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Abstract
Development economists have suggested that the hopes of the poor are a relevant factor in 
overcoming poverty. I argue that Kant’s approach to hope provides an important comple-
ment to the economists’ perspective. A Kantian account of hope emphasizes the need for 
the rationality of hope and thereby guards against problematic aspects of the economists’ 
discourse on hope. Section 1 introduces recent work on hope in development economics. 
Section 2 clarifies Kant’s question “What may I hope?” and presents the outlines of his 
answer. Crucially, hope is rational if it is rational to trust in the structures of reality on 
which the realization of one’s hope depends. Section 3 argues that central tenets of Kant’s 
account of what makes hope rational can be applied to the context of poverty. It becomes 
apparent that the poor often have good reason to be hopeless since they may not trust fun-
damental structures that are necessary for realizing their hope. Thus, the insight that the 
poor need more hope must go hand in hand with a commitment to establishing trustworthy 
political structures, such that their hope can be rational. Section 4 highlights the relevance 
of the secular highest good for a better understanding of the justification and scope of our 
duties to the poor in a Kantian framework.
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In this contribution, I approach the problem of global poverty from a novel perspective that 
has recently caught the interest of development economists. Since Esther Duflo’s Tanner Lec-
tures, economists have suggested that the hopes of the poor are a relevant factor in determining 
whether they are able to escape the poverty trap (Duflo 2012).1 Correspondingly, she suggests 
that hope can make a positive difference to the success of developmental aid since hope allows 
the poor to pursue goals that seem difficult and risky. Travis Lybbert and Bruce Wydick fol-
low Duflo in examining the role of hope in developmental aid and propose a framework for 
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conducting empirical research on the impact of “hope interventions” (Lybbert and Wydick, 
2018a, b). This approach is in line with the perspective of positive psychology, which empha-
sizes hope as a resource for sustaining agency in difficult circumstances. While this is also a 
common view in the philosophical debate on hope, the economists’ perspective on hope runs 
the risk of individualizing the problem of hopelessness. The tendency to individualization has 
two aspects: First, lack of hope is seen as mainly being a problem of individual psychology. 
To foster hope, economists suggest strategies such as “developing goals and aspirations” and 
“visualizing pathways from poverty” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018a, 170). Second, while the 
economists acknowledge that “there must be a tangible basis for hope that stems from reality” 
(Lybbert and Wydick 2018a, 154), they suggest that this basis can be improved by providing 
individuals with assets, or by “cash transfer” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018a, 160), thus suggest-
ing that the problem concerns one’s individual economic situation. I do not doubt the impor-
tance of these interventions at the individual level. However, on the plausible assumption that 
there are structural, political factors that are responsible for causing and prolonging poverty, 
this approach strikes me as incomplete. At the very least, it tends to disconnect concerns about 
hope from concerns about improving the relevant general, institutional structures. My thesis is 
that Kant offers an account of hope that allows us to appreciate its relevance to the problem of 
poverty without individualizing it. Crucial in this regard is Kant’s insight that while we need 
hope, this hope must be rational. This is why he presents the normative question “What may I 
hope?” (A805/B833) as one of the central questions of reason.2

The paper proceeds as follows. In Section 1, I introduce recent work on hope in devel-
opment economics, which focuses on “aspirational hope” as involving a positive view of 
our powers and a perception of possible pathways that one can pursue to bring about the 
hoped-for outcome. Section 2 clarifies Kant’s question “What may I hope?” and presents 
the contours of his answer. Crucially, hope is rational if it is rational to trust in the struc-
tures of reality on which the realization of one’s hope depends. Section 3 argues that cen-
tral tenets of Kant’s account of what makes hope rational can be applied to the context of 
poverty. It becomes apparent that the poor often have good reason to be hopeless since 
they may not trust fundamental structures that are necessary for realizing their hope. Thus, 
the insight that the poor need more hope must go hand in hand with a commitment to 
establishing trustworthy political structures, such that their hope can be rational. Section 4 
highlights the relevance of the secular highest good for a better understanding of the justifi-
cation and scope of our duties to the poor in a Kantian framework.

1  Hope in Development Economics

Traditionally, development economics has focused on improving external conditions 
such as infrastructure, the health system and education in order to alleviate poverty. More 
recently, however, there has been an upsurge in literature on the internal, psychological 
factors that influence economic behavior, such as emotions, confidence and aspirations 
(Pleeging and Burger 2020).3 Since psychological research indicates that hope has a 

2 Except for the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant’s works are cited using the volume and page numbers 
(volume:page) of the standard Academy edition of Kant’s writings (Berlin. 1900–). The Critique of Pure 
Reason is cited using the A- and B-editions (A/B).
3 While systematic research into poverty along these lines is relatively new, the original idea can be traced 
back to Adam Smith, who is said to have remarked that “the real tragedy of the poor is the poverty of their 
aspirations” (quoted in Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 722).
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positive effect on a number of desired outcomes, such as well-being, health and productiv-
ity, it comes as no surprise that hope has caught the attention of economists as well. Within 
economics, the field that focuses most on hope is development economics (Pleeging and 
Burger 2020, 173). While the research on economic decisions in affluent societies focuses 
mainly on consumer confidence and expectations, extreme poverty creates a context where 
many actions aimed at improving one’s life involve considerable risk and uncertainty. In 
such circumstances, hope has been considered relevant, since one can hope for that which 
one takes to be uncertain, even if one cannot expect it.

