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Politics without hope is impossible . . . it is hope that makes involve-
ment in direct forms of political activism enjoyable; the sense that 
“gathering together” is about opening up the world . . . . Hope is 
crucial to the act of protest: hope is what allows us to feel that what 
angers us is not inevitable, even if transformation can sometimes 
feel impossible. Indeed, anger without hope can lead to despair or a 
sense of tiredness produced by the “inevitability” of the repetition of 
that which one is against.

But hope is not simple about the possibilities of the future implicit 
in the failure of repetition . . . hope involves a relationship to the pre-
sent, and to the present as affected by its imperfect translation of the 
past . . . The moment of hope is when the “not yet” impresses upon 
us in the present, such that we must act, politically, to make it our 
future.

—​Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion

Look, I don’t have a lot of hope for this world. In the face of the cli-
mate change emergency, the kinds of people that are in the major 
power positions in our universe . . . the rise of right-​wing forces, the 
miserable corruption and deprivation that neoliberalism has con-
tributed to much of the postcolonial world, the massive pile up of 
humanity in global slums, and the seeming endurance of capitalism 
beyond, beyond, so far beyond when it should have given way to 
something else, it’s hard to have hope. I think we need grit, responsi-
bility and determination instead of hope.

—​Wendy Brown, “Where the Fires Are”
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Introduction

In 1916, the American philosopher John Dewey confessed to having held a 
“childish and irresponsible” faith in historical progress. His generation, he 
writes,

confused rapidity of change with advance, and we took certain gains in 
our own comfort and ease as signs that cosmic forces were working inev-
itably to improve the whole state of human affairs. Having reaped where 
we had not sown, our undisciplined imaginations installed in the heart of 
history forces which were to carry on progress whether or no, and whose 
advantages we were progressively to enjoy.1

Reflecting on the political upheavals of Progressive era America and the 
avoidable Great War in Europe, he allows that nowadays “never was pes-
simism easier . . . There is indeed every cause for discouragement.”2 This 
belated realization of inhabiting a fool’s paradise of automatic and uninter-
rupted historical progress need not lead to despair, however. The rapid social 
transformations Dewey had taken for progress were real, after all; changing 
conditions meant that the conditions for change were at hand. We may main-
tain hope if we choose to understand the idea of progress “as a responsibility 
and not as an endowment,”3 as a living ideal, an invitation to act, rather than 
a resignation to drift. For Dewey, as we shall see, this responsibility to the 
future is inseparable from the ideal of democracy, a utopian vision of an eq-
uitable, open, and decent world in which our political hopes are buttressed 
not by God, Progress, History, or any other laundered remnant of Geist, but 
by intelligent and often radical experimentation with the institutions and 
practices of social power.

Following Dewey, this study is written in a pragmatic spirit to give an ac-
count of hope as a principle of political action distinct from the facile ex-
pectation of optimism and independent of grand notions of progress, for 
today we find ourselves in a similar predicament. Thirty years ago, watching 
the political disintegration of the Eastern Bloc, Francis Fukuyama famously 
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heralded the “end of history,” a culmination marked by the universal ac-
ceptance of liberal democracy and the exhaustion of all other possibilities.4 
Controversial in its own moment, Fukuyama’s claim has aged poorly. While 
politicians are still wont to invoke the “right side” of history, while hope has 
been a particular mainstay of American public rhetoric,5 and while there re-
main occasional cheerleaders for the actuality of Enlightenment progress,6 
the present moment is one of palpable crisis. The recent success of right-​wing 
populists in the United States and across the globe has spelled a retreat from 
democratic norms and a reversal of gains made toward more open, equi-
table, and pluralistic societies; at the same time, the continued consolidation 
of oligarchic and plutocratic rule threatens to turn incomplete democra-
cies into complete Potemkin republics. The failure of nation-​states to ade-
quately address the still raging COVID-​19 pandemic as well as movements 
for economic, racial, and sexual justice, not to mention the ongoing climate 
catastrophe, raise doubts about the very possibility of effective, let alone 
transformative, political action.

