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The Interdependence of Hope and Fear  

Susan James 

 

In his most philosophically ambitious mood Spinoza is not an advocate of 

hope.  As we develop our rational understanding, he argues, the transient 

satisfaction we derive from hoping gives way to the steady joy of 

concentrating on what we understand.  ‘The more we strive to live 

according to the guidance of reason’, the Ethics explains, ‘the more we strive 

to depend less on hope, to free ourselves from fear, to conquer fortune as 

much as we can, and to direct our actions by the certain counsels of reason’ 

(EIVP47s).  A community of perfect philosophers would therefore have no 

use for hope.  But as Moira Gatens reminds us in her introduction to this 

symposium, Spinoza is well aware that we are not perfect philosophers. 

Since losing hope is one of the most painful things that can happen to us 

(Crichton 2020, 160), we need to ask how we ordinary human beings can 

live hopefully without succumbing to disappointment or despair. 

For Spinoza, this is both a philosophical and, as Martin Saar points 

out, a political problem. As well as pointing to the remote possibility of 

transcending hope, philosophy indicates in both theoretical and practical 

terms how we can use hope to cultivate joyful and empowering ways of life. 

However, the difficulty of doing so is made especially complicated by the 

fact that hope is always accompanied by fear, and the satisfaction of hoping 

is always to some degree offset by anxiety.  Hope, in Spinoza’s view, is 

tainted by sadness. If we are to live joyfully we must therefore disjoin it 

from fear.  In his recent book, Justin Steinberg calls this the Inseparable 

Counterparts challenge, and my discussion of the problem implicitly draws 

on his account (Steinberg, 2018, 83-94).  
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A number of commentators have taken up this interpretation of 

Spinoza’s argument, and it is clear from Aurelia Armstrong’s contribution 

that it illuminates many aspects of his thought.  Nevertheless, I shall argue 

that the interdependence of hope and fear cannot be overcome and must 

instead be accommodated.  By following out the implications of Spinoza’s 

claim that there is no hope without fear, and focusing on the range of ways 

in which these affects can interact, we can distinguish the dysfunctional 

relationships between them that have attracted most attention in the 

literature from the jointly empowering role they are also able to play.  That 

hope and fear are interdependent, I shall suggest, is one of Spinoza’s deepest 

and most hopeful insights, and has an immediate bearing on our own 

political situations.  

Spinoza’s discussion of this theme is rooted in his exceptionally rich 

analysis of the diversity of our affects. In the first place, affects vary with 

their objects. Hoping to have a nice dinner, for example, has a different 

quality from hoping one’s child is still alive, or in Spinoza’s more precise 

formulation, since the hope arising from A involves the nature of object A, 

while the hope arising from B involves the nature of the object B, these two 

affects are by nature different because they arise from different causes 

(EIIIp56 adapted).  At the same time, our affects reflect our individual, 

embodied histories.  The same piece of music may make one person joyful 

and another melancholy, while a thunderstorm may terrify one community 

and inspire hope in another. Although we classify affects into types, they are 

in truth unique (LeBuffe 2009, 189-90; Saar 2015, 120).  More than this, 

however, many of the situations we encounter arouse contrasting affects is 

us, as when admiration is tinged with envy, or love vies with resentment 

(EIIIp7s).  We are torn between different feelings and desires, and 

experience what Spinoza calls fluctuatio animi.   
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In her 1856 translation of the Ethics, George Eliot renders this phrase 

as fluctuation of mind (Eliot, 2020), where the Latin fluctuatio carries 

connotations of being swept by one affect after another as a wave (fluctus) is 

driven by the wind (EIIIp59s).  We fluctuate, for example, when a single 

situation simultaneously arouses contrasting affects and moves us to 

opposing courses of action.  We also fluctuate when one affect is partially 

overlaid by another, as when a generally contemptible politician does 

something worthy of respect, and our approval alternates with disdain. 

