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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines various conceptions of hope in Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Bloch’s 

Principle of Hope, Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō, and others. Through an analysis of hope in the above 

works, I demonstrate that hope is the power to organize our experience and transform the ways 

in which the world appears to us in accordance with our own ideals. Elucidating this mechanism 

of hope reveals that distinct ideals in the above theories give rise to two different kinds of hope: 

the goal-driven and future-oriented conception of hope and the practice-focused and present-

oriented conception of hope. The former is evident in Kant’s philosophy and Bloch’s Principle 

of Hope that emphasize the significance of the universal ideal and the possibility of its 

achievement in the future, whereas the latter is evident in the teachings of Zen Buddhism that 

rejects the idea of enlightenment as a future goal and advocates the nonduality of practice and 

enlightenment. While the dominant discourses of hope can be characterized as the former, this 

dissertation explores the possibility of launching a praxis theory of hope as a response to the 

diminishing significance of the universal ideal in the contemporary time. Unlike the dominant 

theories of hope with the idea of the universal ideal, a praxis theory of hope as a norm can 

accommodate diverse perspectives and values, showing the importance of hoping itself rather 

than a specific content of hope based on a set normative standard. While aesthetics exemplifies 

such theory of hope in Western philosophy, as Rancière’s political aesthetics demonstrates so, 

this dissertation examines Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology as an alternative approach to hope 

and a constructive response to the diminishing significance of the universal ideal. Exploring the 

possibility of launching a new theory of hope as a norm, this dissertation also contributes to the 

growing scholarship on hope by initiating a much-needed cross-cultural dialogue to demonstrate 

the mechanism of hope through its various conceptions in different value systems. Through 
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socially embedded and historically enriched theories from different philosophical traditions, this 

dissertation attends to diverse values and addresses hope in the fullest sense as an expression of 

ideals. 
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INTRODUCTION: THE DISCOURSES OF HOPE IN EAST AND WEST 

 

 

This dissertation is an East-West comparative project that examines various conceptions of hope 

in Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Bloch’s Principle of Hope, Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō, and others. 

Through an analysis of hope in the above works, I demonstrate that hope is the power to organize 

our experience and transform the ways in which the world appears to us in accordance with our 

ideals. Elucidating this mechanism of hope reveals that distinct ideals in the above theories give 

rise to two different kinds of hope: the goal-driven and future-oriented conception of hope and 

the practice-focused and present-oriented conception of hope. The former is evident in Kant’s 

philosophy and Bloch’s Principle of Hope with an emphasis on the significance of the universal 

ideal and the possibility of its achievement in the future, whereas the latter is evident in the 

teachings of Zen Buddhism that rejects the idea of enlightenment as a future goal. While the 

dominant discourses of hope can be characterized as the former, this dissertation explores the 

possibility of launching a praxis theory of hope as a response to the diminishing significance of 

the universal ideal in the contemporary time. 

 The importance of hope has been widely acknowledged in Western civilizations. In 

Christianity, hope is one of the theological virtues along with Faith and Charity to counter sin, 

and hope is considered particularly important to overcome despair. In philosophy, Kant 

acknowledges the importance of hope, as he declares that “What may I hope?” is one of the four 

main questions to which his philosophy is dedicated. In his philosophical writings, Kant is 

responding to the critical issues of Hume’s skepticism, the challenge characteristic of the 

Enlightenment era that remains relevant to the contemporary time. Since Hume’s skepticism is 

an inevitable result of the Enlightenment when the paradigm shift of social values took place 

with the diminishing power of the church and the emergence of natural sciences as the authority 

of knowledge, analyzing Kant’s account of hope in the context of Modern philosophy is 

important to see the significance of hope as a viable response to skepticism.  

 Furthermore, hope could also offer an answer to the existential problems of nihilism and 

despair dealt in the philosophical writings of Nietzsche and Kierkegaard. While Kant’s account 

of hope responds to Hume’s skepticism by showing the possibility of achieving the final purpose 
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in nature’s purposiveness, his argument is established on the premise that all rational beings have 

the same universal ideal to pursue the final purpose. Reacting to the diminishing significance of 

the universal ideal in general, Nietzsche and Kierkegaard’s existential writings pose a challenge 

to Kant’s practical philosophy and his account of hope. Although Bloch’s Principle of Hope 

endeavors to reestablish the importance of the universal ideal by advocating Marxism, his 

analysis is ambivalent between the significance of individual hopes and the necessity of a 

normative standard based on the universal ideal. Therefore, analyzing the shortcoming of 

Bloch’s theory and the ways in which we can overcome this dilemma can help us see the 

significance of hope as a constructive response to nihilism.  

 In addition to these Western theories of hope, analyzing Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō enables us 

to reconsider many dominant discourses of hope that emphasize the future possibilities. 

Although there is an overwhelming suspicion that hope is incompatible with Buddhism due to its 

forward-looking nature, Dōgen’s Buddhist soteriology can establish a practice-focused and 

present-oriented conception of hope by showing the nonduality of practice and enlightenment, 

thereby collapsing the temporal gap between them. Although hope is not central to Buddhist 

soteriology, it is beneficial to analyze Dōgen’s Buddhist teaching from the perspective of hope, 

insofar as it offers a new insight not only to Buddhist soteriology but also to the growing 

philosophical discourses on hope, showing the possibility of establishing a praxis theory of hope. 

 This dissertation also contributes to the growing scholarship on hope by initiating a 

much-needed cross-cultural dialogue to demonstrate the mechanism of hope through its various 

conceptions in different value systems. In recent studies of hope, there is a tendency to focus on 

the psychology of hope exclusively in order to elucidate the mental state of hope. While their 

analyses are helpful in clarifying the mechanism of hope, they often fall short in explaining the 

importance of hope without attending to the values that give rise to individual hopes. Through 

socially embedded and historically enriched theories from different philosophical traditions, my 

project attends to these values and addresses hope in the fullest sense as an expression of ideals. 

 

1. The Divide between Analytic and Continental Approaches 

 
In recent years, the studies of hope are becoming prevalent in many disciplines. This trend 

applies to the discipline of philosophy as well; however, there is an alarming divide in the ways 
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in which this topic is approached in philosophy. The first approach focuses on the psychology of 

hope by offering a definition that best captures this mental state. The majority of recent studies 

of hope in analytic philosophy fall under this category, as they define the mental state of hope 

based on the ways in which hope operates in everyday situations. The strength of the analytic 

approach is that they offer a clear definition of hope, by which we can distinguish hope from 

other similar mental states, such as optimism and desire. Despite this strength, however, many of 

them fall short of capturing hope, for they tend to focus solely on hope at the individual level 

without attending to social norms that influence individual hopes. Philip Pettit claims that many 

analytic theories of hope can only explain hope in the non-substantial sense, arguing that they 

only refer to a “loose, lowest-denominator usage of the term, hope.”1 In a way, Pettit’s criticism 

is a warning against those studies that overlook the contexts within which hope functions, the 

contexts that give a significant content to hope. Unlike the first approach, the second approach to 

hope in philosophy addresses a specific hope in the contexts of larger social and political 

discourses. Theories of Continental philosophy, including Existentialism, Marxism, and Utopian 

studies, tend to focus on this aspect of hope, as they address a hope pertinent to particular issues 

at hand. Consequently, their analyses of hope are rich in the social and political implications. The 

disadvantage of their approach, however, is that their elucidations of hope are often obscure 

without any clear definition of hope. More often than not, their accounts of hope are only 

implicitly disclosed, buried in these larger social and political discourses. These distinct 

approaches to hope can also be explained in terms of two questions to which these theories aim 

to answer: “What is hope?” and “What can I/we hope?” The former, the main question of 

analytic philosophy, is about the mental state of hope, whereas the latter, to which Continental 

philosophy responds, is about the content of hope. Because of the different aims, the analytic 

approach offers an analysis of hope without any socially significant contexts, whereas the 

Continental approach offers their theories of hope in light of social issues at hand but without 

any clear definition of it. 

 Although these questions are often raised and discussed separately, I argue that it is 

necessary to answer these two questions together in order to understand hope in the fullest sense. 

This dissertation combines these two main approaches to hope in philosophy to show that hope is 

                                                
1 Philip Pettit, “Hope and Its Place in the Mind,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
592 (Mar 2004): 157. 



 

	 4 

the power to reinterpret one’s experience of the world based on the fundamental values. Through 

an analysis into socially embedded and historically enriched theories, I demonstrate that hope 

harmonizes “what appears to be” with “what ought to be” by modifying the ways in which the 

world appears to us in light of our own ideals. In my analysis, I employ an East-West 

comparative method to examine the theories of hope in Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Bloch’s 

Principle of Hope, and Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō. Since hope is an expression of values, a full 

understanding of it needs to reflect how it functions differently in different value systems. A 

comparative analysis will demonstrate that distinct ideals in these philosophical traditions give 

rise to distinct kinds of hope: the goal-driven and future-oriented hope in German philosophy and 

the practice-focused and present-oriented hope in Japanese Buddhist philosophy. In the former, 

the future-oriented conception of hope emerges from the idea of the highest good as the final 

purpose to be actualized in the future, whereas the nonduality of practice and enlightenment in 

Zen Buddhism establishes a present-oriented conception of hope that rejects the idea of 

enlightenment as a future goal. My aim in employing an East-West comparative method, 

therefore, is twofold: to investigate the mechanism of hope through different philosophical 

theories and to demonstrate distinct kinds of hope emerge from different value systems.  

 Before I engage in a comparative analysis to reveal these different values expressed in 

hope, I will first briefly go over some of the recent theories of hope in analytic philosophy that 

aim to reveal the mental state of hope. Although hope is incorporated in everyday conversations, 

its mechanism is difficult to pinpoint. I will evaluate these analytic theories of hope before I set 

forth the mechanism of hope.  

  

2. “What Is Hope?”: the Standard Definition and the Various Modifications 
 

Recent studies of hope in philosophy are of the analytic approach, whose aim is to offer a 

definition of hope that best captures this mental state. While there are slight variations, there is a 

standard definition of hope that sets forth the theoretical foundation for the majority of analyses. 

According to this definition, hope is a desire for an outcome that is considered possible by the 
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hoper.2 The view that hope is a desire emerges in the early Modern period, as evident in Hobbes’ 

definition of hope as “appetite with an opinion of attaining”3 and Hume’s definition as a direct 

passion.4 According to Adrienne Martin, this understanding of hope as a desire in the Modern 

period was a reaction against Scholastic philosophy that focuses on the significance of hope as 

one of the Christian theological virtues, namely hope as an irascible appetite that strives toward 

the good.5 In Christian theology, these virtues are considered to help general good action, and 

ultimately are responsible for transforming society as a result. In highlighting the transformative 

power of virtues, Scholastic philosophy divides appetites into rational and non-rational types. 

The early Modern philosophers abandoned this distinction, simply using one category of desire.6 

Consequently, the majority of analytic philosophers follow this understanding of hope as a desire 

rather than a specific type of the motivational force. With this understanding of desire, the early 

Modern philosophers establish the definition of hope as a desire that the hoper considers 

possible. Following this basic understanding, recent analytic philosophers, including R.S. 

Downie and J.P. Day define hope with two conditions: (1) hope is a desire for an outcome, and 

(2) according to the hoper, this outcome is possible to attain.7 The advantage of the standard 

definition is that it enables us to make sense of the meaning of hope in a sentence, such as “I 

hope that I will arrive on time,” or “I hope that it will rain tomorrow.” In analyzing the meaning 

of hope in these sentences, the standard definition seems to work.  

 This standard definition of hope has flaws, however. Ariel Meirav points out that the 

standard definition cannot make a distinction between hope and despair, for two people with the 

same desire and the same probability of obtaining a hoped-for outcome can differ in their 

attitudes.8 In order to demonstrate his point, he employs a counter example of a hypothetical 

story about two characters from the Shawshank Redemption, Andy and Red. Both characters 

have the same desperate desire to escape from the prison with the same chances of doing so, but 

                                                
2 Ariel Meirav calls this definition “the standard definition” in “The Nature of Hope,” Ratio vol. 22 (June 2009): 
216-233. Adrienne Martin calls it “the orthodox definition” in How We Hope: A Moral Psychology (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2014).  
3 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, E. Curley, ed., Leviathan, with selected variants from the Latin edition of 1668 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994 [1651]), par. 14-9. 
4 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), book II. sec. IX. 
5 Martin, How We, 4. 
6 Desire is also called passion or appetite, but they are not qualitatively distinct. 
7 J. P. Day, “Hope,” American Philosophical Quarterly 6 no. 2 (April 1969): 89-102. R. S. Downie, “Hope,” 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 24 no. 2 (Dec. 1963): 248-251.  
8 Meirav, “The Nature,” 222-3. 



 

	 6 

Andy lives in the hope of one day escaping from the prison, whereas Red is in despair, thinking 

that the chances are too slim to license hope. In order to demonstrate this point, Meirav claims 

hypothetically that if these two characters were to discuss the chance of escaping, Red would say 

“I grant you it is possible, but the chance is only one in a thousand!” where as Andy would say “I 

grant you the chance is only one in a thousand, but it is possible!”9 Through this example, 

Meirav points out that the standard definition cannot make a distinction between hope and 

despair, for people with the same desire for an outcome with the same probability of obtaining it 

can have either hope or despair. 

 In order to resolve this issue, Meirav claims that hope involves a resignative attitude 

about the hoped-for-outcome. According to Meirav, the standard definition focuses only on the 

desire of the hoper and the probability assessment without any reference to the external factor 

that determines whether or not the hoped-for-outcome will be actualized. Thus, Meirav asserts 

that the standard definition needs these further qualifications about the external factor and the 

hoper’s attitude toward it: (1) the resignation that the actualization of the hoped-for outcome 

depends on an external factor that is beyond one’s control, and (2) in acknowledging this 

limitation of one’s own power, the hoper considers that the external factor will work out in her 

favor.10 In other words, hope involves one’s belief in good fortune despite the fact that the 

outcome depends on an external factor that the hoper cannot control. 

 While Meirav’s counter example demonstrates the shortcoming of the standard 

definition, his modification does not take us much further than the standard definition. The 

attitude about the external factor is already implied in the standard definition, for the second 

condition of the probability assessment already indicates the hoper’s attitude toward the external 

factor: rather than the possibility of obtaining the outcome, the second condition specifies that 

the hoper considers this outcome possible to obtain. This point is emphasized in Day’s 

definition, as he claims that hope iff (1) A desires P, and (2) A considers P probable.11 One could 

argue that Day’s definition already takes the hoper’s attitude about the external factor into 

account by choosing to elucidate the second condition as the hoper considers the hoped-for 

outcome “probable.” Andy considers the outcome probable while Red does not despite the fact 

that they have the same odds of escaping the prison. The difference is not the actual probability 

                                                
9 Meirav, “The Nature,” 223. 
10 Meirav, “The Nature,” 227-8. 
11 Day, “Hope,” 98. Emphasis added. 
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of attaining the outcome, but the way in which the same odds are viewed differently, just as 

people see a glass half-full or half-empty, even when the glass has the same amount of water. 

While Meirav’s counter example is insightful to demonstrate the shortcoming of the standard 

definition, his clarification does not offer any significant change to the standard definition.  

 Focusing on the attitude of the hoper, Philip Pettit argues that the standard definition can 

apply to a “loose, lowest-denominator usage of the term, hope,”12 but substantial hope has 

another condition about the hoper’s attitude, that the hoper acts as if the hoped-for outcome will 

be actualized.13 According to Pettit, precaution is the opposite of hope, for the former is acting as 

if things will not work out, while hope involves the attitude of believing that things will work 

out. Therefore, hope in the substantial sense is to “act and react as if the prospect were going to 

obtain or stood a good chance of obtaining.”14 Pettit’s point is that people with hope display a 

particular tendency to organize their lives in accordance with their hope and act based on the 

belief that the outcome will obtain. Thus, Pettit claims: 

 Hoping for a prospect…certainly presupposes having an open minded on whether it will 
occur and having a desire for its occurrence. But, more crucially, it means investing the 
prospect with a characteristic, galvanizing, and orientating role: it involves setting aside 
doubts about the possible nonoccurrence of the prospect and acting accordingly.15  

 
Pettit’s clarification highlights an important point: the probability of attaining the hoped-for 

outcome is not necessarily an ultimate factor that determines hope. People with little chance of 

attaining an outcome may still have hope, while others may still despair even if there is a good 

chance of attaining a specific hoped-for outcome. Pettit’s clarification demonstrates that the odds 

of attaining an outcome may influence people’s hope, but they are not the only factor that 

determines hope.  

 Despite this advantage of Pettit’s clarification, Adrienne Martin asserts that what Pettit 

describes falls short in explaining why people with hope have a back-up plan. Martin uses an 

example of terminally ill patients to demonstrate her point. A patient with little chance of 

surviving may hope that she will be cured, but it does not stop her from having a back-up plan to 

                                                
12 Philip Pettit, “Hope and Its Place in the Mind,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
592 (Mar 2004): 157. 
13 Pettit, “Its Place,” 157. 
14 Pettit, “Its Place,” 158. 
15 Pettit, “Its Place,” 152. 
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prepare for the worst.16 Based on this shortcoming, Martin claims that what Pettit describes is 

faith rather than hope:  

 A person who has faith in a Christian God who will reward virtue and punish vice acts as 
if this is true, taking no precautionary steps against the possibility that she is wrong…. 
[S]he does not [worship other gods or partake in worldly pleasure] just in case the other 
religions or the atheists turn out to be right. Or to take a secular case, when I have faith in 
you, this is different than my hoping that you will be reliable.17 

 
While Pettit’s elucidation of hope points out an important aspect of hope that people organize 

their lives based on their hope, but he has gone too far in claiming that a person with hope does 

not prepare for the worst. 

 Based on Meirav’s claim that the hoper’s attitude is more important than the probability 

assessment, and taking Pettit’s theory into account that the hoper organizes her action in a certain 

way, Martin develops her own theory of hope that challenges the monist theory of 

motivation/action established in the early Modern era that the standard definition depends on in 

elucidating hope. In the next section, I will examine Martin’s incorporation theory of hope that 

overcomes many of the above shortcomings indicated in the other analytic theories of hope. 

 

3. Martin’s Incorporation Theory of Hope 
 

Adrienne Martin develops an incorporation theory of hope that challenges the dominant 

approach to human motivation and action in elucidating the mental state of hope. In scrutinizing 

the various theories of hope, Martin claims that Pettit’s theory shows an important aspect of hope 

that the standard definition misses, for “the element missing from the orthodox definition of hope 

is a way of seeing one’s situation, such that one stands ready to offer a certain kind of 

justificatory rationale for the forms of planning, thought, and feeling.”18 Specifically, Martin 

attributes the mistake of the standard definition of hope to the failure to see that hope not only 

pertains to a desire and the probability, but also how the hoper represents her desire and 

probability. Therefore, Martin defines hope as a mental state composed of four elements; “desire, 

                                                
16 Martin, How We, 20-22. 
17 Martin, How We, 22. 
18 Martin, How We, 35. 
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probability assignment, the representation of the probability in a licensing way, the 

representation of the desire as a practical reason.”19  

 In order to effectively contrast her position with others, Martin claims that both 

theoretical and practical norms play a role in allowing hope to emerge. Theoretical norms 

constitute a “principle identifying considerations of truth-approximation as relevant to a mental 

state’s correctness.”20 In the case of the Shawshank Redemption, both Andy and Red rely on 

theoretical norms to determine their chances of escaping. Many theories of hope acknowledge 

the significance of theoretical norms by including the probability assessment as the second 

necessary condition for hope. Martin points out, however, that in addition to theoretical norms, 

the hoper also employs practical norms, ones that function as “a principle identifying 

considerations of rational-ends-promotion as relevant to a mental state’s correctness.”21 Martin 

argues that practical norms are more important than theoretical ones, for practical norms 

determine the ways in which the hoper treats her own desire as well as the probability of 

attaining the hoped-for outcome to justify her position. In other words, practical norms define 

how the hoper represents her desire and the probability to rationalize her action, thought, and 

feeling. Hence, hope does not refer to the probability for the hoped-for outcome based on 

evidence and statistics alone. More importantly, hope pertains to the ways in which one sees 

these odds and endorses one’s desire based on practical norms. Martin explains the importance 

of practical norms in the following way: 

 The practical dominates because, although hope is beholden to considerations of truth-
approximation via its constituent probability estimate, what determines whether it is 
correct for the hopeful person to then see that probability in the licensing way is whether 
it promotes her rational ends to do so. With this license in hand, the hopeful person is 
then free to treat her desire for the hoped-for outcome and the outcome’s desirable 
features as reasons to engage in fantasies about the outcome, build the outcome into her 
plans, and feel positive anticipation about it.22 

 
With the function of practical norms in mind, Martin asserts that hope is composed not only of 

desire and the probability assignment based on theoretical norms, but also of the representations 

of them based on practical norms. Thus, hope “emerges as an attitude governed by both 

                                                
19 Martin, How We, 36. 
20 Martin, How We, 37. 
21 Martin, How We, 37. 
22 Martin, How We, 37. Emphasis added. 
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theoretical and practical norms; it is bound to represent the world accurately, but also to support 

our rational agency—that is, to cohere with and contribute to our rational schemes of ends.”23 

 In explaining the significance of practical norms, Martin characterizes her approach as an 

“incorporation theory” to emphasize that the hoper incorporates her desire into her rational 

agency after an evaluation of her own desire and probability based on practical norms. Martin 

emphasizes that we are capable of taking a step back to assess our own desires to decide whether 

or not to endorse them. Her aim in highlighting this point is to situate her theory of hope in the 

contemporary philosophical discourses on human motivation in order to attribute the 

shortcoming of the standard definition of hope to their mistaken view on human motivation and 

action. Following the early Modern philosophy, many recent theories of hope assume a monist 

theory of human motivation and action without attending to the influences of norms on one’s 

desire. Martin explains that both rationalist and anti-rationalist approaches of motivation and 

action fall under a monist theory of motivation, insofar as rationalists assume that all actions are 

strictly rational while anti-rationalists claim that all actions are based on desires. To put it 

differently, the monist theories of human motivation and action fail to account for the differences 

between “What I want” and “What I should do (what is rational to do)”: rationalists reduce the 

former to the latter, claiming that everything that a person wants to do is what she thinks should 

be done, whereas anti-rationalists reduce the latter to the former completely, arguing that 

everything a person thinks she should do is ultimately what she wants to do. Both rationalist and 

antinationalist theories of motivation overlook the cases in which people are convinced that they 

should do something that they desire not to do, or vice versa, they desire for something that they 

honestly are convinced that they should not. Given that monist theories of motivation conflate 

“what I want to do” and “what I should do,” they cannot help but explain the different ways of 

responding to the same odds based on the intensity of desires. As for the challenging case of the 

Shawshank Redemption, they have to claim that Andy has a stronger desire to escape, while Red 

has other desires that win over his desire to escape. However, Martin’s incorporation theory 

adopts a different theory of motivation, one in which the hoper can decide whether or not to 

endorse a certain desire based on practical norms. As an alternative approach to the standard 

definition of hope, Martin employs a dualist theory of motivation and action that distinguishes 

two types of endorsement; one based on desire alone and the other on practical norms. With this 

                                                
23 Martin, How We, 62. 
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theory, Martin thinks she can account for the fact that two people with the same desire with the 

same odds can have different attitudes.  

 This clarification is a challenge to the dominant theories of hope that have continued 

since the early Modern time to treat all motivations under one category called desire. Martin’s 

position is an endeavor to revert back to the Scholastic approach to hope, whose non-monist 

theory of motivation reserves a special role for hope as the motivation to do good in facing 

obstacles. Simultaneously, her theory of motivation is essentially Kantian in nature, insofar as his 

practical philosophy, just like Scholastic philosophy, keeps the possibility of incorporating one’s 

desire into one’s rational agency to endorse it based on reason.24 According to Kant, practical 

reason is responsible for adopting universalizable maxims as moral laws. Reason evaluates our 

desires in accordance with their universalizability, and moral worth consists in reinforcing those 

desires that withstand this test of practical reason. Anti-rationalist theories, including a Humean 

theory of motivation, often criticize Kant’s theory of motivation/action, arguing that it is 

impossible to engage in action without any desire. Knowing this criticism, some contemporary 

Kantian theorists, including Henry Allison, modify their interpretations of Kant’s action theory, 

claiming instead that we incorporate some desires into our rational agency. Based on Allison’s 

interpretation of Kant’s action theory, Martin develops her incorporation theory of hope. Thus, 

Martin argues that a hopeful person ultimately “incorporates her attraction into her rational 

agency in a way that the despairing person resists.”25  

 In developing her theory, Martin focuses on the ways in which the hoper represents her 

desire to justify her action based on practical norms. Her aim in doing so is to situate her theory 

in the contemporary discourses of motivation and action to reveal that the standard definition 

falls short in explaining hope due to its mistaken view of human psychology. As Martin points 

out, hope does not simply pertain to desire and the probability assessment: what is more 

important for hope is one’s fundamental values, ones that make up what Martin calls practical 

norms. Taking into consideration, an analysis of hope in the fullest sense has to include the 

studies of these practical norms, and this dissertation will analyze the ways in which distinct 

values give rise to different hopes. 

 

                                                
24 Martin acknowledges that her theory is Kantian as well as Rawlsian. See Martin, How We, 38. 
25 Martin, How We, 62. 
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4. The Summary of the Chapters 
 

In this dissertation, I will examine Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Bloch’s Principle of Hope, and 

Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō to analyze different ways of conceptualizing hope in accordance with 

distinct values. In the first two chapters, I will examine Kant’s Critique of Judgment to 

demonstrate that both types of reflective judgment embody hope, inasmuch as the principle of 

purposiveness that these judgments employ is a regulative principle that allows us to construe the 

sensible realm in accordance with the ideals of reason. The Critique of Pure Reason sets the 

boundary of knowledge, thereby casting doubt on the possibility of attaining the hoped-for 

outcome, namely the achievement of the highest good. The Critique of Practical Reason 

establishes the practical norms by which we evaluate our desires as well as the probability, 

showing that the idea of the highest good is the final purpose toward which we ought to organize 

our lives. The role of the third Critique is to demonstrate what happens if we are to represent our 

experience of the world in light of practical norms: beauty, sublime, art, and teleology pertain to 

the specific ways in which the world should appear to us if we are to adopt the practical norms of 

the second Critique in addition to the theoretical norms of the first Critique. This normativity 

expressed in the Critique of Judgment is not of morality, but of what Kant calls common sense: if 

we are to incorporate these norms into our perspective, the sensible realm should appear this 

way. Taking that into account, the third Critique, in demonstrating how the sensible realm can 

be represented in accordance with the ideals of reason, highlights the possibility of achieving the 

final purpose in nature’s purposiveness, thereby licensing hope in facing skepticism that casts 

doubt on the possibility of attaining the highest good. 

 In demonstrating the possibility of attaining the final purpose, Kant assumes that the 

highest good is the universal ideal that all rational yet finite being should aim to achieve. Thus, 

the principle of purposiveness and the subsequent judgments can simultaneously reveal Kant’s 

bias: that all rational beings should and will pursue one universal ideal. For this reason, Kant’s 

asks, “What may I hope?”, a question that pertains to both licensing of hope based on nature’s 

purposiveness and the restriction of hope based on this universal ideal. Both types of reflective 

judgment are important for hope in the context of Kant’s philosophy, but the ways in which two 

types of reflective judgment highlight the possibility of achieving the final purpose are different: 

the judgment of the beautiful enables us to discover this possibility in the freedom of aesthetic 
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contemplation, while teleological judgment refers to the specific way in which we can construe 

nature’s purposive organization in light of nature’s purpose. In that sense, the judgment of the 

beautiful is free and open-ended while teleological judgment is not. This difference between 

these two types of reflective judgment is important to understand the dilemma that Bloch faces in 

his Marxist theory of hope, one that is crucial for the contemporary discussions of hope with the 

diminishing significance of the universal ideal.  

  In the third chapter, I will analyze Bloch’s philosophy of hope that endeavors to reconcile 

two district theories of hope; the process philosophy of hope that elucidates hope’s utopian 

function and a normative theory of hope that emphasizes the censorship of hope based on 

Marxism. Given that Bloch advocates Marxism as the only proper content of hope, his theory of 

hope ultimately subordinates the former to the latter. In developing his insights on hope’s 

utopian function, Bloch criticizes the pre-determined conception of hope based on reason in 

Western philosophy. Nonetheless, his adherence to Marxism ultimately does not go far beyond 

his predecessors, insofar as his teleological analysis of history based on Marxism as the new 

science of history results in the similar pre-determined content of hope. Despite this shortcoming 

of Bloch’s adherence to Marxism, many critics in recent years focus on Bloch’s insight on 

hope’s utopian function that allows people to learn and express their own values through hope. 

This process philosophy of hope is important for the contemporary discussion of hope, insofar as 

it shows that hope can function as a means by which we can learn and express our own values in 

the absence of a clear universal ideal. I will elucidate this point with Jacques Rancière’s 

verification theory of equality. As Rancière criticizes Marxism by arguing that equality can only 

be verified rather than pursued as a political goal, his analysis of equality can demonstrate the 

political significance of hope’s utopian function to challenge the present state of affairs based on 

one’s own values. Hence, Rancière’s verification theory of equality poses an important question 

to the contemporary discussions of hope: whether or not a universal ideal is necessary for hope. 

Kant and Bloch support the view that hope requires a normative standard to restrict its function 

to a specific goal, one that is worthy of humanity. Unlike Kant, Bloch recognizes the significance 

of hoping in general; however, his science/ideology distinction ultimately subordinates everyday 

hopes to one specific hope: Marxism. Rancière’s theory demonstrates the shortcoming of such 

subordination, for the censorship of hope undermines its emancipatory function that allows us to 

learn and express our own ideals, thereby rejecting the dominant view that the universal ideal is 
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necessary to warrant hope. In fact, his analysis shows that the absence of the universal ideal can 

help create a space in which diverse values thrive and many hopes coexist. Analyzing the 

shortcoming of Bloch’s adherence to Marxism, I will show the ways in which Rancière’s 

verification theory of equality can establish a praxis theory of hope as a norm that reveals the 

significance of hoping itself rather than a specific hope based on a normative standard, one that 

highlights hope’s utopian function that Bloch recognizes as important but does not fully develop. 