My primary interlocutors are the German Enlightenment philosopher 
Immanuel Kant (1724–​1804), the German critical theorist Ernst Bloch 
(1885–​1977), and three canonical figures of American pragmatism, Charles 
Sanders Peirce (1839–​1914), William James (1842–​1910), and John Dewey 
(1859–​1952). For these thinkers, hope is not an idle, passive affair, akin to the 
Pollyannish optimism that the world will improve; rather, hope provides a 
foundation and impetus for social action in the shadow of uncertainty. Kant 
plays a leading role not only because the subsequent thinkers all wrestle with 
the consequences of his turning of philosophy inward, away from the objec-
tive world and toward the subject’s experience, but also because he makes 
hope an indispensable aspect of moral and political agency. While rejecting 
Kant’s metaphysical dualism and his specific understanding of history, Bloch, 
Peirce, James, and Dewey recast and refine Kant’s basic insights. Bloch, an ex-
uberant critical theorist whose work revolves around hope, centers his sights 
on the world’s latent utopian tendencies; Peirce historicizes and (metaphor-
ically) democratizes the creation of knowledge, tethering inquiry to hope; 
James exhorts the creation of new realities through hopeful action; Dewey, fi-
nally, asserts and exemplifies democratic hope, an experiment in the practical 
belief that individuals have the capacity to collectively govern themselves.

In presenting political hope as an orientation for action, these thinkers re-
cast the fraught idea of progress, which we now understandably approach 
with justified caution, conjuring up as it does specters of epistemological 
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presumption, triumphant developmentalism, and paternalistic domination.7 
Despite its purveyors’ claims to universality, moreover, the idea of infinite 
historical progress is largely an invention of the European Enlightenment. 
While there is more diversity of thought among its proponents than cur-
rent critics often allow, there is also no shortage of thinkers in this period 
who wax enthusiastic over the coming perfection of humanity.8 It is there-
fore the product of a cultural field seeded with Christianity’s eschatological 
time, primed for a messianic rupture with the past, and confronted with un-
precedented transformations in material, political, and economic power. In 
political thought, the idea of progress was double-​edged: on the one hand, 
it provided a scientific cudgel against traditional religious and absolutist 
authority; on the other, it offered a discursive justification for paternalism, 
discrimination, imperialism, and repression, not to mention the everyday 
cruelties of snobbery and elitism.9 Indeed, Anibal Quijano, Enrique Dussel, 
and others have argued that the infinite temporality of the Enlightenment 
myth of progress is inseparable from the colonial imaginary of empty 
space, a tempus nullius arising out of the false presumption of terra nullius, 
thereby implicating the linear and unidirectional idea of progress in the hi-
erarchical spatial and racial classification of the world’s population.10 Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Fukuyama’s inspiration, describes history as the 
gradual development of metaphysical spirit as freedom in reality, a pro-
cess that transpires from East to West, reaching its culmination in modern, 
Christian Europe, “the absolute end of Universal History”; Africa, indige-
nous America, and the Orient are relegated to an eternal now of prehistory, 
whose inhabitants can only acquire freedom if civilization is imposed upon 
them.11 John Stuart Mill, who worked as a British East India Company offi-
cial for twenty-​five years, from 1823 (aged seventeen) until its dissolution in 
1858, is equally emphatic about progress, denying liberal rights to members 
of “backward states of society” and notoriously describing despotism as “a 
legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the end 
be their improvement.”12 In short, a linear, unidirectional notion of history, 
an understanding of the future as a rupture with the past, new technological 
abilities and productive capacities, philosophical rationalism, and a cosmo-
politan perspective enabled by Europe’s global political domination all con-
spired to create a particular image of progress that should be jettisoned.

