
How to Hope for the Believed Impossible


Abstract
It is often thought that hope requires either belief in the possibility of what is hoped for, or at least the absence of belief that what is hoped for is impossible. I explain that hope has no such cognitive conditions, if only because one can hope for something on the basis of other hopes, and on the basis of one’s knowledge of the fallibility of one’s own beliefs, including beliefs about possibility. 


It is often thought that:

The Weak Psychological Claim
If S hopes that p, then S does not believe p to be impossible 

Or that:

The Strong Psychological Claim
If S hopes that p, then S believes that p is possible [footnoteRef:1] [1:  I assume that neither the Weak nor Strong Psychological Claims entail the other (since a person might have no beliefs either way about the possibility of p (so the Weak Psychological Claim does not entail the Strong Psychological Claim), and a person can have contradictory beliefs (so can believe that p is possible and believe that p is impossible – so the Strong Psychological Claim does not entail the Weak Psychological Claim).] 


I should like to persuade you that the Weak Psychological Claim is not nearly as plausible as it is assumed to be, and indeed that it is false (in Section 1) – and then that the Strong Psychological Claim is false for similar reasons (in Section 2). 
I am certainly not the first to say that these Claims cannot be right. Some of what I say is anticipated by Claudia Blöser (2019: esp. §3), for example. But I think that more can be done to explain why or how hoping in violation of these Claims is possible. In relation to Blöser, I think I have more to say about (a) the Weak Psychological Claim (which she discusses very briefly at (2019: 209-10)) but also crucially (b) the mechanism by which hoping that violates the Psychological Claims can occur – relying, crucially, on the way hoping can ‘transmit’ to further hoping: Blöser, in her rejection of the Psychological Claims, relies on the ‘linguistic data’ (2019: 209) that we can intelligibly describe someone as hoping that p when they have no beliefs about the modal status of p – which I agree with, and seek to explain with the account below. And, importantly, what I have to say is less antagonistic to the ‘standard account’ of hope than Blöser would like to be: she takes it that considerations such as those developed here call for a theory of hope which treats it as an unanalysable mental state. But, whilst I am sympathetic to that proposal, the objection to the Psychological Claims I spell out here could be accommodated by amending (rather than replacing) the ‘belief-desire’ standard account: a belief in the possibility of something might be required for hoping that p; just not belief in the possibility of p itself. That is, my account of how hope which violates the Psychological Claims is possible suggests only that those Claims are too narrowly concerned with beliefs about the possibility of p; it does not give much reason for thinking that hope requires no beliefs about the possibilities of related things.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  To be clear: Blöser’s argument based on linguistic data (which I seek to explain) doesn’t entail that no emendation of the more or less standard view would suffice; but since she offers little discussion of when and why it would be felicitous to attribute hopes to those who lack the beliefs required by the Psychological Claims, it is unclear from her discussion how concessive the linguistic data might be in respect of admitting something like the standard account. ] 

My topic in Sections 1 and 2 is not the rationality of hoping for the believed impossible; it is simply the possibility of manifesting the mental state of hoping that p whilst violating the Weak and Strong Psychological Claims. I discuss rationality briefly in Section 3, where I point out that the story I tell about how we can come to hope for the believed impossible can make it seem less implausible that doing so could, perhaps, be rational. 