Esther Duflo bases her hypothesis that hope can play a significant role in improving 
the lives of the very poor on the results of a program tested in Bangladesh. The partici-
pants were offered assets (such as cows, goats, starting stock for a village shop and sewing 
machines), a small stipend for a few months and weekly training sessions on how to tend 
to animals and manage a household. The results were dramatic: People not only earned 
and ate more, but they also started saving more and explored new lines of work. To explain 
these results, Duflo draws on Amartya Sen’s idea that “poverty deprives individuals of cen-
tral capabilities” (Duflo 2012, 30), which makes it even harder for the poor to exit poverty. 
While Sen focuses on health, nutritional status and education, Duflo hypothesizes that what 
is relevant to explaining her results is mental health. The participants’ answers to a ques-
tionnaire on mental health confirmed that depression, anxiety and stress had been signifi-
cantly alleviated. Duflo states: “What we hypothesize, although we cannot directly confirm 
it using this data, is that this improved mental health is what gave participants the energy to 
work more, save, and invest in their children” (Duflo 2012, 31). In particular, Duflo formed 
the hypothesis that hopelessness had contributed to keeping the poor in their miserable 
situation and that “hope and a sense that they had been given a chance may have been what 
motivated them to succeed” (Duflo 2012, 31).4

Duflo’s original suggestion that we pay attention to the influence of hope on the agency 
of the poor has been taken up and developed further by Travis Lybbert and Bruce Wydick, 
who proceed on the basis of a specific definition of hope and suggest concrete approaches 
for “hope interventions” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018a). They distinguish “wishful” from 
“aspirational” hope, which differ mainly in terms of the extent to which they involve the 
agency of the hoping subject. They characterize wishful hope as an optimistic attitude 
directed towards an outcome that is “determined by influences outside one’s control, such 
as the benevolence of a patron, an inheritance, the rise of a beneficent political leader, or 
the will of God”.5 Where this is the case, there is virtually no place for individual agency in 
promoting the goal (“low agency”). By contrast, aspirational hope involves the assumption 
that the influence of random factors outside the agent’s control is low, and thus it involves 
significant agential effort, coupled with “neutral or slightly optimistic perceptions of the 
future” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 712). One example of wishful hope is expressed in 
the sentence “Fatima hopes that the village leader will respond to her situation” (ibid.), 

4 Note that Duflo herself admits that her research “cannot directly confirm” (Duflo 2012, 31) a causal rela-
tionship between hope and the overall improvement of her subjects’ economic situation. Most importantly, 
to my mind, we cannot exclude the possibility that improved mental health (like reduced stress) was a con-
sequence of economic improvement rather than its cause.
5 In the contemporary debate, the term “wishful hope” was coined by Victoria McGeer. Note, however, that 
for McGeer it is a normative notion, designating a form of defective hoping, namely, “a failure to take on 
the full responsibility of agency and hence to remain overreliant on external powers to realize one’s hopes” 
(McGeer 2004, 110). Lybbert and Wydick, by contrast, use the term descriptively without implying that the 
assumption of a very low degree of agential power over the outcome is wrong or unjustified.
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whereas “Fatima hopes to gain several new customers this month for her small poultry 
business” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 712f.) is an example of aspirational hope. I will 
return to this example and the question of whether the assumption of high agential control 
is apt below. Lybbert and Wydick’s focus is aspirational hope, which they understand as 
“the product of efficacious effort optimistically directed toward an aspiration” (Lybbert and 
Wydick 2018, 733). That is, they see hope as directed towards particular ends (“aspira-
tions”) that one regards as being within one’s power (at least to a significant degree), such 
that one “optimistically” directs one’s efforts towards them. This conception corresponds 
to Charles Snyder’s influential theory in psychology (Snyder et  al. 1991). On Snyder’s 
characterization of hope as comprising goals, agency and pathways, the hoping individual 
must (a) have specific goals (rather than “goals”, Lybbert and Wydick refer to “aspirations” 
to connect to research in economics; see Appadurai 2004), (b) “be able to visualize path-
ways to achieving these goals” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 717), and (c) “possess sufficient 
agency to motivate the necessary investments and make progress along these pathways, 
even in the face of impediments” (Lybbert and Wydick, 718).

Note that Lybbert and Wydick link hope closely to exercising agency (“making effort”).6 
This suggests that the hoper has a high degree of agential control not only over the hoped-
for outcome (where the influence of external factors is assumed to be low) but also over 
hoping itself. According to Lybbert and Wydick, it seems that by making an effort (which 
is under the agent’s control), the person eo ipso hopes. Insofar as making an effort is under 
one’s control, so is hoping itself. To be sure, the question of whether we (at least some-
times) can control hope is a disputed issue. If hope is (largely) within the agent’s control, 
she is (largely) responsible for having hope and therefore for improving her situation. If 
hope is something over which the agent has no control, however, she is not responsible 
for improving her situation by adopting hope.7 Thus, the attribution of responsibility will 
sound unfair to those who defend a conception of hope according to which it is not under 
our control. The question of whether the attribution of responsibility for hope is fair will 
thus be as disputed as the nature of hope is.8

As for the question of how much control the agent has over the outcome, it is a com-
mon assumption that hope is directed towards an outcome that is at least partly beyond 
the agent’s powers. To be sure, Lybbert and Wydick acknowledge that hope often contains 
both “wishful” and “aspirational” elements (Lybbert and Wydick, 713), but their focus on 
aspirational hope (which combines “efficacious effort” and being “optimistically directed 
toward” the goal) suggests that they view the hoped-for outcome as largely within the con-
trol of the hoper. This assumption may be problematic, however, especially in the context 
of poverty. In the example of aspirational hope cited above, Fatima hopes to gain new cus-
tomers for her small poultry business this month. On Lybbert and Wydick’s account, this 
means that she makes an “efficacious effort” and is “optimistically directed toward” this 

7 This is not to suggest that the poor might not be responsible in any sense for improving their situation. 
To be sure, they do have some degree of agential control, but perhaps not with regard to whether they hope.
8 I cannot solve this dispute here, but note that there are a number of theorists who will take issue with the 
claim that we can control hope; see (Han-Pile 2017) and (Milona and Stockdale 2021).