 In the fourth chapter, I will analyze Japanese Zen Buddhism to explore the possibility of 

establishing a praxis theory of hope that does not rely on a future goal to establish hope. 

According to Dōgen, enlightenment is not a goal to be attained in the future, but each moment of 

practice is enlightenment itself. This nonduality of practice and enlightenment can establish hope 

that is grounded in the present rather than the future, showing that the significance of hope is not 

outside itself but within its practice. Hence, the nonduality of practice and enlightenment can 

establish a praxis theory of hope that responds to two extreme views that take root in the 

contemporary time as an outcome of diminishing faith in the universal ideal; eternalism and 

nihilism. Buddhism rejects both views as mistaken with the doctrine of the Middle Way, and 

Dōgen’s teaching can offer an answer to a nihilistic question that plagues our time: why hope? 

Just as Rancière’s theory demonstrates that equality can only be verified, we can also construe 

Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology as advocating the position that enlightenment can only be 

verified through practice. Hence, Dōgen’s soteriology responds to both eternalism and nihilism 

by showing the necessity of practice and giving the sense of meaningfulness to practice within 

the present. While Rancière’s verification theory of equality can establish a praxis theory of hope 

that accommodates a future-oriented conception of hope, Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology can 

introduce a practice-focused and present-oriented conception of hope, eliminating the temporal 

gap between the present and the future. While the diminishing significance of the universal ideal 

in the contemporary time is contributing to the collapse of a goal-driven and future-oriented 

conception of hope, through an analysis of the above theories of hope, I aim to show the 

possibility of launching a praxis theory of hope that affirms the diversity of values and 

perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 1: AESTHETIC JUDGMENT AND HOPE 

 

 

It is well known that “What may I hope?” is one of reason’s primary questions in Kant’s 

philosophy, but the role of hope in his philosophy is not clearly illuminated. As Kant explicitly 

claims that this question pertains to the philosophy of religion,1 many analyses focus on hope in 

light of Kant’s moral theology. The problem of these analyses, however, is that they take it for 

granted that we know what hope is. In fact, Kant himself, in formulating this question about 

hope, seems to assume that the nature of hope is somehow self-evident. One of the few direct 

references to the nature of hope appears in the Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, 

where an emotive quality of hope is revealed as a type of affect that emerges in “the unexpected 

offering of the prospect of immeasurable good fortune.”2 While this characterization suggests 

that hope involves an emotive quality, its rather short treatment seems insufficient for something 

that occupies reason’s primary interests.3  

 To be fair, “What may I hope?” is a question about the content of hope. While he 

declares that Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone is dedicated to this question, a 

preliminary answer to it is presented in the Critique of Pure Reason with a short description that 

“all hoping aims at happiness.” 4 In short, Kant answers this question briefly in the Critique of 

Practical Reason that happiness proportionate to virtue. As it turns out that hope aims at 

happiness, the emphasis of the question shifts to the entitlement of happiness and the restriction 

of hope based on moral desert, the detailed accounts of which are provided in the arguments for 

the postulates of practical reason in the Critique of Practical Reason with the aim to establish 

moral theology to guarantee happiness proportionate to virtue. Therefore, both Practical Reason 

and Religion answer the third question about hope, as the former engages in the propaedeutic 

work to show the necessary conditions for happiness according to moral desert, based on which 

                                                
1 Immanuel Kant, Kant: Philosophical Correspondence 1759-99. ed and trans. Arnulf Zweig (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1967), 205.  
2 Immanuel Kant, Anthropology from the Pragmatic Point of View, in Anthropology, History, and Education. trans. 
Robert B. Louden. ed. Robert B Louden and Günter Zöller (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 7:255. 
3 Kant claims that “What may I hope?” is one of the questions that arise from reason’s interests. 
4 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason. trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1996), A805/B833. 
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the latter further develops the idea of moral theology to augment the link between happiness and 

moral desert. 

 While Kant’s answer to the third question about hope may be answered in the above 

works, another question needs further elucidation in Kant’s philosophy: “What is hope?” I argue 

that Kant’s own elucidation of hope as an affect that emerges in “the unexpected offering of the 

prospect of immeasurable good fortune”5 does not reveal the whole picture of how hope 

functions in his philosophy. However, if this description is put in the context of Kant’s critical 

philosophy and analyzed in light of the Critique of Judgment, it becomes evident that hope 

pertains to the good fortune of nature’s affinity to morality, the link between the realms of nature 

and freedom to warrant the achievement of the highest good. Therefore, I argue that reflective 

judgment, the main topic of the Critique of Judgment, can demonstrate the role of hope in Kant’s 

philosophy. In the Critique of Judgment, reflective judgment ascertains the possible link between 

these realms of nature and morality that Kant calls unexpected good fortune, using the principle 

of purposiveness with an eye toward the supersensible substrate. Although Kant says that 

nature’s affinity for morality is simply a coincidence, this unexpected offering cannot be reduced 

to good fortune alone: reason’s pursuit for its own ideals fuels the search for the possible link 

between nature and morality, and reflective judgment takes up on this task with its capacity to 

inspect arrays of possibilities within the sensible realm to discover an aspect of nature that will 

harmonize with reason’s ideals. Thusly understood, reflective judgment exemplifies hope in 

Kant’s philosophy, insofar as this judgment represents the power to harmonize “what appears to 

be” and “what ought to be,” uncovering nature’s purposiveness that supports our moral duty 

albeit on a subjective basis.   

 In this chapter, I aim to show two points: the third Critique as Kant’s response to 

skepticism to demonstrate that it embodies hope in Kant’s philosophy and aesthetic pleasure 

encompasses the emotive quality of hope. To support this claim, the first half of the chapter will 

situate the Critique of Judgment in the context of Modern philosophy to demonstrate that 

reflective judgment is Kant’s implicit answer to Hume’s is-ought problem that questions the link 

between nature and morality. In the first section, I will situate Kant’s transcendental idealism in 

the context of Modern philosophy before demonstrating the significance of hope as a response to 

Hume’s skepticism. Specifically, we need to see that Kant’s philosophy aims to defend two ideas 

                                                
5 Kant, Anthropology, 7:255. 
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that Hume’s philosophy criticizes: the possibility of certainty and the link between nature and 

morality. Kant draws a distinction between the realms of phenomena and noumena to show that 

knowledge is possible within the former. Given that our epistemic power is limited to the realm 

of appearance, Kant admits that this link between nature and morality cannot be known 

objectively. However, precisely because our theoretical knowledge is limited, Kant also argues 

that we can assume that the link may be there in the supersensible realm. In the second section, I 

will demonstrate that reflective judgment is Kant’s response to Hume’s is-ought problem that 

questions the link between nature and morality, insofar as this judgment functions purposively 

for the ideals of reason, showing that it is possible to extract “what ought to be” from “what 

appears to be” rather than “what is.” The role of reflective judgment is to find an aspect of 

nature that allows us to think that nature displays a particular pattern, a purposiveness that 

enables us to think that nature and morality may be connected. Thus, the most important 

purposiveness in the Critique of Judgment is that of reflective judgment itself for the ideals of 

reason. Taking that into consideration, I argue that reflective judgment embodies hope as the 

power to highlight an aspect of nature that supports our ideals. In the remaining sections, I will 

engage in a textual analysis of the third Critique to support my claim, particularly focusing on 

aesthetic judgment. In the third section, I will briefly go over the traditional analyses of the free 

play of the cognitive powers in the judgment of the beautiful to show that these studies cannot 

explain the free play without attending to the source of aesthetic pleasure. In the fourth section, I 

will show that nature’s purposiveness is the key to understanding this source of pleasure, and that 

that the free play is a reaction to the sensible presentation of the harmony between the sensible 

and supersensible realms. Unlike the traditional theories that concentrate solely on how the free 

play contributes to cognition to account for aesthetic pleasure, I will instead focus on Kant’s 

elucidations of nature’s purposiveness as the subjective principle of judgment. As Kant reveals 

that this principle is based on the indeterminate concept of nature’s purposiveness, it becomes 

evident that beauty is a sensible expression of the supersensible substrate that allows us to 

interpret that nature is systematically organized and conducive to our moral aims. Showing that 

aesthetic pleasure cannot be reduced to the pleasure of satisfying the aim of understanding alone, 

I argue that aesthetic pleasure encompasses the emotive quality of hope, the feeling of pleasure 

in detecting the possibility of achieving the highest good in nature’s purposiveness for morality 

in addition to the pleasure of freedom in contemplation as traditionally understood. As Kant 
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briefly describes hope as an affect that emerges in “the unexpected offering of the prospect of 

immeasurable good fortune,”6 it becomes evident that hope is the pleasure of discovering the 

possibility of achieving the final purpose in nature’s purposiveness for morality, and that the 

judgment of the beautiful induces the feeling of hope in detecting this possibility in beauty as the 

sensible expression of the supersensible substrate. Before I conclude, I will briefly analyze the 

judgment of the sublime to show that both types of aesthetic judgment involve the feeling of 

hope, as they demonstrate the possibility of satisfying reason’s aims. However, the ways in 

which they demonstrate this possibility are different: the judgment of the beautiful induces the 

feeling of hope in detecting nature’s purposiveness for morality, whereas the judgment of the 

sublime allows us to feel the power of reason over the sensibility, inducing hope as a result. 

From these elucidations, my aim in this chapter is to demonstrate that hope allows us to interpret 

our experience of the world in accordance with our ideals, and the Critique of Judgment does just 

that in Kant’s philosophy to respond to the challenges of skepticism. 

 

1. Kant’s Philosophy as a Response to Hume’s Skepticism 
 

In order to see the role of hope in Kant’s philosophy, it is helpful to see his transcendental 

idealism as a response to Hume’s philosophy. In particular, we should focus on two ideas that 

Kant’s philosophy aims to defend in responding to Hume’s skepticism: the possibility of 

theoretical knowledge within the realm of appearance and the link between nature and morality. 

Hume’s empiricism presents a form of skepticism, as it challenges the foundation of theoretical 

knowledge by questioning the idea of causality. According to Hume, causality is simply a 

hypothesis made by the mind after observing one event following another a number of times. By 

making this claim, Hume asserts that any inferences made based on scientific principles fall short 

of certainty, for we establish these principles based on past experiences, which leave room for 

errors and can be proven wrong in the future. Acknowledging the legitimacy of Hume’s analysis, 

Kant first admits the importance of experience in shaping our understanding of the world. In so 

arguing, however, Kant asserts that the mind contributes to our knowledge of the world by 

giving orders to sensory data. In other words, Kant responds to Hume’s challenge by showing 

that the idea of causality is one example of such orders that the mind assigns to sensory data. 
                                                
6 Kant, Anthropology, 7:255. 
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What emerges from Kant’s reply to Hume’s challenge, therefore, is transcendental idealism that 

declares that there are mental processes of both sensibility and rationality without which 

cognition is not possible: space and time as the forms of intuition for perception and the 

categories as the pure concepts of understanding for thought. Presenting these conditions as the 

necessary mental structures for cognition, Kant demonstrates that an object conforms to the mind 

rather than the mind conforms to an object. Through his theory of transcendental idealism, Kant 

transforms the foundation of epistemology that assumes that knowledge is about an object as 

such. Instead, he elucidates that any cognition of an object pertains to “what appears to us” and 

never “what really is,” thereby arguing that our knowledge of the world is limited to the realm of 

phenomena. In short, Kant establishes the possibility of theoretical knowledge within the realm 

of appearance while also acknowledging the possibility of errors. Simultaneously, this distinction 

between “what appears to be” and “what is” allows Kant to separate theoretical knowledge from 

speculative claims made based on reason’s inferences alone, as he attributes the mistakes of 

traditional metaphysics to the nature of reason to make inferences without referring to the 

sensibility. 

 On the surface, it seems that Kant employs this distinction between “what appears to be” 

and “what is” to side with empiricists and criticize traditional metaphysics. However, as Kant 

clearly indicates in the Preface of the Critique of Pure Reason, his aim is to reinvent metaphysics 

as “the queen of all sciences”7 while also acknowledging the importance of experience for our 

understanding of the world. Therefore, it is necessary to keep in mind that this distinction 

between the realms of phenomena and noumena is Kant’s strategy to rejuvenate metaphysics 

rather than to dispute it. In other words, Kant’s transcendental idealism is not simply a response 

to Hume’s criticism of epistemology, but his way of responding to Hume’s challenge to 

metaphysics. In fact, Kant’s transcendental idealism contains a reply to another problem that 

Hume’s philosophy presents: the is-ought problem that disputes the link between nature and 

morality.  

 Hume asserts that a description of the state of affairs cannot authorize a prescriptive 

statement, for “what ought to be” cannot ever arise from “what is.” Hume’s is-ought problem 

challenges any moral theory based on a description of the state of affairs, and his theory remains 

influential in contemporary metaethics that examines the foundation of morality. However, the 

                                                
7 Kant, Pure Reason, A viii. 



 

	 20 

is-ought problem also disputes the idea of the link between nature and morality that rationalists 

aim to defend in Modern philosophy. For example, Leibnitz’s theory of the best possible world 

to respond to the problem of evil, in a way, conflates “what is” and “what ought to be” by 

arguing that the present state of affairs is what ought to be. Spinoza’s philosophy of pantheism is 

another theory that reduces “what is” to “what ought to be,” upholding the identity of nature and 

God. Rather than siding with rationalists on this point, Kant agrees with Hume, arguing that 

morality and nature constitute completely distinct realms and separate domains of inquiry. 

Accordingly, Kant separates his theoretical and practical theories and emphasizes the importance 

of experience for the former while highlighting the role of reason for the latter. Thus, Kant 

avoids Hume’s is-ought problem by showing that morality and nature constitute separate realms.  

 In developing his theories of knowledge and morality separately, however, Kant does not 

say that the link between them is not there. In fact, it is important for Kant’s philosophy that 

these realms of nature and morality are linked for the sake of systematicity and completeness, the 

aims of reason not only for the achievement of theoretical knowledge but also for moral duties. 

Kant argues that it is our moral duty to ensure that the moral laws govern the sensible world by 

taking action in accordance with the categorical imperatives. Not only that, Kant argues, in the 

Critique of Practical Reason, that the complete correspondence between nature and morality is 

necessary to achieve the highest good as the ideal of practical reason, the final purpose of the 

world in which the complete concordance between virtue and happiness is accomplished. Given 

that the achievement of the highest good is a moral duty, Kant asserts that we can assume that 

the link between nature and morality is there, not on the basis of theoretical knowledge but based 

on the principle of practical reason. Thus, Kant explains that we have to convince ourselves that 

the highest good is achievable although we may lack the theoretical knowledge of how that is 

possible.  

 While some might argue that this argument for the link between these realms is not 

convincing enough, Kant does not end his argument here. He claims further that there is a sign 

within the sensible realm of nature that may confirm the existence of the link. According to Kant, 

reflective judgment, the main topic of the Critique of Judgment, discloses nature’s purposiveness 

that enables us to interpret that the sensible realm of nature may be unfolding toward the final 

purpose of the world. On the surface, Kant seems to contradict himself when he claims that the 

link between the realms of nature and morality is there. However, his distinction between “what 
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appears to be” and “what is” allows him to preserve the possibility that the link is in the 

supersensible realm, and that we can discover a sign that suggests so in the sensible realm. The 

role of the Critique of Judgment is to demonstrate this sign by introducing reflective judgment 

that employs its own principle, the principle of purposiveness that highlights the fact that the 

sensible realm is the appearance of the supersensible realm. In other words, the Critique of 

Judgment deals with the sensible realm as the appearance of the supersensible, thereby 

highlighting the possibility that the realms of nature and morality may be linked in the 

supersensible substrate. The important point here is that Kant ascertains this possibility of the 

link only on a subjective basis and never uses it as the foundation of morality. In other words, 

Kant, knowing the legitimacy of Hume’s claim, draws a distinction between the realms of nature 

and freedom and argues that morality is independent of the phenomenal world. In doing so, Kant 

also ascertains the possibility to harmonize these separate realms in the Critique of Judgment by 

showing that we can extract “what ought to be” from “what appears to be” rather than “what is” 

albeit only on a subjective basis. Therefore, the Critique of Judgment is Kant’s hidden solution to 

Hume’s is-ought problem that challenges the link between nature and morality. In order to show 

this point, I will examine the principle of reflective judgment in the next section to show that this 

principle allows us to see nature with an eye toward the supersensible so that we can construe it 

in light of the ideals of reason.  

 

2. The Purposiveness of Reflective Judgment for the Ideals of Reason 
 

In the Critique of Judgment, Kant explains that judgment is “the ability to think the particular as 

contained under the universal.”8 When a judgment has a concept to subsume the particular, its 

function is determinative. However, when an adequate concept is not available, judgment 

attempts to find a way to classify the particular in a different way. This power to organize the 

unclassifiable is reflective judgment. Given that reflective judgment organizes the manifold of 

intuition without subsuming it under the concepts of understanding, one of the main tasks of the 

third Critique is to uncover how reflective judgment accomplishes this task.  

                                                
8 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment. trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1987), 
IV, 179. 
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 Kant begins with the claim that reflective judgment employs its own principle to organize 

a lawfulness that understanding considers contingent. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant 

shows that the concepts of understanding and the ideas of reason reign over different territories: 

the former the sensible world, the latter the supersensible. By drawing this distinction, Kant 

criticizes traditional metaphysics, arguing that the ideas of reason cannot offer theoretical 

knowledge about the sensible world. In the third Critique, however, Kant presents a way to 

inspect the sensible realm with an eye toward the supersensible, and judgment employs its own 

principle in addition to the concepts of understanding. Kant explains: 

 [W]hen experience manifests in things a lawfulness that understanding’s concept of the 
sensible is no longer adequate to [help us] understand or explain, judgment can find 
within itself a principle that refers the natural thing to the uncognizable supersensible, 
though judgment must use this principle for cognizing nature only in relation to itself.9 

 
The key here is that this judgment does not possess the authority to make substantial claims 

about an object in the sensible realm, for only understanding can provide concepts that can be 

used to subsume the particular. Consequently, this principle of judgment legislates only 

subjectively, and it can never be used as a constitutive principle to make objective claims about 

the sensible world. According to Kant: 

 [J]udgment is a very special cognitive power, not at all independent: it gives us neither 
concepts nor ideas of any object whatever, whereas understanding does give us such 
concepts, and reason such ideas. For judgment is merely an ability to subsume under 
concepts given from elsewhere. So if there is to be a concept of rule that arises originally 
from the power of judgment, it would have to be a concept of things of nature insofar as 
nature conforms to our power of judgment.10 

  
Thus, this principle of judgment instead teaches us “how we ought to judge”11 rather than how 

things are.  

 Kant ultimately identifies purposiveness (Zweckmäβigkeit) as the transcendental concept 

upon which the principle of reflective judgment is established. In the Introduction, Kant 

distinguishes purpose from purposiveness, asserting that the former concerns an object’s concept 

that affords the basis of its actuality while the latter refers to “a thing’s harmony with that 

character of things which is possible only through purposes.”12 Unlike a purpose that refers to a 

                                                
9 Kant, Judgment, 169. Emphasis added. 
10 Kant, Judgment, 202’. 
11 Kant, Judgment, 182.  
12 Kant, Judgment, 180.  
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concept that gives rise to an object’s actuality, purposiveness signifies only the license to 

interpret an object’s attribute based on a purpose. Purposiveness, therefore, refers to a quality of 

an object that can only be explained with an idea of purpose. In other words, purposiveness 

considers the character of an object contingent: the object exists contingently as far as the 

understanding can see, yet it possesses a quality that can be explained only with the idea of 

purpose. Consequently, Kant also defines purposiveness as “the lawfulness of the contingent.”13 

Although the object exists contingently, reflective judgment takes note of this purposive quality 

with an eye toward the supersensible.  

 In the Critique of Judgment, Kant examines nature’s purposiveness with this principle to 

demonstrate the possible link between the realms of nature and morality. Both aesthetic and 

teleological judgments pertain to nature’s purposiveness, but the former deals with the subjective 

purposiveness of nature while the latter the objective purposiveness. As for the former, nature’s 

subjective purposiveness is presented in the form of natural beauty, for beauty presents itself as if 

it is there to serve the specific purpose of inviting us to engage in aesthetic contemplation. As for 

the latter, the purposive structures of natural organisms allow us to think that nature is 

systematically organized even in its most contingent phenomena. Although these two types of 

reflective judgment deal with completely different topics of beauty and biology, they both 

employ the principle of purposiveness to examine nature’s purposiveness in different forms. 

 This idea of nature’s purposiveness, however, reveals a more important idea that runs 

through both types of reflective judgment that Kant does not necessarily emphasize; the 

purposiveness of reflective judgment for the ideals of reason. Kant implicitly comments on this 

purposiveness of judgment in the Introduction, arguing that the laws of morality must somehow 

legislate over the sensible world in order to bring about the highest good in the world, and the 

role of reflective judgment is to discover the possibility of its attainability within nature: 

 The effect [at which we are to aim] according to the concept of freedom is the final 
purpose which (or the appearance of which in the world of sense) ought to exist; and we 
[must] presuppose the condition under which it is possible [to achieve] this final purpose 
in nature (in the nature of the subject as a being of sense, namely as a human being). It is 
judgment that presuppose this condition a priori, and without regard to the practical, [so 
that] this power provides us with the concept that mediates between the concepts of 
nature and the concept of freedom: the concept of a purposiveness of nature, which 
makes possible the transition from pure theoretical to pure practical lawfulness, from 
lawfulness in terms of nature to the final purpose set by the concept of freedom. For it is 

                                                
13 Kant, Judgment, 216’. 
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through this concept that we cognize the possibility of [achieving] the final purpose, 
which can be actualized only in nature and in accordance with its laws.14  

  
What this passage suggests is that while practical reason cannot make claims about the sensible 

world, reflective judgment, with the principle of purposiveness, can look for the possibility 

within nature that the highest good is somehow achievable in the sensible world by showing 

nature’s purposiveness for morality without directly applying the ideas of practical reason in the 

sensible world. Thusly understood, reflective judgment can be construed as the ways of 

expressing and endorsing the ideals of reason in the sensible realm. 

 Analyzing the purposiveness of reflective judgment for the ideals of reason allows us to 

see that reflective judgment embodies hope in Kant’s philosophy. As previously shown, Kant’s 

Critique of Judgment replies to the challenge of skepticism by highlighting the possible link 

between nature and morality that allows us to think that the final purpose may be achievable. 

Simultaneously, this Critique also distinguishes itself from speculative metaphysics by stressing 

that the principle of purposiveness is only valid subjectively. Analyzing hope in light of the third 

Critique can explain why hope is important, for hope pertains to expressing our fundamental 

values by adjusting our perspective accordingly to discover an aspect of the world that reinforces 

these values. In the context of Kant’s philosophy, this function of hope is embodied in the power 

of reflective judgment to discover the possible link between the realms of nature and morality to 

highlight the possibility of achieving the final purpose. Kant does not explain this mechanism of 

hope, but I argue that his philosophy reveals it through the ways in which the Critique of 

Judgment contributes to his critical project, exposing the proper ways of observing nature in light 

of reason’s ideals to overcome skepticism. 

 In order to demonstrate this point, I argue that the judgment of the beautiful is a mental 

activity of expressing ideals through aesthetic contemplation. While many focus on the role of 

the free play for cognition, I argue that the free play is a cognitive process in which we 

contemplate on the harmony between the sensible and supersensible realms, which ultimately 

allows us to believe that nature is conducive to morality thus the highest good may be 

achievable. Insofar as the judgment of the beautiful allows us to detect the possibility of 

achieving the highest good, I argue that aesthetic pleasure encompasses the feeling of hope in 

                                                
14 Kant, Judgment, IX, 196.  
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discovering this possibility. I will show this point in the next section by analyzing the source of 

aesthetic pleasure. 

 

3. The Source of Aesthetic Pleasure 
 

Kant’s account of aesthetic pleasure is complicated to say the least. In the Analytic of the 

Beautiful, Kant dedicates many pages to the liking of the beautiful, analyzing the way in which 

the feeling of pleasure emerges from aesthetic contemplation. In section 9, he reveals that the 

judgment of the beautiful involves a unique cognitive activity called the free play, in which the 

imagination and the understanding interact freely without subsuming the manifold of intuition 

under a concept. Based on this elucidation of judgment, it is often understood that aesthetic 

pleasure is of imagination’s freedom in its spontaneous interaction with the understanding’s 

lawfulness. While this elucidation can explain aesthetic pleasure as the pleasure of freedom, 

which we often feel while engaging in fantasy and daydreaming, the problem is that it alone does 

not explain how this particular feeling of freedom is any different from that of daydreaming or 

any form of unrestricted thought. Since aesthetic pleasure that we feel in contemplating on 

beauty is different from the one of daydreaming, there must be an additional element that 

distinguishes the pleasure of aesthetic contemplation from the pleasure of free imagination itself. 

Therefore, it is necessary to identify the source of pleasure by asking why we find something 

pleasing at all.  

 One explanation is found in the published Introduction, where Kant states, “The 

attainment of an aim [Absicht] is always connected with the feeling of pleasure.”15 If the feeling 

of pleasure is connected with the attainment of an aim, then the free play of the cognitive powers 

must attain some aim, one that is of great concern to us to merit the feeling of pleasure. Now the 

question is this: what aim does this free play satisfy? A quick answer is found in section 9, when 

Kant asserts that the free play of the imagination and the understanding is necessary for 

cognition. This section is dedicated to answering why aesthetic pleasure has a normative claim 

when beauty is not an empirical concept that is grounded in the object. According to Kant, the 

                                                
15 Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Taste. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 70. Guyer dedicates 
an explanation in the section called “Pleasure and the Goal of Cognition.” 
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mental state of the free play is necessary for cognition in general, and the universal 

communicability of aesthetic pleasure comes from the universality of this mental state: 

 Nothing…can be communicated universally except cognition, as well as presentation 
insofar as it pertains to cognition…. If, then, we are to think that the judgment about this 
universal communicability of the presentation has a merely subjective determining basis, 
i.e., one that does not involve a concept of the object, then this basis can be nothing other 
than the mental state that we find in the relation between the presentational powers 
[imagination and understanding] insofar as they refer a given presentation to cognition in 
general. When this happens, the cognitive powers brought into play by this presentation 
are in free play, because no determinate concept restricts them to a particular rule of 
cognition.16 

 
 In establishing this point, Kant emphasizes that the free play itself does not produce cognition: 

instead, the imagination and the understanding “harmonize with each other as required for 

cognition in general.”17 Based on these comments, it becomes evident that the free play is 

somehow necessary for cognition in general without actually resulting in cognition.  

 The difficulty, however, is that it is not clear as to how this mental state contributes to 

cognition. Without any clear explanation by Kant, there is hardly any agreement when it comes 

to the way in which the free play contributes to cognition in general. According to Paul Guyer, 

the majority of interpretations fall under one of two categories: the precognitive theory that 

assumes that the free play meets all conditions necessary for cognition except the application of a 

determinate concept of understanding, and the multicognitive theory that renders the free play a 

configurative process of invoking more than one concept of understanding to contemplate on the 

different ways in which we can conceive of the same object.18 Guyer argues that both theories 

have advantages, some of which are supported with strong textual evidence, yet there are also 

critical issues that render these theories questionable. 

 The precognitive theory of the free play interprets that the free play satisfies all 

conditions of cognition except for the final condition, namely the application of empirical 

concepts. This theory points out the similarity between the free play and the process of concept 

formation, insofar as the imagination unifies the manifolds of intuition without actually utilizing 

any concept. Dieter Heinrich, Hannah Ginsborg, and Rudolf Makkreel support a version of the 

                                                
16 Kant, Judgment, § 9, 217. 
17 Kant, Judgment, § 9, 218 
18 Paul Guyer, “The Harmony of the Faculties Revisited,” in Aesthetics and Cognition in Kant’s Critical Philosophy. 
ed. Rebecca Kukla. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 165-6. 
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precognitive theory,19 and Paul Guyer himself admits to have supported this theory in Kant and 

the Claims of Taste, suggesting that the free play between the imagination and the understanding 

is the harmonious state in which “the subjective condition of cognition, the unification of the 

manifold of intuition, occurs without the use of a concept, and for the explanation of aesthetic 

response as the feeling of pleasure produces by this state of harmony between the activity of the 

imagination and the goal of understanding.”20 In so arguing, Guyer suggested that this subjective 

condition of cognition refers to a precognitive stage prior to any application of concepts wherein 

the imagination achieves the goal of cognition with its free lawfulness. 

 The most obvious problem with this interpretation is that it does not quite explain why 

this precognitive stage should be pleasing at all. If the free play refers to the mental state prior to 

applying a concept, then it follows that everything has to be considered beautiful in the process 

of becoming cognition. One possible answer to this objection is provided in the Introduction, 

where Kant explains that any cognition at first should accompany the feeling of pleasure, even 

though this feeling dissipates as we get more familiar with an object.21 Guyer questions the 

legitimacy of this evidence, however, for the above statement about the initial feeling of pleasure 

in discovering any lawfulness concerns teleological judgment rather than the judgment of the 

beautiful. This precognitive theory is strongly supported by the textual evidence when it comes 

to the way in which the harmony of the cognitive powers contributes to cognition; however, it 

falls short when it comes to explaining why this harmony involves the feeling of pleasure. 

 The multicognitive theory, on the other hand, asserts that the harmony of the cognitive 

powers actually meets the conditions for cognition but in an indeterminate way.22 Rather than 

utilizing one concept to determine a characteristic of an object, the cognitive powers inspect the 

presentation of an object from different perspectives by tentatively employing various concepts. 