1. The Weak Psychological Claim
The Strong Psychological Claim features more prominently in official characterisations of hope in the literature, but the Weak Psychological Claim is sometimes invoked. And even when it is not explicitly invoked, it often seems to be the claim really required for the purposes at hand. 
For example, Palmqvist (2021: esp. 53) and others have suggested that we ought to distinguish ‘fictionalist’ from ‘non-doxastic’ accounts of religious faith – or at least that it can be useful to do so – on the basis that non-doxastic accounts which appeal to attitudes such as hope describe a kind of faith which is available only to agnostics, and not to full-blown atheists who believe that God does not exist. This is supposedly because hope is incompatible with belief in the impossibility of what is hoped for, and atheists (often) don’t believe it possible that there could be resurrection, or that they might enjoy the blessings of grace etc., because they believe that a necessary condition of such possibilities (i.e. the existence of God) does not obtain. (Fictionalism, on the other hand, is supposed to describe a kind of faith which is based on make-believe or something which is compatible with this kind of atheism.) As Palmqvist points out, proponents of non-doxastic accounts of faith frequently endorse the Strong – rather than Weak – Psychological Claim. But actually, for the purposes of contrasting non-doxasticism with fictionalism in respect of their supposedly differing availability to atheists, it is the Weak Psychological Claim which is important. If I am right, however, and the Weak Psychological Claim is false, then non-doxastic faith involving hope might be available to disbelieving atheists and agnostics alike – because the atheist can hope for things they believe to be impossible – and so there is no distinction to be drawn between ‘fictionalist’ and ‘non-doxastic’ accounts on this basis.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Kant, I think, endorsed the Weak Psychological Claim (see e.g. Kant [1793] (1996), passim), as apparently do some contemporary Kantians such as Neiman (2009: esp. Chapter 5). Bobier (2017) might endorse the Weak – rather than Strong – Psychological Claim, though he does not say so; he does, however, assume that amongst the sufficient (not necessary) conditions for S hoping that p is that ‘S believes the attainment of [p] is possible or is at least uncertain about it’ (p. 495, my emphasis). And Chignell (2014: 101-2) rejects the Strong Psychological Claim (on grounds similar to those I present below, in Section 2) in favour of the claim that ‘S hopes that p [only if] S is in a position to believe that p is possible’ – which he glosses (with some reservations) as meaning ‘that S would believe that p is possible if he were to form a belief on the matter’. This is not the Weak Psychological Claim, but comes close: arguably, the closest possible world in which someone with no beliefs about the modal status of p forms a belief that p is possible is one in which they do not believe that p is impossible – even if there is a (more distant) possible world in which they are inconsistent and form the belief that p is possible and form the belief that p is impossible. ] 

To convince you that the Weak Psychological Claim is false, I shall invite you to agree with me that a person can be quite sensibly described as hoping for something which they believe to be impossible, on the basis of other hopes they have.
	I believe that the paper I am currently writing about hope will not make it into this year’s Philosopher’s Annual of the best papers published in the discipline. None of my other papers have enjoyed that distinction, and for good reason: they have not been good enough. I don’t just believe that it will not be chosen; I have a great deal of confidence in that belief, because I have a plausible story (about the quality of my work relative to the quality of others’ work, based on my track record, and the quality of this piece, based on feedback, and the statistical likelihoods) to back it up. I don’t just believe that it is unlikely to be chosen. I believe that it won’t be. It is that belief about what will (or won’t) happen, and not the different belief about what is likely to happen which I am describing here, and telling you about my confidence in.  
	But I am not infallible. I have no particular reason to doubt my belief about what will (or won’t) happen to this paper, but I have been wrong about things before and I will be wrong again. Perhaps I’m wrong on this occasion! It would be neurotic to abandon my belief just because I recognise a possibility of being wrong (and I am not that neurotic), and indeed I don’t even have any less confidence in this particular belief just because I know I might be wrong (although, even if my confidence were weakened, that would not necessarily matter for my point here): I simply know that I might be wrong – although I really don’t think I am. That is not an unstable or weird state to be in: it is simply a type of humility which resists scepticism.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Dewey, amongst others, recognised that doubt requires some particular reason, and not just a general knowledge of fallibility, if it is to avoid neurotic scepticism (see, e.g., Dewey [1938] 1998: 171) This is a theme of pragmatism emphasised by Putnam (1995). ] 

	I hope I am wrong about my paper not being selected for the Philosophers Annual. I hope that my well-evidenced and reasonable belief that it won’t be turns out to be one of those beliefs which was supported by misleading evidence, and I cling to the knowledge that even some reasonable, well-evidenced beliefs are false. There is nothing aberrant in that hope: we hope we are wrong about all sorts of things. A parent might similarly hope that they are wrong in their belief that their child is injecting heroin, though they genuinely believe that they are doing just that, having discovered used syringes and burned spoons in their bedroom, and having observed their erratic moods. They might hope that they are wrong more fervently than they have ever hoped for anything in their lives, but be quite unable to shake the belief – it is what keeps them awake at night. 
	The way I have been describing things invites the idea that there are second-order attitudes in play: second order hoping that one’s first-order belief about something is wrong. I think that is the right way to think about what is going on, at least in the cases I’ve been describing. But there is another more straightforward possibility, or another more straightforward way of describing things, which might arguably do just as well for my purposes here: it might be that I believe that my paper won’t be selected for the Annual, for example, but that I am simply not certain; and that credence gap (between my actual credence and certainty) might be what allows me to hope that my paper will be selected after all.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  An anonymous referee suggested that this might be distinguished from the second-order story. ] 

