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Introduction 

 

In Works and Days (2006), the ancient Greek poet Hesiod tells the story of Pandora, one of the 

world’s best-known myths. Pandora, her name meaning “all-gifted,” was the first mortal woman 

created by the gods, who endowed her with unique gifts (93). One of the gifts she received was a 

storage jar (pithos), which she was warned not to open.1 When out of her natural curiosity 

Pandora opened the jar nonetheless, evils flew out into the world, before she managed to close 

the lid again.  

Only one thing stayed behind in the pithos: hope (elpis). If the jar imprisoned all the 

evils, does that mean hope is also an evil? If all the evils become active once they left the jar, 

does that mean humanity cannot access hope? What if hope is the balancing force in the jar, left 

to humanity as the only solace? Still, if hope is trapped in the jar, does it mean humanity is 

deprived of it and life is inherently hopeless? 

Hesiod’s myth of Pandora offers an ambiguous account of hope that different 

interpretations of the myth compound in significant ways. For instance, Friedrich Nietzsche 

writes that hope was given to Pandora because it “is the worst of all evils” insofar as “it protracts 

the torments of men” (45). Nietzsche might be right here, because Zeus prepared the jar as an act 

of vengeance after Prometheus stole fire from the gods to give it to humanity. In the myth’s 

misogynistic overtone, Zeus created the first woman, Pandora, to punish humanity with her 

beauty, “crafty words and a deceitful nature” (Hesiod 79).  

In a more affirmative interpretation of the myth, hope remains the only thing left to 

humanity for comfort. The seventh-century Greek poet Theognis writes that “Hope is the only 

                                                
1 Pithos is a large storage jar. The modern expression “Pandora’s box” is a result of a mistranslation by Erasmus of 
Rotterdam, who translated pithos as pyxis (box). See Panofsky.  
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good god that remains for mankind” (qtd. in Dougherty 43). In these two different interpretations 

of the myth, the ambiguous account of hope is resolved through arriving to a certain definition. 

In this research, I explore how different ways of relating to hope have different affective, 

temporal, and political consequences on its definition, and on the possibilities that are yet to 

come. By doing this, I aim to redress uncertainty that provides the ground for hope to emerge. 

A closer look at Hesiod’s poem reveals that uncertainty is presented as an obstacle to 

timeliness and order. Works and Days is known as the first farmer’s almanac of the world. It is a 

prescriptive poem that contains instructions for the efficient management of a farm and a house. 

It focuses on the cyclical rhythms of days, months, seasons, and years, and specifies the correct 

times to perform specific tasks. For instance, the sixth day of a month is good for the birth of a 

baby, and the eighth day is suitable for castrating a boar or a bull (151). In Topographies of Time 

in Hesiod (2004), Alex Purves describes the poem as “an elaborate set of instructions on how to 

seize the present moment” (148). According to Pulves, Hesiod’s instructions for the ordering of 

time through storing wine or grain in storage jars is to eliminate the uncertainty of the future. 

Hesiod instructs his readers to break the pithoi only on specific days of the month, making 

available their contents in a timely way (153). 

 The myth of Pandora emerges in this context of an orderliness of time. It is telling of the 

ramifications of disrupting the orderly flow of time. By opening a jar that she is warned not to 

open, Pandora brings “baneful evils for human beings” (Hesiod 95). Purves writes that it is not 

only evils that are allowed by Pandora but also “a new region in time” (153). He reads Hesiod’s 

didactic poem as a corrective to Pandora’s deed (154). For Hesiod, this new temporality 

incorporates uncertainty about the future that humans should negate and avoid. Thus, Hesiod’s 

instruction to open storage jars at certain times is an attempt to eliminate uncertainty and serves 
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to control the new temporality that Pandora caused. Following this logic, since Pandora managed 

to keep hope from escaping the jar, does that mean there is a specific moment for its re-opening? 

What is the time of and time for hope?  

Central to this thesis is opening “Pandora’s box,” which, according to the Oxford English 

Dictionary, is “a process that once begun generates many complicated problems” (“Pandora’s 

box”). Whereas in this modern interpretation of the myth uncertainty of the future causes merely 

problems, I consider this opening a site of hope. I explore this opening not as a single act but as a 

process of “opening towards,” which involves not knowing what comes next. The critical task I 

take up in this research is to reconceptualize hope as an affective orientation in time, which 

requires remaining open to the risks that the unknowability of the future entails. I consider this 

opening a political contestation necessary to critique the current instrumentalization of hope as 

exclusively forward-looking, individualizing, and depoliticizing. Drawing on selected sources 

from queer theory, disability studies, affect theory, art, the critique of neoliberalism, and 

philosophy, each chapter that follows engages diverging contemporary objects, including an 

online suicide prevention campaign, a Google commercial, self-help books, works of art, and 

political practices, in the hope of understanding hope anew. Following an interdisciplinary 

methodology, this research attempts to restore hope as a critical resource that has the potential to 

contribute to theories of time, affect, and knowledge production. 

In my examination, I deploy Mieke Bal’s “concept-based methodology” (5). In 

Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide (2002), Bal writes that a methodology 

that is grounded in concepts rather than pre-established methods is crucial for an 

interdisciplinary analysis of cultural practices. Concepts, Bal writes, are “not so much as firmly 

established univocal terms but as dynamic in themselves”; they are mobile and travel between 
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time, between people and between different disciplines (11). For Bal, the crucial task of analysis 

is not so much about discovering a true meaning of a concept but rather focusing on what they 

do. In this thesis, I want to show that as a travelling concept, hope is not intrinsically good or bad 

but rather an opening in time that not only attends to the future but also to the past and present. 

As in the myth of Pandora, hope does not have a univocal meaning. It travels from gods to 

humanity, from immortality to mortality, and in the company of evil forces. A concept-based 

analysis travels with hope on this journey in order to attend to the ways in which hope can 

change. 

Bal’s concept-based methodology also amounts to a temporal reorientation for 

knowledge production. Her suggestion to travel with concepts and address how they become 

living creatures, “embedded in the questions and considerations” of our travel with them, 

necessitates an openness to the indeterminacy of the future (4). For me, this critical engagement 

deploys hope as a method. In The Method of Hope: Anthropology, Philosophy, and Fijian 

Knowledge (2004), Hirokazu Miyazaki suggests thinking of hope as a method that demands a 

temporal reorientation towards knowledge production. According to Miyazaki, a central problem 

in critical theory is the dominance of retrospective thinking, which regards cultural objects as 

finished entities, whose essence can be grasped through a retroactive reading. Miyazaki suggests 

that insofar as hope is an opening towards possibilities that are uncertain, indeterminate but 

realizable, in order to understand the concept of hope, we need to deploy it as a method. For him, 

this temporal reorientation is necessary in order to keep the unpredictability of hope. Thus, 

Miyazaki concludes, “hope can only be represented by further acts of hope” (29). 

Hope becomes a method to the extent that its theory is also practiced. As Jonathan Lear 

writes in Radical Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation (2006), “[c]oncepts get their 
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lives through the lives we are able to live with them” (37-8). Following Benedict Spinoza’s 

assertion that affect simultaneously entails both affecting and being affected, the 

conceptualization of hope requires both affecting and being affected by the practice of hope 

(143). To affect and to be affected by hope entails remaining open to the problems and questions 

this opening brings up. Thus, in this thesis, I am interested in exploring hope not as a finished 

object, stored in a jar for later use, but as a practice that can be affectively cultivated and 

reproduced. This research hopes to demonstrate that in order to better understand this concept, 

we need to situate hope in a process of becoming, which amounts to living with uncertainty, 

disappointment, vulnerability, and injury, but also with joy, surprise, and the other possibilities 

that hope can bring to us. Conceptualizing hope as an affective orientation in time that can be 

produced in a process of uncertainty requires a critical reflection on its temporal and affective 

openness. Because hope entails uncertainty, a critical analysis of hope requires following it in 

process, whose consequences cannot be mapped in advance. 

In “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re so Paranoid, You Probably 

Think This Essay is About You” (2003), Eve K. Sedgwick names this critical temporal and 

affective openness “reparative reading,” which is different from the “paranoid reading” that 

dominates critical theory. She writes, 

 

Because there can be terrible surprises, however, there can also be good  

ones. Hope, often a fracturing, even a traumatic thing to experience, is  

among the energies by which the reparatively positioned reader tries to  

organize the fragments and part-objects she encounters and creates.  

Because the reader has the room to realize that the future may be different  

from the present, it is also possible for her to entertain such profoundly  
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painful, profoundly relieving, ethically crucial possibilities as that the past,  

in turn, could have happened differently from the way it actually did.  

(146) 

 

Sedgwick’s distinction between a paranoid and reparative reading is not only useful for literary 

criticism, but also suggests a political practice grounded in queer subjects’ experiences with 

institutionalized oppression and violence. While both forms of reading are anticipatory, a 

paranoid reading aims to fence off further pain and injury by constantly bringing to light the 

institutional violence of a “unidirectionally future-oriented vigilance” (130). In contrast, a 

reparative reading is oriented towards imagining alternative ways of being in the world, which 

involves simultaneously looking forward and backward. A reparative reading of the world 

shapes and is shaped by the indeterminacy of reality, which is not only a site of bad surprises but 

also of good ones.  

Sedgwick argues that paranoid reading practices have become an ingrained habit in 

knowledge production, which attempts to reveal the ways in which power and oppression 

operate. Her suggestion to do more reparative reading entails organizing hope as a critical 

method. It involves a temporal and affective reorientation that posits hope in a dialectical 

relationship with trauma and pain. The past becomes a site for possibilities that can be enacted in 

the present in order to affect and be affected by the future. Reparative reading is not didactic of 

how things should be but rather a hopeful approach towards knowledge production that deals 

with how things can and could be different.  

 Whereas Hesiod’s didactic poem aims to redress the unforeseeable consequences of hope 

by presenting an orderly time that is based on how things should be, this thesis is a call for a re-

temporalization of hope. My aim is to show that hope loses its critical potential when its 
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prospective and indeterminate dimension is captured in a restricted narrative of inevitable 

progress. Contrary to expectation that involves a certain degree of assurance about the ways in 

which the future will unfold, hope involves an anticipation that keeps the desired future 

uncertain. Indeed, in some of the translations of the myth of Pandora, what remained in the jar is 

not hope but anticipation. In “From the Concept of Hope to the Principle of Hope” (2010), 

Nicholas Smith writes that whereas expectation entails observing and waiting, anticipation 

involves an active stance, a “projective preparedness,” which involves “engagement with the 

environment” (11). Since I conceptualize hope as an opening, rather than a psychological 

disposition or an objective quality, anticipation is an appropriate term to specify hope. The 

various objects that I use in my thesis help me explore hope not as a passive waiting or a wishful 

thinking but as an active practice that shapes and is shaped by our orientation in time. 

Although this anticipatory capacity of hope can open new avenues for critical theory 

through imagining possibilities that are not realized but realizable, hope has received relatively 

little attention in critical theory. In “Hope and Critical Theory” (2005), Smith argues that even 

though critical theorists all argue for a better world, hope has not been analyzed as a critical 

concept (45). According to Michael Taussig, the reason that critical theory dismissed hope as 

naïve, complacent, and uncritical owes to twentieth-century Western intellectual heritage, in 

which “a lot of intellectual activity” correlated “lack of hope” with “being smart” or with 

“profundity” (qtd. in Zournazi 44). The uncertainty and risks that hope entails are considered to 

be lacking precision and as obstacles for responsible knowledge production. 

Whereas as a topic of critical theory hope can lead to speculations about who hopes 

intelligently, it has received relatively more attention in psychological and psychiatric research 

as a positive emotion, especially after Charles Synder’s The Psychology of Hope: You Can Get 
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There from Here (1994). Synder was one of the developers of the branch of positive psychology 

who aimed at scientifically examining and fostering techniques that lead to a happy and 

meaningful life. In this account, hope becomes an emotion deemed useful and mandatory. As the 

subheading of Synder’s book suggests, positive psychology prescribes a transition from a 

negative “here” to a positive “there,” which is developed through measurement scales and 

quantitative methods that are based on samples of individual clinical case studies. One of the 

aims of this dissertation is to criticize such positivistic approaches towards hope that hierarchize 

and normatize affects, feelings, and emotions, cut off from their generative social, cultural, 

economic, and political contexts. Central to this project is the disruption of the timeless, 

universal, and privatizing vacuum in which hope is currently couched, and instead discussing 

hope as a temporal and affective potential that is embedded in cultural practices and objects. 

That hope is to a great extent investigated in individualizing psychological research can 

be read as a symptom of the global dominance of neoliberal forms of governance, which promote 

privatization, competition, and the commodification of cultural products. “The decline in interest 

in hope as a philosophical concept,” writes Mary Zournazi in Hope: New Philosophies for 

Change (2002), is “a symptom of the times” (14). Diminishing public spaces, the promotion of 

competition for maximum efficiency and productivity, and the commodification and 

privatization of social life under neoliberal capitalism make it increasingly difficult to hope 

beyond the confines of the neoliberal market. In this political atmosphere, “to imagine the end of 

the world,” as Fredric Jameson succinctly puts it in the “Future City” (2003), becomes easier 

than “to imagine the end of capitalism” (21). Thus, the economic and political cooptation of hope 

calls for its urgent critical return. 
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A revitalization of the concept of hope amounts to a political endeavor that attempts to 

disrupt deterministic attitudes toward a politics of possibility. The political motivation of this 

study is to open up a space for a discussion of how hope can be mobilized as an embodied action 

for social formation. This requires unpacking the manipulation and commodification of hope. 

The production and management of hope in global neoliberalism delimits, controls, and 

commodifies hope, which necessitate a critical analysis and revitalization of it. As Stefan 

Skrimshire writes, hope is “involved in a cultural and political matrix of production and 

dissemination in which everyday political engagement is unavoidably caught” (3). In order to 

reconceptualize hope as a mobilizing force for social transformation, this thesis undermines 

attempts that aim to render hope to mere individual responsibility or self-discipline.  

Additionally, I suggest that against the cooptation of hope under neoliberal capitalism 

that dictates “there is no alternative,” and the increasing neoliberalization and precarization of 

every aspect of life, cultivating hope amounts to a political contestation that involves reclaiming 

uncertainty. Neoliberal forms of governance, which are supported by state interventions so as to 

preserve the status quo, close down “the time and space of political uncertainty,” in William 

Davies’ words (150). My attempt to reorient hope affectively and temporally involves reclaiming 

uncertainty, which entails a political contestation in time. 

Moreover, even though I aim to redress the temporal openness of hope, this research is a 

critique of a form of hope that is considered exclusively in futural terms. For that reason, I 

explore practices and definitions of hope that would not presume an exclusively future-oriented 

paradigm. I argue that cultivating hope in an atmosphere of hopelessness requires not only 

looking forward but also looking backward. In “The Future is Now: Utopian Demands and the 

Temporalities of Hope” (2011), Kathi Weeks describes hope as “a mode of temporality, a 
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cognitive and affective relation to time and a way to approach the relationships among 

historicity, presentism, and futurity” (186). Her conceptualization of hope grasps the present 

through acknowledging its emergence from the past and also its “open possibilities” and 

“horizon,” which opens up a space to cultivate “a different affective economy of time” (189-94). 

This different economy of time entails learning to hope through “developing the cognitive 

capacity to think through time in both directions” (195). Similarly, as Joel Faflak and Jason 

Haslem write in The Public Intellectual and The Culture of Hope (2013), hope is “the Janus face 

of culture itself, looking forward and backward at the same time” (6).  

 

Chapters 

 

My journey with and in hope started from a sense that critical theory, especially recent renditions 

of queer theory, has privileged negative affects such as melancholy, guilt, self-shattering, 

incoherence, abjection, shame, and the death drive over positive affects. I had the feeling that 

scholarship on these negative affects has dominated much of queer-theoretical discourse, in 

which hope is usually dismissed as naïve and uncritical. I wanted to shift the focus from 

“negative” to “positive” affects in an attempt to start from a more hopeful standpoint.  

Yet, as my project developed, I came to realize that the distinction between the so-called 

negative and positive affects is far from being clear-cut, but is a site of ambiguity and political 

contestation. I came to see that much of the so-called “negatively”-oriented theories mobilize or 

are mobilized by hope. Over time, it became clear to me that any affect, feeling, or emotion is 

not simply positive or negative, but comes to operate positively or negatively in its formative 

context. Thus, rather than a consideration of intrinsic qualities of feelings and emotions, it is by 

attending to the specificities of our interaction with them that can generate hope. 
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The main argument of this dissertation is developed through four chapters. It moves from 

a critique of privatizing forms of hope that merely serve the logic of the neoliberal capitalist 

economy, towards an affirmative aesthetics and politics of collectivity. With the 

acknowledgement that the economic and political cooptation of hope is currently all-pervasive, 

this dissertation attempts to revitalize practices of hope that may be provocative and potentially 

revolutionary. 

In an attempt to repoliticize hope as a mobilizing force for social transformation, I start 

my dissertation with criticizing attempts that render hope to mere individual responsibility or 

self-discipline. In the first two chapters, I explore the cooptation of hope that restricts it to an 

individual and privatized product that can be obtained in the future. I examine how this form of 

hope operates within a dominant narrative of progress, in which one needs to eliminate all 

negative feelings, such as shame or suicidal feelings. Hope appears here as a normalizing force, 

which links people to a narrative of normative change. I want to show that in this framework, 

hope loses its critical potentiality and turns into an expectation of an assured future.  

The first chapter centers on two videos as objects of analysis. The first is a video of Dan 

Savage and Terry Miller that started the It Gets Better Project (IGB), an Internet-based video 

campaign initiated in the US to provide hope for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

youth after several teenagers across the US committed suicide. The second video I focus on is a 

commercial by Google, which used the IGB to promote its browser, Chrome. I look at the ways 

in which these videos implicitly define hope and track how they mobilize, transmutate, and 

manipulate it. 

In this chapter, I explore the privatization of hope that converts it into a form of currency. 

I discuss how the neoliberal market economy coopts hope as capital. I demonstrate the ways in 
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which hope is diverted and transformed into various other affects, such as complacency, 

confidence, and a cruel form of optimism. This affective instrumentalization fits within what I 

call the “hope economy,” and highlights the degree to which the market relies on affect.  

Chapter 2 investigates three self-help books that purport to innervate hope in depressed or 

suicidal LGBT youth. I focus on The Velvet Rage: Overcoming the Pain of Growing up in a 

Straight Man’s World (2005) and It Gets Better: Overcoming Bullying, and Creating a Life 

Worth Living (2012) to criticize individualized accounts of hope and the elimination of negative 

affects in favor of success and normalcy. Hello, Cruel World: 101 Alternatives to Suicide for 

Teens, Freaks, and Other Outlaws (2006) helps me discuss hope in its critical relation to 

vulnerability. This discussion opens up towards a theory of the interconnected and relational 

aspects of hope. 

In this chapter I aim to challenge the model in which hope only emerges when one 

distances oneself from vulnerabilities and moves towards success, happiness, and self-esteem. 

Instead, I aim to posit hope next to and embedded in vulnerability. Drawing upon Gayatri 

Spivak’s ethical call to “bring hope to crisis,” I criticize interventionist attempts that connect 

hope to success, normalcy, and the elimination of vulnerability (“The Rest” 173). The alternative 

modality of hope that I propose centers upon relationality, and incorporates rather than 

eliminates negative feelings or affects. Here, Judith Butler’s work on vulnerability and Robert 

McRuer’s work on disability help me discuss the possibilities that vulnerability can open up and 

formulate what I call “cripping hope.” This account advances a form of hope that is related to 

relationality and interconnectedness. 

 Thus, in the first two chapters of my study I criticize what Elizabeth Freeman terms 

“chrononormativity,” which she defines as a binding “form of mastery in a process” (3). In Time 
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Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (2010), Freeman writes that certain forms of time 

are culturally and institutionally regulated within a regime of management. She argues that the 

state and other regulatory institutions “link properly temporalized bodies to narratives of 

movement and change” (4). In the first two chapters, I examine the ways in which hope operates 

as a binding force that illuminates chrononormative narratives for “properly temporalized 

[LGBT] bodies” (4). Hope illustrates a dominant temporal logic shaped by marriage, class 

mobility, childbearing, and success.  

 Moving away from this context, in the third chapter I look at visual artworks that enable 

me to reorient hope both affectively and temporally. I start my discussion with a contemporary 

video composed by the philosopher Alain de Botton, who comments on the relationship between 

art and hope, and who connects hope with “pretty” images. He offers Claude Monet’s Water 

Lilies (1899) as the prime example of an artwork that offers hope to its viewers. I discuss the 

ramifications of coupling hope with certain artworks that are taken for granted as invoking hope 

in their viewers. I subsequently discuss Monet’s painting in relation to another painting from the 

nineteenth century, one of the most well-known allegorical representations of hope in art history, 

Hope (1886) by George Frederic Watts. In analyzing Hope, I suggest a form of hope that is 

grounded in uncertainty. My last object of analysis in this chapter is Berek [Game of Tag] 

(1999), a short video by visual artist and filmmaker Artur Żmijewski. The video shows a number 

of naked people playing a game of tag in a former Nazi gas chamber. This video allows me to 

propose a form of hope that is political, simultaneously grounded in memory and collective 

action in the present. 

 In this chapter, I conceptualize a form of hope that is dialectical, uncertain, and political. 

A dialectical approach towards hope carries the potential to complicate the binary of negative 
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and positive, and furthermore disrupt a ternary opposition among the past, present, and future. 

Additionally, I attempt to show that grounding hope in uncertainty can counteract approaches 

that I have criticized in the previous two chapters, which render hope as a product or commodity 

to be obtained. I aim to show that the meaning of hope can change significantly as it is produced 

in the dynamic interplay between a viewer and an artwork. In focusing on this unsteady 

interaction, which creates various temporal and affective consequences, I want to recuperate 

hope with a different political potential. 

In the fourth and last chapter, I explore the ways in which hope can be learned by 

focusing on a political practice. My object of analysis is the political struggle of Rojavans for 

a stateless democracy in Northern Syria. Rojava is the name of a confederation of three non-

contiguous enclaves or cantons, which declared its de facto autonomy in early 2014, after the 

Syrian government withdrew from the region in 2012. Rojava implements a political project 

called “democratic confederalism,” also known as “stateless democracy” based on the ideas 

of imprisoned PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) leader Abdullah Öcalan.  

The case of Rojava provides a productive basis to discuss hope in relation to 

prefiguration and habits. This temporal reconfiguration helps me situate hope as an active, 

embodied practice in the present and differentiate it from mere wishful thinking, 

complacency, optimism or an individual responsibility. Additionally, I want to show that 

habits play a key role in fostering and maintaining political practices of hope. Against the 

neoliberal dogma that aims to habituate us to inhabit the world in predetermined ways, I 

explore the way in which habit can serve as creative force so as to relearn hope as a dynamic 

process. 
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My project seeks to recuperate the critical potentials of hope that play a crucial role in 

the formation of political subjects and community building. As Skrimshire writes, “To ignore 

hope on the theoretical level . . . is surely to jeopardize a potentially powerful understanding 

of its practice” (1). In a time of global economic crises, insurgent social movements, and 

increasing precariousness, hope contributes crucial insights into theory, criticism, and 

practice. Because the circulation, deployment, and performance of hope cannot be thought 

outside of the way power operates, I argue that a critical analysis of hope can open up a 

space for new directions in cultural analysis and practice. This analysis requires opening 

Pandora’s box in order to undermine attempts that mythologize hope and to ground it anew 

in concrete practices. In short, this thesis proposes an opening that divests generalized 

attributes to hope and recontextualizes it as a political practice. 
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Chapter 1  

Complacency, Confidence, and Optimism: Does It Get Better? 

 

What has been termed “anti-social queer theory” privileges negation and anti-utopianism.2 The 

anti-social thesis presents queerness as antithetical to sociality, and criticizes the assimilationist 

gay and lesbian politics that focus on equal rights for marriage, adoption, recognition, and 

inclusion. Instead, queers should embrace the negativity that is always already ascribed to them 

and reject any investment in the future. In his No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive 

(2004), which offers a comprehensive articulation of anti-social queer theory, Lee Edelman 

argues that all hope for the future should be ceded. He states that hoping for a better future is 

imbued with and inseparable from “reproductive futurism,” the dominant ideology of the social 

and the political order that gives “absolute privilege [to] heteronormativity by rendering 

unthinkable . . .  the possibility of a queer resistance” (2). 

This ideology is ossified through the figure of the child, whose innocence must be 

forcibly protected as the emblem of the future. Edelman claims that every political and social 

order “confirms the absolute value of reproductive futurism” and “returns to the Child as the 

image of the future” (3). In abandoning the future and embracing negativity, queers challenge 

“value as defined by the social” and “the very value of the social itself” (6). Thus, queerness 

“names the side of those not ‘fighting for the children,’” so that it “comes to figure the bar to 

every realization of futurity” (3-4). The negation gains its ethical value by rejecting the forward-

looking, reproductive, and affirmative politics of hope. For, hope as an affirmation, Edelman 

suggests, is an affirmation of a social order whose refusal would register other queers as 

                                                
2 See Edelman, and Halberstam. 
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“unthinkable, irresponsible, inhumane” (4). Edelman’s call is to utter a categorical “no” to a 

future where hope is projected through the image of the Child. 

Although Edelman’s plea is a call for the rejection of the future, his polemic has opened 

up a space for what can be described as anti-antisocial queer scholars, who all seek to re-theorize 

utopianism, hopefulness and positive affects to help reimagine a world-making queer theory that 

affirms the future (Muñoz 2007; Snediker 2009; Ahmed 2010; Berlant 2011). Contrary to 

Edelman’s rejection of the future, in Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity 

(2009), José Esteban Muñoz notes that “[t]he future is queerness’s domain” (1). Muñoz refuses 

Edelman’s assertion of saying no to the future and states that “queerness is primarily about 

futurity and hope” (11). Although Muñoz’s utopian thinking is future-oriented, it nonetheless 

“attends to the past for the purpose of critiquing a present” (qtd. in Caserio et al. 826). Queerness 

“can be distilled from the past” and “used to imagine a future” (Muñoz 1). Like Muñoz, Michael 

O’Rourke, in “The Afterlives of Queer Theory” (2011), writes that queer theory “is the future, a 

theory of future” and that it “has always been a hopeful and hope-full theory” (107). 

These accounts suggest either abandoning all hope and the future (Edelman) or hoping 

for the future by attending to the past (Muñoz and O’Rourke). But precisely in the intermingling 

of these timelines I wish to ground my own approach. Aligning myself with the branch of life-

affirming queer theory, I concur that queerness is about hope. Nonetheless, futurity per se is not 

sufficient to comprehend the potentially queer temporalities of hope. What can make queer 

theory a hopeful theory is not its investment in the future per se but its capacity for opening up 

new ways of attending to the past as well as the present in order to create, as Muñoz writes, 

“other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new worlds” (1). Instead of trying to reach a 

definition of hope, this chapter aims to tackle the relationship between hope and its diverse 
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temporalities, so as to try open up a space to discuss hope in more than merely future-oriented 

terms. In this vein, the forward-looking representations that predominate discussions of hope do 

not necessitate abandoning hope completely and embracing negativity; on the contrary, they 

require a critical scrutiny of hope.  

In the present chapter, I focus on the video of Dan Savage and Terry Miller that started 

the It Gets Better Project (IGB), an Internet-based video campaign initiated in the US to provide 

hope for LGBT youth after several teenagers across the US committed suicide. Savage and 

Miller’s video is one of the most circulated videos of the project and the couple appeared on 

many TV shows, radio interviews and public lectures. As Sara Ahmed observes, an affect does 

not reside either in an object or subject but it is created through their encounter, and it retains its 

affective value through circulation: “the more they circulate, the more affective they become, 

and the more they appear to ‘contain’ affect” (“Affective Economies” 120). In other words, the 

more the Savage and Miller’s video circulated on the Internet and other platforms, the more their 

video appeared to “contain” affect. Additionally, the video offers a compelling ground to discuss 

the ways in which hope is diverted and transformed into various affects and becomes 

unproductive when considered merely in futural terms. I attempt to show how the message of 

hope conveyed in Savage and Miller’s video resonates with the idea of upward mobility that 

neoliberal capital economy promotes. A larger part of this chapter centers on hope in this context 

and tracks the mobilization, transmutation, and manipulation of hope.  