Within academic political thought, the pendulum of expectation has 
swung in the opposite direction, with recent scholars highlighting pessi-
mistic responses to progress and the meliorability of the human condition.13 
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As Joshua Dienstag explains, pessimism does not necessarily deny the line-
arity of time, but the presumption of an upward trajectory: “Change occurs, 
human nature and society may be profoundly altered over time, just not per-
manently for the better.”14 Dienstag’s rich study of the topic draws on Jean-​
Jacques Rousseau, Arthur Schopenhauer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Sigmund 
Freud, and Miguel de Unamuno, among others, who deny the premise shared 
by liberalism, socialism, and pragmatism alike, “that the application of reason 
to human social and political conditions will ultimately result in the melio-
ration of these conditions.”15 Using a similar cast of characters along with 
Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, Martin Heidegger, and Hannah Arendt, Tracy 
Strong writes approvingly of what he calls “politics without vision,” linking 
the acknowledgment of human limitation and fragility to relinquishing 
hope of creating a better world.16 In an invaluable study of despair in Hegel, 
Søren Kierkegaard, Theodor Adorno, Frantz Fanon, and Georges Bataille, 
Robyn Marasco explores what happens when we assume that “there is no 
end to or exit from the conditions of existence, and no rational hope that 
a brighter future will repay patient struggle in the present.”17 Following in 
Michel Foucault’s wake, Wendy Brown writes trenchantly of the “ubiquitous, 
if unavowed, exhaustion and despair in Western civilization,” in which “most 
have ceased to believe in the human capacity to craft and sustain a world 
that is humane, free, sustainable, and above all, modestly under human con-
trol.”18 No room remains for those who seek “collaborative and contestatory 
human decision making, control over the conditions of existence, planning 
for the future . . . deliberate constructions of existence through democratic 
discussion, law policy . . . [and] the human knowledge, deliberation, judg-
ment, and action classically associated with homo politicus.”19 Brown closes 
her Undoing the Demos with a gesture toward a hope rooted in the prospect 
of three distinct types of “work”: combatting neoliberalist ideology, offering 
an alternative to capitalist globalization, and countering this civilizational 
despair.20 More recently, Brown states in an interview (cited earlier as an 
epigraph) that “we need grit, responsibility, and determination instead of 
hope.”21

Pessimism and despair are an understandable reactions to the complici-
ties, rationalizations, and apathies of the blithe optimism in much modern 
Western thought. To have downcast eyes is not to be blind, however, and 
we should not conflate the loss of traditional banisters for thinking with 
the loss of vision altogether. As Marasco writes, despair is a “dialectical pas-
sion . . . at odds with itself ”; it is “no simple absence,” but one that “conserves 
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and preserves the possibility of what it also denies,”22 defined by what it fails 
to achieve—​a point clear in its etymology, de-​sperare, or down from-​hope. 
Despair does not necessarily lead to resignation; on the contrary, it can steel 
against starry-​eyed enthusiasm, hence Brown’s gesture of hope in the con-
cluding pages of Undoing the Demos. The danger, however, is that it may 
numb us to the live possibility of the world being other than it is; as Dienstag 
confesses, “although pessimism does not issue from black moods, it could 
indeed inspire them.”23 In 1931, Walter Benjamin described one result of 
this collapse of historical hopes as “left-​wing melancholy,” an attitude of rad-
icalism “to which there is no longer in general any corresponding political 
action.”24

My concern in writing this book is that the loss of progress and the temp-
tation toward historical melancholy does not rob our political imaginations 
of the possibility of a better future, especially insofar as the significance 
of any moment in the sweep of passing time changes as it recedes into the 
past. Indeed, it need not: events are always subject to reinterpretation—​
contemporaries hold the present in wildly different lights, and each schol-
arly generation writes new histories of previous generations.25 Moreover, 
as Arthur Danto argued decades ago, if there is any meaning or direction 
to history, it could be only be ascertained at the end—​everything else, so to 
speak, might just be a prelude.26 Until then, we must plod along with the 
provisions of narratives we tell ourselves.27 More mundanely, the passing of 
time in everyday life recursively shapes the past’s meaning in terms of the 
present’s forward trajectory.28 Bloch writes of “the non-​synchronicity of the 
synchronous” in time, the coexistence of realities from different moments of 
history whose interaction and conflict generate novel possibilities and reali-
ties.29 The rejection of grand narratives of progress does not need to foreclose 
the possibility of a brighter future.