I am less satisfied with leaving it there than I am with going on to appeal to second-order attitudes, though, given that one of my aims in this paper is explanatory. Even in cases where the simple credence gap explanation is correct, I suspect (though I won’t say much here) that it is correct because that credence gap makes space for second-order hoping that the belief is mistaken: whilst I want to say that it is possible to hope that even beliefs held with certainty are mistaken (see following paragraph), it is plausibly even easier to hope that beliefs in which one has less credence are mistaken. There is no doubt more to say about this issue; but in this paper I will settle for showing one way in which it is possible to hope in violation of the Strong and Weak Psychological Claims, and I stand by my claim that whether or not second-order attitudes need to be involved, they can be, and that understanding their role helps to illuminate the psychology of hoping in violation of those Claims, and thus helps to show that they are false. Whether or not mere credence gaps are sufficient to describe some cases as fully as possible, I am confident that second-order attitudes at least sometimes are. 
	Another point to make, which I have already hinted at, is that the second-order attitude account of the cases I’m concerned with promises a more radical – but, I think, entirely defensible – conclusion than the one available on the basis of explanation merely by reference to credence gaps. Suppose (pace many conceptions of actual credence) that I am certain that some proposition is true (i.e. my credence with respect to that proposition is 1), perhaps because I take it to be an obvious logical truth. (Needless to say, my credence is a matter of my taking it to be an obvious logical truth, and not a matter of whether it is an obvious – or even obscured – logical truth: credence as subjective confidence is obviously not immediately determined by the facts in the domain I am confident about.) It seems clear that I can hope that I’m over-confident in being certain of that proposition’s truth. I am certain of it, but I might hope that I’m wrong, and that my certainty is therefore misplaced. This second-order hope is just the kind of second-order attitude I prefer to appeal to. But there is no credence gap at the first order, in this case, between by actual credence and certainty. Appealing to credence gaps, then, doesn’t afford an explanation of what is going on here, whilst appealing to second-order hopes does.
So, I will continue to talk about second-order attitudes doing the work in this paper, even though more would need to be done to show that appealing to such second-order attitudes is necessary in every relevant case. 
The second-order attitudes I am concerned with do not yet constitute counterexamples to the Weak Psychological Claim, for as I pointed out they typically arise in the context of knowing that we are not infallible, and therefore that it is possible that what we hope for (i.e. our being mistaken) is the case. These are contexts in which we therefore typically do not believe that what we hope for is impossible. But we can go further – and often do. 
	I hope that I am wrong about my paper not being chosen for the Philosopher’s Annual. But I also hope that if it is chosen, I’ll get a pay rise from my University to recognise my impressive status in the field. (I didn’t say that my hopes are reasonable or seemly!) That further hope only gets a foothold on the basis of my hope that my paper will be chosen: even from my own point of view, my hope for a pay rise in recognition of my achievement only makes sense in the context of hoping for that achievement. But given that hope (that my paper will be chosen), my further hope (that I’ll get recognition for it) is very natural. In general, we can and often do hope for things which are only possible if other hopes we have are fulfilled. I hope that Santa brings me a sandwich toaster for Christmas – in part because I hope that Santa exists: if he doesn’t, he can’t bring me a sandwich toaster. My hopes for a sandwich toaster under the tree depend upon my hopes regarding Santa, in a perfectly unproblematic and easy to understand way. 
	Call this process or relationship, whereby one hope sustains or makes intelligible another hope, hope transmission. It is modelled on belief transmission (though obviously this doesn’t mean that it shares all the formal properties of belief transmission). Belief transmission is when believing that p involves believing that q. (So, for example, belief in conjunctions involves belief transmission: believing p (which is the proposition < q & r >) involves believing q (and, of course, believing r).) Similarly, hoping that I will be rewarded for an achievement involves hoping that I will achieve the relevant thing. This is one way in which a hope (that I am wrong, and that my paper will be chosen) can ‘ground’ or ‘sustain’ another hope (that I will be rewarded for having my paper chosen). 
	Let’s put the pieces together. Often, we hope that we are wrong in our beliefs – beliefs which we retain with all our confidence in them even as we hope that they are mistaken. A belief I might have is that p is impossible. So, suppose that I believe (with a great deal of confidence, if you like) that p is impossible. According to what we’ve just said, I might hope that I am wrong, that my belief in the impossibility of p is mistaken and that p is, in fact, possible despite my disbelief. And on the basis of my hoping that p is, in fact, possible, despite my disbelief, I can hope that actually p – just as on the basis of my hoping that Santa exists, I can hope that he will bring me a sandwich toaster. In this way, despite my belief that p is impossible, I can hope that p. The Weak Psychological Claim is therefore false. 
	Note that I have not simply flatly contradicted what the Weak Psychological Claim asserts straightaway. That would be to offer no argument, but simply to register my disagreement. Rather, I have pointed out that because of the way in which we can adopt second-order attitudes towards our own beliefs, our beliefs about the possibility or impossibility of p are not decisive with respect to whether we can hope that p. To resist my claims, defenders of the Weak Psychological Claim must find fault with what I have said about the possibility of adopting the relevant second order attitudes – or with the claims I have made about hoping on the basis of other hopes.[footnoteRef:6] The crucial point is that hoping for a possibility is not the same as believing in it; but that hoping for a possibility can be the basis for the hope that that possibility is actualised just as a belief in that possibility can – just as when I hope that Santa will bring me something in particular not because I believe that he exists, but because I hope that he does.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Of course, those who accept the Weak Psychological Claim might intend to use ‘hope’ as a technical term, which they stipulate as denoting only those mental states which satisfy the Weak Psychological Claim. If so, they are welcome to their stipulations. But then they must explain why their technical notion of hope departs so much from our ordinary notion, which I’ve just argued does not support the Weak Psychological Claim. ]  [7:  Here is a good place to note that I am not, in this paper, addressing the issue of how hope relates to knowledge (on which, see Benton (2019)). As Benton (2019: 139–40) notes, there are relevant issues to do with fallibilism and the relation between knowledge and confidence, which there is not space to explore here. For what it’s worth, though, I think that my arguments can be extended to show that it is possible to hope for what is known to be impossible, too – because it is possible to have second-order hope that one’s belief which happens to count as knowledge in the impossibility of something is false. (Defending this view would involve dealing with the arguments based on linguistic infelicity which Benton mounts to support the view that hoping that p is incompatible with knowing that p and also with knowing that ¬p. I think that considerations concerning the possibility of hoping that we are mistaken can be pressed into the service of dealing with those arguments, but there is not space to explore that issue here.) See also Chignall (2013), and fn.11, below. ] 