The second video I focus on is a commercial (2011) by Google, which used IGB to 

promote its new browser, Chrome. A considerable part of the commercial shows snippets from 

Savage and Miller’s video, too. However, this commercial shifts the focus of the project away 

from suicidal kids and extends the discussion of neoliberal upward mobility. Hope is part and 
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parcel of the way the neoliberal capitalist market operates insofar as neoliberalism incorporates 

affects into the market, encouraging competition and upward mobility, which are both related to 

the mobilization of hope. The Chrome commercial pinpoints the implicit idea behind IGB, 

demonstrating the interrelation between mainstream LGBT activism and global neoliberal 

ideologies. The commercial clarifies the links between affect, hope and neoliberalism. The 

neoliberal market economy converts hope to capital. I will situate this affective 

instrumentalization within, what I wish to call a “hope economy” and highlight how the market 

becomes more and more affective. In this respect, hope serves as a device to reproduce the 

“normatively framed general good life of a society,” as Lauren Berlant puts it (“Slow Death” 

756). While it is thus important to approach hope critically, this very economic and political 

cooptation also calls for its urgent critical return, which the final part of this chapter attempts to 

initiate. I argue that such a turn to hope might generate new ways of readings and criticizing, 

rejecting the frequent dismissal of hope as necessarily naïve, uninformed and uncritical. Given 

the importance of hope in and across personal, political, economic and cultural lives, it is urgent 

to reflect on what hope can do.  

 

It Gets Better: the video  

 

To be offered, or to receive the offer of the future, is to be historical. 

---Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth to Presence 164. 

 
 

IGB started in September 2010, when prominent gay author and sex columnist Dan Savage 

created a YouTube video together with his husband Terry Miller. Responding to increasing 

media coverage of suicides among young LGBT teenagers, their idea was to reach out to 
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alienated LGBT youth and give them hope with the message of “it gets better.”3 While the larger 

phenomenon of LGBT youth suicides was certainly nothing new, IGB is the most organized 

Internet-based campaign to respond to this issue.4 The project started after Dan Savage wrote 

about the suicide of Billy Lucas, a 15-year-old boy who was bullied at school. Savage was struck 

by an online comment that said, “I wish I had met you, so I could tell you it gets so much better” 

(Urbaszewski). Savage wrote in his column, “I wish I could have told Billy that it gets better. I 

wish I could have told him that, however bad things were, however isolated and alone he was, it 

gets better” (“Give ‘Em Hope,” emphasis in original).  

Two months after the first video was uploaded by Savage and his husband, the project 

turned into a worldwide movement. As of 2016, it has inspired more than 50,000 user-created 

videos, and has reached more than 50 million views. Many celebrities, activists, politicians, and 

media personalities, including Barack Obama, David Cameron and Hillary Clinton, as well as 

corporations such as Facebook and Google, have all supported the project by composing their 

own videos that are all compiled on IGB’s website. Although it initiated in the United States, the 

project inspired campaigns around the world. The project motivated a counterpart in United 

Kingdom called “It Gets Better... Today,” with the subheading “We Can Make It Happen.” Other 

projects against bullying and discrimination were inaugurated under the titles of “It Gets Better 

Canada” and “It Gets Better Europe.” In 2012, Savage and Miller edited a book volume, titled It 

Gets Better: Coming Out, Overcoming Bullying, and Creating a Life Worth Living, which 

includes transcripts from several of the IGB videos as well as new essays.5  

                                                
3 In the United States seven teenagers committed suicide during the period between September and October 2010, 
all known to be gay males who were bullied because of their sexuality. The increasing media coverage of their death 
referred to these suicides as the epidemic of “gay teen suicide.” 
4 Another project to prevent suicide among LGBT community is called “The Trevor Project,” founded in 1998.  
5 In Chapter 2, I offer a close reading of Savage and Miller’s edited volume. 
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At the IGB website, visitors can navigate among the videos or by using the search button; 

furthermore, they can contribute their own recordings without time limitation. The central 

message of “it gets better” is repeated in almost all of the videos. The slogan seems nearly 

compulsory, as the visitor is welcomed with a pledge before skipping to watch the videos on the 

web site. Part of that pledge reads as follows: “I’ll provide hope for lesbian, gay, bi, transgender 

and other bullied teens by letting them know that ‘It Gets Better.’” However, what it is exactly 

that will get better, or precisely how teens will know that it gets better, are questions that are not 

so easy to answer.  

The video of Savage and Miller that inaugurated the IGB campaign lasts for eight and a 

half minutes and is divided into several parts. The men sit in a café/restaurant-like space with a 

microphone in front of them. The video starts with Savage saying, “High school was bad,” 

detailing how bad it was to be raised in a Catholic family with no openly gay people around. 

Terry starts with saying “my school was pretty miserable” and goes on to explain that he grew up 

in a “mid-sized-town” with a “small-town mentality.” He recounts his own experiences of being 

picked on and bullied. The torment of bullying ended when he finished high school: “Things got 

better the day I left high school. . . . Life instantly got better.” This temporality assumes that high 

school was the only problem; once it is left behind, life immediately becomes better. “However 

bad it is now, it gets better,” adds Dan. He says, “Your life can be amazing but you have to tough 

this period of your life out and you have to live your life so that you are around for it to get 

amazing.” The video continues with a segment on family-life, in which Savage talks about how 

welcoming and understanding his mom became years after his coming-out, eventually comparing 

Terry to her daughter.  
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In the “how-we-met” part, we learn that Dan and Terry met in a gay club 16 years ago 

and have been together since. The video continues with “starting our own family,” where Savage 

and Miller talk about their adopted son. Next in the “share a happy memory” part, Savage recalls 

“going to Paris as a family” and going out with his son in the early morning and watching the 

sun coming up with the Eiffel Tower in the distance. Some of Terry’s best memories include his 

husband and son on top of a mountain snowboarding. “Those moments make it so worth sticking 

out the bullying and the pain and despair of high school,” Terry says. “The worst time of your 

life, really, for many gay kids is high school and if at that time of your life you choose to end 

your life, the bullies really won then, and you have deprived yourself of so much potential 

happiness,” Dan adds. “Living well is the best revenge. . . . You can totally live through high 

school. You are going to have a great life. . . . It is painful now, but it is going to get so much 

better,” Terry continues. The video ends with both of them telling that they have great lives, 

advising LGBT youth who might watch this video that they can have great lives, too. In what 

follows, I will offer a reading of this video, which posits hope as an escape from the past and the 

present in order to find satisfaction in the future.  

Savage and Miller portray suffering as an inescapable part of LGBT existence in high 

school. Characterizing high school as “the worst time of life,” to be passed over as swiftly as 

possible, their message runs the risk of naturalizing suffering as a normal aspect of high school 

for LGBT youth. “The pain and despair of high school” becomes an inherent part of a LGBT 

teen’s life. Savage and Miller’s negative experiences in high school live on as bad memories of 

what they have successfully overcome. The affirmation of their present lives makes Savage and 

Miller turn away from high school as inevitably miserable. They advise LGBT youth to affirm 

the future to come, by “sticking it out” for the time being.  
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However, this affirmation of the future proposes a linear and “straight time” that revolves 

on, Judith Halberstam claims, “the emergence of the adult from the dangerous and unruly period 

of adolescence as a desired process of maturation” (Queer Time 4-5). Halberstam calls this kind 

of a narrative “a sad lie,” because it represents adolescence “as a treacherous territory that one 

must pass through before reaching the safe harbor of adulthood” (“It Gets Worse”). This 

narrative of progress trivializes and silences the creative potentials of queer youth by 

normalizing suffering as an inherent part of high school that should simply be overcome. As 

Dustin Goltz argues, we must pay attention to “how, with the growing visibility of IGB, the 

discursive link between queer youth and suicide is potentially reified” (14). Normalizing 

suffering as an inherent part of LGBT adolescents, Savage and Miller’s video might strip LGBT 

youth of finding hope in their present lives, which might even sound more hopeless to some kids. 

In a similar vein, Ritch Savin-Williams argues that IGB promotes a “suffering suicidal script,” 

which he finds “irresponsible” and “flawed” (989-90).6 

By unequivocally attributing all negative experience to the past and positive experience to 

the future, the video prevents both the scrutiny of the ways in which the past endures into the 

present, and the critical and creative resources that that past may bring. “[T]urning away from 

past degradation to a present or future affirmation,” Heather Love argues, “means ignoring the 

past as past; it also makes it harder to see the persistence of the past in the present” (19). We see 

such a “persistence of the past in the present” when Savage and Miller recount their own 

experiences of bullying and shaming. However, rather than connecting their experiences “as 

indications of material and structural continuities” with the gay teens of the 2010s, the past is 

nothing but a period that should hastily be overcome (Love 21). 
                                                
6 In chapter 2, I discuss the use of statistical data in the context of suicide of LGBT people. The analysis will reveal 
that the often used statistical data is misleading and risks perpetuating a discursive link between suicide and non-
heterosexual sexualities. 
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In Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (2007), Love argues that we 

should attend to the past for hope: 

 

 
It is crucial to find ways of creating and sustaining political hope. But hope that is 

achieved at the expense of the past cannot serve the future. The politics of 

optimism diminishes the suffering of queer historical subjects; at the same time, it 

blinds us to the continuities between past and present. As long as homophobia 

continues to centrally structure queer life, we cannot afford to turn away from the 

past; instead we have to risk the turn backward, even if it means opening 

ourselves to social and psychic realities we would rather forget. (29) 

 

 
If we aim to “create and sustain political hope,” we should avoid a redemptive or pastoralizing 

narrative that pins its hope on the future by not attending the past. The past is not solely a domain 

of regret, pain, hurt or hopelessness. The memory of the past carries unrealized potentials that 

sustain hope in and for the present and the future. 

Similarly, Ahmed argues in The Promise of Happiness (2010) that “bad feelings are not 

simply reactive,” but are also “creative responses to histories that are unfinished,” emphasizing 

the continuities between the past and present (217). Ahmed adds that “the belief that things ‘will 

only get better’ at some point that is always just ‘over the horizon’ can be a way of avoiding the 

impact of suffering” (178). The restorative narrative of Miller and Savage’s video, which 

incorporates painful queer histories into a story of liberation and pride, cannot do justice to queer 

experience as it fails to develop what Love calls “a politics of the past” (21). The history of 
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trauma shared between adults and adolescents only serves as set-up for a positive future. As 

Love argues, hope that does not attend to the past cannot enable the future. In this regard, Love’s 

looking backward resonates with Muñoz, who thinks of queerness “as a temporal arrangement” 

in which “the past is a field of possibility” (16). By attending to the past “as a field of 

possibility,” he argues, “subjects can act in the present in the service of a new futurity” (16). In 

Savage and Miller’s video, unfortunately, the past is fully rejected. 

Furthermore, Savage and Miller’s video uncritically privileges positive over negative 

affects. It may seem reasonable to assume that we all strive for happiness rather than sadness. 

However, in Depression: A Public Feeling (2012), Ann Cvetkovich suggests that negative 

emotion “can be seen as a possible resource for political action” (2). Keeping despair close to 

hope and avoiding naïve forms of optimism that do not adequately address the past and its 

violence, Cvetkovich argues for “[e]mbracing rather than glossing over bad feelings,” since 

feeling bad might offer a ground for transformation (3). Cvetkovich aims at depathologizing 

negative affects so they can serve as possible resources for political action.7  

Similarly, in her pursuit of the pedagogies of (un)happiness, Ahmed writes that “moving 

beyond pain toward happiness or joy” cannot ground an ethical project as there will be “new 

forms of suffering on those who do not or cannot move in this way” (Promise 216). Ahmed 

suggests attending to bad feelings to learn how they affect us. Her examination of happiness does 

not regard unhappiness “as more than a feeling that should be overcome” because unhappiness 

might provide “a pedagogic lesson on the limits of the promise of happiness” (217, emphasis in 

original). Rather than regarding feeling bad as bad feeling, Ahmed proposes that we may attend 

                                                
7 Giving accounts of the insidiousness and ordinariness of feeling bad, trauma and depression rather than a focus to 
more visible catastrophic events, Cvetkovich’s work offers new forms of cultural criticism, knowledge production 
and hope that is in a dialectic relationship to despair. See also An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and 
Lesbian Public Cultures (Duke University Press, 2003) for a more detailed analysis of how trauma can be regarded 
as a ground for community building. 



26 
 

to feeling bad in order to learn how we are affected by it (215-7). Thus, we need to rethink the 

distinctions between negative and positive affects so as not to assume that they are completely 

separate from each other.  

Engaging with negative experiences acts as possible sources for political action and 

transformation. This does not mean to embrace negativity wholesale as proposed by Edelman—

which, for Muñoz, many non-white, non-male and non-academics cannot afford. Neither does it 

aim to convert negative experiences into positive goods. By engaging with negative affects 

without aiming at converting them, as suggested by Ahmed, Cvetkovich, and Love, we follow 

different possibilities in the ways bad feelings lead us. In other words, hope can be found in 

attending how we affect and are affected by bad feelings. However, Savage and Miller’s video 

misses the possibilities that negative affects might open. 

Not only does the message not fully engage with negative affects, the way hope is 

expressed in the video makes the future into an object, which, as Edelman argues, would make 

other queers “unthinkable, irresponsible, inhumane” (4). The message of It Gets Better, in 

Ahmed’s words, “make[s] the future into an object, into something that can be declared in 

advance of its arrival” (Promise 29). In other words, the message becomes a promise. The 

promise of hope can be further explained with John L. Austin’s theory of speech acts. In How to 

Do Things With Words (1962) Austin’s analysis of meaning making in linguistic conventions 

suggests that other than describing reality, words act performatively (5-6). In other words, words 

do things. Austin writes that “the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action” (6). 

What does the utterance of “it gets better” do?  

In the video, by saying “You are going to have a great life,” Savage performs an act of 

promise. For Austin, performative speech acts are not simply true or false but instead they are 
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“felicitous” (“happy”) or “infelicitous” (“unhappy”) (15). If the speaker does not fulfil the 

“felicity conditions” for the promise, then the promise “misfires” (16). Among others, the 

speaker must be sincere, and able to perform the proposed act in the future. In this case, Savage 

does not have the ability to actualize what he promises. His promise misfires insofar as it 

remains fortuitous.  

Rather than turning the future into an object of promise or hope, Ahmed suggests a 

politics of possibility. She states that when we affirm the future it cannot be in the form of a 

“given content: it is not that the future is imagined as the overcoming of misery; nor is the future 

imagined as happy. The future is what is kept open as the possibility of things not staying they 

are, or being as they stay” (197). Unlike Edelman’s claim that the rhetoric of futurity inevitably 

upholds the normative social order of compulsory heterosexuality, for Ahmed, affirming a future 

does not necessarily mean that the future is given specific content. In Savage and Miller’s video, 

however, the promise of a future turns the future into an object that ultimately fits Edelman’s 

normative social order. In the next section of the present chapter, I attempt to show that when 

hope is projected into a future that is given specific content, hope transforms into something else. 

 
 

Hope, Complacency, Optimism, and Confidence 

 

In Savage and Miller’s video, “living well” acts as the antidote to being bullied, and is associated 

with finishing high school, moving to a big city, forming a family, and adopting a child. Dan 

Savage and Terry Miller are white, cis-gendered, abled-bodied and well-travelled people. 

Blogger Quiet Riot Girl observes that the greater number of IGB videos come from white, 

university-educated gay men, in contrast to women, transgender or working class people, or 
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people from different ethnic backgrounds. In this regard, hope seems distributed unequally and 

associated with class mobility and the “American Dream.”  

As Berlant explicates, the American Dream: 

 

fuses private fortune with that of the nation: it promises that if you invest your 

energies in work and in family-making, the nation will secure the broader social 

and economic conditions in which your labor can gain value and your life can be 

lived with dignity. It is a story that addresses the fear of being stuck or reduced to 

a type, a redemptive story pinning its hope on class mobility. (The Queen of 

America 4) 

 

The American Dream promises the possibility of upward mobility as one of the most important 

affective investments in national identification. In Against Paranoid Nationalism: Searching for 

Hope in a Shrinking Society (2003), Ghassan Hage argues that “capitalist society does not 

produce and distribute hope only through mechanisms of national identification,” but also 

“through its ability to maintain an experience of the possibility of upward social mobility” (13, 

emphasis in original). Yet, even the “experience of the possibility of upward social mobility” is 

not distributed equally, as some people have more access to social, cultural or economic capital 

than others.  

The promise of the Savage and Miller’s video message presumes a certain degree of 

social and class privilege, which speaks more, in Muñoz words, to “queers with enough access to 

capital to imagine a life integrated within North American capitalistic culture” (20). The advice 

for teens to wait and embrace a successful future implies that things are more probable to get 

better for someone who is white, able-bodied, and well-educated. The promise of a better future 
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in Savage and Miller’s video presumes a relatively comfortable subject position within the gay 

and lesbian community and the possibility of upward social and class mobility.    

For this reason, Lisa Duggan associates hope with “race and class privilege, with imperial 

hubris, with gender and sexual conventions” (“Hope” 276). She suggests that happiness and 

optimism “can operate as the affective reward for conformity, the privatized emotional bonus for 

the right kind of investments in the family, private property and the state” (276). The emotional 

register of this kind of investment is epitomized by a complacency that she defines as the affect 

of homonormativity (280, emphasis in original). Duggan describes homonormativity as the 

sexual “politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but 

upholds and sustains them” (Equality 50). Complacency is “a form of happiness that will not risk 

the consequences of its own suppressed hostility and pain” (“Hope” 280).  

In light of this discussion, I contend that the message of Savage and Miller is not so much 

promoting actual hope but rather a form of complacency that entails a comfortable subject 

position in relation to family, marriage, private property, and the state. In that sense, there is not 

so much difference between the promissory words of Savage and Miller and homonormativity, 

which resonates with Edelman’s compulsory reproductive futurism. In Savage and Miller’s 

complacent politics, hope involves little more than, in Ahmed’s words, “an increasing proximity 

to social forms that are already attributed as happiness-causes” such as “the family, marriage, 

class mobility” and “whiteness” (Promise 112).  

Berlant calls this kind of investment in social norms in return for happiness a stupid form 

of optimism: “the faith that adjustment to certain forms of practices of living and thinking will 

secure one’s happiness” (qtd. in Ahmed, Promise 75). She later describes this optimism as 

“cruel.” According to Berlant, all our attachments to objects are inherently optimistic since we 
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pin our hopes on them, though they may not always “feel optimistic” (Cruel Optimism 1). The 

object of desire, which embodies a “cluster of promises,” is not intrinsically cruel but does 

become cruel “when the object that draws your attachment actively impedes the aim that brought 

you to it initially” (1). Yet people may well ignore the deeply destructive nature of their 

attachments in favor of optimism. Thus, Berlant argues that cruel optimism might make life 

bearable while it is an obstacle for flourishing. In an attempt to explain why people are attached 

to cruel optimism, Berlant suggests, “perhaps they move to normative form to get numb with the 

consensual promise and to misrecognize that promise as an achievement” (“Cruel Optimism” 

97).  

Indeed, many LGBT youth may dream of moving to a big city, getting married and 

having a family, and any interruption in the continuity of the form of such attachments may well 

be detrimental for certain LGBT subjects. However, when the IGB website tells teenagers they 

“can’t imagine what their future may hold” without adults demonstrating it to them, adult life 

becomes the definite model of the good life, limiting other ways of being and hoping in the 

world. Berlant comments that “[i]n a relation of cruel optimism our activity is revealed as a 

vehicle for attaining a kind of passivity” (43). Savage and Miller’s video message might indeed 

save the lives of some LGBT youth, but their message of hope acts as a site of cruel optimism 

because of its emphasis on a future promise that attributes a passive and complacent position to 

LGBT youth. This in turn is an obstacle for different forms of hope to flourish. I will now argue 

that hope requires agency and uncertainty rather than the stultifying promise of a better future. 

In “Hopes and Dreams” (2011), philosopher Adrienne M. Martin discusses two broad 

types of circumstance where people are likely to declare hope: epistemic and desiderative (149-

50). Whereas the first category is about beliefs and doubts, and hence uncertainty, the latter is 
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about desire, value or agency. While the first broad category is about persuading ourselves and 

others that a desirable outcome is possible, the second one is about “what we want, value or 

strive toward” (149). When we hope for a certain outcome, we desire that outcome; and, 

although we have doubts about it, we believe that that is possible. In Martin’s understanding, the 

desire that is constitutive of hope is “partially endorsed desire” (151). Hoping for a specific 

outcome, people attach values to their desires depending on their normative standards. Hence, 

Martin concludes that the “default definition” of hope is this “endorsed desire plus uncertainty” 

(151).  

If we think of Savage’s video in light of Martin’s categorization of epistemic and 

desiderative hope, which are not mutually exclusive categories, the video only aims at making 

teenagers “believe” that it does get better. As the aim of project indicates, the teenagers who 

committed suicide are those who “could not believe that it does actually get better” (“It Gets 

Better Project”). Since teens presumably cannot imagine a future without the help of openly gay 

adults, it is actually the desire of the adults that shapes the desiderative aspect of this type of 

hope. Thus, the desires of the teenagers are ultimately subordinated to adults’ desires, which 

include being openly gay, marrying, living in a big city, being successful, having/adopting 

children, and so on. Martin argues that “the desire constitutive of hope is at least partially 

endorsed desire—it would be strange to talk of hope for an outcome that the hopeful person did 

not value in light of at least one of her own normative standards” (150).  

However, Savage and Miller’s video does not succeed in making the values, dreams, and 

desires of LGBT youth audible. The teens are portrayed as vulnerable kids who need the 

mentoring abilities of adults (family, therapist, teacher), which makes the campaign even more 

patronizing. The desiderative aspect of hope can only be provided by adults, who can show the 
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teens what the future holds for them. Adolescents are expected to follow a path taken by adults 

before them, framed by a class of LGBT people for whom life already is better. The way the 

adults express hope only works through teens fantasizing about how they will have similar lives 

as those adults, which is taken as certain once they finish high school.  However, if all 

uncertainty or doubt is removed from hope, it becomes something else. 

In his magnus opus Ethics (1994), Benedict de Spinoza defines hope as “an inconstant 

joy which has arisen from the image of a future or past thing whose outcome we doubt” (165). 

He puts hope alongside fear, and concludes that “there is neither hope without fear, nor fear 

without hope” (190). He further argues that if the doubt involved in hope is removed it becomes 

confidence. Thus, “[c]onfidence is born of hope . . . when the cause of doubt concerning the 

thing’s outcome is removed” (190-91). Savage and Miller’s message eliminates all doubt from 

hope, which thus changes into the confidence that things will turn out well once high school is 

over. Savage and Miller’s own confidence about their lives becomes the model of hope. In other 

words, the “It Gets Better” video does not mobilize hope but reduces it to both complacency and 

confidence.  

The hope offered to LGBT adolescents by Savage and Miller can also be called “wishful 

hope,” which according to Victoria McGeer, “is a failure to take on the full responsibilities of 

agency and hence to remain overreliant on others or external powers to realize one’s hopes” 

(110). In the context of depression and suicidality, failing to take responsibility might be 

detrimental. James Rodemeyer was a gay teenager who was being bullied at school and who 

created his own video for IGB to lend support to other kids. However, four months later he killed 

himself. After Rodemeyer’s death, Savage wrote about his sadness in his column: “The point of 

the It Gets Better project is to give kids like Jamey Rodemeyer hope for their futures. But 
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sometimes hope isn't enough. Sometimes the damage done by hate and by haters is simply too 

great. Sometimes the future seems too remote. And those are the times our hearts break” 

(“Bullied Teenager”).  

This is an interesting remark: if the anticipated future is too remote, hope may not be 

enough. But the whole idea behind the IGB is to hold on to a remote future. Savage and Miller’s 

video never draws a line between a future that is too remote and one that is not. In this sense, 

Savage admits that their video fails at giving hope, or merely offers “wishful hope” or “cruel 

optimism.” The hope mobilized in Savage and Miller’s video ignores the problems teens have in 

their present lives and aims at making them believe that their misery will end once they see 

examples of other people who are happily living their adult lives. In addition, Savage and 

Miller’s video does not fully attend to the past and so misses the opportunity to engage the 

persistence of “damage done by hate,” as Savage puts it. Instead, this damage or injury is simply 

compensated for by future success or potential happiness.  

Can we think of a form of hope that is not related to happiness or success, and that 

doesn’t require one to fold oneself into the values that are regarded as social goods? As hope is 

not distributed equally, it is important to keep in mind whose hopes are being circulated at the 

expense of whom (Hage 15). In the next section, I will turn to the video commercial Google 

launched to promote its new browser, which, I try to show, resonates with the neoliberal 

modulation of affect in general and hope in particular.  
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Neoliberalism and the Instrumentalization of Affect 

 

The Google commercial, first aired on May 2011 on a major American television broadcast 

network, is the second commercial Google released to advertise its new web browser Chrome.8 It 

was launched during Glee, a teen musical comedy-drama series that has a number of LGBT 

characters. The video starts with a click on the Chrome logo, which then makes way for online 

newspaper headings such as: “The Suicides of Gay Teenagers,” “Bullied for Being ‘Gay,’” and 

“Teenage Suicide Epidemic.” The commercial shows snippets of Savage and Miller’s IGB video, 

followed by famous and nonfamous faces who all contributed videos to the project. The 

commercial also emphasizes how to navigate within the browser, with its new search function 

and tab opening features. At the end it shows three YouTube comments: “Thanks Dan. Your 

video saved my life,” “This is brave and fantastic,” and “I have hope.” It then shows the caption, 

“Dan Savage, messenger,” and closes with the slogan, “The web is what you make of it.” The 

commercial lasts for a minute and a half and is accompanied by up-tempo music.  

When I first watched the Google Chrome commercial, it evoked mixed feelings in me. 

The tempo of the music, combined with the reiteration of “It gets better,” creates a warm 

atmosphere of compassion and optimism. The video is very powerful in its capacity to mobilize 

the affective register that IGB initially created. However, thinking of the commercial along with 

the so-called “browser wars,” in which web browsers compete for dominance in market share, it 

made me think that the commercial manipulates affect to dominate the browser marketplace.9 

The video manipulates a suicide prevention campaign’s affective register for its own promotion, 

                                                
8 The first commercial is called “Dear Sophie,” which shows a father who is making a digital scrapbook. He shares 
his memories with his daughter through sending her emails as we watch her grow up. This commercial aired on TV 
only a day before the Chrome commercial. 
9 Google released Chrome browser in 2008. Its market share increased rapidly since then, making it the most used 
browser in the world.  
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so that suicides are ultimately incorporated in the economy. Relying on the Chrome commercial 

as my case, I will offer an argument of how the neoliberal capitalist economy instrumentalizes 

affect.  

In “The Cost of Getting Better: Suicide, Sensation, Switchpoints” (2012), Jasbir Puar 

focuses on the “debilitating aspects of neoliberalism” and “the economics of debility” (149-153). 

On the one hand, in neoliberal terms, the body is always already debilitated “in relation to its 

ever-expanding potentiality” (153). On the other hand, debility is ultimately profitable in a 

neoliberal capitalist economy. Not only does neoliberalism demand bodily capacity, it also 

demands the profitability of debility for finance capital (153). Thus, neoliberal economy 

excludes debility in order to include it. Puar’s analysis centers on how IGB incorporates 

debilities in the capitalist market economy in order to obtain profit. Her consideration of the 

specific moments in which debilities are converted into profit resonates with Ahmed’s notion of 

affective conversion.  

In her discussion of the circulation of affects, Ahmed outlines what she describes as 

conversion points (Promise 44). Negative feelings and objects might turn into positive feelings 

and objects and vice versa. She tracks “how such conversions happen, and ‘who’ or ‘what’ gets 

seen as converting bad feeling into good feeling” (44-5). I see the Chrome commercial as such a 

narrative of affective conversion, which, in line with the argument of Puar, manages to convert 

debilitated queer bodies into economic capacity. Both Savage and Miller and the Google Chrome 

commercial transform debilitated LGBT bodies into positive goods. Puar’s analysis shows that 

injuries are converted into cultural capital not only through guilt or suffering but through 

“triumph, transgression, and success” (151). Hope and its affective resonances are crucial sites to 
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identify the ways in which debilities are transformed into positive goods and commodities in a 

neoliberal economy. 

Puar’s understanding resonates with Michel Foucault’s where he describes human capital 

as an “abilities machine” that produces income (229). Foucault focuses on how the logic of 

neoliberalism comes to produce new kinds of subjectivities which he calls “subjects of interests” 

(229). In The Birth of Biopolitics (2008), which consists of Foucault’s lectures at the Collège de 

France, he argues that neoliberalism transformed “the human” into “human capital” (229-30). 