There are several issues with this theory, however. To name one, the multicognitive theory does 

not have a good explanation of why this process of applying multiple concepts should be 

pleasing. As I already mentioned, aesthetic pleasure is often considered to emerge from the 

imagination’s freedom in its spontaneous interaction with the understanding. Guyer 
                                                
19 Guyer, “The Harmony,” 166-7. Guyer classifies their theories under the precognitive category. 
20 Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Taste. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 82. 
21 Kant, Judgment, VI, 187. 
22 Guyer, “The Harmony,” 165. Gerhard Seel and Fred Rush support this theory, for Seel considers the free play the 
process of playfully applying numerous concepts while Rush similarly suggests that aesthetic contemplation 
embodies the process of exploring various ways in which an object can be presented. Guyer explains their theories 
on page 169. 
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acknowledges that it is possible to see how this free interaction can be pleasing if we think of 

daydreams or fantasies, but the fact that this process does not allow us to decide on one concept 

can also be irritating instead, since “the experience of ranging over an indeterminate multitude of 

possible concepts for an object at hand is sometimes frustrating, indeed a nightmare.”23 In 

addition, if aesthetic pleasure could be reduced to the pleasure of freedom in contemplation alone, 

then the pleasure would be identical to that of contemplating on the picture of the duck-rabbit.24 

The most serious problem, however, is that Kant does not specify that the free play actually 

involves multiple concepts. In fact, Kant explicitly states that no determinate concept is utilized 

in the free play. Instead, he claims that an indeterminate concept of understanding governs this 

harmony of the cognitive powers.25 The multicognitive theory interprets this application of an 

indeterminate concept to mean that the indeterminate application of determinate concepts, but 

these theories have taken liberty in interpreting the possible implications of the free play for 

cognition. The very fact that Kant does not specify that the free play involves multiple concepts 

renders the multicognitive theory questionable to say the least.   

 Based on the problems that the precognitive and multicognitive theories impose in 

explaining the source of aesthetic pleasure, Guyer suggests that we should opt for the 

metacognitive approach, the theory that asserts that the free play contributes to cognition but in a 

special way that is different from simply satisfying the conditions for ordinary cognition. Given 

that this mental state is necessary for cognition but in a peculiar way, Guyer, rather than simply 

fixating on the necessary steps for cognition, focuses on the idea of unity as the specific aim of 

understanding. In so arguing, Guyer emphasizes that the judgment of the beautiful provides some 

kind of unity that contributes to cognition, in addition to the unity of the manifold through the 

determinate concepts of understanding: 

 A beautiful object can always be recognized as an object of some determinate kind, but 
our experience of it always has even more unity and coherence than is required for it to 
be a member of that kind, or has a kind of unity and coherence that is not merely a 
necessary condition for our classification of it…. We can, indeed we must be able to 
have ordinary cognition of the object, but we experience it as beautiful precisely because 
we experience it as inducing a degree or type of harmony between imagination and 

                                                
23 Guyer, “The Harmony,” 177. 
24 While some might claim that the duck-rabbit picture induces much thought, it is questionable as to the feeling that 
the picture induces is identical with the one that we feel when we contemplate on a beautiful flower in nature. 
25 Kant, Judgment, § 57, 340. 
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understanding—between the manifold it presents and our desire for unity—that goes 
beyond whatever is necessary for ordinary cognition.26  

 
Unlike the traditional theories that analyze the feeling of pleasure in light of its role for 

cognition, Guyer’s metacognitive approach expands the possibilities of the source of aesthetic 

pleasure by emphasizing that the free play satisfies the aim of understanding but not in the same 

way as satisfying the conditions for ordinary cognition. In the next section, I will examine this 

special unity in light of Kant’s elucidation of the subjective principle of the judgment of the 

beautiful to show that aesthetic pleasure comes from recognizing nature’s purposiveness. 

 

4. Nature’s Purposiveness as the Harmony between the Sensible and Supersensible 
Realms 
   

Guyer’s metacognitive approach suggests that the free play must contribute to cognition in a 

special way by providing another distinct layer of unity to ordinary cognition. By suggesting that 

aesthetic pleasure does not arise from simply meeting the necessary conditions for ordinary 

cognition, this approach allows us to reconsider the way in which the feeling of pleasure emerges 

in the judgment of the beautiful. Although Guyer admits that the metacognitive theory does not 

have conclusive textual evidence, I argue that this reading should be complemented with Kant’s 

elucidation of the subjective principle of judgment in the Dialectic of Aesthetic Judgment. In 

fact, the metacognitive approach enables us to connect Kant’s seemingly distinct accounts of 

judgment in the Analytic and Dialectic of Aesthetic Judgment. 

 In the Analytic of the Beautiful, Kant explains the normativity of aesthetic pleasure in 

terms of the free play as a necessary condition for cognition in general. In the Deduction of 

Judgments of Taste, Kant sheds new light on this normativity, when he presents the antinomy of 

taste, the thesis of which maintains that a judgment of taste is not based on a concept whereas the 

antithesis disputes such claim by arguing that without any concept it would be impossible to 

have a universal claim. To resolve this antinomy, Kant suggests that the judgment of the 

beautiful is based on an indeterminate concept rather than a determinate one. What is this 

indeterminate concept? Kant asserts that it is reason’s concept of the supersensible, and that this 

concept allows us to establish the principle of purposiveness with the concept of nature’s 

                                                
26 Guyer, “The Harmony,” 183. Emphasis added. 
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purposiveness. In other words, reason’s concept of the supersensible gives rise to another 

concept of nature’s purposiveness, upon which the principle of purposiveness is established for 

reflective judgment: 

 [T]here can be no doubt that in a judgment of taste the presentation of the object (and at 
the same time of the subject as well) is referred more broadly [i.e., beyond ourselves], 
and this broader reference is our basis for extending such judgments [and treating them] 
as necessary for everyone. Hence this extension must be based on some concept or other; 
but this concept must be one that no intuition can determine, that does not permit us to 
cognize anything and hence does not permit us to prove a judgment of taste; such a mere 
concept is reason’s pure concept of the supersensible underlying the object (as well as 
underlying the judging subject) as an object of sense and hence as appearance…. 

 
 A judgment of taste is based on a concept (the concept of a general basis of nature’s 

subjective purposiveness for our power of judgment), but this concept does not allows us 
to cognize and prove anything concerning the object because it is intrinsically 
indeterminate and inadequate for cognition; and yet this same concept does make the 
judgment of taste valid for everyone, because (though each person’s judgment is singular 
and directly accompanies his intuition) the basis that determines the judgment lies, 
perhaps in the concept of what may be considered the supersensible substrate of 
humanity.27 

 
In the Analytic of the Beautiful, Kant only mentions that the free play satisfies the condition for 

cognition to account for the universal claim of aesthetic pleasure. Now this condition is finally 

specified in the Dialectic as reason’s concept of the supersensible and the indeterminate concept 

of nature’s purposiveness that emerges from this concept. As I will discuss this point again in the 

chapter of teleological judgment, reason’s idea that the sensible realm is the appearance of the 

supersensible is the key to understanding the significance of reflective judgment for hope, as this 

idea becomes an imaginary focal point to see the sensible realm as the appearance of the 

supersensible, the viewpoint necessary for the achievement of the highest good. This idea of the 

supersensible gives rise to the judgment of the beautiful as well, insofar as both types of 

reflective judgment employ this principle to discover an aspect of the sensible realm that hints at 

the supersensible substrate.  

  Now these separate pieces of information have to be put together to see the whole picture 

of the judgment of the beautiful. The subjective principle of purposiveness for the judgment of 

the beautiful is based on the concept of nature’s subjective purposiveness that allows us to 

observe nature with the heightened awareness of the supersensible substrate. If the judgment of 

                                                
27 Kant, Judgment, § 57, 340. 
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the beautiful is made based on this principle, then the free play of the cognitive powers has to be 

a cognitive reaction to this purposive presentation that invites us to the supersensible depth. 

Thusly understood, it follows that beauty is a type of appearance that heightens our awareness of 

the supersensible substrate beneath the sensible presentation of an object.  

 This elucidation of beauty as that which stimulates the awareness of the supersensible can 

be substantiated with Kant’s definition of beauty as “(whether natural or artistic) the expression 

of aesthetic ideas.”28 Originally, aesthetic ideas are introduced in the context of genius as the 

supreme power of imagination to create beautiful presentations, ones that “strive toward 

something that lies beyond the bounds of experience.”29 However, Kant brings up this topic 

again to support his solution to the antinomy of taste, thereby emphasizing that beauty is a 

specific mode of sensible presentations that reveal the supersensible substrate. Kant reinforces 

this point by drawing a distinction between aesthetic and rational ideas to clarify the different 

ways in which these two types of ideas convey the supersensible: rational ideas are the concepts 

of reason that no adequate sensible presentation can be given, whereas aesthetic ideas are the 

“unexpoundable presentations of the imagination”30 to which no adequate empirical concept can 

be given. Thus, aesthetic ideas are the sensible presentations that penetrate into the supersensible 

realm, but not in the same way that reason does with rational ideas: aesthetic ideas enable us to 

access the supersensible substrate through the sensible presentations. Given that aesthetic ideas 

are the sensible presentations of the supersensible concepts, and if beauty is an expression of 

aesthetic ideas, it follows that beauty is a specific mode of these sensible expressions of the 

supersensible that allows us to associate nature with purposiveness. Taking this into 

consideration, we can conclude that beauty not only heightens our awareness of the 

supersensible, but it does so in the manner that allows us to consider nature purposive as if it is 

conducive to some aims even though this quality is simply a coincidence.  

 If beauty is a purposive form of the sensible expression of the supersensible, then what is 

beauty purposive for? The answer is simple: our aim to unify experience in an orderly fashion for 

the sake of systematicity and completeness not just for the achievement of theoretical knowledge 

but also for our moral duties. In doing so, beauty unites the theoretical and practical ideals of 

reason by showing the possible link between nature and morality. It is often understood that 

                                                
28 Kant, Judgment, § 51, 320. 
29 Kant, Judgment, § 49, 314. 
30 Kant, Judgment, § 57, 342. 
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aesthetic pleasure is of imagination’s freedom. However, this analysis shows that aesthetic 

pleasure emerges from discovering the possibility of satisfying the aims of reason within the free 

contemplation on the sensible realm as the appearance of the supersensible substrate. Therefore, 

aesthetic pleasure involves both the pleasure of free contemplation and the pleasure of 

discovering the possibility of achieving reason’s ideals within this free contemplation. Based on 

this understanding of aesthetic pleasure, I will analyze this significance of beauty for the 

practical ideal of the highest good in the next section to show that aesthetic pleasure 

encompasses the feeling of hope. 

 

5. Aesthetic Pleasure as the Feeling of Hope  
 

In the previous section, I showed that the free play is a cognitive reaction to the harmony 

between the sensible and supersensible realms. My interpretation of the free play is, more or less, 

in agreement with most analyses that focus on the relation between aesthetic ideas and beauty in 

elucidating the free play. Kenneth Rogerson asserts that aesthetic ideas hold the key to 

understanding the free play.31 Similarly, Rueger and Evran point out the harmony of the sensible 

and supersensible realms is the key to understanding aesthetic judgment, insofar this judgment 

can link these separate realms by relating the sensible intuitions to the idea of nature’s 

purposiveness for our cognitive and moral interests.32 As these analyses show, the judgment of 

the beautiful pertains to the sensible expression of the supersensible substrate, and aesthetic 

pleasure has to be understood in light of satisfying reason’s aims. Now I would like to extend 

this analysis of aesthetic pleasure to another aspect of the Critique of Judgment, namely the 

significance of the third Critique for Kant’s account of hope.  

 Kant does not explicitly acknowledge the significance of the third Critique for hope; 

however, his elucidation of hope supports this interpretation in more than one way. As I 

mentioned before, Kant asserts that hope is an affect that emerges in “the unexpected offering of 

the prospect of immeasurable good fortune.”33 This prospect of immeasurable good fortunate can 

also be about achieving the aims, goals, or purposes that we strive toward but may not 

                                                
31 Kenneth Rogerson, “Kant on Beauty and Morality,” Kant-Studien 95 (2004): 348. 
32 Alexander Rueger and Şahan Evren, “The Role of Symbolic Presentation in Kant’s Theory of Taste,” British 
Journal of Aesthetics 45 no 3 (2005): 247. 
33 Kant, Anthropology, 7:255. 
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accomplish in reality. One such goal is the final purpose of practical reason: the achievement of 

the highest good as the complete concordance between virtue and happiness. The significance of 

the Critique of Judgment is that it points out the possibility of achieving this final purpose within 

the sensible realm rather than taking the pure intellectual route of the postulates of practical 

reason. If beauty induces the feeling of pleasure by allowing us to discover the possibility of 

achieving the aims of reason through the harmony of the sensible and supersensible realms, then 

aesthetic pleasure must include the feeling of hope. Indeed, if we are to think that aesthetic 

pleasure is pertinent to the possibility of achieving the final purpose, then it fits Kant’s 

description of hope in the Pure Reason that “all hoping aims at happiness,” 34 insofar as the 

pleasure is about anticipating happiness, the feeling of hope in nature’s promise for happiness 

proportionate to virtue.  

 My interpretation of aesthetic pleasure can be substantiated with Guyer’s claim that the 

gulf that needs to be bridged in the Critique of Judgment is one between “the arbitrary realm of 

sensation and the law-governed autonomy of reason”35 rather than the causality of nature and 

freedom. Guyer believes that the first two Critiques already showed the way in which the 

causality of nature and freedom can be bridged, for “the proof of the actuality of freedom in the 

second Critique, building upon the proof of its logical an epistemological possibility in the their 

antinomy of the first Critique, already solved the problem of the relation between the causality of 

nature and the causality of freedom.”36 Instead, Guyer emphasizes that reflective judgment can 

build a bridge over the gulf within the human mind, one between sensation and reason with the 

feelings of pleasure and displeasure: 

 In principle, the noumenal causality of the free will, the free agency of the self as it is in 
itself, always has the power to remake the phenomenal world of appearance and its 
natural laws of causation, but in practice it must do this by working with, not against the 
feelings of the natural and embodied human agent.37 

  
Guyer makes this claim to emphasize the importance of moral dispositions, arguing that beauty 

cultivates the feelings of sympathy toward natural objects as well as human beings.38 However, I 

want to add that hope is also important for the harmony within the mind, insofar as the idea of 

                                                
34 Kant, Pure Reason, A805/B833. 
35 Paul Guyer, Kant and the Experience of Freedom. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 33. 
36 Guyer, Experience of Freedom, 28. 
37 Guyer, Experience of Freedom, 33. Emphasis added. 
38 Guyer, Experience of Freedom, 33. 
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the highest good suggests that the proper feeling must also accompany moral virtue. Lewis 

White Beck famously criticizes Kant’s postulates of practical reason by arguing that happiness is 

a superfluous addition to virtue considering it is not within the power of a rational being to 

ensure the complete correspondence between happiness and virtue.39 Beck’s criticism, however, 

is not in tune with the spirit of Kant’s philosophy: it is important for Kant that happiness is 

included in the highest good as “the entire and perfect good as the object of the faculty of desire 

of rational finite beings.”40 Kant’s moral theory of deontology based on reason hides the 

importance of feelings; however, happiness cannot be ignored for rational yet finite beings. For 

the same reason, hope is important in pursuing the final purpose, and the role of natural beauty is 

to cultivate the proper feeling of hope by demonstrating nature’s possible affinity toward 

morality. Consequently, the feeling of aesthetic pleasure is important for the harmony within the 

human mind, as Guyer claims, but not only to cultivate moral dispositions and the feelings of 

sympathy as he suggests, but also to ensure that the adequate feeling of hope accompanies the 

rational agent instead of anxiety and despair in pursuing the far-reaching ideals of practical 

reason. The moral significance of aesthetic judgment is often emphasized in Kant’s elucidation 

of beauty as the symbol of morality, insofar as aesthetic contemplation resembles a moral 

judgment in significant ways that cultivate our moral dispositions. However, I think that 

aesthetic pleasure as hope is also an equally important part of beauty’s moral significance. In the 

next section, I will substantiate this point by comparing and contrasting the judgment of the 

beautiful with that of the sublime to show the distinct ways in which this feeling of pleasure is 

induced in these two types of aesthetic judgment. 

 

6. The Beautiful and the Sublime 
 

In the beginning of this chapter, I pointed out that the purposiveness of reflective judgment for 

the ideals of reason is the key to the significance of the Critique of Judgment for the third 

question about hope. Until now, I only focused on the judgment of the beautiful, but the Critique 

of Aesthetic Judgment includes the judgment of the sublime, another type of aesthetic judgment 

                                                
39 Lewis White Beck, A Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1960), 244-45. 
40 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Lewis White Beck (Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 
1993), 110. Emphasis added. 
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that involves the feelings of pleasure and displeasure. While both judgments determine the 

feeling of pleasure through contemplation, only the judgment of the beautiful has a special 

importance for Kant’s critical project, insofar as natural beauty evokes the purposiveness of 

nature through the harmony of the sensible and supersensible realms. This exclusive importance 

of beauty characterizes the feeling of hope that emerges only in the freedom of contemplation 

that allows us to sense the possibility that nature may conform to morality. As Kant claims that 

reason has “an interest in the objective reality of the ideas,”41 any sign from nature that supports 

the principles of reason is encouraging, especially since the final purpose requires the complete 

correspondence between happiness and virtue, which would be impossible without nature’s 

affinity to morality. Given that beauty shows this trace of nature’s affinity toward morality by 

enticing the consciousness of the harmony between the sensible and supersensible realms, Kant 

accordingly attributes a special importance to the judgment of the beautiful. The judgment of the 

sublime, on the other hand, does not pertain to the purposiveness of nature; however, I argue that 

the sublime is also important for hope, insofar as it induces pleasure in detecting the superior 

power of reason over sensibility in witnessing nature’s apparent indifference to or even a 

disharmony with our aims. Therefore, the sublime encompasses the feeling of hope in 

experiencing the power of reason to pursue its own aims regardless of the difficulties that nature 

may impose.  

 Kant lists two types of the sublime; the mathematically sublime and the dynamically 

sublime. While the former pertains to nature’s presentation of what is absolutely large and the 

latter that of what is absolutely powerful, the important characteristic of the sublime is that it 

allows us to experience reason’s superior power to grasp what the imagination fails to provide an 

adequate representation. Falling short of the task at hand, the imagination’s inadequacy causes 

the feeling of displeasure. This awareness of inadequacy, however, only highlights the power of 

reason, as it allows us to experience the caliber of reason that does not depend on the sensible 

representation to formulate the ideas of the infinite or the absolutely mighty. Thusly understood, 

the sublime is a type of presentation in nature that allows us to feel pleasure in witnessing our 

own power of reason.  

 Considering both aesthetic judgments involve the feeling of pleasure that emerges from 

the possibility of actualizing the final purpose, they are important for the project of hope. 

                                                
41 Kant, Judgment, § 42, 300. 
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However, it is noteworthy that the ways in which these two types of aesthetic judgment induce 

the feeling of pleasure display a contrast because the beautiful triggers the feeling of hope in the 

harmony of nature and morality while the sublime in the confidence in reason’s power. If we are 

to say that the beautiful naturally induces the feeling of hope, the sublime does so quite 

forcefully through the power of reason. Thusly understood, I argue that these aesthetic judgment 

embody two types of judgment that can account for the feeling of hope: one involves the feeling 

of hope that emerges from a possible harmony between the realms of nature and morality, and 

the other encompasses the feeling of hope when we witness the intellectual power to turn around 

the unfavorable present state of affairs and subordinate it to our purposes.  

 This contrast demonstrates why the judgment of the beautiful is important for Kant’s 

conception of hope. The sublime shows that reason is capable of achieving its own purposes 

even in nature’s disharmony or indifference to such purposes. However, this feeling of pleasure 

in the sublime is already evident in the will to follow the moral laws. This pleasure, therefore, is 

the same as the moral feeling that Kant speaks of in his moral theory, thus there is nothing 

unique to the sublime as far as the feeling of hope is concerned. The judgment of the beautiful, 

on the contrary, offers pleasure in nature’s purposiveness for morality. If the sublime offers the 

feeling of pleasure with the torch of reason to shine upon the darkness of our finite lives, the 

beautiful allows us to rejoice in the ray of hope in nature’s fortuitous yet much needed 

cooperation to achieve the highest good in the sensible world.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Verifying that the supersensible substrate of nature contains the possibility for achieving the 

highest good, natural beauty creates a harmony within the mind, the feeling of hope that should 

accompany the rational being in following the moral law. The key to this feeling of hope is 

nature’s purposiveness for the ideals of reason, and reflective judgment, with the principle of 

purposiveness, exemplifies the ways in which we can construe nature as if the highest good can 

be accomplished in the sensible world. In this chapter, I focused on aesthetic judgment and its 

function to induce the feeling of hope in anticipating happiness proportionate to virtue, but the 

purposiveness of nature is also evident in teleological judgment, the other type of reflective 

judgment that examines the systematic organization of biological organisms that the concepts of 
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understanding cannot account for. Unlike aesthetic judgment that determines the feeling of 

pleasure with the principle of purposiveness, teleological judgment ascertains the objective 

purposiveness within nature to demonstrate the possible harmony between the laws of nature and 

the moral laws. Hence, teleological judgment exhibits the normative way of observing nature as 

if it follows a kind of teleology, one that will be incorporated into practical reason’s moral 

teleology with the final purpose of the highest good. For this reason, teleological judgment also 

represents the imaginative power of hope to observe and interpret the phenomena based on one’s 

own ideals. In the next chapter, I will examine teleological judgment in detail.  
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CHAPTER 2: TELEOLOGICAL JUDGMENT AND HOPE 

 

 

In the previous chapter, I explained that reflective judgment embodies hope in Kant’s 

philosophy. Reflective judgment represents the power to harmonize “what appears to be” with 

“what ought to be” in the proper way, proper in the sense that it modifies our perspective based 

on the ideals of reason. In so arguing, I focused on aesthetic judgment to show that aesthetic 

judgment detects the harmony between the sensible and supersensible realms, and that pleasure 

emerges from discovering the possible link between nature and morality in the freedom of 

aesthetic contemplation. Therefore, aesthetic pleasure encompasses the feeling of hope because 

this pleasure is of discovering the possibility of attaining the ideals of reason in free 

contemplation. While aesthetic judgment induces the feeling of hope in aesthetic contemplation, 

teleological judgment, the other type of reflective judgment, has distinct implications for hope in 

Kant’s philosophy. This judgment examines the objective purposiveness of nature that suggests 

that even contingent natural events follow a specific pattern that enables us to assume that nature 

may be unfolding toward a specific purpose. Through nature’s purposiveness, teleological 

judgment demonstrates the possible link between nature and morality by suggesting that the 

teleology of nature may eventually converge with the moral teleology established in the second 

Critique. Thus, the significance of teleological judgment for hope is that it presents the way of 

observing nature in accordance with the ideals of reason by exposing nature’s teleological 

design.  

 In this chapter, I will demonstrate that teleological judgment is important for Kant’s 

account of hope, insofar as this judgment presents the specific way in which we view the 

organization of nature in accordance with the ideals of reason. Specifically, teleological 

judgment establishes the future-oriented conception of hope for the rational yet finite being, 

whose double-nature requires the sensible expressions of reason’s ideas in pursuing the ideals of 

reason. Teleological judgment, therefore, posits a teleological framework onto the 

spatiotemporal experience of the world so that the rational and finite beings can translate the 

implications of reason’s ideals into the language of the empirical setting and interpret that the 

final purpose may be achieved in the projected course of history. Therefore, teleological 
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judgment establishes the future-oriented conception of hope without compromising the integrity 

of theoretical knowledge of nature.  

 In the first section, I briefly go over Kant’s argument in the Critique of Teleological 

Judgment and argue that nature’s purposiveness reversely highlights judgment’s purposiveness 

for the ideals of reason. In the second section, I will argue that teleological judgment is a 

translation of reason’s ideals into the language of spatiotemporal experience. By showing that the 

principle of nature’s purposiveness results from the supersensible vision of reason that focuses 

on the idea of nature’s supersensible substrate in reflecting on the sensible realm, I will establish 

that teleological judgment is a subsequent result of such vision that goes beyond mechanical 

causality and incorporates teleological causality to account for the functions of natural organisms. 

In the third section, I will explain that the significance of teleological judgment is not limited to 

its references to nature alone: it offers the teleological framework to establish a narrative of the 

entire sensible realm, which allows us to evaluate the sensible realm as the appearance of 

morality as well as politics. In the fourth section, I will respond to a possible objection to my 

interpretation that teleological judgment anticipates the conclusion it endeavors to show, that it 

functions purposively for the ideals of reason. I will examine Hannah Ginborg’s interpretation of 

purposiveness as representative of such objection to my claim, and I will defend my view with 

Eva Schaper’s analysis of purposiveness as the principle of adaptation. In the fifth section, I will 

finally argue that teleological judgment embodies hope. Hope functions as the imaginary vision 

necessary in order to pursue the ideals of reason for the rational yet finite beings in Kant’s 

philosophy, and teleological judgment establishes the future-oriented conception of hope by 

allowing us to think that the final purpose may be achievable in the future based on judgment’s 

projected course of history. Through these arguments, this chapter will illustrate the unique 

significance of hope in Kant’s philosophy as the fundamental link between “what appears to be” 

and “what ought to be,” the link between the sensible and supersensible realms upon which the 

unity of his philosophical system depends. 

 

1. Teleological Judgment and Its Purposiveness for the Ideals of Reason 
 

In the Critique of Teleological Judgment, Kant first demonstrates nature’s objective 

purposiveness as the link between the mechanical causality of understanding and the idea of 
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purpose as the teleological causality of reason before establishing the link between the sensible 

and supersensible realms of nature and morality. Mechanical causality is evident in a watch, 

whose parts function only for their own immediate purposes, such as an hour hand to make one 

revolution per hour. Although these parts may serve an assigned purpose for the watch to 

function properly, they are incapable of self-organizing based on the idea of a watch as a whole. 

On the other hand, a natural organism displays a relation that cannot be explained with 

mechanical causality alone. For instance, Kant claims that the vital organs of an organism are 

capable of self-organizing in light of the whole, constantly producing and coordinating 

themselves in light of the well-being of the whole body. In analyzing the relation between an 

organ and the whole body, it becomes evident that there is a complex reciprocal relation that 

cannot be reduced to mechanical causality. Heart, for example, functions for the whole body, but 

body also coordinates so that heart can maintain its blood-pumping function. In this reciprocal 

and harmonious relation between the part and the whole, heart is capable of organizing itself 

within its own boundary as if knowing that its immediate purpose to pump blood for the body is 

also a means to sustaining the life of an organism. Kant calls this purposiveness a natural 

purpose, for this kind of reciprocal relation in which one becomes the cause and effect of itself is 

widely observable in nature from the micro level of a cellular function to the macro level of the 

ecosystem. The significance of this complex reciprocal relation is that the parts meet the 

immediate purposes as if knowing that these individual purposes serve the higher purpose of 

maintaining the whole. Consequently, a natural purpose requires teleological causation in 

addition to the mechanical causation of individual parts to explain the harmonious relation 

between the parts and the whole. 

 Kant explains this complex causal relation with the language of the Aristotelian teleology, 

arguing that mechanical causality refers to the causal connection of efficient causes that elucidate 

how things happen, whereas teleological causality is the causal connection that only reason can 

illuminate, the final causes of why things happen.1 Kant explains the differences in the following 

way: 

 This kind of causal connection is called that of efficient causes (nexus effectivus). But we 
can also conceive of a causal connection [Verbindung] in terms of a concept of reason 
(the concept of purposes). Such a connection, considered as a series, would carry with it 

                                                
1 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment. trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1987), 
§ 65, 372. 
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dependence both as it ascends and as it descends: here we cold call a thing the cause of 
that something as well…. This kind of causal connection is called that of final causes 
(nexus finalis). Perhaps it would be more appropriate to call the former causal connection 
that of real causes, the latter that of ideal causes, since these terms would make it clear at 
the same time that there cannot be more than these two kinds of causality.2 

 
What Kant shows through the notion of a natural purpose is the connection between efficient and 

final causes within natural organisms, the reciprocal relation in which the function of one part of 

an organism serves an immediate purpose (efficient cause) when this purpose itself is rendered a 

means to another higher purpose (final cause) simultaneously.  

 This complex relation between efficient and final causes evident in the biological 

functions of natural organisms inevitably stimulates us to think of the function of an organism in 

light of the larger whole. Given that an analysis of a natural organism requires an investigation of 

the system to which a natural organism belongs, Kant expands the discussion to the whole of 

nature, making a transition of focus from a natural purpose of organisms to nature’s purpose in 

general: 

 This concept of a natural purpose leads us necessarily to the idea of all of nature as a 
system in terms of the rules of purposes, and we must subordinate all mechanisms of 
nature to this idea according to principles of reason (at least in order to test nature’s 
appearance against this idea). This principle of reason applies to this idea only 
subjectively, namely as this maxim: everything in the world is good for something or 
other; nothing in it is gratuitous; and the example that nature offers us in its organic 
products justifies us, indeed calls upon us, to expect nothing from it and its laws except 
what is purposive in [relation to] the whole.3 

 
Given that an analysis of the function of a natural organism requires an analysis of the bigger 

whole, teleological judgment creates a space in which we can expand the discussion from the 

function of a specific part of an organism to the whole of nature as a system.  

 Following this thread of argument, Kant eventually suggests that an analysis of nature as 

a system leads us to think of its ultimate purpose, the purpose of nature within the sensible realm. 

However, Kant does not stop there: he suggests that nature’s ultimate purpose is restricted to the 

sensible realm, but this ultimate purpose actually serves a higher purpose that goes beyond the 

sensible realm, the final purpose in the supersensible realm of morality. Teleological judgment 

requires that we evaluate the immediate function of an organism in light of another purpose. 

                                                
2 Kant, Judgment, § 65, 372.  
3 Kant, Judgment, § 67, 379. 
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Kant applies the same argument here for the whole of nature, necessitating an analysis of 

nature’s ultimate purpose in light of the larger whole, namely the supersensible realm. Therefore, 

Kant suggests that the ultimate purpose of nature is a means to the final purpose of the 

supersensible realm. To establish this link between these purposes, Kant first asserts that culture 

is the ultimate purpose of nature. Kant explains that culture is the aptitude to set a purpose and 

make effort to achieve it. However, culture is not of skills but of discipline, one that pertains to 

the restriction of inclinations rather than the skills to achieve our selfish ends. Thus, Kant argues 

that the culture of discipline civilizes us so that we are able to control our selfish desires and act 

rationally in accordance with the moral law: 

 Man is indeed the only being on earth that has understanding and hence an ability to set 
himself purposes of his own choice, and in this respect he holds the title of lord of nature; 
and if we regard nature as a teleological system, then it is man’s vocation to be the 
ultimate purpose of nature, but always subject to a condition: he must have the 
understanding and the will to give both nature and himself reference to a purpose that can 
be independent of nature, self-sufficient, and a final purpose.4 

 
Herein this ultimate end of nature merges with the final purpose: the purposiveness of nature 

indicates that nature may be teleologically unfolding, and given that culture as the ultimate 

purpose of nature requires discipline to control selfish desires, the ultimate purpose of nature is a 

means of achieving the final purpose. Hence, Kant concludes the second half of the third 

Critique by showing that nature’s teleology finally converges with the moral teleology of 

practical reason.  