	
2. The Strong Psychological Claim
The Strong Psychological Claim has a long pedigree, and few discussions of hope in the recent literature have questioned it.[footnoteRef:8] Nonetheless, it is, I think, demonstrably less plausible than it is taken to be in those discussions. [8:  See, for example: Hobbes [1651] (1998): Part 1, Chapter 6, p. 36; Pettit (2004): p. 154 (although he does not distinguish the Strong from the Weak Claim (as noted by Blöser (2009: 209 fn13); and Milona (2019). Aquinas probably assumed the Strong Psychological Claim (Summa Theologiae, I-II, Question 40, Art. 1, esp. Obj. 3, Ans. and Rp. 3 (1993)): he does not state it, but the most charitable (re-)interpretation of what he says probably amounts to it. On the Strong Psychological Claim as part of a ‘rough consensus’ in recent accounts, see Martin (2019): 231–2. The most prominent criticisms of accounts which endorse the Strong Psychological Claim have not questioned that claim, but rather the ability of the ‘standard’ accounts which cite just a desire for something and a belief that it is possible to account for the difference between hope and other mental states. See e.g. Bovens (1999), Pettit (2004) and Meirav (2009). Exceptions – i.e. explicit criticisms of the Strong Psychological Claim – are Chignell (2014) and Blöser (2019). Some accounts of hope involve something even stronger than what is required by the Strong Psychological Claim, namely an expectation or belief in some evidence for the hoped-for obtaining (see e.g. Wheatley (1958); Pieper, [1967] (1969)).] 

