationalist liberal theory. Next
to these well-known attempts to think about hope, we are witnessing the beginnings
of less idiosyncratic, more systematic reflections on the role of hope in liberal political
theory.
This chapter will pursue three aims: First, I will propose three different roles that

hope can play in political philosophy—one instrumental, one constitutive, and the
other justificatory (section 1). I will then examine three major approaches to political
hope, exemplified by Bloch, Rorty, and contemporary liberal authors (section 2) in or-
der to distinguish three approaches to the justificatory question. I will argue that they
make opposite mistakes with regard to the importance of hope. Whereas Bloch solves
the problem of justification by introducing a metaphysics to support hope, thereby
adopting an overambitious concept of hope, Rorty and contemporary liberals assign
it too small a role. Based on this discussion, I then argue for my own proposal (sec-
tion 3): the view that, while ethical pluralism rules out any expectation that we can
achieve more ambitious forms of community than political liberalism seems to allow,
the requirements of justice may still require us to hope for the emergence of such forms
of community.

1. The Role of Hope in Political Philosophy
This section will systematically examine the different functions that hope can have

within political theory. This task is made slightly difficult by the fact that most political
theorists in the Western tradition do not devote much thought to hope. Of course, one
reason for this may be that hope is considered uninteresting from the perspective of
political theory, which tends to view it as an attitude which either only has significance
for the private emotional life of citizens or, even worse, impedes the participation of
citizens in politics.
The latter claim is often endorsed by philosophers who assimilate hope with opti-

mism, that is, the belief that uncertain outcomes are likely to obtain. Optimism can
therefore mislead people into thinking that an outcome will be easier to achieve than
it actually is, thereby undercutting the rationality of their actions. This can either
undermine political institutions (when people act irrationally so as to risk the success
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of collective endeavors) or strengthen unjust institutions (when skilled political leaders
know how to manipulate the hopes of the population to their own ends).
Both arguments are advanced by Spinoza in his Theological-Political Treatise. There,

Spinoza argues from the premise that hope is a problematic attitude since it reflects
epistemic uncertainty that does not grasp the actual necessity of all events. Because of
this insufficient cognitive grasp of reality, hope leads to superstition (Mason 1997, 145).
This argument makes an appearance as early as the first paragraph of the Treatise,
where Spinoza writes,

If men were able to exercise complete control over all their circumstances,
or if continuous good fortune were always their lot, they would never be
prey to superstition. But since they are often reduced to such straits as to
be without any resource, and their immoderate greed for fortune’s fickle
favours often makes them the wretched victims of alternating hopes and
fears, the result is that, for the most part, their credulity knows no bounds.
In critical times they are swayed this way or that by the slightest impulse,
especially so when they are wavering between the emotions of hope and fear;
yet at other times they are overconfident, boastful and arrogant. (Spinoza
[1670] 2002, 388)

He draws from this the political conclusion

that superstition, like all other instances of hallucination and frenzy, is
bound to assume very varied and unstable forms, and that, finally, it is
sustained only by hope, hatred, anger and deceit… [M]en’s readiness to
fall victim to any kind of superstition makes it correspondingly difficult
to persuade them to adhere to one and the same kind… This inconstancy
has been the cause of many terrible uprisings and wars… So it is readily
induced, under the guise of religion, now to worship its rulers as gods,
and then again to curse and condemn them as mankind’s common bane.
(Spinoza [1670] 2002, 389)

This argument already assumes that hope is irrational in two ways: First, it assumes
that hope is never justified in the sense that our hoping correctly reflects reasons
and evidence, an assumption that depends on Spinoza’s metaphysical views about
the necessity of all events. Second, it assumes that hope is never practically rational,
that it never informs our actions in justifiable ways. These assumptions are clearly
problematic and much recent thinking about hope holds that hopes can be theoretically
and practically rational insofar as they are compound states that involve a belief in
the possibility (but also the uncertainty) of a given outcome, a desire for that outcome,
and other elements, such as the incorporation of the possibility and the desire into our
practical agency (see Martin 2013; Blöser and Stahl 2017). The belief component can
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be rational insofar as it is true that an outcome is possible, but uncertain, and the
desire and incorporation components can be practically rational as far as the outcome
is genuinely good (for the agent) and the incorporation of the possibility and the desire
into the agent’s agency, licensing certain actions, indeed contributes to that agent’s
pursuit of his or her good.
If we thus reject the premise that hoping as such is irrational, a question arises