Fluctuations such as these are a manifestation of our power to be affected in 

many ways at once (EIIIp17s).  An object arouses more than one affect, and 

neither gives way to the other.  But fluctuations can also constitute new 

affects.  Jealousy [zelotypia], Spinoza claims,  ‘is nothing but a fluctuation of 

mind born of love and hatred together, accompanied by the idea of one who 

is envied’ (EIIIp35s).  To borrow his example, a man who discovers that the 

woman he loves is also seeing someone else may start to hate her without 

ceasing to love her (EIIIp35).  Out of his emotional conflict jealousy is 

born.   

Spinoza’s most telling analysis of fluctuatio focuses, however, on the 

relationship between hope and fear. While these passions always occur 

together, they do not constitute a new affect. Nevertheless, each is 

implicated in the other, so that there is ‘neither hope without fear nor fear 

without hope’ (EIII Dftn. of Affects XIII).  What ties the two together is 

the fact that each is a response to doubt or uncertainty.  According to 

Spinoza’s symmetrical definitions, ‘hope is an inconstant joy born of the 

idea of a future or past thing whose outcome we to some extent doubt’, 

while ‘fear is an inconstant sadness born of the idea of a future or past thing 

whose outcome we to some extent doubt’ (EIII. Dftn of the Affects XII, 

XIII). When we confront uncertainty, fear of a disempowering state of 

affairs is always offset by at least a corner of hope, and hope of 
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empowerment is always intertwined with anxiety. To put it another way, 

whenever we are in doubt about a potentially joyful or saddening outcome, 

we fluctuate between hope and fear. Indeed, as Spinoza explains, doubt and 

this species of fluctuation are really the same thing (EIIIp17s). 

Because so much of our affective life revolves around our desires for 

uncertain ends, fluctuating hopes and fears are bound to be integral to our 

existence and will remain so as long as we fall short of perfect 

understanding. Learning to live as well as we can is therefore a matter of 

learning to manage the relationship between hope and fear so that it 

contributes as far as possible to a satisfying way of life.  At this point, 

Spinoza suggests, everything depends on how our hopes and fears fluctuate - 

on the balance between the two affects, and on the pattern of their 

alternation.  In general terms, we are most disempowered when the balance 

tips towards fear.  As Spinoza remarks more than once, when governments 

attempt to rule by fear rather than hope, their efforts to exert control over 

their subjects tend to generate anxiety and resentment, and threaten the 

peacefulness of the state (TTP V.28; TP V.6). But this already dangerous 

condition can be rendered even more disempowering by the pattern of 

fluctuation between people’s hopes and fears. At the extreme, people 

dominated by fear may suffer from the abrupt and irresolvable alternation 

of affects that Spinoza calls consternation (consternatio) – ‘a fear which keeps 

a man so senseless or vacillating’ that he is reduced, as Moira Gatens puts it, 

to feeble dithering and is unable to act (EIII Dftn of Affects XLII). (Here 

Curley’s translation of fluctuatio as vacillation seems wholly appropriate 

(Curley, 1985).)  However, Spinoza’s most detailed examination of the 

disempowering effects of longer patterns of fluctuation focuses on 

superstition, a fragile and ultimately unsuccessful strategy for diminishing 

fear by tipping the balance of affect towards hope.  



	 5	

Superstition, as Spinoza conceives of it, is the attempt to suppress 

anxiety by fantasising the existence of powers capable of protecting one 

against the dangers one is are afraid of, and ritually placating them. When 

supplicants try to win the favour of the gods by offering sacrifices, for 

instance, or when witches take themselves to be doing the devil’s work in 

order to turn away evil, they resort to superstition to quieten their 

apprehensiveness and bolster their confidence. Commenting on this 

strategy, Spinoza remarks that the people most thoroughly enslaved to 

superstition are those who invest great hope in uncertain goals, and suffer a 

correspondingly intense fear of not attaining them.  As their anxiety gains 

hold, they turn to superstitious practices to tip the balance of their affects 

towards hope, and ‘appeal to divine aid with prayers and unmanly tears’ 

(TTP, Pref. 4).  By reassuring themselves that God will protect them, they 

suppress their doubts and restore a more positive outlook.   