People are regarded as competitive subjects and society is seen as a mode of enterprise. 

According to Rob Van Horn and Philip Mirowski, neoliberalism differs from classical liberalism 

in that it requires the natural development of the market without intervention; the market is a site 

of competition rather than exchange (143). In such an economy, Jodi Dean contends, the state 

combats anti-competitive mechanisms and works to distribute opportunities for competition. 

When Savage and Miller say “if you die, they win” or “living well is the best revenge,” their 

understanding is in accordance with neoliberal ideas of life as competition. Death and suicide are 

regarded as anti-competitive as, in Foucault’s words, “the moment when the individual escapes 

all power into his own privacy” (48).  

Furthermore, rather than having laws or rights as its foundation, neoliberalism, Jason 

Read writes, “operates on interests, desires, and aspirations” (28-9). Patricia T. Clough in The 

Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social (2007, 3), and Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt in Empire 

(2001, 293) both note that neoliberalism increasingly operates on manipulating affective 

capacities. The Chrome commercial mobilizes and manipulates hope in order to obtain profit. 

Referring to Foucault’s distinction between sovereignty and biopower, Berlant notes that 

the former signifies the power to permit a given life to endure or not, whereas the latter is the 
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power to “regularize life, to force living not just to happen but to endure and appear in particular 

ways” (“Slow Death” 756). In addition to its regulatory function, Clough as well as Negri and 

Hardt’s works show that biopower especially controls, suppresses, modifies, and manages 

affective tendencies or capacities to regulate life. For Negri and Hardt, biopower refers to “a 

form of power that regulates social life from its interior, following it, interpreting it, absorbing it, 

and rearticulating it” (23-4). Drawing on what Patricia Clough calls the biopolitics of the “affect 

economy” (36), I situate this specific regulation within what I wish to call a “hope economy.”10 

A hope economy mobilizes populations to participate in neoliberal competition and reproduce 

what Berlant terms the “normatively framed general good life of a society” that privileges 

upward mobility (“Slow Death” 756).  

The Chrome commercial shows us, in the words of Hage, “the stories of people who have 

‘moved on,’” allowing “for the belief in the possibility of upward social mobility” (14). Hage 

argues that hope retains its power by accounts that make people “believ[e] in the possibility of 

upward social mobility without actually experiencing it” (14). Showing examples of people who 

have “moved on,” that is to say, who have not committed suicide, the commercial manipulates 

the affective resonance of the possibility of upward social mobility. As Puar argues, bodies are 

constantly being evaluated as to whether they succeed or fail in relation to “health, wealth, 

progressive productivity, upward mobility, enhanced capacity” (“The Cost” 155). In this respect, 

the Chrome commercial shows us that both success and failure serve the hope economy of 

market intervention. The commercial turns LGBT youth suicides into Foucauldian “subjects of 

interests” in order to advertise its product. Suicide and suicide prevention becomes a marketing 

                                                
10 Clough argues that “the (re)turn to affect starting from the mid-90s might be related to the techno-politics of late 
capitalism,” since “the affective turn . . . expresses a new configuration of bodies, technology, and matter instigating 
a shift in thought in critical theory” so that “attending to the affective turn is necessary to theorizing the social” 
(“Introduction” 3). 
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area for Google. What the Google commercial makes us see is that vulnerabilities are profitable 

too, and can be turned into capital through what Ahmed termed “affective conversion” (Promise 

44-5).  

The commercial starts and ends with Dan Savage, who experienced bullying when he was 

young, but who became a successful media personality. The “messenger,” as the commercial 

refers to him, Savage appears as the person who succeeded in converting his negative feelings 

into hope. The commercial’s affective strategy aims at getting its share from that conversion by 

converting hope into profit: even if you are suicidal you are what the market can make out of 

you. You are your capacity. Use your capacity in a specific way and become happy. You are free 

to do so. Just do it. Thus, even though it seems as if the web is liberating us, the commercial 

shows that we are always already stuck in the network of the market (Massumi 225). Hope and 

its affective resonances act as forms of labor in a market economy; the commercial transforms 

hope into a commodity that generates profit. 

This understanding resonates with Negri and Hardt’s examination of society as a factory 

(284). Negri and Hardt argue that capitalism is more about engineering and proliferating the 

potential for ways of doing and being than it is about selling products. Production tends to work 

through “immaterial labor,” a form of “labor that produces an immaterial good, such as a service, 

a cultural product, knowledge, or communication” (290). Negri and Hardt distinguish between 

three types of immaterial labor: “the communicative labor of industrial production that has newly 

become linked in informational networks, the interactive labor of symbolic analysis and problem 

solving, and the labor of the production and manipulation of affects” (30). The products of 

“affective labor” (292) are “intangible, [and create] a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, 
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excitement, or passion” (293). Those feelings are associated with a human contact that is virtual 

or actual. 

According to Negri and Hardt, affective labor has assumed a dominant position within the 

global capitalist economy and produces “social networks” and “forms of community” (293). 

Affective labor also searches for established affective communities. Brian Massumi calls this 

strategy “viral marketing,” in which companies “will surf the web to find communities of interest 

that have spontaneously formed” (“Navigating Movements” 227). The affective labor of the 

Google Chrome commercial aims at the immaterial surplus value of the affects of hope, 

optimism, and compassion that the IGB project has previously circulated, which Google now 

appropriates and attaches to its browser.11 As Ahmed specifies, affect neither remains at the 

subject or at the object but circulates, which makes certain objects “sticky” through an “affective 

conversion” that involves “a transference of affects” (“Politics of Emotion” 91). The commercial 

aims at attaching its product to the sticky affects of IGB.  

In an affective economy, “the difference between marketing and consuming and between 

living and buying is becoming smaller and smaller, to the point that they are getting almost 

indistinguishable,” Massumi argues (227). He also argues that immaterial or cultural products 

selling experience presently dominate the market. Instead of stressing the browser’s performance 

or speed as it used to do, Chrome’s marketing strategy commodifies the “immaterial labor” of 

“virtual human contact” and “interaction” in the IGB project (Negri and Hardt 293). An online 

video project that aims to prevent LGBT teen suicides becomes a site for Google to sell an 

                                                
11 The dictionary meaning of compassion is “sympathetic pity and concern for the sufferings or misfortunes of 
others” (“Compassion”). Edelman suggests that the figure of the Child, the personification of compassion's 
evocation, should be resisted by the queer subject through “the act of repudiating the social, of stepping or trying to 
step . . . beyond compulsory compassion” (101). Typically, the Chrome commercial shows part of an IGB video, in 
which a guy says, “I love you guys even if I don't know you.” Thus, the Child is simply replaced by LGBT 
teenagers, while maintaining an optimistic and future-based social order. 
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experience of hope to its customers. As Massumi would say, the commercial becomes the social 

relations it offers. In this context, to hope becomes a form of affective labor that can be 

commodified for profit. “The ability of affect to produce an economic effect more swiftly and 

surely than economics itself,” Massumi argues, “means that affect is a real condition, an intrinsic 

variable of the late capitalist system, as infrastructural as a factory” (Parables 45).12 Hope, I 

have tried to show so far, is frequently transformed into complacency, confidence, optimism, and 

commodity. But is there another kind of hope that does not transform into something else, while 

nonetheless affirming the future? 

 

Affirmative Yet Uncertain Futures 

 

Michael D. Snediker, in Queer Optimism (2009), calls for a “reconceptualization of optimism” 

that is “immanently rather than futurally oriented” (2-3). Snediker rejects Edelman’s queer 

negativity, asking, “why does rejection of a primary attachment to futurity . . . necessarily require 

the embodiment of negativity?” (24). Queer Optimism also differs from Muñoz’ position, who 

argues that “[t]he here and now is a prison house” to clear a space in the present for theorizing 

optimism (1). Aiming at conceptualizing hope in the present, Snediker’s queer optimism speaks 

against the idea that “hope definitially exists futurally” (16).  

In a similar vein, Massumi approaches hope “as a way of talking about that margin of 

maneuverability . . . where we might be able to go and what we might be able to do in every 

present situation” (“Navigating Movements” 212, emphasis in original). Hope can be made 

                                                
12 Massumi’s understanding of affect stems from Spinoza, who considers the body in terms of its capacity for 
affecting or being affected. Massumi argues that “these are not two different capacities–they always go together. 
When you affect something, you are at the same time opening yourself up to being affected in turn, and in a slightly 
different way than you might have been the moment before” (“Navigating Movements”  212). 
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useful, according to Massumi, precisely “when it is not connected to an expected success—when 

it starts to be something different from optimism” (211, emphasis in original). Massumi’s 

distinction between hope and optimism is predicated on Václav Havel, for whom “hope is 

definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn out 

well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out” (82). 

Distinguishing hope, Massumi continues, “from concepts of optimism and pessimism, from a 

wishful projection of success or even some kind of a rational calculation of outcomes” grounds it 

in the present and leaves the future open and uncertain (211).   

For Massumi, precisely the uncertainty of complex situations can be productive: “This 

uncertainty can actually be empowering—once you realize that it gives you a margin of 

maneuverability and you focus on that, rather than on projecting success or failure. It gives you 

the feeling that there is always an opening to experiment, to try and see” (211-12). Precisely the 

uncertainty of hope gives us a “margin of maneuverability” that is not linked to confidence about 

future success or happiness. In a similar vein, as I discussed above, for Muñoz, the “anticipatory 

illumination of certain objects” can become hopeful to the extent that they retain “a kind of 

potentiality that is open, indeterminate” (7). Thus, if we think of hope as a “margin of 

maneuverability” or “a kind of potentiality that is open and indeterminate,” we affirm a future, 

while not giving it definite content.  

Affirming yet not specifying the content of the future might be a difficult task in the face of 

adversity. However, hope is not a magic wand that will keep its promise under any 

circumstances. As Duggan and Muñoz claim, “Hope is a risk. But if the point is to change the 

world we must risk hope” (279). To risk hope we must reject forms of hope that give a specific 

content to the future. We must also make distinctions between reductive forms of hope, such as 
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complacency, optimism, and confidence, and a productive practice of hope that is affirmative yet 

uncertain. Taking into account the social, political and economic cooption of hope as I have 

discussed in this chapter, we must reject purposive, reproductive uses of hope that turn it into a 

good or commodity. This rejection entails positioning hope in the present that affirms the 

uncertainty of the future. That way we may find surprising ways to be in the world. 

In the next chapter I will continue to track the affective manipulation of hope. I will focus 

on self-help books which instrumentalize hope by attributing specific content to the future 

through a selective reading of the past. In this model, I want to show, hope constitutes and is 

constitutive of a normative narrative. I discuss the possibilities that vulnerability can open up and 

formulate what I call “cripping hope.” It posits vulnerability at the core of human relations, and 

incorporates negative feelings rather than eliminate them. 
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Chapter 2 

Reframing Vulnerability: Cripping Hope 

 

In this chapter, I focus on three recent self-help books, written and published in the United States 

that are mainly marketed to LGBT youth. A popular and widely accessible genre, self-help books 

usually consist of tips, prescriptions, and rules for self-guided behavioral modification. LGBT 

people form a growing consumer target for the self-help market, and the dedicated publications 

typically include coping strategies that are based on both clinical and personal experience. By 

focusing on how hope is framed, circulated, and made available to LGBT youth in the three 

books, I aim to reclaim a kind of hope that is not tailored to individual responsibility or self-

discipline but related to relationality and interconnectedness.  

 In Self-Help Books: Why Americans Keep Reading Them (2008), Sandra K. Dolby defines 

the self-help genre as “popular nonfiction written with the aim of enlightening readers about 

some of the negative effects of our culture and worldview and suggesting new attitudes and 

practices that might lead them to more satisfying and more effective lives” (38). Besides an 

informal style that aims to elicit self-improvement, another important feature of the self-help 

genre is the way in which it frames a “general problem/solution structure” (37). According to 

Dolby, the notion of solving problems through self-improvement is deeply rooted in American 

culture; the self-help narrative “construct[s] and assess[es] an American worldview” (viii). Dolby 

concludes that in contemporary self-help literature in the United States the common postulate is 

that individuals are self-governing people who can and should master their own lives. Failure is 

thus easily attributed to individual weakness or lack of effort. The genre or discourse rests on the 
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assumption that experts can help “in understanding and correcting the self” in order to make one 

“happy or ‘normal’” (62-3). 

The emphasis on individual behavioral modification in self-help books that are produced in 

the United States is a relatively recent phenomenon. In Self-Help, Inc.: Makeover Culture in 

American Life (2005), Micki McGee writes that the meaning of self-help has shifted significantly 

in the last three decades of the twentieth century (55). She argues that whereas self-help was 

once related to mutual aid and collectivity, by the end of the twentieth century the rapid 

implementation of neoliberal policies shifted most of the responsibility to the figure of the 

individual (13-18). Thus, the emphatic individual behavioral modification that the American 

self-help books expect from their readers articulates a neoliberal ideology of personal 

achievement and privatization.  

McGee’s analysis shows that the individualistic dimension of self-help books must be 

considered in relation to the prevailing social, political, and economic mechanisms structuring 

public life. In this context, the focus on self-help books written in the United States extends my 

discussion of the hope economy from the previous chapter, where I analyzed how the affective 

values of hope are turned into commodity forms. Books that focus on adolescence offer a 

compelling site to further analyze this commodification. As Susan Talburt writes in 

“Intelligibility and Narrating Queer Youth” (2004), a focus on adolescence is important to map 

“society’s anxieties and hopes for developing subjects” (22). 

The three books I will discuss are It Gets Better: Coming Out, Overcoming Bullying, and 

Creating a Life Worth Living (2011), The Velvet Rage: Overcoming the Pain of Growing Up Gay 

In a Straight Man’s World (2005), and Hello, Cruel World: 101 Alternatives to Suicide for 

Teens, Freaks & Other Outlaws (2006).  
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It Gets Better is an edited volume by Dan Savage and Terry Miller, the founders of the It 

Gets Better Project, and contains over one-hundred messages (selected out of 50,000) which 

were composed for the online video project that I discussed in the previous chapter. The book 

also includes an introduction by Savage, an epilogue by Miller, and several new essays, and 

generally aims to “reach out to LGBT kids in crisis” by offering advice on how to “come out,” 

“overcome bullying,” and “create a life worth living” (1). In April 2011, the book was listed on 

The New York Times Bestseller List. This book will help me deepen my case study of the 

previous chapter.  

Velvet Rage is a book by clinical psychologist Alan Downs. It is one of the leading self-

help books for gay men. The book was mentioned in many newspapers, and Downs made 

numerous TV appearances to discuss his work (“Alan Downs”). Although Velvet Rage does not 

directly address youth per se, a significant part deals with the impact of adolescence for gay adult 

sexuality.  

The third and last book that I engage with in this chapter was written by the performance 

artist, author, and gender theoretician Kate Bornstein. It is a playful book that offers 101 

alternatives for suicide. Whereas the first two books can be easily situated within the self-help 

genre popularized in the United States, since both explicitly frame a problem in order to 

eliminate it with individual behavioral modification, Bornstein’s book does not fit as well within 

the genre: the book does not operate within the developmentalist framework of problem/solution 

as much as it attempts to destabilize it. 

I identify two aspects common to the sexuality-related suicide discourse in the first two 

books: the prevalence of statistical data and narratives about converting shame into pride. In the 

first part of this chapter, I criticize the prevalence of statistical data. Statistics are often used to 
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outline a problem: the fact that LGBT youth commit suicide more frequently than their 

heterosexual peers. The circulation of ostensibly timeless and miscalculated statistical data 

speaks to the issue of suicide and hope within a logic of crisis thinking. Following Gayatri 

Spivak’s political call of “bringing to crisis,” I discuss how different ways of relating to crisis 

have different implications for the mobilization of hope (qtd. in Zournazi 173). Rather than 

assuming a crisis of hope, “bringing hope to crisis” challenges the logic of intervention that 

attempts to compensate for normalcy—instead it embraces the productive potential of crisis 

(Amsler 20).  

In the second part, I look at the narrative transformation from shame to pride. Focusing 

on these narrative scripts allows me to account for the ways in which hope comes into contact 

with the idea of a good life, epitomized by individualized identity. Paying attention to these 

narrative scripts helps me to elaborate on how the books frame and instrumentalize hope. As the 

pervasive narrative change from shame to pride, or from vulnerability to resilience, makes clear, 

I will challenge a structural model in which hope can only emerge when one distances oneself 

from vulnerability and embraces cultural norms. 

In the last part of the chapter I argue for a form of hope that gravitates towards 

relationality rather than individuality. Tackling the relationship between vulnerability and hope, I 

will draw upon Judith Butler’s work on vulnerability in order to formulate what I wish to call 

“cripping hope.” Cripping hope brings hope to crisis, embraces vulnerability, and contests 

ableism.13 The individualized interventionist logic, where crisis is managed exclusively by 

mobilizing an invulnerable and rehabilitative future, needs to be challenged.  

 
 

                                                
13 In the rest of the chapter, I will use the term “able-bodied(ness).” In order to avoid a distinction between body and 
mind, my use of the term incorporates “able-mindedness” as well. 
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Bringing Hope to Crisis 

 
 

Both Velvet Rage and It Gets Better open with statistical data to justify their assumption that 

LGBT youth are more at risk than their heterosexual peers. Downs starts his book by stating that 

“[gays] have among the highest rates of depression and suicide” (2), while Savage opens his 

book with the statement that “LGBT teenagers are four to seven times likelier to attempt suicide” 

(8). While the It Gets Better website claims that gay people are four times more suicidal than 

their heterosexual peers, Savage uses new data about suicide attempts that sound even more 

alarming.  

By presenting statistical data at the beginning of their books, both Downs and Savage 

advance a state of emergency and a logic of intervention. However, in both books the statistical 

data is included without reference or discussion about its cultural and social relevance.14 If 

LGBT youth were indeed more at risk to self-harm than their heterosexual peers, which is far 

from evident, It Gets Better concludes that it is their lack of envisioning “a positive future” for 

themselves that leads to suicide, while for Velvet Rage it is rather the debilitating effects of 

shame. It Gets Better aims to resolve this crisis through a collection of essays in which adults 

share stories of their own painful pasts and happy presents. Relatedly, in Velvet Rage crisis is 

resolved through eliminating the accumulation of shame during youth. Thus, in both accounts 

                                                
14 It was social worker Paul Gibson’s work on risk estimates in 1989, which he prepared upon the request of the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) that solidified the link between LGBT youth and suicide. 
Rob Cover writes that Gibson based his findings on drawing on prior work done in the 1970s (“Mediating Suicide” 
1176). The report was part of the “Report of the Secretary’s Task Force on Youth Suicide,” which was published in 
1991. The section “Gay and Lesbian Youth Suicide,” authored by Gibson, includes the data that is still in use today: 
“[G]ay youth are 2 to 3 times more likely to attempt suicide than other young people. They may comprise up to 30 
percent of completed youth suicides annually”; moreover, “[s]uicide is the leading cause of death among gay male, 
lesbian, bisexual and transsexual youth” (110-15). Although this report was repudiated by the HHS secretary and 
later taken out of the official document due to inadequacies about the validity and the reliability of the research, it 
has had a huge impact around the world. The “fact” that gay youth commit suicide more often than straight kids is 
based on this flawed research. 
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hope operates within what Talburt terms “a developmental narrative,” in which youth is 

portrayed as a period of temporary risk and crisis (23).  

In this developmental narrative, crisis is conceived as a temporal moment, which will 

successfully be resolved in the future. However, this way of relating to crisis ignores the 

possibilities that a crisis may open up in the present. Rather than thinking of crisis in terms of a 

resolution, Gayatri Spivak’s call of “bringing to crisis” points out the productive potential of 

crisis (“The Rest” 173). Spivak writes that bringing to crisis is “an enabling moment” and “a site 

of hope” (“The Rest” 173, emphasis in original). Crisis, as an “un-anticipatable moment,” opens 

up a space for imagination, resistance, and critique that rejects turning a situation into a polarity 

(“The Rest” 173-4). For Spivak, hope therefore does not aim for successfully resolving a crisis. 

Instead, she calls for bringing “hope to a persistent and principled crisis” (“Teaching” 8).  

Sarah Amsler also proposes to bring hope to crisis, embracing the uncertainty of any 

future as a foundational aspect of being human. In “Bringing Hope ‘to Crisis’: Crisis Thinking, 

Ethical Action and Social Change” (2010), she writes that different ways of relating to crisis 

“have different ‘affect-effects’ and consequences for ethical and political practice” (2). Our 

responses to crises determine our openness to the future and the way we deal with uncertainties 

and problems. For Amsler, crisis might therefore enable a critical awareness at the moment it 

disrupts an “existential certainty” (2). Whereas a crisis of hope seeks out a determined future 

where crisis will be resolved, bringing hope to crisis keeps the future “uncertain and 

undetermined” (19). It is this uncertainty and indetermination of the future that provides the 

ground for hope. For Amsler, a negative rendering of crisis will only offer “a didactic” response 

that forecloses alternative ways of relating to the future, denying “a dialogic” reaction that fully 

embraces “an ethics of ambiguity” (21-3).  
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 Since It Gets Better and Velvet Rage both frame crisis as a negative experience that 

needs to be eliminated, they miss the possibility that crisis may open up. In both books, hope is 

firmly situated within a logic of intervention where it functions as a mechanism for bringing 

crisis under permanent control. In this model, hope illuminates a sanguine future where the crisis 

will be solved for good. This way of relating to crisis operates within a set of mutually exclusive 

oppositions between vulnerability/resilience, past/future, youth/adult and shame/pride. The 

resilient future belongs to proud adults who successfully resolved their shameful histories. To 

speak with Heather Love, both books thus include “the difficulties of the queer past” only “in 

order to redeem them” (32).  

This progressive narrative is a common motif throughout It Gets Better. After Savage’s 

introduction and a short essay by Barack Obama, the next three essays recount the suicide 

attempts of a lesbian woman, a gay man, and a transsexual woman respectively. The first essay 

includes repeated attempts (“I tried to kill myself when I was ten years old. And again when I 

was twelve. And again when I was thirteen”) to show how miserable life once was and how great 

it later became: “As soon as I graduated, it got better. . . . My parents tell me all the time how 

proud they are of me” (12-3). The following two essays follow the same narrative structure: from 

“attempted overdose” to having “a wonderful partner” (16), and from “lean[ing] off the edge of 

the cliff” to “looking back on the sad, desperate young man” (20). What these stories share is a 

retrospective structure where people look back at lived miseries in order to redeem them. In 

Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (2007), Love argues that the 

compulsion to fix histories of pain and injury makes it hard “to fully engage with such 

difficulties” (3). For that reason, she encourages us to revisit histories of shame, exclusion, and 

pain in order to open up a space for a past that is not, cannot, and should not be redeemed.  
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It is important to note here that my goal is not to discredit the desire or attempt to resolve 

a crisis. Of course, the search for a cure or the wish for redemption is also a pursuit of hope. My 

criticism is directed against the rigidity of framing and solving a crisis as the only viable and 

indeed mandatory option. This framing offers a stifling concept of suicide and consequently a 

restrictive account of hope. Turning a situation into a polarity of problem and solution or success 

and failure is not the only possible response to dealing with crisis.  

Bringing hope to crisis resonates with challenging what disability theorist Alison Kafer 

terms “curative time” (28). Curative time projects the behavioral, affective, social and medical 

norms for disabled identity within an ableist political economy of hope, which values success 

and progress over failure and process. Kafer writes that in this discourse, which she names 

“curative imaginary,” disabled people become the “sign of progress” and “the proof of 

development” once they are “rehabilitated, normalized, and hopefully cured” (28). I argue that 

both Velvet Rage and It Gets Better operate within such a curative temporality. The stories of the 

suicide attempts are countered by uplifting stories of success, happiness, and normalcy. This 

confidence in the goodness of the future not only resonates with white, middle-class standards 

and the American Dream that I examined in the previous chapter, but also structures any 

response to crisis in terms of the necessity to fix oneself and transform the subjectivity in crisis 

into a proud identity. Adults who have successfully left behind their shameful pasts or suicidal 

feelings become emblems of progress. Success is presented as the only possible way to deal with 

crisis. Pride emerges as a form of existential certainty that shapes practices of self-formation: it 

symbolizes a safe future in which pain and suffering are made invisible. As I explore in the next 

section, such individualized accounts of pride aim towards success and/or normalcy and situate 
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pride within a restrictive didactic approach to crisis. Contesting this redemptive model is crucial 

to cultivate alternative ways of relating to crisis as well as to hope. 

 

From Shame to Pride 

 

Downs’ Velvet Rage addresses the debilitating effects of shame on gay men’s mental well-being. 

In their op-ed in The Observer, Paul Flynn and Matthew Todd write that the book has achieved 

something of a cult status in the United Kingdom and the United States, with sales increasing 

gradually every year (“Pride and Prejudice for Gay Men”). In his book, Downs offers a three-

stage model that is “likely to be universal to all gay men in the western world and perhaps across 

the universe” (3). Stripped from social and cultural specificity, the model thus not only ignores 

the cultural, economic, and social dynamics of shame, but it also imposes an American 

worldview as a universal norm for all gay men.  

In the first stage of Downs’ model (“overwhelmed by shame”), gay people who grow up 

in a culture dominated by heterosexual values are overwhelmed by shame and feel that there is 

something “disgusting, aberrant, and essentially unlovable” about themselves (12). This 

internalized shame “cripple[s] [one’s] sense of self” and prevents a gay child “from following 

normal, healthy stages of adolescent development” (21).15 According to Downs, suicide is a way 

of avoiding the shame of being gay at this stage (20).  

In stage two (“compensating for shame”), shame-driven gay men compensate for shame 

by searching for validation as part of a struggle to create lives that are “happy, fulfilling and 

ultimately free of shame” (21-2). Because shame is so distressing, avoiding it becomes “the 

                                                
15 Downs uses the term “cripple” as an obstacle to having a “normal, healthy” development. In the final part of the 
chapter, I will discuss how such assumptions help perpetuate a logic of ableism. 
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single most powerful, driving force in a young gay man’s life” (29, emphasis in original). This 

prevents a gay boy from pursuing his true passions and achieving “authentic validation,” which 

results in feelings of rage or depression over having failed (33). However, because the feelings of 

rage and shame are denied, gay men are not aware of the fundamental significance of these 

emotions in their lives (35).  

In stage three (“cultivating authenticity”), gay men progress “from shame to freedom” 

(111). It offers “the final good-bye to toxic shame and the beginning of a life that is truly worth 

living” (106). In this redemptive three-stage model, the gay man progresses to “success” (96-7). 

Nonetheless, Downs’ model does not offer a defined endpoint, and in that sense does not offer an 

exclusively didactic response to crisis. Rather, the third stage is marked “as a time of ongoing 

ambiguity” (111). But while Downs keeps space for ambiguity and “the distress of crisis,” 

resolution is nevertheless only made possible through “managing, silencing, and avoiding 

shame”; crisis becomes manageable once the debilitating effects of shame are eliminated (116). 

In Downs’ moralistic structure, shame can only create problems: depression, suicide, 

relationship problems, substance abuse, and anonymous sex. However, as Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick suggests, describing affects “primarily in terms of structure is always a qualitative 

misrecognition” because they are “irreducibly phenomenological” (Touching Feeling 53). 

Downs’ attempt to describe shame in terms of a universal structural model thus misrecognizes 

the primacy of differentially lived experience. Sedgwick’s theory of affect enables a productive 

redrawing of Downs’ model and his linear definition of shame. In reference to Silvan Tomkins’s 

affect theory, Sedgwick argues that shame 

 

attaches to and permanently intensifies or alters the meaning of—of almost 

anything: a zone of the body, a sensory system, a prohibited or indeed permitted 
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behavior, another affect such as anger or arousal, a named identity, a script for 

interpreting other people’s behavior toward oneself. Thus, one of the things that 

anyone’s character or personality is is a record of the highly individual histories 

by which the fleeting emotion of shame has instituted far more durable, structural 

changes in one’s relational and interpretive strategies toward both self and others. 