6 Lybbert and Wydick note that aspirational hope “overlaps” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 712) with other 
action-involving phenomena such as grit, i.e., “high agency in the face of negative shocks that may reduce 
the agent’s optimism about the future” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 711). While this assumption is common 
in the psychological discourse on hope, which typically follows Snyder’s theory, it is not shared by all psy-
chologists: “[T]hough hope implies some ‘agentic’ quality, the sense of successful agency is not proper to 
it. Making this equation deprives hope of its specificity” (Miceli and Castelfranchi 2010, 255).
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end. Conversely, lack of hope would amount to a lack of effort or optimism. However, one 
might have the intuition that Fatima has good reason not to make the effort or be optimis-
tic. The real problem for Fatima—and why she does not hope or make an effort—may 
have to do with external factors beyond her control, e.g., the fact that the region is severely 
impoverished and the market is flooded with cheaper meat from large corporations. This 
is not to say that Fatima does not have any agential control over her situation. Agential 
control comes in degrees. The problem I see with focusing on aspirational hope is that one 
runs the risk of overestimating the degree of the agent’s control over the hoped-for out-
come. In the background lurks the problem of responsibility: If it is largely up to Fatima to 
realize an outcome by making more of an effort, she is responsible for doing so. However, 
if Fatima faces circumstances similar to the ones just described, it would be inappropri-
ate to suggest that she needs to make more of an effort or be more optimistic. This would 
amount to obscuring the real problem, i.e., the unjust external structures and circumstances 
in which she lives. Rather than changing Fatima’s outlook or agential effort, improvement 
efforts should focus on structural change.

To be sure, Lybbert and Wydick hold that hope is not “substitutionary” but rather “com-
plementary to more tangible interventions in areas such as health, schooling and finance” 
(Lybbert and Wydick 2018a, 154). That is, they do not advance the implausibly strong 
claim that more hope alone can solve the problem—promoting hope “should rarely be 
viewed as a substitute for relieving external constraints” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018a, 175). 
Still, their approach runs the risk of individualizing the problem. Their concern with hope 
is primarily a concern about individual psychology. In their example of a “hope inter-
vention”, individuals are trained in “the ‘soft-skills’ of developing goals and aspirations, 
enhancing self-efficacy, and the practice of visualizing pathways from poverty” (Lybbert 
and Wydick 2018a, 170). This gives the impression that fostering hope and improving 
external conditions are two separate tasks, the first dealing with the psychology of indi-
viduals, the second with relieving external constraints. Further, it is not clear that external 
improvements must at least also be structural, going beyond providing individuals with 
credits and assets. A Kantian account may help to clarify the connection between promot-
ing hope and creating better social and political structures.

2  What May I Hope? Outlining Kant’s Answer

Even though Kant assigns hope a central place in his philosophical system, he never 
explicitly says what he takes hope to be.9 He asks not what hope is but what one may hope. 
Drawing on Kant’s account therefore promises to be fruitful, not so much in clarifying the 
concept of hope as in revealing what makes hope rational. A crucial insight from the Kan-
tian perspective is that what we should promote is not hope per se but rational hope. Since 
rational hope, on a Kantian account, is based on rational trust in the relevant structures of 
reality, one should strive to establish trustworthy conditions, such that the poor may hope. 
In what follows, I will also indicate the limits of applying Kant’s account, which are due to 
the fact that he focuses on transcendental objects and realization conditions (most notably 
the existence of God).

9 On understanding Kantian hope as a feeling, see (Zuckert 2018).
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In order to understand Kant’s answer to the question “What may I hope?”, we must first 
clarify the question itself. As the entry on “dürfen” (may) in Grimm’s Dictionary shows, 
the term had various meanings in Kant’s time. Besides being used in the sense of “permis-
sion”, which is most common today, it also referred to “having grounds” (Grund haben).10 
Both senses are relevant to Kant’s answer, although the latter is more central. I will discuss 
both meanings in turn and will then suggest applications in the context of poverty.

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant claims that “all hope concerns happiness” (A805/
B833).11 Hence, hope is directed towards what the person views as positive—her happi-
ness in general. This is in line with almost all accounts of hope: It is generally assumed 
that hope aims at what the hoper takes to be good in some respect. However, if this were 
all that Kant wanted to capture, one’s happiness could include morally bad states of affairs 
or undeserved happiness. Here, the connection to “permission” becomes relevant. Kant 
focuses on morally deserved happiness. He is concerned not with happiness per se but 
with happiness as an object of hope for moral beings. In the first and second Critique, Kant 
holds that what we hope for as moral beings is happiness to the degree that we are worthy 
of it, i.e., happiness in proportion to our degree of virtue. This is part of what Kant calls the 
“highest good”, i.e., a state in which happiness and morality are combined, or more pre-
cisely, a world in which “happiness [is] distributed in exact proportion to morality (as the 
worth of a person and his worthiness to be happy)” (5:110). Kantian hope is therefore hope 
for one’s own happiness in a world where “perfect justice” (Williams 2010, 49) is realized, 
where our striving for happiness and morality are in perfect harmony.

