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This article deals with hope – and its importance – by analysing the little-known analysis of
hope found in Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard presents hope as essential to moral agency, arguing that
hope should never be given up, even if it is not supported by experience. This article gives an
interpretation of the strong claims about the necessity of hope found in Kierkegaard which tries
to reconstruct some of Kierkegaard’s central claims, arguing that Kierkegaard can be used to
sketch a distinction between justified and unjustified hope.

I. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

While there has been renewed interest in hope in many disciplines, from medicine to theology,
this interest is largely absent in contemporary philosophy.1 I believe this fact explains why
scholars have overlooked the central role of hope in Kierkegaard. This article remedies this
omission by showing how Kierkegaard analysed hope. I show that, in line with some of the
contemporary research on hope, Kierkegaard argues that hope plays a crucial role in moral
agency. I also show how it might be possible to apply some of Kierkegaard’s points to
contemporary research by sketching a distinction between justified and unjustified hope and
reinterpreting the widespread distinction between general and specific hopes.

Kierkegaard scholars have discussed religious faith and despair at length; however, there has
been little research dedicated to Kierkegaard’s analysis of hope. This is surprising, given the
relevance of hope for understanding both despair and religiousness (the latter taken in a wide
sense that encompasses faith, hope, and love). The fact that Kierkegaard wrote a book on
despair (Anti-Climacus’s Sickness unto Death), but did not write a book devoted to hope,
should not be taken to mean that he believed the latter to be of lesser importance.2 On the
contrary, Sickness unto Death describes despair as hopelessness (SKS 11:133f, cf. 153; SUD 18,
cf. 37f).3 However, Kierkegaard’s reflections on hope are scattered throughout his different
writings – especially the upbuilding writings that philosophers have tended to ignore. Although
this paper relies mainly on the writings Kierkegaard published under his own name (as well as
Sickness unto Death), I believe these writings to a large extent are coincident with the pseu-
donymous works when it comes to hope. I do not deny that there are important points of
difference between the different pseudonyms and Kierkegaard, but my focus is on the important
points in which the pseudonymous and self-published works present essentially the same view,
or supplement one another. My argument requires only that there be some overlap or agreement
between the different books in Kierkegaard’s authorship, not that the pseudonyms should be
taken to represent the same voice or perspective.

Kierkegaard appears to rely on a traditional Christian understanding for the generic features
of hope. To hope is to expect the good, whereas to fear is to expect evil. Hope is based on the
possibility of progress towards good in the future. Fear is based on the possibility of decline into
evil in the future (SKS 9:249; WL 249).4 Although Kierkegaard does not say so explicitly, it
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seems clear that what we hope for should be possible yet uncertain (SKS 10:117–24, cf.
11:153f; CD 106–13; cf. SUD 38f).5 Despite the uncertainty, a hopeful attitude is characterised
by trust or confidence that the best will happen. In Kierkegaardian terms, hope implies an
expectation that freedom will transcend necessity, that ideality (universal principles and ideals)
can be realised in actuality.6 Also, what we hope for must be difficult to attain (SKS 10:117–24;
CD 106–13), since there is hardly any need for hope if our goals are easily attainable.7

II. DIFFERENT TYPES OF HOPES

In Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits, Kierkegaard distinguishes between heavenly hope
and earthly or temporal (Timelighedens) hope (SKS 8:214ff; UD 112ff). This distinction
appears to coincide with the distinction between Christian hope and human or natural hope in
For Self-Examination (SKS 13:103f, 99; FSE 82f, 77). If we are to use terminology from
current theories of hope, Christian (heavenly) hope is a general hope only, whereas human
(temporal) hope can refer to both general and specific hope. General hope may be seen as a
general trust or confidence in the future, one that hinders despair and paralysis. Specific hopes,
on the other hand, have particular events or things as its objects (e.g. submitting an article before
deadline).8

Kierkegaard is mainly interested in general hope. Kierkegaard’s principal assertion is that it
is only on Christian grounds that general hope can be consistently sustained, which implies that
human (temporal) hopes are unstable and limited. Nevertheless, Kierkegaard seems to presup-
pose that human (temporal) hope can account for specific hopes.