(62) 

 
 
Where Downs argues that shame creates “a script for interpreting” the self as “flawed,” and can 

be “intensified” by “another affect such as anger,” for Sedgwick, precisely queer resistance to 

normalization can also be rooted in originary experiences of shame. Her account most 

dramatically departs from Downs’ when she criticizes “therapeutic or political strategies aimed 

directly at getting rid of individual or group shame, or undoing it” (59). Although Sedgwick 

defines personality as a “record of the highly individual histories” of shame, for her, shame “both 

derives from and aims toward sociability” (37). Shame is a social emotion that operates at the 

interplay between encounters between bodies. Hence, the elimination of shame would always be 

an impossible and ultimately an unproductive task.  

For Sedgwick, shame is an integral part of identity, “available for the work of 

metamorphosis, reframing, refiguration” and “transfiguration” (63, emphasis in original). 

Therefore, I wish to suggest that it may be productive to distinguish between forms of hope that 

are closed down by shame and those that can be opened up through shame. Bringing hope to 

crisis in the context of shame opens up an indeterminate site and aims to restore the critical 

potential of shame. As Ann Cvetkovich writes in An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and 

Lesbian Public Cultures (2003), we need “to maintain a space for shame . . . within public 

discourse rather than purging [it] of [its] messiness in order to make [it] acceptable” (63). The 
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either/or approach of crisis thinking in the context of a problem/solution structure does not leave 

room for shame’s productive potential.  

This failure can be related to the turn to “pride,” an affective orientation that has 

dominated the gay and lesbian movements of the last several decades. In Gay Shame (2009), 

David Halperin writes that “gay pride has been the rallying cry of a broad social movement for 

sexual freedom” (3). According to Halperin, gay pride aims to de-stigmatize homosexual 

eroticism completely by eliminating the personal and social shame that is attached to it. 

Nonetheless, Halperin also searches for ways that could open the “possibility of reclaiming gay 

shame” that “enable [us] to create new forms of community” (4-5). I consider this reclamation of 

shame as a site of hope. I am not suggesting that a collective gay shame is necessarily politically 

more salient than pride. My critique on Velvet Rage and It Gets Better is based on their 

discussion of shame and pride in a fixed polarity where shame is only associated with pain and 

danger. I acknowledge that shame can be extremely painful. But what I want to suggest is that 

shame is a social emotion; we cannot get rid of it completely. For me, hope lies not in 

successfully eliminating shame or resolving a crisis but in learning to relate productively to both.  

While shame in Velvet Rage is something “to overcome,” “to eliminate,” “to say good-

bye,” to or “move beyond,” Halperin (much like Sedgwick, Cvetkovich, and Love) argues that 

shame may offer new possibilities for queer collectivity and community building. What I would 

like to argue here is that in Velvet Rage the promise of a secure future that pride offers is 

presented as the overcoming of histories of shame. The shameful past appears to be a hindrance 

to flourishing. Only the proud future is defined by hope, normalcy, and inclusion in society. In 

this context, being proud requires what Simone Fullagar describes as “a particular kind of self-

responsible, self-managing rational mode of adulthood” (6). In It Gets Better, almost all of the 
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stories start with recounting shameful experiences in childhood (bullying, name-calling, feelings 

of guilt, self-hatred, worthlessness, or social alienation) to transition to examples of normalcy 

and recognition. The dynamics of shame and pride become clear in the following examples:  

 

 
● “My parents tell me all the time now how proud they are of me” (13). 

● “I never thought that I would be sitting here today so happy and so proud of who I 

am.  Because it’s hard to be proud of who you are when your community tells you not to 

be” (51). 

● “Tell the world who you are, to not be ashamed of who you are. I am proud that I am a 

lesbian” (102). 

● “I’m very proud to be a transsexual” (124). 

● “I have a lot of friends and people in my family who are proud of me” (128). 

● “I was able to proudly say that I was a bisexual” (143).  

● “I now have five degrees hanging on my office wall. . . . I’m proud of who I am. I’m 

proud of what I do” (186). 

● “I wanted to grow up to be someone who was proud and who made the people he loved 

proud. . . . I never dreamed that I would be gay and proud. And I am” (190). 

●  “[God] let me know that my life wasn’t an accident, that I’m supposed to be here and 

I’m supposed to be gay. And that’s something I should be proud of” (206). 

● “[My Mother] even cries when the Gay Pride parade goes by her office, she’s so proud” 

(211). 

● “And I’ve done it all as an out and proud and openly gay man” (236). 

● “I’d like to say that I replaced fear and shame with pride and happiness” (250). 
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● “It will always get better. And you have no shame, no fear, and no hatred after this” 

(280). 

 

In these examples, pride compensates for shame and seeks out recognition through social 

inclusion, family acceptance, and visibility. Notwithstanding the justifications for such normalcy, 

I am concerned with the way pride operates on the basis of an interventionist logic that advocates 

the elimination of shame as the exclusive sign of maturity. A look at the narrative transition from 

shame to pride is telling of how the promise of hope is delineated. As Leo Bersani writes in 

Homos (1996), gay pride easily turns into social conformity; it “tr[ies] to persuade straight 

society that [gay people] can be good parents, good soldiers, good priests” (3). In It Gets Better, 

we see many examples of gays becoming “good parents, good soldiers, and good priests,” or 

what Robert McRuer defines as “the Good Gays” (86).16 Serving in institutions such as the 

military or church are presented as signs of LGBT pride. Surely, there is nothing inherently 

wrong with the desire to become a good parent, soldier, or priest; however, the ongoing 

repetition of these and similar examples cannot but lead to a restrictive association of 

“responsible citizenship” with being a good parent, soldier or priest.  

Another common theme in both Velvet Rage and It Gets Better is the emphasis on 

marriage and family. Downs talks about “the promise of stability, commitment, societal 

                                                
16 For example, in his It Gets Better essay “God Believes in You,” Bishop Gene Robinson talks about himself as 
“the first openly gay and partnered man ever to be elected to the office of bishop in the worldwide Anglican 
Communion,” a feat he regards as “astounding proof that it is not only getting better for LGBT people in the world, 
but also in the church” (30-1). In another essay, Stephen Sprinkle, an ordained Christian minister who is openly gay, 
has been “partnered for the last eleven years with a wonderful man” and together they are “the proud parents of an 
English bulldog” (75). In “It Gets Better for a British Soldier,” Lance Corporal James Wharton talks about lesbian, 
gay, and bisexual service members in the army. He argues that “the British Armed Services is fully committed to 
making the military as gay friendly as possible” (42-3). British Prime Minister David Cameron notes: “Today, same-
sex couples can have their relationships legally recognized. People in our armed forces can be open about who they 
are” (94).  
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approval, and family,” which he regards as “a very strong lure in the face of trying to blaze a 

difficult trail with another man” (129). It Gets Better associates a happy life with the institutions 

of marriage, family and parenthood. Savage writes in his introduction: “fifteen years after 

coming out, I would adopt a son with the love of my life—the man I would marry—and, with 

him at my side, present my parents with a new grandchild, my siblings with a new nephew” (3). 

In the model of “from bullied gay teenager to safe and happy gay adult,” as Savage puts it 

himself, a “safe and happy” life will be free of shame axiomatically (3). Having a family and 

kids serve as proof of a life that is “worth living,” as the subtitle of the book pledges.  

Since not all LGBT people have the desire to marry or have families, it makes sense to 

ask how these normative imperatives also lead to the increased marginalization of those whose 

lives do not conform to the implied neutral categories of middle class, white, cisgendered, and 

able-bodied men. As Jennifer Moon argues:   

 

[a]s long as sexuality is policed and viewed in moralizing terms by the 

mainstream, those of us with deviant desires and gendered self-presentations will 

be excluded and marginalized. In such a context, shame and alienation cannot be 

eliminated and might instead form the basis of a new, collective identity and a 

radical queer politics. (358-9)  

 

In Velvet Rage, a moralizing tone is most obvious in the way it attributes shame to polyamorous 

relationships. The book pathologizes polyamory as a form of “relationship hopelessness” (139). 

It is not only love between two persons that is advocated. Monogamy also confines love to the 

institutions of family and marriage, and undermines queer collectivities and public sexual 
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intimacies.17 Monogamy, as an acceptable sexual relationship, arguably serves the privatization 

of sexuality under neoliberalism.  

Indeed, the hope that Velvet Rage and It Gets Better promise serves the “sexual politics of 

neoliberalism,” which tolerates certain groups of non-heterosexuals as long as they comply with 

socially sanctioned values (Duggan 65). In accordance with Lisa Duggan’s notion of 

homonormativity that I discussed in the previous chapter, gay and lesbian politics, epitomized by 

the messages in It Gets Better and Velvet Rage, present contemporary gay life as “homogenizing, 

normalizing, and desexualizing,” in Douglas Crimp’s words (64).  

The frequent repetition of family values in It Gets Better leads to what Duggan calls 

“domestic confinement.”18 Owning a house and starting a family turns domestic bliss into a 

domestic norm. For instance, Bruce Ortiz writes in his It Gets Better essay: “I have a really 

wonderful partner. . . . [We] just recently bought a home to share together. We’ve begun talking 

about having a family of our own, too” (16-7). In another essay, Jose Llana tells us that she has a 

partner and that they plan to “buy an apartment together” (69). “I met my partner ten years ago at 

San Francisco Pride. We now have a dog, a mortgage, and a little baby girl,” says Sara Sperling 

(311). In all these examples, shame reflects a logic of societal non-recognition counteracted by 

conformism.  

Drawing on the work of Silvan Tomkins and Michael Franz Basch, Sedgwick argues that 

experiences of shame are the result of a disruption of a desired circuit of communication through 

non-recognition. This disruption triggers a desire to “reconstitute the interpersonal bridge” 

(Touching Feeling 36). This desire may be coopted in the direction of what Deborah Gould terms 

                                                
17 It is important to note that non-monogamy itself is not inherently subversive. Indeed, non-monogamous 
relationships might also perpetuate socially-sanctioned ways of love, care, and attachment.  
18 In her discussion of the sexual (neoliberal) politics of the gay and lesbian movement in 1990, Lisa Duggan writes 
that in “new homonormativity,” “the ‘right to privacy’ becomes domestic confinement” (Twilight 65-6). 
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“gay responsibility” (“Moving Politics” 89). Gould gives a historical account of gay pride, 

writing that it emerged in 1969 as a slogan among gay and lesbian movements that celebrated 

“gay difference” (90). However, as the AIDS epidemic emerged in the 80s, the response to the 

crisis was to prove to society that gays are responsible people. Gould notes that non-recognition 

in a heteronormative culture “might encourage a disavowal of gay sexual difference” (“The 

Shame” 223). The politics of gay responsibility advocated for gays to be “good” in order to be 

admitted to society and its institutions. Approximating heterosexual values and suppressing 

differences were considered the means to eliminate shame and the “fear of social rejection” 

(“Moving Politics” 90). 

Hope emerges here as the promise of recognition epitomized by proud individuality and 

social conformity. In this context, shame continues to shape and to be shaped by the politics of 

pride. However, the logic of crisis management in the two books that I examined posits pride in 

stark opposition to shame, as its overcoming. They posit shame and pride within a temporal 

structure of problem/solution, which ensures that shame will be left behind in the past. This 

notion of crisis management closes alternative attachments to the future by casting some people 

out of collective imaginations of that future. The future becomes inhabitable only by eliminating 

the fear of being rejected from mainstream society, and the debilitating effects of shame, suicidal 

ideation, and depression. 

In the previous chapter, I aimed to show that the stories of people who “moved on” 

pertain to an upward social mobility in which the affective value of hope turns into a commodity. 

Here, I would like to argue that the portrayal of the future as free of shame, suicidal feelings, or 

depression can also be discussed in relation to disability. In Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of 

Queerness and Disability (2006), drawing attention to a shared pathologized past of 
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homosexuality and disability, McRuer argues that “little notice has been taken of the connection 

between heterosexuality and able-bodied identity” (1). McRuer suggests that debates about 

LGBT normalization and assimilation are shaped in large part in relation to disability (80). 

McRuer’s analysis resonates with Gould’s discussion of gay responsibility, in which responses to 

the AIDS epidemic determined the political mobilization of shame and pride.19 

When shame, suicidal feelings, and depression are posited as temporary obstacles to be 

eliminated, this rehabilitative logic projects a future that casts disability out from the cultural 

imagination. According to McRuer, the ableist ideology of rehabilitation “makes disability 

disappear (or promises to do so)” for some, but not all, LGBT bodies (129). Gay and lesbian 

movements working towards marriage or equal rights might eventually change institutions, but 

McRuer nevertheless observes that a “stigmaphobic distancing from more stigmatized members 

of the community . . . is inescapably a distancing from disability” (85).  

In McRuer’s analysis, domestic space appears as a primary site for the development of 

heterosexual identities, practices, and relations. (89). McRuer relates this consolidation of the 

home as heterosexual to the shifting economic system of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. Capitalism reinvented the home as both private and heterosexual to sustain the 

reproduction that was necessary for labor. McRuer adds that during that period the home was 

also reconsolidated as a site for the development of abled-bodied identities (89). Domestic 

scientists were at the forefront of this “reinvention of the home as able-bodied,” positioning the 

orderly, managed home in opposition to the disorderly home of the poor, people of color, and 

immigrants (91). The reinvented home was white, middle-class, and able-bodied. Disability was 

inconceivable in this reconfiguration, as it was also an era of accelerated institutionalization of 
                                                
19 In Velvet Rage disability emerges as a metaphor that explains the emotional and physical pain a gay child needs to 
endure in his childhood. Downs writes, “[t]he truth is that we grew up disabled. Not disabled by our homosexuality, 
but emotionally disabled by an environment . . .” (21).  
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disability (92).20 The connection that McRuer makes between able-bodiedness and domesticity 

resonates with my earlier discussion of the numerous examples about domestic bliss. Domestic 

space is available to those LGBT bodies that leave behind their shameful problems. In other 

words, the rehabilitative, interventionist ideology of hope as crisis management also acts as the 

cure for disability. 

McRruer writes that, in the context of neoliberalism, “more flexible heterosexual bod[ies] 

tolerate a certain amount of queerness” (12); in other words, “heterosexual, able bodied 

characters . . . flexibly contract and expand, while queer, disabled minorities flexibly comply” 

(18). This perspective resonates with homonormativity’s proud individuals and Jasbir Puar’s 

analysis of the “economics of debility” that I discussed in the previous chapter (153). While the 

tolerance of queer and disabled bodies becomes a necessary element of successful heterosexual 

and abled-bodied subjectivities, debilities are also profitable for the market. They are accepted to 

the extent that within a narrative of progress the pain and suffering debilities cause are turned 

into the cultural capital of success and normalcy.  

In order to challenge this progressive, interventionist and curative future as the only 

possible solution to crisis, in the following section I discuss vulnerability. My goal is to address 

another form of relating to crisis that would preserve a space for living with vulnerabilities. My 

aim here is not to romanticize living with pain, suffering or permanent crisis or to offer a 

competing universal model of crisis management. Rather, I aim to show that a resolution of crisis 

                                                
20 McRuer argues that in the early decades of the twentieth century, the scientific and medical explanations for 
disability resulted in systematic institutionalization of people with physical and mental disabilities. At the same time, 
domestic scientists’ focus on ability in the home suggested that disability was a threat to the well-managed space of 
the home. These emerging domestic ideologies facilitated the objectivized and pathologized attitude towards 
disability. Hence disability was associated with “pathology, loss, lack, and isolation” and it was also “opposed to the 
intimacy and security associated with (heterosexual and able-bodied) domestic space” (93). 
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for once and for all may not be the only response to dealing with crisis. Cultivating alternative 

responses to crisis opens up a space for other forms of hope.  

 
 

Hope in Vulnerability 

 

In “Martyr-Target-Victim: Interrogating Narratives of Persecution and Suffering among Queer 

Youth” (2004), Eric Rofes writes that the dominant cultural representation of LGBT youth in the 

United States continues to perpetuate what he calls the “martyr-target-victim” discourse (57). By 

examining contemporary images, narratives, and representations of queer youth in the United 

States, Rofes argues that these renderings define queer youth in terms of “victimization and 

suffering” (59). He argues that the dominant representations of queer youth offer a limited and 

unproductive account of vulnerability and resilience.  

In his discussion of queer youth suicide, Rob Cover argues that there is also a growing 

discourse in which queer youth are posited as resilient (“Queer Youth”). However, he argues that 

the discourse surrounding the issue operates within a binary opposition in which queer youth are 

either resilient or vulnerable. For Cover, these approaches ignore the diversity of youth and their 

capacity “to be both vulnerable and resilient” (“Queer Youth”). Similarly, both Velvet Rage and 

It Gets Better imagine queer youth as inherently vulnerable, lacking hope and resilience.21 I 

would like to contest this binary framing of vulnerability and resilience and show that 

vulnerability is not just openness to injury or pain, but also to care, healing, and support. 

                                                
21 Not only does being LGBT makes one more vulnerable; youth itself is positioned as a transitional period that 
should be passed with as little damage as possible. Hope emerges in this context as a vehicle that, in Judith 
Halberstam’s words, “deliver[s] us from unruly childhoods to orderly and predictable adulthoods” (3). 
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According to the Oxford English Dictionary, vulnerability comes from the Latin word 

vulnus, which means “wound” (“Vulnerable”). The dictionary further defines it as being 

“exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or emotionally,” 

specifying “[a person] in need of special care, support, or protection because of age, disability, or 

risk of abuse or neglect” (“Vulnerable”). That latter specification suggests that the ways in which 

a potential harm or risk factors are classified can determine our reaction to vulnerability.  

Judith Butler’s examination of vulnerability provides a compelling ground to elaborate on 

this issue. For Butler, vulnerability is an abiding concept in any analysis of body politics, 

linguistic and physical violence, mourning and politics of terror and war. Through resuscitating 

the potential of vulnerability, she emphasizes the importance of the concept in community 

building. In her work, vulnerability is no longer merely attributable to certain impaired bodies 

but becomes constitutive of life.  

Butler argues that insofar as our existence is conditioned by and dependent on 

infrastructures and discursive power (of language, of a certain discourse we are born into), 

embodiment is relational (“Rethinking” 11). That is why embracing vulnerability becomes 

political: insofar as it demarcates our relationship to ourselves and others, our bodies can be 

regarded “as a site of common human vulnerability” so that vulnerability is not weakness but a 

shared condition of existence (Precarious Life 44). To Butler, “the body is a social phenomenon: 

it is exposed to others, vulnerable by definition” (Frames 33). 

This does not mean that vulnerability is experienced similarly by everybody. Butler 

argues that we must pay attention to the “mass difference of conditions that distribute 

vulnerability across the globe” (Precarious Life 31). Reminding us that vulnerability is shared 

among humanity, our ethical task lies in accepting responsibility for “the differential allocation 
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of precarity” (Frames 3). Thus, the political task she puts forth is to undermine the ways in 

which precarity is differentially allocated across bodies as mechanisms of control or oppression.  

Challenging repeated but unreliable suicidal data on LGBT youth suicide is an important 

first step to articulate how vulnerability is differentially allocated to LGBT bodies. By citing data 

that are not scientifically reliable, suicidal data on LGBT suicide perpetuate the idea that LGBT 

youth are more vulnerable to risk than their heterosexual peers. The problem/solution structure of 

self-help books aims to eliminate vulnerability altogether. In other words, invulnerability 

operates as a normative response to manage a crisis through individual behavioral modification.  

Unlike Velvet Rage and It Gets Better, which associate vulnerability only with 

powerlessness and dependence, Butler’s conception of vulnerability is linked to interdependence 

as the ground for political agency. What Butler advises is to learn to live with vulnerability, risk, 

and injury, however difficult it may sound. I have argued that the acknowledgement of 

vulnerability is not enough for gathering communities around injury and loss: both in It Gets 

Better and Velvet Rage vulnerability is acknowledged only in order to be eliminated. 

Nonetheless, this acknowledgement of vulnerability is important as it carries the potential of 

resignification. Drawing on Butler’s attempt to re-conceptualize vulnerability, what I would like 

to designate as “cripping hope” is a strategy that aims to disrupt and rethink normative 

understandings of vulnerability. Cripping hope unsettles a selective allocation of vulnerability to 

certain bodies and looks at the ways in which we respond to vulnerability. 

The word crip comes from “cripple,” a pejorative term used to refer to people with 

disabilities. Cripping is a political practice that brings to the fore able-bodied ideologies that 

restrict experiences of disability.22 Rather than aiming to fit into society as it is, crip theory, like 

queer theory, aims to transform society. According to Emily Hutcheon and Gregor Wolbring, 
                                                
22 For a discussion of crip theory and crip temporalities see McRuer and also Kafer. 
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cripping catches the actions of critiquing, disrupting, and re-imagining an ableist ideology. In a 

discussion of what they describe as “cripping resilience,” they contest the “regimes of the 

normal” that are dominant in prevailing delineations of resilience (“Cripping”). Who or what we 

can know as resilient is problematized in order to create an understanding of resilience that 

“embraces polyvocality, circumvents ability-centrism, re-understands ‘disability’” and “re-

locates resilience to the level of relationship and community” (“Cripping”).  

In the transition from shame to pride, or from vulnerability to resilience, individual 

behavioral modification operates as a regime of the normal. Individuals who work hard to divest 

themselves of shame, suicidal ideation, or depression are henceforth known as resilient. As I 

demonstrated, this cultural and social framing of vulnerability and resilience delineates certain 

ways of being in the world as adequate and desirable. Simultaneously, it restricts different ways 

of being and hoping in the world. Thus, a critique of how to respond to vulnerability also opens 

up a space to discuss resilience anew.23 

Cripping hope suggests an openness to vulnerability rather than walling oneself off from 

pain or harm. Ernst Bloch, who wrote at length about hope and utopianism, argues that hope can 

and will be disappointed, since otherwise “it would not be hope” (340).24 Embracing 

vulnerability as inherent to hope, cripping hope suggests a process in which we cannot know in 

advance whether hope will be disappointed or not. If certainty transforms hope into confidence 

and becomes a form of cruel optimism, Bloch’s understanding of hope as disappointable is based 

on chance (Berlant 1). For me, hope is inherently disappointable because it is vulnerable. To 

hope opens one up to disappointment, because to hope is to risk pain, injury and despair. 

                                                
23 John Wilson and James Arvanitakis write that a crucial aspect of resilience resides in “re-imagin[ing] and 
utiliz[ing] negative affects, events and environmental limitations as productive cultural resources” (“Resilience 
Complex”). Their view resonates with a queer reworking of negative affects that I discussed in Chapter 1. I argued 
there that negative affects are important sources for hope. 
24 In the next chapter, I will engage with Bloch’s theories on hope when I discuss hope in relation to visual artworks. 
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Thus, cripping hope emphasizes an openness to risk. We can work to minimize the risks 

involved, yet we cannot completely eliminate them. However, if a self-help book eliminates the 

risk of hope, it does not give hope but a form of certainty. Thus, restructuring vulnerability also 

helps me redefine hope. In Embodying the Monster: Encounters with the Vulnerable Self (2002), 

Margrit Shildrick similarly aims to reconfigure vulnerability, suggesting that we understand it 

“not as an intrinsic quality of an existing subject, but as an inalienable condition of becoming” 

(85). She criticizes the conventional framing of vulnerability as a shortcoming or failure, and 

views vulnerability as an irreducible condition of existence. Similar to Amsler’s ethics of 

ambiguity, Shildrick calls for “an ethics of risk” (“Becoming” 215).  

Even though risks can lead to disappointments, disappointments can also be hopeful. 

Cripping hope therefore constitutes a critique of pinning our hopes on the elimination of 

vulnerability. It posits vulnerability as a source of hope and connection as well, and looks at the 

ways in which invulnerability as mastery is selectively allocated to certain bodies. In the context 

of LGBT youth, embracing vulnerability is also a critique of ableism that is linked to 

invulnerability and heterosexuality (2).  

Bornstein’s Hello, Cruel World offers a compelling case to discuss cripping hope, insofar 

as the book challenges the basic tenets of the self-help genre and its generally restrictive politics 

of hope. Hello, Cruel World is a suicide survival guide and offers personal testimony as well as 

101 alternatives for suicide. Bornstein humorously suggests everyday activities to do other than 

killing oneself, such as telling a lie, moisturizing, playing a game, making a wish, staying in bed, 

baking a cake, shopping, dancing, singing, taking drugs, starving, shattering some family values, 

taking a walk in the woods, or making art. Most suggestions include an active involvement that 

opposes the “vain hope of ‘fixing’ ourselves” (128).  
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As such, Bornstein’s book acts as a parody of the self-help genre. Already in the 

introduction she informs her readers that she has had a lot of reasons to kill herself but that she 

stayed alive by doing things that are considered to be “immoral” or “illegal” (18). Repeating 

Minnie Bruce Pratt’s thesis that it is “our imaginations [that] are in thrall to the institutions of 

oppression” (34), the first step Bornstein offers is a critique of naming oneself in a logic of 

either/or (15-20). That way we can find out “who else we might be, to free ourselves of identities 

we’ve been assigned by someone else” (38, emphasis in original). Bornstein challenges the 

allocation of identities as assigned by others and suggests ways to think outside of rote categories 

by naming our identities and sexualities differently (38).  

In a similar manner, she criticizes adult efforts to describe youth in terms of a 

“neither/nor, and therefore outlaw, identity,” so that young people are considered to be “no-

longer-children, but not-yet-men and not-yet-women” (50). She suggests that “to find out who 

else we might be” and so to free ourselves from the identities that are imposed on us can offer 

reasons to go on living (38, emphasis in original). Bornstein thus shows how certain identity 

categories— LGBT, youth, or LGBT youth—can become obstacles against relating differently. 

By contesting either/or logic, Bornstein brings hope to crisis. Her account renders vulnerability 

as neither negative nor positive. By reframing vulnerability in this way, she also reframes 

resilience. In considering her account in terms of cripping hope, we can begin to see how instead 

of positioning ourselves as vulnerable victims, we can reframe the binary through a plurality of 

the many others that we could have been and still can be.  

Bornstein also recuperates negative affects and criticizes the happy/sad binary by urging 

people to learn to identify their emotions. For her, pessimism and anger can be positive. Shame 

can act as “nature’s way of telling us to forgive ourselves for whatever we just did, apologize and 
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make amends for it if we can, and try to do better next time” (95). She claims that the “world is 

healthier because of its outsiders and outlaws and freaks and queers and sinners” (17). Unlike the 

other two self-help books I discussed, Bornstein does not consider shame or suicidal thoughts as 

problems to solve or cure for once and for good (and in that sense her book does not fit into the 

genre of self-help books). Instead, Bornstein’s book de-pathologizes suicidal ideation. She writes 

that over the years she realized that suicidal thoughts are not necessarily harmful. She accepts 

them as signposts for change (76). She writes that “[s]ometimes diving into our deepest madness 

is the only reason or way to stay alive” (189). Rather than managing vulnerability, her book 

indeed brings vulnerability to a productive crisis.  

 “[H]appy is a long way away from where you are right now,” writes Bornstein (91). 

Rather than offering hope as a path to being happy, or striving for an instantaneous change that 

aims towards success or an able-bodied position, in Hello, Cruel World, hope becomes a practice 

in which one learns to “claim [one’s] own voice and language” in time (46). Hope does not 

reside in values such as family, marriage, or private property. Bornstein’s book suggests 

shattering these values or morals, which “exist primarily to direct us into predictable and 

controlled behaviors” (85). For instance, she suggests that there is no reason for someone not to 

love a lot of people all at the same time (143) or not to have sex with more than one person 

(176). Indeed, one of the alternatives to suicide she offers is to “frame your own debate” (76): if 

some system makes it difficult for someone to feel accepted, she recommends finding the 

courage to call out its weak points and reframe the debate. She writes that reframing is akin to 

redefining (77). By way of an example, she suggests her readers to revise the “definition of 

shame [that] we rely upon” (215).  
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Acknowledging the double bind of vulnerability that is embedded in hope, and its 

different allocation in social life, hope in Bornstein’s book is about questioning the frames in 

which we are supposed to fit. She aims to reframe the normative allocations of vulnerability, 

hope, and ability as an outsider, which gives her “the ability to see the situation from multiple 

points of view” (213). I consider this an account of cripping vulnerability and hope that might 

create a space for authentic hopes to develop.  

Bornstein’s suggestions are fine examples of cripping hope, because they challenge an 

ableist ideology, disrupt binary thinking, and incorporate negative feelings rather than 

eliminating them. However, her book also made me realize that there is a risk of romanticizing 

vulnerability. For instance, Bornstein even goes as far to say that the good thing about “suicidal 

longing is that it’s got the potential to fuel great art” (131).25 What disturbs me in this sentence is 

not only the vague term “great art” but also the risk of ignoring the pain and risk of suicidal 

longing. Cripping hope does not suggest that vulnerability is the only ground to foster hope on. It 

aims to rethink vulnerability by embracing it but also it incorporates the risk, pain, and isolation 

that vulnerability can bring. Suicidal thoughts are not necessarily negative feelings but that does 

not mean to ignore their risks. 