 In the Critique of Teleological Judgment, Kant emphasizes that the objective 

purposiveness of nature shows the possibility that nature may be conducive to morality. Unlike 

the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment that focuses on beauty as the expression of harmony between 

the sensible and supersensible realms, teleological judgment is assigned with the task of 

demonstrating the specific way in which the system of nature can be conducive to our moral 

aims. However, as I argued so in the first chapter, reflective judgment functions purposively for 

the ideals of reason. Taking that into consideration, we can see that this objective purposiveness 

of nature in teleological judgment reversely demonstrates the subjective purposiveness of 

teleological judgment for the ideals of reason, as it shows the way in which we can interpret 

nature’s organization from reason’s own perspective. Nature’s purposiveness is the central theme 

                                                
4 Kant, Judgment, § 83, 431. 
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of the third Critique, and the significant portion of discussion is dedicated to explaining nature’s 

systematic organization. Therefore, it is easy to forget that this purposiveness actually has its 

origin in the human mind itself that assumes that something provisionally considered contingent 

might still obey a certain law. The Critique of Judgment, insofar as it is a critical project, pertains 

to the transcendental idealism of reflective judgment, whose principle has its validity only within 

the scope of human mind. Therefore, when reflective judgment makes inferences about nature, 

what we learn is not just about nature but also about the human mind. In other words, nature’s 

purposiveness functions as a medium through which we can learn about the transcendental 

conditions of the mind. In the next section, I will explain the significance of teleological 

judgment’s purposiveness for the ideals of reason in light of its function to translate the ideals of 

reason into the language of spatiotemporal experience. 

 

2. Reason’s Idea as the Imaginary Focal Point for Judgment 
 

In the previous section, I explained that nature’s objective purposiveness reversibly demonstrates 

judgment’s purposive function for the ideals of reason. In order to understand judgment’s 

translations of reason’s ideals into the language of the sensible realm, however, it is necessary to 

examine reason’s ideals in detail and demonstrate how this translation takes place. According to 

Paul Guyer, two specific elements comprise reason’s ideals: systematicity and completeness.5 

Systematicity is marked by reason’s demand for logical coherency. This demand is at the center 

of reason’s function as the faculty of principle, as it enables us to establish the laws of nature as 

well as the moral laws by looking for logical coherency in everything that it encounters. As for 

the laws of nature, reason derives logical coherency from determinative judgments made based 

on experience. As for the moral laws, Guyer points out that the moral law itself embodies its own 

ideal of systematicity, for rationality and logical coherency are the foundation of morality in 

Kant’s philosophy.6 Reason’s demand for completeness, combined with its demand for 

systematicity, fuels its search for thoroughness as well as unconditionality in determining a law, 

seeking the completeness of systematicity. This demand, however, does not stop here. More 

                                                
5 Paul Guyer, “The Unity of Reason: Pure Reason as Practical Reason in Kant’s Early Conception of the 
Transcendental Dialectic.” in Kant on Freedom, Law, and Happiness. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 61. 
6 Guyer, “The Unity,” 63. 
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importantly, reason looks for the purpose of systematicity, why these laws are there at all. In 

other words, reason’s demand for systematicity discovers any sign of rule-following, and its 

demand for completeness seeks not only thoroughness but also unconditionality, demanding an 

explanation of what these systematic organizations are for. This pursuit for completeness gives 

rise to the idea of the highest good in practical philosophy, the final purpose as the culmination 

of the moral laws. Theoretical reason, on the other hand, aims at the completion and 

systematicity of all possible knowledge as its ideal. However, reason also asks what these laws 

of nature are for, a question about their purpose that cannot be answered without tapping into the 

realm of the supersensible. Therefore, this demand for completeness results in speculative 

claims, driving us further beyond the proper boundary for theoretical knowledge. 

 This demand for completeness, however, does have a positive function: going beyond the 

sensible realm to look for unconditionality is also a necessary trait in guiding our inquiries into 

nature. In Kant’s Doctrine of Transcendental Illusion, Michelle Grier highlights the positive role 

that reason’s transcendental ideas play in Kant’s philosophy, arguing that transcendental illusions 

are not only inevitable but actually necessary in contrast to the dominant interpretation that these 

ideas are illusions born out of reason and something to be avoided. In order to demonstrate this, 

Grier claims that transcendental illusions are not to be conflated with the judgmental errors that 

emerge from them. In other words, transcendental ideas are illusions necessary to direct our 

scientific inquires, but we should be wary of the judgmental errors made based on them. To 

support her claim, Grier focuses on Kant’s optical analogy in the Critique of Pure Reason, in 

which an idea of reason is characterized as focus imaginarious, an imaginary focal point 

necessary to guide our inquiries into the sensible realm.7 Hence, Grier asserts, “[r]eason’s 

capacity to take subjective goals that are not, and could not be, suggested by experience and to 

present them as objects about which we should seek knowledge is what Kant takes to be essential 

to its legislating and unifying function.”8  

 Based on Grier’s claim that transcendental illusions are not to be conflated with the 

judgmental errors that emerge from them, we can simultaneously think that there are judgments 

that should emerge from reason’s illusions, the proper ways of seeing the sensible realm with the 

                                                
7 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason. trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1996), A645/B673. 
8 Michelle Grier, Kant’s Doctrine of Transcendental Illusion. (Port Chester NY: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
278. 
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supersensible vision of reason. Reflective judgments are such judgments, and the principle of 

purposiveness is an outcome of reason’s vision that seeks completion in systematicity, asking 

what the purpose of systematic organizations in nature are for and going beyond the mechanical 

explanation of understanding in seeking an answer. But what is the idea that offers the imaginary 

focal point for teleological judgment, the idea that emerges from reason’s demand for 

systematicity and completeness, one that establishes the principle of purposiveness in the 

Critique of Judgment? 

 This idea is of nature’s supersensible substrate, that the sensible realm is the appearance 

of the supersensible realm. Werner Pluhar emphasizes the significance of this idea for the third 

Critique, as he argues that this Critique links the realms of nature and morality by demonstrating 

that three sets of substrate that correspond to each of three Critiques, the substrate of objects and 

of ourselves as subject, the substrate of nature’s purposiveness for our judgment, and the 

substrate of freedom, are the same supersensible substrate of the sensible realm.9 Similarly, 

Avery Goldman argues that the idea of the supersensible is the key to understanding the principle 

of purposiveness that harmonizes the sensible and supersensible realms, for it allows us to see 

the sensible realm as the appearance of the supersensible realm.10 As they point out, this idea of 

the supersensible substrate is the source of the principle of purposiveness, the imaginary focal 

point that allows us to see nature purposively. This idea has its origin in reason’s demand for 

systematicity and completeness, insofar as this idea can attribute all sources of systematicity and 

completeness to the supersensible realm. And if reason’s idea of nature’s supersensible substrate 

offers an imaginary focal point necessary for our inquiries into nature, then teleological judgment 

is the millage that becomes visible once we shift our focus on this idea. In the Analytic of 

Teleological Judgment, Kant claims that teleological causality is necessary to account for the 

functions of natural organisms. In so arguing, Kant presents the argument as if natural organisms 

indeed necessitate this explanation, that nature’s presentation is such that teleology is necessary 

to explain natural organisms. However, as I already argued, reflective judgment is not only about 

nature but also about the mind: nature’s purposiveness reversely shows the ways in which our 

cognitive powers work. Taking that into consideration, teleological judgment is not just about 
                                                
9 Werner Pluhar, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Kant’s Critique of Judgment. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1987), Ixiii-lxiv. 
10 Avery Goldman, “The Principle of Purposiveness: From the Beautiful to the Biological and Finally to the Political 
in Kant’s Critique of Judgment,” in Politics and Teleology in Kant. ed. Paul Formosa et al. (Cardiff: University of 
Wales Press, 2014), 212. 
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nature’s particular organization that we happen to discover: this judgment exhibits the specific 

way in which the sensible realm of nature should appear to us if we are to incorporate reason’s 

ideals into our perspective of the sensible world by focusing on the idea of nature’s supersensible 

substrate, by which we can evaluate the sensible realm as the appearance of the supersensible 

realm.  

 

3. Teleology as the Translation of Reason’s Ideals into the Language of the Sensible 
Realm 
 

If the principle of nature’s purposiveness results from the supersensible vision of reason that 

focuses on the idea of nature’s supersensible substrate in reflecting on the sensible realm, 

teleological judgment with the principle of purposiveness is a subsequent result of such vision 

that goes beyond mechanical causality and incorporates teleological causality to account for the 

functions of natural organisms. The significance of teleological judgment, however, is not 

limited to its references to nature: teleological judgment offers a teleological framework to 

establish a narrative of the entire sensible realm from the perspective of the supersensible 

substrate, which allows us to evaluate the sensible realm as the appearances of morality as well 

as politics. Goldman emphasizes this point, arguing that the idea of the supersensible substrate 

enables us to evaluate the sensible realm as its appearance for our moral and political lives.11 

What this means is that teleology offers the framework by which we develop a coherent 

experience of the world and envision that the final purpose may be achievable in the projected 

course of history. In other words, a teleological worldview is the proper translation of reason’s 

ideals into the language of the sensible realm. 

 This interpretation of teleology can be supported with Kant’s arguments in “The Idea for 

Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim,” written in 1784, six years prior to the Critique of 

Judgment. In the Critique, Kant begins the argument with the claim that nature’s purposiveness 

warrants teleological judgment. However, if reason’s idea that the sensible realm is the 

appearance of the supersensible substrate offers the foundation for the principle of purposiveness, 

then the Critique argues backward, beginning with nature’s purposiveness, the outcome of such 

                                                
11 Goldman, “The Principle,” 212. 
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vision, and reveals this foundation as the solution of the antinomy.12 “The Idea,” on the other 

hand, begins with the premise about the supersensible substrate, highlighting that the narrative of 

the sensible realm can be constructed if we are to regard the sensible realm as the appearance of 

the supersensible realm: 

 Whatever concept one may form of the freedom of the will with a metaphysical aim, its 
appearances, the human actions, are determined just as much as every other natural 
occurrence in accordance with universal laws of nature. History, which concerns itself 
with the narration of these appearances however deeply concealed their causes may be, 
nevertheless allows us to hope from it that if it considers the play of the freedom of the 
human will in the large, it can discover within it a regular course; and that in this way 
what meets the eye in individual subjects as confused and irregular yet in the whole 
species can be recognized as a steadily progressing though slow development of its 
original predispositions.13 

 
In this passage, Kant begins with the claim that the human actions are the appearances of the free 

will, but he also emphasizes that these appearances are under the influences of the laws of nature, 

for both the appearance of morality and that of nature take place in the same sensible realm. With 

this assumption, Kant claims that history is the narrative of these appearances, and despite the 

fact that the causes of these appearances are not revealed to us, this narrative allows us to 

envision that the whole species of humanity is making a progress in cultivating the original 

predispositions. Since “The Idea” begins with the assumption that the sensible realm is the 

appearance of the supersensible including nature and morality, we can easily see teleology as the 

framework by which we can create a narrative of the entire sensible realm as the appearance of 

the supersensible realm.  

 The rest of the essay focuses on a holistic narrative of the sensible realm, covering all 

aspects of the sensible realm simultaneously, including nature, morality, and politics. Hence, the 

first proposition addresses nature’s intention to cultivate predispositions in a creature, and the 

second proposition extends this claim in the context of morality and argues that the full 

cultivation of our predispositions has to be considered in the species rather than in the individual. 

Kant claims that the use of reason to its full potential requires practice, thus “every human being 

                                                
12 In section 57, Kant claims that an indeterminate concept upon which a judgment of taste is made is the 
supersensible substrate of appearances. Similarly, in section 81, Kant asserts that the supersensible substrate of 
nature is the only possible explanation for the link between mechanical causality and teleological causality in 
teleological judgment. See Kant, Judgment, §57, 341 and §81, 422.  
13 Immanuel Kant, “The Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim,” in Anthropology, History, and 
Education, ed. Paul Guyer et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 8:17.  
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would have to live exceedingly long in order to learn how he is to make a complete use of all his 

natural predispositions.”14 The same argument is made in the Critique of Practical Reason, in 

which the immortality of the soul is postulated for the full cultivation of virtue. Although the 

Critique of Practical Reason was written four years after this essay, the aim of this Critique is to 

show the logical necessity of the idea of immortality if we are to think that the individual is to 

achieve the highest good. In “The Idea,” however, Kant has a different aim, the aim to show 

what virtue might require if we are to construe this moral duty within the sensible realm. 

Therefore, he emphasizes the necessity to think of morality as a collective endeavor, as he 

explains: “nature perhaps needs an immense series of generations, each of which transmits its 

enlightenment to the next, in order finally to propel its germs in our species to that stage of 

development which is completely suited to its aim.”15 This proposition, therefore, highlights the 

possibility of achieving virtue not in the immortality of the soul in an individual, but in the 

species after generations have built the foundation for it. Therefore, Kant claims, “as puzzling as 

this may be, it is yet necessary once one assumes that a species of animals should have reason, 

and as a class of rational beings who all die, while the species is immortal, should nevertheless 

attain to completeness in the development of their predispositions.”16  

 Now that the full cultivation of our predispositions is considered to be the purpose of the 

species, Kant claims that we are to see history as a process toward this specific purpose of 

cultivating our predispositions and conceive the entire sensible realm as a teleological system 

with its foundation in the supersensible substrate. In doing so, Kant emphasizes that a civil 

society is the purpose of nature, insofar as nature works in such a way to bring about the 

potentiality of reason in the species. In the third and fourth propositions, Kant claims that nature 

wills humanity to develop a civil society through antagonism, the unsociable sociability that 

creates a tension between an inclination to socialize and a propensity to individualize. Kant 

explains this point in the fourth proposition: 

 The means nature employs in order to bring about the development of all its 
predispositions is their antagonism in society, insofar as the latter is in the end the cause 
of their lawful order. Here I understand by ‘antagonism,’ the unsociable sociability of 
human beings, i.e., their propensity to enter into society, which however, is combined 
with a thoroughgoing resistance that constantly threatens to break up this society.… Now 

                                                
14 Kant, “The Idea,” 8:19. 
15 Kant, “The Idea,” 8:19. 
16 Kant, “The Idea,” 8:20-1. 
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it is this resistance that awakens all the powers of the human being, brings him to 
overcome his propensity to indolence, and driven by ambition, tyranny, and greed, to 
obtain for himself a rank among his fellows, whom he cannot stand, but also cannot leave 
alone. Thus happens the first true step from crudity toward culture, which really consists 
in the social worth of the human being; thus all talents come bit by bit to be developed, 
taste is formed and even, through progress in enlightenment, a beginning is made toward 
the foundation of a mode of thought which can with time transform the rude natural 
predisposition to make moral distinctions into determinate practical principles and hence 
transform a pathologically compelled agreement to form a society finally into a moral 
whole.17  

 
This understanding of politics as a natural outcome of nature’s plan is important in Kant’s 

teleological narrative of the sensible realm, for it allows us to see that the tension within human 

nature between the needs to socialize and individualize is nature’s way of cultivating our 

capacity to develop a civil society. Therefore, Kant asserts in the eighth proposition, “one can 

regard the history of the human species in the large as the completion of a hidden plan of nature 

to bring about an inwardly, and to this end, also an externally perfect state constitution, as the 

only condition in which it can fully develop all its predispositions in humanity.”18 

 In establishing the teleology of nature within the sensible realm, however, it is necessary 

to keep in mind that Kant does not claim that nature is in fact unfolding toward this goal. 

Teleology is often considered a pre-Darwinian conception of the world as God’s creation, the 

system of thought that falls apart in the strict scrutiny of contemporary science. Given that Kant 

develops his philosophy of history and political theory based on the assumption that humanity is 

a central part of nature, Thomas Fiegle claims that teleology is responsible for the fact that 

Kant’s political theory remains a relatively minor area of study in Kantian scholarship.19 

However, Fiegle argues that history deals with the appearance of events, and given that humans 

are not completely animal or rational, “we need the idea of a plan of nature to be able to conceive 

and write the history of human beings and their actions, even if there is no such plan in reality.”20 

Therefore, Fiegle claims, “Kant never pretends that this plan of nature has a real existence,” and 

that “it is rather an a priori knowledge or a methodological a priori principle, which enables a 

                                                
17 Kant, “The Idea,” 8:20-1. 
18 Kant, “The Idea,” 8:27. 
19 Thomas Fiegle, “Teleology in Kant’s Philosophy of History and Political Philosophy.” in Politics and Teleology 
in Kant. ed. Paul Formosa et al. (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014), 163-4. 
20 Fiegle, “Teleology,” 167. 



 

	 50 

specific history of mankind to be conceived and narrated.”21 Thus, teleology as the framework of 

universal history functions as the “Leitfaden a priori” or “an a priori guideline.”22 “The Idea” 

helps us see that teleology constitutes such narrative, but it is the Critique of Judgment that 

properly situates this narrative in his philosophical system. The important point to take from the 

Critique of Judgment, therefore, is that teleological judgment is the type of judgment that 

emerges from the subjective necessity to see the sensible realm purposively based on the idea 

that the sensible realm is the appearance of the supersensible substrate. 

 

4. Possible Objection to the Purposiveness of Judgment for Reason’s Ideals 
 

The possible objection to my interpretation of teleological judgment may emerge, especially on 

the point that teleological judgment anticipates the conclusion that it endeavors to show. Kant 

presents the argument as if nature’s purposiveness demonstrates the link between the sensible 

and supersensible realms, but I argue that nature’s purposiveness becomes visible precisely 

because the link between the sensible and supersensible realms is assumed from the beginning, 

considering the idea of the sensible realm as the appearance of the supersensible establishes the 

principle of purposiveness. Hannah Ginsborg’s interpretation of the third Critique represents 

such objection to my claim, as she emphasizes that the principle of purposiveness itself cannot 

entail a specific purpose. Ginsborg characterizes the principle of purposiveness as the 

normativity of rule-following, the principle to decide whether something follows a rule or 

displays a design. Therefore, this normativity of design does not entail any value or a purpose, 

for “to produce something in accordance with design is to think of one’s activity as guided by a 

rule whose normative force is independent of the value of the product and thus of the rationality 

of bringing it into existence.”23 The function of this principle itself may appear morally neutral; 

however, the interest in the normativity of rule-following itself is fueled by reason’s hidden 

motivation to discover the possibility to achieve the final purpose in Kant’s philosophy. As I 

already showed, reason’s demand for completeness not only seeks thoroughness in pursuing 

systematicity but also inquires into the purpose of it. In that sense, this principle in Kant’s 

                                                
21 Fiegle, “Teleology,” 167. 
22 Fiegle, “Teleology,” 167. 
23 Hanna Ginsborg, “Kant on Aesthetics and Biological Purposiveness.” in Reclaiming the History of Ethics. ed. 
Andres Reath et al. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 353. 
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philosophy is established upon the idea that the sensible realm is the appearance of the 

supersensible so that we can construe the appearance based on reason’s ideals and envision that 

the final purpose may be achievable. Thusly understood, Ginsborg’s analysis may be true for the 

notion of purposive per se and can be used to criticize Kant’s account of it in the Critique of 

Judgment, but it does not properly characterize the way in which this principle functions in 

Kant’s philosophy. 

 This function of reflective judgment to interpret the sensible realm based on the ideals of 

reason is something that Eva Schaper focuses on in her analysis of the Critique of Judgment.24 

According to Schaper, the legacy of Kant’s transcendental idealism is its ability to tell 

philosophical fictions for heuristic and regulative purposes in order to reinforce a coherent and 

productive experience of the world. These regulative functions of philosophical fictions find the 

clearest language in the Critique of Judgment, where the philosophy of as-if finally materializes 

in the Dialectic of Judgment, in which Kant positively describes the regulative and heuristic 

functions of reason’s ideas that he describes only negatively in the first Critique.25 She maintains 

that reflective judgment is “the capacity for as-if thinking,”26 and it establishes the principle of 

adaptation, one that imposes that “what we can know is adapted or suited to the purposes of 

knowing it.”27 Schaper explains that this principle of adaptation makes hypotheses that enable us 

to create a coherent picture of the world that accommodates the systematic unity of scientific 

knowledge and the possibility of achieving the highest good at the same time:  

 Conceiving of a world as conforming to our requirements, which according to Kant is 
involved in the principle of adaptation, one must admit that it is logically possible that it 
may not be so. Yet we proceed as if it were the case. The principle of adaptation is 
therefore neither a rule of the understanding, nor a postulate of reason, but, as a principle 
of judgment, it is an as-if proposal which makes possible the rule character and the 
postulate character of the two others kinds of a priori principles. Judgment is thus 
explicitly recognized by Kant as based on the capacity for as-if thinking; and adaptation 
is explicitly recognized as a fictitious assumption without which the rest of the entire 
critical philosophy would not hang together.28 

 

                                                
24 Eva Schaper, “The Kantian Thing-in-Itself as a Philosophical Fiction,” The Philosophical Quarterly 16, no. 64 
History of Philosophy Number, (July 1966): 233-243. 
25 Schaper, “The Kantian,” 241. 
26 Schaper, “The Kantian,” 243. 
27 Schaper, “The Kantian,” 242. Emphasis added 
28 Schaper, “The Kantian,” 243. 
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As Schaper points out, reflective judgment offers a philosophical fiction that allows us to 

envision the way in which these purposes of reason can be incorporated into our narrative of the 

world. While this fiction does not offer theoretical knowledge about nature, we can see nature as 

if it is there for us to develop a moral world in which the highest good can be achieved. 

Consequently, reflective judgment reinforces the idealistic aspect of the world’s appearance, 

thereby making it possible for us to see the world as if it is unfolding toward the final purpose. 

 This hidden purposiveness of judgment is briefly mentioned in the Introduction, when 

Kant asserts that the laws of morality must somehow legislate over the sensible world in order to 

bring about the highest good in the world: 

 The effect [at which we are to aim] according to the concept of freedom is the final 
purpose which (or the appearance of which in the world of sense) ought to exist; and we 
[must] presuppose the condition under which it is possible [to achieve] this final purpose 
in nature (in the nature of the subject as a being of sense, namely as a human being). It is 
judgment that presuppose this condition a priori, and without regard to the practical, [so 
that] this power provides us with the concept that mediates between the concepts of 
nature and the concept of freedom: the concept of a purposiveness of nature, which 
makes possible the transition from pure theoretical to pure practical lawfulness, from 
lawfulness in terms of nature to the final purpose set by the concept of freedom. For it is 
through this concept that we cognize the possibility of [achieving] the final purpose, 
which can be actualized only in nature and in accordance with its laws.29  

  
What this passage suggests is that while practical reason cannot make claims about the sensible 

world, reflective judgment, with the transcendental principle of purposiveness, can look for the 

possibility within nature that the highest good is somehow achievable in the world. However, it 

does so without directly applying the ideas of practical reason in the sensible realm, but it instead 

employs its own principle of purposiveness to see things in a purposive way in order to make 

claims about nature’s systematic organization. Only when this systematicity of nature is 

recognized, judgment suggests the possibility that nature’s systematic organization may be 

conducive to the achievement of the highest good. In other words, judgment embodies reason’s 

yearning to ascribe its own ideals onto the sensible realm by finding the aspects of nature that 

support them. Given that judgment discovers nature’s purposiveness for the final purpose but in 

a way that keeps the distinction between two distinct faculties of reason and understanding and 

the appropriate realms to which their concepts respond, reflective judgment functions only 

regulatively and subjectively. 

                                                
29 Kant, Judgment, IX, 196.  
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5. Teleology and Kant’s Future-oriented Conception of Hope 
 

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant claims that the third question about hope is both theoretical 

and practical, and that “hoping ultimately amounts to the conclusion that there is something (that 

determines the ultimate possible purpose) because something ought to occur.”30 This short 

description indicates that hope interprets what is there based on one’s own ideals, expressing the 

deepest longing that emerges from the core of human psyche to posit a purpose onto the world 

that supports one’s own ideals. The Critique of Judgment had not been written yet when Kant 

wrote the passage about hope in the first Critique, but if the principle of reflective judgment is 

ultimately purposive for the final purpose of practical reason to discover and reinforce the 

possibility that the highest good can be actualized in the sensible world, then we can also see this 

passage in the Critique of Pure Reason as the seed of the Critique of Judgment already sprouting. 

 Kant’s elucidation of hope in the above sentence, however, needs revision. In asserting 

that hope concludes that something is because something ought to occur, Kant does not take it 

into account that we can never know “what really is” in his transcendental idealism but only 

“what appears to be.” In fact, the significance of hope in Kant’s philosophy hinges on this 

premise that we can never access “what is” but only “what appears to be.” In other words, our 

epistemic limitation becomes a double-edged sword: it prevents us from knowing how things 

really are, but this limitation also allows us to hope. In fact, due to this limitation, hope can 

function as the crucial capacity to interpret “what appears to be” based on “what ought to be” in 

Kant’s philosophy. Reflective judgment embodies this function, for it emerges from the 

assumption that the sensible realm is the appearance of the supersensible, thereby making it not 

only possible but also necessary to construe the appearance of nature’s teleology in light of 

moral teleology so that we can envision, although on a subjective basis, that the final purpose can 

be achieved in the future based on our projected course of history. 

  Another point to keep in mind is the role of imagination in reflective judgment. 

Reflective judgment involves an imaginative conjecture, which harmonizes with reason’s ideals 

so that we can hope that the final purpose is achievable. Schaper highlights the important role of 

imagination in reflective judgment:  
                                                
30 Kant, Pure Reason, A805/B833. 



 

	 54 

 In the third Critique Kant carefully elaborated his subjectively necessary principle of 
adaptation into the various specifications of experience as a system. The third Critique 
thus eventually faced the problem raised by the entire transcendental procedures as 
apparently yielding one and only one definite and indubitable hypothesis. The principles 
of experience as a system are not objectively, but only subjectively valid, and 
imagination—is a prerequisite for their formulation and recognition. Not only do we 
theoretically accept that objects are intelligible on the presupposition of universal rules, 
and actions on the presupposition of the mutual irrelevance of physical determination and 
spiritual freedom, but we also assume that universal laws can be ordered into systems, 
and we take the practical experience of man as confirming his place in nature. For this, no 
argument from pure or practical philosophy can be given. It is an imaginative conjecture, 
which Kant had already formulated in the Preface of the first Critique in the guised of the 
Copernican Revolution.31 

 
This imaginative function of reflective judgment, the function that finds the possibility of 

achieving the separate ideals of theoretical and practical reasons and harmonizes them together 

into a systematic unity, is why hope is one of the main questions of Kant’s philosophy, and how 

the Critique of Judgment corresponds to this question. Hope allows us to envision an idealistic 

image of the world, and teleological judgment, whose primary role is to project an image of the 

world based on reason’s ideals, exemplifies this function to highlight the possibility of achieving 

the final purpose in the sensible realm. Therefore, the purposiveness of judgment for the final 

purpose of practical reason is the key to understanding the significance of the Critique of 

Judgment for the third question about hope. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Critique of Judgment demonstrates the specific ways in which we can reflect upon the 

sensible realm with the idea that the sensible realm is the appearance of the supersensible 

substrate. In this chapter, I showed that teleological judgment translates reason’s ideals into the 

language of the sensible realm, as it projects a teleological framework to our experience of the 

world so that we can envision that the final purpose may be achievable. Unlike aesthetic 

judgment that focuses on beauty as the expression of the supersensible substrate, teleological 

judgment plays an important role of showing the specific way of seeing nature’s organizations 

with the idea that the sensible realm is the appearance of the supersensible substrate, thereby 

solidifying the foundation for a teleological worldview in which we can envision that the final 
                                                
31 Schaper, “The Kantian,” 243. 
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purpose may be achieved in the projected course of history. Thusly understood, teleological 

judgment shows the future-oriented conception of hope in Kant’s philosophy as the proper 

attitude that the rational yet finite being should adopt in pursing her own ideals. 

 In recent years, there is a tendency to keep a distance from Kant’s theory of teleology, for 

many regard teleology as a pre-Darwinian theory of biology that is no longer relevant or 

beneficial in observing nature. Furthermore, the teleological understanding of history as progress 

toward a specific purpose is often portrayed as the optimistic outlook of history characteristic of 

the Enlightenment era. As a result, Kant’s political philosophy is also deemed outdated and in 

need of revision, just as his teleological theory of nature is dismissed as no longer relevant for 

the contemporary understanding of nature. Despite the declining significance of teleology and 

the criticism that Kant’s teleological worldview is optimistic, his theory of teleology should not 

be dismissed entirely, however. As I showed in this chapter, Kant’s teleology is the translation of 

reason’s ideals into the language of the sensible realm, thus it is an expression of the 

fundamental values within Kant’s philosophy rather than the actual way in which the world is 

unfolding. Some critics emphasize the significance of Kant’s third Critique by distinguishing it 

from the philosophy of the Enlightenment and the subsequent theories of German Idealism, as 

Fiegle points out that it is implausible that “the same philosopher who revealed that even the 

most subtle ontological assumptions in theoretical and practical philosophy are pure illusions 

should have been the victim of such a naïve ontological conception of progress as that 

proclaimed by the philosophy of history of the Aufklärung.”32 Similarly, Lara Ostaric claims that 

the role of reflective judgment has to be distinguished from that of intellectual intuition in 

German Idealism to understand its function as a regulative principle.33 Unlike the subsequent 

theories of German Idealism, in which nature’s purposiveness is elevated to the status of the 

objective fact, Kant’s theory of teleology emphasizes that teleology is only a subjective 

necessity. In other words, the link between nature and morality that the Critique of Judgment 

demonstrates through nature’s purposiveness is not a fact but only a possibility, but one that is 

crucial for the achievement of the highest good. Thus, if nature does indeed demonstrates this 

link through its purposiveness, it is only contingently so, and Kant attributes a certain degree of 

                                                
32 Fiegle, “Teleology,” 164 
33 Lara Ostaric, “Aesthetic Judgment and the Completion of Kant’s Critical System,” in Kant und die Philosophie in 
weltbürgerlicher Absicht: Akten des XI Kant-Kongresses 2010, Band 1. ed. Stefano Bachin et al. (De Gruyter, 
2013), 684.  
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significance to this mere chance of nature’s harmony with our aims.34 Nonetheless, Kant never 

claims that this contingent link is an objective necessity, unlike the subsequent theories of 

German Idealism. If we are to focus on this difference between Kant’s Critique of Judgment and 

other philosophical theories influenced by Kant’s theory of nature’s purposiveness, it becomes 

clear why hope is one of the main questions for Kant’s transcendental philosophy: hope is the 

essential link between “what appears to be” and “what ought to be,” but hope remains only hope 

in Kant’s transcendental idealism. If we are to understand teleology as the projection of ideals 

onto our experience of the world, then we can see that teleology is still relevant, not as a 

scientific principle to understand nature, but as an integral part of expressing the ideals of reason. 