concerning the ways in which political institutions, movements, and actions might be
informed by or even need to rely on the rational hopes of citizens. I would like to
distinguish between three types of overall positive functions of hope in relation to the
political, all of which can be extracted from the literature.
The first function is an instrumental one. Instrumentalist accounts argue that hope

is politically important because certain valuable institutional arrangements are pro-
moted by, or even instrumentally depend on, people hoping in certain ways. The
weaker version of that argument, that hoping is conducive to but not necessary for
desirable political institutions, often takes a psychological form. One might argue, for
example, that political progress toward more just forms of government often faces
collective action problems, such that “first movers” face costs that can be rationally ac-
cepted only under the assumption that other people will cooperate. As there is bound
to be uncertainty at best about such cooperation, a form of hope that takes the pos-
sibility of such cooperation and one’s desire for it as reasons to move first may be a
decisive factor in the likelihood of progress. Similarly, when Katie Stockdale analyzes
the political dimension of hope in terms of the way in which oppression can damage
such hope, the importance of taking such damages into account relies on her argument
that “hope thus seems to be practically rational for members of oppressed groups to
cultivate in resisting oppression” (Stockdale 2019, 37).
A stronger version of the instrumental argument is provided by Kant, who argues

that we have a moral duty to strive toward political progress, and that this duty
persists as long as we have reason to believe that such progress is possible. Based on
this belief in the possibility of progress, we are licensed to hope for such progress, as
this is a necessary condition of our being able to fulfill our moral duties (for general
discussions of Kant on hope, see O’Neill 1996, 284; Chignell 2013; and the chapter by
Claudia Blöser in this volume; for the specifically political dimension, see Huber 2019,
5–6).
Jakob Huber summarizes Kant’s argument as follows:

Kant seems to assume that, for psychological reasons, we can only act and
sustain our commitment to action over time if we regard it as at least possi-
ble for us to make a difference, i.e. to causally contribute to the realisation
of our goals… Hence, in cases where the odds of making a difference are
dim, we need hope in order to sustain our commitment to action… In sce-
narios such as these, where the odds of actually making a difference seem
vanishingly low, it becomes extraordinarily hard to fend off despair and
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ultimately even to retain our resolve to act at all. Only hope, Kant argues,
can then protect us from demoralisation and keep us going by sustaining
the idea of a future hospitable to our agency. (Huber 2019, 9)

Notice that here the function of hope is still instrumental: Hope is important be-
cause it is a condition of something (political agency) that is valuable because of its
contribution to some other valuable outcome (political progress). If it were possible to
fulfill our moral duties without hoping—for example, if we were purely rational beings
that were motivated by moral reasons alone—then hope would cease to have any value
in politics.
A second function is constitutive in nature. This means that hope is valuable not

because it makes the achievement of valued political outcomes more likely but because
it is a precondition for the emergence of a political sphere in the first place. It is in
Hobbes and, surprisingly, again in Spinoza that we find at least hints of this argument.
In Hobbes, hope figures in the explanation of both the features of the state of nature
and the possibility of overcoming it. In the state of nature, Hobbes famously argues,
people are equal in the sense that no one can ever rationally expect to control all
others. More precisely, he argues that there is an “equality of hope” (Hobbes [1651]
1996, 83) that explains why the risk of war never disappears: Even the weaker party
can always reasonably hope to overpower the stronger one in the future. The hope
in question is thus a hope for achieving individual outcomes by one’s own capacities.
At the same time, Hobbes holds it to be a law of nature that we must strive toward
civic peace—and thus toward the emergence of a political state—as long as we have
any hope of its possibility (Hobbes [1651] 1996, 87). The hope in question, however, is
not the hope that one will be able to bring about such a state in virtue of one’s own
capacities, but rather the hope that others will cooperate (which Hobbes judges to be
reasonable). One can therefore say that the very possibility of political action (that
is, entering into a covenant) depends on the balance between intersubjective hope in
others and individual hope in oneself. Here, hope’s role is not merely instrumental; the
presence of citizens’ hope in one another is a condition for the very intelligibility of
political action.
In the passages where he discusses hope more positively, Spinoza argues that polit-