In the Nachlaß, Kierkegaard presents a dialectical progression of hope:

(1) the fresh incentive [Tilskyndelse] of youthfulness;
(2) the supportive calculation of understanding;
(3) hopelessness; and then
(4) Christian hope. (Pap. VI B53, 13; JP 1668)

The first type of hope appears to refer to a pre-reflexive hope, a kind of immediate trust or
confidence. This pre-reflexive hope seems to correspond to the aesthete who lacks reflection
(e.g. Don Juan in Either/Or) or the infant that is not yet capable of distinguishing between itself
and its surroundings (cf. SKS 17:117; BB:25; JP 4398). Pre-reflexive hope does not involve
perceiving what one hopes for as uncertain or difficult to attain, since doing so would require
reflection. If pre-reflexive hope is to qualify as a genuine form of hope, then hope cannot be
defined subjectively as expecting the good when the outcome is perceived as uncertain or
difficult to attain. Rather, hope must be defined as expecting the good, although the outcome is
objectively uncertain.

The next type of hope is based on calculation by our understanding. For Kierkegaard, the
faculty of understanding (Forstanden) refers to a type of rationality that involves a capacity for
calculation and manipulation. For instance, understanding is described as the ‘stockbroker
[Vexel-Megler] of finitude’ (SKS 4:131, 141; FT 36, 46), suggesting that it is a pre-moral (or
even egoistic) type of rationality.9 In contrast to Christian hope, this hope is pre-moral and
appears to correspond to the ‘finite reasonableness [endelig Forstandighed]’ of the reflective
aesthete (cf. SKS 7:483 note; CUP 531 note10). Basically, this hope takes the form of hoping for
happiness or hoping for rewards. As opposed to pre-reflexive hope, this hope appears to involve
the realisation, upon reflection, that what one is wishing for is uncertain and difficult to attain.
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Kierkegaard holds that natural (human) hope is found in every human being. Natural hope
seems to involve having confidence in yourself, others, and the world. Natural hope results in
– or leads to – hopelessness (cf. SKS 5:100f; EUD 94f). Kierkegaard’s grounds for saying so
do not seem to be the mere assertion that natural hope depends on states of affairs in the world
that to a large extent are contingent, unstable, and uncontrollable – for instance, that one’s
health fails and one cannot do much about it (cf. SKS 9:258; WL 258f). Rather, one’s guilt (or
sin) means that one is in a hopeless situation, humanly speaking. Man must despair or give up
(human) hope, since he fails to realise the infinite ethical requirement (SKS 9:252, 261; WL
252, 262).11

In Christian Discourses, Kierkegaard gives a complementary reason as to why human hope
must be abandoned. Referring to the hope belonging to youthfulness, and presumably earthly
(human) hope in general, he says that misfortune, hardship and distress lead to a loss of hope
(SKS 10:117–24; CD 106–13). Since Kierkegaard explicitly contrasts hardship or distress
(Trængsel) with sin in this context (SKS 10:124; CD 113), it is clear that it is not (merely) sin
that leads to hopelessness. Similarly, Sickness unto Death indicates that hopelessness is not
merely something self-inflicted, but also something that results from an experience of loss or
hardship.12 Although Kierkegaard does not say so explicitly, I take it that that the hardship he
refers to includes the fact that virtue does not necessarily lead to happiness or a community of
the virtuous. Rather than being alone physically, the latter involves not being loved and
recognised by one’s neighbours.

Although Kierkegaard hardly offers any argument as to why human hope cannot provide a
basis for general hope, I believe that this central claim can be rationally reconstructed if we take
the object of general hope to be the highest good, or, in other terminology, the Kingdom of God.
Unfortunately, Kierkegaard is not explicit about what the object of general hope is. Neverthe-
less, it is clear that it involves moral goodness or virtue, something that is made possible by
divine grace. Because of this, Kierkegaard claims that what we hope for involves grace, mercy,
and the forgiveness of sins. Furthermore, the object of hope involves happiness or bliss
(Salighed) as well as being part of a society based on love (see section IV). Thus, the object of
hope appears to be a society whose members are virtuous and happy, something which amounts
to the highest good or the Kingdom of God.13 If this reconstruction is sound, Kierkegaard agrees
with Kant, as well as with traditional Christian theology, that the proper object of (general) hope
is the Kingdom of God.14