Some interpreters claim that the object of hope, for Kant, is the highest good (Huber 
2019, 5). Kant only says this in one passage, however (see 5:129). In general, he tends to 
describe the highest good as an object of our striving—we have a duty to promote it. Since 
the highest good comprises not only deserved happiness but also virtue, we must not only 
hope for it but also do our best to promote it. Still, claiming that the highest good is an 
object of hope is legitimate if one is aware that it is a shorthand expression. It is in virtue of 
comprising deserved happiness that the highest good is an object of hope.

I will now turn to the second meaning of “may”, namely, “having grounds”, which ren-
ders the hope question: “Do I have grounds to hope for morally deserved happiness?” This 
question arises for Kant since it seems that hope for deserved happiness is impossible to 
fulfill—neither human agency nor nature can secure the necessary relation between happi-
ness and morality.12 That is, this question refers to the possibility of the object. The ques-
tion is whether we can assume that the necessary conditions for the realizability of the 
hoped-for state of affairs obtain. Kant’s answer, in its abstract form, is that we may hope 
if it is rational to trust in the structures of reality that are necessary for the realization 

10 Günther Zöller points this out as well (Zöller 2013, 254).
11 The scope of what we hope for is broader in other writings (e.g., hope for moral improvement in the 
Religion, or hope for moral and political progress in Perpetual Peace). This does not affect the conclu-
sions I draw when considering the features of hope for happiness, though. In Section 4, I briefly discuss the 
contribution of others to the highest good as an object of hope. For an overview of the different contexts in 
which Kant discusses hope, see (Blöser 2020).
12 In the second Critique, Kant describes the problem in the form of an antinomy: He argues that, on the 
one hand, the necessary relationship between morality and happiness cannot be synthetic because the natu-
ral laws that determine the effects in the world are blind to our moral willing (see 5:113). On the other 
hand, it cannot be analytic either, because the maxims of morality and virtue are radically distinct (as Kant 
showed in the Analytic of the second Critique). For an exact reconstruction of the antinomy, see (Watkins 
2010).
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of one’s hope. In Kant’s account, we need to assume God’s existence and the immortal-
ity of the soul in order to conceive of the highest good as realizable. Kant further argues 
that the assumptions of God’s existence and the immortality of the soul are rational. In 
a nutshell, the argument is that theoretical reason permits these assumptions (since there 
cannot be evidence proving their falsehood) and practical reason offers a decisive consid-
eration, namely, practical necessity (since the assumptions are necessary for conceiving of 
the highest good as possible, which is necessary for being able to rationally promote it). 
Therefore, even though we cannot have knowledge, we may have faith or trust.13 I will later 
return to an intricacy of Kant’s argument, which poses a challenge for its application to the 
context of poverty.

Note that for Kant, (rational) faith or trust in God’s existence makes hope not only 
rational but psychologically possible. He illustrates this in the third Critique, where he 
describes “a righteous man (like Spinoza) who takes himself to be firmly convinced that 
there is no God and […] no future life” (5:452). Spinoza does not trust that the funda-
mental structures of reality are such that hope for the highest good can be realized. Kant 
describes Spinoza as suffering from hopelessness, which has a negative effect on his moral 
efforts. Spinoza acknowledges his moral obligation,

[b]ut his effort is limited […]. Deceit, violence, and envy will always surround him, 
even though he is himself honest, peaceable, and benevolent; and the righteous ones 
besides himself that he will still encounter will, in spite of all their worthiness to 
be happy, nevertheless be subject by nature, which pays no attention to that, to all 
the evils of poverty, illnesses, and untimely death, […] and will always remain thus 
until one wide grave engulfs them all together […] and flings them […] back into the 
abyss of the purposeless chaos of matter from which they were drawn. (5:452)

Kant continues by describing two options for Spinoza: Either he will give up the end 
(the highest good) and “weaken the respect, by which the moral law immediately influ-
ences him to obedience, by the nullity of the only idealistic final end [the highest good, 
CB]” or he will “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.”

What Kant illustrates in this passage is that hopelessness has a demoralizing effect 
(“effort is limited”; “weaken the respect”). That is, Spinoza’s case shares a crucial fea-
ture with the case of the poor: For both, hopelessness has a detrimental effect on agency. 
Kant’s account of the reason for Spinoza’s lack of hope is instructive. He lacks belief in 
God—as Kant suggests, because he thinks that this belief is irrational. That is, Spinoza 

13 Kant spells this out in the first Critique in terms of belief (Glaube) in the section “On having an opinion, 
knowing, and believing” (A820/B484ff.) and in the second Critique in the doctrine of the postulates. Allen 
Wood points out that Kant sometimes uses the term “trust” to refer to faith (Wood 1970, 162) (see e.g., 
27:320f.). In relating Kant’s account to the context of poverty, I will use the notion of “trust”, since this 
does not carry the religious overtones connected to “faith”. Faith and trust are sometimes equated (e.g., 
Hobbes says that “[t]o have faith in, or trust to, or believe a man, signifies the same thing” (Hobbes [1651] 
1998, 43)). Typically, “faith“ and “trust“ are used in interpersonal contexts, and “faith“ most commonly 
in religious contexts, i.e., in relation to God. However, “faith“ and “trust“ are also used to designate atti-
tudes towards propositions and in secular contexts (Faulkner, ms.). In the contemporary debate, the sim-
ilarities and differences between faith and trust are a matter of debate, which I cannot pursue here (see 
e.g., (McCraw 2015)). For present purposes, I assume, with Kant, that both trust and faith are attitudes of 
acceptance of a proposition for which one lacks sufficient evidence but which one holds for practical rea-
sons.
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lacks hope because he lacks trust in the fundamental structures of reality that are neces-
sary for the realization of hope. From Spinoza’s case we are given a hint as to how Kant 
conceives of the possibility of promoting hope. According to Kant, Spinoza could come to 
see that he may hope—and this could be achieved by showing him that it is in fact rational 
to believe in God. On a Kantian account, the key to adopting hope is the acknowledgement 
that hope is rational—contrary to what one might think on the basis of empirical evidence. 
This strategy does not generally seem to be applicable in the context of poverty, however, 
to which I now turn.