Pessimism risks lending itself to what historian François Hartog terms 
a “presentist” understanding of history, which sees “the extension, ad infi-
nitum, of an automatic present that is emptied of its contents and sheared 
from its roots and possibilities.”30 In the presentist frame, a heuristics of 
fear dominates: the future is seen with foreboding, ethical life is guided by 
an “imperative of responsibility” that upholds the status quo, and political 
imagination is stunted by a principle of precaution.31 Presentism and pessi-
mism alike render the world devoid of prognostic structure.32 If history has 
no “visible, thinkable, or imaginable future,” historian Enzo Traverso writes, 
we are left fixated on memory, with the past as present, for “a world without 
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utopias inevitably looks back.”33 Emancipatory aspirations are replaced by 
nostalgic fantasies. Pace these presentist pessimists, the thinkers in this study 
subscribe to a view of history in which different futures remain live and vital 
possibilities. They are not, however, guaranteed. Their prospects depend on a 
host of factors, most of which are beyond human (let alone rational) control, 
but for which, as pragmatists insist, intelligent inquiry, action, and experi-
mentation are nonetheless indispensable.

The hope entertained in this study is thus not optimism, the standard an-
tonym for pessimism. This distinction is important to emphasize because the 
two are often confused, and much of the derision aimed at hope mistakes its 
target for optimism. As its name implies, optimism is (strictly speaking) the 
conviction that this is the best of all possible worlds, a secular theodicy that 
translates into the historical inevitability of progress. For the optimist, the 
future is assured, and there is ever the temptation to take what James calls a 
“moral holiday,” “to let the world wag in its own way, feeling that its issues are 
in better hands than ours and are none of our business.”34 Hope, by contrast, 
is characterized by uncertainty, haunted by the possibility of failure, working 
to overcome despair. I use “working” intentionally, for one of the key threads 
of the post-​Kantian line of thinking presented here is that social hope does 
not afford moral holidays precisely because its justification is inseparable 
from the action it underwrites.

Finally, concerning the relationship between the pessimistic outlooks 
of Schopenhauer, Heidegger, Fanon, and others, and the hopeful visions 
of the thinkers I employ, it is useful to draw an analogy to Bloch’s distinc-
tion between a “cold stream” and “warm stream” of Marxism, the first so-
berly explicating society’s objective dynamics, the second orientated toward 
“prospect-​exploration,” of breaking out of the spell of what is assumed to be 
possible. For Bloch, neither coldness nor warmth can or should dominate, 
but stand in productive tension, energizing discussion and pushing it for-
ward.35 With much the same intent, James distinguishes “tender-​minded” 
from “tough-​minded” thinkers, the former rationalistic, idealistic, opti-
mistic, and dogmatical, the latter empiricist, materialistic, pessimistic, and 
skeptical.36 My interlocutors all fall on the warm and tender-​minded sides 
of these divides, each insisting on the generative function of ideals in human 
action. Having a warm temperament does not mean one ignores the cold 
facts of reality, but that one entertains the possibility that the world is not yet 
entirely baked. The eventual future arises, however, out of the intersection 
of both currents. Marasco, Dienstag, Strong, Brown, and many others have 
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done invaluable work explicating the cold limits of politics as a response to 
the failure of univocal progressive history. The present study aims to comple-
ment (and complicate) their narratives with a warm account of political hope 
as an active principle that disentangles it from metaphysical historical prog-
ress and psychological optimism alike, one that reckons with human fragility 
and finitude while nonetheless looking toward a better future, taking the ho-
rizon as a threshold rather than a limit. Montesquieu defines a principle as an 
animating passion that makes one act; following him, Arendt notes its ety-
mological derivation from principium, or beginning.37 As a principle, hope is 
thus a fundamental basis for both inquiry and action, motivating our vision 
and inspiring our deeds.

The Varieties of Hopeful Experience

The historical specificity of contemporary critics of the idea of progress not-
withstanding, wariness of hope has a well-​documented provenance dating 
to the early ancient Greeks. Indeed, it is often forgotten that hope first 
appears in Western literature as an evil, in Hesiod’s setting of the Pandora 
myth in Works and Days, roughly contemporaneous with The Odyssey. The 
word elpis (ἐλπίς) does not—​in pre-​Christian authors, at least—​necessarily 
convey desire, but refers instead to any orientation toward the future, 
good or bad (“anticipation” is perhaps better38). Later in the same poem, 
upbraiding his profligate brother, Hesiod voices the familiar opposition be-
tween work and hope, which is “not good at providing for a man in need.”39 
Elpis also misleads in politics; the poet Pindar, in an ode celebrating a newly 
installed city councilor on the island of Tenedos, warns against ambitious 
civic projects born in thrall of “shameless hope.”40 While not all ancient 
Greek accounts paint elpis in a purely negative light—​Heraclitus enticingly 
writes that “If one does not hope, one will not find the unhoped-​for, since 
there is no trail leading to it and no path,”41 and the fable writer Babrius 
makes hope a blessing in his later setting of the Pandora myth—​but there 
are exceedingly few rosy assessments, and its commonly associated epithets 
are “empty” and “blind.”42