When I argue that cure, rehabilitation, and intervention are not the only responses to 

crisis, this does not mean that crises should not be engaged and possibly solved. My aim is rather 

to open up a space for a form of hope that is rendered unintelligible by the two normative self-

help books that I analyzed. I argue that feelings or situations that are considered as disabling can 

also be enabling as well (and vice versa). It is not only when we overcome our vulnerabilities 

                                                
25 In Beyond Good and Evil (2002), Friedrich Nietzsche writes: “The thought of suicide is a strong means of 
comfort: it helps get us through many an evil night” (70). 
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that they can act as sources for political action.26 Cripping hope aims to restore this agential 

power of vulnerability without romanticizing it.  

Although I think that a great deal of Bornstein’s book exemplifies cripping hope, at 

certain points embracing vulnerability ends up ignoring the pain that vulnerability can bring. For 

instance, Bornstein advises teens to “flirt with” and “study death” through books and movies 

(199). She also invites people to try to “make it bleed,” explaining that, as a masochist, she cuts 

herself to remind her of her being alive (200). She advises teens to do it “with conscious self-

love, [and] never with self-loathing” (201). In this example, her advice comes close to 

romanticizing pain and injury. Taking her call to embracing vulnerability to the extreme, 

Bornstein leaves little room for queers who look for normalcy, acceptance, or a cure. It is almost 

as if non-normativity itself becomes the new norm. 

To conclude, the word “critic” shares the same etymological root as “crisis,” which 

means “to decide” (“Critic”). Cripping hope is a critique of our decisions in moments of crisis. 

This critique may not always aim to solve a problem in accordance with societal expectations. 

However, the problem/solution structure of self-help books in the United States imposes a 

framework in which solving the problem is presented as the only successful response to crisis. 

This way of relating to crisis does not leave space for ambiguity, uncertainty, and risk, where 

hope can sparkle. We cannot always respond to crisis with certainty and success. For that reason, 

cripping hope questions the form of vulnerability that matures into an unquestioned propriety. 

“Hope, and love are ways of living with rather than living without unhappiness,” to use Sara 

Ahmed’s words (196, emphasis in original). Yet, embracing vulnerability is not the same thing 

                                                
26 In “Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance” (2014), Butler asks “Indeed, do we want to say that they overcome 
their vulnerability at such moments, which is to assume that vulnerability is negated when it converts into agency? 
Or is vulnerability still there, now assuming a different form?” (13). 
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as prioritizing pain and injury. Cripping hope is a site of ambiguity, risk, and uncertainty. By 

taking risks we can encounter different ways of being and hoping in this world.  

In the next chapter, I will continue my attempt to bring hope to crisis by turning to the 

visual arts. My discussion of artworks in the context of hope aims to show that hope does not 

merely lie in our receptivity to vulnerability, but also in our responses to them and the interplay 

between being affected and having the agency to affect. 
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Chapter 3 

Images of Hope 

 

In the case studies examined in the first two chapters, from the It Gets Better campaign to 

self-help literature, hope was typically provided by adult or expert knowledge in the frame of 

a privatizing economic and social model. Hope appeared as an emblem of success, pride, and 

invulnerability, and occupied the space of a deferred future. I have tried to demonstrate that 

hope is turned into a promise and a commodity in this way, resulting in a complacent and 

cruel form of optimism. I have suggested that hope becomes more productive when it is 

conceived in the present and, moreover, consistently situated within an existential 

vulnerability rather than within an interventionist ideology of a cure. In this chapter, I turn to 

visual artworks that allow me to reconceptualize hope, which moves from an isolated, future-

oriented, and privatized commodity toward a collective phenomenon necessarily coexisting 

with negative affects. 

My objects of analysis are selected visual artworks that enable me to reorient hope 

both affectively and temporally. I start my discussion with a contemporary video composed 

by the philosopher Alain de Botton, who comments on the relationship between art and hope, 

and connects hope with “pretty” images. He offers Claude Monet’s Water Lilies (1899) as 

the prime example of an artwork that triggers hope in its viewers. I discuss the ramifications 

of coupling hope with certain artworks that are taken for granted as invoking hope in their 

viewers. I do this by questioning the predictability of the relationship between a wish to 

inspire hope and the affective responses of viewers. This opens a space to differentiate hope 

as an object of representation from the idea of triggering it as an effect. I subsequently 
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discuss Monet’s painting in relation to another painting from the nineteenth century, indeed 

one of the most well-known representations of hope in art history, Hope (1886) by George 

Frederic Watts. In analyzing Hope, I explore a form of hope that is grounded in uncertainty. 

The last artwork that I focus on in this chapter is Berek [Game of Tag] (1999), a short video 

by visual artist and filmmaker Artur Żmijewski. The video shows a number of naked people 

playing a game of tag in a former Nazi gas chamber. In this final part, I propose a form of 

hope that is political, and simultaneously grounded in memory and collective action in the 

present.  

Focusing on these artworks, I want to show that the definition of hope can change 

significantly by turning to hope as it is produced in the dynamic interaction between a viewer 

and artwork. I want to demonstrate that the temporal, affective, and representational context 

that hope is linked to in a given artwork has, as a consequence, the ability to propose a 

different definition of it and therefore a different politics. As W. J. T. Mitchell writes in What 

Do Pictures Want: The Lives and Loves of Images (2005), images are “not simply 

manifestations of coherent world pictures or cosmologies whose myths and sacred 

geographies might be securely mapped and narrated, but sites of struggle over stories and 

territories” (196). I consider this site a space of contestation, which allows me to articulate a 

form of hope that is dialectical, uncertain, and political. I research this site by decoupling 

hope from prettiness and religious belief, and coupling it with despair, empathy, and 

memory. In so doing, I want to show that each reading produces different affective, 

temporal, and political consequences for different forms of hope.  
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Hope in a Bottle 

 

De Botton is a contemporary writer, philosopher, and television presenter, who has written 

many books on topics such as religion, love, happiness, sex, and the novelist Marcel Proust. 

Several of these books have become bestsellers in thirty countries (“Alain de Botton”). De 

Botton claims that his aim is for art, literature, and philosophy to reach a wider audience 

through a more accessible language. He has made numerous appearances on television shows 

and at conferences, and has written newspaper articles in which he has talked about the 

relationship between art and hope. He is also the co-founder of the international bookstore 

chain “The School of Life,” which sells self-help books on “how to live wisely and well” 

(“The School of Life”).  

In his book Art as Therapy (2013), co-written with John Armstrong, de Botton 

contemplates the relevance of the visual arts for everyday life, arguing that art matters 

primarily for therapeutic reasons. The book discusses art as an object of understanding that is 

capable of changing human emotions, and identifies seven key psychological functions of 

art, one of which is to compensate for “our loss of hope” (72).27 The book aims at making a 

connection between art and the emotional needs of people; it asserts that viewers can and 

should approach artworks to “soothe or redeem” their problems (72). In this respect, the 

book comes closer to the genre of self-help that I discussed in the previous chapter. It situates 

hope within a framework of problem and solution in a highly individual manner that 

necessitates eliminating negative affects. 

De Botton continues his therapeutic approach to artworks in an animated video titled 

“What Is Art For?” (2014), which was published on the website of The Guardian. In the 
                                                
27 The other six themes are: remembering, sorrow, re-balancing, self-understanding, growth, and appreciation. 
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video, he says that most popular works of art portray “pretty” images such as flowers, blue 

skies, happy faces, or children running on the beach (de Botton). He goes on to argue that 

these kinds of artworks include visual symbols of hope, and gives as an example Water Lilies 

(1899) by Monet, a frequently visited painting and top-selling postcard.  

 

 

 

Water Lilies, Claude Monet, 1899. 
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Still from What is Art For? (2014) 

 

Monet’s painting shows colorful water lilies underneath a Japanese-style arched 

bridge. The reflection of the water lilies is blended with the reflection of the blue sky and the 

trees on the water’s edge, and the bars of the bridge create a contrast with the horizontal 

composition of the water lilies. A known horticulturalist, Monet cultivated this water garden 

on his private land in Giverny (Temkin and Lawrence 5). He created several paintings 

depicting the same pond from different angles. When speaking about his water garden 

paintings, he explained that his aim was to trigger the idea of “the whole by means of a 

fragment” through “a peaceful meditation” influenced by Japanese culture (qtd. in Katz and 

Celestine 80). I must admit that I do find the water lily series very soothing and meditative. 

Looking at them gives me a sense of relaxation and tranquility. But what happens when de 

Botton says that Monet’s painting triggers hope in viewers who are in need of it? What are 

the implications of delimiting the affective capacities of Monet’s painting to a single feeling? 

What are the temporal ramifications of coupling hope with a specific artwork?  

I criticize de Botton’s therapeutic approach for two reasons. First of all, his argument 

that the proximity to specific artworks offers hope is based on conflating hope as an object of 
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representation and the idea of triggering it as an effect. He suggests that as long as a painting 

is considered as containing visual emblems of hope, it also automatically triggers hope in its 

viewers. However, as philosopher Helen Petrovsky writes in “Hope: Towards a Primary 

Investigation of its Concept” (2005), “all the images [hope] may use for its expression are 

accidental with respect to its essentially schematic function” (18). Thus, the tendency to give 

hope a specific image-content remains inadequate in accounting for the unpredictability of 

cultivating hope through interacting with artworks. To the contrary, I want to demonstrate 

that hope is contingent on the incalculability of the affective encounter between a viewer and 

an artwork.  

De Botton invents a timeless, universal viewer who is good enough to feel what he 

thinks is the appropriate feeling. To put it differently, he captures the affective responses of 

his imaginary viewers by turning hope into a premeditated prescription in a manner that has 

temporal implications. I would like to call this form of hope a “predicted effect,” which is 

predicated on a temporal and affective prescription. Such hope amounts to a prescriptive 

enunciation by predicting what will always happen to any viewer when they view a specific 

artwork. Insofar as one of my aims in this chapter is to articulate a form of hope that is 

uncertain, turning hope into a predicted effect must be challenged.  

Hope as a predicted effect can better be apprehended with what Sara Ahmed calls 

“happy objects,” where happiness appears as a form of hope that directs us towards certain 

objects; these objects are said to contain affective value even before our encounter with 

them, and thus direct attention to certain paths in a hope for satisfaction (28-9). De Botton 

turns Monet’s painting into a “hopeful object” in exactly this way. I argue that what de 

Botton presents to his readers is merely hope in the shape of a predictable effect that turns it 
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into a definite promise for the future. This form of hope does not leave any room for 

uncertainty of process. Indeed, de Botton’s hopefulness turns into a certainty that alone 

invokes hope in viewers. Hope thus becomes an object to be mapped in specific artworks 

that conform to an expectancy about the future by ruling out what can be described as the 

anticipatory capacity of hope. In this account, visual symbols alone have the power to invoke 

hope in viewers. For that reason, I argue that de Botton’s hopeful attempt is actually hopeless 

because there is a certain kind of authoritarianism that dictates to the viewer how they should 

feel. 

The critique of a predicted effect can further be explained with Hirokazu Miyazaki’s 

temporal analysis of hope. In The Method of Hope: Anthropology, Philosophy and Fijian 

Knowledge (2004), Miyazaki suggests that treating hope as a predictable effect “forecloses 

the possibility of describing the prospective momentum inherent in hope” (8). He attributes 

this foreclosing to a mode of thinking that concentrates on a retrospective reading, which 

aims to enclose the temporal dynamics of hope (12). I see such a foreclosing of the future in 

de Botton’s account, in which hope, in his words, is effectively “bottled and preserved 

waiting for use when we need it” (de Botton). When the prospective dynamics of hope are 

“bottled,” hope becomes the secure end result of a series of events. However, Miyazaki aims 

to restore the prospective momentum entailed in hope. Following Ernst Bloch’s call to “bring 

philosophy to hope,” he advocates for a temporal reorientation that would surpass the limits 

of retrospective thinking (6). 

Miyazaki’s critique of a retrospective reading that forecloses the anticipatory 

dimension of hope can be apprehended with the help of cultural theorist Raymond Williams’ 

approach to artworks. In Marxism and Literature (1977), Williams criticizes reducing social, 
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cultural, and artistic productions to “fixed forms” (129). According to Williams, a 

retrospective form of habitual thinking prioritizes the past over the present and being over 

becoming. This mode of thinking is based on a reflection on the past and identifying fixed 

forms. Instead, Williams encourages a mode of thinking that focuses on processes and 

developing forms to foster new ways of thinking and imagining (133).  

As an example, Williams talks about our encounters with artworks, writing that it is 

our “specifically active ‘readings’” that make art works present in their constant “formative 

process” (129). In light of Williams’ argument, I propose to situate hope in exactly this 

dynamic interaction between an artwork and a viewer in order to redress its open and 

anticipatory nature. In other words, I regard hope not as a subjective feeling that a certain 

artwork triggers in its viewer. Neither do I consider it an object that an artwork purports to 

represent. I would like to situate hope within a process that is opened by the interaction 

between an artwork and a viewer, which requires an active reading. This engagement can 

affect the artwork and the viewer as well as their relationship to each other. This also implies 

that any visual artwork, not just those deemed pretty or hopeful, may trigger hope at any 

moment. Rather than hope being delivered or represented by art, as de Botton argues, it is the 

unpredictability of the process between an artwork and a viewer that offers the ground for 

hope to emerge.  

Second, de Botton constructs a polar opposition between despair and hope in his 

selection of hopeful objects. He claims that viewers should approach certain artworks in an 

attempt to protect themselves against “the risk of despair” (de Botton). In other words, de 

Botton defines hope as therapeutic: hope prevents us from falling into despair. In this 

respect, his engagement with hope is not only about “the particular object perceived,” but 
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also “a particular way of perceiving the object,” in Nancy Condee’s words (qtd. in Rose 14). 

This particular way of looking serves the purpose of protecting the viewer from the risks of 

despair. 

De Botton’s exploration of hope situates it in an exclusive opposition to despair, 

which is a commonplace truism in the contemporary era, where art is used as therapeutic 

tool. By positing despair as the polar opposite of hope he creates an enormous and practical 

simplification. Despair can be the opposite of hope, but that does not preempt the possibility 

that artworks that are considered to represent despair can trigger hope and vice versa. In 

other words, de Botton constructs a polar opposition between “positive” and “negative” 

affects and praises the former. However, as recent works in cultural criticism have 

demonstrated, the distinctions between negative and positive feelings are far from fixed, and 

negative feelings may work in ambiguous ways.28 To redress this rigid polarity between 

hope and despair in de Botton’s approach to artworks, I propose to look at hope from a 

dialectical perspective.  

Dialectics play an important role in Sophia A. McClennen’s attempt to explore hope 

as a dynamic practice between a reader and a text. In Ariel Dorfman: An Aesthetics of Hope 

(2010), McClennen identifies a cohesive theory in Dorfman’s oeuvre, which she terms an 

“aesthetics of hope” (xi). Her theory is provocative and disturbs binary oppositions through 

embracing dialectics. According to McClennen, art is internally and externally dialectical. 

Internal dialectics refer to presenting the audience with ideas in an “irresolvable tension,” 

and so requires an “active intervention of the reader” (76-78). This dialectical relationship 

endorses the negative as well as a living with the negative. Art is also externally dialectical 

                                                
28 See for instance Ngai, whose book discusses envy, irritation, anger, anxiety, fear, and disgust, among others, and 
aims to recuperate their “critical productivity” (3, emphasis in original). 
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because it “creates a confrontational relationship between the work and its audience” (281). 

Rather than giving answers, an artwork prompts doubt, and does not lead to true discoveries 

(76).  

While I find de Botton’s attempt to link art with human emotions and to encourage 

readers to acknowledge and reflect on their visceral responses to artworks important, his 

linking of hope to a fixed prettiness, as well as in a determinate contrast to despair, offers a 

limited affective discussion of hope. His approach is not internally dialectical, since it 

ignores the possibility of cultivating hope through looking at supposedly despairing or 

hopeless images. As Denis O’Hara suggests in “Psychotherapy and the Dialectics of Hope 

and Despair” (2011), despair can be hopeful from a therapeutic point of view (323). He 

challenges the idea that associates despair only with danger by pointing out how despair 

alters our perceptions, and thus “can serve us in ways that hope cannot” (325). Although 

despair can be threatening, O’Hara writes that it may also disillusion and introduce people to 

themselves anew. Despair might set the ground for new hopes to flourish. Thus, I argue that 

de Botton pays no attention to the critical potential of despair and to cultivating hope through 

visual images that are supposedly despairing.  

De Botton’s approach is also not externally dialectical, since he offers a one-way 

communication from the work to the viewer based, again, on external prettiness and innate 

hopefulness. By mapping out the affective and temporal dynamics of hope, de Botton’s 

approach glosses over the particularities of the relationship between a viewer and an artwork 

and the interaction between hope and other feelings and emotions. In contrast, McClennen’s 

dialectical approach towards the dynamic interplay between an artwork and a viewer can 

perhaps be extended using Slavoj Žižek’s conceptualization of dialectics. In his preface to 
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“The Privatization of Hope: Ernst Bloch and the Future of Utopia” (2013), Žižek writes that 

a dialectical approach “reintroduce[s] the openness of the future into the past” and “grasp[s] 

that-what-was in its process of becoming” to appreciate the contingency of process (xviii, 

emphasis in original). Žižek’s dialectical approach also resonates with Williams’ critique of 

fixed forms and Miyazaki’s attempt to recover the prospective openness of hope. This 

dialectical thinking amounts to a temporal reorientation through which the past becomes 

unfinished and latent in the present. 

Thus, a dialectical approach complicates the exclusive binary of hope and despair, 

and furthermore helps disrupt a ternary opposition between the past, present, and future, 

which enables us to grasp the multiple temporalities through which hope operates. This 

reorientation is necessary so as to distinguish hope from a form of promise, as the former’s 

prospective dimension cannot be mapped in advance. Dialectics not only help us distinguish 

hope from mere hopefulness but also proliferate images of hope with its temporal and 

affective openness.  

In the following section, I aim to apply this dialectical approach to Watts’ painting 

Hope which enables me to reconceptualize hope as uncertain. I want to show that hope 

amounts not to a predictable effect in this case, but remains grounded in uncertainty, which is 

a condition of possibility for hope.  
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Hope as Not-Yet 

 

Hope (1886) is an allegorical painting by the Victorian artist George Frederic Watts.29 It 

represents Hope as a blindfolded, barefoot, hunched female figure sitting on a globe, 

plucking the last intact string of a lyre. According to Watts, “all the strings of her instrument 

are broken but one, and she is trying to get all possible music out of the poor tinkle” (qtd. in 

Watts 150). She seems to bend her head and lean toward the lyre, as if she is listening to the 

melody she makes. It is not clear whether she wears the blindfold because she is blind or if 

she has been blindfolded forcibly. The sky is dim and the atmosphere is hazy, colored with a 

combination of brown, green, and grey. 

  

  

 

                                                
29 Oil on canvas, 142.2 cm × 111.8 cm. The painting can be seen in the permanent collection of The National 
Gallery in London. 
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Hope, George Frederic Watts, 1886. 
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As a literary and artistic device in which a person, a scene, or the whole narrative 

represents an abstract idea, an allegory seeks to promote a particular reading. Having 

originally emerged from a “theological need to eliminate offensive material from a religious 

text” (63), writes Hans-Georg Gadamer, allegory “rests on firm traditions and always has a 

fixed, stateable meaning” (79). An allegory of hope pretends to capture the essence of hope 

by eliminating ambiguous interpretations. It dictates what hope is and how we are supposed 

to feel it, as in the case of the Egyptian government, which issued copies of the painting to its 

troops after being defeated by Israel in 1967 (“Barlow”). In this context, Hope becomes a 

substitute for a specific type of hope that becomes authoritarian. To put it differently, the 

painting becomes an instrument to invoke hope as a premeditated, therapeutic tool.30  In 

order to counteract such an instrumentalization of hope as a predicted effect, in what follows, 

I aim to perform a non-allegorical reading of Hope, and situate hope in a practice of 

misreading that aims to redress the dialectical openness of the painting. 

In Hope, the atmosphere seems desolate. It does not incorporate “pretty” symbols as 

outlined by de Botton. The female figure looks as though she is isolated from the rest of the 

world. The painting gives me an uncanny feeling that is perhaps underscored by the effect of 

the dull brown and dark brown colors. Her posture seems uncomfortable, with her neck 

almost parallel to her legs. I wonder whether she is suffering or not. I cannot see her eyes in 

my attempt to search for a hint of emotional expression. I look closer for a sign on her lips, 
                                                
30 Hope acts as an allegory in Barack Obama’s political speeches as well. When preacher Frederick Sampson, an 
American Reverend renowned for his sermons, discussed Watts’ painting in a lecture, Pastor Jeremiah Wright 
became inspired by it and in 1990 he delivered a sermon called “Audacity to Hope” (“The Audacity of Hope”). 
Obama, who was in the audience, was captivated by the painting and changed the phrase into “The Audacity of 
Hope.” It became the title of his keynote address to the Democratic Convention in 2004, which led to his second 
book in 2006 and his presidential campaign in 2008. Hope became the fourth most mentioned topic by Obama after 
economy, change and security, which amounts to a promissory future linked to economic prosperity and national 
unity (see Coe and Reitzes for a rhetorical analysis of Obama’s speeches). 
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which seem to be in a neutral position. Maybe she is not suffering after all. The more I look, 

the more serene she seems to be. As Norman Bryson writes about the practices of looking at 

paintings, “[t]he power of the painting is there, in the thousands of gazes caught by its 

surface, and the resultant turning, and the shifting, the redirecting of the discursive flow” 

(qtd. in Rose 33). Perhaps she is enjoying what she is doing. Holding a lyre with one hand, 

she seems to play it with the other. I look at her hand in a further attempt to see what exactly 

she is doing. Her hand looks like a claw. Then my attention shifts to the instrument and I 

realize that only one string is left intact. Many questions come to my mind. Can she make a 

melody with only one string? If yes, how would it sound? Is it through playing the lyre that 

she generates hope? Is hope about the willpower to endure in a seemingly hopeless situation? 

Are we looking at a hopeful figure in a hopeless situation or is it her hopelessness that serves 

as a source of hope?  

 I did not pose the above questions in order to problematize the issue of agency. The 

question of whether hope depends on personal agency or the agency of a non-human power 

such as God becomes redundant because I consider hope as the source of God. As Miyazaki 

writes, hope “replaces the problem of agency” by rejecting the idea that “God is the source of 

hope” (18). Drawing on Bloch, he concludes that “hope is the source of God” (18). This 

reading is based on not believing in the existence of God. However, if one is a believer, hope 

can turn into a religious faith that things will turn out well as long as one does not lose their 

faith in God’s divine plan. In this way, hope turns into optimism, which I discussed in 

Chapter 1. 

Although the issue of agency becomes redundant if we consider hope as the source of 

God, reading the painting in relation to religious faith yields different temporal and affective 
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consequences than a secular reading. This interpretive act is based on the fact that an 

allegory aims to fix the meaning of symbols. For instance, for some viewers it would be 

impossible not to read the lyre in a biblical way. This reading alludes to Christian 

symbolism. Playing a lyre or harp is a symbol of music that appears a number of times in the 

Bible during worship, which brings glory to God (Steffler 111). In this religious perspective, 

hope appears to be a theological virtue. Along with faith and charity, hope is a common 

motif in the Bible and indicates waiting in perseverance for redemption. Reading the lyre in 

the context of Christian scripture turns hope into a predictable effect that is part of a divine 

plan. The playing of the lyre comes close to faith in God: in a miracle, expectancy, and 

optimism. The prospective dimension of this form hope is pre-programmed within the 

discourse of biblical symbols that do not leave much room for uncertainty. In this context, 

Hope becomes a hopeful figure in a hopeless situation. 

In a religious context, the blindfold also gains a theological value.31 In the Bible, if 

one perceives what ones hope for, it ceases to be hope: “For we are saved by hope: but hope 

that is seen is not hope: for what a man sees, why does he yet hope for?” (Romans. 8:24).32 

In this verse, hope amounts to an expectation that will deliver its promise. To reimagine hope 

amounts to interfering with God’s plan. In this context, a blindfold becomes a symbol of 

                                                
31 The blindfolded female figure is a common allegory for justice as well. In Representing Justice: Invention, 
Controversy, and Rights in City-States and Democratic Courtrooms (2011), Judith Resnik and Dennis Curtis track 
the history of the iconography of justice (known as Lady Justice or Justitia) and write that since the 17th century, all 
around the world, the figure of justice holds a scale in one hand, a sword in the other, and sometimes wears a 
blindfold (91). The blindfold represents objectivity with regards to impartial judgement, and a lack of distraction. 
This is sometimes referred to as “blind justice,” to indicate equity under the law without any bias (92). Similarly, by 
not seeing, Hope is not illusioned by the hoped-for objects. Hope in that case, comes close to a religious form of 
divine justice. 
32 In a similar vein, in Homo Viator: Introduction to A Metaphysics of Hope (1962), Christian existentialist Gabriel 
Marcel writes: “I do not allow myself to imagine what I hope for” (45-6). Not imagining hope prevents Marcel from 
disappointment.  
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faith as well.33 By wearing a blindfold, Hope does not give a specific image-content to her 

hope. But then, the blindfold operates on two levels. On the one hand, by wearing a blindfold 

Hope cannot see her object of hope, and therefore can continue to hope without identifying it 

with an object. On the other hand, the blindfold also prevents the viewers from seeing Hope, 

and therefore, they, too, can continue to have hope. In other words, the blindfold separates 

hope from a hoped-for object. This religious interpretation favors hope as a general virtue, 

which rejects hope for something in particular. 

In a non-religious perspective that ignores the Biblical symbols, the painting could be 

said to prioritize acting in the present to make it bearable and our desired futures possible. 

Perhaps that is why Watts painted two versions of Hope in the same year. In the first version, 

the colors are more vivid: the sky is bluer and there is less brown paint. Compared to the first 

version, the atmosphere of resoluteness is accentuated with the dark colors in the second 

version. Also, the first version contains a bright star in the background. Watts omitted the 

star in the second version. A bright star can be interpreted as a symbol of optimism that is 

dependent on a power bigger than human action; the star can also be interpreted in relation to 

the Christian tradition. In that respect, the star symbolizes a form of hope that is beyond 

control and that can lead to inaction, a patient trust in a higher power. Watts’ wife Mary 

Watts wrote that her husband favored the second version and kept it for the national gallery 

(106).  

                                                
33 The blindfold can also be read in relation to disability insofar as it disables sight. In “Integrating Disability, 
Transforming Feminist Theory” (2011) Rosemarie Garland-Thomson writes that “disability . . . is everywhere, once 
we know how to look for it” (42). Thus, it is possible to read Hope from a disability studies perspective. Moreover, 
in Disability Aesthetics (2010), Tobin Siebers argues that most of the time it is the presence of disability that “allows 
the beauty of an artwork to endure over time” (5). According to Siebers, modern art especially turns to disability as a 
source for promoting new forms of beauty. Disability is integral to modern art in that sense, both as a critical 
framework for questioning pre-suppositions of aesthetics and as an aesthetic value in itself. Is it Hope’s disability 
that makes the painting more appealing and has made it endure? 
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Without the bright star it becomes easier to argue that making music is an act of 

defiance and an immanent source of hope. Hope is now not so much based on passive 

waiting but rather on active engagement in the here and now. In this context-specific non-

allegorical interpretation, Hope is practicing hope with whatever little there is left, be it 

nothing more than a broken instrument. Hope conditions and is conditioned by material 

circumstances. Rather than conditioned by the words of God, hope is born out of material 

limitations and possibilities and also has an effect on them. This reading is based on an active 

struggle in the present that does not predetermine the prospective dynamics of hope. Hope’s 

practicing of hope remains a negation of the present situation, in which affirmation and 

negation, hope and despair nonetheless remain in a dialectical relationship. In this openness, 

despair and hope, in O’Hara words, are “in a strange interconnected dance” in which they 

can be “at work simultaneously” (327).  