 Up to this point, I showed that Kant’s Critique of Judgment is significant for the 

contemporary studies of hope, insofar as two types of reflective judgment, aesthetic and 

teleological, both pertain to the principle of purposiveness, the subjective way of construing the 

sensible realm that emerges from the idea that the sensible realm is the appearance of the 

supersensible. Since this idea creates a space in which we can interpret the sensible realm based 

on the ideals of reason, I argued in the first chapter that beauty is an expression of the 

supersensible substrate, thus aesthetic pleasure must encompass the pleasure of discovering the 

possibility of achieving the highest good in the addition to the pleasure of free contemplation. I 

argued in the second chapter that teleological judgment embodies the specific way of interpreting 

the sensible realm based on the ideals of reason. While both types of reflective judgment employ 

the principle of purposiveness established on the same premise about the sensible realm as the 

appearance of the supersensible substrate, these two types of reflective judgment display a stark 

contrast when it comes to the ways of representing the possibility of achieving the highest good: 

aesthetic judgment is through the exercise of freedom in aesthetic contemplation and discovering 

therein the possibility of nature’s affinity to morality, while teleological judgment is through the 

specific way of observing the sensible realm that correspond to the ideal picture of the world. To 

put it differently, the former discovers this possibility within the freedom of interpretation in 

beauty’s purposiveness without purpose, while the latter refers to the proper way of observing 

the sensible realm in nature’s purposiveness with a specific purpose. Thusly understood, only the 

judgment of the beautiful is open-ended and free. These two ways of discovering the possibility 

of achieving one’s own ideals becomes a crucial point in analyzing Ernst Bloch’s Marxist theory 

                                                
34 Ostaric criticizes Eckart Föster’s proto-Hegelian interpretation of nature’s purposiveness in aesthetic judgment.  
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of hope in the next chapter. While Bloch’s Principle of Hope endorses the view that hope is 

about the New, the possibility that never has been before, his Marxist conception of this process 

undermines this function of hope by determining one and only proper content of hope. I will 

demonstrate this point with Jacques Rancière’s political aesthetics and critique Bloch’s Principle 

of Hope from the perspective of equality.
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CHAPTER 3: BLOCH’S PRINCIPLE OF HOPE 

 

 

Since its publication in 1959, Ernst Bloch’s Principle of Hope has been an influential work on 

hope, not only within the discipline of philosophy, but also in theology, German studies, and 

utopian studies, primarily due to its broad scope and interdisciplinary approach to hope. Bloch 

wrote this work in the United States during his exile from Nazis Germany in the 1930s and 40s. 

Shortly after the publication, this magnums opus of hope had a great impact on theology and 

social movements in the 1960s. Inspired by Bloch’s insight of hope as the power that creates the 

future, Jürgen Moltmann establishes a theory of process theology in the Theology of Hope, in 

which he revisits eschatology as the neglected theological doctrine. The Principle of Hope was 

translated into English in 1986, and Bloch’s other writings have been translated in the last two 

decades, including the Spirit of Utopia, Traces, and the Heritage of Our Time.1 

 While its importance is widely acknowledged in the twenty-first century, Bloch’s 

Principle of Hope has a dilemma: its theory of hope that articulates its power to transcend the 

present state of affairs is undermined by its own adherence to Marxist philosophy. This criticism 

is not new: many critics, in one way or another, raise a question about Bloch’s commitment to 

Marxism. For example, Tom Moylan assesses that Bloch’s blindness to Stalinism is due to both 

“a problem inherent in his very philosophical method” and “a personal/political accommodation 

with the apparently leading edge of the communist movement of his time.”2 While I will not 

focus on Bloch’s personal life to analyze his philosophy, I argue that Bloch’s philosophy 

contains difficulties that need to be addressed in an analysis of hope in the contemporary context. 

Hope functions as the vehicle that allows us to pursue our own ideals, as it adjusts our 

perspective on the world in accordance with our own values. Thus, an analysis of fundamental 

values to determine the content of hope often becomes an issue of discussion in a theory of hope. 

For Kant, reason’s ideals determine the content of hope to ensure that hope is rationally 

                                                
1 The English translations came out in the following order; Spirit of Utopia in 2000, Traces in 2006, and the 
Heritage of Our Time in 2009. 
2 Tom Moylan, “Bloch against Bloch: The Theological Reception of Das Prinzip Hoffnung and the Liberation of the 
Utopian Function,” in Not Yet: Reconsidering Ernst Bloch, ed. Jamie Owen Daniel et al. (New York: Verso, 1997), 
109. 
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grounded and morally sound. For this reason, he asks, “What may I hope?”, the question about 

the content of hope in order to emphasize that not all hopes are equal and allowed within his 

philosophy. However, the important aspect of hope that many often overlook is that hope can 

also be a means to solidify one’s own perspective and values. Since hoping often takes place 

prior to having a clear conception of our values and ideals, hope allows us to learn our own 

perspectives by allowing us to dream and envision a good life. Bloch himself recognizes this 

aspect of hope, as he focuses on the development of hope by investigating how we learn to hope 

from an infant’s primitive awareness of lack to the clear realization of Marxism as the authentic 

hope. In developing his theory of hope, Bloch separates the function of hope and the content of 

hope in order to emphasize that hope should aim at a specific content, for he believes that not all 

hopes are equal. Although Bloch identifies the functions of hope in many forms, from our 

daydreams, architecture, art, fashion, medicine, and even the KKK and Nazism, he believes that 

ultimately this function of hope should and will discover a morally and politically suitable 

content, maturing into a Marxist hope and finally discovering “the homeland.”3 However, this 

insight on the function of hope is undermined by Bloch’s adherence to Marxism, not simply 

because Marxism is inadequate as a goal of hope, but because any goal of hope should be 

tentative rather than conclusive to avoid undermining the function of hope. Bloch thinks that the 

only proper content of hope is Marxism, arguing that only Marxism can finally fulfill the dreams 

of a better life without any ideological deceptions. However, if hope represents the power of 

venturing beyond, then it has to be possible to hope against hope and think that one day Marxism 

will be ventured beyond.  

 While this particular criticism has been raised many times in one way or another, I want 

to go further by arguing that this teleological closure of hope can reveal a deeper issue within 

Bloch’s Principle of Hope: Bloch’s primary aim to emancipate the proletarians from the 

bourgeois ideologies prevents them from learning and expressing hope by replacing their values 

with the Marxist one as the only authentic hope. Unlike other Marxists who dismiss utopian 

thinking as irrelevant, Bloch thinks that hope’s power to venture beyond is the key to the 

emancipation of the proletarians. However, Bloch does not realize that Marxism cannot help but 
                                                
3 Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope, trans. Neville Plaice et al. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 1376. Bloch ends 
the Principle of Hope with the following passage: “Once he has grasped himself and established what is his, without 
expropriation and alienation, in real democracy, there arises in the world something which shines into the childhood 
of all and in which no one has yet been: homeland.” As this passage shows, Bloch thinks that the function of hope 
discovers its appropriate content, that hope finally discovers its home in Marxism. 
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become another dictator that governs the proletarians, shoving Marxism values down their 

throats, as they simply assume that the science/ideology distinction needs to be made for the 

proletarians. As many point out, this science/ideology distinction that Bloch incorporates in his 

theory is arbitrary to say the least, but the most serious problem with this account is that his 

Marxist-enlightenment approach, despite its aim for emancipation, only perpetuates the status 

quo by making an arbitrary distinction between good and bad hopes. Hence, the problem is this: 

the goal/content of hope can never be handed down as given, for doing so only undermines the 

function of hope. What people need is not another ruler of values, but the opportunities to learn 

their own fundamental values and ideals through hope. It is true that hope requires some kind of 

direction thus some values to guide it, but as soon as the content of hope is restricted and handed 

down as a universal ideal, the primary function of hope to challenge a set of values that 

determine the present state of affairs can be hindered by its own adherence to its own goal. While 

the idea of a universal ideal as the end/purpose of hope is not unique to Bloch’s philosophy, as 

Kant clearly assumes so with this idea of the highest good, the problem with Bloch’s philosophy 

is that such adherence to a universal ideal as the proper content of hope undermines the 

emancipatory function of hope that Bloch wishes to highlight in his political philosophy. 

Therefore, I question not just the arbitrary distinction between good and bad hopes based on his 

commitment to Marxism, but the very act of making this distinction on behalf of the proletarians. 

In order to demonstrate this point, I will employ Jacques Rancière’s political theory of equality, 

for his criticism of Marxism can be applied to the current analysis of hope to highlight the 

political significance of hope’s function and the ways in which Marxism can undermine hope’s 

political significance. Although Bloch’s insight of hope’s utopian function shares grounds with 

Rancière’s theory of equality when it comes to the emancipatory power of hope’s function, 

Bloch ultimately subordinates the function of hope to a specific content of hope and undermines 

its emancipatory power as a result. 

 This chapter has five sections. In the first section, I will first go over the Principle of 

Hope to show that Bloch’s philosophy contains two conflicting theories of hope: the process 

philosophy of hope’s utopian function and the teleological determination of hope’s content based 

on Marxism. In the second section, I will go over some of the criticisms of Bloch’s Principle of 

Hope, particularly focusing on the shortcoming of his adherence to Marxism. In the third section, 

I will focus on Ruth Levitas’ analysis of Bloch’s distinction between abstract and concrete 
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utopia. In recognizing the political nature of this very act of making a distinction between good 

and bad hopes, she argues that Bloch needs to establish a normative standard rather than relying 

on the Marxist teleology. In the fourth section, I will argue against Levitas’ suggestion by 

employing Rancière’s political theory that emphasizes the practice of equality. I will briefly go 

over Rancière’s political philosophy before showing that Bloch’s process philosophy of hope 

shares grounds with Rancière’s theory of the distribution of the sensible. By comparing and 

contrasting Bloch’s philosophy with Rancière’s philosophy of equality, I will demonstrate the 

ways in which the emancipatory function of hope is undermined by Bloch’s adherence to 

Marxism. In the fifth section, I will make a brief comment on Rancière’s theory of equality in 

relation to the Kantian conception of hope in the Critique of Judgment to comment on the 

significance of aesthetics for hope before concluding this chapter. 

 

1. Overview of Bloch’s Principle of Hope 
 

As Douglas Kellner points out, Bloch’s Principle of Hope is similar to Hegel’s method of 

analysis that traces the development of spirit through history and culture.4 In three volumes and 

over 1300 pages, Bloch describes the development of hope from its most primitive to the most 

sophisticated form of Marxist hope. This path of development is divided into five parts; report, 

foundation, transition, construction, and identity. The first part reports the little daydreams of an 

average kind and studies the psychological development of unregulated wishes. The second part 

examines anticipatory consciousness. The central task of this part is the discovery of the Not-

Yet-Conscious. Through the examination of anticipatory consciousness, Bloch reveals that hope 

is not simply an emotion but a cognitive power with the utopian function and contents.5 The third 

part of transition shows wishful images in the mirror, which “reflects how the ruling class wishes 

the wishes of the weak to be,”6 showing “a drive towards the colorful, representing what is 

supposedly or genuinely better”7 in fairytale, illuminated display, travel, film, and theatre. The 

fourth part of construction demonstrates the outlines of a better world in the planned or outlined 

                                                
4 Douglas Kellner, “Ernst Bloch, Utopia, and Ideology Critique.” in Not Yet: Reconsidering Ernst Bloch, ed. Jamie 
Owen Daniel et al. (New York: Verso, 1997), 81. 
5 Bloch, Principle, 12. 
6 Bloch, Principle, 13. 
7 Bloch, Principle, 13. 
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utopias of social and political kinds, including medicine, social systems, technology, 

architecture, and geography. The fifth part of identity elucidates the wishful images of the 

fulfilled moment, which includes morality, music, images of death, religion, morning-land of 

nature, and the highest good.  

 Due to the breadth of scope and interdisciplinary approach to the topic of hope, Bloch’s 

Principle of Hope resists being classified as belonging to one system of thought. However, there 

is a tendency within recent scholarship to characterize Bloch’s Principle of Hope as a process 

philosophy. Peter Thompson explains that Bloch’s theory of hope is Marxist process philosophy, 

inasmuch as “hope, for Bloch, was the way in which our desire to fill in the gaps and to find 

something that is missing took shape,” and “hope as a principle demonstrates that it is something 

linked not just to optimism, but to the tendencies present in a material world that is constantly in 

flux.”8 Similarly, Wayne Hudson calls Bloch’s philosophy a utopian process philosophy, 

focusing on the constitutive function of hope. Hudson claims that Bloch “contributed a new idea 

to the history of utopian studies” by showing that “utopia was not ‘no place,’ but existed in the 

darkness of the lived moment in its transcending dynamic.”9 Hence, Hudson emphasizes that 

utopia is to be understood in terms of its process in Bloch’s philosophy, the process of the 

philosophical speculations that “can be metaphysically constitutive of how reality becomes, and 

that objective imagination [objective Phantasie] can and should play a crucial causal role.”10 

 Within the five parts of the Principle, the second part of anticipatory consciousness is 

particularly important for Bloch’s process philosophy of hope, as it demonstrates the ways in 

which the dialectics of hope manifests itself and initiates its process of becoming. In explaining 

this process, the idea of the future plays an important role of emphasizing that hope’s function to 

venture beyond is forward-looking rather than backward. To explain this point, he contrasts his 

position with other theories that allegedly fail to account for the function of hope: Freudian 

psychoanalysis and philosophy before Marx. In the beginning of the second part, Bloch 

distinguishes daydreams from nightdreams, arguing that only the former contains the dreams of a 

better life that emerge from the feeling of lack and the desire to fill this lack.11 Nightdreams and 

                                                
8 Peter Thompson, “Introduction: The Privatization of Hope and The Crisis of Negation,” in The Privatization of 
Hope: Ernst Bloch and the Future of Utopia, ed. Peter Thompson et al. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 3. 
9 Wayne Hudson, “Bloch and a Philosophy of the Proterior,” in The Privatization of Hope: Ernst Bloch and the 
Future of Utopia, ed. Peter Thompson et al. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 26. 
10 Hudson, “Bloch,” 29. Emphasis added. 
11 Bloch, Principle, 76. 
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the unconscious, which psychoanalysis focuses on to access the repressed depth of human 

psyche, contain nothing new, for the unconscious is “No-Longer-Conscious,”12 which Bloch 

claims is “not a newly dawning consciousness with new content but an old one with old content 

that has merely sunk below the threshold and may cross it again by a more or less 

straightforward process of being remembered.”13 Therefore, Bloch concludes: 

 The night-dream may refer to the No-Longer Conscious, it regresses toward it. But the 
daydream is carried onto something which is new at least for the dreamer, and probably 
even on to something in itself new, in its objective content. Thus in the daydream the 
crucial definition of a Not-Yet Conscious reveals itself…. The Not-Yet Conscious is thus 
solely the preconscious of what is to come, the psychological birthplace of the New. And 
it keeps itself preconscious above all because in fact there is within it a content of 
consciousness which has not yet become wholly manifest, and is still dawning from the 
future.14 

 
Since the daydreams emerge from the lack within the present and are directed toward the future, 

the Not-Yet-Conscious is forming in this act of forward-dreaming. Thus, he identifies the Not-

Yet-Conscious as “a directing act of a cognitive kind,”15 whose opposite is not fear but memory. 

With the same reasoning, Bloch criticizes traditional philosophy, especially Plato’s theory of 

recollection, arguing that the future is understood in light of the eternal forms manifested in what 

has been. Thus, Bloch explains the shortcoming of philosophy in multiple places: 

 Plato’s theory, according to which all knowing is merely anamnesis, a re-remembering of 
something seen before, this knowledge, solely geared to Been-ness, was thus reproduced 
over and over again;—this ideologized once and for all the block against the being sui 
generis of a Not-Yet-Being.16 

  
 Time and again, it was ultimately the ceiling of Plato’s anamnesis above dialectically 

open Eros which kept out and, in a contemplative antiquarium fashion, closed off 
previous philosophy, including Hegel, from the seriousness of the Front and the Novum. 
Thus, the perspective was broken off, thus remembering defused hope.17 

  
In order to highlight the differences between his own position and previous philosophy, Bloch 

employs another distinction between anamnesis (recollection) and anagnorisis (recognition). 

Bloch explains that anamnesis contains no new knowledge, as it offers “the reassuring evidence 

                                                
12 Bloch, Principle, 115. 
13 Bloch, Principle, 115. 
14 Bloch, Principle, 116. 
15 Bloch, Principle, 12. 
16 Bloch, Principle, 140. 
17 Bloch, Principle, 18. 
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of complete similarity,”18 thus concluding, “it makes everything a gigantic deja vu.”19 Unlike the 

anamnesis of Plato’s recollection, he explains that anagnorisis contains the tension between the 

familiar and the unfamiliar, the recognition of something acquainted before but also the 

discovery of something new. In that sense, Bloch highlights the element of something new, 

without which Bloch assumes that the drive for progress within the function of hope cannot be 

adequately treated. 

 With the criticism of philosophy as static contemplation, Bloch asserts that hope 

discovers an adequate thinking for the first time in Marx’s materialist dialectics. Bloch 

understands the process of hope as the dialectical relation between subject and object, the 

dialectics of the Not-Yet-Conscious in humans and the Not-Yet-Become of the world. This 

dialectics, however, has to be elucidated in light of “knowledge as conscious theory-practice.”20 

Bloch explains that Marx’s materialist dialectics can account for the future that contains the 

New, for “Marx was the first to posit the pathos of change…as the beginning of a theory which 

does not resign itself to contemplation and interpretation.”21 Bloch, therefore, asserts: 

 Only our present age posses the socio-economic prerequisites for a theory of the Not-Yet-
Conscious and whatever is related to it in the Not-Yet-Become of the world. Marxism, 
above all, was first to bring a concept of knowledge into the world which no longer 
essentially refers to Becomeness, but to the tendency of what is coming up; thus for the 
first time it brings future within our theoretical and practical grasp.22 

 
Criticizing the dialectics of contemplation that focuses on what has been, Bloch asserts that the 

function of hope as the process of becoming requires Marx’s materialist approach that focuses on 

the concrete and real possibilities. 

 Bloch claims that once the Not-Yet-Conscious becomes conscious in its act, then it is 

now endowed with the utopian function, the capacity to dream forward but concretely so. This 

notion of the utopian function is central to Bloch’s philosophy of hope in establishing two points: 

one is to stress the importance of the utopian function within Marxism, and the other is to 

legitimatize Marxism as the proper content of hope. For the restoration of utopian discourses 

within Marxism, Bloch asserts that the utopian function is not merely speculative and 

contemplative but grounded in the world, describing its function as transcending without 
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transcendence. This means that the utopian function is the capacity to highlight the possibilities 

dawning in the horizon rather than something completely out of reach. In Marxism, the idea of 

utopia is often dismissed as irrelevant, as Engels makes a distinction between utopian socialism 

and scientific socialism to show that Marxism embodies the latter while the former is merely 

idealistic.23 Since utopia is rendered idealistic and irrelevant, Bloch’s aim in introducing this 

function as a mature form of hope is to restore the idea of utopia within Marxism. Hence, Bloch, 

in addition to showing the distinctions between nightdreams and daydreams, and between 

anamnesis and anagnorisis, draws another distinction between abstract and concrete utopias, 

arguing that only a concrete utopia is endowed with the utopian function.24 In the beginning of 

the second part, Bloch acknowledges the importance of daydream as a primitive form of hope; 

however, he now claims that not all dreams of a better life are qualitatively equal. In fact, Bloch 

criticizes that abstract utopias are not grounded in the actual world, arguing that they do not 

focus on the real possibilities as a result. Unlike abstract utopia that is merely speculative and 

idealistic, concrete utopia, on the other hand, is anticipatory and does not get lost in fantasy. 

Drawing this distinction allows Bloch to assert that Marxism embodies a concrete utopia, for its 

principle represents the utopian function: 

 The point of contact between dreams and life, without which dreams only yield abstract 
utopia, life only triviality, is given in the utopian capacity, which is set on its feet and 
connected to the Real-Possible…. Thus the only seemingly paradoxical concept of a 
concrete utopia would be appropriate here, that is, of an anticipatory kind which by no 
means coincides with abstract utopian dreaminess, nor is directed by the immaturity of 
merely abstract utopian socialism…. Thus the utopian function is also the only 
transcendent one which remained, and the only one which deserves to remain: one which 
is transcendent without transcendence.25  

 
Bloch employs this expression of “transcendent without transcendence” multiple times to 

emphasize that hope pertains to the concrete possibilities dawning the horizon, the light shining 

from the other side but still touching the ground. Therefore, Bloch asserts that the utopian 

function is present only within concrete utopia as the capacity to highlight the concrete 

possibilities rather than something completely out of reach. 

 The second aim to establish Marxism as concrete utopia, however, turns out to be 

problematic. He asserts that the Not-Yet-Conscious emerges from daydreams, but Bloch also 
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thinks that not all hopes are equal, arguing that not all hopes are endowed with the utopian 

function. Since Bloch aims to show that the utopia function deals with concrete possibilities, his 

strategy in showing this is to rely upon the content of hope. In other words, Bloch argues that the 

distinction between abstract and concrete utopia depends on the presence of the utopia function, 

but in reality, this distinction depends on the contents of hope, namely whether or not it is of 

Marxism. Asserting that “the concept of the utopian (in the positive sense of the word) principle, 

that of hope and its contents worthy of human beings, is an absolutely central one here,”26 Bloch 

now wishes to advocate the position that the utopian function is present only in the content 

worthy of human beings. The reconciliation of these two elements, namely the function of hope 

and the content of hope under Marxism, however, turns out to be more problematic than Bloch 

himself realizes. The issue is thus: is it possible to reconcile the process philosophy of hope’s 

function with the Marxist theory of hope’s proper contents without undermining the function of 

hope to venture beyond? To put it differently: what is the significance of hope’s function to 

venture beyond if this function to venture beyond is conditioned upon Marxist norms? In the 

next section, I will investigate the problems associated with this distinction between abstract and 

concrete utopia in Bloch’s theory of the utopian function. 

 

2. Two Conflicting Theories of Hope 
 

Bloch’s Principle of Hope has two elements that Bloch endeavors to reconcile: the process 

philosophy of hope’s function and the Marxist political theory of hope’s contents. As I 

mentioned in the previous section, recent scholarship tends to characterize Bloch’s Principle of 

Hope as a process theory of hope by emphasizing Bloch’s insight on hope’s function rather than 

its contents, for the reconciliation of these two elements is more problematic than Bloch realizes.  

Tom Moylan focuses on this issue and argues that Bloch’s Principle of Hope contains “a dialogic 

tension between a historically entrenched orthodox Marxism with its strong belief in the linear 

progression toward the communist telos of history and an unorthodox understanding of the 

fragmentary and disruptive play of utopian throughout human existence.”27 Therefore, Moylan 

asserts that the major difficulty within Bloch’s philosophy of hope is “his overemphasis of the 
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traditional Western category of the telos, the apparently powerful omega point at the end of 

history that pulls human emancipation forward.”28 As a result of this adherence to the idea of 

progress, Bloch “dilutes the subversive power of the utopian function as it wends its way through 

the cracks of everyday life.”29 As Moylan suggests, these two elements cannot be held 

simultaneously without the hidden teleological assumption that hope’s function is guided by 

hope’s contents. Bloch prioritizes hope’s content over hope’s function, defining the latter in 

terms of the former, and as a result, the Marxist contents of hope turn out to be detrimental to the 

process philosophy of hope.  

 Douglas Kellner also voices some concern about Bloch’s adherence to Marxism. 

According to Kellner, Bloch’s process philosophy establishes an excellent ideology critique, for 

his assessment of the everyday utopian function that cuts across all aspects of our lives offers “a 

method of cultural criticism which expands conventional Marxian approaches to culture and 

ideology.”30 Unlike a rationalist critique of ideologies, Bloch’s critique of ideologies takes 

human psychology seriously, underlining many subrational desires manifested in daydreams, 

fairytales, and pop cultures. Given that Bloch’s analysis identifies emancipatory elements even 

within the embellishments of ideologies, Kellner claims that Bloch’s Principle of Hope offers a 

unique cultural analysis that discloses both emancipatory and deceptive aspects of the same 

everyday activities. Despite this strength, Kellner is critical of Bloch’s dogmatic commitment to 

Marxism: 

 While it is beneficial to affirm Bloch’s methodological imperative of searching for 
utopian and emancipatory potential within all forms of culture, while also attending to 
embellishing and mystifying ideological elements, one might quarrel with his specific 
evaluations and judgments…. [H]e tends to attack culture that affirms capitalism, 
fascism, and philosophical idealism, and to praise culture which promotes socialism.31 

 
Kellner infers that Bloch’s specific evaluations come from his political devotion to Marxism and 

his negative experiences during his exile to the United States.32 Since many of the issues in 

Bloch’s writings pertain to his political commitment to Marxism, Hudson, who also advocates a 

sympathetic reading of Bloch’s Principle of Hope as a utopian process philosophy, claims, “there 

is a need to release Bloch’s legacy from the political as well as the philosophical contexts in 
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which it arose.”33 However, the ways in which we release Bloch’s legacy from its political and 

philosophical contexts also depend on our own interpretations of what counts as Bloch’s legacy 

and what does not, and given that Bloch’s central argument hinges on his political devotion to 

Marxism, the procedure to detach his writings from their political contexts is harder than Hudson 

suggests. Indeed, Tom Moylan’s assessment that Bloch’s commitment to Stalinism emerged 

from the combination of an inherent problem within his philosophy and a personal political 

devotion to communism poses the question as to whether or not it is even possible to extract only 

the legacy of Bloch’s philosophy without undermining the whole project. In addition, Bloch’s 

own insistence that the utopian function is evident only in concrete utopia makes it difficult to 

reconcile his philosophical theory with his own political position. As I already mentioned in the 

previous section, concrete utopia is selective of hope’s content. Given that his central argument 

for concrete utopia as the utopian function of hope hinges on his specific evaluations and 

judgments about the contents of hope, it is not easy to release Bloch’s theory from the political 

context from which it emerged.  

 In addition to these criticisms of Bloch’s adherence to Marxism, I argue that there are 

deeper issues at stake here. As shown, Bloch’s philosophy contains the two conflicting elements, 

the process philosophy of hope’s utopian function and the Marxist political theory of hope’s 

content, the reconciliation of which relies upon teleological assumptions about history as a 

progress toward a Marxist society. Consequently, many take up on the issues of teleology, 

arguing that Bloch’s teleological conception of hope is detrimental to his process theory of 

hope’s function. The important point to recognize here, I argue, is that Bloch’s Marxist teleology 

is not a principle that simply describes a potentiality that will be actualized in the future in a 

neutral sense: it is a normative teleological theory that involves a specific set of values that 

determine whether or not a certain historical development is a progress or regression. Bloch’s 

teleological theory of hope, therefore, includes two separate but closely related ideas within 

Western philosophy: a linear projection of history toward a certain goal and the normative 

standard to decide a specific historical development is morally and/or politically acceptable. The 

idea of a linear projection of history is not necessarily normative, just as teleology itself is not 

normative. However, Bloch’s theory is not morally and politically neutral, for he clearly 

endorses Marxism as the highest content of hope, using a Marxist normative standard to decide 
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whether or not hopes are worthy of human beings. In short, Bloch’s philosophy is not only 

teleological, but normatively so.  

 This normative aspect of his theory of hope is evident in the notion of docta spes, 

translated as comprehended hope or educated hope. Bloch explains that this notion “illuminates 

the concept of a principle in the world,” which is the principle “of hope and its contents worthy 

of human beings.”34 As shown already, Bloch attempts to emphasize the importance of Marxism 

for hope by maintaining that Marxism embodies concrete utopia. Bloch argues that the utopian 

function highlights concrete possibilities, but given that these possibilities are concrete, Bloch 

distinguishes the possibilities that are worthy of human beings from ones that are not. Therefore, 

in extracting concrete utopia from abstract one, he enforces the censorship of hope based on 

Marxist norms. The notion of docta spes refers to the knowledge by which this censorship is 

done, as he describes it as “a methodical organ for the New, an objective aggregate state of what 

is coming up.”35 Thus, Bloch calls docta spes “the light, in whose appearance the processive-

unclosed Totum is depicted and promoted.”36 

 In elucidating this process of censorship, Bloch employs the notions of cold and warm 

streams of Marxism. The cold stream of Marxism offers a scientific analysis of history and 

ideologies. When Bloch claims that the cold stream is scientific, it refers to the science of 

economics and the principles to expose ideological deceptions within history. Therefore, Bloch 

claims, “Marxist materialism becomes not only the science of conditions, but at the same time 

the science of struggle and opposition against all ideological inhibitions and concealments of the 

ultimately decisive conditions, which are always economic.”37 In short, the cold stream of 

Marxism offers a means of analysis to decide what course of action should be taken in order to 

overcome the socio-historical conditions of exploitation. On the other hand, the warm stream of 

Marxism refers to the liberating intention of Marxism. With the warm stream that aims at 

emancipation and the scientific analysis of the cold stream to recommend a specific path to take, 

Bloch establishes “Marxism as a doctrine of warmth.”38 Therefore, the notion of docta spes is the 

knowledge of “dialectical-materialistically comprehended hope,” which emerges from the 

principle of Marxism as the doctrine of warmth.  
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 Given that Marxism as the doctrine of warmth determines an appropriate content of hope, 

Hudson asserts that Bloch’s philosophy is normative rather than teleological: 

 Utopian philosophy in Bloch’s sense would seek to criticize existing discourses, 
practices, and conditions by reference to utopian postulates and seek to direct attention to 
concrete possibilities developing in the world, whether social or natural. It would seek to 
keep the culture open to new possibilities and to provide it with a sense of “where to” in a 
normative rather than a futurological sense.39  

 
One can emphasize, as Hudson does here, that this principle of a teleological projection of 

history is possible precisely because the future is not yet determined. There are two problems 

with this analysis, however. First, Bloch’s philosophy is normative, but it is also teleological. 