ical communities can be held together either by fear (as in the case of submission to
a powerful ruler) or by hope. What Spinoza primarily seems to have in mind is that
citizens cooperate with political structures because they hope that they will thereby
secure future rewards (Spinoza [1670] 2002, 439). Hope is preferable to fear initially
because when people are motivated by hope they cooperate willingly (Spinoza [1677]
2002, 750), and therefore freely. While this seems to be an instrumental argument
about incentives on the individual level, the contrast to fear shows that Spinoza also
has a constitutive argument in mind. Because fear weakens the agential power of the
individual, a community held together by fear is therefore also collectively less power-
ful and less free than a community held together by hope (Spinoza [1670] 2002, 700;
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Tucker 2018). Collective political agency is thus increased if individual hope is the
mechanism of solidarity. As Justin Steinberg argues, the specific form of civic hope
that interests Spinoza also implies devotion to others, because it induces citizens to
see each other as the source of benefits (Steinberg 2018, 90–91). Again, it turns out
that a specific form of intersubjective hope is a foundation for political freedom.
A third function relates to the justificatory role of hope. According to this argument,

the question to which hope provides a solution is one about how we can show that
certain political arrangements are acceptable to all citizens. There are two variations
of this argument. I will only briefly mention them here as they will be discussed more
extensively in the later sections of this chapter. On the one hand, one can argue for
specific institutional structures by pointing out that they promote a spirit of hopeful-
ness or even specific hopes, thereby providing a good to citizens, insofar as hopefulness
supports their efficacy and autonomy. Here, the promotion of hope is a reason-giving
feature of the outcome that is argued for. On the other hand, one can also ask about
the shared premises on which citizens may rely when engaging in public, political ar-
gument. True beliefs and normatively relevant desires and interests are typically taken
to be a basis for arguments that one can legitimately introduce into public debate.
But it might also be true that people can rely on shared hopes as a source of political
argument when they deliberate with other citizens. In this case, hope is a reason-giving
feature of the present on which one can build an argument for political change.
These three functions of hope in relation to the political are not to be thought of

as providing an exhaustive list. In particular, I have focused on the role that one can
see particular hopes for particular outcomes play in the political sphere. The catego-
rization does not capture, for example, the idea of “radical hope” famously developed
by Jonathan Lear (Lear 2006; Eagleton 2015, ch. 4). Radical hope, according to Lear,
is a form of hope that individuals and groups can exhibit in situations in which a
previously existing framework of meaning that could have informed particular hopes
has been lost. In such situations, radical hope can inform politics by enabling agents
to remain directed in their agency toward an essentially undetermined future. While
the importance of this idea for the analysis of hope in the case of severely oppressed
groups must not be underestimated, it is equally clear that such radical hope is neither
a form of hope in the literal sense—since it lacks an object—nor the basis for a positive
political project.

2. Three Models of Political Hope
Having distinguished the different functions that hope can play in political theory,

this analytical framework can now be employed to examine the insights of two political
philosophers who have assigned hope a central place in their work, namely Ernst Bloch
and Richard Rorty, as well as recent attempts in liberal theory to come to terms
with hope systematically. I focus on these three approaches not because they happen
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to contain the most explicit discussions of hope but because they represent three
fundamental strategies for using hope for justificatory purposes that have significance
beyond the idiosyncrasies of the individual authors’ positions.
In particular, Bloch must be read responding to the form of political justification

endorsed by orthodox Marxism, which is grounded in beliefs about scientific social
truth and as an attempt to provide a politically less disempowering alternative to it.
Rorty, by contrast, rejects the idea of grounding political justification entirely and
presents reliance as hope precisely as a replacement for such grounding. Finally, in
contemporary liberal work—for which the discussion of hope by Darrel Moellendorf
will serve as my main example—hope is assigned an auxiliary function under nonideal
circumstances where other forms of grounding are not yet accessible. I will argue that
all three responses contain valuable insights but that they miss the mark to some
extent by either under- or overestimating the justificatory potential of hope.

2.1 Bloch
Any summary of Bloch’s three-volume Principle of Hope is bound to do injustice

to his work. While most of the work is concerned with analyses of literary or cultural
phenomena, and while Bloch does not explicitly address the issue of political justi-
fication, one can still read the philosophical parts of the book as a critique of the
orthodox Marxist interpretation of the political implications of materialism that has
consequences for this issue.
According to Marx, materialism is the insight that the forms of thinking in any given

society, including the forms of its political arguments, are a reflection of the dominant
forms of material interaction in that society (Marx and Engels [1846] 1976, 36–37).
This premise leads Marx to reject the standard understanding of political justification
that departs from moral principles. If political ideals, moral principles and so forth are
a mere reflection of the material basis of society, then political criticism cannot take
these elements as a premise, as they are intrinsically tied to the society being criticized.
Marx has instead been widely understood to base his own political criticism on the
diagnosis of tensions within the “material basis of society.” In any class society, Marx
argues, the ruling class must represent its own interests as the interests of society as
a whole (Marx and Engels [1846] 1976, 60)—as indeed they are, as long as the rule of
the dominant class is functional for the development of the productive forces (Marx
and Engels [1846] 1976, 52; Cohen 2000). As soon as their rule becomes dysfunctional
with regard to the further development, however, there emerges an opposition between
that class and subordinated classes whose interests are no longer effectively promoted.
This tension is expressed, on the level of ideas as a contradiction between the ruling