In these different interpretations, hope manifests itself in different forms, either as a 

theological virtue or an embodied practice in the here and now, which have different 

temporal and affective resonances.34 In my non-allegorical reading of an allegory, I argue 

that hope is not in the painting. The painting can only present an absence of hope that can 

then be filled with our readings. In other words, we can only ever see the presence of an 

absence of hope. Insofar as we cannot have access to this immediate moment in the painting, 

we are only provided with a mediated moment, which alludes to a presence of an absence of 

hope. An allegory of hope fills this absence in the form of a narrative.  

Thus, an allegory of hope is promissory rather than anticipatory. My attempt to read 

an allegory non-allegorically aims to disrupt fixing the affective and temporal dynamics of 

                                                
34 We can also compare and contrast Hope with the mythological figure Atlas. Whereas Hope is sitting on a globe, 
in Greek mythology, Atlas is the god of endurance who carries the globe on his back. This reading has different 
temporal and affective consequences for hope in the context of gender.  
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hope and to ground it in uncertainty. Bloch’s monumental work The Principle of Hope 

(1986), which he wrote as a Jewish Marxist in exile from Nazi Germany, helps me situate 

hope in uncertainty. In this book, Bloch anticipates a free, unalienated and unexploited world 

that is yet to come. He does not depict a utopian end-state in a didactic manner insofar as for 

him each realization entails a “melancholy of fulfillment” (299). That does not mean that 

Bloch’s theory of hope does not aim toward fulfilment. The anticipatory capacity of hope 

enables him to talk about “real democracy” and a world “without alienation,” which he calls 

“home (Heimat)” (1375-6). Yet, for Bloch, this other world cannot be fully grasped, but only 

represented partially. 

In Bloch’s theory, hope occupies the space created by uncertainty and 

incompleteness. This processual ontology of hope as latent in the present in an unfinished 

material world is necessary in order to revitalize hope as a critical concept. I have already 

demonstrated that when this uncertain and incomplete nature of hope is omitted, hope turns 

into a predictable effect that can be “given” and “taken.” My criticism is not directed against 

a desire for a better life but the certainty within which these desires are promised and taken 

away. Grounding hope in uncertainty is an attempt to preserve the dialectical openness of 

hope by disrupting representations that simply posit it as a positive feeling, the opposite of 

despair, or an allegory that attempts to capture its essence by fixing its definition. 

In Bloch’s writing, the dreams for a different world take shape in daydreams, 

detective novels, religion, mythologies, and artworks as what he terms the not-yet. Bloch 

explains that the not-yet has two aspects: the not-yet-become and the not-yet-conscious, 

which relate to both material and psychological/ideological aspects (127-144). According to 

Bloch, the world is essentially unfinished and undetermined: “essence is not something 
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existing in finished form” and, for that reason, consists of a process of possibilities (1373). 

The not-yet-become refers to real possibilities that may or may not become actual 

possibilities. It is a component of reality and anticipates elements that venture beyond the 

present to “real-possible” futures. Bloch defines the real-possible as “everything whose 

conditions in the sphere of the object itself are not fully assembled; whether because they are 

still maturing, or above all because new conditions—though mediated with the existing 

ones—arise from the entry of a new Real” (196, emphasis in original).  

For Bloch, uncertainty is based on not knowing the essence of things as they are 

always in flux. Bloch describes this in terms of “the darkness of the Now” (288, emphasis in 

original). The darkness of the lived moment amounts to the impossibility of having access to 

an immediate now. Bloch’s theory of hope is rooted in this darkness as a possibility: hope 

emerges from the darkness as a mediated force venturing towards the not-yetness of being. 

Whereas an allegory of hope works by fixing the definition of hope in such a way so that we 

are able to feel it, my attempt to read an allegory non-allegorically aims to restore an 

anticipatory capacity of hope that remains as a possibility of not yet. In Hope, the 

representation of a figure playing an instrument creates an uncertainty about the causality 

between music and hope. Is music what triggers hope or is it supposed to be the symbol of 

hope? Or is it something else altogether? As an allegory, the painting oscillates between a 

fixed definition of hope and a specific way of looking that triggers it as an effect. My non-

allegorical reading situates hope in uncertainty by undermining this oscillation.  

Bloch’s theories on hope are primarily grounded in music; his discussion on music 

forms an entire section of The Principle of Hope. For him, music contains a surplus of excess 

that has not yet been actualized. According to Bloch, music is an experience of the not yet, 
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the temporal incongruity of the darkness of the moment par excellence. Music for Bloch, like 

hope, is “more essentially as a directing act of a cognitive kind” (12, emphasis in original). 

This cognitive direction does not point towards a final end by restoring the prospective 

openness of hope. For me, preserving the indeterminacy of the music, rather than capturing 

how it would sound and what purpose it could serve, contributes to a hopeful reading of 

Hope.  

In the following section, I aim to apply the dialectical and uncertain dynamics of 

hope in a different genre of visual art. The video that I analyze helps me to reconceptualize 

hope as a political contention based on memory. Whereas Hope allegorically represents an 

individual form of hope, I want to show that the interplay between the anticipation and 

unfinishedness of reality provides a compelling ground to politicize hope as a collective 

phenomenon.  

 

Visualizing Hope Differently 

 

Berek [Game of Tag] (1999) is a four-minute film made by Polish artist/curator Żmijewski. 

The video shows a group of naked people in a cellar, playing a children’s game while 

running around and laughing. It starts with Polish-speaking, naked people of different ages, 

sexes, and sizes, entering one by one into a cold room and shivering. At the beginning, they 

seem shy and self-conscious, but after a cut, they appear more relaxed and enjoying the 

game. It seems as though they are not shivering anymore because they have been running 

around. They continue to chase each other. Giggles fill up the space. The game even takes on 

an erotic tone as some players tag others by touching their buttocks. Near the end of the 

video we see four of the players playing the game in another room. The other room is also a 
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cellar with scattered paint marks on the walls. At the end of the video, a brief text explains 

that two locations were used in the video: a private basement of a house and a former Nazi 

gas chamber.  

 

 

Still from Berek (1999). 

 

Berek was made in 1999 but it continues to raise controversy. The imagery of a 

former Nazi extermination camp in which people laugh and play a game resulted in 

censorship: Berek was removed from the exhibition “Side by Side: Poland-Germany: 1000 

Years of Art and History (23 September 2011–9 January 2012).” Jewish groups accused the 

video of being anti-Semitic, disrespecting the victims of the Holocaust and their descendants, 

and not being sensitive enough to their pain. In 2012, the video was shown again in the 7th 

Berlin Biennial which Żmijewski curated. In 2015 it was shown in the Museum of 

Contemporary Art in Krakow in Poland, again causing discomfort especially among Jewish 

institutions and political figures. 
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Żmijewski writes that his video is a critique of the “imposed memory” of “the official 

commemorations” of the Holocaust ( Żmijewski). In an interview, he says that with this 

video his aim was to induce “a psychotherapeutic memory of the traumatic events to help 

overcome them” (“Artur Żmijewski”). Whereas for de Botton a therapeutic attitude 

incorporates protecting oneself against the danger of despair, I want to show that 

Żmijewski’s therapeutic approach operates within collective action, in which hope and 

despair complement each other. Żmijewski argues that not only the murdered people, but 

also every living person is a victim, and for that reason we need therapy for “laughter and 

life” (Żmijewski). This universal victimhood alludes to a way of learning to live with loss 

and despair. Unlike de Botton’s individualistic account of hope that is predicated on a binary 

of negative and positive affects, Żmijewski’s hope is grounded in a universal vulnerability 

that embraces negative affects. 

According to anthropologist Joanna Tokarska-Bakir, by placing a children’s game 

and nakedness in this context, Berek breaks with the “kitsch of the Holocaust” (“Berek”). 

What is so provocative about the video is that it brings joy to a site that triggers anger and 

discomfort in some viewers. Berek’s aesthetics subvert hegemonic views on history and 

stable forms of affective experiences that silence our responses to trauma. In that sense, 

Berek challenges aesthetic norms surrounding the painful memories of the past. The video 

shows that the past and its affective capacities are not fixed or finished, but rather are open to 

interpretation, retranslation, and subversion. The unfinished past in the present creates 

opportunities for political re-imagination. In this context, Berek’s aesthetics amount to a 

political contestation, which can perhaps be better grasped in relation to Jacques Rancière’s 

discussion of aesthetics and politics. 
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According to Rancière, politics as “police” delimits certain ways of feeling, seeing, 

acting, speaking, or being in certain spatial and temporal settings, which he calls “the 

distribution of the sensible” (Politics 2). This is inherently an aesthetic distribution that 

codifies perceptual divisions, visibility, and intelligibility. What Żmijewski refers to as 

imposed memory is this aesthetic distribution, which polices our affective responses to the 

past. For Rancière, aesthetic acts can become political to the extent that they cause a 

“redistribution of the relations between the forms of sensory experience” that calls forth a 

change in public consciousness (14). By disrupting the affective order of things, Berek’s 

political praxis aims at creating new expressions and opening up new configurations (13). To 

put it differently, the video shows that having access to certain kinds of affects and feelings 

in certain circumstances is part of the redistribution of the sensible.  

Berek’s aesthetics become political insofar as it disrupts institutional or religious 

impositions that determine how one should respond to the memory of the Holocaust. By 

placing a children’s game, and thereby situating childhood naiveté, laughter, eroticism, and 

joy, in a former concentration camp, Berek causes disagreement between bodies, which for 

Rancière is a necessary condition for politics. By creating disagreement, it creates a space for 

political contention and reimagination. Żmijewski writes that with Berek he “hope[d]” as an 

artist to “reveal a political truth” by changing “our shared reality” so that “art would possess 

the power of politics” (“Artur Żmijewski”). What the video does, I would like to suggest, 

amounts to a redistribution of the sensible, where a provocative hope turns a former 

concentration camp into an unexpected site of joy. I situate hope within this resistance to 

affective limitations to induce new forms of political subjectivity. 
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Rancière’s examination of politics as an aesthetic redistribution resonates with 

Bloch’s unfinished universe as a precondition for hope. According to Rancière, an aesthetic 

experience suspends clear cause-effect relationships, and hence “can never be calculated” 

(Separation 12). If aesthetic experience cannot be fully calculated in advance, what can be 

anticipated is its effect, which is “the production of a new being-together” (Separation 12). 

This anticipation is the prospective momentum of hope in Bloch’s philosophy. Hope, in 

Bloch’s words, is an openness to the future within the darkness of the lived moment (288-9).  

Building upon Bloch and Walter Benjamin, Miyazaki argues that embracing the 

darkness of the lived moment of cultural objects creates moments of hope, which he calls 

“sparks” (24). Sparks point towards the impossibility of capturing the moments of hope. 

Hope, writes Miyazaki, “dwells in the not-yet” of indeterminacy and must be 

“unconditionally disappointable” (69). For Miyazaki, inheriting and replicating this temporal 

incongruity is a spark of hope, where hope remains as a possibility, a not-yet. In other words, 

for Miyazaki it is through new acts of hope that we can apprehend moments of hope. In 

Bloch’s theory, hope comes close to this newness that cannot be calculated in advance but 

can be worked on. “The root of history,” writes Bloch, “is the laboring, creative human, 

engaged in reshaping and overcoming given conditions” (1376). I read Berek in this 

embodied human action, in which hope sparks as a political act. 

The dialectics of darkness and anticipatory illumination can be explained in relation 

to the use of two spaces in Berek: a private basement and a gas chamber. Together, they 

create an atmosphere of ambiguity that mingles what is real, what is possible, and what may 

become possible. Through provoking desire, Berek bring into life new possibilities that are 

not-yet realized, which are situated in the real-possible, connected to the past, and open to 
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the future. In Caitríona Ní Dhúill’s words, in the video, history is not “only a narrative of 

suffering and struggle; it is also a resource” (160). Berek’s ambiguity resists a depiction of 

the past as completed but illuminates a Blochian “venturing beyond” through discontinuity 

(4).  

For me, Berek suggests that to hope is to act collectively in order to make the world a 

livable place. Playing a game (even though it involves acting), naked, in an extermination 

camp, is a reminder of reclaiming commonality in an unexpected space. Commonality is a 

recurring motif in Rancière’s works. In Dis-agreement: Politics and Philosophy (1999), 

Rancière argues that a possibility of politics requires the institution of a community, which 

begins with something in common (12). This commonality is a shared distribution of the 

sensible. Community is dependent on shared modalities of the senses (28). In Berek, playing 

a game includes sharing common goals and values. Playing a game in a former concentration 

camp points towards a commonality of trauma and joy, and offers a critique of their affective 

and temporal determinedness in official discourses surrounding the Holocaust. Berek further 

shows us that reclaiming commonality can be a joyful act that requires an irreducibly 

embodied practice. It shows us the possibility of realizing a collective hope, which creates a 

political space for reflection and reclamation. 

This political space can better be comprehended by discussing hope in relation to 

empathy. Discussions about the controversies Berek has caused are also centered around 

empathy. On the one side, several groups found the video lacking in empathy for the people 

who died in the Holocaust. On the other side, supporters of the video argue that the video 

does invoke empathy in its viewers. For instance, Maria Anna Potocka, the director of the 

Museum of Contemporary Art in Krakow, wrote in a statement that the video does not 
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disrespect the memory of the Holocaust. She says, “we have tried to awaken (the) young 

generation’s empathy with the tragedy of the Holocaust by stirring their imagination” (qtd. in 

Zalman). Whereas an enforced empathy entails a policing feeling that delimits our affective 

responses to past events, empathy can also come close to the form of hope that I would like 

to advocate in this chapter. This hope is collective, remediating, stirs the imagination and is 

based on memory. The different responses to the video also demonstrate a distinction 

between a retrospective and prospective response towards empathy. Whereas the 

retrospective response sees the past as finished, the prospective response sparks hope.  

The term empathy was translated in the early twentieth century from the German 

word Einfühlung (“feeling into” or “in-feeling”), coined in the mid-nineteenth century to 

account for an embodied response to an art object. Empathy used to refer to a beholder 

looking at an art object and projecting his or her feelings onto it. According to David Depew, 

as modern art praised the artistic effects of alienation and defamiliarization over 

identification, empathy eventually lost its currency as an aesthetic concept (99-100). In 

contemporary usage, the word denotes “feeling with” other people or “putting oneself into 

another’s shoes,” rather than an aesthetic response to art objects. 

 Empathy, according to Carolyn Pedwell, can better be comprehended as a “political 

space of mediation” (294). If we consider empathy within this space that is opened up by our 

engagement with an artwork, empathy becomes an important tool to illuminate political 

discontent. For instance, as in the case of accusing Berek of being anti-Semitic, empathy 

operates within a mechanism that imposes a certain way of remembering the past. Empathy’s 

distribution of the sensible finds playing a children's game naked in a concentration camp 

“out of place.” According to Pedwell, while empathy links an individual to a community, it 
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might also comply with mechanisms that accumulate privilege through delimiting the 

sensible. Therefore, we need to take care to criticize the “uneven effects” empathy 

(re)produces in relation to oppressive hierarchies (Pedwell 289). Pedwell demonstrates that 

the work of empathy can be translated into commodity to produce economic, cultural, and 

political profits, a point similar to my critique of the “hope economy” in Chapter 1. 

For me, the “political space of mediation” that the video creates amounts to a form of 

hope that operates on the dialectics of the past and future and negative and positive affects 

(Pedwell 294). The Nazis brutally murdered millions of people based on their ethnicity, 

gender, sexuality, race, religion, and ability. Human madness, mass murders, and genocides 

are still part of the world that we live in. For that reason, in order to sustain hope we have to 

go through “the valley of the death,” in Ronald Aronson’s words (10). In The Dialectics of 

Disaster: A Preface to Hope (1983), Aronson writes that without daring to watch the bombed 

villages, concentration camps, crematoria, piles of dead bodies, and to acknowledge the 

madness of the history, our hopes are bound to remain illusory. Berek also shows us that, in 

spite of all these horrible events, if we are to cultivate hope, such hope must be based on the 

memory of disaster while still enacting a different and perhaps joyful world.  

Berek reminds us that for hope not to remain illusory it must have a memory. In his 

1986 Nobel Lecture “Hope, Despair and Memory,” writer, political activist, and Holocaust 

survivor Elie Wiesel writes, “because I remember, I despair. Because I remember, I have the 

duty to reject despair” (qtd. in Abrams 268). In this sentence, the same cause (remembering) 

produces both an affective response and an obligation. The former is a more direct emotional 

force: memory causes despair. The latter is supposedly a less direct force, but is a duty: I 

must reject despair. Despair that seems to be a direct result of memory leads to a 
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simultaneous obligation, and for Wiesel this seems to be hope. But is hope the refusal of 

despair? Is it a duty? For me, hope is not an obligation to reject despair. What I argue is that 

hope must have a memory. Thus, I would say: because I remember, I hope.  

To conclude, perhaps to hope is to remember painful memories, which provokes a 

desire that imagines alternative forms of being. As Roger Simon, Sharon Rosenberg, and 

Claudia Eppert write in “Between Hope and Despair: The Pedagogical Encounter of 

Historical Remembrance” (2000), remembrance as a pedagogical practice is “implicated in 

the formation and regulation of meanings, feelings, perceptions, identifications, and the 

imaginative projection of human limits and possibilities” (2). This remembrance is a social, 

political, and collective practice. Simon, Rosenberg and Eppert identify two forms of 

dominant remembrance practices in relation to traumatic histories: strategic practice and a 

difficult return (3, emphasis in original). On the one hand, in a strategic practice, 

remembrance amounts to a consolatory and moralizing form of hope that anticipates a 

“reconciled future” (4). Social memory is used for its sociopolitical value, in which a better 

future is grounded in the moral lessons of the past. An allegory of hope, or a policing form of 

empathy, act as strategic practices, which turn hope into a moral lesson whose affective and 

temporal dynamics are premediated. On the other hand, a difficult return is a way of 

“learning to live with, and in relation to, loss” (3). Building upon these two modes of 

remembrance practices Simon, Rosenberg and Eppert offer a pedagogy of “remembrance as 

a hopeful practice,” which is based on a “politics of relationality” (6). This remembrance is 

not sheer hopefulness but it is based on “a serious self-reflexivity rooted in a recognition that 

the historical character of one’s partial and mediated remembrance is contingent and thus can 

always be otherwise” (7). 
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In this chapter I have hoped to demonstrate that reflecting on this contingency, which 

keeps the past, present, and future undetermined can be a site of hope. In the tension created 

by the impossibility of the immediacy of experience, the political task involves not just to be 

able to learn in relation to loss but also in relation to the presence of an absence, which is the 

not-yet being of hope. A dialectical, uncertain, and political hope reflects on how things 

could have been and still can be different. This approach sparks hope by bridging the past 

and the future, the negative and the positive, and memory and anticipation in order to subvert 

attempts that render hope as a premeditated script.  

Additionally, by bringing together vastly different objects from different periods, I 

wanted to show that images of hope are arbitrary. Images create a narrative that is telling of 

the affective and temporal dynamics of hope in specific presents. Analyzing these narratives 

alludes to a site of political contestation insofar as their meanings are not fixed but rather are 

open to contestation and resignification. Focusing on this dynamic is crucial in order to 

generate new ways of imagining, cultivating, and expanding productive practices of hope. 

Thus, drawing on Miyazaki, I would like to argue that we need to undermine generalizations 

about visualizing hope, which foreclose its prospective openness by predicting its temporal 

and affective dynamics. That way we may cultivate hope in artworks that are not necessarily 

a representation of it or that do not attempt to trigger it in viewers.  

In the next chapter, I continue my conceptualization of hope as a collective 

phenomenon that creates a political space of contention by looking at Rojava, in Syria. I will 

explore the collective democratic experience in Rojava as a practice of hope in a country that 

is torn apart by war, genocides, and dictatorial power. Rojava provides a spark of hope that 
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will enable me to further explicate the temporal and affective dynamics of hope, in order to 

explore how to learn hope. 
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Chapter 4 

Learning Hope: Democratic Confederalism in Rojava 

 

“It is a question of learning hope,” writes Ernst Bloch at the beginning of The Principle of Hope 

(1986, 3). Bloch explains this learnability with the notion of “educated hope” (docta spes), which 

arises from a distinction between abstract and concrete utopias (157). He understands utopia not 

in the sense of an end state or a perfect world, but as the dream for a better life. Abstract utopia, 

which Bloch also refers to as “fraudulent hope,” is wishful thinking or escapist fantasy without 

acting for change, whereas concrete utopia, or “concretely genuine hope,” requires acting 

willfully to make desired futures possible in a reality that is always in process (5). Concrete 

utopia thus simultaneously anticipates a different future and works to have an effect on it with 

“the intelligence of hope” (146). Learning hope therefore amounts to distinguishing concrete 

utopias from abstract ones, and to experimenting with the openness and indeterminateness of the 

world by practicing concrete utopia. In Bloch’s words, educated hope is “a methodological 

organ for the New, an objective aggregate form of what is coming up,” which is an “unfinished 

forward dream” (157, emphasis in original). 

Bloch’s discussion of learning hope entails an affective and temporal reorientation that 

distinguishes hope from mere wishing or fantasizing. In this chapter I situate hope in the context 

of a contemporary political struggle, which allows me to discuss learning hope as a collective 

practice in the present fueled by habits. My object of analysis is the political struggle of 

Rojavans in Northern Syria. Rojava (Western Kurdistan, “Rojava” meaning both west and sunset 

in Kurdish) is the name of a confederation of three non-contiguous enclaves or cantons, which 

declared its de facto autonomy in early 2014 after the Syrian government withdrew from the 
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region in 2012. Many online articles about Rojava discuss these developments in the context of 

hope, with phrases such as “a source of hope among horror” (Iltis and Munckton) and “a beacon 

of hope” amidst darkness (Glynn). The practices that Rojavans perform are also defined by 

various agents as part of a “secret revolution” (BBC Our World), “a genuine revolution” 

(Graeber “Why is The World”), “a women’s revolution” (Dirik), and “a DIY [do-it-yourself] 

revolution” (Biehl). In this context, the Rojava revolution makes it possible to talk about 

“revolution” anew, and so puts hope and radical social change back on the agenda of the Left, 

which for a couple of decades considered such aspirations to be passé, unnecessary, or simply 

impossible. 

 Rojava implements a political project called “democratic confederalism,” also known as 

“stateless democracy,” based on the ideas of imprisoned PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) leader 

Abdullah Öcalan (21). Democratic confederalism entails an anti-nation-statist, anti-capitalist and 

anti-patriarchal political model based on decentralized decision making, gender equality, and 

ecologically sustainable cooperative economy. The lack of research and scarcity of literature and 

fieldwork on Rojava, due to the ongoing war in the region, makes it more urgent to analyze the 

democratic autonomy that is being practiced there. Compared to my previous objects of analysis, 

which mobilized hope as a privatized feeling that can be given and taken unidirectionally, I want 

to show that the case of Rojava can teach us to collectivize hope as a way of living in the present 

sustained by habits. The shift of focus to a political struggle helps me substantiate my earlier 

critique of privatizing forms of hope that merely serve the logic of the neoliberal capitalist 

economy while working towards an affirmative politics of collectivity. 

In the first section of this chapter I offer a historical background of the region in order to 

contextualize the Rojava revolution. In the second section I introduce democratic confederalism 
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and analyze its basic pillars. In the third section I discuss democratic confederalism in relation to 

the concept of prefiguration, which helps me ground hope as an embodied practice in the 

present. This allows me to critique a conception of time as compartmentalized and linear. I want 

to show that this temporal discussion is necessary so as to learn hope as a way of thinking against 

an ideology of progress that defers hope to the realm of the future. Building upon this temporal 

reconfiguration, in the fourth and final section I discuss hope in relation to habits. Drawing on 

habits not only as mere unconscious repetitions but also potential sources of change and 

possibility, I aim to show that the ways in which habits are organized play a crucial role in 

learning hope as a collective practice in the present. After exploring the link between habits and 

hopes, I conclude this chapter with a discussion of hopefulness as an acquired habit. 

 

The Rojava Revolution       

 
Berxwedan Jiyan ê (Resistance is life). 

   ---Kurdish proverb. 

 

As I tried to demonstrate in the previous chapters, the temporal dynamics of hope cannot be 

solely reduced to a redeemed or reconciled future. Hope brings together the past and the future in 

the present through simultaneously looking backward and forward. So in order to understand 

what the Rojava revolution can teach us about hope, it is important to contextualize the particular 

social transformations of Northern Syria.  

Although Rojava is mostly populated by Kurds, who are indigenous to the Mesopotamian 

plains and amass a population of around thirty million, it would be a mistake to refer to the 

people of Rojava as Kurdish, insofar as Rojava is based on rejecting nationalism and promoting 
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ethnic and cultural diversity (Romano and Gurses 4-5). As the collectively written constitution of 

Rojava, officially entitled “The Charter of the Social Contract,” puts it, Rojava is “a 

confederation of Kurds, Arabs, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Arameans, Turkmen, Armenians and 

Chechens” (A Small Key 141). For that reason I will refer to the people of Rojava as Rojavans.  

In March 2011, as part of the ongoing riots and revolutionary movements that started in 

Tunisia in 2010 and spread throughout many North African and Middle Eastern countries, 

Syrians demonstrated against the government in the capital Damascus. They demanded 

democratic reforms, more freedom and the release of political prisoners. In a short time the 

protests spread to other cities. The response of the Syrian government to these peaceful protests 

was brutal: within two months after the start of the protests hundreds of civilians were killed by 

the Syrian army (Sawah and Kawakibi 163). As of March 2016, the internal war that broke out in 

2011 has claimed approximately 500.000 lives, with half of the population displaced (Black). 

The immediate response to the uprising came not from the political parties but from 

youth organizations and local communities. In “The Emergence of Western Kurdistan and the 

Future of Syria” (2014), Robert Lowe writes that the reaction of the Kurds at the beginning of 

the protests was “more careful, strategic, and complex” (226). In October 2011, ten political 

parties formed the alliance of the Kurdish National Council (KNC) that eventually gave rise to 

sixteen parties (227). The strongest Kurdish political force by 2011, the Democratic Union Party 

(Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat, PYD), did not join the KNC due to ideological differences with the 

Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq (KRG) that sponsored the council. Founded in 2003, the 

PYD is an ally of the PKK, a guerrilla movement that has been engaged in armed struggle 

against the state of Turkey since the 1980s and is widely considered a terrorist organization.35 

                                                
35 The PKK started waging war against the Turkish state in 1984, four years after a military coup d’etat that declared 
a junta regime. Immediately after the military takeover, trade unions, political parties and organizations were closed. 
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The PYD and PKK are members of the Group of Communities in Kurdistan (Koma Civakên 

Kurdistan, KCK), the umbrella organization that defends democratic confederalism.36  

Rojavans gained control of their territories in 2012 after the Bashar al-Assad regime 

retreated from the area. They decided to side neither with the Assad regime nor with the 

opposition. Instead, they chose a third way: not waging war but only acting in self-defense. In 

January 2014, organized by the political coalition of the Movement for a Democratic Society 

(TEV-DEM), a civil society movement connected to the KCK, Rojava declared its de facto 

autonomy with three non-contiguous, confederated cantons: Jazira , Kobanê, and Afrin.37 All 

cantons border with Turkey, and Afrin  borders in the east with Iraq. Each canton has its own 

government, parliament, courts, asayish (security), and defense forces. 

 

 

Figure 1: Map of Rojava as of November 2015. 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
Many Kurdish activists and politicians were put into jail and tortured. It has been said that the trauma and suffering 
of the Kurdish people in the infamous Diyarbakir Prison led to the formation of the PKK.  
36 In Turkey, thousands of journalists, activists, members of labor union organizations, students and researchers are 
imprisoned due to their alleged involvement in the KCK. 
37 As of 2015, Jazira and Kobanê cantons were connected to each other after the YPG/YPJ forces cleared Tal Abyad 
from IS domination. 
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The emergence of autonomous Rojava, as a canton-based confederation, was perceived 

as a threat by Turkey, in line with its policies of denial and annihilation of the rights of 

minorities.38 Due to its ideological connection to the PKK, and its offering an alternative 

political and economic model that rejects the nation-state and centralized power, the Rojava 

revolution remained isolated, especially due to the embargo from Turkey, and the pro-capitalist, 

oil rich, and US- and Turkey- backed KRG in Iraq that dug a kilometers-long trench between 

Kobanê and Bashur (North Kurdistan).39 The trench reflects that Rojava is, in an important way, 

not pan-Kurdish. 