To the extent that superstition diminishes fear, it can be empowering; 

but Spinoza is adamant that the hopefulness it yields is vitiated by a longer, 

destructive pattern of fluctuating affect. Because the powers to which 

superstition appeals are the fruit of fantasy, the hope that people invest in 

them is likely to be disappointed, and the fear that superstition was meant to 

allay is liable to return (TTP Pref. VII-VIII). Usually, then, superstition can 

only provide short-lived periods of hopefulness in an outlook inherently 

susceptible to anxiety, and cannot definitively suppress a painful pattern of 

fluctuating affect (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999, 30-33).  This pattern also has 

further damaging consequences.  Dispirited by relentless alternations of 

hope and fear, some people move in the direction of despair, tipping the 

balance of their affects even more sharply towards disempowerment.  

Others relieve the discomfort of doubt by fixing on some source of hope 

and rigidly suppressing the anxieties associated with it. Although both 

strategies block the fluctuation of hope and fear and to this extent relieve 
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sadness, they do so at a cost.  People who take these ways out disempower 

themselves, in one case by stifling their desire for a more joyful way of life 

and in the other by blunting their sensitivity to risk and doubt 

Although Spinoza’s exploration of superstition focuses on the 

religious culture of his time, the patterns of affect he traces have a political 

dimension. Martin Saar’s reminder that affects are always political is 

illustrated, for example, by the claim that, because superstitious people ‘are 

easily led, under the pretext of religion, now to worship their kings as gods, 

now to curse and loathe them as the common plague of humankind’, 

superstition ‘has been the cause of many uprisings and bloody wars’ (TTP 

Pref. 8). Here Spinoza attributes political conflict to ‘the pretext of religion’; 

but he also suggests that political institutions themselves may generate 

superstitious fluctuations of hope and fear by advocating fantastical 

antidotes to political uncertainty (James, 2006). Contemporary states, for 

example, promise complete security whilst warning of insidious terrorist 

movements.  Governments reassure us we can continue as we are, while our 

own experience tells of environmental Armageddon.  Increasingly, we find 

ourselves vulnerable to the anxiety that arises when the balance of our 

fluctuating affects tips and fear dominates hope. Increasingly, we try to 

relieve the discomfort of fluctuating affects, whether by giving up hope or 

refusing to acknowledge any grounds for fear.   

It is easy enough to find examples of these disempowering strategies 

within our own political communities, and a single parochial case will be 

enough to illustrate the point.  During the recent British struggle over 

whether to leave the European Union, opposing sides defended their 

positions by offering wildly divergent interpretations of the political future 

Britain might hope for and the risks attendant on failing to secure it.  In 

parts of the Brexit-friendly press, an image of an independent, 

homogeneous, internationally respected nation with firm control of its 
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borders was contrasted with a dependent, even enslaved state, in which a 

flood of needy immigrants threatened to destroy long-established ways of 

life.  By contrast, the anti-Brexit media dwelt on an image of an advanced, 

prosperous, culturally rich and politically stabilising Europe.  To abandon it, 

they claimed, would be economically disastrous, culturally retrograde, and 

would put peace at risk.  Bounced between these contradictory and to some 

extent imaginary ideals and dystopias, superstitiously fluctuating hopes and 

fears became the order of the day.  Lack of a stable consensus stretched 

constitutional processes to breaking point, and both individual and 

collective agents suffered increasingly from consternatio.   

As the anxiety provoked by the prolonged fluctuation of hope and 

fear took hold, the two disempowering responses associated with Spinoza’s 

analysis of superstition became increasingly common.  Some voices invested 

ever more rigidly in whatever it was they hoped for and denied associated 

risks.  (Confronted by unfavourable predictions about the economic effects 

of Brexit, for example, it became enough to dismiss them as 

scaremongering.) Meanwhile other agents, individual and collective, 

descended into the spectrum of affects closest to despair. Debilitated by the 

disquieting sense that there was nothing worth hoping for, fear came to 

dominate their lives. 