3  Kantian Insights in the Context of Poverty

One might wonder whether relating Kant’s account of hope to the context of poverty is 
promising given the different objects of hope in both cases: While development economists 
are interested in the poor’s hope for success when it comes to particular actions (such as 
attracting new customers), Kant is concerned with a very general object, namely, hope for 
morally deserved happiness as part of a just state of affairs. This difference does not pre-
clude relating the two contexts, however. First, one could emphasize a structural similarity. 
In both contexts, we are concerned with ends that can be promoted through our efforts, on 
the one hand, but which are not fully under our control, on the other. According to Kant, 
we aspire to realize an end (the highest good), which has aspects that we can only hope 
for (the realization of deserved happiness). Lybbert and Wydick’s example of Fatima can 
be reformulated accordingly: Fatima’s end is to earn more money with her small poultry 
business. She makes an effort to realize this end, e.g., she works hard and advertises her 
products. However, it is not fully up to her to realize this end. For instance, she does not 
know whether the corrupt political system will raise taxes that will swallow up her profits, 
and she cannot expect people to buy more, since many of her neighbors are also poor. 
Therefore, making more money is not only an object of striving but also an object of hope.

A second way to relate the two approaches is to shift attention in the context of poverty 
from hopes for particular outcomes to more general hopes, such as the Kantian hope for 
happiness. The main reason for acknowledging hope as a relevant parameter in develop-
ment economics is its sustaining role in agency. To be sure, individual hopes for particular 
ends can sustain the pursuit of these ends. This should not lead us, however, to neglect the 
role that a more general hope can play. It might well be that demoralization in the context 
of poverty is in large part due not to a lack of this or that particular hope but to a lack of 
a general hope that one’s life will go well and that one’s efforts will take place in circum-
stances that are not characterized by profound injustice.

In what follows, I will take the second route. While it is related to the economists’ 
approach, it also broadens the scope of thinking about hope in the context of poverty.14 
Further, focusing on general hope instead of hope for particular outcomes allows us to 

14 Esther Duflo (Duflo 2012, 42) and Lybbert and Wydick mention the relevance of general hope. Lybbert 
and Wydick surmise that particular hopes “together may produce a kind of overarching sense of hope that 
‘in the end, things will turn out all right’” (Lybbert and Wydick 2018, 713). That is, they see particular 
hopes as primary and the more general hope as a result of having particular hopes. However, the relation 
between general and particular hopes is far from clear. Instead—or additionally—it might be that a lack 
of general hope diminishes the possibility of forming particular hopes and has a negative effect on agency. 
This is the assumption on which I proceed.



295Global Poverty and Kantian Hope  

1 3

explore a parallel between Kant’s view on the rationality of hope and the rationality of 
hope in the context of poverty. Kant’s account of the rationality of hope is tailored to the 
case of general hope for happiness.

On Kant’s account, hope for happiness as part of a just world is rational since we 
may trust that the world is structured in a way that allows this hope to be realized. What 
would a Kantian approach to the rationality of hope, with its focus on trust in fundamental 
structures, look like in the context of poverty? Let us step away from the transcendental 
structures of the world that Kant envisages and consider structures that have a pervasive 
influence on life in a given society, such as the quality of one’s government, one’s health 
system, education and employment conditions. Trust in these conditions plausibly grounds 
the hope that one’s life will go well in this particular society. Conversely, lack of trust in 
these conditions might lead to hopelessness, in the form of thoughts like: “No matter what 
I do, in such a corrupt system I will not improve my situation in any way”, or even more 
generally, “I won’t be able to lead a good life in this society”.

Duflo points out that, in the context of extreme poverty, trust in fundamental institutions 
is often lacking—and frequently rightly so. In her first Tanner Lecture, she draws atten-
tion to the fact that the poor often cannot trust the recommendations of the government, 
the doctor, the employer, or the teacher. If Duflo’s diagnosis that “basic trust in the system 
is often neither present nor necessarily warranted” (Duflo 2012, 13) is correct, then the 
hopes of the poor that are based on this kind of trust are likewise unwarranted. The Kantian 
perspective, which draws attention to trust as a ground for hope, highlights the fact that in 
many cases the poor have good reason to be hopeless.

This means that the strategy for promoting hope that Kant indicates with regard to Spi-
noza cannot be the dominant strategy.15 Recall that Spinoza, in Kant’s description, does not 
believe in God because he assumes this to be irrational, and he is therefore unable to hope, 
since this would be hope for the impossible. The strategy for fostering hope in Spinoza 
would be to point to or explain the rationality of the underlying assumptions. However, this 
is not an option if the underlying assumptions are not in fact rational, as is often the case in 
the context of poverty.

An alternative strategy would be to promote the trustworthiness of the relevant funda-
mental structures. While this is not possible regarding God’s existence, it offers a promis-
ing perspective in the context of poverty. Fundamental structures that ground or undermine 
hope in the context of poverty are not set in stone. Instead, they can be changed through 
human activity. Thus, the question of when it is rational for the poor to hope leads to a 
demand for (political) action. On this picture, the question of what the poor may hope for 
is inseparable from the question of what those who are in a position to help should do. The 
demand for action is directed at those who have the power to establish or strengthen the 
trustworthy structures that allow the poor to hope.