Rojava came to international acclaim during the four-month siege of Kobanê by IS (the 

Islamic State), a jihadist extreme militant group known for its ethnic cleansing, war crimes, sex 

slavery, human rights abuses, and terrorist acts.40 Rojava became an international symbol of 

resistance against Islamic fundamentalism, repelling IS’s genocidal assaults by the PYD’s 

military branches, People’s Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel, YPG), and Women’s 

Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Jinê, YPJ).41  

                                                
38 In the 1937-38 Dersim Massacre, tens of thousands of Kurdish/Zaza people were brutally murdered by Turkey’s 
armed forces in accordance with the assimilationist politics of the nation-state (For more information on the Dersim 
Massacre, see van Bruinessen 141-170). An estimated total number of 40.000 guerrillas and soldiers have died since 
1984, following the Kurdish insurgents’ declaration of war against the state of Turkey (For an in-depth account of 
the history of the PKK, see Marcus). Turkey denied the existence of a Kurdish minority and referred to the Kurds as 
“mountain Turks” until the 1990s. 
39 In an online article in The Guardian, David Graeber argues that Turkey’s support for IS is crucial for its growth: 
“Had Turkey placed the same kind of absolute blockade on Isis [IS] territories as they did on Kurdish-held parts of 
Syria, let alone shown the same sort of ‘benign neglect’ towards the PKK and YPG that they have been offering to 
Isis, that blood-stained ‘caliphate’ would long since have collapsed—and arguably, the Paris attacks may never have 
happened” (“Turkey Could”). 
40As of May 2016, IS controls one-third of Syria and aims to form an international Sunni caliphate. It would be a 
mistake to romanticize the Kurdish struggle in Syria by framing it merely as a fight against IS without mentioning 
the Kurdish history of self-defense. Moreover, the mass media attention to female fighters of the YPJ in their 
Eurocentric and orientalist tones represent female fighters as a new phenomenon, occluding the fight of female 
Kurdish fighters in Iran, Syria, and Turkey for decades. 
41 The US-led coalition that provided airpower and weaponry helped the YPG/J forces in their fight against IS. As 
the course of the war changes quickly, new actors emerge in the region. Since late 2015, Russian airstrikes have 
helped the Rojavans in their fight against the IS. Paradoxically, Russia also supports the Assad regime.  
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Although the Rojava revolution is praised within leftist and anarchist circles for creating 

a participatory democratic model, it also received harsh criticism from the left and right alike. 

These critiques can be gathered by three points: that it maintains a nationalist ideology, that is 

does not meet the needs of local people, and that it sustains a hierarchical political order. These 

are important criticisms whose acknowledgement enables us to better understand the practices of 

democratic confederalism in Rojava. In “The Syrian-Kurdish Movements: Obstacles Rather 

Than Driving Forces for Democratization” (2014), Eva Savelsberg accuses Rojava of 

perpetuating a nationalist ideology. She writes that the Kurdish administration in Syria 

“reproduces the authoritarianism of the Ba’th system—under a Kurdish nationalist cover” (86). 

Savelsberg accuses Rojava of mirroring the Baath regime, failing to produce participatory 

structures, exercising “state-like power” and kidnapping, torturing, and killing activists, which 

the PYD denies (98-9). However, as I will explain in more detail, Rojavans strongly reject 

nationalism, authoritarianism, and the discriminatory practices of the Baath regime.42  

Many others criticize the Rojava experiment for failing to create its own democratic 

model and for taking the Kurdish struggle in Turkey as their primary source of inspiration. 

Although it is important to make a distinction between the context of the Kurdish people’s 

struggle in Turkey and Syria, it is equally important to note that Kurds in Syria and Turkey are 

much closer to each other compared to Kurds living in Iraq or Iran, and not simply due to their 

location or the aforementioned construction of nation-states in the region. The Kurdish leader 

and the co-founder of the PKK, Öcalan, resided in Syria for almost two decades until Syria 

expelled him as well as the PKK camps due to Turkey’s threats of military intervention. During 
                                                
42 Nonetheless, although the Rojavans directly renounce the idea of forming a nation-state, it is a constant risk that 
needs to be checked. As Nazan Üstündağ writes in “Self-Defense as a Revolutionary Practice in Rojava, or How to 
Unmake the State” (2016), the Rojavans not only defend themselves from “the state that is under erasure” but also 
from “the one that is always in danger of emerging” (208). For instance, Üstündağ argues that in order to get 
international recognition, canton governments “end up performing stateness” (208). 
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this period many PKK guerrillas from Turkey received training in Syria and many Kurdish 

people living in Syria joined the PKK. Moreover, Kurdish political parties in Turkey and Syria 

share similar ideologies as both reject the conservative political practices of the KRG. Thus, the 

Kurdish struggles in Turkey and Syria have more historical ties than the Kurdish people’s 

struggle in Iran or Iraq.  

Another critique against Rojava is based on accusing it of creating yet another 

hierarchical system by pointing to the cult status of the PKK leader Öcalan in all cantons. It is 

true that images of Öcalan are widespread in Rojava. Insofar as the PKK is listed as a terrorist 

organization by NATO, the EU, the USA and many other countries, the ubiquitous imagery of 

the ideological leader of the PKK in Rojava raises controversy. Although the Rojavans are not 

involved in any terrorist activities, Turkey declares the PYD a terrorist organization because of 

its ideological connection to the PKK and the common imagery of Öcalan in Rojava. But rather 

than symbolizing hierarchy, terrorism or male dominance, I propose to think of the prevalence of 

the portraits of Öcalan as part of a process that decentralizes power. Even though there are 

images of him everywhere in Rojava, and many people in Turkey and Rojava refer to him as the 

“leader,” power is not centralized in his personhood. The prevalence of the images of Öcalan 

does not represent singular power or male authority. On the contrary, his imagery can be read as 

an affirmation of an alternative political system, i.e., democratic confederalism, in which power 

flows from the bottom.  
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Democratic Confederalism 

 

In order to comprehend what the Rojava revolution can teach us about hope, it is important to 

examine the principles of democratic confederalism, which Öcalan, defines as “flexible, multi-

cultural, anti-monopolistic, and consensus-oriented” (Democratic Confederalism 21). For 

Öcalan, nation-states, patriarchy and capitalism are interlinked in “capitalist modernity,” a 

historical block based on homogeneity, ecological destruction, exploitation of women and 

positivist science (13). Against capitalist modernity, democratic confederalism aims to create an 

alternative society whose basic pillars are collective consensus, women’s liberation and ecology. 

Thus, democratic confederalism simultaneously negates nation-states, capitalism and patriarchy 

and affirms a model of a democracy without a nation-state.  

The administrative structure of democratic confederalism is based on a council system 

which operates at the neighborhood, district, and city levels. The center of the decision-making 

process is a communal council known as mala gel (people’s houses or communes).43 Each 

neighborhood council consists of around 300 people. Every district has 10-30 councils with at 

least 40% women at all participatory levels. There are also mala jinan (women’s houses), which 

exclusively deal with violence against women and women's rights. Every council has 

commissions on women, economy, politics, defense, civil society/occupations, and education. 

The representatives of the councils (one male and one female) form district councils that are 

connected to the city councils, which are linked to the general council of Rojava (Supreme 

Council). Decisions are made by consensus rather than majority voting. Consensus-based 

decision-making is a measure to prevent Kurdish nationalism, or the majority deciding over 

                                                
43 In A Small Key Can Open a Large Door: The Rojava Revolution (2014), the editors write that the Kurdish people 
have a long history of these sorts of assemblies, which are based on tribal and familial histories. They add that these 
forms of assemblies have been practiced in Kurdistan for hundreds of years (26). 
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minorities. While the constitution binds each canton, every canton may override the decision of 

the Supreme Council. Thus, there is no central authority that would be irrevocable by the people 

from “below.” 

The council system is based on preventing the centralization of power that had drastic 

effects on Kurdish people across the Middle East. With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and 

the construction of modern nation-states in the region following the end of the First World War, 

the Kurds lost their semi-autonomous status.44 In 1916, The Sykes-Picot Agreement between the 

United Kingdom and France partitioned the Ottoman lands randomly according to their colonial 

interests, and the Kurds were divided between Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq, forming a geo-

cultural region called Kurdistan.45 In Conflict, Democratization, and the Kurds in the Middle 

East (2014), David Romano and Mehmet Gurses write that over many decades, all four nation-

states, in line with their assimilationist “mono-nationalist ideologies” and “state policy of 

repressing Kurdish identity,” systematically denied basic human rights to millions of Kurds, 

repressed their political organization, and enacted forced emigration and massacres (3).46 The 

four nations also used similar “aggressive attempts to assimilate the Kurds” that resulted in civil 

wars and many revolts (6).47  

                                                
44 This does not mean that the Kurds were not oppressed during the reign of the Ottoman Empire. During the second 
half of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire suppressed Kurdish uprisings by killing tens of thousands 
civilians (A Small Key, Appendix B). 
45 For a more detailed historical overview, see Fromkin 286-288.  
46 In Iraq, between 1987 and 1989, the regime of Saddam Hussein implemented the genocidal al-Anfal campaign 
against the Kurdish people using chemical weapons and concentration camps, which caused the death of more than 
100,000 civilians (Romano and Gurses 51). In 1991 Iraqi Kurds gained their autonomy and in 2005 the Iraqi 
constitution fully recognized the autonomy of the KRG, granting them full sovereignty. In Iran, although the Iranian 
government did not deny the cultural rights of Iranian Kurds, they were denied political rights. As of 2016, Kurds 
are deprived of basic human rights in Turkey, Syria, and Iran.  
47 According to Romano and Gurses the list of biggest revolts in Kurdistan includes: “The 1919 Kucgiri revolt 
(Turkey), the Simko rebellion of the 1920s (Iran), the 1937-1938 Dersim uprising (Turkey), the 1946 Mahabad 
Republic of Kurdistan (Iran), the Barzani-led revolts of the 1960s and 1970s (Iraq), Iranian Kurdish unrest under the 
Shah (1960s) and the attempts to break away from the new Islamic Republic between 1979 and 1982 (Iran), Iraqi 
Kurdish collaboration with Iran from 1980 to 1988 (Iraq), the post-1984 PKK insurgency (Turkey), the 1991 Desert 
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In this context, in order to prevent the centralization of power, the council system aims to 

maximize political participation with a careful ethnic balance as well. Since Rojava is home to 

Arabs, Kurds, Chaldeans, Assyrians, Christians, Armenians, Aramaeans, Chechens, Turkmens, 

and various other cultural, religious, and ethnic groups, the commune system is based on quotas. 

Central positions are allocated to three or four co-chairpersons that correspond with the social 

groups of the region. In order to prevent ethno-nationalism and male domination, in each 

ministry, if the minister is Kurdish, the two deputies have to be non-Kurdish, and at least one 

should be a woman. Öcalan calls this form of direct participation by diverse groups “in all local 

decision-making processes” a “participative democracy” (26). In sum: politics is practiced not by 

professionals but by the people themselves.  

Rojava’s democratic confederalism tries to minimize hierarchies in every aspect of life. 

Against the centralization of power in the nation-states that have denied the political and cultural 

rights of the Kurdish people for decades, Rojava is grounded in decentralizing power through 

fostering non-hierarchical political participation at the grassroots level. Due to the ongoing war, 

these practices are however not fully implemented. For instance, there is still a census to be done 

in order to determine the number of the members for the city councils, and seventy percent of the 

budget of Rojava is still being spent on the war (A Small Key 122). This constant state of 

emergency makes it harder for Rojavans to implement all the changes they envision. This is an 

important issue to keep in mind, considering the fact that many governments abort full 

democracy due to temporary emergencies. 

In spite of these setbacks, as soon as it declared its de facto autonomy from the Syrian 

state, Rojava moved to criminalize polygamy, child marriages, honor killings, forced marriages, 

                                                                                                                                                       
Storm Kurdish uprising (Iraq), the 2004 Serhildan (Syria), and the post-2004 PJAK guerilla war against Iranian 
forces (Iran)” (5). 
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and domestic violence, which are enacted in the constitution. These regulations are aimed at 

disrupting a male-dominated society and promoting gender equality. These changes clearly point 

towards a break from the patriarchal Syrian laws that promote gender discrimination and 

violence against women.48 Additionally, in a country where radical Islamic fanatics rape and sell 

women in open markets, these legislations delineate a safe place for women in Syria.  

Women’s freedom plays a crucial role in Rojavan’s struggle to create a free society. 

Equality in decision-making processes, the co-chair system, women’s academies and 

cooperatives, and the women’s militia all aim to prevent the monopoly of men. Analyzing 

capitalism and state power along with patriarchy, Öcalan writes that “capitalism and nation-state 

are the monopolism of the despotic and exploitative male” (Democratic Confederalism 17). 

According to Öcalan, the exploitation of women by men, which led to all other forms of 

oppression and inequality, cannot be thought apart from the domination of the ruling state and 

class. He argues that nation-states replicate the oppression of women by men, which originates 

from the family, as a “man’s small state” (Liberating Life 35).49  

Other than promoting gender equality in all aspects of life, Rojava also promotes 

cooperatives as the main source of its community economy. Sitting on the rich Mesopotamian 

Plain, between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, Rojava is rich in oil and wheat, but lacks 

infrastructure due the Baath regime, which exploited the region’s raw materials but did not build 

processing facilities such as mills or refineries. The regime also prevented Kurdish people from 

                                                
48 For instance, in the Syrian Criminal Code, an honor killing, also known as shame killing, is not counted as a 
murder and it is punished by a lesser penalty (Van Engeland-Naurai 395). This allows men to kill women who are 
thought to bring shame to their family. 
49 In order to undermine the connection between masculinity, power, knowledge and domination, Öcalan coined the 
term “jineology” (i.e. “the science of women,” jin meaning “woman” in Kurdish), the study of the resistance and 
liberation of women, which focuses on the histories of political, cultural, economic, and mental exploitation of 
women by men. Jineology aims to bring to the fore the sexism that is inherent in scientific research and women’s 
struggles that has been rendered invisible in positivism. Thus, in Rojava, liberation is first and foremost linked to 
women’s liberation. 
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planting trees and growing fruit, which made the local economy dependent on the imports from 

the south of the country. Against this economic exploitation, the new economic model is based 

on cooperatives that have their own administration.50  

Democratic confederalism outlines a set of principles that aims to minimize the 

centralization of power by promoting diversity, horizontality, and communal decision making. In 

an ongoing atmosphere of war, the Rojavans build an alternative society by creating a space for 

political contestation that allows different voices to be heard.51 These changes are practiced in a 

fragile spatiality, whose borders are redrawn every day due to ongoing military attacks. But the 

war does not stop the Rojavans to participate in citizen assemblies, cooperatives, and academies 

to organize an equal and free life in the present. What can the Rojavans teach us about hope? I 

argue that rather than pointing towards an ideal that is deferred in the future, the Rojavans are 

performing hope in the midst of a difficult situation based on the principle of democracy without 

a state. In the following section, I want to show that hope in this sense is a way of inhabiting the 

world in the present.  

 

The Time of Prefiguration 

 

I consider the shift from a desire to form a nation-state towards an emphasis on participatory 

democracy not only an ideological shift but also a temporal reorientation that is crucial to learn 

                                                
50 In A Small Key Can Open a Large Door: The Rojava Revolution (2014), the editors define the economic model in 
Rojava as the “People’s Economy,” based on “commons,” “worker-administered businesses,” and “private property 
based on use” (35). Properties are basically commons, but if they are used by a person or people, those users have 
the right to own them through use, but are not allowed to sell properties in an open market (36). Additionally, 
worker councils that are responsible for local councils control their means of production (37). This cooperative-
based economy aims to prevent the monopoly of capital and hierarchies based on class differences. 
51 This alternative society is linked with, as Arjun Appadurai writes in “Hope and Democracy” (2007), its “capacity 
to aspire” through its range of practices of self-governance (33). This is form of hope that realigns “the politics of 
participation with the politics of hope,” in Appadurai’s words (30). 
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hope as a collective practice in the present. Until 2005, Öcalan defended the creation of an 

independent Kurdish state as a solution for the emancipation of the Kurdish people. Connected to 

anarchist and anti-nationalist point of views and inspired by the anarchist libertarian theorist 

Murray Bookchin, Öcalan came to denounce forming yet another hierarchically shaped nation-

state and advocated participatory democracy.52 As Öcalan increasingly drew parallels between 

the nation-state and capitalism, between patriarchy and statism, the undesirability of state power 

made the Kurdish liberation movement change its political goal. Forming a state renders the 

potential of the movement to a singular goal that can be achieved in the future. Armed struggle 

and organizational networks all serve as means to reach this goal in the future, so that all possible 

social change is dependent on creating a nation-state. However, democratic confederalism is 

based on building a new world in the present, through making everyday life a site of revolution. 

The means become an end in itself.  

In other words, democratic confederalism is based on direct action in the present, which 

can be explained in relation to the concept of prefiguration. In her article “Doing is Believing: 

Prefiguration as Strategic Practice in the Alterglobalization Movement” (2011), cultural 

anthropologist Marianne Maeckelbergh writes that what she calls “prefigurative” politics 

removes “the temporal distinction between the struggle in the present and a goal in the future; 

instead, the struggle and the goal, the real and the ideal, become one in the present” (4, emphasis 

in original). It is not so much that the ends justify the means, but rather that the means are fully 

equivalent to the ends. By eliminating a separation between the means and ends and between the 

future and present, prefiguration becomes the structural change that it itself engenders. The 

                                                
52 After Syria expelled him, Öcalan was caught by the US Central Intelligence Agency in Kenya and sent to Turkey 
in 1999. He was sentenced to death by the Turkish government, which later was commuted to a life sentence. 
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desired changes are not conditioned upon a future state of events but are practiced in the 

present.53  

According to Maeckelbergh, prefiguration is a practice that theorizes through doing (3). 

By acknowledging that “power always centralizes,” prefigurative politics are rooted in practices 

of horizontality, and promoting diversity (10-1). Its strategies are its practices, which “redesign 

the way power operates” (13). For Maeckelbergh, this practice-based process “is precisely about 

getting organized” insofar as social change is a continuous site of struggle (9). Hope is open to a 

constant risk of cooption and attacks from the state and capital. For that reason, it needs to be 

organized and organize itself. Thus, prefiguration is an implementation of a politics of hope, in 

which hope is not a subjective disposition or wishful thinking. Prefiguration implies a practice of 

organizing in which hope is active, as hoping. 

In Rojava, organizing hope through prefiguration amounts to a temporal reorientation that 

does not defer hope to an idealized future. This temporal organization is important so as to learn 

hope as a collective practice of organizing in the present. In The Politics of Autonomy in Latin 

America: The Art of Organising Hope (2014), Ana C. Dinerstein explores the indigenous 

struggles for autonomy in Latin America and writes that “the art of organising hope,” (13, 

emphasis in original) “contains practical orientations towards production, organization and 

distribution, as well as collective meanings attributed to time, progress, human realization and 

the relationship between sociability, sustainability and nature” (56). For Dinerstein, an important 

aspect of this mode of organization involves rejecting a consequentialist model of a linear 

progress of time, which brings it close to Maeckelbergh’s understanding of prefiguration. 

Dinerstein’s and Maeckelbergh’s insights contribute to a critique of a linear progress of social 

                                                
53 In this context, prefiguration comes close to Bloch’s concrete utopia, which entails acting willfully in order to 
change the course of future possibilities.  
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change that makes hope address a possibility in the future rather than the present with all its 

impossibilities and possibilities. 

In Rojava, the implementation of a politics of hope is based on a collective temporal 

reorientation towards the present, which makes it an everyday revolution. As Giorgio Agamben 

writes in Infancy and History: The Destruction of Experience (1993), “[t]he original task of a 

genuine revolution . . . is never merely to ‘change the world,’ but also—and above all—to 

‘change time’” (91). According to Agamben, modern political theory fails to elaborate a 

conception of time but instead compelled a traditional Aristotelian-Hegelian logic of time as a 

“precise and homogeneous continuum” (91). Time, in the traditional or habitual sense, is 

comprised of fleeting, quantifiable instances, gaining meaning only when it is succeeded by 

other instances in a “chronological continuum” (99). This is the redemptive Christian time, a 

theological progress towards the end, gaining meaning in relation to a before (genesis) and after 

(resurrection) in a rectilinear continuum (96). 

The Rojava revolution undermines a temporal logic in which revolution is the 

culmination of progress. An ideology of progress is an obstacle against productive practices of 

hope because it is based on a linear understanding of social change, which the Oxford English 

Dictionary defines as a “forward or onward movement towards a destination” (“Progress”). In a 

progressive model, the future becomes the locus of change, a point to be reached in a linear 

accumulation. Whereas a linear “promise of progress,” in Keri Day’s words, postpones social 

change to a deferred future, Rojavans organize hope by practicing alternatives in the present with 

prefıguration, which brings together the past and the future in the present (23). In this respect, the 

implementation of new laws against the oppressive and patriarchal laws of the Syrian regime can 
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be considered in relation to the new temporality of the revolution. In Rojava, hope for change is 

not postponed until the end of the war but enacted in the present that undermines linear progress. 

In “Towards a Futurology of the Present: Notes on Writing, Movement, Time” (2011), 

Marco Cuevas-Hewitt writes that we have come to see the past, present, and future as separate 

entities due to an understanding of linear, compartmentalized time (1). He argues that such a 

division, inspired in part by Hegel’s dialectics and Marx’s prescriptive analysis, is at the roots of 

the means-end distinction that operates within traditional leftist politics and manifestos (1). 

According to Cuevas-Hewitt, Marx’s conceptualization of history consists of linear, 

compartmentalized stages, moving towards a certain end. In order to challenge this 

consequentialist ideology, Cuevas-Hewitt conceptualizes what he terms “the perpetual present” 

as “a threshold between that which is ceasing to be and that which is coming into being; at once 

the repository of memories and the front of potentialities” (2). It is the work of the “futurologist 

of the present,” he continues, to find emergent values, desires, or horizons beyond capitalism, the 

state, and the traditional left (3). Rather than being descriptive or prescriptive, writes Cuevas-

Hewitt, the futurology of the present aims to be “demonstrative” by fostering hope and showing 

alternatives (3).  

Agamben and Cuevas-Hewitt’s critique also concerns Marx’s revolutionary temporality. 

Although the struggle of the workers and their demand partly shape the constitution of capitalist 

time, Marx’s analysis of revolution in Capital: A Critique of Political Economy (1981) occludes 

workers’ active struggles and presents revolutionary temporality as the natural unfolding of a 

progressive history. In Marx’s analysis, capitalist time is constituted through quantitative time, 

which is necessary for productive processes that strive for maximum efficiency and productivity. 

Marx writes that “once it is fully developed” capitalism “breaks down all resistance” and 
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dominates the worker (899, emphasis in original). He situates the time of revolution within an a-

priori developmental stage, in which the capitalist mode of production undergoes a major 

transformation. Revolution is less about the struggles of workers that create an alternative 

temporality than the “[c]entralization of the means of production and their socialization of labor” 

that “reach a point” where they become incompatible with the capitalist mode of production 

(438).54 The a-priori temporality of change in Marx’s analysis is based on a promise of linear 

progress that hardly leaves room for creative potential in the lived experience of people.  

The ongoing Rojava revolution disrupts the idea that considers revolution a “modern 

fantasy of a final event of totalizing change,” in Richard Day’s words (9). This implies a shift 

from a Marxist-Leninist conceptualization of revolution as the final event towards a prefigurative 

politics of direct action and organization in the present. This amounts to a prefigurative politics 

of hope. Democratic confederalism’s mobilization of hope for an equal, horizontal, and free 

society fuses memory with anticipation through reclaiming commonality in the present. Hope is 

not projected onto a future set of events that will unfold once a state is fully formed. Neither is it 

based on an abstract utopia, in which the desired changes are the result of an inevitable series of 

events. In Rojava, a new culture emerges that practices and organizes hope in the present, day 

after day.  

Democratic confederalism’s mobilization of hope amount to a reclamation of power, but 

this reclamation cannot be thought apart from a temporal reorientation that necessitates an 

embodied practice of organization in the present. As Agamben writes, “every culture is first and 

foremost a particular experience of time, and no new culture is possible without an alteration of 

                                                
54 In Marx’s analysis, the capitalistic mode of production requires accumulating capital at an ever-increasing speed 
that valorizes quantity over quality of work, which creates “commodity fetishism” through stripping objects of their 
social, material and historical processes and subordinating workers to labor-time (165). Marx explains how this form 
of fetishism is inherent in capitalism that subordinates everyone to the “external and coercive laws” that seem 
natural and timeless (739). 
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this experience” (91). In the next section, I want to demonstrate that this temporal reorientation 

and the new culture of Rojava can further be comprehended in relation to habits. Rather than 

being mere repetitions, habits incorporate notions of change, difference, and creativity. The 

creative and dynamic aspect of habit can shed new light on a temporal reorientation that is 

necessary to learn hope and organize social change.  

 

Habits of Hope 

 

In Syria, the internal war has left a vacuum that created an opportunity for Rojavans to organize 

a new society. In this section, I want to show that organizing this new society is rooted in habits 

that sustain a prefigurative politics. As the etymology of the word reveals, habit entails more 

than routine repetitions. The word “habit” comes from the Latin word habitus, a derivative of 

habere, which means “to have” or “to consist of” (“Habit”). The archaic use of the word implied 

a person’s outward appearance and attire. In contemporary usage, other than the common sense 

meaning of regular, addictive, or automatic practice, one other meaning denotes the shape and 

mode of growth of a plant or a mineral, which has no apparent link to repetition (“Habit”). These 

different meanings, one about routine, the other about growth, mark the distinctive attitudes 

towards habit in philosophical tradition. 

In her preface to Félix Ravaisson’s 1838 doctoral thesis Of Habit (2008), philosopher 

Catherine Malabou writes that negative connotations of habit have predominated philosophical 

discussion. According to Malabou, these negative connotations are indebted to Descartes and 

Kant, for whom “habit is the disease of repetition that threatens the freshness of thought and 

stifles the voice” (vii). For them, habits must be eliminated because they are thoughtless 
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repetitions that impede pure judgments. Habits refer to mechanistic ways of acting, which act on 

our perception and thinking. However, this is only a partial acknowledgement of habit as 

addictive and unhealthy behavior. For that reason, it is important to unpack the negative 

connotations of habit and ponder upon their creative potentials.  

I argue that the Rojava revolution cannot be thought apart from the habits of resistance, 

perseverance, and discipline of Kurdish people for decades, which sustain hope as a collectively 

enacted practice. Its policies of gender equality are directly linked with women’s resistance to a 

patriarchal societal structure in Kurdistan, their active participation in the PKK, and the Saturday 

Mothers’ (Cumartesi Anneleri) weekly meetings for more than 500 weeks, protesting the 

unsolved murders for which the state of Turkey is responsible. Women’s critique of patriarchy 

and their autonomous organization in the PKK enabled Öcalan to connect women’s oppression 

with nation-state. That is why social ecologist Janet Biehl, who for many years co-wrote and co-

published with Bookchin, whose ideas inspired Öcalan, describes the Rojava revolution as a 

women’s revolution, writing, “[w]omen are to this revolution what the proletariat was to 

Marxist-Leninist revolutions” (120-1). Hence, referring to the Rojava revolution as a women’s 

revolution is perhaps more appropriate than calling it a Kurdish revolution, because women 

continuously challenge habitual way of thinking about their position in the society. 

These examples show that routine behaviors can cause creative responses, which can 

better be comprehended by turning to Ravaisson, whose work captures both the routine and 

creative forces of habit. He contends that, once habit is acquired, it “is a general and permanent 

way of being,” which he describes, following Aristotle, as second nature (25). However, for 

Ravaisson, habit is not merely a residue of mechanistic repetition but also a resource. He writes 

that “habit remains for a change which either is no longer or is not yet; it remains for a possible 
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change. This is its defining characteristic” (25). In other words, habit is an effect of change but 

can also cause change, which constitutes the “double law” of habit (49). According to Ravaisson, 

with repetition movement becomes easier and swifter and can therefore lead to a change that 

cannot be anticipated in advance. To put it differently, whereas the repetition of change 

diminishes receptivity, it increases spontaneity by making action more assured (31). The “not 

yet” dimension of this spontaneity reverberates with a Blochian hope as a not-yet that remains a 

possibility with an unrealized materiality. Habits are not just fixed ways of thinking or acting but 

can be spontaneous and creative as well.  