To protect ourselves against these disempowering responses, Spinoza 

urges us to make hope the dominant partner in the balance of our affects, 

and ensure that the pattern of fluctuation between hope and fear is not itself 

a source of overwhelming anxiety.  At one level, following this path comes 

naturally. As Justin Steinberg points out, the striving that constitutes our 

essence is a striving for empowerment, and we are consequently more 

strongly inclined to empower ourselves by hoping than to disempower 

ourselves by dwelling on our fears.  Although apprehension can get the 

upper hand, we are nevertheless oriented towards hopefulness and strive to 
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live as hopefully as we can (Martin, 2014).  How, though, do we maintain a 

hopeful balance of affects? How do we keep the anxieties that are the 

unavoidable counterpart of hope within bounds, and avoid the destabilising 

patterns of fluctuation manifested in consternation and superstition? 

Spinoza’s most direct response is a straightforward political 

recommendation: it is more empowering, he says, to rule by hope rather 

than fear. This formulaic piece of advice may seem insufficient, but 

underlying it we can discern a way for hope and fear to play a jointly 

empowering role.  

The interconnectedness of hope and fear draws attention to the 

complexity of our affective interpretations of the world. Through the 

fluctuating relationship between these affects we track both opportunity and 

risk, as hope delineates what we take ourselves to be able to achieve, whilst 

anxiety makes the limits of our power present to us. Each affect offsets the 

other, keeping our vulnerability as well as our possibilities in play.  Without 

the counterweight of fear, our disposition to construe the world hopefully – 

to imagine things that increase our power of acting and deny the existence 

of things that diminish it (EIIIp12) - would make us more likely to 

overreach ourselves and ignite the saddening forms of fluctuation we have 

examined.  As it is, our aspiration to empower ourselves comes with a 

potentially fruitful check; the fluctuation of hope with fear serves as a 

reminder of our frailty and moves us to exercise caution (Spinoza’s personal 

motto) as we pursue our desires.  

Learning to attend to the fluctuations of our hopes and fears, and 

cultivating the ability to use them as a means to our individual and collective 

empowerment, is a vital though extremely demanding process (Armstrong, 

2018, 42-4).  In all aspects of our lives, the task of empowering ourselves 

partly depends on our ability to help one another keep our fears in check, 

and we can do this in many ways, whether by talking through the particular 
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anxieties that individually threaten to depress us, or by devising measures to 

prevent panicking governments from irrevocably damaging the social fabric. 

At the same time, our empowerment depends on learning how to prevent 

our hopes from distorting our sense of what we can achieve by taking off 

into a realm of ungrounded optimism. A community can take steps in this 

direction by articulating its shared hopes along with the risks that 

accompany them, and expressing them in specific and realisable policies.  In 

doing so, it constitutes the hopes and counterbalancing fears that dominate 

public life and shapes the fluctuations of mind that its members habitually 

undergo (TP V.1). By creating a compelling and hopeful political culture, it 

ensures that fear is guided by hope, rather than the other way round.  

 A sensitivity to the interdependence of hope and fear is also a 

condition of successful deliberation. Unless negotiators are moved by the 

hope of reaching a satisfying resolution, are anxious to avoid the risks at 

stake, and remain sensitive to both affects by feeling and responding now to 

one, now to the other, the lives they are discussing will be in danger of 

becoming mere numbers on a spreadsheet, and any solution they arrive at is 

likely to be a disappointment. Again, however, great skills are called for. 

When negotiators are too hopeful they may underestimate risk; when they 

are not hopeful enough they may settle for uninspiring resolutions; and 

when they are sidetracked by superstition or consternation they will be 

unable to reach stable decisions. 

In its most productive form, the unavoidable fluctuation of our hopes 

and fears expresses itself in a nimble yet cautious openness to possibility, 

and in social practices that allow us to develop more empowering ways of 

life.  As I have tried to show, one of Spinoza’s many achievements is to 

have drawn attention to the interdependence of hope and fear and made 

their relationship a topic of sustained philosophical and political reflection. 

Standing on his shoulders and adapting his insights to our circumstances, we 
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too may be able to align our hopes and fears so that our sensitivity to risk 

supports the pursuit of our shared aspirations, and reduces our vulnerability 

to disempowerment or sadness.  
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