Hope for historical progress was not yet on the docket, however. As nu-
merous scholars have noted, ancient Greek thinkers (for the most part) held 
a cyclical notion of history, and the idea of a fundamental break with the past 
was barely entertained.43 Christianity displaced this cyclical historiography 
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in favor of a linear one looking toward the coming moment of messianic 
rupture.44 A break with the past not only becomes fathomable but central to 
Christianity; Paul names elpis alongside faith and love as a theological virtue, 
celebrating the very unworldliness that troubled pre-​Christian Greeks.45 Paul 
expected the second coming of Christ to happen in his own lifetime,46 while 
subsequent generations of Christians came to accept an indefinite deferral of 
this messianic break. By early modernity the focus on being plucked out of 
worldly time gave way to providential writers like Jacques-​Bénigne Bossuet, 
who saw in empirical history exhaustive evidence of humanity’s participa-
tion in a divine Christian plan. Enlightenment ideologists of progress secu-
larized this vision while stretching it out infinitely, asymptotically, toward a 
telos of the moral and scientific perfection of humankind. Many factors fed 
this transformation, from the previously mentioned advances in scientific 
and technological knowledge and the growth of Europe as a global hegemon, 
to the rationalization of time in everyday life in response to the imperatives of 
proto-​capitalist production.47 In any event, the shaky consensus on the actu-
ality or even desirability of historical progress was not long for the world, and 
critics were already calling in the nineteenth century for a rejection of pro-
gressive temporality in favor of a notional eternal now (in Schopenhauer), or 
a reprise of ancient cyclicality (in Nietzsche’s doctrine of eternal recurrence), 
a position also reached by the influential twentieth-​century philosopher of 
history Karl Löwith,48 and which lurks to varying degrees in the writings of 
recent pessimists.

With such an accretion of meanings and temporalities in hope over its 
long history, the concept operates in numerous contexts. While Kant, 
Bloch, and the American pragmatists write in the shadow of Christian 
hope, they nonetheless push back against its monological and otherworldly 
foundations; like the Greeks, they emphasize its complex practical import 
for the present. Before discussing political hope in detail, it will be useful 
to give some provisional bearings in light of the contemporary intellec-
tual landscape. Hope has been addressed from an array of perspectives, in-
cluding philosophy, psychology, medicine, history, theology, anthropology, 
literature, aesthetics, African American studies, and journalistic reportage, 
each of which inflects it differently.49 It therefore has no single definition, 
just as there is no single way hope is experienced or felt. As we shall see, de-
spite discussing hope in different ways depending on personal temperament 
and specific context, the thinkers in this study stress hope’s practical and 
performative qualities.
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In analytic philosophy, hope has conventionally been defined in terms 
taken from British empiricism as “a combination of the desire for an out-
come and the belief that the outcome is possible but not certain,” in the words 
of philosopher Adrienne Martin.50 Strictly speaking, this definition is not 
future-​oriented, and in everyday life there are uses of “hope” that regard 
past events (i.e., hoping that a visitor’s flight arrived on time or hoping that 
a long-​lost pet found a good home). In such cases—​as with future-​oriented 
hope—​the uncertainty is crucial; one can assume a bad outcome (say, in the 
pet case) and hope for a good one nonetheless precisely because certainty is 
unavailable; the hope ends once the outcome becomes known. This is also the 
case with hope for the future: one does not hope for something one knows 
will happen.51 I belabor the point of uncertainty—​already noted earlier when 
discussing optimism—​because of how common it is to underplay it. Jayne 
Waterworth observes, for example, that the Oxford English Dictionary defines 
hope as “desire combined with expectation,” which conveys more confidence 
than the analytical definition allows, and argues that “anticipation” is more 
appropriate, more directly conveying not only uncertainty but also hope’s 
conative aspect insofar as it derives from the Latin anticipare, “to seize or 
take possession of beforehand.”52 We can also distinguish between hoping, 
as a phenomenon concerning possibility, and wishing, concerned with im-
possibility; voicing a wish to sprout wings is perfectly fine, but expressing a 
hope to do the same is to engage in magical thinking. In this example, the line 
between possibility and impossibility is clear: humans cannot spontaneously 
sprout wings. For the thinkers in this study, the human capacity for creation 
means that new possibilities can emerge, but not that just any wish can come 
true. Finally, philosophers have introduced a number of categories to refine 
and apply the orthodox definition in practice. Among the most salient for 
social hope are objective and agent: the first is the anticipated future state of 
affairs, the second its orchestrator.53 Hope, of course, has practically limitless 
imaginable objectives, as it does practically limitless imaginable agents; put 
in analytical terms, however, political hope concerns the exercise of public 
power, and democratic hope concerns the exercise of public power mutually 
orchestrated with others.