The Rojava revolution shows us that as a way of having or being, habits require 

interacting intelligently with the environment and the inhabitation of the world. For instance, the 

democratic confederation’s ecological sustainability is linked to the mountainous geography of 

Kurdistan, which is home to many freedom fighters. The mountains provided a liberated area, in 

which an alternative society could be put into practice. In the mountains, breaking old habits and 

forming new ones were crucial in order to survive against the airstrikes by Turkey such as 

carrying light weaponry and learning to survive with minimum possessions in order to move 

swiftly. The interaction with the environment and past experience help Rojavans create new 

habits as well. For instance, David Graeber mentions that “everyone had to take courses in non-

violent conflict resolution and feminist theory before they were allowed to touch a gun” (Öğünç). 

As John Dewey writes in Human Nature and Conduct (1922), habits operate as “ways of using 

and incorporating the environment,” in which the environment “has its say as surely as the 

[human body]” (18).55  

                                                
55 It is not only collective habits but also individual habits that are always embedded in social situations. For 
instance, honesty, courage, and responsibility are not mere individual characteristics, but they are, in Dewey’s words 
“working adaptations of personal capacities with environing forces” (19). According to Dewey, virtues and vices are 
habits resulting from the interactions of individuals with their social environment.  
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Moreover, the political model of stateless democracy is rooted in the habits of Kurdish 

people for resisting against the state of Syria that denied them citizenship rights for decades. 

Today’s Syria was formed as a French Colonial Mandate after the collapse of the Ottoman 

Empire. After gaining its independence in 1945, the Syrian government labeled Kurds, which 

comprised 15% of the population, “internal enemies,” because the colonial army of the French 

Mandate was filled with Kurds (A Small Key 9). In “The Kurds in Syria: Caught between the 

Struggle for Civil Equality and the Search for National Identity” (2014), Eyal Zisser writes that 

with the effect of racist Arabization policies that were implemented in the 1960s and 1970s by 

the Baath regime, over time, more than hundreds of thousands of Kurds were stripped of their 

Syrian citizenship, and deprived of property ownership and speaking their mother tongue in 

public (200).  

The Kurds were officially labeled as foreigners in their homeland, and the Syrian 

government denied them basic human rights and subsidies that were given to other citizens. 

Moreover, the creation of the so-called Arab belt, which created two Arab villages between 

every Kurdish village, attempted to break the continuity of the Kurdish regions (200-3). 

Thousands of Kurds were displaced and their lands were given to Arab settlers and farmers. 

Kurdish traditions were banned and Kurdish activists and political advocates were imprisoned or 

executed, similarly to the pan-Turkish and pan-Persian strategies of Turkey and Iran. 

With the outbreak of the war in 2011, the Syrian government granted citizenship to 

around 200.000 stateless Kurds so as to “neutralize potential Kurdish opposition” (A Small Key 

24). Assad’s move can be interpreted as a strategic gesture meant to appease the Kurdish 

population, who had already revolted against the undemocratic practices of the government for 

decades. For that reason Rojavans were accused of collaborating with the Assad regime. Assad’s 
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strategic move did however not prevent the Rojavans’ declaration of autonomy, who had 

experienced the oppressive state power for decades. Routine experience of top-down state power 

lead Kurdish people to develop an alternative form of organization that diffuses power from 

bottom-up. 

The Rojava revolution therefore shows us that habits are practical actions that can be 

learned or unlearned collectively, which sustain a politics of hope amidst difficult conditions. In 

Habits of Hope: A Pragmatic Theory (2001), Patrick Shade explores the practical and collective 

dynamics of habits and writes that what makes a community is concrete habits, which he links to 

hope (22). He develops what he terms a “sensible” or “practical” understanding of hope that is 

realizable (6). According to Shade, hope is comprised of three interrelated dimensions: particular 

hopes, habits of hope, and hopefulness. Particular hopes are hopes that can be realizable and are 

desired in a particular context. They are based on human responsibility and the interaction with 

the environment. The practice of hope is sustained through habits that are shaped through 

“previous interactions with the environment” (10). It is through habits that hope can be grounded 

in reality and differs from fantasy. The interactive dynamic at play between hope and habits can 

lead to developing “hope into the habit of hopefulness,” which is “productive of a disposition to 

act in a hopeful way” as a structuring orientation towards possibilities (10).  

The habit of hope as a disposition can be explained with Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, 

which also helps me link habit with prefiguration. In The Logic of Practice (1990), Bourdieu 

writes that habitus incorporates:  

 

systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 

function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and 
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organize practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their 

outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery 

of the operation necessary in order to attain them. (53) 

 

Habitus operates as a mediating term between structuralism and rationalism, which posits human 

interaction in relation to “durable, transposable dispositions,” that is to say, tendencies shaped by 

past experience, which change the course of present practices (53). Structured structures refer to 

internalized, ingrained abilities, constraints or opportunities that are acquired through the 

subject’s social interaction with its environment. Habits are acquired through repetition or 

imitation among others. Habits are also structuring structures insofar as they shape perceptions, 

expectations, and thoughts in the present, and change the course of future relations. Rather than 

determining behavior, habitus is a predisposition that remains active and dynamic. Moreover, by 

not directly and consciously aiming at specific ends, habits become ends in themselves for 

Bourdieu.  

If we consider habit as a disposition that generates and organizes practices, as Bourdieu 

argues, habits can provide practical resources for hope. Similar to the way in which prefiguration 

removes the temporal trajectory between means and ends, habit also requires the unity between 

the real and the ideal, practice and goal. For instance, to turn courage into a habit one needs to 

start acting courageously. However hard it is to learn a new habit or break an old one, the means 

in habit-formation or habit-change become ends in themselves. In this vein, prefiguration can be 

understood in relation to habit, in which means and ends are not separate from each other. To put 

it differently, prefigurative politics is rooted in habits that undermine the distinction between 

means and ends. 
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In An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (1992), co-written with sociologist Loïc 

Wacquant, Bourdieu indicates the creative and generative capacity of habitus “inscribed in the 

system of dispositions as an art” (122). Dewey, too, writes that “habits are arts,” which include 

“skills of sensory and motor organs, cunning or craft, and objective materials” (18). The art of 

habit, he goes on, includes “selecting and weighting of the objects which engage attention and 

which influence the fulfilment of desires” (22). In conjunction with Dinerstein’s “art” of 

organizing hope, as a resistant force that “anticipate[s] alternative social relations,” we can say 

that habits can be dynamic, creative, and spontaneous mediations with the environment that can 

be organized collectively (224).  

To conclude, in this chapter I aimed to demonstrate that in Rojava learning hope requires 

a critique of a linear conceptualization of time, cultivating habits that sustain hope, and turning 

hope into an enduring habit. It is important to note that my aim is not to make a universal claim 

about how to learn hope in general. Neither do I aim to extrapolate this discussion to revolution 

in general. The Rojava revolution showed me that practicing hope amidst a difficult situation 

amounts not to an unconditional faith in a higher power but to a cultivated attitude of 

hopefulness, which according to Shade, “functions as an enduring habit which energizes and 

sustains us” (184). In Rojava, hope as an enduring habit helps people persevere amidst situations 

in which hope is not easy to sustain. Unlike reactionary movements, which aim to restore an 

ancien régime or imagine a utopian future, Rojavans’ attempt to establish radical democracy 

entails a processual politics of hope based on collective self-determination in the everyday. 

In Rojava, learning hope requires an active and embodied self-organization in the present 

sustained by habits, which resists the political climate of hopelessness that global capitalist 
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neoliberalism imposes.56 Against this ideological closure that narrows down spaces of hope and 

aims to habituate us to inhabit the world in determined ways, the Rojava revolution teaches us 

that learning hope entails struggling against the centralization of power through linking hope to 

prefiguration and concrete habits. Prefiguration as a form of direct action removes the distinction 

between means and ends, and critiques a linear conceptualization of time. Rojava’s politics of 

hope is grounded in seeing means and ends as ultimately the same. This temporal reconfiguration 

becomes necessary in order to learn hope as an active, embodied practice in the present and to 

differentiate it from mere wishful thinking. Additionally, habits as creative forces play a key role 

in fostering and maintaining political practices of hope in Rojava. 

In my analysis of hope amidst despair, suicide, the Holocaust, and war, I have tried to 

demonstrate that hope cannot be solely grounded in believing that the future will be better than 

today. In Rojava, unlike optimism, hopefulness is not a guarantee of things working out for us, 

but is fueled with risks. Rather than saying “things will get better,” this hopeful attitude defends 

a position, which says “goodness may win the day if we act on behalf of its cause” in Shade’s 

words (140, emphasis in original). In this respect, cultivating habits of hope can strengthen hope 

as an enduring force that is vulnerable and rejects complacency, as I discussed in the previous 

chapters. Such hope differs from a passive waiting or a certainty about future set of events. It is 

grounded in collective human action in the present that is shaped through past experiences. 

In Rojava, learning hope amounts to a rejection of the commodification and 

marketization of hope through anticipating and working on possibilities that can be realized. 

Hopefulness becomes a habit of remaining open to the inconclusiveness of the world, to 
                                                
56 As Graeber writes in “Hope in Common” (2011), within the last thirty years “a vast bureaucratic apparatus for the 
creation and maintenance of hopelessness” keeps operating in order to “destroy any sense of possible alternative 
futures” (32-3). Graeber writes that armies, police, media, and various other propaganda measures create an 
atmosphere of hopelessness, fear and despair in which any thought of a different world is rendered as fantasy. This 
is the ideology behind Margaret Thatcher's infamous slogan “There is No Alternative,” which, in Bourdieu’s words, 
“wants us to believe the world cannot be any different from the way it is” (“Reasoned Utopia” 128). 
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possibilities that are not yet realized but that are realizable. As hope is prone to disappointment 

when particular hopes are failed, the habits of hope as “vital abilities” enable people and 

communities to remain hopeful (Shade, 20). This hopeful attitude blurs the boundary between 

negative and positive affects. It carries memories of rage, anger, and despair, together with 

perseverance, risk taking, courage, and patience.  

Finally, in Rojava learning hope amounts to a capacity that fosters “growth and creative 

transformation,” in Shade’s words (134). Growth is a process of learning that organizes hope in 

an attempt to realize alternative worlds in the present. Against a political atmosphere of 

hopelessness, the politics of hope in Rojava is grounded in growing together, which, in Bloch’s 

words, “requires people who throw themselves actively into what is becoming, to which they 

themselves belong” (1). The Rojava revolution shows us that growing together entails probing 

boundaries through practicing hope. 
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Epilogue 
 

Writing a thesis on hope was a process of learning to affect and to be affected by hope in a new 

way (Spinoza 143). Here, I do not simply mean a personal feeling that I have experienced during 

my research, although that was certainly an important part of it. My attempt to reconceptualize 

hope as an affective orientation in time that can be collectively practiced in the present 

challenges the way in which hope is currently privatized as no more than a personal feeling.  

My interest in examining hope as a collective practice can be traced back to my 

reluctance to explore it solely through applying quantitative methods. Studying psychology as an 

undergraduate left me dissatisfied as it failed to address hope in its intricate social, cultural, 

economic, and political contexts. In psychology, researchers claim to be able to measure a 

person’s level of hope by relying on a fixed definition as well as universal assessment scales; a 

subject’s response to standardized questions determines whether one has low, medium, or high 

levels of hope.57  

Such questionnaires still dominate quantitative research on the topic, which medicalize 

and therapeutize hope in an individualistic manner. I contend that these questionnaires not only 

                                                
57 See Snyder et al. (1991), who developed the Adult Dispositional Hope Scale (ADHS) to measure hope in adults 
older than 15 years. The respondents use a 8 point scale (1=definitely false, 8=definitely true) to respond the 
following twelve items: 
1. I can think of many ways to get out of a jam. 
2. I energetically pursue my goals. 
3. I feel tired most of the time. 
4. There are lots of ways around any problem. 
5. I am easily downed in an argument. 
6. I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are important to me. 
7. I worry about my health. 
8. Even when others get discouraged, I know I can find a way to solve the problem. 
9. My past experiences have prepared me well for my future. 
10. I’ve been pretty successful in life. 
11. I usually find myself worrying about something. 
12. I meet the goals that I set for myself. 
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fall short of differentiating hope from optimism, confidence, or one’s level of satisfaction in life, 

but also of exploring the relationship between hope and its differential allocation across axes of 

class, race, nationality, ability, gender, sexuality, and so on. The critique that I developed in this 

thesis is directed against the standardization of hope as no more than an individual feeling or 

emotion. Instead, I aimed at reorienting hope as a dynamic affect that is embedded in its cultural, 

social, and political settings and that can be collectively practiced and learned. 

 During the time of working on this dissertation, there were a number of political 

movements and protests, in which hope appeared to be a mobilizing force for collective action. 

Among those were the waves of protests in many of the countries in North Africa and the Middle 

East, known as the “Arab Spring,” the international Occupy movement, anti-austerity 

movements in Europe, the Gezi Park protests in Turkey, and the student protests against budget 

cuts and top-down decision-making at the University of Amsterdam. Although all of these 

movements are yet to be fully evaluated in their particular historical, cultural, economic, and 

social contexts, and moreover in terms of the various tactics and strategies they employed, what 

unites them is their rejection of present reality, the imagination of alternative ways of living, and 

the hope to change society.58  

For me, the Gezi Park protests provided a profound source of inspiration for my writing 

and my relation to hope. Let me make clear that it is beyond the scope of this epilogue to do 

justice to the historical specificity of the uprising and the developments that lead to it.59 Suffice it 

to remind you that the protests started after the violent eviction of a peaceful sit-in against the 
                                                
58 There are also a number of similarities in these various social movements such as encampment, occupation of 
parks, squares and buildings, building public libraries in the streets, forming of general assemblies, decision making 
based on consensus, community kitchens, mobilization through social media, recomposition of public spaces and 
reclaiming the commons and so forth. 
59 There were a number of legislations of the government that caused distress in the population before the Gezi Park 
protests. Among others were the increasing neoliberal authoritarianism of the conservative AKP (Justice and 
Development Party) government, the ban against alcohol sales at night, the Internet censorship, government policies 
against Syria, the demolition of the Emek Cinema, and the police brutality against peaceful demonstrations. 
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conservative and neoliberal AKP (Justice and Development Party) government’s plan to replace 

Gezi Park with an Ottoman-style janissary barrack that would house a shopping mall. The 

disproportionate police violence against peaceful demonstrators spurred outrage in almost every 

city in Turkey, which resulted in heavy clashes between police and protesters for a couple of 

weeks. 

As the protests were crushed by state violence, which caused eleven deaths and thousands 

of injuries, they sowed the seed for enacting a form of direct and participatory democracy. One 

of the consequences of the protests was the forming of neighborhood assemblies in public parks, 

where people experimented with direct democracy based on horizontality and consensus-based 

decision-making. Against the top-down decision of the government, people reclaimed public 

parks and turned them into spaces of political dialogue. During the summer following the 

protests, people hosted general assemblies, public talks, and cultural events in neighborhood 

parks all around the country. Everyone was allowed to express their views on the topics of the 

day, which were decided collectively a day in advance.  

I remember the first time I joined a general assembly in my hometown Istanbul, in June 

2013. While sitting on the grass, sharing food and drinks, and listening to the public debate, I had 

a strong impression that I can only describe as: “things could have been very different.” This was 

not just a melancholic feeling directed towards the past. The thought simultaneously entailed a 

turning backward and forward in time. “Things could have been very different” was inseparable 

from “things can be very different now.” This feeling amounts to a form of hope that brings 

together memory and anticipation. It involves the memories of the people who were murdered by 

the police, the history of the commodification and privatization of public spaces in the city, while 

it also anticipates and prefigures possibilities that can change the present. 
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During that summer, many of the parks in the country became reservoirs of political 

feelings. Some people were angry at the media silence and at times felt shocked and desperate 

due to the escalating police violence. But despite the brutal state violence, turning the contested 

park into a space for experimenting with radical democracy made it into a site of joy. Finding 

practical solutions to the risk and fear of getting injured, even murdered, by the police was a 

major topic of discussion as well. The parks so became sites for people to affect and be affected 

by various feelings and emotions, which were not only individual attributes but also collective 

and historical practices, interacting with one another and with other people. In this respect, 

reclaiming those public spaces was also about reclaiming feelings in public and about 

publicizing them. 

As Stefan Skrimshire writes in Politics of Fear, Practices of Hope (2008), neoliberalism 

involves delimiting certain ways of feeling in public. He argues that neoliberalism is an obstacle 

against “human cultures’ expressions of hope” (12), which he links to “the depoliticization of 

public life” within a dominant “economy of fear” (30). In global neoliberalism, the affective 

force of “the politics of fear” becomes a routine, everyday tool for control and coercion, which 

creates a “self-perpetuated society of control” (30-1). According to Skrimshire, in neoliberal 

societies, the prevalence of fear is coupled with security paradigms, which replace public spaces 

of hope and interaction with spaces of consumption (160). The neoliberal manipulation of fear, 

the shrinking of public spaces, and the invisible hands of global capitalism all create a sense of 

alienation, powerlessness, and cynicism that lead to political hopelessness and inaction. 

Skrimshire advances a regenerative hope that resists the ideological closure of an economy of 

fear through “repoliticiz[ing] public spaces and public imagination” (160).  
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The cooptation of hope under neoliberal capitalism that dictates that “there is no 

alternative,” as well as the increasing precarization, monetization, and securitization of every 

aspect of social life, requires not only reclaiming public spaces but also attending to the ways we 

continue to affect and are affected by hope. The politics of hope that I explore and defend in this 

dissertation amounts to acting in the present in an attempt to nourish and cultivate affects 

collectively. This alludes to a process of confrontation, negotiation, and dialogue, through which 

we can repoliticize hope as a way of living and inhabiting the world. In this long process, in 

order not to get lost in political apathy, we need to acknowledge that “this is just a beginning” 

and that we need to “continue to struggle,” as one of the most-frequently chanted slogans during 

the Gezi Park protests tells us. 
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Reclaiming Hope: Affect, Temporality, Politics 

Summary 

 

The critical task I take up in this research is to reconceptualize hope as an affective 

orientation in time, which requires remaining open to the risks that the unknowability of the 

future entails. I consider this opening a political contestation that is necessary to critique the 

current instrumentalization of hope as exclusively forward-looking, individualizing, and 

depoliticizing. Drawing on selected sources from queer theory, disability studies, affect 

theory, art, the critique of neoliberalism, and philosophy, each chapter of my dissertation 

engages diverging contemporary objects, including an online suicide prevention campaign, a 

Google commercial, self-help books, works of art, and political practices, in the hope of 

understanding hope anew. Following an interdisciplinary methodology, this research 

attempts to restore hope as a critical resource that has the potential to contribute to theories 

of time, affect, and knowledge production. 

My research attempts to demonstrate that in order to better understand hope, we need 

to situate it in a process of becoming, which amounts to living with uncertainty, 

disappointment, vulnerability, and injury, but also with joy, surprise, and the other 

possibilities that hope can bring to us. Conceptualizing hope as an affective orientation in 

time that is produced through a process of uncertainty requires the critical reflection of its 

temporal and affective openness. Because hope entails uncertainty, a critical analysis of hope 

requires following it in process, the consequences of which cannot be mapped in advance. 

The main argument of this dissertation is developed through four chapters. My 

trajectory moves from a critique of privatizing forms of hope that serve the logic of the 
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neoliberal capitalist economy, towards an affirmative aesthetics and politics of collectivity. 

With the acknowledgement that the economic and political cooptation of hope is currently 

all-pervasive, this dissertation attempts to revitalize practices of hope that may be 

provocative and potentially revolutionary. 

The first chapter centers on two videos as the main objects of analysis. The first is the 

video by Dan Savage and Terry Miller that started the It Gets Better Project (IGB), an 

Internet-based video campaign initiated in the US to provide hope for LGBT youth after 

several teenagers across the US committed suicide. The second video I focus on in this 

chapter is a commercial by Google, which used the IGB to promote its browser, Chrome. I 

look at the ways in which these videos implicitly define hope and track how they mobilize, 

transmutate, and manipulate it. 

Chapter 2 investigates three self-help books that purport to innervate hope in 

depressed or suicidal LGBT youth. I focus on The Velvet Rage: Overcoming the Pain of 

Growing up in a Straight Man’s World (2005) and It Gets Better: Overcoming Bullying, and 

Creating a Life Worth Living (2012) to criticize individualized accounts of hope as well as 

the enforced elimination of negative affects in favor of success and normalcy. Hello, Cruel 

World: 101 Alternatives to Suicide for Teens, Freaks, and Other Outlaws (2006) helps me 

discuss hope in its critical relation to vulnerability. This discussion opens up towards a 

theory of the interconnected and relational aspects of hope. 

Moving away from this context, in the third chapter I look at visual artworks that 

enable me to reorient hope both affectively and temporally. I start my discussion with a 

contemporary video composed by the philosopher Alain de Botton, who comments on the 

relationship between art and hope, and who connects hope with “pretty” images. He offers 
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Claude Monet’s Water Lilies (1899) as the prime example of an artwork that is able to offer 

hope to its viewers. I discuss the ramifications of coupling hope with specific artworks that 

are taken for granted as invoking hope in their viewers. I subsequently discuss Monet’s 

painting in relation to another painting from the nineteenth century, one of the most well-

known allegorical representations of hope in art history, Hope (1886) by George Frederic 

Watts. In analyzing Hope, I trace a form of hope that is grounded in uncertainty. My last 

object of analysis in this chapter is Berek (Game of Tag, 1999), a short video by the visual 

artist and filmmaker Artur Żmijewski. The video shows a number of naked people playing a 

game of tag in a former Nazi gas chamber. This work helps me to propose a form of hope 

that is uncompromisingly political, and simultaneously grounded in memory and collective 

action in the present. 

In the fourth and last chapter, I explore the ways in which hope can be learned by 

focusing on concrete political practice. My object of analysis here is the struggle of Rojavans 

for a stateless democracy in Northern Syria. Rojava is the name of a confederation of three 

non-contiguous enclaves or cantons, which declared its de facto autonomy in early 2014, 

after the Syrian government withdrew from the region in 2012. Rojava implements a 

political project called “democratic confederalism,” also known as “stateless democracy,” 

which is based on the ideas of imprisoned PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) leader Abdullah 

Öcalan.  

In a time of global economic crises, insurgent social movements, and increasing 

precariousness, the reconsideration of hope can contribute crucial insights into theory, 

criticism, and practice. Because the circulation, deployment, and performance of hope cannot 

be thought outside of the intricacies, articulations, and reconfigurations of power, I conclude 
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that a critical analysis of hope can open up space for new directions in cultural analysis and 

practice. 
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Hervonden Hoop: Affect, Temporaliteit, Politiek 

Samenvatting 

 

In dit proefschrift bied ik een hernieuwd begrip van hoop door die te benaderen als een 

affectieve oriëntatie in de tijd. Middels deze herziening wil ik benadrukken hoe belangrijk 

het is om bewust te blijven van de inherente risico’s die een onkenbare toekomst altijd met 

zich meebrengt. Ik beschouw dit bewustzijn ook als een vorm van ontvankelijkheid en als 

een belangrijke kritiek op de hedendaagse instrumentalisering van hoop als toekomstgericht, 

individualistisch en niet-politiek. In vier hoofdstukken benader ik een aantal uiteenlopende 

objecten, waaronder een online zelfmoordpreventie-campagne, een reclamespot van Google, 

zelfhulpliteratuur, kunst en politieke praktijken, en maak ik gebruik van begrippen uit queer 

theory, disability studies, affect theory, kritische visies op neoliberalisme, en filosofie. 

Gezien de interdisciplinaire aard van dit onderzoek probeer ik hoop ook te herbeschouwen 

als een belangrijke inspiratiebron voor nieuwe inzichten over tijd, affect, en kennisproductie. 

 Hoop is altijd in wording.  Ze impliceert daarom mogelijk onzekerheid, teleurstelling, 

kwetsbaarheid en pijn, maar ook geluk, verrassing, en andere positieve emoties. Om hoop te 

kunnen benaderen als een onzekere affectieve oriëntatie in de tijd is een kritische reflectie op 

deze temporele en affectieve onbepaaldheid noodzakelijk. Aangezien hoop altijd onzeker is 

en de consequenties ervan dus nooit van tevoren in kaart gebracht kunnen worden, zal elke 

kritische reflectie zelf ook onderdeel moeten uitmaken van een proces van hoop in plaats van 

zichzelf daar buiten te plaatsen. 

 Ik presenteer mijn argument in vier opvolgende hoofdstukken. Ik begin met een 

kritiek op de geprivatiseerde vorm van hoop die dominant is in de hedendaagse neoliberale 
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kapitalistische economie en concludeer met een alternatieve visie op hoop als een potentieel 

aspect van collectieve esthetiek en politiek. Het proefschrift is hiermee een poging om hoop 

te revitaliseren als een provocatieve en zelfs revolutionaire praktijk. 

 In het eerste hoofdstuk bestudeer ik twee video’s. De eerste is een productie van Dan 

Savage en Terry Miller, die met hun online It Gets Better Project (IGB) hoop proberen te 

bieden aan suïcidale LHBT-jongeren, dit nadat verschillende Amerikaanse tieners zelfmoord 

hadden gepleegd wegens pesterijen vanwege hun seksuele geaardheid. De tweede video 

betreft een reclamecampagne van Google, die het IGB gebruikte om hun Chrome browser te 

promoten. Ik analyseer hoe beide video’s hoop impliciet definiëren, mobiliseren, ombuigen 

en manipuleren. 

 In hoofdstuk twee bespreek ik drie zelfhulpboeken die hoopvolle adviezen geven aan 

depressieve of suïcidale LHBT-jongeren. Ik focus op The Velvet Rage: Overcoming the Pain 

of Growing up in a Straight Man’s World (2005) en It Gets Better: Overcoming Bullying, 

and Creating a Life Worth Living (2012) om zowel geïndividualiseerde vertogen over hoop 

te bekritiseren als de manieren waarop ze negatieve affecten inruilen voor succes en 

normaliteit. Het derde boek, Hello, Cruel World: 101 Alternatives to Suicide for Teens, 

Freaks, and Other Outlaws (2006), helpt mij om hoop te benaderen in zijn nauwe 

verwantschap met kwetsbaarheid. Dit perspectief maakt het mogelijk om hoop te 

conceptualiseren in haar interconnectiviteit of relationaliteit. 

 In het derde hoofdstuk bespreek ik visuele kunstwerken die het mogelijk maken om 

hoop als een affectief en temporeel fenomeen te beschouwen. De discussie begint met een 

film van de filosoof Alain de Botton, die hoop verbindt met “plezierige” beelden. Claude 

Monets Waterlelies (1899) is het sprekende voorbeeld van een kunstwerk dat zijn publiek 
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hoop zou geven. Ik vergelijk vervolgens Monets schilderij met George Frederic Watts’ 

beroemde allegorie Hoop (1886) om toe te lichten dat hoop beter begrepen kan worden als 

een fundamenteel onzeker of onbepaald affect. De derde analyse in dit hoofdstuk betreft een 

video van filmmaker Artur Żmijewski, Berek (Game of Tag, 1999), waarin een groep naakte 

mensen tikkertje speelt in een voormalige gaskamer van de Nazis. Ik laat zien dat uit Berek 

een politieke vorm van hoop spreekt, die zowel in herinneringen gegrondvest is als in 

collectieve acties in het heden. 

 In het vierde en laatste hoofdstuk verken ik de manieren waarop hoop aangeleerd en 

gecultiveerd kan worden, met als hoofdcasus een specifiek politiek project: Rojavas strijd 

voor een stateloze democratie in Noord-Syrië. Rojava is de naam van een confederatie van 

drie uiteenliggende conclaves, die in 2014 de facto hun autonomie aankondigden nadat de 

Syrische overheid zich in 2012 uit de regio had teruggetrokken. Rojava ontwikkelt een 

politiek project genaamd democratisch confederalisme, ook bekend als stateloze democratie, 

gebaseerd op het werk van Abdullah Öcalan, de gevangengenomen leider van de Koerdische 

Arbeiderspartij. 

 In tijden van globale economische crisis, toegenomen opstandigheid van sociale 

bewegingen en groeiende onzekerheid, kan hoop cruciale praktische, theoretische en 

kritische inzichten bieden. Aangezien de circulatie en toepassing van hoop niet buiten de 

algemene teneur van macht kan worden begrepen, concludeer ik dat een kritische analyse 

van hoop ruimte kan maken voor nieuwe richtingen binnen de theorie en praktijk van 

culturele analyse.   

 

 

 