class’s pretense that it pursues general interests and the social reality in which it
pursues merely its own partial interest. Materialist political criticism, Marx argues,
departs from such contradictions without needing any “external” moral standpoint.
On this model, the entire task of political justification falls to a social analysis that
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uncovers irreparable tensions within a given social order between a certain mode of
class rule and the requirements of the development of the productive forces. In other
words, what political critics rely on are beliefs that are derived from a social-scientific
analysis of the existing society.
This materialist picture is the implicit object of Bloch’s critique in The Principle of

Hope. Here, Bloch takes up the widespread criticism that the orthodox Marxist model
cannot account for genuinely politically motivated action. The present state of society
is either such that no open contradictions have yet emerged, in which case there is no
oppressed class on which a political movement could draw (rendering political criticism
premature and pointless), or there are indeed such contradictions and therefore a class
that is already motivated, through its objective social position, to overthrow the social
order in which case political criticism that goes beyond merely educating that class
about its position is unnecessary.
Bloch tries to solve this dilemma by developing an alternative form of materialism

that conceives of itself not as a scientific analysis of what has already realized in the
given society but as an analysis of the not-yet realized potential of that society. Ground-
ing this materialism in both a metaphysics of the not-yet realized (Bloch [1959] 1986,
chs. 17 and 18) and a psychological theory of how hope allows us to cognitively relate
to these not-yet realized potentials (Bloch [1959] 1986, ch. 14), he aims to supplement
the “cold stream” in Marxism—that is, its scientific analysis of existing society—with
a “warm stream,” an affective mode of capturing how society could be (Bloch [1959]
1986, 205).
The aim of Bloch’s theory is to hold on to a certain version of immanent political

critique: the idea that political critique and political action can relate to norms that
are not external to a given social order (in the way that subjectively endorsed moral
principles or the agents’ brute desires are) but rather grounded in the material condi-
tions of those societies (Stahl 2013). At the same time, such criticism must be more
than a retrospective affirmation of what happens anyway. He thereby grasps a central
problem for a theory of the justificatory function of political hope. If we understand
hope as a compound attitude composed of beliefs and desires, it seems that only the
belief component is capable of truth and that the desire component either does not
admit of justification or merely admits of intrasubjective justification opposed to gen-
uinely intersubjective political justification. If we add to this view the plausible idea
that belief in the mere possibility of some future outcome is not sufficient to justify
actions toward that outcome, this means either that hope does not play a role in po-
litical justification at all or that it introduces into the political process desires that
remain external to it. In other words, a political critique based on hope cannot be an
immanent critique.
Bloch wants to solve this problem by assimilating desire (or rather, the anticipatory

components of hope) to the cognitive grasp of a form of material reality that is de-
scribed with a metaphysical terminology that is invented more or less merely for this
purpose. By redefining hope in its entirety such that it becomes a form of political
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knowledge, he attempts to formulate a theory of political justification that is both im-
manent (in contrast to other understandings of political hope) and practically relevant
(in contrast to orthodox Marxism).
That this solution is insufficient, however, can be shown by considering the way in

which hope in Bloch remains external to the process of political justification. While
through hoping people can grasp the not-yet-realized potential of reality, such insights
are viewed not as something contestable within the political process but as exercising
normative constraint on that process from the outside. Bloch thus ultimately ends
up with a form of moral realism that undermines his aim to provide a materialist,
immanent critique. He thereby also remains bound to an interpretation of Marx’s
materialism that assumes that a materialist critique of society can only be based on
insights about material reality that are to some extent capable of truth. Thus he fails
to solve the genuine problem of how hope can play a role in intersubjective justification
and does not ask the more interesting question of whether one can imagine a Marxist
materialist view that allows for the political justification of people’s desires.