If the Strong Psychological Claim entails the Weak Psychological Claim, then the argument of the previous section already shows that the Strong Psychological Claim is false: that argument shows that the Weak Psychological Claim is false, so if the Strong Claim entails it, then it entails a falsehood, and is therefore false. But I assume that the Strong claim does not entail the Weak Claim (because a person is able to believe that p is possible without not believing that p is impossible – that is, because it is possible to have inconsistent beliefs about the possibility of p). So, a bit more argument is required. 
The argument which follows is a variant of the one already given above. I have chosen to give the argument schematically, rather than use an example, because it is all too easy too get distracted by the details of particular examples. 
We’ll distinguish related but crucially different propositions – in the same way we did above, but this time more explicitly.[footnoteRef:9] So, p will be a proposition which we might hope will be true. (Obviously, if you don’t like talk of propositions, or think of hope as directed at states of affairs or facts, this argument could be adjusted accordingly.) The distinct proposition ◊p will be the proposition that p is possible, a proposition about the modal status of p. We saw above, in Section 1, that hoping that ◊p can be the basis for hoping that p, even when p is believed to be impossible, because it is (believed to be) perfectly possible that ◊p will be true, and it is perfectly possible to hope that ◊p and therefore to hope that p: that is, to hope that p will be possible; and to base one’s hope that actually p on the hope that p is possible, in the same way that I hope that Santa will bring me something based on my hope that he exists and therefore could bring me something.  [9:  The argument I now give is, I think, similar to the argument hinted at by Blöser (2019: 209), but now understood as an application of the point about ‘hope transmission’ made in Section 1, above. ] 

	Here the point is slightly different, but closely related. Suppose a person believes that it is possible that ◊p. That is, they believe that possibly p is possible.[footnoteRef:10] But what – and all – they believe is that possibly ◊p: they don’t actually believe ◊p. They believe that ◊p is possible, but they do not believe that p is possible – not because they believe p to be impossible (which would put them in the position discussed in Section 2), but because they have no belief about the modal status of p at all.  [10:  Note that it doesn’t matter whether this belief (that it is possible that p is possible) is true – or even particularly coherent, properly understood: people believe false and even more or less incoherent things all the time, and our question is about the role of such beliefs in the wider cognitive economy (particularly, of course, how they relate to hoping). All that is required for them to have such a role is that they exist as beliefs, not that they be true, rational or even (properly disambiguated etc.) coherent. So, it doesn’t matter, for example, if someone believes that it is possible that p is possible (in the relevant, alethic sense) because they are failing to disambiguate epistemic from alethic possibility in the first occurrence of ‘possible’: they might reason that it must be (alethically) possible that p is (alethically) possible on the (confused) basis that for all they know, p is possible (i.e. p is (epistemically) possible). Perhaps what they believe – that (alethically) possibly p is (alethically) possible – is not coherent because there are not two levels of alethic possibility (as, indeed, there are not according to the most plausible semantics for modality). But that doesn’t matter for our purposes here. Someone might have a false theory of alethic possibility, according to which there are two such levels, and that is why they believe that (alethically) possibly p is (alethically) possible – just as someone could falsely believe more or less anything on the basis of misconceptions or misunderstandings. ] 

Even according to the Strong Psychological Claim, then, the person we are considering might hope that ◊p (i.e. hope that p is possible), because they believe, as that Claim requires, that ◊p is possible. And if what I said above about what we might call the ‘transmission’ of hope is right, then hoping that ◊p can be the basis for hoping that p: once  hope that ◊p is possible, hope for something which is only possible on the basis of that hope being fulfilled is available (and p is possible, if (and only if) the hope that ◊p is fulfilled). So, our person who believes that ◊p is possible, but doesn’t believe that p is possible (because they are agnostic about the modal status of p, which is quite consistent with their more committed belief about the modal status of ◊p) can hope that p. And since this would be a case of a person hoping that p without believing that p is possible, we have a counterexample to the Strong Psychological Claim. I conclude that the Strong Psychological Claim is false – whether or not it entails the Weak Psychological Claim. 