The cold stream of Marxism offers a Marxist prediction of history. Bloch’s elucidation of the 

doctrine of warmth reflects this: 

 The goal remains the naturalization of man, humanization of nature which is inherent in 
developing matter. This final matter or the content of the realm of freedom first 
approaches in the construction of communism, its only space, has never before been 
present; that is beyond doubt. But it is also beyond doubt that this content lies within the 
historical process, and the Marxism represents its strongest consciousness, its highest 
practical mindfulness.40 

 
Bloch’s depiction of the cold stream, by emphasizing this scientific principle of Marxism to 

predict history, supports a strong version of teleology, a prediction of history based on the telos 

of the world rather than a weak version that advocates a teleological projection of an ideal onto 

the future. 

 The second problem pertains to the conflict between Bloch’s process philosophy of hope 

and the normative aspect of the utopian function. Bloch’s analysis of hope’s function to create a 

future is undermined by his normative Marxist analysis of hope, for he does not consider the 

possibility that Marxism may be overcome by hope’s function to disrupt the present and create a 

future. To put it differently, Bloch’s normative theory of hope prioritizes the contents of hope 

over the function of hope, and by doing so, his analysis of hope’s function will be reduced to a 

normative theory of hope that is not unique to Bloch’s Principle of Hope.  

 In order to demonstrate the second point, I will examine Ruth Levitas’ analysis of docta 

spes in the next section. According to Levitas, Bloch’s theory of hope both goes too far and not 

far enough in his theory of hope: it is too far in the sense that Bloch’s analysis of what is 
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acceptable as the contents of hope relies on the Marxist teleology of history, but not far enough, 

insofar as Bloch does not spell out the normative standard that he employs in his Marxist 

normative theory of hope. In making this claim, Levitas assumes that Bloch’s philosophy of hope 

would have benefited if this standard were clearly defined so that the notion of docta spes did not 

have to rely upon the Marxist teleology of history to distinguish itself from other inferior forms 

of hope. In the next section, I will challenge this assumption by showing that a normative theory 

of hope undermines the process philosophy of hope’s function. 

 

3. A Normative Theory of Hope and a Theory of Hope as a Norm 
 

The notion of docta spes allows us to extract the utopia function from what Bloch calls “an idle 

bed of mere contemplation,” as it “opens up, on a truly attained summits, the ideologically 

unobstructed view of the content of human hope.”41 Ruth Levitas points out that this distinction 

between abstract and concrete utopia is fundamental to the relationship between utopia and any 

political orientation that aims at social transformation, for “otherwise utopians can only continue 

to imagine alternative worlds.”42 Since the notion of concrete utopia refers to the actual 

application of the utopian function within a given situation to highlight the concrete possibilities 

to change the present state of affairs, Levitas argues that this distinction is fundamental to any 

utopian studies. 

 Although she points out the notion of docta spes is crucial for Bloch’s theory of hope, 

Levitas argues that it is established on a problematic epistemic foundation. Bloch elucidates 

docta spes with Marxism as the doctrine of warmth, namely the principle that is composed of the 

cold and warm streams of the socio-economic science of history and the passion for 

emancipation. Given that docta spes emerges from the unity of the cold and warm streams, 

Levitas explains that docta spes refers to the dialectics of reason and passion within Marxism, 

which transforms the compensatory and wishful thinking of abstract utopia to the willful and 

anticipatory consciousness of concrete utopia. However, she points out, “Bloch does not offer us 
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criteria for making such a distinction other than his explicitly teleological and evaluative 

specification of the utopian goal and its content.”43 Thus, she argues: 

 The distinction between compensatory and transformative visions of the good life is 
bound to be central to a perspective whose central raison d’être is change rather than 
interpretation. In consequence, the retrieval of utopia by Marxism does need a concept 
like that of educated hope. It is a necessary distinction, albeit one which cannot be made 
on grounds which are objective in the sense of epistemologically unassailable. For both 
educated hope and the education of desire are intrinsically evaluative concepts which 
cannot be made other than through the specification of the content of the good society, 
and through judgments about the possibility and desirability of different aspirations 
toward the good life. By this I do not mean to imply a rapprochement between Marxism 
and utopia is mistaken; rather that the process of education implied in both the education 
of hope and the education of desire must be recognized as one which involves explicit 
value-based choices, not one in which the end is, as Bloch argues, somehow objectively 
given as the end of a teleological unfolding of what we all have “really” wanted since 
time immemorial.44 

 
Levitas’ analysis here is critical to the issues at stake within Bloch’s Principle of Hope. While 

the notion of docta spes is central to his argument for concrete utopia, Bloch ultimately relies 

upon the cold stream of Marxism as the science by which we draw a distinction between good 

and bad hopes. However, Levitas questions the epistemic foundation of this scientific principle, 

for the cold stream solely relies upon the teleological understanding of history as a progress 

toward Marxism. Simultaneously, Levitas points out that the notion of docta spes is an explicitly 

evaluative concept, which requires a normative standard that specifies what is acceptable and 

unacceptable as hope based on a clear elucidation of what the good society is. Therefore, Levitas 

claims that Bloch’s notion of docta spes has gone too far and not far enough in making the 

distinction between abstract and concrete utopia: too far in the sense that its distinction is based 

on the epistemologically questionable principle of teleology as the science of history, and not far 

enough since he does not spell out a normative standard to determine what we should hope.45 

Therefore, Levitas assesses that Bloch’s Principle of Hope requires a clear normative standard, 

the criterion to establish the notion of docta spes. 

 Levitas’ analysis is important for this current study of hope, for it elucidates the fact that 

Bloch’s Principle of Hope is ultimately a normative theory of hope, which draws a distinction 

between good and bad hopes based on a specific set of norms and values. Her criticism, 
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therefore, consists in the absence of the specific normative standard in Bloch’s writings, for 

Bloch seems to assume that these norms are self-evident in supporting Marxism as the highest 

form of hope. In addition to the absence of the standard, Levitas’ analysis demonstrates that “this 

distinction does not reply, in the end, upon function, but upon content, for the content makes the 

function possible.”46 In other words, Bloch’s philosophy of hope prioritizes the content rather 

than the function of hope in the end, insofar as his emphasis on Marxist values and norms shows 

that he cannot simply accept all hopes equally and wishes to separate good hopes from bad ones. 

This assessment supports her criticism even further, for it shows that Bloch, rather than 

employing Marxism as the scientific principle that highlights the inevitable course of history, 

needs to provide a clear normative standard to censor the contents of hope to draw a line between 

good and bad hopes. 

 While Levitas’ criticism demonstrates the shortcomings of Bloch’s Principle, I argue that 

there are deeper issues at stake here, ones that Levitas also accepts without questioning. As 

mentioned repeatedly, Bloch’s Principle contains an internal conflict between the process 

philosophy of hope’s function and the Marxist theory of hope’s content. Levitas points out that 

Bloch subordinates the former to the latter in her criticism, but what she does not question in 

doing so is the fact that such subordination might undermine the function of hope.  

 In order to demonstrate this point, I would like to make a distinction between two 

theories of hope; the normative theory of hope and the praxis theory of hope as a norm. The 

former is a theory that emphasizes the importance of hope but subordinates hope to another 

higher norm. Specifically, Kant’s philosophy is a good example of this theory, for the idea of the 

highest good is the ideal to which hope subordinates, adjusting its content in accordance with it. 

Taking that into consideration, it makes sense that Kant asks, “What may I hope?”, the question 

about the content of hope, for not all hopes are allowed within his practical philosophy. Unlike a 

normative theory of hope, the praxis theory of hope as a norm does not subordinate the function 

of hope to a certain content, for hope’s function is the ultimate norm. While the normative theory 

of hope assumes that hope needs to be censored, the praxis theory of hope as a norm advocates a 

position that the content of hope should not be restricted, for doing so only undermines its 

function. In that sense, this theory is normative, inasmuch as it emphasizes the importance of 

hope’s function itself. 
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 The deeper issues at stake within Bloch’s Principle is that it contains the process 

philosophy of hope, which emphasizes the significance of hope’s function to challenge the 

present state of affairs by questioning the ideologies that determine it, but his theory ultimately 

subordinates this function to the Marxist content of hope, for he thinks that Marxist norms are 

necessary to guide, restrict, and reprimand individual hopes. This censorship of hope reveals his 

assumption that we are prone to be under the influence of ideologies that dupe us into thinking 

that our hopes are genuinely good. Emphasizing the importance of hope’s function to challenge 

the current set of values that define the present state of affairs, Bloch’s Principle aims at 

emancipation and advocates equality as the goal of its theory. However, the notion of docta spes 

and the doctrine of warmth ultimately reveal the paternalistic aspects of Bloch’s philosophy. 

Tom Moylan recognizes this point in his analysis of the tension between the disruptively utopian 

and the teleological utopian, the reconciliation of which turns out to be detrimental to the central 

theme of Bloch’s philosophy of hope, namely the significance of hope to disrupt the present state 

of affairs to create a better future. Moylan, therefore, criticizes that Bloch’s theory inherits the 

paternalism of the Enlightenment, for as soon as Bloch claims that the utopian function pertains 

to concrete possibilities and begins his references to the actual political situations at the time, “he 

reduces the power of the utopian function to the status of a tool in the hands of the correct and 

inevitable masters of history who operate without the limitations of ideological mystifications.”47 

Consequently, Bloch “emphasizes the purely rational, scientific nature of his work as it grows 

out of Enlightenment thought…[which] devalues his discoveries of the utopian function in social 

spaces where the rational Marxist would no longer look.”48  

 Although Bloch’s approach to hope may be paternalistic, his view that hope requires 

censorship is a widely accepted position. Indeed, Levitas argues for the necessity of a normative 

standard precisely because she accepts the basic assumption that the contents ought to be good 

enough to guide the function of hope. In other words, both Bloch and Levitas assume that the 

emancipation and equality of people cannot be achieved if the contents of hope are not regulated 

based on a certain set of norms. In the next section, I will argue that the process of hoping itself 

has a distinct political significance for equality and emancipation. I will argue that their approach 

to emancipation and equality has a detrimental effect, insofar as they prioritize the content of 
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hope rather than the function of hope, the goal rather than the practice of hope itself. In order to 

establish this point, I will investigate Jacques Rancière’s theory of equality and his criticism of 

Marxism in the next section. 

 

4. A Praxis Theory of Hope: Rancière’s Political Theory of Equality 
 

Bloch’s notion of docta spes indicates that not all hopes are allowed in his philosophy, and the 

censorship of hope is executed through the doctrine of warmth, the combination of cold and 

warm streams of Marxism. In this section, I would like to question this basic assumption about 

the necessity of docta spes, namely, the necessity to distinguish good and bad hopes for the 

purposes of equality and emancipation encompassed in the warm stream of Marxism. In so 

arguing, it is necessary to point out that there is a concern that without some kind of a normative 

standard to regulate the contents of hope, the function of hope would be lost in fantasy without 

resulting in any significant changes in reality. On the contrary to their concern, I argue that the 

function of hope itself has a distinct political importance for equality and emancipation. In fact, 

the praxis theory of hope can demonstrate the shortcoming of the normative theory of hope, 

insofar as it reveals the paradox that equality can be pursued as a political goal only if we begin 

with the assumption of inequality, that not all people are qualified to have the kinds of hope that 

are worth having. As Moylan exposes the paternalistic aspects of Bloch’s philosophy, I argue 

that Bloch’s normative theory of hope exercises the hierarchy of thoughts in pursuing equality, 

and by doing so, he reaffirms the social hierarchy as a result, reversibly sending the message that 

the proletarians cannot save themselves without some guidance from above. In order to 

demonstrate this point, I will examine Jacques Rancière’s theory of equality that advocates 

politics as the practice of equality. Rancière’s criticism of Marxism will show that the hierarchy 

of thoughts assumed within Marxism only perpetuates the social inequality that they aim to 

abolish, and his criticism can be applied to Bloch’s theory of hope to expose that the Marxist 

censorship of hope is detrimental to his overall insights on the political significance of hope’s 

function to challenge the present state of affairs. In demonstrating this point, I will 

simultaneously claim that Rancière’s theory of equality is a constructive response to the concern 

that hope requires a normative standard, as it elucidates the ways in which hope itself can be an 

emancipatory norm that governs the political space of equality and freedom. 
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 Rancière’s theory of equality emerged as a critical response to Louis Althusser, the 

influential Marxist philosopher in the post WWII France. According to Althusser, Marx’s theory 

of historical materialism constitutes the new science of history, and philosophy has a specific 

role to complement Marx’s historical materialism through dialectical materialism, whose 

principle elucidates the class struggle within history and makes a distinction between science and 

ideology. Since Althusser regards philosophy as “a theoretical laboratory in which the new 

categories required by the concepts of the new science are brought into focus,”49 philosophy 

offers conceptual tools by which we make sense of the world based on the new scientific 

discovery. The inherent difficulty here, however, is that the ways in which the conceptual tools 

are to be used: the proletarians have the subjective awareness of exploitation based on their daily 

experience but do not own the conceptual tools to objectively analyze their situation, whereas the 

intellectuals who do are petty bourgeois and often lack the subjective awareness of exploitation. 

Thus, Althusser explains that the proletarians require education while the intellectuals need to 

revolutionize their thoughts: 

 To arrive at proletarian class positions, the class instinct of proletarians only needs to be 
educated; the class instinct of the petty bourgeoisie, and hence of intellectuals, has, on the 
contrary, to be revolutionized. This education and this revolution are, in the last analysis, 
determined by proletarian class struggle conducted on the basis of the principle of 
Marxist-Leninist theory.50 

 
As this elucidation shows, Althusser’s theory contains the underlying assumption of the division 

between those who are apt for thought and those who are not. Therefore, Althusser considers that 

the establishment of the proletarian class position is one aspect of the class struggle: the 

proletariat needs education to elevate their subjective awareness of the proletarian instinct to the 

objective knowledge of a proletarian class position, whereas the intellectuals need to 

revolutionize their thoughts and see the world from the proletarian perspective to establish the 

proletarian class position. 

 Rancière challenges this assumption of the division between the proletariat and the 

bourgeois, as he believes that Althusser’s Marxist theory is built upon the assumption of social 

hierarchy that ultimately affirms the unequal capacities of the people. Rancière’s divergence 

from the Marxist approach to politics came from the historical event in May of 1968, when nine 

                                                
49 Louis Althusser, “Lenin and Philosophy,” in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New 
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million people protested on the street across France. Having witnessed the political movement in 

which people critically responded to the social issues at hand with their own understanding of the 

situation, Rancière began to question the necessity of the intellectual intervention that Althusser 

envisions in his analysis of the class struggle. In fact, he began to suspect that Marxism was 

established upon a fallacious assumption about the inequality of people’s capacities, and given 

that this assumption is the premise upon which the whole Marxist theory of the class struggle as 

the dialectics toward equality is built, Rancière ultimately rejected Marxism. Furthermore, 

Rancière ultimately identifies the source of discrimination within philosophy itself, 

problematizing the dichotomies between body and mind, action and contemplation, and activity 

and passivity. Rancière, therefore, diagnoses that “Marx, in destroying the Platonic realm of the 

Ideas, may perhaps have prolonged what he said he was overturning, giving proletarians truth so 

as to exclude them more surely from the learned science reserved for experts.”51  

 Rancière asserts their theories of equality aim to achieve equality as a political goal but 

end up only affirming the inequality therein, insofar as their theories are based on the assumption 

of inequality based on the hierarchy of ideas, the hierarchy necessary to set up the dialectics of 

the class struggle. Hence, Rancière claims that their theories of dialectics are parasitic on the idea 

of inequality, even though their theories endeavor to eliminate the gap between the workers and 

the bourgeoisie/intellectuals. However, Rancière explains that the gap can never be eliminated as 

long as the intellectuals are the ones who have the authority to draw the science/ideology 

distinction, for as soon as the dialectic of the class struggle surfaces, the position of experts is 

secured and reserved for making this distinction. Thus, Rancière asserts, “it is the dialectic itself 

that is continuous parasitism,”52 for the problem is in the conceptual structure of dialectics itself. 

Therefore, Rancière claims that Marx’s theory only confirms the inequality through its theory of 

equality, for “[b]y instinct rather than cold calculation [Marx] rejected a world defined 

completely by practice, a world in which everyone would be right.”53 Rancière, in The 

Philosopher and His Poor, demonstrates the ways in which the philosophical theories of Plato, 

Marx, and Sartre perpetuate the social hierarchy, insofar as their political theory is built upon the 

assumption of the dichotomies of body/mind, sensibility/rationality, action/contemplation, and 
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emancipator/emancipated. Based on the shortcoming of dialectics, Rancière concludes that “[t]he 

dictatorship of the proletariat, the heart of the Marxist dream in the twentieth century, is 

impossible,”54 and Stalinism was necessary to prove this point. In so asserting, Rancière poses a 

fundamental question that any theory of equality needs to address: “is it possible to think at the 

same time the hierarchy of values and the equality of mixture?”55  

 In order to answer this question properly, Rancière first rehabilitates the idea of equality. 

Rancière asserts that “[e]quality is not given, nor is it claimed; it is practiced, it is verified.”56 

The problem with Marxism is their assumption that equality can be pursued as a political goal. 

Rancière reveals the paradox of equality, arguing that this goal can be pursued only on the 

assumption of the dichotomy between the emancipators and the emancipated established on the 

idea of unequal capacities. Therefore, Rancière argues instead that equality has to be the starting 

point of politics, and that the verification of equality is at the center of political activities. 

Rancière is convinced that those people in May of 1968 acted upon this basic assumption of 

equality and verified their equality. Therefore, equality is not something that can be given to the 

people through a political intervention, but it can only be verified through practice. Based on this 

understanding of equality, Rancière argues that emancipation takes place when we challenge 

dichotomies: body and mind, action and contemplation, activity and passivity, sensibility and 

rationality, opinion and knowledge, and appearances and reality, all of which are “embodied 

allegories of inequality,” given that they come with “an a priori distribution of the positions and 

capacities and incapacities attached to these positions.”57  

 This practice of verification is encompassed what Rancière calls the distribution of the 

sensible (le partage du sensible), which refers to the practices of viewing, interpreting, and 

challenging the sensible world based on a specific set of values. These activities are inherently 

political but not limited to politics: this practice of distribution is evident within aesthetics, art, 

education, and politics. According to Rancière, the verification of equality takes place when this 

distribution is conducted based on the assumption of equality. In the case of a Marxist theory, 

however, the distribution of the sensible is conducted on the assumption of inequality, for their 

analysis of the science/ideology distinction is built upon the inequality of intelligence that 
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divides people into two groups: the emancipators and the emancipated, those who understand the 

deceptions of the ideologies and those who do not. Rancière’s theory of the distribution of the 

sensible based on the assumption of equality, therefore, establishes a political space in which the 

diversity of values can thrive, while Marxism aims to establish a political space in which only 

one kind of values is permitted. In that sense, Marxism assumes that politics aims at consensus, 

namely the culmination of values in Marxism, whereas Rancière’s theory of equality considers 

dissensus not only inevitable but also necessary as the important outcome of verifying equality in 

the political space shared by the diverse body of people. Rancière’s theory of equality is 

normative in the sense that it endeavors to preserve a political space in which diverse values are 

allowed to thrive through constant affirmations, rejections, and modifications of the present state 

of affairs based on one’s own values.  

 The unfeasibility of reconciling the hierarchy of values and the idea of equality can be 

applied to Bloch’s theory of hope. Just as the hierarchy of values undermines the idea of 

equality, Bloch’s notion of docta spes has a negative effect on hope’s function to confront the set 

of values that define the present state of affairs. What Rancière’s analysis demonstrates is the 

shortcoming of the normative theory of hope in general, for it shows that such theory of hope 

stultifies hope’s function by subordinating the disruptive function of hope to a specific norm, no 

matter how morally and politically appropriate this norm may be. In the case of Kant’s normative 

theory of hope, Kant’s intention to limit the contents of hope is clear from the beginning, as he 

asks “What may I hope?”, the question that reveals both the necessity to restrict hope and the 

licensing of hope in pursuit of reason’s ideals within the sensible realm. For Kant, this 

censorship is necessary to ensure that hope conforms to the moral duties and the reasonable 

expectations based on the human epistemic power. Bloch’s analysis of hope wishes to criticize 

such analysis of hope, arguing that philosophy cannot go beyond its closed-off system of 

thoughts with its emphasis on contemplation and recollection. Nonetheless, his normative theory 

of hope ultimately subordinates these dreams to one specific dream, and by doing so, his theory 

cannot go beyond the theories of the predecessors that he himself criticizes as premeditative and 

closed-off to the New. 

 What we can learn from the ambivalence between the normative theory of hope and the 

praxis theory of hope within Bloch’s theory may be explained with the paradigm shift that Bloch 

unconsciously internalized within his own thoughts. That is, the transition of paradigm from the 
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normative theory that focuses on the importance of consensus based on the idea of the universal 

ideal to the praxis theory that advocates the significance of process of learning and expressing 

one’s own values and ideals. As Nietzsche declares the death of God and Lyotard the end of the 

grand narrative, it is generally assumed that the notion of the universal ideal is a thing of the past. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union, which symbolizes the failure of the Marxist discourses as the 

last normative theory with a strong conception of the universal ideal, only reinforces this view. 

Rancière himself assesses that the idea of consensus within Marxism, as evident in Bloch’s 

notion of docta spes, is a paradigm of the past: 

 The key idea of the consensus is in effect that we will just have to get used to, and that 
the only ones who can deny this necessity are the representatives of archaic interests and 
obsolete ideologies. And indeed, it is also this idea on which their conviction and their 
science is based. They believe in progress. They had faith in the progress of history when 
it was supposed to lead to socialist world revolution. They still believe in it now that it 
leads to the global triumph of the market. It is not their fault if history was mistaken. 
Consequently, they can unperturbedly reapply yesterday’s lessons to today’s conditions.58  

 
While the idea of consensus may be obsolete, I argue that Rancière’s theory of equality 

demonstrates that there is one important norm at work in the contemporary era, one that 

advocates the significance of equality as practice and creates a space in which diverse values are 

allowed to thrive. In that sense, a type of an ideal is still at work, but not the one that guides and 

regulates what we do and hope, but one that ceases that kind of a universal ideal. Rancière, in 

exposing this paradigm shift, concludes in The Philosopher and His Poor, “[i]t remains 

important today to be able to judge if what our intuitions, our images, and our discourses imitate 

is democratic hope or its mourning.”59 

 

5. Aesthetics and the Praxis of Hope 
 

Up to this point, I focused on the shortcoming of Bloch’s normative theory of hope based on 

Rancière’s analysis of equality. Before I conclude this chapter, I would like to analyze the 

implications of Rancière’s theory for the contemporary discourses of hope. In the first two 

chapters, I focused on Kant’s philosophy of hope to show the significance of the Critique of 

Judgment for hope, for both types of reflective judgment represent the ways in which the 
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sensible realm can be viewed from the perspective of reason’s ideals. However, the difference 

between these two judgments is that aesthetic judgment embodies the function of hope in its 

freedom to see the world purposively without any purpose, while the purposiveness in 

teleological judgment represents the proper way of seeing the world in accordance with a 

specific purpose. In other words, the significance of the former for hope emerges from the 

activity of aesthetic contemplation itself that leaves the conclusion open-ended, whereas the 

latter, in showing the purposive way of viewing the sensible realm, subordinates the power of 

judgment to a specific content. In the first chapter, I explained that aesthetic judgment highlights 

the possibility of achieving the final purpose in free contemplation. As a response to Guyer’s 

claim that free contemplation without any conclusive end may be frustrating than pleasurable, I 

focused exclusively on the significance of this possibility and explained that free contemplation 

results in the feeling of pleasure because we can construe natural beauty as the sign of nature’s 

affinity to morality. Now it is important to emphasize here that this interpretation works within 

the context of Kant’s philosophy to explain the source of aesthetic pleasure because the 

achievement of the final purpose is what Kant himself regards as the ideal. However, even if one 

does not share the same ideal, aesthetic contemplation can still be pleasurable because beauty is a 

type of appearance that allows us to envision that there is more than what meets the eye. Beauty 

creates a space in which we can freely exercise our imagination so that we can learn our own 

values and project an ideal view of the world. In Kant’s philosophy, it is assumed that everyone, 

as a rational being, should have the same universal ideal: the highest good as the final purpose. 

However, aesthetic judgment is an exercise of our imagination in a way that is creative and free 

so that we can entertain multiple perspectives and learn our own values and ideals without being 

confined to this specific purpose/goal. Teleological judgment, on the other hand, is not free 

because the power of judgment is confined to the specific way of viewing nature in accordance 

with the idea of nature’s purpose that will eventually harmonize with the final purpose of the 

world. For this reason, aesthetic judgment and teleological judgment are both important for 

Kant’s philosophy, but only aesthetic judgment can create a space in which multiple perspectives 

are permitted. 

 Given the capacity to create a space of equality, Rancière acknowledges the significance 

of aesthetics for politics, especially art after the eighteenth century. According to Rancière, the 

eighteenth century demarcates the aesthetic revolution, in which art gains a new identity as that 
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which induces free contemplation. Prior to this revolution, the primary role of art was to depict a 

scene that carries an ethical or religion message with specific rules and techniques. However, this 

revolution eliminates the hierarchy of content and focuses on art’s capacity to stimulate 

imagination and induce a type of contemplation that is free and open-ended. The idea of freedom 

defines the eighteenth century aesthetics, and the judgment of the beautiful in Kant’s Critique of 

Judgment clearly reflects the paradigm shift that marks the beginning of new art in his analysis 

of fine art and genius. Just as beauty possesses a type of appearance that defies our 

understanding, Kant claims that fine art has an appearance that resists being subsumed under the 

concepts of understanding. For this reason, even the artist cannot determine the meaning of her 

own artwork.60 This inexplicable appearance of an artwork created by the genius allows the 

spectator to engage in free contemplation, and Rancière extracts the political implications of 

aesthetics by pointing out that the freedom entailed in aesthetic contemplation simultaneously 

guarantees the equality between the artist and the spectator. Therefore, Rancière asserts that 

aesthetic contemplation epitomizes the distribution of the sensible based on the assumption of 

equality.  

 Whereas Rancière uncovers the political implications of aesthetics by extracting the idea 

of equality within the freedom of contemplation, he criticizes Kant’s teleological judgment, for 

this judgment confines the power of judgment to a specific content, namely the idea of nature’s 

purpose. Rancière characterizes the shift from aesthetic judgment to teleological judgment in 

Kant’s Critique of Judgment as the slippage from “the ‘democratic’ valorization of aesthetic 

sensus communis to a fascination with the kind of self-organization in which matter tends to be 

identified with its own idea.”61 This shift within Kant’s Critique resembles the transition from 

abstract utopia to concrete utopia in Bloch’s Principle of Hope, for both aesthetic judgment and 

abstract utopia encompass the function of hope to see the world in an imaginative way without 

confining this power to one specific view, while teleological judgment and concrete utopia refer 

to the specific ways in which we see the world in accordance with a particular set of theoretical 

and practical norms. There are two important implications to note here. First, unlike Bloch’s 

claim, abstract utopia has important political implications, inasmuch as Rancière’s political 

aesthetics demonstrates that hope without any restriction to a specific content can emancipate the 
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hoper by allowing her to learn her own values and express them as her own dreams of a better 

life. Second, the shortcoming of Bloch’s and Kant’s normative theories of hope emerges from 

the confinement of hope’s function to one specific content in pursuing a universal ideal. In the 

case of Kant’s philosophy, the universal ideal is the highest good, and in the case of Bloch’s 

philosophy, it is Marxist society. Advocating a normative theory of hope, both Kant and Bloch 

think that the content of hope can be agreed upon based on their faith in the idea of a universal 

ideal. As a result, their theories emphasize the importance of consensus and confine hope to a 

moral or political goal. The urge to confine hope to a specific content is evident even within the 

contemporary discussions of hope, as Levitas’ argument for the necessity of a normative 

standard indicates it. Rancière’s theory is a constructive response to the concern that emerges 

from the loss of a universal ideal, for his praxis theory of equality demonstrates that it is possible 

to retrieve normativity in the practice of hope without setting up an ultimate goal of such 

activity. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the first two chapters, I examined the distinct implications of aesthetic judgment and 

teleological judgment for Kant’s account of hope: the former encompasses the feeling of hope in 

free contemplation while the latter demonstrates the proper way of viewing the sensible realm 

that is conducive to the achievement of the final purpose. In this chapter, I demonstrated that 

Bloch’s Principle of Hope contains two distinct theories of hope that he endeavors to reconcile: 

the teleological theory of hope that confines the content of hope to the Marxist norms and the 

process philosophy of hope that highlights the function of hope in everyday activities. Rancière’s 

theory of equality demonstrates the shortcoming of their theories, for both Kant and Bloch aim to 

establish a normative theory that puts emphasis on the content of hope rather than the function of 

hope. However, there is an important difference between them: Kant’s theory of hope assumes 

without questioning that such censorship is necessary, as he asks “What may I hope?” rather than 

“What do I hope?” Bloch, on the other hand, is ambivalent between his devotion to Marxism and 

the political significance of hope’s function that challenges the present state of affairs. In that 

sense, Bloch recognizes the unique political significance of hope’s function, and contemporary 

scholars highlight this aspect, characterizing Bloch’s theory as a process philosophy. However, 
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Bloch ultimately succumbs to the temptation to restrict hope to a specific content because of his 

adherence to the idea of a universal ideal. Taking these points into consideration, it becomes 

evident that both theories of hope are content-driven thus goal-oriented. Rancière’s theory of 

equality demonstrates that such adherence to a specific content, no matter how morally and 

politically appropriate one might think, undermines hope’s capacity to emancipate the hoper. 

What Rancière shows through his criticism of Marxism is the significance of hope’s function for 

emancipation and the possibility of launching a new praxis theory of hope by suggesting that the 

goal of hope should be nothing but its practice.  

