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Hope 

Jorge Diego Sánchez1  (University of Salamanca, Spain) 

Hope, as a noun and verb, conveys a myriad of meanings, interpretations and motivations 

beyond “prospecting”, “anticipating” or “desire for something” (OED). The act of hoping (as 

an intransitive verb), the clinginess to a particular hope (noun), or the necessity to bind hope to 

something (as a transitive verb) portray the overlapping possibilities and restrictions of hope as 

a term. Our role is to learn ways to interpret its palimpsest nature and analyse the imbricated 

role that hope and human agency share.  In the context of migration and its cultural 

representations, there are intertwined opportunities and “borders” (see definition by Manzanas-

Calvo) that can be placed on hope and that operate neoliberal control, capitalist limitations, 

religious promises or transformative prospects. 

George Frederick Watts’ Hope (1886) is a perfect start to unveil the taxonomies of 

hope. In the painting, as Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding remark, hope is impersonated in 

a human figure “blindfolded, seated on a globe and playing a lyre of which all but one of the 

strings are broken [and] several critics argued that the work might have been more appropriately 

titled Despair”. They connect Watts’ representation with the Bible (Hebrews, 6:19), where hope 

is “an anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast”. This interpretation relates etymologically to 

the Latin and Greek understanding of hope, “sperare” and “helpis” as well as to the Old English 

roots of the verb “hoop” (OED) that refer to “expectation of something desired; desire combined 

with expectation” (“Hope-Etymology”). Watts himself rejected this single reading of hope as 

religious salvation from God and explained, “Hope need not mean expectancy but the music 

which can come from the remaining chord” (qted. in Llewellyn and Riding).  

Hope can refer to the devotion to a figure of power or a saving force but also to the 

possibilities for transformation and human agency as represented in the music performed by 

and through the remaining chord in Watts’ Hope.  Accordingly, hope discloses neoliberal or 

religious prospects that limit human agency to fit in a geopolitical system of capitalist, 

economic, ethnic or religious control. But it can also reinforce the political, economic, 
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educational or gender opportunities to change geopolitical systems of domain and challenge 

limiting structures for humans to play a role and denounce inequalities. Then, quoting Kant’s 

“What May I hope?”2 (A805/B833), a question emerges, what is the human agency that lies 

ahead or has been limited in hope and in the act of hoping? 

Hope is a polysemic term. It can refer to political, economic, neoliberal, ethical, 

community, individual or regenerative traits (among others). I read hope as gathering all these 

traits and not as a dichotomy, adding that, as Pol Bargués et al. claim, “hope is necessary for 

critical theorists and essential for rethinking an ethical or political approach to future” (196).  

Hope reveals present and past situations where injustices are identified and the possibilities or 

limitations for the future are exposed. This interpretation of hope enacts a transformative talk 

back to neoliberal hope, that is aligned with capitalist and neoliberal readings of resilience as 

an urge to cope with social, political or economic hardships without changing or recognising 

the circumstances that maintain them and limit human agency (Fraile-Marcos, O’Brien, 

Bracke).  Hope therefore enables a dialogue among theoretical disciplines and, according to 

Bargués et al., it “should not be taken as a plea for a kind of universal love, but as a situated, 

critical disposition that lays the foundation for becoming otherwise and for a different kind of 

politics” (201).  Bargués et al. echo Hannah Arendt, Theodor Adorno, Ernst Bloch or Erich 

Fromm to state that “hope is a process that plays a key role in the process of becoming” (189) 

and “connectivity” (198). Accordingly, hope is, as Henry Giroux states, “subversive” (62) 

because it allows a complaint, a challenge and the practice of dissent.  

Hope can facilitate rupture and reconciliation, not only acceptance and submission. 

Rupture because hoping transformatively involves a refusal and a stating no to interlocking 

systems of domain based on ethnicity, gender, educational attainment or geopolitics. 

Reconciliation because it favours a negotiation towards building a future from past and present 

circumstances. In this sense, Bird Rose states that hope “is a willingness toward dialogue, a 

willingness toward responsibility, a choice for encounter and response, a turning toward rather 

than a turning away” (5). Equally, as Haraway claims, hope enhances “the capacity of the world 

to ‘world’ us” (qted. in Bargués et al. 183). Instead of creating separations and limits, hope 

entails a process of porous opportunities for different changes both in the form of systems of 

belief and daily practices. Valerie Brathwaite posits that hope involves “reason” and “action” 

                                                 
2 He adds two other questions: “What can I know?” and “What ought I to do?” (Kant A805/B833), as documented 

in McGeer (125). 
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(6), therefore facilitating a physical, mental and spiritual rupture and reconciliation through 

hopeful thoughts, decisions and practices of human agency.  

Different epistemologies of hope are necessary to create and favour new ontologies 

that incorporate transformative hope.  McGeer states that “maintaining hope is an essential 

feature of human agency” (125) and I would add that one cannot be hopeful on his/her/their 

own for subversive hope can only happen if there is a collective change. C.R. Snyder (2002) 

and Valerie Braithwaite use the term “collective hope” to refer to the hope individuals hold in 

common coexistence with others as hope for the community of which they are a part (Snyder 

1995, 2000).  If, as Snyder adds, “hope is learned” (2002: 262), then it needs to be learned and 

experienced individually and socially. This dual process has been used by totalitarian systems 

of thoughts to limit people, but it can also ignite narratives of hope that foster human agency 

for individuals and communities.  

Analysing hope in cultural and media representations of migration plays a key role in 

discerning and un-learn totalitarian and restrictive readings of hope and recognizing those 

subversive and ethical hopeful thoughts and actions. It is in the contemporary setting of 

ontological limitations that studying slogans such as make a state great again, TV series like 

Years and Years (2019) or films like Gurinder Chadha’s Bend It like Beckham (2002), 

Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Biutiful (2010) or Nadine Labakin’s Capharnaum (2018) proves 

the ambivalence of hopeful thought to “ourselves as agents of potential” (McGeer 105). These 

structures of hopeful belief and action are represented in these futures and grant “critical 

features of human agency” (McGeer 105) for rupture and reconciliation that favour ethics, 

freedom of thought and alternative counter-discourses that implement human agency in, for 

example, narratives of migration. In this sense, let’s give hope a chance, but finding both, an 

option to hope and perform an alternative hope. 
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