2.2 Richard Rorty
While it is certainly more well known than Bloch’s, Richard Rorty’s theory of po-

litical justification remains marginal in the contemporary debate in political theory.
In some sense, it reverses the strategy chosen by Bloch (Smith 2010, 18) but with the
interesting result that hope, again, becomes central to his idea.
Rorty famously argues not only that a certain kind of grounding of intersub-

jective political justification in a “final vocabulary”—be it normative, religious, or
metaphysical—is unachievable, but that the attempt to discover such a grounding
is typically also dangerous. Instead, Rorty advocates “liberal irony” (Rorty 1989, ch.
4), that is, public commitment to a certain liberal vocabulary combined with private
awareness that this commitment and its accompanying vocabulary are always in
doubt and lack metaphysical certainty.
This rejection of a liberalism backed by moral truth puts Rorty in a position toward

orthodox liberal thought that is similar to Bloch’s attitude toward orthodox Marxist
thought. In contrast to Bloch, however, Rorty turns to hope not as an attitude that
gives us access to other metaphysical grounds but rather as a replacement for any
cognitive access to such grounds whatsoever. Rorty in particular introduces hope in
his response to the worry that, once liberals admit that there are no true moral claims
in a final vocabulary that can provide intersubjective justification, liberalism as a
system of ideas will lose its ability to account for the social integration of societies
(Rorty 1989, 85).
In response to this worry, Rorty argues that a liberalism based not on philosophical

knowledge but rather on hope for a better future society is less susceptible to being
undermined by reflexive critique:
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The reason liberalism has been strengthened by this switch is that whereas
belief in an immortal soul kept being buffeted by scientific discoveries and
by philosophers’ attempts to keep pace with natural science, it is not clear
that any shift in scientific or philosophical opinion could hurt the sort of
social hope which characterizes modern liberal societies—the hope that life
will eventually be freer, less cruel, more leisured, richer in goods and experi-
ences, not just for our descendants, but for everybody’s descendants. If you
tell someone whose life is given meaning by this hope that philosophers are
waxing ironic over real essence, the objectivity of truth and the existence of
an ahistorical human nature, you are unlikely to arouse much interest, much
less do any damage. The idea that liberal societies are bound together by
philosophical beliefs seems to me ludicrous. What binds societies together
are common vocabularies and common hopes. The vocabularies are, typi-
cally, parasitic on the hopes—in the sense that the principal function of
the vocabularies is to tell stories about future outcomes which compensate
for present sacrifices. (Rorty 1989, 86)

In other words, Rorty assumes that the shared anticipation of a collective future is
what accounts for the binding force of hope. Hopes, importantly, do not provide any
additional justification beyond the fact that we have them and are attached to them.
On this account, they instead supply the motivation for which justificatory arguments
are necessary, according traditional philosophical theories.
Rorty therefore not only makes an argument that in some sense reverses the view

adopted by Bloch by drawing exclusively on the anticipation or desire component
of hope rather than its belief argument but also faces the opposite problem: If the
hope that liberals have to draw on is strictly speaking “unjustifiable” (Rorty 1982,
208; Rorty 2002, 58; Smith 2005, 91), then it is hard to see how this hope is more
than the description of actually existing consensus and how it might help to solve any
conflicts concerning the meaning of “freer” or “less cruel,” or their relative importance,
when such conflicts emerge in a given society. When Rorty compares the metaphysical
foundations of liberalism to religious beliefs and argues that, like the latter, the former
are unnecessary for motivating people to make sacrifices, he states that “willingness to
endure suffering for the sake of future reward [is] transferable from individual rewards
to social ones, from one’s hopes for paradise to one’s hopes for one’s grandchildren”
(Rorty 1989, 85). While it may be true that people are willing to endure sacrifices for
their grandchildren without needing metaphysical reassurance, many political choices
require that groups sacrifice their present welfare or privileges for the sake of ensuring
that unrelated others are treated justly. It is unclear whether the motivation to make
such sacrifices can be generated without a reasonable basis for which the desires that
people already share might be insufficient. In other words, the justificatory role of hope
in Rorty is likely too weak to fulfill its assigned function.
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2.3 Contemporary Liberal Thought
In contemporary political theory, there have been a number of attempts to capture

the significance of hope (Aronson 2017; Eagleton 2015; Stockdale 2019; Snow 2018).
The most systematic defense of the importance of hope in this literature is to be found
in an article by Darrel Moellendorf (Moellendorf 2006). His argument is centered not on
the question of grounding liberal principles, as in Rorty, but on the question of whether
hope is an attitude that is required from political agents along with the related question
of whether we have reason to demand that political institutions should promote and
enable certain kinds of hopes, namely hopes for the realization of social justice.
In particular, Moellendorf argues that

securing the institutional bases of hope is a virtue of state institutions,
particularly in states in transition from severe injustice. And … when the
bases are secure, a person who fails to hope for the political future is in
that regard prima facie blameworthy. (Moellendorf 2006, 414)