We find ourselves confronted by three problems when we try to realise the highest good. This
can be elucidated by using Kantian terminology and interpreting the highest good as a moral
world where virtue leads to happiness.15 The first problem is that man is not completely
virtuous, even though the ethical requirement has an unconditional nature. Given the moral
rigorism advocated by Kant and Kierkegaard,16 this means man is evil. Seen through a philo-
sophical perspective, or within immanent (natural) religiousness, this means that man is infi-
nitely guilty; within the Christian perspective, within transcendent (revealed) religiousness, it
means that man is infinitely sinful. The problem of guilt is often pointed to in the secondary
literature as an explanation of why one can have a pre-religious motive for becoming a
Christian.17 However, two other problems are frequently overlooked – namely, that even if I
were virtuous I could still end up being unhappy, and that since the highest good takes the form
of a kingdom or society, it cannot be realised by the individual on his own. This means that, as
a general hope, human hope is bound to collapse for the following reasons: First, man is evil;
second, virtue does not always lead to happiness in this world, and finally; the highest good is
a community, kingdom or church that cannot be realised by the individual on his own even if
the individual were good and virtue did always lead to happiness.
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Kierkegaard goes beyond this Kantian tradition not only by seeing virtue as dependent on
grace, but also by speaking from the perspective of revealed faith. From this perspective, human
hope breaks down because of sin (rather than guilt). In Kierkegaard’s theory, revelation – which
makes sin-consciousness possible – introduces something new that cannot be reduced to merely
human or philosophical categories. Since revealed faith is supposed to have its own standards,
Christian hope is not merely an answer to pre-Christian or philosophical problems.

III. HOPE AGAINST HOPE

Following Paul, Kierkegaard understands Christian hope as ‘hope against hope’ (cf. SKS 5:247,
427; 21:99, 116; NB 7:47, 7:75; EUD 249; TD 52; JP 4855, 4370). Kierkegaard interprets this
as hope in ‘the night of hopelessness,’ that is, hope when there is no human hope (SKS 13:102f;
FSE 82f). Man must die (afdø) to the world and loose all trust (Tillid) or hope in human
assistance before there is the hope of Christian faith.18 Christian hope is presented as a gift of
the Holy Spirit (SKS 13:102–4, cf. 5:100f; FSE 81–3; cf. EUD 94f). That is, when there is no
hope from the pre-Christian perspective, the Holy Spirit offers new hope. Rather than involving
miracles or wonders, Christian hope relies on divine grace, in particular the forgiveness of sins
(cf. SKS 9:261, 252; WL 262, 252). Presumably, the point is that forgiveness makes possible not
only salvation but also the realisation of the Kingdom of God.

Kierkegaard stresses that hoping against hope is a task that involves hoping for divine
assistance against understanding (Forstanden) (SKS 21:116f; NB 7:75; JP 4370). Religious
hope transcends understanding and is at odds with hope that is based on calculation and
probability (cf. SKS 4:113; FT 16f). Hope against hope means to perceive one’s powerlessness
(fornemme Afmagten) without giving up one’s enthusiasm (Begeistringen) (SKS 5:427; TD 52).
Hope that goes against hope saves the one in despair (den Fortvivlede) by means of an
‘open-hearted courage’ (Frimodighed) that only comprehends (forstaaer) the mercy (Barm-
hjertighed) of God (SKS 5:247; EUD 249).

Kierkegaard claims that the hope of eternity is planted in (nedlagt i) man – it is hidden in his
innermost being (i hans Inderste) (SKS 10:121; CD 110). Yet, in order to discover the solution
the weight of hardship (Trængsel) has to press down upon one heavily enough (SKS 10:122; CD
111) – that is, one has to despair. Eternity’s hope must be extracted in the same way that a
confession is extracted from a hardened criminal, that is, by means of the rack (ved
Pinebænken) (SKS 10:123; CD 112). Hardship contributes to the loss of earthly hope, but
makes it possible for man to procure (forhverve) the hope of eternity (SKS 10:121f; cf. 8:214ff;
CD 110f; cf. UD 112ff). This implies that man cannot decide to hope by an act of will unless
he has lost all hope in human assistance and is offered divine assistance. Because of this,
Christian hope is described as a gift of the Holy Spirit (SKS 13:102–4, cf. 5:100f; FSE 81–3;
cf. EUD 94f). It is only when everything comes to a standstill due to hopelessness that Christian
hope becomes a possibility (Pap. VI B53, 13; JP 1668).