While the orthodox definition captures a large swath of what is under-
stood as hope, it appears inadequate to express other important qualities 
associated with it. For one, it does not seem to reflect the phenomenology 
of hoping against hope, when the outcome is extremely unlikely, nor does 
it capture the unique sustaining power hope often conveys.54 Furthermore, 
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hope’s affective and phenomenological textures fall by the wayside. For the 
Christian existentialist Gabriel Marcel, if we approach hope only from an an-
alytical perspective, we “make it unreal and impoverish it.”55 In experience, 
hope involves “a fundamental relationship of consciousness to time,”56 and 
thus cannot be reduced to desiderative-​calculative objectives. Hope keeps 
the future open, holding the promise that the world is not yet final: “piercing 
through time,” it allows the “weaving of experience now in process . . . in[to] 
an adventure now going forward.”57 As a mood of possibility, hope enables 
agency, becoming “a vital aspect of the very process by which an act of cre-
ation is accomplished.”58 The philosopher and psychoanalyst Jonathan Lear 
describes what he calls “radical hope” similarly. What makes hope radical, 
Lear writes, “is that it is directed towards a future goodness that transcends 
the current ability to understand what it is. Radical hope anticipates a good 
for which those who have the hope as yet lack the appropriate concepts with 
which to understand it.”59 As such, Lear presents radical hope as an indis-
pensable tool for sustaining ourselves as moral beings, living with others, 
during moments of deep cultural disruption, when traditional frameworks 
of meaning no longer hold. While in practice radical hope can admittedly 
be difficult to distinguish from resignation, capitulation, and even collabo-
ration, the important thing is that it acts for its bearer as its own pragmatic 
justification. In other words, if I believe my radical hope is justified, and it 
thereby sustains my ability to ethically persevere in a world with others, it is 
justified.

Philosophical accounts often treat hope as a mental phenomenon of indi-
vidual psychology. Scholars in other fields have rendered hope as a common 
affair, something anchored in the individual self, but which takes living shape 
only through social performance and interaction. Anthropologist Hirokazu 
Miyazaki, for example, understands hope as a method of collaborative knowl
edge formation, “an effort to preserve the prospective momentum of the pre-
sent” that is “predicated on the inheritance of past hope and its performative 
replication in the present.”60 From fieldwork among the colonially displaced 
Suvavou people of Fiji, Miyazaki argues that hope for the recovery of ances-
tral lands both produces and is reproduced through the specific practices of 
Suva (Christian) religious ritual, its social power structure, and its political 
self-​identity, reflected in its repeated appeals to the Fijian government for 
redress since soon after expropriation. In Miyazaki’s account, inspired in 
part by Bloch, the not-​yet is the central category of Suva self-​understanding 
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insofar as their political agency revolves around extrapolating an unfulfilled 
hope in the past and replicating it as hope in the present.61 Importantly, how-
ever, because this hope is an “ontological condition” it is inseparable from 
action; as Miyazaki writes, “it cannot be argued for or explained; it can only 
be replicated.”62