This claim is justified by reference to two ways in which hope is politically valuable
from a liberal perspective: First, hope for social justice is instrumentally valuable as
it motivates agents to take steps toward realizing it. Second, hope is also intrinsically
valuable because it contributes to agents’ confidence and thereby to their self-respect:

Hope contributes to the development and maintenance of the confidence of
agents by sustaining them in the face of uncertainty… Such confidence is a
characteristic of persons who take themselves to be entitled to just political
institutions. Therefore, … hope contributes to a person’s attitude that she
is entitled to just political institutions. (Moellendorf 2006, 424)

While these arguments suggest an external relationship between political institu-
tions and hope—hope is seen either as a precondition for individuals’ political actions
or as a desirable outcome of political arrangements—Moellendorf also assumes that
there is a more internal connection. Sometimes we have reason to endorse social ar-
rangements that are partially unjust because they provide the best basis for overcoming
social injustice in the future. In such cases, we can take as a reason to endorse these ar-
rangements the fact that they provide “institutional bases for hope,” that is, that they
make it reasonable for citizens to hope (and perhaps to be optimistic to a minimal
degree) that injustice will be overcome. While Moellendorf acknowledges that hope
as a psychological state cannot be the object of policy (Moellendorf 2006, 429), the
institutional bases can be, and they can be best understood as those features of an
institutional order that license hope.
It is evident that this connects to some degree with Bloch’s idea that hope is a way

to capture the potentialities of a given social order. In contrast to Bloch, Moellendorf
spells this out without introducing any contested metaphysical claims. This is possible
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because, in contrast to Bloch, he does not assume that social progress depends on
contradictions within a mode of production and instead argues from the premise that,
given the right institutional arrangements, social progress will be pursued by citizens.
In comparison to Rorty, Moellendorf does not intend hope to replace other philosoph-
ical commitments to specific principles of justice but rather treats the institutional
bases of hope as a feature of a society that allows us to rationally choose partially
unjust social arrangements if they are better suited to ultimately arriving at arrange-
ments that are as just as possible. The normative weight is still carried by this ultimate
goal, which is defined independently of its capacities to engender hope. For this reason,
Moellendorf limits his discussion of the political value of hope to transitional societies
(Moellendorf 2006, 426).
While I find Moellendorf’s arguments for the political value of the institutional

bases of hope convincing, it is clearly the most limited of the three discussed thus
far. That a given institutional transitory arrangement licenses hope for the realization
of another ultimate arrangement plays a justificatory role. However, it does so only
because the ultimate arrangement is not currently attainable. Furthermore, the hope
is valuable only in virtue of the desirable features of the ultimate arrangement. In
other words, what we ought to hope for is a situation in which hope no longer plays
a political role. That the role of hope is limited in this way is of course no argument
against this account. It suggests, however, that people can reasonably regret that all
that is available to them is hope, and it is unclear whether this is the most robust role
we can assign to hope.

3. Hope for a Cooperative Community
The discussion of the three models of political hope in the last section seems to

lead the theory of political hope into a dilemma: We need to avoid the mistake of
claiming interpersonal validity for hope-based arguments by introducing metaphysical
premises (as Bloch attempts), but we must equally avoid the opposite mistake of
conceptualizing political hope so weakly that hope-based justifications cannot help us
to decide on any substantial political questions (as Rorty does). But then references to
hope in political discourse must seemingly achieve the impossible: They must serve as
arguments in a debate between citizens with radically different comprehensive doctrines
and conceptions of the good in a way that mere belief cannot.
Yet if the belief component does not carry the entire weight of hopebased argu-

ments (in which case we would not need to refer to hope in the first place), the desire
or anticipation component must play a substantive role. Without any metaphysical
support of the type envisaged by Bloch, however, according to which our anticipations
are capable of truth, there seems to be little reason to believe that there could be
an “overlapping consensus” (Rawls [1993] 2005, 144–53) regarding hope in a pluralistic
society.
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In this section, I will argue that there is indeed an argument for the claim that, even
in an ideally just society of the Rawlsian type, citizens reasonably can and perhaps
ought to share certain hopes that can motivate their political actions (for a shorter
version of this argument, see Stahl 2018). My argument will rest on a critique of
liberal societies that we find in the writings of the early Marx. Unlike Marx, however,
I will use this critique for the present purposes not to reject liberalism but to point to
shortcomings of even ideally just liberal societies—shortcomings that we cannot expect
to overcome even if we assume that all citizens are rational and affirm liberal principles
of justice. In the absence of warrant to expect more, I argue that we should still allow
for and perhaps even require citizens who are committed to justice to hope that the
preconditions under which these shortcomings can be overcome will emerge.
As is well known, Rawls’s Theory of Justice endorses the idea that there will be