Though Christian hope is distinct from natural hope, Kierkegaard claims that Christian hope
is to be found in man’s nature, in his innermost being. Rather than being unnatural, Christian
hope breaks with the hope of natural man, the so-called natural hope. Rather, Christian hope
reveals man’s innermost being; Christian hope reveals that man is made in the image of God.

Implicit in Kierkegaard’s theory are two distinct notions of hopelessness. The first is the
hopelessness that belongs to hope against hope, resulting from natural hope’s inability to realise
the highest good. This is not hopelessness in the strictest sense, since it still allows for Christian
hope.19 However, hopelessness in the strict sense goes beyond this by denying any possibility of
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hope. Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits describes this type of hopelessness as the lack
of a task, saying that without a task it is a self-contradiction (Selvmodsigelse) to work,
presumably because there is nothing to work for (SKS 8:373; UD 277).

Kierkegaard claims that only someone without guilt or sin can be in a truly hopeless
situation, one in which there is nothing to do, where not even suffering or patience presents a
task (SKS 8:372f; UD 276f). Presumably, this should be taken to mean that in such a situation
there is no need to better oneself or to seek assistance. On this view, the question of whether
there is Christian hope boils down to whether one is guilty or a sinner. Furthermore, Kierke-
gaard’s thesis that everybody is guilty and a sinner can be seen as an attempt to justify the claim
that nobody is really in a hopeless situation. Kierkegaard thinks that if somebody were without
sin before God, the situation would be hopeless for all of us:

If it ever happened to a human being in relation to God that the fault lay with God, there would
be no task; if this ever happened to a single human being, there would be no task for the entire
human race. It would not be only in this particular case that there was no task; no, if God just
one single time had demonstrated that he was not love in the smallest or greatest, had left the
sufferer [en Lidende] without a task – then for all humankind there is no longer any task, then
it is foolishness and futility and soul-deadening pernicious laboriousness to believe, a self-
contradiction to work, and an agony to live [da er det Tant og Forfængelighed og Aands-
fortærelsens onde Møie at troe, og Selvmodsigelse at arbeide, og en Qval at leve] [. . .] if God
for one single moment has denied his love, then all tasks are dead and reduced to [gjort til]
nothing, and hopelessness is the only thing there is. (SKS 8:373; UD 277)

Clearly, Kierkegaard believes this is not the case, since we are all under sin.
Although Christian hope transcends calculation and empirical evidence, specific hope need

not do so. I believe Kierkegaard’s theory implies that specific hope should be given up when the
prospect for its fulfilment is poor. His little-known distinction between the highest good and
lesser goods (SKS 10:230–5; CD 222–8) suggests that it is only the highest good that is an
unconditional purpose. Other goods should be forsaken if they conflict with the highest good
(notably by being immoral), or if contingent states of affairs hinder their realisation. Thus,
Kierkegaard’s analysis suggests that although the hope for the highest good should never to be
given up, hopes about attaining other goods (e.g. publishing an article) may have to be
abandoned.20 Unlike general hope, specific hopes do not concern something fundamental or
essential to being human.