In related fashion, theater scholar Jill Dolan and cultural theorist Sara 
Ahmed emphasize hope’s affective, performative, and political aspects in 
concrete practice. Echoing Bloch and his friend the playwright and poet 
Bertolt Brecht, Dolan describes the instantiation of hope in live perfor-
mance, which

provides a place where people come together, embodied and passionate, to 
share experiences of meaning making and imagination that can describe 
or capture fleeting intimations of a better world . . . Different kinds of per-
formance [can] inspire moments in which audiences feel themselves allied 
with each other, and with a broader, more capacious sense of a public, in 
which social discourse articulates the possible, rather than the insurmount-
able obstacles to human potential.63

The glimpses of utopia Dolan discovers in theater are rends in the fabric of 
the present, at once a metaphor for and the prefiguration of a better future, 
pointing toward a radical democratic politics. Ahmed describes hope sim-
ilarly, drawing special attention to its visceral and somatic qualities. In the 
fuller passage cited earlier as an epigraph, Ahmed writes that hope

makes involvement in direct forms of political activism enjoyable; the sense 
that “gathering together” is about opening up the world, claiming space 
through “affective bonds.”64 . . . Hope is what allows us to feel that what 
angers us is not inevitable, even if transformation can sometimes feel im-
possible. Indeed, anger without hope can lead to despair or a sense of tired-
ness produced by the “inevitability” of the repetition of that which one is 
against . . . hope involves a relationship to the present, and to the present as 
affected by its imperfect translation of the past. It is in the present that the 
bodies of subjects shudder with an expectation of what is otherwise; it is in 
the unfolding of the past in the present. The moment of hope is when the 
“not yet” impresses upon us in the present, such that we must act, politi-
cally, to make it our future.65
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For Ahmed, Dolan, and Miyazaki, hope is both a precondition and result of 
public performance and collaborative activity. Its desiderative and rational 
qualities are nested within multiple shifting layers of affect, temporalities, 
political imaginaries, and collective experience.

Although speaking a different conceptual language, Kant, Bloch, and the 
pragmatists likewise emphasize hope’s creative, generative, and performa-
tive qualities leading toward moral personality, concrete utopia, or a genu-
inely democratic public. The stage is set by Kant’s description of hope as an 
orientation underpinning “practical belief ” in historical progress. A belief 
is practical if it is entertained not because of compelling theoretical proof 
but because it is essential for normativity: while we have no incontrovertible 
evidence that the will is free, for example, Kant holds we may nonetheless 
act as if it is for the sake of moral experience. The same goes for teleological 
progress in history, albeit, as we shall see, in a typically idiosyncratic manner. 
Bloch, Peirce, James, and Dewey follow Kant in presenting hope not as ra-
tionally justifiable on the merits of its content as such, but as an indispensable 
condition for sustained practical moral and political commitment. The title 
of Bloch’s magnum opus is, after all, The Principle of Hope.

For these thinkers, moreover, hope does not presume an escape from the 
conditions of human finitude, a point often obscured by its close associa-
tion with religion. Bloch speaks of “transcending without any heavenly tran-
scendence,”66 of stepping beyond the bounds of what is now understood to 
be possible in the world. This aspiration reflects not a pernicious utopianism 
but a simple observation about historical change: things once considered im-
possible do in fact become possible. In politics or any other enterprise that 
relies on human action and coordination, the adage that “that’s just the way 
things are” is invariably false. Put otherwise, although political hope does 
not deny human finitude, it nonetheless maintains faith in the possibility of 
miracles in Arendt’s idiosyncratic sense of events that “burst into the context 
of predictable processes as something unexpected, unpredictable, and ulti-
mately causally inexplicable.”67 For Arendt, human beings are the “miracle 
worker[s]‌” of history, for “whether or not they know it, as long as they can 
act, [they] are capable of achieving, and constantly do achieve, the improb-
able and unpredictable.”68

In this regard, it is important to acknowledge the prophetic voice heard 
in this study’s subjects, for its peculiarly Kantian cast anticipates Arendt’s 
remarks on the miraculous quality of human action in concert. That Bloch 
and the pragmatists engage in prophecy is perhaps to be expected; Bloch’s 