a pluralism of reasonable conceptions of the good in modern societies (Murray 2014).
This is rephrased in Political Liberalism as the idea of a pluralism of what Rawls calls
“comprehensive doctrines” that include conceptions of the good (Rawls [1993] 2005, 13).
Because of the “burdens of judgment” (Rawls [1993] 2005, 55), this pluralism is, Rawls
argues, an “inevitable outcome of free human reason” (Rawls [1993] 2005, 37). The
central argument of Political Liberalism is that this need not undermine our hope for
overlapping consensus with regard to purely political doctrines, but Rawls takes it to
render irrational any expectation for an overlapping consensus beyond such political
doctrines. In particular, the latter feature makes it impossible for a well-ordered liberal
society to have the features of a community (Rawls [1993] 2005, 42–43). While Rawls
quite narrowly defines community as “a society governed by a shared comprehensive
religious, philosophical, or moral doctrine” (Rawls [1993] 2005, 42), he clearly also takes
his argument to rule out the idea that a well-ordered society could require that citizens
be attached to each other in other ways or to share ideals beyond political ones. Such
attachments can be part of private, voluntary associations, but they can never be part
of the political culture.
This is where Marx’s critique of liberalism connects to the Rawlsian project. In his

early writings from around 1843 and 1844, Marx develops both a critique of liberalism
and a positive argument for what he first terms “human emancipation” and then later
calls the “true community of men,” a community that Dan Brudney calls the “true
communist society” (Brudney 2010, 151). The critique is most clearly spelled out in
On the Jewish Question. There, Marx argues that the liberal view of the political splits
the person in two, with the political citizen on the one hand and the private human
being on the other. Neither role allows us to achieve genuine emancipation: Whereas
in the private, economic life of citizens people are isolated from their community by
virtue of relating to others only via competitive market relations, in political life, as
citizens, they see themselves as part of a mutually supportive community, but this
role is disconnected from their day-to-day activities and ultimately exists only in their
imagination (Marx [1844b] 2010, 154).
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The positive counterpart to this picture is supplied in Marx’s Comments on James
Mill where he considers a form of true community in which producers are connected
to each other by genuine concern for each other’s conception of the good and organize
their production accordingly (Marx [1844a] 2010, 227–28; Brudney 2014, 455). Only
in such a community, Marx argues, can people relate to each other in a way that
adequately expresses moral concern for each other (Brudney 2001, 378).
That this critique of liberalism applies to the Rawlsian model can be seen relatively

easily once one considers that Rawls views “the social bases of self-respect” as “per-
haps the most important primary good” (Rawls 1999, 386) available to all citizens in
a well-ordered society. The development of self-respect is only possible, however, if
others affirm the worth of our particular life plans. This leads Rawls to the following
conclusion:

Putting these remarks together, the conditions for persons respecting them-
selves and one another would seem to require that their common plans be
both rational and complementary: they call upon their educated endow-
ments and arouse in each a sense of mastery, and they fit together into one
scheme of activity that all can appreciate and enjoy. (Rawls 1999, 387)

This seems to entail Marx’s argument that this is only possible in a community in
which people affirm each other’s pursuit of the good life as valuable. Rawls therefore
worries “that only in a limited association of … individuals united in the pursuit of
common … social ends is anything of this sort possible” (Rawls 1999, 387). He responds
to this worry, however, by arguing that it is sufficient if for each individual there
exists one particular community of shared interests where he or she can encounter this
attitude, a condition which is met if “in public life citizens respect one another’s ends
and adjudicate their political claims in ways that also support their selfesteem” (Rawls
1999, 388), that is, if they affirm the principles of justice. In other words, whenever
there is a political culture in which liberal principles are affirmed, then the conditions
necessary for the emergence of more particular communities that can support people’s
self-respect are met.
The reason for Rawls’s delegation of the task of securing interpersonal attitudes

necessary for people’s self-respect to more particular communities rather than requiring
that the political community as a whole be characterized by them is that we cannot
expect the emergence, on that level, of evaluative consensus that could sustain those
attitudes.
Clearly, however, this will not be sufficient for anyone impressed by Marx’s critique