While we may assess whether a specific hope (e.g. the hope of publishing an article) can be
well-founded, based on empirical research (do I have time to finish the article, etc.), this is not
the case with hope for the highest good (the object of general hope). The reason is that for
Kierkegaard the highest good appears to be something transcendent, something we never attain
fully in this life. The objects of specific hope, on the other hand, are typically contingent ends
that it is possible to attain in this world. If the object of general hope were something we could
attain in this world, however, this would mean that our situation could be hopeless – in the sense
of lacking a task or lacking prospects. This seems to imply that general hope can only be
maintained consistently if its object is something transcendent. This point is hinted at by
Kierkegaard’s ethicist, who says that someone who merely hopes for his silver wedding
anniversary would be incapable of celebrating it when the day arrives (SKS 3:141; EO2 143).
Also, both Climacus and Kierkegaard approve of Paul’s statement that he who has hopes only
for this life is the most miserable of all (UD 228; CUP 389 note; SKS 8:329, 7:355 note). The
upshot is that the object of general hope must be something transcendent. This is seen clearly
in Kierkegaard’s (as well as Climacus’s) conception of the highest good as eternal bliss
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(Salighed).21 Although this does not impede this-worldly hope, it means that the highest good,
our absolute telos (Climacus), cannot be fully reached in this life.

Kierkegaard takes moral agency as presupposing hope about the realisation of the highest
good, a hope that is founded on the Holy Spirit. Rather than something conditioned by
experience, hope is a condition of the possibility for agency,22 since it makes it possible to act
without having sufficient knowledge – to pursue projects with uncertain outcomes and to pursue
ends that can only be attained with difficulty. Under these conditions, the role of hope is to open
the possibilities of the future.

The Sickness unto Death can be read as an attempt to show that he who despairingly wants
to get rid of himself, on the grounds that everything appears hopeless, in fact presupposes hope.
As with other projects, the project of getting rid of oneself, what Anti-Climacus refers to as ‘the
last [sidste] hope’ (SKS 11:133f; SUD 1823), presupposes hope. If there is no hope, then one
cannot even get rid of oneself. If one wants to get rid of oneself, then one must hope that one
is capable of carrying out this one last project. It is therefore inconsistent to want to get rid of
oneself on the grounds that one’s situation is completely hopeless. The last hope tends to deny
hope in general, yet it presupposes a specific hope, that is, that one will manage to get rid of
oneself. Anti-Climacus’s position appears to be that there cannot be any specific hope without
some general hope. Despair makes one passive and unfree, and thereby undermines the ability
to realise projects, including the project of taking one’s life (with or without assistance).

This is of course not to claim that suicide is impossible. Rather, it is to claim that committing
suicide, on the grounds that everything is hopeless, involves a conceptual inconsistency.
Whereas Kant says that immoral acts involve inconsistency or contradictions, Kierkegaard says
that evil involves despair or double-mindedness, that one has two wills that are inconsistent with
one another. According to ‘Purity of Heart,’ willing one thing necessarily involves willing the
good unconditionally (cf. SKS 8:139f; UD 24). Commentators have rightfully seen this as a
somewhat Kantian element in Kierkegaard.24

For Kierkegaard, being hopeful does not amount to accepting one’s present situation as it
is.25 Rather, it means accepting one’s circumstances and enduring them because this is seen as
leading to reconciliation in the future. Thus, the hopeful person views the present situation as
unacceptable (as it is actually) and acceptable (as it is potentially) at the same time. Accepting
existence merely as it is would mean that one succumbs to the evil and injustice in the world.
Hope, by contrast, involves a protest that makes it possible to try to overcome evil and injustice
by making progress towards the highest good.

IV. HOPE AND NEIGHBOUR LOVE

In traditional Christian thought, the object of hope proper is considered to be the highest good
or the Kingdom of God.26 Although Kierkegaard is not explicit on this point, he also appears to
identify the highest good with the Kingdom of God.27 This suggests that hope proper has the
Kingdom of God as its object. Nevertheless, Works of Love points to a hope that is opposed to
this, a hope that involves hoping for myself while giving up on others by viewing them as
hopeless (cf. SKS 9:253–6; WL 254–6). However, hoping only for myself involves conceiving
of hope and the good as something private that does not concern one’s relationship to others, as
if I might have a future on my own without others. Kierkegaard argues that by hoping in this
way I fail to appreciate the extent to which I am dependent on others. If there is no hope for
others, then there cannot be any hope for me either, since I am dependent on others.28 If they are
trapped in hopelessness, this must also hold true for me, although I may not realise it (SKS
9:253–6; WL 254–6). In this sense I can be in despair without knowing it.
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So truly hoping for oneself involves hoping for others, hoping for society (SKS 9:253f, 248;
cf. 5:127; WL 253f, 248; cf. EUD 122). Kierkegaard stresses that hope depends on loving our
neighbour. Neighbour love takes upon itself the work of hope, the task of hoping for others:

[L]ove is [. . .] the middle term [Mellembestemmelsen]: without love, no hope for oneself; with
love, hope for all others – and to the degree one hopes for oneself, to the same degree one
hopes for others, since to the same degree one is loving. (SKS 9:259; WL 260)

A Mellembestemmelse is a term or determination that connects two different concepts; in
this case hope for oneself is connected with hope for others. By connecting oneself with
others, the object of hope is transformed into something universal, arguably the Kingdom of
God.

Kierkegaard also claims that love is ‘built up’ (opbygges) and nourished by the hope for
eternity (SKS 9:248; WL 248). Thus, not only does (general) hope depend on (neighbour) love,
but also love itself is strengthened by hope.29 On a Kantian reading, the first claim is that
justified hope presupposes practical love (virtue), whereas the latter claim is that love is
cultivated and strengthened by hope, presumably because hope prevents us from giving up on
love.

Kierkegaard claims that a hope that excludes neighbour love is false or unjustified (SKS
9:248, 253f, WL 248, 253f). This indicates that, for Kierkegaard, neighbour love can be used to
distinguish between a general hope that is authentic or justifiable and one that is not. Kierke-
gaard suggests that whereas the latter is characterised by giving up on others, by evaluating
them as hopeless, the former is characterised by always hoping for others.30 Although I may give
up on my neighbour as a mathematician (if he is such), I ought never to give up on him as a
human being, as a person.

This leaves us with the question of whether it is meaningful to give up on oneself while still
hoping for others. If this means that one rejects any possibility of attaining the good for oneself,
Kierkegaard would seem to deny this by claiming that without hope in the possibility of the
good, one is spiritually dead or cast into the abyss (SKS 9:256; WL 257).

The analysis presented in Works of Love concludes that general hope must involve trusting
and loving all human beings, even if this is not based on evidence.31 One must believe in love
in order to see love (SKS 9:23f; WL 16) – it is only the person of love that can see others as
loving persons.32 On this account, it is impossible to decide whether others are loving, good, and
trustworthy persons from a detached or ‘objective’ perspective. Kierkegaard’s approach is that
the problem of trusting others and hoping for them cannot be solved theoretically or descrip-
tively because of the intersubjective nature of love. This is more reminiscent of Hegel’s
dialectics of recognition than of Kant.

V. CLOSING REMARKS

Although it has not received much attention, hope plays an important role within the theory of
Kierkegaard. In particular, Kierkegaard’s analysis of hope can help us get a better understanding
of how he interprets despair as well as moral agency and religiousness. Kierkegaard takes moral
agency as presupposing hope, and grounds hope in religiousness rather than empirical evidence.
It is argued that, for Kierkegaard, neighbour love can be used to distinguish between a general
hope that is justifiable and one that is not. Kierkegaard suggests that whereas unjustified hope
is characterised by giving up on others, by evaluating them as hopeless, justified hope is
characterised by always hoping for others.33
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ABBREVIATIONS

BB = Journal BB (in SKS 17)
CD = Christian Discourses
CUP = Concluding Unscientific Postscript, vol. 1
EE = Journal EE (in SKS 18)
EO2 = Either/Or, Part II
EUD = Eighteen Upbuilding Discourses
FSE = For Self-Examination
JP = Søren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers, vols. 1–6 (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana
University Press 1967–1978; references are to numbering of passages)
NB = Journal(s) NB (in SKS 20–26)
Pap = Søren Kierkegaards Papirer (2nd. ed., Copenhagen, Gyldendal 1968–78).
SKS = Søren Kierkegaards Skrifter (Copenhagen: Gad 1997ff)
SUD = Sickness Unto Death
TD = Three Discourses on Imagined Occasions
UD = Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits
WL = Works of Love
With the exception of JP, the translations are from Kierkegaard’s Writings (Princeton: Princeton
University Press 1979–97)
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