There are also undeniably also challenges regarding the application of Kant’s account 
to the context of poverty. I will first discuss the worry that Kant’s argument reverses the 
order of explanation needed in the context of poverty and will then point to a disanalogy 
concerning the fallibility of trust. Both problems ultimately trace back to the fact that Kant 
focuses on transcendental, i.e., non-empirical, structures, while the context of poverty is 
empirical. As to the first point, I have taken from Kant the idea that it is rational to hope 

15 This is not to say that this strategy will never work or be legitimate in the context of poverty. Depending 
on the assumptions that a particular person makes and the concrete circumstances she lives in, it may be 
possible to point out to her that the structures are more trustworthy than she thinks.
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if it is rational to trust the structures of reality on which the realization of hope depends. 
However, Kant’s argument seems to reverse the order of explanation: Belief in God is 
rational since we are practically committed to the highest good, which is an object not only 
of hope but also of duty. By contrast, a practical commitment to one’s happiness in the con-
text of poverty (or any other empirical context) does not seem to provide a practical reason 
to believe that the political structures necessary for realizing happiness are in place. Why 
does this disanalogy arise? The crucial point is that there can be no proof or disproof of 
God’s existence (so Kant argues in the first Critique), and this is why a (categorical) practi-
cal reason can turn the balance in favor of trust. By contrast, there can be conclusive evi-
dence that speaks in favor or against the existence of trustworthy political structures, such 
that practical reason cannot (at least not always) be decisive. This disanalogy notwithstand-
ing, Kant is not simply reversing the order of explanation. Rather, he also puts forward the 
order of explanation needed in the context of poverty: He holds that it is rational to hope 
for the highest good only if we assume God’s existence and this assumption is rational. 
However, the rationality of this assumption is not determined independently of our relation 
to the highest good. That is, Kant’s account relies on the mutual dependence of the ration-
ality of hope and faith, which does not hold in the context of poverty.16

This leads to the second disanalogy concerning the fallibility of trust. On Kant’s view, 
trust in God’s existence and the immortality of the soul goes beyond any possible evidence: 
It can neither be justified nor shown to be unwarranted on the basis of empirical evidence. 
In short, on Kant’s account, our trust is infallible. In empirical contexts, however, trust is 
typically not infallible. Trust in empirical circumstances, e.g., trust in the government, does 
not go beyond all possible evidence and could in principle be proven unwarranted—our 
trust can be disappointed. Infallibility would be an unrealistic criterion for the rationality 
of trust in the context of poverty. While Kantian trust (and hence hope) is rational inde-
pendently of the evidence (since there cannot be sufficient evidence proving or disproving 
it), one might think that this is not the case in empirical contexts. A minimal condition for 
rational trust seems to be the absence of strong evidence of untrustworthiness. Even this 
minimal condition is often unfulfilled in contexts of extreme poverty, where there is ample 
evidence of corruption, for instance.17 Beyond this minimal requirement, does there need 
to be some positive evidence for trustworthiness, or must it be probable above some thresh-
old that trustworthiness is realized? These are legitimate questions that Kant’s account 
does not address. But again, this is to be expected since Kant does not deal with empirical 
circumstances. Thus, while Kant is merely concerned with whether the object of hope is 
not impossible, there might be more to be said about how robust the grounds of hope need 
to be in the context of poverty.

The fact that in contexts of poverty one often encounters (rational) lack of trust in fun-
damental political structures raises the question of whether it is more important to foster 
trust than hope in order to promote the agency of the poor. In reply, a Kantian account 
holds that there is a close relation between hope and trust since rational hope is based on 
rational trust. Therefore, there is no need to view the two attitudes as alternatives. Rather, 

16 To be sure, Kant’s argument is far from transparent. I leave aside here the further worries that Kant 
does not deliver a convincing argument for why we have a duty to promote the highest good and that even 
granted this duty, this might only justify assuming the possibility of God’s existence, not its actuality.
17 Rather than discussing the rationality of trust further, I must restrict myself to referring to the contempo-
rary debate on the nature of trust and the relation that trust and evidence must have for trust to be rational 
(Simpson 2017).
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by promoting trustworthy conditions, one is promoting hope. While a detailed comparison 
of hope and trust is beyond the scope of this paper, suffice it to say that the hope Kant 
is concerned with is future-directed (that happiness will be realized and in harmony with 
morality or justice), while trust refers to structures that are already present (God’s exist-
ence, or the political system). Here, I have taken as a starting point the assumption, shared 
by economists, psychologists and most philosophers, that it is hope that has a sustaining 
influence on agency. On the basis of a Kantian account, however, this does not exclude 
trust’s playing a crucial role, since trust is the basis of hope.18

4  The Secular Highest Good: Duties to the Poor 
and the Intertwinement of Hopes

In line with the economists’ perspective, the main focus of this contribution is hope held by 
the poor. We can complement this perspective, however, with the perspective of those who 
help. A Kantian account is especially well suited to this change of perspective, since Kant 
discusses hope in relation to the highest good, which designates a state of the world includ-
ing all persons.19 In this section, I will outline the consequences of the Kantian account of 
hope (as it relates to the highest good) for our understanding of the duties towards the poor 
and the hopes of those who help.