of liberalism. First, a liberal political culture is a necessary, but not a sufficient, con-
dition for the achievement of self-respect since the particular kind of community of
interest that would affirm a given conception of the good may fail to develop. Second,
and more importantly, smaller communities as a whole might consider a lack of af-
firmation by the political community as a whole as a form of disrespect, which then
undermines their members’ self-respect.
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There is thus a tension between the need to secure the social bases of selfrespect
in Rawls and his idea of the inevitable pluralism of forms of life. He sometimes seems
to argue that this tension is inevitable in the sense that in any liberal society, the
free exercise of reason will necessary lead to a form of pluralism that rules out the
emergence of any more ambitious form of community at the political level. There is,
however, no reason to assume this. The free exercise of reason is perfectly compatible
with the idea that everyone adopts a conception of the good that involves pursuing a
more particular good within a cooperative community in which all such projects are
mutually valued (see also Honneth 2014). It is merely unreasonable to expect that this
outcome will emerge.
We can thus reformulate Rawls’s argument as an epistemic one: our conception

of a just society must be constrained by what it is reasonable to expect in terms of
possible consensus. The fact that it would be unreasonable to believe that citizens will
converge on a range of conceptions of the good that include a cooperative attitude
toward those with other conceptions within that range therefore motivates Rawls’s
choice of the weaker strategy of merely requiring affirmation of the political principles
under which, he hopes, more limited cooperative communities will emerge (Brudney
2014, 460). Rawls is correct, I assume, to rule out confidence in anything more than
that. But one could argue that this does not rule out the hope that, unlikely as it might
be, a liberal society will one day converge on a more demanding ideal of community. If
Marx is right that such a community would more robustly support people’s self-respect
than Rawls’s thinner liberal vision, then it seems to follow that, in its absence, already
citizens’ knowledge that others also hope for such a community itself contributes to
their self-respect. If such hope is not irrational (given that the belief in the possibility
of such a community is true and that it is practically rational for a liberal community
to endorse a collective desire for such a community), then we might include the fact
that such hope is shared among the citizens as part of what it means to affirm the idea
of justice. Given the right institutions, it seems feasible to cultivate such hopes, and
therefore, as a feasible and desirable ideal of a social order that supplies more of one of
the central primary goods than other such orders, we might even say that a perfectly
just society is required to take institutional steps toward such cultivation.
This argument is clearly stronger than the liberal argument discussed in the last sec-

tion: It does not recommend the cultivation of hope merely in circumstances in which
genuine justice is not yet achievable, but rather envisages it as part of a perfectly just
society (the justice of which is not undercut by the fact that it does not necessarily
form an ambitious community). It is also clearly stronger than Rorty’s argument as it
takes seriously the idea that we lack any metaphysical guarantee that a more ambitious
form of liberal community will emerge. This does not mean, however, that hope is a
replacement for normative foundations; rather, it means that hope is an appropriate
way to relate to that which can be shown to be desirable from the perspective of a
whole range of cooperative conceptions of the good life. Finally, while the argument
as described is based on the premises of contemporary liberal theory, it can easily be
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extended to take up some of the Marxist intuitions that also drive Bloch’s discussion.
Once we assume that more ambitious forms of community that go beyond an individ-
ualist market society are already developing within that social structure (or, as Marx
([1859] 2010) would say, that “the material conditions of their existence have matured
within the framework of the old society”), such hope can be analyzed as grasping the
potential of social reality without adding any contestable metaphysical claims.

4. Conclusion
Hope can play different roles in the narratives of political theory. In particular,

I have distinguished between instrumental, constitutive, and justificatory functions
of hope; and I have discussed three main strategies for spelling out the justificatory
function in the existing literature, briefly considering the ways in which these strategies
remain unsatisfactory. In the last section, I argued that there is another option for
liberals when it comes to thinking about hope, which relates to the tension between
the necessity of ambitious form of community for the supply of the central primary
social good of selfrespect and the epistemic argument that it would be unreasonable
to think of such forms of community as being sufficiently likely to be included in our
concept of a well-ordered society.
In order to complete the argument, it must be examined in what sense the argument

that a just liberal society is one in which hopes for more ambitious forms of community
are cultivated assigns a justificatory role to hope. It is easy to see that it does so in the
first sense: The existence of such hope is described as a desirable form of a just society
as far as it is assumed that the very fact that citizens share in such hoping will already
support the development of self-respect. However, the argument also assigns hope a
justificatory role of the kind discussed in section 2 insofar as it supports the idea that
normative and descriptive beliefs are not the only relevant arguments in public debate.
The shared hope for a more ambitious form of community—if it is indeed shared—can
support arguments for institutional changes that bring such a community within reach
of society as it is presently. While this does not resolve the tension between pluralism
and large-scale community, it allows us to see that it is not illegitimate to hope that
this tension will be gradually resolved and to work toward this goal.
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