 In the next chapter, I will depart from Western philosophy and switch to Japanese 

philosophy to analyze Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology, for his teaching of enlightenment as 

practice can establish a praxis theory of hope. In particular, Dōgen’s Buddhist philosophy can 

show that the goal-driven theory of hope emphasizes the important of the future, inasmuch as 

they assume that a specific goal that is not yet actualized will come to fruition in the future. 

Since many influential theories of hope can be characterized as such, the significance of the 

future is often highlighted, contributing to the common belief that hope is incompatible with 

Buddhist soteriology. Although hope is not central to Buddhist soteriology, I will show in the 

next chapter that it is beneficial to analyze Buddhist teachings from the perspective of hope, for 

not only does it offer a new insight to the growing philosophical discourses on hope, especially 

to shed light upon the possibility of launching a praxis theory of hope, but also to ascertain the 

new ways in which Zen Buddhist soteriology can be articulated from the perspective of hope. 
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CHAPTER 4: DŌGEN’S SHŌBŌGENZŌ AND HOPE 
 

Up to this point, I focused on Western philosophy to analyze the theories of hope. With the 

diminishing significance of the universal ideal, I argued that Rancière’s verification theory of 

hope suggests the possibility of launching a praxis theory of hope as a norm, one that highlights 

the importance of hoping itself rather than a specific content of hope based on the universal ideal. 

In this chapter, I argue that Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology can establish a praxis theory of 

hope that problematizes the dominant discourses of hope that emphasize the future possibilities. 

Inasmuch as Buddhism teaches to eliminate desire and expectation, there is a suspicion that 

Buddhism and hope are incompatible. In Peace Is Every Step, Thich Nhat Hanh claims that hope 

has an instrumental value in reducing the burden of a hardship, for “we use hope to believe 

something better will happen in the future.”1 However, he soon points out the limitation of hope, 

arguing that hope keeps our attention away from the present. He concludes, “if [we] refrain from 

hoping, [we] can bring [ourselves] entirely into the present and discover the joy that is already 

here.”2 While his argument supports the incompatibility of Buddhism and hope, it is premature to 

dismiss any connection between them. As long as Buddhism promises to save people from 

suffering, there must be a kind of hope in its teaching, no matter how different that hope may be.  

 In this chapter, I analyze Dōgen’s soteriology in the Shōbōgenzō and establish a praxis 

theory of hope that focuses on the present. Rejecting the conventional view of time, Dōgen 

emphasizes the inseparability of enlightenment and practice, eliminating a temporal obstruction 

between them. As such, a future-oriented hope collapses in Dōgen’s soteriology, but his radical 

view of time can establish an alternative picture of hope, one that is grounded in the 

interconnectedness of all moments in the absolute now (nikon). Thus, Dōgen’s soteriology can 

establish a present-oriented theory of hope that emerges in the radical impermanence. In Western 

philosophy, the diminishing significance of the universal ideal gave rise to a new praxis theory of 

hope as a norm that prioritizes hoping itself rather than a specific normative content of hope for 

the purpose of verifying equality. In this chapter, I argue that Zen Buddhist soteriology can 

establish a praxis theory of hope, but one that highlights the present based on his radical theory 
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of time, for Dōgen’s notion of nikon (absolute now) shows that all moments of time are 

contained in the present.   

 In demonstrating Dōgen’s present-oriented conception of hope, I will simultaneously 

argue that Dōgen’s soteriology does not completely eliminate a teleological conception of the 

Buddha-nature although it is traditionally considered so. Despite the fact that Dōgen himself 

suggests that the Buddha-nature is not a seed that will sprout through practice, I claim that 

Dōgen’s unique understanding of time establishes a new type of teleology without a linear 

conception of time, a radical teleology that creates a space for both karmic causality and the non-

obstruction between practice and enlightenment. The notion of karmic causality has been one of 

the central topics in recent Dōgen studies since the emergence of Critical Buddhism, according 

to which, the teachings in the twelve-fascicle Shōbōgenzō with an emphasis on karmic causality 

is superior to the present-oriented theory of enlightenment in the seventy-five-fascicle 

Shōbōgenzō. In order to reconcile the apparent contradictions within Dōgen’s own writings, I 

suggest that an analysis of Dōgen’s philosophy from the perspective of hope is effective in 

showing that the non-obstruction between practice and enlightenment does not necessarily 

eliminate karmic causality. The key here is the way in which temporality is incorporated into the 

conceptual structure of teleology. The dismissal of a linear conception of time inevitably 

eliminates the traditional teleology that places a purpose in the future, but Dōgen’s temporality 

can ascertain a radical teleology that places process and outcome in the same moment without 

collapsing the differences between them. In order to demonstrate this point, I will first address 

the issues of nihilism and eternalism, two extreme views that are considered flawed in 

Buddhism. In accepting Dōgen’s temporality that dismisses the linear temporal passage, it is 

assumed that teleology would also collapse, simultaneously divesting a purpose as well as a 

sense of direction from the present. This view results in nihilism, the erroneous view that makes 

it seem as if practice is meaningless without a goal in the future. The other issue is eternalism, 

which argues that if each moment is the manifestation of Buddha-nature, enlightenment is 

already accomplished. This view renders any practice superfluous and pointless, and 

consequently, it results in the unconditional acceptance of the present condition. The doctrine of 

the Middle Way rejects both attitudes, and Dōgen’s unique theory of time can be used to 

demonstrate that these views emerge from the mistaken conceptions of time. In doing so, I 

believe that the notion of hope helps show a way in which we can reconcile the apparent 
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contradictions in Dōgen’s own writings, despite the overwhelming suspicion that hope is not 

central to Buddhist soteriology.  

 

1. The Problem of Hope and Western Philosophy 
 

In Peace Is Every Step, Thich Nhat Hanh problematizes hope from a Buddhist perspective, 

arguing that hope’s emphasis on the future prevents us from appreciating the present: 

 Western civilization places so much emphasis on the idea of hope that we sacrifice the 
present moment. Hope is for the future. It cannot help us discover joy, peace, or 
enlightenment in the present moment.… I do not mean that you should not have hope, but 
that hope is not enough. Hope can create an obstacle for you, and if you dwell in the 
energy of hope, you will not bring yourself back entirely into the present moment.3 

 
Nhat Hanh’s criticism reveals that a future-oriented conception of hope is a constant yearning for 

progress and improvement that highlights a fundamental lack in the present state of affairs. For 

this reason, Nhat Hanh asserts that hope is a constant denial of the present as something to be 

superseded. As I already showed in the previous chapters, the future-oriented conception of hope 

is closely related to a teleological worldview, a prevalent system of thought that dominated 

Western philosophy for centuries. Given that a telos is what sets the world in motion as all 

beings strive toward it, teleology provides a future-oriented worldview that places an emphasis 

on the goal in the future. Consequently, the present inevitably becomes a passing point in 

teleology, diverting our attention away from what is here and now. This emphasis on the future 

culminates in the dialectical worldview that considers history as an accumulation of progress 

toward the future, and I showed that Bloch’s Principle of Hope is established upon this 

assumption about the teleological development toward a specific end. Hope thrives in 

anticipation for progress and improvement, and Nhat Hanh’s criticism points out that hope is a 

yearning for progress and improvement, a constant denial of the present condition as something 

to be superseded. Consequently, Nhat Hanh, in taking note of the future-oriented characteristic of 

hope, criticizes the notion of hope itself as a distraction that prevents us from discovering 

enlightenment in the present moment. 

 Although Nhat Hanh’s criticism illuminates the problem of hope, such aspiration for 

improvement is not unique to Western cultures: Buddhism also seeks to change the present 
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condition through its teaching, encouraging its followers to engage in some kind of practice for 

the sake of improvement. The problem is that the idea of improvement does not seem to hold 

without assuming a substance that undergoes change in duration of time, placing an emphasis on 

its future state in comparison to the prior state. Thusly put, Buddhism, by teaching that all 

sentient beings can reach enlightenment, seems to endorse a type of teleology, rendering the 

present a passing point to achieve enlightenment. Therefore, it is problematic to dismiss hope as 

irrelevant in Buddhism, because Mahāyāna soteriology, with its promise of salvation from 

suffering, clearly establishes some kind of hope in its teaching. Given that Buddhism offers hope 

to suffering sentient beings, how is it even possible to think of enlightenment as a goal without 

emphasizing the future? Assuming that the goal of Buddhism is not necessarily to be complacent 

with the present state of affairs, the challenge is to make sense of the apparent inconsistency 

within the Buddhist doctrines that set enlightenment as a goal and dismiss any teleological 

thinking as erroneous. In the rest of the chapter, I will unravel this issue through an analysis of 

Dōgen’s ontology. Although it is traditionally assumed that Dōgen dismisses any teleological 

conception of the Buddha-nature as erroneous, I will demonstrate that Dōgen’s theory of 

temporality can establish a radical form of teleology without any linear conception of time. Thus, 

teleology as traditionally understood disappears in Dōgen’s ontology as initially expected. 

However, his radical view of time can ascertain a form of teleology that creates a space for a new 

conception of hope, one that is grounded in the interconnectedness of all moments in the present. 

In order to show this point, I will first introduce the traditional interpretation of the Buddha-

nature in the next section. 

 

2. Dōgen’s Ontology: Buddha-nature  
 

Dōgen’s analysis of being and time developed in Shōbōgenzō provides a way to dissolve the 

apparent inconsistency within Buddhism, which holds enlightenment as a purpose while 

dismissing teleology as flawed. In this section, I will focus on Dōgen’s analysis on Buddha-

nature, as I examine Dōgen’s innovative reinterpretation of a passage from the Nirvāṇa Sūtra, 

“All sentient beings without exception have the Buddha-nature (5G�v^i@\).”4 Rather 
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than interpreting Buddha-nature as some kind of potential that will be actualized through 

practice, Dōgen purposefully changes the literal meaning of this claim, declaring instead that all 

beings are the Buddha-nature. This interpretation will allow us to penetrate deeply into the kernel 

of Dōgen’s unique ontology: being does not exist in time, but being is time itself. Inasmuch as 

each moment is the working of Buddha-nature, Dōgen’s ontology dissolves the traditional 

teleological worldview that separates present and future as process and outcome.  

 In the fascicle, “Buddha-nature,” Dōgen offers a new interpretation of the Nirvāṇa Sūtra, 

one of the central texts for Mahāyāna Buddhism. This sūtra highlights the equality of all sentient 

beings with the well-known claim that all sentient beings without exception have the Buddha-

nature. This statement is often interpreted to mean that the Buddha-nature is an equally 

distributed source of enlightenment, and all sentient beings can reach enlightenment through 

practice. This interpretation corresponds to a simple structure of teleology; the Buddha-nature as 

a potential, practice as a means or an efficient cause, and enlightenment as a purpose. Hee-Jin 

Kim points out that many Buddhists have fallen prey to this teleological framework, insofar as 

the prevalent metaphors in Buddhist texts such as “seeds” to signify the Buddha-nature can be 

“ambiguous and misleading due to the intrinsic connotations of the terms.”5 Dōgen dismisses 

such view to rectify any misgiving that renders the Buddha-nature as a potential that will be 

actualized through practice: 

 There is a certain group that thinks the Buddha-nature is like a seed from a grass or a 
plant. When this seed receives the nourishment of Dharma rain, it begins to sprout; 
branches and leaves, flowers and fruit, appear, and the fruit contain seeds within them. 
This supposition is bred from illusion in the unenlightened mind.6  

 
Given that the statement in the Nirvāṇa Sūtra can be read to support the teleological conception 

of the Buddha-nature, Dōgen offers a radical reinterpretation: rather than conforming to the 

traditional reading of the text, he instead interprets the statement to mean that all beings are the 

Buddha-nature. He constructs this interpretation by adeptly altering the meaning of shitsuu (^

i),” particularly paying attention to the multiple meanings entailed by the word, u (i). 

According to Dōgen:  

 The word entire being [shitsuu] means both sentient beings and all beings. In other words, 
entire being is the Buddha-nature. I call the whole integral entity of entire being “sentient 

                                                
5 Hee-Jin Kim, Eihei Dōgen: Mystical Realist (Somerville: Wisdom Publications, 2004), 112. 
6 Dōgen, “Busshō,” in The Heart, 64-65. 
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beings.” Just as the very time when things are thus, both inside and outside of sentient 
beings are, as such, the entire being of the Buddha-nature. 7  

 
 (^i�� �v�.��i9��� �^i <\�.�^i�5^4�v�

�#�lX]�h ��v�EQ�� �<\�^i�.�) 8 
 
An analysis of the original Japanese is helpful here. Shitsuu can be broken down into two 

characters, shitsu (^) and u (i), and traditionally, shitsu is translated as “without exception” 

and u as “have” in the sentence, “All sentient beings without exception have the Buddha-nature.”  

In the first sentence quoted above, Dōgen changes the meaning of shitsuu, as he reads shitsu (^) 

as “entire/all,” and u (i) as “being/beings.” In Japanese, a distinction between a singular and 

plural noun is not necessarily drawn, allowing the second sentence to be simultaneously 

translated as “all beings are the Buddha-nature” and “entire being is the Buddha-nature.” 

According to Waddell and Abe, the second translation is preferable, for Dōgen purposefully 

changes the meaning of the Buddha’s statement to attest to the nonduality of all, consequently 

dismissing the teleological conception of the Buddha-nature: 

 [His interpretation] changes the idea of sentient beings having a Buddha-nature to stress a 
standpoint more in keeping with the basic (nondualistic) Mahayana standpoint…in which 
“entire being” encompasses not only sentient beings but all beings. This avoids a duality 
of subject (sentient beings) and object (Buddha-nature), a duality that regards Buddha-
nature as a potentiality to be actualized in the future, and a duality of means and end 
(practice the means, realization of Buddha-nature the end). The reading of “entire being 
is the Buddha-nature” indicates the nondualistic oneness of realizer (entire being) and 
realized (Buddha-nature), the simultaneity of Buddha-nature and enlightenment 
(Buddha), and the identity of practice and attainment.9 

 
This nonduality of all that Waddell and Abe discuss corresponds to the Buddhist doctrine of 

dependent origination, the central teaching that penetrates deeply into Mahāyāna soteriology. 

Dōgen’s interpretation is effective in pointing out that the nonduality of all eliminates not only a 

spatial obstruction between self and others, but also a temporal obstruction between two 

moments, filling a gap between cause and effect, means and end, and practice and enlightenment. 

This inseparability of practice and enlightenment enables us to see the true nature of 

                                                
7 Dōgen, “Busshō,” in The Heart, 61. 
8 Dōgen, “Busshō,” in Shōbōgenzō. vol. 1, ed. Yaoko Mizuno (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1990), 73. 
9 Norman Waddell and Masao Abe, The Heart, 60. Footnote 1. 
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enlightenment; that it is not a goal to be achieved in the future, but it is achieved in each and 

every moment when one engages in practice.  

 

3. Time-Being 
 

Dōgen’s philosophical contribution is that he penetrates so deeply into the nonduality of all 

beings that he establishes a radical view of time that corresponds to the doctrine of dependent 

origination. There are a few key terms that Dōgen utilizes to explain his radical view; time-being 

(ih uji), absolute now/realized now (�; nikon), dharma-dwelling stage (?p> jyūhōi), and 

seriatim passage/temporal passage (~m kyōryaku). I will examine each of these key terms to 

illustrate that Dōgen’s impermanence corresponds to the doctrine of dependent origination, 

particularly focusing on the notions of the absolute now (nikon) and seriatim passage (kyōryaku) 

to show that Dōgen ascertains the momentariness of enlightenment without completely 

dismissing a kind of temporal passage.  

 Just as he develops his own view of the Buddha-nature through a new interpretation of 

the Nirvāṇa Sūtra, Dōgen’s distinctive view of time originates from his unique interpretation of a 

Buddhist text. Dōgen begins the fascicle, “Uji,” by quoting a Chinese text with an intention to 

radically change the prevailing reading ofih (uji): 

 An old Buddha said: 
 For the time being, I stand astride the highest mountain peaks. 
 For the time being, I move on the deepest depth of the ocean floor.10 
 
 (N<�� 
 ih��T�|� 
 ihr�qW��)11 
 
In the original text, ih (uji) simply means “at one time (i/h arutoki),” and most read the 

sentence “ih��T�|” as “at a certain time, an old Buddha stands astride the highest 

mountain peaks.” However, Dōgen changes the meaning ofih (uji) and reads it instead as 

“time-being.” This new interpretation allows him to create the idea of time-being (uji), the 

central notion to illuminate the pervasiveness of the Buddha-nature in Dōgen’s ontology. Steven 
                                                
10 Dōgen, “Uji,” in The Heart, 48. 
11 Dōgen, “Uji,” in Shōbōgenzō. vol. 2, ed. Yaoko Mizuno (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1990), 46. 
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Heine explains that for Dōgen, “all beings are all times,”12 and this is ultimately because all 

phenomena are the presencing of the Buddha-nature. Dōgen writes: 

  “For the time being” here means time itself is being, and all being is time. A golden 
sixteen-foot body is time; because it is time, there is the radiant illumination of time. 
Study it as the twelve hours of the present. “Three heads and eight arms” is time; because 
it is time, it is not separate from the twelve hours of the present.13 

 
Taigen Dan Leighton points out that Dōgen’s notion of uji captures what David McMahan 

identifies as the spatialization of time in Mahāyāna Buddhism.14 In other words, when Dōgen 

refers to a specific image, just as a golden sixteen-foot body in the above passage, he attempts to 

show the nonduality of being and time by visualizing this unity. By doing so, Dōgen dismisses 

the conventional view of time that separates being from a temporal flow, contesting instead that 

time and being are in fact identical. 

 As briefly mentioned, Dōgen’s philosophical contributions come from his ability to 

corroborate the doctrine of dependent origination in his radical view of time, effectively 

reinforcing the view that each moment is the Buddha-nature manifesting itself as time. Dōgen 

subsequently argues that all moments of time are contained in the present, while the absence of a 

temporal flow eliminates the linear conception of time, suspending the traditional notions of past 

and future along with it. Stambaugh explains this point in the following fashion: 

 The fact that past and future are in the present moment means there is nowhere for the 
present moment to go. The passage of the present moment takes place within the present 
moment; it does not make a transition into future, for the future is not “ahead” of it. There 
is no transition or continuity; nothing changes into anything else.15 

 
Dōgen’s view of time corresponds to the momentariness of time prevalent in Buddhist 

metaphysics, but Joan Stambaugh calls it “radical impermanence” to highlight that the 

impermanence here does not simply mean that a moment vanishes as soon as it arrives.16  

Stambaugh asserts that when the Buddha-nature fully manifests itself as time-being, it is not 

                                                
12 Steven Heine, The Zen Poetry of Dōgen (Mount Tremper: Dharma Communications, 2005), 12. 
13 Dōgen, “The Time-Being,” in Moon in a Dewdrop, trans. Dan Welch and Kazuaki Tanahashi (New York: North 
Point Press, 1985), 76. Although the Waddell and Abe translation tends to be closer to the original Japanese, it tends 
to be technical and convoluted at times. I used this translation for this passage because it captures Dōgen’s point 
more succinctly by taking an interpretive reading of the original passage.  
14 Taigen Dan Leighton, Vision of Awakening Space and Time (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 106-107.  
15 Joan Stambaugh, Impermanence Is Buddha-nature: Dōgen’s Understanding of Temporality (Honolulu, University 
of Hawaii Press, 1990), 49. 
16 Stambaugh, Impermanence, 18-23. The chapter of Buddha-nature is dedicated to explain this radical 
impermanence. 
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simply impermanent but also permanent. The key concept at stake here is the notion of absolute 

now/realized now (�; nikon). The nonduality of impermanence and permanence that 

Stambaugh calls “radical impermanence” is best conveyed in this notion of nikon, which can be 

best describes as the mutual arising of all moments of time, the duration of which is momentary 

yet eternal at the same time. The best way to digest this apparently contradictory notion is to 

remember that being is time: if being and time are inseparable, the interdependence of being has 

to be extended to time. The result is the notion of the absolute now, the moment in which all 

moments of time are mutually arising. Hence, the notion of the absolute now is a way of 

elucidating uji from the standpoint of time. Dōgen describes the absolute now in the following 

way in the fascicle of “Uji”: 

 At the time the mountain was being climbed and the river being crossed, I was there [in 
time]. The time has to be in me. Inasmuch as I am there, it cannot be that time passes 
away. As long as time is not a modality of going and coming, that time on the mountain 
is the immediate present—right now—of “the time being” (being-time). Yet as long as 
time takes upon itself a modality of going and coming, the being in me in the immediate 
now of “the time being” is being-time.17 

 
 (� +/S4�'.o42�.�h�20�.��20�h�/%��20�

���.�h�/%	-��h)�LA�y��-� �6S�h ih��;

�.�h)�LA�y4B=�!�20�ih��;�/�0ih�.�)18 
 
The above translation by Abe and Waddell refers to nikon as “the immediate now.” In this 

passage, Dōgen emphasizes the identity of being and time using uji and nikon. The argument 

goes like this: 

1. Being and time are inseparable (ih uji).  
2. I, who climbed the mountain and crossed the river in the past, am still here. 
3. Since I am still here, time does not pass away (20����.�h�/%	-�). 
4. Given that time does not pass away, the time of climbing the mountain is the absolute 

now of being time (6S�h ih��;�.). This very moment is the time of 
climbing the mountain. 

5. However, time also passes, and the absolute now of being time is in me. This is also 
being-time. 

 
In this passage, Dōgen confirms the dual nature of time as passing and not passing. Time does 

not pass, insofar as time and being are identical: all moments are always present as being. 

                                                
17 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in The Heart, 50. 
18 Dōgen, “Uji,” in Shōbōgenzō, vol. 2, 49. 
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However, time passes, insofar as the absolute now contains all moments as being: being allows 

time to flow within itself. Given that all moments of past, present, and future are mutually arising 

as being in the absolute now, time can flow in all directions. Hence, the absolute now, from the 

standpoint of time, refers to the fact that all moments are mutually arising in the present moment 

in the form of being. 

 This radical flow of time within the moment of nikon is what Dōgen calls kyōryaku: 

given that all moments are interdependent and mutually arising in the absolute now, time can 

flow in all directions. Kyōryaku is translated as the seriatim passage/temporal passage (kyōryaku), 

but it does not refer to the conventional flow of time. Dōgen explains this notion in the fascicle 

of “Uji”: 

 In essence, all things in the entire world are linked with one another as moments. Because 
all moments are the time-being, they are your time being.  

 The time-being has the quality of flowing. So-called today flows into tomorrow, today 
flows into yesterday, yesterday flows into today. And today flows into today, tomorrow 
flows into tomorrow. Because flowing is a quality of time...19  

  
 (�4�.�� !�Rw��-+/Ri ��-�.�
-h��.�ih�

/�,.�Oih�.� 
 ih�~m�JZ�.�� +/;c,.dc�~m��;c,.fc�~m��

fc,.;c�~m��;c,.;c�~m��dc,.dc�~m��~m 

�0h�JZ�/
+3��)20 
 
In this translation, flowing refers to kyōryaku, the passage of time in the interdependence of all 

moments. According to Thomas Cleary, this flow of time described in the above passage is 

influenced by the ten temporal forms in Kegon/Huayan Buddhism.21 These temporal forms are: 

the past, present, and future of the past; the past, present, and future of the present; and the past, 

present, and future of the future; and the tenth form of time as the absolute present that 

encompasses the other nine forms of time. My position is that Dōgen’s absolute now is 

equivalent to this tenth temporal form. Given that past, present, and future are mutually arising in 

the absolute now, time flows not only in one direction from past to future but in all directions. 

Waddell and Abe explain kyōryaku in the following way: 

                                                
19 Dōgen, “Uji,” in Moon, 78. In this translation, the last sentence is combined with the next sentence to compose a 
complex sentence. However, the original passage in Japanese does not include the next sentence. Thus, I eliminated 
what is not included in the original Japanese.  
20 Dōgen, “Uji,” in Shōbōgenzō, vol. 2, 50. 
21 Thomas Cleary, Shōbōgenzō: Zen Essays by Dōgen (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1986), 102-3. 
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 The movement of time in its authentic sense as being-time occurs without ever leaving 
the instant present, as a continuous occurrence of “nows” manifesting themselves 
discontinuously as independent stages. This seriatim passage (keireki or kyōraku�m, 
also translated simply “passage”), taking place on the standpoint of being-time, is thus a 
discontinuous continuity of such stages (below called “dharma-dwelling stages”), each of 
which is cut off from “before” and “after,” and independent of other being-times while 
including them all in itself.22  

 
The discontinuous continuity that Waddell and Abe employ in the above passage refers to the 

interdependence of all moments: even though the momentariness of the absolute now endorses 

the discontinuity of time, its totality contains both past and future.  

 In the fascicle of “Genjōkōan (Manifesting Suchness),” Dōgen elucidates this radical 

flow of time within the absolute now, but from the perspective of the phenomenal world. In 

doing so, Dōgen utilizes another important notion of jyūhōi, which refers to the state of affairs in 

a particular moment of time within the phenomenal world. “Genjōkōan” is abundant with 

philosophically significant notions and metaphors, but it is particularly insightful when it comes 

to elucidating the phenomenal world from the perspective of the enlightened, offering examples 

of gestalt shifts between the eyes of the deluded and those of the enlightened. One example of 

such elucidations is firewood burning: Dōgen explains this phenomenon with the notion of 

jyūhōi: 

 Once firewood turns to ash, the ash cannot revert to being firewood. But you should not 
take the view that it is ashes afterward and firewood before. You should realize that 
although firewood is at the dharma-stage of firewood, and that this is possessed of before 
and after, the firewood is at the same time independent, completely cut off from before, 
completely cut off from after. Ashes are in the dharma-stage of ashes, which also has a 
before and after.23 

 
 ���j� "��/��-�	$.���j��/%���-���	�/4�

s ���� ����M�%	-���/%��� ��p>�?�����

�.���.�IY�.��$�)�IY�b�.�s s�p>��.���

��.���.�)24 
 
First, Dōgen dismisses the idea that firewood has a before and after, claiming instead that there is 

no temporal passage apart from the being that is here and now. In other words, this moment is 

the Buddha-nature actualizing itself as firewood, nothing more or less than that. Dōgen explains 

                                                
22 Waddell and Abe, The Heart, 51. Footnote 21.  
23 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in The Heart, 42. Emphasis added. 
24 Dōgen, “Genjōkōan,” in Shōbōgenzō, vol. 1, 55-6. 



 

	 96 

this point with the key notion of hōi: in the above translation, it is translated as the dharma-stage, 

but it is also translated as a “phenomenal expression” to designate the uniqueness of expression 

that the Buddha-nature disperses in each moment.25 Thus, jyūhōi refers to the state of affairs in a 

particular moment of time within the phenomenal world. When Dōgen claims “firewood dwells 

in the dharma-stage of firewood,” it simply means that the manifestation of firewood constitutes 

that moment. Thusly understood, although firewood looks as if it turns into ash when burnt, 

firewood is the manifestation of the Buddha-nature in one instance, and ash is the manifestation 

of the Buddha-nature in another instance, both of which are distinct and complete without 

turning into anything else. Now Dōgen’s radical view of impermanence emerges when he 

contends that firewood also has its own before and after despite his previous comment about the 

absence of the before and after of the firewood. Even though Dōgen dismisses the conventional 

flow of time, his notion of the absolute now (nikon) allows past and future to mutually arise in 

one moment, enabling all beings and moments to surface at once. In short, the entirety of the 

present attests to the pervasiveness of the Buddha-nature in Dōgen’s ontology, reinforcing the 

seemingly contradictory statement that firewood has its own past and future despite the absence 

of a temporal flow.   

 

4. Eternalism (��) and Nihilism (��) 
 

Dōgen’s notion of the absolute now establishes a radical momentariness, according to which 

each moment is a manifestation of the Buddha-nature, encompassing all moments of time 

including past and future. A linear passage of time disappears therein, and a purpose is 

postulated in the present instead, dissolving a temporal obstruction between practice and 

enlightenment. Such present-focused view of enlightenment often provokes two reactions: one is 

eternalism (V�) and the other is nihilism (b�). In Buddhism, both views are considered 

flawed in their tendency to highlight one aspect of the complex dynamics entailed in the doctrine 

of dependent origination. As we will see, Dōgen’s position on time corresponds to the doctrine 

of the Middle Way, a soteriological device invented to rectify such tendency to oversimplify the 

complex dynamics of practice and enlightenment.  

                                                
25 Dōgen, “Actualizing the Fundamental Point,” in Moon, 70. 
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 The doctrine of the Middle Way concerns the Buddhist discourses of no self. In the 

Foundations of Buddhism, Rupert Gethin explains that “if we deny that there is a real 

connectedness between events this is annihilationism, but if we understand that connectedness in 

terms of an unchanging self this is eternalism; the Middle Way is that there is only the 

connectedness, there is only dependent arising.”26 The problem at stake here is how to make 

sense of the connection between two moments when there is no substance that endures change. 

Eternalism assumes that there is a permanent substance that endures change through distinct 

moments, but this view is dismissed as an illusion born out of ignorance. Nihilism, on the other 

hand, assumes that the dismissal of a permanent substance will eliminate any connection 

between two moments, rendering it impossible for us to influence any future outcome. This view 

not only contradicts the karmic notion within Buddhism, but also renders any of our action 

ineffective and pointless. The doctrine of the Middle Way serves as a soteriological device to 

rectify such tendency to focus only one aspect of the complex dynamics entailed in dependent 

origination.  

 At various points, Dōgen himself addresses the issues of these extreme views, most 

notably the ones that render practice unnecessary for enlightenment. Specifically in the context 

of Dōgen’s soteriology, the doctrine of the Middle Way is particularly important in analyzing the 

Buddha-nature, for the mistakes of these extreme views tend to emerge from their insufficient 

understanding of it, which inevitably result in the erroneous views of enlightenment and practice. 