3. Psychological Possibility and Rationality
So far, I have been trying to explain how a person can get to hope in violation of the Strong and Weak Psychological Claims. My explanation has been that we can ‘base’ our hopes not only on our beliefs, but also on our other hopes, and that we can hope that beliefs which we have – including beliefs about the impossibility of things – are wrong. 
	I have wanted to do this for two reasons. The first is simply that the Strong and Weak Psychological Claims give a false picture of our actual psychology: we can and do hope for things which we believe to be impossible, or which we do not believe to be possible, and philosophical glosses on ‘hope’ and its cognates which leave us unable to say this deprive us of the most natural language in which to describe those states of affairs. Others have rejected one or both of the Strong and Weak Psychological Claims, of course. But I have tried to say a bit more than just that we do hope in violation of those Claims; I have tried to add some detail to the picture by pointing out how, from a particular person’s point of view, given certain other hopes they might have, hoping for what they believe to be impossible (or what they do not believe to be possible) can make sense. 
	But a second reason to offer the explanation I have provided – aside from just wanting a more descriptively adequate philosophical psychology – is that there is a question worth asking about the rationality of hoping for what we believe to be impossible. I have decidedly not said anything about that issue so far. That is because a common reaction to proposals about the rationality of such hoping is that since it is impossible, there is no point thinking about whether it is or could be rational – because of the assumption either that (i) rationality is constrained by possibility (so the idea of a rationality permitted or obligatory step which is impossible is incoherent), or that (ii) there is nothing interesting about working out whether such hoping is rational, given that as a matter of fact it will never be open to us. What I have done so far in this paper is partly motivated by a desire to show that even if (i) and/or (ii) are correct, we should think about the rationality of hoping for the believed impossible, because it can be an option for us (and is something which we do). I needed to tackle the question of psychological possibility independently of the question of rationality, in order to show (to some, at least) that the question of rationality arises at all. 
	The main purpose of this paper is to do that work – and the explanation I have given of how, from a particular person’s point of view, given certain other hopes they might have, hoping for what they believe to be impossible (or what they do not believe to be possible) can make sense affords us, I hope, some resources with which to make progress on that further question about rationality. As I have said, others have pointed out the implausibility of the Strong or Weak Psychological Claims. But I am aware of no argument in the literature so far showing us, to so speak, inside the head of the person who hopes for the believed impossible, displaying the dependence of such a hope on other (higher order) hopes, and well-grounded beliefs about one’s own fallibility. Once we see those connections between hoping for the believed impossible and well-grounded beliefs about fallibility, and higher order hopes sustained by those well-grounded beliefs, we can, I think, see the makings of a story about how it can be rational to hope for the believed impossible: it can be rational in virtue of the rationality (even according to the standard views) of those higher order hopes as responses to epistemically rational beliefs about our fallibility, and the rationality of what I’ve called ‘hope transmission’. (Of course, not all hopes for the believed impossible will be thus rationally vindicated, for some rest upon epistemically ungrounded scepticism, rather than reasonable epistemic humility, etc.)[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  As I noted in Section 1 (paragraph 9), my preferred account of hoping for the believed impossible can explain how that can make sense even from the point of view of someone who is certain that what they hope for is impossible: it is not unreasonable to believe that oneself is fallible even in cases of certainty, and hope that this is a case of misplaced certainty. We might add that this is so even when it is certainty about a metaphysical necessity which is at stake: one could still hope that one’s certainty in a putative metaphysical necessity is misplaced; and one could do so even if it is not misplaced, so that what one believes with certainty to be metaphysically impossible really is. And all of this can be on the basis of good evidence of one’s fallibility when certain. (The evidence could still be good, even though on this occasion one gets it right. There is, of course, a debate about the rationality of ‘level splitting’ in response to higher order evidence or evidence of fallibility: it might be irrational to maintain one’s certainty if one has good evidence that one is fallible. (See e.g. Horowitz (2014) for scepticism about the rationality of ‘level splitting’, and Roush (2017) for a general survey of views.) But that’s a debate for elsewhere; and even if that is irrational, it is maintaining one’s certainty that is irrational, not necessarily hoping that one is wrong given that one maintains one’s certainty.) So, it seems that Chignell (2013: §2) is wrong to claim that believed impossibilities can be rationally hoped for, only so long as one is not correctly certain that they are metaphysical impossibilities. ] 