Just how duties to the poor can be justified in a Kantian framework is a matter of debate. 
A related question concerns the scope of these duties, i.e., whether they are global or 
restricted to what we owe our compatriots. My suggestion is that if we conceive of duties 
to the poor as being entailed by the duty to promote the highest good, it becomes apparent 
that these duties are indeed global. In principle, there are three possibilities for justifying 
duties towards the poor: first, conceiving of these duties as duties of justice; second, con-
ceiving of them as duties of virtue, implied by the duty to promote the happiness of others; 
and third, conceiving of them as implied by the duty to promote the highest good.20

Whether one takes the third possibility to be irreducible to the conjunction of the first 
two depends on how we answer the question of whether the duty to promote the highest 
good adds something to the duties presented in the Metaphysics of Morals.21 The details of 
the content of the highest good and its relation to duties of right and virtue are contested. 
Kant’s most general characterization of the highest good is that it is the “unconditioned 
totality of the object of pure reason” (5:108). As mentioned in Section 2, Kant explicates 
the content of the highest good in terms of a harmonious relation between happiness and 
morality. According to an influential (Rawlsian) interpretation, Kant abandoned (or at least 
downplayed) the theological underpinnings of the highest good after the second Critique in 
favor of a “secular” interpretation, where the highest good is a “social ideal” (Reath 1988, 

21 See Beck as the locus classicus of the claim that the duty to promote the highest good does not add any-
thing substantial to the duties of right and virtue (Beck 1996, 244f.).

18 For a contemporary contribution that emphasizes trust as the basis of hope, see (Baier 2010).
19 To be sure, Kant’s doctrine of the highest good is complex. He also speaks of the highest good “in a 
person” (5:110), but more prominent and central to his account is the highest good as a state of the world.
20 Lucy Allais argues that duties to the poor should be conceived of not as duties of beneficence but as 
duties of justice (without addressing the problem of global poverty) (Allais 2015); Kate Moran argues for 
an institutional response to “general injustice” while also acknowledging a role for beneficence (Moran 
2017). Pablo Gilabert emphasizes that we need to go beyond Kant and hold that the highest political good is 
not (only) perpetual peace but a world without poverty (Gilabert 2010).
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617) that designates a state of the world where our conduct would lead to “the happiness 
of all” (Reath 1988, 615). On this interpretation, we might conceive of the duty to promote 
this state as grounding duties to establish social structures that allow the poor to realize 
their permitted ends. This interpretation is contested, however.22

What is less controversial is that the ideal state of the world in which the highest good 
is realized encompasses all persons. In his discussion of the ethical community in the Reli-
gion, Kant is clear that the highest secular good is to be realized globally—it “refers to the 
ideal of a totality of human beings” (6:96). Rather than being restricted to one’s compa-
triots, Kant describes the corresponding duty as a duty “of the human race toward itself” 
(6:97). Hence, if there are duties toward the poor that are implied by the duty to promote 
the highest good (regardless of their relation to duties of virtue or right), the global charac-
ter of the highest good points to the fact that these duties must also be global in character.

Connecting back to hope, Kant’s claim that we have a duty to promote the highest good 
can thus be formulated as follows: We have a duty to provide others with grounds for 
rational hope (insofar as this is within our power).23 The duty to promote the highest good 
implies a duty to eradicate poverty and establish conditions in which all human beings have 
a chance to realize their permissible ends.

Finally, let us shift perspective to the hopes of those who help. Although Kant claims in 
the first Critique that all hope concerns one’s own happiness, there are also other aspects 
that are necessary for the realizability of the highest good that exceed our control, chief 
among them being the cooperation of other people. The goal of eradicating poverty (and 
many subordinated goals that contribute to realizing this ultimate goal) surpasses one’s 
individual powers, such that its attainment is an end not only of our striving but also of 
hope. But do people who are engaged in fighting poverty need this hope in order to sustain 
their struggles? As Andrew Chignell emphasizes with regard to various kinds of political 
activism where the chances that one’s individual actions will make a difference are slim, 
maintaining hope is one possible remedy against the danger of demoralization (Chignell 
2018). Chignell points out that while hope is not strictly necessary, since there are other 
ways of dealing with the danger of demoralization, it is a helpful attitude. Kathryn Nor-
lock, by contrast, not only questions the necessity of hope but argues that hope may even 
be inappropriate and obstructive (Norlock 2019).

22 While the view that Kant abandoned the “theological” version of the highest good in favor of a “secu-
lar” one has been very influential in Kant scholarship, it has been thoroughly criticized more recently by 
Lawrence Pasternack (Pasternack 2017). Étienne Brown follows Pasternack in holding that Kant does not 
abandon the theological underpinnings of the highest good in his later works, but he points out that Kant 
nevertheless conceives of it as a political ideal (Brown 2020). Brown’s interpretation allows us to see the 
connection between the highest good as an object of hope and as a political ideal. When Kant mentions 
the highest good in his political writings, he does not mention hope, which raises the question of whether 
Kant’s claims about the highest good as what we should strive for politically and his claims about the high-
est good as an object of hope in the first and second Critiques are really about the same thing. As men-
tioned in section two, the highest good comprises aspects that are under our control (and that we should 
strive to realize) and aspects that are beyond our control (and for which we can only hope). That is, striv-
ing and hope never refer to exactly the same aspects of the highest good; they are complementary. This is 
compatible, however, with the view that they refer to complementary aspects in the political realm (instead 
of hope’s being exclusively directed to the afterlife). This seems to be a natural view on Brown’s interpreta-
tion—that there is no separate “secular version” of the highest good, but rather secular aspects or political 
implications of the “theological version”.
23 Thanks to Karen Stohr for this incisive formulation.
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Norlock’s critique is directed toward what one might call “ideal” hopes, which refer 
to ultimate goals, such as the eradication of poverty. Norlock cites both Rawls “realistic 
utopia” and Kant’s hope for progress as examples of ideal hope. Even if Norlock does not 
explicitly discuss it, Kantian hope for the highest good also belongs to the “ideal” kind. 
According to Norlock, there is a theoretical and a practical problem with ideal hopes: 
The theoretical problem is that these hopes cannot be realized, due to the fallible nature 
of human beings and the resultant persistence of evil. In other words, it is impossible to 
fully attain a social ideal such as the eradication of poverty. Hope for the realization of the 
highest good (and the eradication of poverty) is therefore inappropriate—it is directed at 
an object that is impossible. From a practical point of view, hopes for these ideal states of 
affairs are not motivating but “destined to result in disappointment and burnout” (Norlock 
2019, 15). This view seems to rest on the inappropriateness objection: Since one’s hope 
cannot be realized, one is bound to be disappointed, and one’s actions appear futile. As 
an alternative attitude, Norlock advocates “perpetual struggle”, which concentrates on the 
commitment to fight local, particular evils without hoping for “upward progress” (Norlock 
2019, 11).