As for eternalism, its mistake largely consists in the belief that Buddha-nature is something 

constant in the phenomenal world of impermanence. Dōgen addresses these issues in the 

fascicles of “Bendōwa” and “Sokushinzebutsu” with the example of the Senika heresy, an 

idealistic interpretation that equates the Buddha-nature with the mind. In particular, 

“Sokushinzebutsu” is important to discern this mistake of eternalism, inasmuch as Dōgen, in 

dismissing the Senika heresy, clarifies the idea of sokushinzebutsu (K[g<) that tends to elicit 

the heretic interpretation. Dōgen begins the fascicle with the claim that “K[g<(Mind Here 

and Now is Buddha)” succinctly summaries the heart of Buddhist teachings; however, many 

misunderstand its meaning and incorrectly identify the consciousness as the Buddha-nature, 

classifying the mental faculties of seeing (�), hearing (�), awareness (�), and recognition (z) 

                                                
26 Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 145. 
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as the various manifestations of the Buddha-nature.27 Accordingly, eternalism draws an 

erroneous conclusion that everything is already enlightened as long as it is endowed with these 

mental faculties. Dōgen vehemently criticizes this view as non-Buddhist, arguing that it is a 

mistake to think that “ordinary beings’ intellect and sense-perception, which have never 

established the Bodhi-mind, are just Buddha.”28 Revoking the heretic idea that unconditionally 

accepts the present state of affairs, Dōgen proclaims that K[g< refers exclusively to “the 

Buddha [themselves] who establish the will, undergo training, [realize] bodhi, and [experience] 

nirvāṇa,”29 excluding the minds of those who fall short of these criteria. The purpose of this 

fascicle, therefore, is to dismiss the extreme view of eternalism that assumes that everything is 

already enlightened as long as it is endowed with the mental faculties. 

 The fascicle of “Genjōkōan” illustrates this mistake of eternalism with an insightful 

example of a conversation between a monk and his master. The monk asks his master why he is 

fanning himself if “the nature of the wind is permanent and there is no place it does not reach,”30 

to which the master replies that the nature of the wind is permanent indeed, but the young monk 

does not understand the meaning of its reaching everywhere. When the monk asks what it means 

to reach everywhere, the master simply keeps fanning himself. In this correspondence, the young 

monk’s view represents eternalism: if the Buddha-nature is pervasive and permanent, why 

practice? Dōgen, by quoting this conversation, attempts to show the mistake of eternalism: 

 If you say that you do not need to fan yourself because the nature of wind is permanent 
and you can have wind without fanning, you will understand neither permanence nor the 
nature of wind. The nature of wind is permanent; because of that, the wind of the 
buddha’s house brings forth the gold of the earth and makes fragrant the cream of the 
long river.31  

 
This passage is particularly insightful when it comes to the radical impermanence of the Buddha-

nature. Each moment is the realization of the Buddha-nature, but it does not mean that practice is 

superfluous and meaningless. The pupil fails to understand what it means for the wind to be 

permanent, for he does not realize that the absolute now is both permanent and impermanent at 

the same time. Although the absolute now is permanent in the congruence of all moments, wind 

                                                
27 Dōgen “Mind Here and Now Is Buddha (Soku-shin-ze-butsu),” in Master Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō Book 1, trans. 
Chodo Cross and Gudo Nishijima (Lexington: Book Surge Publishing, 1994), 43.  
28 Dōgen, “Mind Here,” in Master, 41. 
29 Dōgen, “Mind Here,” in Master, 45.  
30 Dōgen, “Actualizing,” in Moon, 72. 
31 Dōgen, “Actualizing,” in Moon, 73. 
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is there only when one engages in the act of fanning. Hence, permanence in this passage does not 

mean that practice is not necessary: it simply means that wind is always there whenever and as 

long as there is fanning, affirming simultaneously that the act of fanning is permanent and 

impermanent in the moment of the absolute now. 

 While eternalism reinforces the unconditional acceptance of the present state of affairs 

with their mistaken view of the Buddha-nature that renders practice unnecessary, the other 

erroneous view of nihilism deems practice futile from a different perspective. In the context of 

Dōgen’s philosophy, nihilism largely originates from the dismissal of the teleological 

understanding of the Buddha-nature, insofar as it simply presumes that the dissolution of 

teleological substance ontology would simultaneously take away meaning and purpose from our 

lives. This nihilistic view is also evident in Western philosophy, and Nietzsche’s description of 

the eternal recurrence succinctly captures the heart of nihilism:  

 Duration “in vain,” without end or aim, is the most paralyzing idea, particularly when one 
understands that one is being fooled and yet lacks the power not to be fooled.  

 Let us think this thought in its most terrible form: existence as it is, without meaning or 
aim, yet recurring inevitably without any finale of nothingness: “the eternal 
recurrence.”32 

 
In this passage, Nietzsche characterizes the world deprived of teleology as an endless repetition 

without any culmination. What Nietzsche shows with the theory of the eternal recurrence is that 

the lack of teleology is closely associated with nihilism, for the elimination of teleological 

thinking can result in the absence of meaning in the present suffering.  

  Nihilism could emerge from Dōgen’s emphasis on the present in elucidating the notion 

of nikon that denies the temporal flow that we normally assume in understanding time. However, 

nihilism misunderstands the radical impermanence entailed in the notion of nikon: the eternal 

recurrence presents half of the whole picture when it comes to Dōgen’s understanding of radical 

impermanence. Provided that time in the ordinary sense does not flow toward a certain goal in 

the future, each moment becomes an endless repetition. Nevertheless, this view only emphasizes 

the impermanent aspect of the absolute now and fails to highlight its permanent aspect: each 

moment is not meaningless or purposeless according to Dōgen, because past and future are 

mutually arising in the absolute now. Consequently, the notion of the absolute now has to entail 

                                                
32 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Random 
House, 1968), sec. 55. 
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both the eternal recurrence and the recurrent eternity: each moment, although distinct and 

complete, has permanent repercussions. As such, a purpose is posited in the present rather than 

the future, but provided that all moments are mutually arising in this moment, it simultaneously 

affects the future as well as the past in its totality, dispersing a purpose in all moments as a result.  

 It is important to keep in mind, however, that Dōgen’s nonduality does not entail 

monism: practice and enlightenment are inseparable, but they are not reducible to one another. In 

Dōgen on Meditation and Thinking, Hee-Jin Kim analyzes the nonduality of practice and 

enlightenment in Dōgen’s teaching to show that enlightenment and practice are two foci in a 

dynamic process and thus are not reducible to one another: 

 This unity does not mean that practice and enlightenment, though originally two different 
realities or ontological antitheses, are merged into one, or are reduced to one or the other 
in a mystical union of numerical oneness or an uneasy alliance…. To put it another way, 
the unity is not the nullification of differences between the two, nor is it a transformation 
of one into the other, or a fusion of one with the other. Practice and enlightenment are 
different, yet not two. Dialectical nonduality does not deny the differences between the 
two.33 

 
In short, Dōgen’s nonduality should be understood as a dynamic process rather than the complete 

identity of the two. What makes it difficult in demonstrating this point is that Dōgen asserts at 

various points that practice is enlightenment, the idea better known as “Shushōittō (D�5}).” 

Although it is easy to misunderstand his point when he makes that claim, I argue that it is 

nihilistic to assume that the purpose of practice is nothing but practice, insofar as it emphasizes 

the impermanent aspect of practice and fails to highlight its permanence. Because the notion of 

the absolute now posits a purpose in the present, it seems that practice cannot go beyond this 

moment to influence any future outcome, restricting its influence only to the present moment. 

However, given that all moments are mutually arising and affecting the future as well as the past 

in its totality, it enables practice to rise above its self-referential purpose, thereby showing that 

practice can influence all moments of time. In other words, each moment of nikon is not 

meaningless or purposeless, not simply because it self-purposively reverts back to itself to 

establish that the purpose of practice is practice itself, but because it affects all moments of time 

in its totality.34 Hence, the mistake of nihilism in understanding the nonduality of practice and 

enlightenment consists in the assumption that if the purpose were to be posited in the present, 

                                                
33 Hee-Jin Kim, Dōgen on Meditation and Thinking (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), 24. 
34 The purpose of practice includes practice itself; however, it has to include enlightenment as well. 
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each moment would be self-referential thus self-purposive without any culmination other than 

itself.35  

 Based on the analysis of these two erroneous views, I argue that the interconnectedness 

of all moments in the absolute now creates a radical form of teleology, one that posits a purpose 

in the network of all moments in the present. My position is that the shortcomings of these two 

extreme views of eternalism and nihilism can be ascribed to their incapacity to reconstruct 

teleology with a new temporality of radical impermanence, as they simply assume that teleology 

without a linear conception of time would be impossible. To be fair, it is true that the traditional 

teleology that posits a purpose in the future disappears without a linear conception of time. 

However, it does not mean that teleology disappears altogether in Dōgen’s philosophy: the 

notion of the absolute now simply reconstructs teleology from its basic temporal structure, 

allowing a new form of teleology to sprout even in the present-focused view of reality. In short, 

the nonduality of permanence and impermanence as well as that of practice and enlightenment 

launch the radical form of teleology in Dōgen’s present-oriented ontology. Hence, it is a mistake 

to simply assume that the temporal gap between the present and the future is the only platform to 

actualize the telos. 

 This radical teleology of the absolute now is important for the current project of hope, for 

this teleology suggests the possibility for a new conception of hope, one that takes root in the 

present. In demonstrating this point, I want to emphasize simultaneously that Dōgen’s present-

oriented soteriology can accommodate the idea of karmic causality. In the next section, I will 

demonstrate that this radical teleology can support both the present-oriented conception of hope 

and the idea of karma in Dōgen’s soteriology.  

 

5. Hope without the Future: the Practice of the Middle Way 
  

In the last few sections, I contrasted Dōgen’s unique view of time with a linear conception of 

time, delving into the metaphysical foundation of being and time in Dōgen’s soteriology. Now I 

would like to draw our attention back to the discussion of hope, as I evaluate the practical 

                                                
35 My point in making this claim is to emphasize that the purpose of practice has to include both enlightenment and 
practice. It is not my intention to dismiss the importance of practice. Rather, I want to emphasize that it is a mistake 
to simply reduce enlightenment to practice or vice versa. The nonduality of practice and enlightenment has to mean 
the unity of both without reducing one to the other. 
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implications of Dōgen’s ontology, particularly concentrating on what it means for the notion of 

hope if we adopt Dōgen’s radical view of time. Given that the conceptual structure of hope is 

deeply rooted in a temporal flow, hope seems to lose its ground in Dōgen’s view of time, 

affirming Thich Nhat Hanh’s initial comment that the future-oriented hope is an obstacle 

according to Buddhist soteriology. However, I argue that hope is not completely eradicated in 

Dōgen’s philosophy: instead, his view of time brings about a paradigm shift that could challenge 

a traditional conception of hope that is rooted in the future. Specifically, Dōgen’s notion of the 

absolute now (nikon), as it establishes the radical form of teleology, provides a way to ascertain a 

new type of hope that grounds itself in the temporal network within the present without positing 

a purpose in the future. In order to show this point, I would like to highlight the idea of karmic 

causality within Dōgen’s present-oriented soteriology. My position is that it is simply a mistake 

to assume that the present-oriented conception of enlightenment eliminates any possibility of 

karmic causality, for the interconnectedness of all moments in the absolute now shows that what 

happens now affects and is affected by all moments of time in its totality. This 

interconnectedness of all moments that establishes the radical teleology creates a space for both 

hope and karmic causality within Dōgen’s soteriology. 

 Dōgen emphasizes the idea of karma in “Jinshin Inga (Deep Faith in Causality),” the key 

fascicle of the twelve-fascicle Shōbōgenzō. This fascicle has been particularly important in 

recent Dōgen studies since the emergence of Critical Buddhism (hihanbukkyō_H<a) stirred 

an intense debate on the status of the twelve-fascicle Shōbōgenzō due to some inconsistencies 

with the teachings that emphasize the non-obstruction between practice and enlightenment in the 

seventy-five-fascicle version. Critical Buddhists, in their efforts to proliferate the ethical 

implications of Buddhism in general, criticize the nondualistic and all-encompassing reading of 

Dōgen’s writings that many scholars upheld for centuries, arguing that such interpretation 

undermines the notion of the karmic causality central to original Buddhist teachings. Due to the 

limited space, I will not get into the details of the different versions of the Shōbōgenzō. 

Nonetheless, I would like to suggest that the karmic causality entailed in the fascicle of “Jinshin 

Inga” can be reconciled with Dōgen’s notion of the absolute now in the seventy-five-fascicle 

Shōbōgenzō if we highlight the network of all moments mutually arising in the absolute now. 
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 In the fascicle of “Jinshin Inga/Shinjin Inga (rCPk Deep Belief in Causality),” 

Dōgen provides an analysis of the fox kōan,36 focusing on the exchange between an old man and 

the Master Daichi on causality. In this kōan, the old man allegedly turned into a fox because he 

once told his student, “7�Pk,”37 which can be translated as “the enlightened does not fall 

into cause and effect.” When the old man asks the Master Daichi whether the enlightened falls 

into cause and effect, the Master responds, “Do not be unclear about cause and effect (7ePk

).”38 According to Dōgen, “not falling into cause and effect (7�Pk)” signifies a heretic idea, 

but “not being unclear about cause and effect (7ePk)” represents the proper understanding 

of causality, embodying the deep faith in cause and effect rather than simply dismissing it out of 

hand. In explaining this point, Dōgen refers to the mistakes of both eternalism and nihilism on 

causality: 

 Clearly we should know that to deny the existence of cause and effect, whether in the 
world or beyond the world, must be non-Buddhism. “Denial of the present” means: The 
physical form exists at this place, but the spiritual essence since time immemorial has 
belonged to the state of enlightenment. The spiritual essence is just the mind, for the 
mind is not the same as the body. Such understanding is just non-Buddhism. Some say: 
When human beings die, they unfailingly return to the ocean of spiritual essence; even if 
they do not practice and learn the Buddha-Dharma, they will naturally return to the ocean 
of enlightenment, whereupon the wheel of life and death will turn no more. For this 
reason, there will be no future. This is the nihilist view of non-Buddhism…. In sum, 
because they negate cause and effect, they wrongly opine that the present and the future 
do not exist.39 
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36 I am aware of the debate regarding Dōgen’s inconsistent comments on this kōan in “Daishugyō” and 
“Jinshininga.” However, I will only focus on “Jinshin Inga,” to show that the idea of karma can be compatible with 
Dōgen’s theory of temporality. 
37 Dōgen, “Jinshininga,” in Shōbōgenzō. vol. 4, ed. Yaoko Mizuno (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1993), 285. 
38 Dōgen “Deep Belief in Cause and Effect (Shinjin Inga),” in Master Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō Book 4, trans. Chodo 
Cross and Gudo Nishijima (Lexington: Book Surge Publishing, 1999), 165. 
39 Dōgen, “Deep Belief,” in Master Book 4, 168. 
40 Dōgen, “Jinshininga,” in Shōbōgenzō, vol. 4, 291-2. 
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While some suggest that this fascicle shows Dōgen’s change of heart on causality,41 my position 

is that the emphasis on karma can be reconciled with Dōgen’s present-oriented soteriology if we 

highlight the nonduality of cause and effect as well as that of impermanence and permanence 

that eternalism and nihilism fail to grasp in the above passage. As I showed in the previous 

section, the key is the interconnectedness of all moments in the absolute now, which entails that 

this moment influences and is influenced by all moments of time. If we focus on this nonduality 

of permanence and impermanence, Dōgen’s emphasis on the present in the seventy-five-fascicle 

Shōbōgenzō can accommodate the idea of karma without any contradiction. 

 This compatibility between the seemingly contradictory ideas of karmic causality and the 

non-obstruction of practice and enlightenment has an important implication for the current 

discussion of hope. As I argued already, Dōgen’s philosophy reinvents teleology with its own 

theory of temporality that enables one moment to be both the cause and the effect of all moments 

at the same time. With this new theory of temporality, the future-oriented conception of hope 

disappears as initially expected. However, Dōgen’s ontology can reestablish the present-oriented 

conception of hope based on the radical teleology of the absolute now. The majority of theories 

of hope, in order to satisfy the two necessary conditions for hope, assume that hope is 

teleological and future-oriented. For that reason, many Buddhists, including Nhat Hanh, assume 

that hope is incompatible with Buddhist soteriology. Despite their claim, the interconnectedness 

of all moments can satisfy these two conditions to establish a new type of hope in Dōgen’s 

soteriology, as it invents the radical teleology that posits the purpose of enlightenment in the 

present while also acknowledging the irreducibility of practice and enlightenment.  

  

Conclusion 

 

Despite the apparent incompatibility between hope and Buddhism, Dōgen’s unique conception of 

time allows us to see that Buddhist soteriology can offer a present-oriented conception of hope 

grounded in the radial teleology of the absolute now, the experience of which allows us to grasp 

the interdependence of all moments within a single instant. Given that Dōgen’s theory of 

temporality supports a radical form of hope that emphasize the permanence and impermanence 

of the present moment, it emancipates us from the need to rely on the future to generate hope. 

                                                
41 Hakamaya Noriyuki, one of the main advocates of Critical Buddhism, emphasizes this point.  
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Therefore, Thich Nhat Hanh’s criticism of hope, in a way, succinctly conveys a sense of defiance 

that Buddhist soteriology does not need the future to establish hope. All in all, the significant 

consequence that emerges out of Dōgen’s soteriology is the importance of practice, and how our 

action can give rise to hope in the present without enforcing a future-oriented teleological 

worldview. With that conclusion in mind, I would like to end this chapter with Nhat Hanh’s 

concluding remark about hope: 

 A. J. Muste, the mid-twentieth-century leader of the peace movement in America who 
inspired millions of people, said, “There is no way to peace, peace is the way.” This 
means that we can realize peace right in the present moment with our look, our smile, our 
words, and our actions. Peace work is not a means. Each step we make should be 
peace.… We don’t need the future. We can smile and relax. Everything we want is right 
here in the present moment.42 

 
Just as Thich Nhat Hanh emphasizes the importance of action, Dōgen’s ontology of being and 

time illustrates the way in which hope manifests itself from what we do here and now. Thusly 

understood, Thich Nhat Hanh’s position is not fundamentally different from Dōgen’s when it 

comes to soteriology: thorough practice gives rise to the experience of unity that allows us to 

generate hope without emphasizing the future. I hope that my analysis has shed light upon the 

notion of hope hitherto overlooked in Buddhist soteriology while also opening up a way to 

rethink hope from a Zen Buddhist perspective. 

                                                
42 Nhat Hanh, Peace, 42. 
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CONCLUSION: WHY HOPE? 

 

 

This dissertation examined three distinct theories that are significant for hope in the 

contemporary context; Kant’s normative theory of hope that subordinates the function of hope to 

the universal ideal of the highest good, Bloch’s philosophy of hope that endeavors to reconcile 

the process theory of hope and the normative theory of hope, and Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist 

soteriology that establishes a praxis theory of hope based on the nonduality of practice and 

enlightenment. Through an analysis of hope’s mechanism, it became evident that the diminishing 

significance of the universal ideal changed the discourses of hope.   

 In the first two chapters, I examined Kant’s Critique of Judgment to demonstrate that two 

types of reflective judgment embody hope in Kant’s philosophy, insofar as the principle of 

purposiveness emerges from the premise that the sensible realm is the appearance of the 

supersensible substrate. While both types of reflective judgment employ this principle to 

highlight the possibility of achieving the final purpose, there is an important difference between 

them, one that is crucial for the current analysis of hope. In the judgment of the beautiful, the 

freedom of imagination that harmonizes with the lawfulness of understanding can induce the 

feeling of pleasure that encompasses the emotive quality of hope in the freedom of contemplation 

as well as the possibility of nature’s affinity to morality. In that sense, the judgment of the 

beautiful has two separate implications for Kant’s account of hope: nature’s affinity to morality 

that suggests the possibility of achieving the final purpose and the freedom of contemplation that 

allows us to enjoy the sensible realm as a canvas upon which we can depict our ideal picture of 

the world without confining our perspective to one specific view. Teleological judgment, on the 

other hand, does not contain the freedom of contemplation and focuses exclusively on the 

possibility that nature’s purposiveness may harmonize with the final purpose. In that sense, 

teleological judgment is important for Kant’s account of hope, as it shows the specific way in 

which we can construe nature’s organization as the possibility of achieving the final purpose 

albeit only on a subjective basis. In Kant’s transcendental idealism, hope is assigned with the 

important role of harmonizing “what appears to be” with “what ought to be” to elucidate the 

possible link between the realms of nature and morality. In that sense, I argued that Kant’s 
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Critique of Judgment is an indirect response to Hume’s is-ought problem, explaining that we can 

extract “what ought to be” from “what appears to be,” since the sensible realm of nature pertains 

to “what appears to be” rather than “what is.” Accepting Hume’s claim that the realms of nature 

and morality constitute two different domains of inquiry, Kant endeavors to show that we are 

allowed to hope that they are indeed linked, and nature’s purposiveness supports this view.  

 In the third chapter, I examined Bloch’s Principle of Hope to show that Bloch’s 

philosophy has two conflicting theories: the normative theory of hope based on Marxism and the 

process theory of hope as the power to challenge the present state of affairs. I demonstrated that 

the reconciliation of these two theories turns out to be more problematic than Bloch realizes, for 

the censorship of hope eliminates the opportunities to learn and express one’s own values 

through hope. In order to demonstrate this, I employed Rancière’s criticism of Marxism and his 

theory of equality as a constructive response to the concern that hope might be lost in fantasy or 

misguided by the bourgeois ideologies without a normative standard. Rancière’s theory of 

equality elucidates that the process of free contemplation has an emancipatory effect to empower 

the hoper, and Bloch surely recognizes the significance of hoping itself. Nevertheless, he 

ultimately succumbs to the temptation to restrict this activity to a specific content because of his 

adherence to Marxism as the universal ideal. Thusly understood, it becomes evident that both 

Bloch’s Principle of Hope and Kant’s Critique of Judgment establish normative theories of hope 

that are goal-driven, as they both support the idea of the universal ideal and subordinate hope to 

this uniform normative standard. With the diminishing significance of the universal ideal, 

however, what we can learn from Rancière’s theory of equality and his criticism of Marxism is 

the significance of hope’s capacity for emancipation and its unique function that allows us to 

learn and express our own values. 

 In the fourth chapter, I explored the possibility of establishing a praxis theory of hope by 

analyzing Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology. Rejecting the linear conception of time, Dōgen 

demonstrates that each moment of practice is enlightenment itself, thereby showing that 

enlightenment is not a goal to be actualized in the future, but each moment of practice is 

enlightenment. While it is often assumed that hope is a Western conception thus incompatible 

with Buddhist soteriology, this assumption is based on the content-driven and goal-oriented 

conception of hope. Since this conception of hope emphasizes the important of the future by 

highlighting the possibility that a specific goal may be achieved, it contributes to the common 
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belief that hope is incompatible with Buddhist soteriology due to its forward-looking nature. 

However, analyzing Dōgen’s soteriology from the perspective hope shows that hope does not 

have to be future-oriented, insofar as the nonduality of practice and enlightenment shows the 

way in which we can establish the present-oriented conception of hope. 

 Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology has another important implication for the 

contemporary discussions of hope, for it can establish the praxis theory of hope that responds to 

two extreme views that take root in the contemporary time as an outcome of diminishing faith in 

the universal ideal; eternalism and nihilism. Buddhism rejects these views as mistaken with the 

doctrine of the Middle Way, and Dōgen’s teaching of the nonduality of practice and 

enlightenment can suggest a new form of hope, one that shows that the significance of hope is 

not outside itself but its own process. As Dōgen establishes that practice is neither unnecessary 

nor futile, Dōgen’s soteriology can offer an answer to a nihilistic question that plagues our time: 

why hope? 

 With the lost sense of progress and the absence of a universal ideal, hope is also 

diminishing, and the declining sense of hope is recognized as one of the social issues in the fields 

of social sciences. Acknowledging hope as a barometer of healthy society, Masahiro Yamada 

argues that the inequality of hope (kibōkakusa����) is a serious threat that divides people 

into two groups: people with hope and people without hope.1 While the unequal distributions of 

income are often quoted as tangible data to establish inequality within society, he points out that 

arguments for equality based on these data often fall flat, as they only present a two-dimensional 

picture of inequality for one specific year.2 Rather than the inequality of income, Yamada argues 

that the inequality of hope shows a three-dimensional picture of the issues, for this inequality is 

linked not only with the inequality of income in the present, but also with their declining sense of 

well-being, the low expectations for the future, and the lack of incentives to make effort within 

society. 

 According to Yamada, the difficulty with the contemporary issues of inequality is that the 

gap of income between people is an inevitable outcome of the free global market that people 

more or less support as consumers. Since the wages are determined fairly based on the necessity 

of the market, the low income of the unskilled workers does not qualify as what Marx defines as 

                                                
1 Masahiro Yamada, Kibōkakusashakai (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobō, 2007), 14. 
2 Masahiro Yamada, Shinbyōdōshakai (Tokyo: Bungeishunjyū, 2006), 15. 
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exploitation.3 In the contemporary time, the competition within the global market requires 

productivity and efficiency. Insofar as people support this social and economic structure that 

creates both exciting products at an affordable price and the inequality of income simultaneously, 

Yamada claims that the central issue is whether or not it is possible to draw a distinction between 

the monetary value of labor and the value of workers themselves.4 His position is that the 

inequality of income cannot be helped as long as this social and economic structure is sustained; 

however, he argues that it does not mean that people with low wages should lead the life that 

suits their income. Thus, Yamada argues that it is necessary to distinguish the cause of inequality 

(the free global market and the inequality of income that necessarily comes with it) and the 

inequality that emerges from this system (the inequality of hope). With this distinction, he 

suggests that we should create a social system that deals with the latter inequality.  

 While it may be necessary to create a social support system to aid those who are worse 

off, I argue that it is equally important to emphasize that hope does not solely depend on the 

external factors of our lives. It is undeniable that our sense of well-being is influenced by 

external factors such as job security, income, and the availability of medical care etc, thus it is 

necessary to seek the ways in which these social conditions can be ameliorated. However, if we 

focus on these factors as the only source of hope, we may overlook the importance of cultivating 

self-esteem and inner strength, for hope wells from within. 

 Rancière’s theory of equality and Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology are important to 

emphasize this point, as their theories do not focus on the possibility of attaining one’s own ideal 

in the future, but the significance of hoping in the present. Rancière argues that equality should 

be verified rather than aimed at as a political goal. In advocating the verification theory of 

equality, Rancière realizes that the inequality that needs to be highlighted is not that of capacities, 

but of the confidence to speak up their mind to change the present state of affairs. As Tanke 

explains that Rancière’s philosophy of equality is established upon the premise that “people are 

not lacking in knowledge or the ability to think; what they require is confidence in their 

capacities for change,”5 Rancière concentrates on the ways in which self-esteem can be 

cultivated in his interdisciplinary approach to equality. For this reason, Rancière finds aesthetics 

                                                
3 Yamada, Shinbyōdōshakai, 118. 
4 Yamada, Shinbyōdōshakai, 121-2. 
5 Joseph Tanke, Jacques Rancière: Introduction (New York: Continuum, 2011), 10. 
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important, insofar as aesthetic contemplation is the process in which people can freely exercise 

their imagination, verifying their equality in the process. 

 Just as Rancière’s theory demonstrates that equality can only be verified, we can also 

construe Dōgen’s Zen Buddhist soteriology as advocating the position that enlightenment can 

only be verified through practice. As Dōgen claims that wind cannot be there without fanning, 

enlightenment cannot be there without practice, for enlightenment is not something to be pursued 

as a goal, but it can only be practiced. Hence, Dōgen’s soteriology responds to both eternalism 

and nihilism by showing the necessity of practice and giving the sense of meaningfulness to the 

act of practice itself. These theories can establish the praxis theory of hope as a norm, one that 

highlights the importance of hoping itself rather than the possibility of achieving a hoped-for 

outcome. 

 In Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl repeatedly emphasizes the importance of 

hope, and his elucidation may help illustrate this point. He describes specific events at the Nazis 

concentration camp in which people’s expectation for a specific hoped-for outcome had a 

negative effect on their psyche: 

 Those who know how close the connection is between the state of mind and a man—his 
courage and hope, or lack of them—and the state of immunity of his body will 
understand that the sudden loss of hope and courage can have a deadly effect….  

  
 The death rate in the week between Christmas, 1944 and New Year’s, 1945, increased in 

camp beyond all previous experience.... It was simply that the majority of the prisoners 
had lived in the naïve hope that they would be home again by Christmas. As the time 
drew near and there was no encouraging news, the prisoners lost courage and 
disappointment overcame them. This had a dangerous influence on their powers of 
resistance and a great number of them died.6 

  
While some might argue that this episode shows the shortcoming of hope, I argue that it only 

shows the shortcoming of the content-driven hope, that when we adhere to a specific goal, hope 

can turn into despair. Nevertheless, Frankl emphasizes the importance of hope: 

 On the evening of this day of fasting we lay in our earthen huts—in a very low mood…. 
Tempers reached their lowest ebb. But our senior block warden was a wise man. He 
improvised a little talk about all that was on our minds at that moment. He talked about 
the many comrades who had died in the last few days, either of sickness or suicide. But 
he also mentioned what may have been the real reason for their death: giving up hope.7  

 
                                                
6 Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, (New York: Pocket Books, 1984), 97.  
7 Frankl, Man’s Search, 102. 
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 I told my comrades (who lay motionless, although occasionally a sigh could be heard) 
that human life, under any circumstances, never ceases to have a meaning, and that this 
infinite meaning of life includes suffering and dying, privation and death…. They must 
not lose hope but should keep their courage in the certainty that the hopelessness of our 
struggle did not detract from its dignity and its meaning.8  

 
What Frankl emphasizes here is that even we can discover hope in the hopeless situation through 

our struggles. In order to do so, Frankl argues thusly: 

 What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward life. We had to 
learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that it did not really 
matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us. We needed to 
stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead to think of ourselves as those who were 
being questioned by life—daily and hourly.9 

 
Hope allows us to discover an aspect of the world that supports our ideals. However, hope also 

allows us to give meaningfulness to the struggle when the possibility of achieving a specific 

content is slim to none or even when an ideal cannot be discovered. In the contemporary time, 

the diminishing sense of progress and the absence of a clear universal ideal make it difficult to 

sustain hope for many. However, as Frankl’s analysis demonstrates the importance of resilience 

to overcome one of the worst violence and tragedy that humanity ever witnessed, we cannot 

forget that hope wells from within. 

                                                
8 Frankl, Man’s Search, 104. 
9 Frankl, Man’s Search, 98. 
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