I do not have space, in this paper, to fill out the story.	But there might well be strong and perhaps conclusive instrumental pragmatic reasons for hoping for the believed impossible. There are, presumably, instrumental reasons for hoping (see e.g. Bovens (1999:  §3) for general discussion). Hope has been supposed to have political value (e.g. Lamb (2016); Snow (2019)); and Jay (2018), whilst not addressing hope explicitly, has argued for the pragmatic moral and political importance of not dismissing aims which we think to be impossible – an argument which might be extended to argue for the importance of the kind of hope under discussion here, by pointing out the ways in which it can be rational to hope that we are wrong about our assessments of the impossibility of achieving worthwhile aims. And whatever the instrumental or pragmatic reasons to hope, it also remains to be seen whether the intrinsic value of hope is or is not compatible with hoping for what one believes to be impossible. (For discussion of the intrinsic value of hope, see e.g. Bovens (1999: esp. §4) and Blöser & Stahl (2017).) It has been argued that ‘aspirations to realize genuinely valuable ideals are not simply valuable commitments to have, but often are morally required, imaginative acts’ (Brownlee (2010: 242)), and whilst aspiration might not necessarily involve hope, arguments offered for this view might suggest a moral requirement to hope as part of, or instead of, that imaginative act of aspiring. (For contrast, see Bobier (2018) for doubts about hope as a moral virtue.)[footnoteRef:12] As this brief survey indicates, there is a rich field to explore once we admit the psychological possibility of hoping for the believed impossible.  [12:  Benton (2019: §4) suggests that the rationality of hope – or of hopefulness – depends upon the subjective probability that what is hoped for will occur. But, since we can hope that we are wrong about our assignment of probabilities given the evidence (knowing that we are not infallible in this respect), arguments such as the ones above suggest that even a subjective probability of zero needn’t preclude the rationality of hoping or acting hopefully – at least if there are good reasons to believe that one’s assignment of such a low probability on the evidence is liable to be mistaken. ] 

	Are the philosophical costs of admitting that it can be rational to hope for the believed impossible prohibitively high?[footnoteRef:13] Does the picture of hope emerging from what I’ve said make it implausibly indistinguishable from wishing, for example? I don’t know, because I don’t know quite what the best account of wishing is, and nor do I know whether it would be implausible to treat ‘wish’ and ‘hope’ as synonyms anyway. (My current hunch: ‘wish’ denotes something in one sense broader than ‘hope’, because it seems natural to say ‘I wish I were taller than I am’, but not at all natural to say ‘I hope I am taller than I am’ – I take the fact that the direct substitution of ‘hope’ for ‘wish’ results in an ungrammatical sentence (‘I hope I were’!) to be suggestive.) Further reflection might or might not substantiate a complaint here.  But I have not claimed that admitting the rationality of hoping for the believed impossible raises no problems; I have just said that we should have precisely that kind of substantive debate, and not stifle it at source with the claim that it would be a debate about something impossible, so incoherent or uninteresting. Similarly, you might worry that prominent positions in a variety of philosophical sub-disciplines (and beyond?) tie hope and its rationality to deliberation, action and faith, and that what I have suggested undermines those positions. But if I’m right, so much the worse for those positions. [13:  Thanks to an anonymous referee for prompting me to address this issue head-on. ] 

Of course, weighing up the philosophical viability of a claim is at least partly a matter of taking notice of the implications it has for other claims which we have good reason to accept. But the burden of proof, given that I have provided some argument here, is on those whose claims are incompatible with mine, at least to show what is wrong with the arguments above – especially if they have simply assumed that the Strong or Weak Psychological Claims are true. 
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