It seems that Norlock is in general agreement with Kant’s diagnosis about the empirical 
world: Kant, like Norlock, holds that the attainment of the highest good seems impossible 
without further transcendental assumptions. The difference is that Norlock refuses to make 
these transcendental assumptions—and hence, hope for the highest good must seem impos-
sible. The consequence of the agreement between Kant and Norlock is that even on Kant’s 
view, promoting the highest good and having the corresponding hope will be bound up 
with a “perpetual struggle”. In light of the difference, the crucial question is whether Kan-
tian hope could still be motivationally or epistemically guiding even if it is directed at an 
ideal that may not be fully realizable.24

What Norlock’s objection reminds us is that improving the fundamental structures of 
society is a huge task and can often only be realized in the very long run, if at all. Nourish-
ing smaller, more concrete hopes that are directed at particular, more modest goals might 
be “better than nothing” in non-ideal circumstances.25 Therefore, promoting particular, 
individual hopes that the economists discuss, such as Fatima’s hope of attracting more cus-
tomers, can be valuable as a complementary project to promoting Kantian rational hope 
that is based on trust in fundamental structures.26 However, we should also bear in mind 

24 This is a question I cannot pursue within the confines of this paper and that is connected to the larger 
debate about ideal and non-ideal theory in political philosophy, as Norlock also highlights.
25 Norlock’s account exhibits a certain ambiguity regarding more modest, particular hopes. She sometimes 
seems to advocate concrete hopes. For instance, she objects that “modern progressive thinkers were build-
ing the wrong hopes” and suggests “that we build different hopes” (Norlock 2019, 15), not for a “fictive 
endpoint” but for concrete improvements, even in full consciousness of the fact that they might not have 
lasting effects. In other passages, however, she seems to reject hope altogether—or at least wants to defend 
“perpetual struggle” even “[w]hen hope is all but gone” (Norlock, 2019, 16). The alternative attitude she 
recommends is “[n]onideal pessimism” (ibid.). It is worth pointing out, however, that pessimism about 
moral progress may be compatible with hope, as Samantha Vice argues (Vice 2020).
26 To be sure, even with regard to these concrete hopes, the question of when they are rational arises. While 
the rationality of Kantian hope for the highest good is an all-or-nothing affair (either it is impossible or we 
may believe in God and immortality, such that it is possible and thereby rational), the rationality of empiri-
cal hopes might be a matter of degree. It at least seems plausible to assume that whether to rely on one’s 
hope in one’s actions will depend on the probability of the hoped-for outcome (and the value assigned to 
it). For an account of rational hope that involves probability as a parameter, see (McCormick 2017). Alter-
natively, on Adrienne Martin’s view, what matters for the rationality of one’s hope is only that one sees the 
probability of the outcome as good enough to license hopeful activity (which is rational if it promotes one’s 
rational ends) (Martin 2013).



300 C. Blöser 

1 3

that promoting trustworthy structures need not be understood as an all-or-nothing affair. 
Rather, creating grounds of hope in the Kantian sense might also consist of small, particu-
lar interventions.

5  Conclusion

I have shown that Kant’s approach to hope is able to connect the economists’ concern with 
hope as an individual resource for sustaining agency in the struggle against poverty with a 
concern for the improvement of social and political structures. Realizing hope depends on 
the “cooperation” of the external world. It is therefore crucial to ask whether the world is 
constituted in such a way that one may hope, i.e., such that one’s hope is not unwarranted 
(Section 2). On Kant’s account, hope is rational if we can trust in the fundamental struc-
tures of reality that are necessary for the realization of our hope. Trust in the fundamental 
structures of society is often absent and unwarranted in the context of poverty (Section 3). 
Therefore, the hopes of the poor are often unwarranted as well. In this way, a Kantian per-
spective reveals that the poor may have a legitimate reason to refrain from hoping, namely, 
insofar as unwarranted hope is not a good thing to have. In a situation where relevant struc-
tures are not trustworthy, it would be inappropriate to ask the poor to “hope more”. From a 
Kantian point of view, the insight that the poor need more hope must go hand in hand with 
a commitment to establishing trustworthy structures, such that their hope can be rational. 
These structures are constitutive of the secular highest good—a social ideal in which eve-
ryone’s hope for happiness is made rational (Section 4). The duty to establish the secular 
highest good amounts to a duty to provide others with grounds for rational hope.27
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